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CHAPTER 1

Why Can’t a Person Be More Like a Cat?

“Fear stops me from doing so many things,” a neighbor confided when I mentioned the subject of this book. Then, without further ado, she launched into a description of her coworker Carmen, a woman who exuded such a deep sense of calm, joy, and peacefulness that everyone wanted to be around her. “Carmen never feels fear or other negative emotions. She’s always in the flow of the present moment. She really lives each day to the fullest.” My neighbor paused to catch her breath, then exclaimed: “I would do anything to be like Carmen!”

She spoke so earnestly, her voice ringing with italics, that I restrained myself from suggesting that maybe Carmen had multiple personalities and that one of her alters might be sitting mute in some corner having wall-to-wall panic attacks. But I did tell her this: The only being I have ever known who was entirely free of fear and always “in the flow” was my cat, Felix. When Felix was alive, I aspired to be like him, much as my neighbor aspired to be like Carmen. I could relate.

FELIX, MY ROLE MODEL

Felix was my little Buddhist, my role model for mindful living. He demonstrated a healthy fight-or-flight response when threatened, but he only felt fear when fear was due. He became anxious and agitated when forced into a carrying cage, because he knew very well it meant a car ride to the vet. But he didn’t let fear, worry, and rumination spoil an otherwise perfectly good day.

By contrast, I recall my own human experience anticipating my first allergy shot as a child. For a good week before the actual appointment, I freaked myself out with fearful imaginings, all of them having to do with long needles and terrible pain. My mother, who had certain Key Phrases to Live By, informed me that “a coward dies a thousand deaths; a brave man dies but once.” She learned this aphorism from her younger brother when he went off to fight in World War II.

I personally found no comfort in her words. What sense did they make to a nine-year-old? I wasn’t brave, I wasn’t a man, and why was my mother bringing death into the conversation? When I was older and had developed the capacity for abstract thinking, I understood the lesson she was trying to convey. In essence, my mother was encouraging me to be more like Felix.

Felix lived in the moment. When he played, he played. When he ate, he ate. When he had sex, he had sex, utterly unencumbered by fear, shame, or guilt. Once “fixed” (the downside of being a pet), he settled immediately into a perfect acceptance of his situation. “Wherever you go, there you are,” was the motto I believe he lived by.

This capacity to inhabit the moment granted Felix a kind of profound self-acceptance. When he licked his fur, he didn’t worry about whether he was doing the job well enough, or whether he was taking too long to lick down all his hair, or whether certain of his body parts weren’t all that attractive and perhaps shouldn’t be displayed to my dinner guests. Nor did he dissipate his energy with anxious thoughts such as: “What’s wrong with me that I don’t make more fruitful and creative use of my time?”

Because Felix didn’t live a fear-driven life, he was able to operate from his essential Felixness. When he wanted connection, he would jump on my lap without stopping to wonder whether I might find him too needy and dependent (especially for a cat). With equal aplomb, he would jump off my lap and saunter out of the room when he felt like it, never worrying that I might take his departure personally and feel really hurt. I could go on, but you get the picture.

A sociobiologist friend tells me that I have an idealized notion of Felix’s inner emotional and spiritual life, but I disagree. I’m not saying that all cats are like Felix. I’ve seen my share of traumatized felines who cower or scratch when strangers approach. But I observed Felix almost daily for more than ten years before he keeled over dead one afternoon on our back porch. I’m convinced that it simply wasn’t in his nature to get bogged down in fear and shame.

Face It, You’re Human

Of course, Felix didn’t have it all. If he missed out on the miseries of being human, he also missed out on some uniquely human pleasures, from reading a riveting novel to falling in love. One might debate whether it is preferable to be a cat or a person, but why get into it? If you are reading this now, you are not a cat and never will be. So along with the good days, you’re going to experience the entire range of painful emotions that make us human.

This means that you’ll wake up at three in the morning searching your breasts for lumps. You’ll worry that your daughter has dropped out of her drug treatment program (again), that your partner is getting bored with you, that you’ll end up a bag lady if you leave your job, that your memory is getting more porous with each passing day, and that possibly you’re going crazy.

