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Emancipate yourself from mental slavery
BOB MARLEY
“Redemption Song”

Introduction: The Secret of Life
I went to the doctor, I went to the mountains 
I looked to the children, I drank from the fountain 
There’s more than one answer to these questions pointing me in a  crooked line
 The less I seek my source for some definitive 
The closer I am to fine
EMILY SALIERS  
 “Closer to Fine”
I am not the happiest person. In fact, in the battle  between joy and misery, I’d say that the latter often  seems to prevail. I don’t like this, and every day I  refuse, for the eighty millionth time, to put up with  another minute of it. But the world does what it does,  and I often find it disagreeable. After all these years,  I’m kind of resigned to that.
But I do have one thing on my side: I have enormous faith. And hope. I am not speaking of the kind  you find in church or in the afterlife or in heaven or  in the King James Bible or in the Hare Krishnas that  we all encounter changing flights in the airports of  the world. I am speaking of a simple faith that says  that one way or another, no matter how many times I  stumble and stub my big toe, somehow life is going to  work itself out.
So this is a book about mistakes. In fact, this is   a book  in praise of mistakes. May you make many of  them along the way. May you make them left, right,  and center, and when you do, may you never claim to  have profited from them. May you never ever chalk  them up to lessons learned or experience gained or  any of that trite, commonplace bullshit. Just enjoy  your idiocy, cry about it and bask in it, and be glad  you are lucky enough to have a life that has room for  some stupidity and lolling about and kicking around,  because, you know, that’s how it goes, and that is  what it means to be living.
And there are much worse things than mistakes.  There are self-importance and smugness and arrogance and all the other traits that are associated with  belief. Belief is a good thing in principle, but an annoying thing in human beings. Faith is for people who  are not possessed of belief, and faith is a much better  thing. To explain: People who believe  walk around with  a certainty and ease that, in my opinion (which is always correct), they ought to be taken out and shot  for. They go around full of belief, they go through life  just knowing that they will get that plum job, knowing  that they will meet and marry that plum boy on some  perfect and preordained schedule, knowing that they  will get that apartment on the sunny side of the  street—the one with the high ceilings and bay windows and a marble bathroom and elegant detailing—  for half the going rate, with no problem. They know  they are going to win the lottery, they know they will  always have a date on Valentine’s Day—and that it  will surely involve long-stemmed red roses by the  dozen and a fine meal of filet mignon—and they know  that they will always most certainly be happy, even on  New Year’s Eve.
Yes, New Year’s Eve.
Don’t get me wrong: Perhaps the lives of the true  believers sound rather pleasant. I mean, how nice  never to be at a loss for love on February 14, year in  and year out. Far be it from me to put that down. But  we all know that life doesn’t work that way for anybody, and the people for whom it does get their comeuppance sooner or later—in the form of drug-addicted children or obnoxious in-laws or jail time   for tax evasion as a result of the assumption that they  can break the law because they believe that they have  God on their side. These people end up like those  treacly televangelists, like Jimmy Swaggert with his  mistress naked in  Hustler, like Jim Bakker with his paramour naked in Playboy—not to mention that he ended  up in jail, divorced, defrauded and defrocked, with  ex-wife Tammy Faye somehow still able to breathe  under piles of pancake makeup. Or they end up like  Newt Gingrich, who was preaching moral probity in  his Contract with America—all the while he had  asked his first wife for a divorce while she was in a  hospital dying of cancer. Never mind that one of  Newt’s daughters is a lesbian. Or that his scandalous  behavior got him thrown out of the leadership of  Congress, and then out of Congress altogether. And  he was so sure he had God on his side. But probably  not as sure as William Bennett, a man so certain of  his righteousness, so shamelessly sanctimonious, that  he actually wrote The Book of Virtues—not realizing  how it would look when he ended up with $8.5 million in gambling debts. Which, I don’t think, is very  virtuous.
That is what happens to the people who are  absolute believers. They are perfectly capable of ruining their own lives. They need no assistance from  you.
Just be glad you’re not one of them. Trust me.