You can make your own list. No one is immune to the grip of anxiety, fear, and shame—the “big three” that muck up our lives. These are the uninvited guests. When tragedy or hardship hits, they may become our constant companions.

SIX EASY STEPS TO CONQUERING FEAR AND ACHIEVING BLISS?

I bristle at feverishly inspirational books that make large and silly promises. Break free from fear and you’ll soar like an eagle, reverse the aging process, and attract a bevy of wildly sexy and appreciative lovers. I recently eyeballed a new self-help guide that states: “Bliss is available to anyone at any time, no matter how difficult life may be.” When I read such statements, I am prone to entertaining mean-spirited thoughts, such as hoping that the author is dealt some unfathomable loss that will serve as a test case of his or her bliss theory. Since I am really a very nice person, these are but passing uncharitable fantasies. Still, I believe it is arrogant and deeply dishonest to tell people that they can transform their own reality, no matter how dreadful their circumstances, with the acquisition of a few new skills and a brighter attitude.

Of course, each of us can move in the direction of experiencing less fear and more calmness, love, and peace. This is a worthwhile and entirely possible venture. Meditation, therapy, friendship, creative pursuits, exercise, yoga, gardening, authentic conversation, reading, and listening to music are but a few of the paths we can take to become more whole and centered and, in the process, lessen fear’s grip. With practice, we can also change our habitual ways of thinking. We can’t stop bad things from happening, but we can stop our relentless focus on how things were or how we want them to be, and develop a deeper appreciation for what we have now. There is no quick fix, however, when it comes to managing fear and suffering in our lives, or even for coping with the simple stresses of ordinary life.

DECODING FEAR

Fear is not something to be conquered or eliminated—or even tackled, for that matter. Instead, we may need to pay close attention to its message. Most of us experience fear as a kind of stop sign or flashing red light that warns: “Danger! Do not enter!” But we may need to decode that signal and consider what it’s trying to convey. What is the actual nature of the danger? Is it past or present, real or imagined? Are we feeling anxious because we are boldly charting new territory, or because we’re about to do something stupid?

Sometimes we feel a stab of fear or a wave of anxiety because our unconscious is warning us that we’re truly off track. Perhaps we shouldn’t send that angry e-mail or buy that adorable “fixer-upper” house. Maybe we shouldn’t rush into a particular job, conversation, trip, marriage, or divorce. In such cases, fear can operate as a wise protector, one we need to honor and respect.

Yet if fear was always a legitimate warning signal, we might never show up for a doctor’s appointment, speak up when we feel passionate about something, or leave a dead-end relationship. There are times when we need to push past our dread and resolve—with our hearts pounding in our chests—to act.

At still other times, we may need to identify the actual sources of fear—past or present—that may be obscured from our view. For example, the anxiety that washes over you when you contemplate confronting your spouse may mask an underlying, ancient terror of speaking up to your father when you were a child. Clarifying these deeper sources of anxiety may help you to talk straightforwardly with your partner. Fear is a message—sometimes helpful, sometimes not—but often conveying critical information about our beliefs, our needs, and our relationship to the world around us.

There is one final kind of fear we need to decode—the fear we don’t feel at all (at least, not consciously). When we can’t fully face our anxiety and clarify its sources, we tend to act it out instead—attacking a colleague, nagging our child for the twelfth time, or working all weekend on a project that was good enough on Friday afternoon—all the while convincing ourselves that these responses are totally rational and warranted.

When anxiety is chronically high it leads to more serious outcomes such as greed, bigotry, scapegoating, violence, and other forms of cruelty. In these anxious times, on both the personal and political fronts, ideas are embraced and decisions are made not on the basis of clear thinking that considers both history and the future, but rather on the basis of hearts filled with fear. We owe it to ourselves and others to learn how to recognize behaviors that reflect and escalate anxiety—and to manage our own anxiety so it doesn’t get played out in hurtful ways.

AFRAID AND ALIVE

We may believe that anxiety and fear don’t concern us because we avoid experiencing them. We may keep the scope of our lives narrow and familiar, opting for sameness and safety. We may not even know that we are scared of success, failure, rejection, criticism, conflict, competition, intimacy, or adventure, because we rarely test the limits of our competence and creativity. We avoid anxiety by avoiding risk and change. Our challenge: To be willing to become more anxious, via embracing new situations and stepping more fully into our lives.

Some people (James Bond comes to mind) escape anxiety and fear because they are disconnected from their emotional lives. I confess to envying such people—they seem to stride so intrepidly through life’s difficulties—but I’m also aware that such “courage” comes at a cost. Feelings are a package deal, and you can’t avoid or deny the painful ones without also forfeiting part of your humanity. If you are never fearful, you may also have trouble feeling compassion, deep curiosity, or joy. Fear may not be fun, but it signals that we are fully alive.

Fear That Connects, Fear That Isolates

On September 11 fear barreled straight into the heart of our national psyche. Within a few months of the terrorist attacks I had filled two big cardboard boxes. One was stuffed with magazine and newspaper articles addressing how citizens could cope with their heightened feelings of vulnerability to terrorism. The other box was filled with literature on how psychotherapists could help them manage their fear. Much of the advice, I realized, was applicable to coping with all the scary events and possibilities that life plunks in our path. For example:


	Talk! Talk! Talk!

	Go for the facts. Anxiety escalates and fantasies flourish in the absence of information.

	Be reasonably vigilant. Don’t be ashamed if there are certain risks you choose to avoid.

	Don’t go overboard on numbers 1–3.

	Steer clear of activities that just rev you up (for example, turn off the TV).

	Seek out activities that calm you down (for example, after you switch off the TV, take a brisk walk or do some yoga stretches).

	Keep perspective. Terrible things happen, and it is still possible to move forward with love and hope.

	Connect! Connect! Connect!



September 11 certainly wasn’t the first time that many Americans, especially members of disenfranchised groups, had felt themselves to be potential targets of hatred and brutality. Yet the attacks on 9/11 were obviously not just another fear-producing event. The nature and scope of the devastation, along with its moment-by-moment documentation on television, the subsequent wars and their aftermath, and repeated White House predictions of imminent terrorist attacks produced a level of national dread that is unprecedented.

At the same time, this “national diagnosis” of anxiety and grief, in the words of Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen,1 engendered an experience of deeply felt connection, a sense that we were all in it together. Both in New York City and around the country, citizens coped with the catastrophe collectively, and reported feeling more connected to friends, family, and even strangers. Those who suffered losses knew that millions of people were feeling for them. Simply say “September 11” and nearly every American understands—as do people throughout the world. The enormity of the experience has been acknowledged everywhere.

By contrast, when something terrible happens to you as an individual, your fears may go unspoken, unheard, or even disbelieved. Even close friends and family members may not want to hear your experience, or they may communicate that they don’t want to hear all of it. They may behave as though the anxiety-producing event is not really happening or has never happened, or that maybe it is happening but you are way overreacting. In response, you may begin to feel isolated and disconnected. You may feel shame about your honest fear and suffering and for failing to pull yourself up by your bootstraps and march forward in the ever-resolute, can-do American Way. You may wonder why you were “chosen” for tragedy or whether you did something wrong to bring it about. These sorts of private crises are especially apt to trigger not only fear and anxiety, but also other “uninvited guests” such as shame, loneliness, and depression.

While an individual crisis is different from a tragedy of devastating magnitude, fear is a universal human experience that can serve to bring us together if we learn to respond to it wisely. Sooner or later the universe sends everybody a crash course in vulnerability and a lesson in how much we need people. We can’t avoid fear and suffering, but we can choose to encounter it in ways that will help us to feel connected and whole again. Fear can teach us how to keep participating in that most basic human activity of giving and receiving help.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

I was inspired to write about fear because it operates as such a powerful force in everyone’s life, whether it holds us back in love and work—or propels us toward disaster. Indeed, anxiety, fear, and shame (which we’ll get to shortly) are the culprits behind almost all the problems for which people seek help—or fail to—including problems with anger, intimacy, and self-esteem. While a comprehensive list of all human problems would be a long list indeed, what fuels human unhappiness in both the personal and political realm can be boiled down to these three key emotions—anxiety, fear, and shame. Or, more accurately, it’s the nonproductive ways we react to these uninvited guests that creates and perpetuates most of our misery. Perhaps nothing is more important than understanding how these emotions affect us and how to manage ourselves when we are in their grip.