And have faith. Have faith that somewhere along  the way you will manage to get all the joys in life that  you hope and wish and pray for, the things you ask  for every time you blow out your birthday candles,  the dreams you imagine every time you see a shooting star (or an airplane that you mistake for one), or  even every time you sight just a lone, regular, pretty  star, hanging out in the sky, all still and peaceful and  bright.
I probably want more or less the same things that  you do. Being human, we all kind of want the same  things, to love and be loved, and all that. And in the  rules I’ve laid out here, I believe I have found the secret of life.
The point I must make beforehand is that I myself don’t always follow my own good advice. In fact, I  fuck up all the time. Indeed, I fail miserably, which   might be why I am often unhappy. While I of course  have no trouble wearing mascara or having pets or  seeing too many movies, it is not so easy to manage  not to call boyfriends I miss in the middle of the  night or not to wonder if I’ll ever meet a guy who  doesn’t drive me crazy or to distraction or worse.
But I do know right from wrong. There are a few  simple facts that I know are true: I know that doing  copious quantities of drugs has never gotten me anywhere besides rooms full of strangers in the basements of churches, drinking really bad coffee and  saying, Thank you for sharing. I know that trying to  be friends with ex-boyfriends causes nothing but irritation at best and serious damage at worst. I know  that I feel a lot better when I have long, meandering  conversations with God about the nature of my life  and why it’s not quite working out the way I wish it  would. I know that I always do the best I can, and  sappy as it sounds, I know it’s good enough.
And I have loads of faith. All I can offer in the  way of advice are a few hints about getting and muddling through along the way. The rest is your mess to  make and clean up and enjoy. I hope you have fun.  Because at the end of the day, having fun is the only  real secret of life.

Always Ask
People have the power 
The power to dream/to rule 
 to wrestle the earth from fools
PATTI SMITH  
 “People Have the Power”
This is the essence of life. This is the only reason  to get out of bed in the morning. Every day is a  new opportunity to ask more questions and see what  happens. If you do nothing else with your day, at least  make many inquiries and feel free to demand good  and satisfying answers from the powers that be, or  just from some slightly nervous human being who is  a bit put off by your forthrightness. Be especially demanding of those people: They are the ones who are  standing in your way, whether they mean to or not.   In fact, it is fair to say that whether it intends to  or not, the whole world is conspiring to keep you  silent; do not be party to this cabal.
This does not mean that you ought to make a  nuisance or menace of yourself—it is only to say that  it is important to wonder, and sometimes you might  want to do this out loud. This does not mean you  should go through life in a manic talking spree, but if  something seems very wrong to you or, better still, if  something seems just right, do not let the moment  pass you by, unremarked, evanescent. I think what I  am trying to say is something like, seize the day, only a  little more fanciful.
If you don’t ask you will never find out. You will  never know if you could have had that great job, or if  that guy was available, or who the rock group Tesla  was named after (some scientist). You will never  know the difference between an elk, a moose, a deer,  and a reindeer (mostly size and antlers), or the meaning of the word defenestrate (look it up). You will never  know if Freud’s theories are more important than  Marx’s or, for that matter, if Einstein’s ideas don’t  trump them both (debatable). You will go through  life brain-dead, wondering why nothing ever seems  to happen to you beyond day after dreary day.
The greatest party on earth, the really wild and  rowdy one where all the happy people are, where all  the beautiful people are—the one that all of us are  sure we’re not invited to, and all of us feel certain is  going on right now, on the next block, within reach:  you will never know how to find this party, how to get  there, what shibboleth to use at the door, what to do  once inside. You will miss out on all the fun just because you were afraid to ask.
Curious people are not always the happiest people, but they are never bored. They are the kind of  people who amuse themselves while in the queue to  renew their driver’s license by getting the life story of  the person in front of them, and they are the women  who meet the men they are to marry on an intercontinental flight or walking out of the cinema or in any  of those places where people are supposed to meet but  only the brave and slightly crazy ever do. People are  constantly falling in love with women who ask a lot   of questions, because inquisitive types are comfortable enough with what they know to admit to what  they don’t—and because they are often provocateurs,  which is always sexy.
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