Since I am no stranger to unwanted emotions, I’ll be sharing personal stories in the chapters that follow, along with examples gathered from my work as a psychologist and therapist. What this book won’t do is lay out a new, seventeen-day plan to help you stop panicking. Nor is it comprehensive in scope. There is already a wealth of books and online guides to mastering the whole range of anxiety-related problems, including phobias, panic disorders, and post-traumatic stress responses. There are programs, with or without medication, to help people master debilitating fears of specific activities, from flying to crossing bridges to stepping out of their homes. There is also a vast literature on meditation, imaging, and relaxation techniques to help people control their breathing and muscle tension as well as change habitually negative thinking patterns. I won’t repeat these worthy efforts.

This book will look fear full in the face, challenging readers to consider this difficult emotion as both obstacle and friend. I view anxiety and fear as necessary, and necessarily complex, emotions that can squelch our hopes and prod us to take healthy risks, threaten our relationships and help keep them intact, consign us to predictability and remind us that we are fearfully, pulsingly alive.

I hope to provoke, advise, and inspire you to use fear to guide you in a positive direction, and to manage anxiety wisely and well, at least a good part of the time. We can also learn courage, so that our fear does not stop us from speaking, acting, and living authentically. In the words of the late poet Audre Lorde,2 “When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.” And when fear temporarily gets the upper hand, I hope this book will help you to feel more compassionate toward yourself and others. Finally, I hope to make you laugh along the way, because, as my friend Jennifer Berman says, without humor nothing is funny.

Facing Shame

Shame will get a large share of attention in this book. Many common fears—the fear of rejection, intimacy, social situations, or speaking in public—are about shame. At bedrock is the fear of being seen as essentially flawed, inadequate, and unworthy of being loved.

Shame is so painful that no one talks personally about it or wants to “go there.” When was the last time you discussed your shame at the dinner table? Shame is the least-talked-about emotion because people are ashamed of their shame—whether it’s shame about your body, your teenager, or how you chew your food. Shame steers people into a life of silence, inactivity, lying and hiding. Or, to avoid feeling shame, we may flip shame into contempt, arrogance, or displays of one-upmanship. We can learn to do better than that, to face shame and not let it stop us from being our best selves.

Fear vs. Anxiety

Most of us make some distinction between fear and anxiety. Sometimes it’s merely a matter of linguistics. We say we have a fear of something (flying, aging) and anxiety about something (flying, aging). Sometimes we distinguish the two by our bodily experience. I’m sure you’re aware that the neurobiology of fear is different from the neurobiology of anxiety. The sudden rearrangement of your guts when an intruder holds a knife to your back (fear), is different from the mild nausea, dizziness, and butterflies in your stomach as you’re about to make a difficult phone call (anxiety). Anxiety is also the word of choice to describe lingering apprehension, or a chronic sense of worry or tension, the sources of which may be totally unclear.

But the notion that “fear” always connotes something bigger and stronger than “anxiety” breaks down in real-life experience. You can have a short-lived fear response to the bee buzzing around your face, and you can wake up at three in the morning awash in anxiety that won’t let you get back to sleep. When the distinction between “anxiety” and “fear” isn’t critical to the discussion at hand, I use just one of these words as the umbrella term. Anxiety, apprehension, fear, terror—however you name it, what matters is how you cope.

In everyday conversation, we use the language of emotions that we’re comfortable with and that fits our psychological complexion. I’ve worked with clients who don’t report feeling anxious or afraid. “I’m incredibly stressed out …” is their language of choice. “Stressed” is the codeword for “totally freaked out” for people who are allergic to identifying and sharing their own vulnerability. Or, at the other linguistic extreme, a woman in therapy tells me that she feels “sheer terror” at the thought that her daughter’s wedding dress will not fit her properly. I know her well enough to translate “sheer terror” into “really, really, worried.”

Whatever your emotional vocabulary, no one signs up for anxiety, fear, and shame, or for any difficult, uncomfortable emotion. But we can’t avoid these feelings, either. I am convinced that the more we can look these uninvited guests in the eye, with patience and curiosity, and the more we learn to spot their wisdom as well as their mischief, the less grip they will have on us. Only when we experience our emotions as both potential stumbling blocks and wise guides—not either/or—can we begin to live more fully in the present and move into the future with courage, clarity, humor, and hope.

A Road Map

Here’s a brief road map of the territory ahead:

Chapters 2 and 3 include a bit of “fear lite,” to demonstrate that facing the fear “of” something (rejection and public speaking) need not always be a somber and heavy matter. Here we’ll see the hidden advantages of having your dreaded fears actually happen. Chapters 4 and 5 explain how fear keeps us alive and well, and also how it wreaks havoc on every aspect of our functioning. Chapter 6 reveals why we fear change, new learning, and adventure—and for good reason. Chapter 7 illustrates how anxiety is not just a characteristic of individuals but also an invisible force that flows through all human systems. I use the workplace to spell out the signs and symptoms of an anxious system, and to show how we can manage our personal anxiety more productively.

Chapters 8, 9, and 10 include a more in-depth look at the wrenching ways that the universe sends us lessons in fear and shame, for example, having a body that looks all “wrong” or breaks down altogether; the shame we feel about another family member, or about our flawed, imperfect self. Chapter 11 is about the hidden faces of courage and the never-ending challenge to speak and act even when we are afraid, and have internalized the shaming messages of others. Saving the best for last, the brief epilogue reveals the six secret, simple, specific steps you can take to banish unwanted anxiety, fear, and shame from your life forever. Just kidding, but yes, that would be nice.


CHAPTER 2

The Fear of Rejection:
A One-Day Cure

Cured in a day? It happened like this:

I was surprised to get a call from Frank, a former client who now lived in Tulsa, Oklahoma. His work was bringing him back to Kansas for a two-day seminar, and he wanted to know if I would meet with him. I hadn’t seen Frank since he and his wife, Ann, terminated marital therapy with me many years earlier. They appeared to be doing well, but Frank told me that shortly after they moved to Tulsa, Ann ended their marriage. Frank was devastated at the time, but he reported that he was now doing fine—“except for one thing.”

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“Maybe I was traumatized by the divorce,” Frank replied, “but ever since Ann left me, I’ve been phobic about rejection.” He went on to explain that he hadn’t dated since his marriage ended two years earlier. He was drawn to a woman at work named Liz, but the mere thought of asking her out paralyzed him.

Although Frank used the words “phobic” and “traumatized,” he was neither of these things. He was merely terrified. I suggested that he see a therapist closer to home, but Frank made clear that he had no interest in embarking on a whole new therapy process. He simply wanted to pick my brain for one session about how he might solve this specific problem.

I knew that Frank was a roll-up-your-sleeves, fix-it sort of guy, so it didn’t surprise me that he hoped for a quick solution. Since I more typically work with people slowly and over time, I was uncertain how much help I could provide in a single session. But I had recently attended a workshop conducted by Cloe Madanes, a psychotherapist acclaimed for her innovative transformational strategies. I recalled one particular intervention that Madanes had described for a man whose problem was quite similar to Frank’s. I had a strong intuition that this directive would be perfect. At worst, it would do no harm.

Change: How Badly Do You Want It?

I was about to give Frank an extremely challenging assignment, so I wanted to know if his motor was running for change.

“On a scale of 1 to 10, how motivated are you to solve your problem?” I asked him. I explained that “1” meant that he’d like to ask Liz out, but, in truth, he didn’t have much energy to work on the problem. A “10” meant that he would do anything—dangle from the Golden Gate Bridge—if he knew it would accomplish his goal.

“I’m a 10,” Frank replied without hesitation.

“Good,” I responded, “because what I’m about to suggest won’t be easy. On the plus side, it requires only one day of work. If you carry out this assignment to the letter, it will cure your problem.”

“Shoot,” Frank said.

Standing at the Bottom of the Escalator

Frank had defined his problem as a fear of rejection. “The real problem,” I told him, “is that you don’t have enough experience with rejection.” To solve his problem, Frank needed to accumulate rejections. His assignment, if he chose to accept it, was to rack up seventy-five rejections in one day.

He was to proceed as follows: The day before his seminar in Kansas City, he was to go to the Plaza, a major shopping mall and tourist magnet. Starting at Latte Land, a popular coffee shop with a relaxed, informal atmosphere, he was to approach several women (one at a time, of course), and say: “Hi. My name is Frank. I hope you don’t think I’m rude, but I’m wondering if you would like to have coffee with me.” After getting his feet wet, he was to walk down the street and station himself at the foot of a department store’s escalator. As women came down the escalator, he was to repeat his lines: “Hi. My name is Frank. I hope you don’t think I’m rude, but I’m wondering if you would like to have coffee with me.”

He was not to veer from this script. He was to keep an accurate record of his accumulated rejections and stop only when he reached seventy-five. Obviously, I said, he should exercise good judgment and discretion so that he wouldn’t be reported to the store management for harassment. He could rotate escalators, as the store had several, and move to the bottom of an escalator in a different store, if necessary. I asked him to call me after he returned to Tulsa to report the results.

Frank was intrigued by the idea that he needed to pile up rejections to make up for his lack of experience. The directive struck him as both daunting and absurd, but his motivation was sky-high. He also was spurred on by his confidence in me, and by my assurance that if he completed the assignment, he would be able to ask Liz for a date. It probably helped a bit that Kansas City was no longer his hometown.

“I can do anything for one day,” he said.

Rejection Boot Camp

When Frank called me a few weeks after returning to Tulsa, he was full of good cheer. “I failed,” he blithely told me.

At first, he had followed my instructions to the letter. At Latte Land he accumulated three rejections. Then a woman accepted his offer, which made Frank realize that stacking up seventy-five rejections might take longer than he had initially imagined. At his next location, he collected five more rejections off the bat. Then, once again, he ran into the problem of several women saying “yes.” Rising to the challenge, Frank became more strategic about scoping out women who would be highly likely to reject him—those wearing wedding rings or herding small cranky children, for example.

It wasn’t long before Frank’s motivation dropped sharply—“from a 10 to a 2,” he admitted. As his will faltered and his irritation rose, he suddenly spotted a stunningly gorgeous woman stepping onto the escalator. A good six inches taller than Frank, the woman wore an ultra-fashionable silver minidress and was, Frank said, “steely-looking and ice-cold in her demeanor.” Here was the last woman in the world he would ever approach or be interested in—and he was quite certain that the feeling was mutual. “I didn’t think I could get up the nerve to approach her,” Frank said. “But I decided to give myself fifteen bonus points if I did.”

As she glided down the moving staircase toward him, Frank felt increasingly ridiculous. He recognized that even with the bonus points he was planning to grant himself, he would still need to collect more than thirty additional rejections. The very thought made him tired. Then a lightbulb went off in his head. With a loud sigh of relief, he moved to a more secluded part of the store, took out his cell phone, and called Liz.

When he got her answering machine, he didn’t miss a beat. “Hi, this is Frank from work,” he said. “I hope you don’t think I’m rude, but I’m wondering if we could have coffee together when I get back to Tulsa.”

“It was so easy,” Frank told me, wonder edging his voice. “Calling Liz was a million times easier than asking that ice queen for coffee and completing the assignment. The only reason I was standing there to begin with, feeling like a total idiot, was to ask Liz out.” Frank reported that he spent the rest of his afternoon sightseeing, shopping, and thoroughly enjoying himself.

As for Liz? It turned out that she was already involved with someone and declined the coffee date. But several days later Frank approached a woman he sometimes chatted with in his neighborhood—“a dog person like me”—and asked her out. She accepted, and they’ve been dating ever since. “And you know what?” Frank told me with a laugh. “I did not say, ‘Hi. My name is Frank. I hope you don’t think I’m rude, but I’m wondering if you would like to have coffee with me.’”

Into the Belly of the Beast

By following my directive, Frank plunged into the very center of his fear. I didn’t advise him to slowly desensitize himself by moving toward the dreaded situation in carefully measured increments. Nor did I encourage him to undergo another round of therapy to explore the psychological underpinnings of his fear, such as low self-regard or unacknowledged rage at his ex-wife. Instead, when Frank reported his crippling fear of rejection, I sent him off to accumulate rejections at record-breaking speed.

Why was this assignment successful? When Frank’s problem was reframed as “a lack of experience with rejection,” failure became impossible. Every rejection constituted a resounding success, while each acceptance (“Sure, I’d love to have coffee with you”) obstructed progress. Moreover, merely starting the assignment required Frank to ask a woman on a date, which he initially claimed he could not do. Also, his assigned task was so thoroughly staged—he had to stand in a certain place and repeat certain lines—that he had no room to become anxious about his approach or berate himself for saying something “uncool.”

Most importantly, the assignment put Frank squarely in charge of his own symptom. Rather than being a passive victim of his greatest fear—rejection—he became actively engaged in making rejection happen. And Frank took the directive seriously because he respected and trusted my judgment. Though he stood alone at the bottom of the escalator, he knew I was in his corner.

Should You Stand at the Bottom of the Escalator?

As I shared Frank’s story in a seminar for social workers, a student inquired: “Would you give that directive to anybody who wanted to get past their fear of rejection?”

Of course not. I knew Frank’s vulnerabilities and strengths from my previous work with him in marital therapy. His motivation to move forward was very strong, and he specifically requested a solution, in contrast to most people I work with who also seek conversation and understanding. I firmly believed that Frank did, indeed, need more experience with rejection, and that attempting to carry out the assignment would, at the very least, provide us both with useful information.

It also mattered that Frank is a sweet-looking, small-framed, white guy. I would not have given the same assignment to an African American or Middle Eastern man, because it would set him up for a racist response in the predominantly white Kansas City Country Club Plaza. Frank also has good common sense and is sensitive to the feelings of others. I was confident that he would follow the directive in a way that would not offend the women he approached. I relied on my clinical judgment and my intuition in trying out what was, for me, an unorthodox treatment approach.

While I’m not necessarily suggesting that you plant yourself at the bottom of the nearest escalator to conquer your own anxieties, Frank’s story holds some important lessons:

Action is powerful. Sometimes you can move past a fear quickly, if you are willing to act. When you avoid what you fear, your anxieties are apt to worsen over time.

Succeed by failing. If you fear rejection, you may indeed need to accumulate more experience getting snubbed. This applies not just to asking someone for a date, but also to making sales calls, trying to get an article published, or approaching new people at a party.

Risk feeling ridiculous. Most people feel deeply ashamed at the very idea of appearing foolish, and shy away from taking healthy risks to avoid that possibility. Frank learned that feeling ridiculous—over and over—was tedious and uncomfortable, but not the primal threat to his dignity that he had imagined.

Invite fear in. When you anticipate a guest coming to visit, you are more prepared for whatever happens. Almost all treatments and strategies that help people with fear involve inviting fear in.

Motivation matters. If you’re not at least a 6 or 7 on that 1-to-10 motivation scale, you may need to be in more pain about the status quo before you are willing to act. At the very least, you need to deeply feel the negative consequences of not acting.

An important postscript: If Frank hadn’t had the motivation to carry out the assignment—or if he hadn’t been willing or able to ask Liz out at this time—the experiment still would have been worthwhile. It would have given Frank and me useful information about his high level of anxiety and would signal the need for a different plan. Resistance to change can reflect the deepest wisdom of the unconscious. In many situations, our efforts to change have the best chance of succeeding if we proceed slowly and cautiously, with respect for how much anxiety we—or the other party—can manage. But hey, a cure in a day? Some of us will take it.

IT’S MORE COMPLICATED THAN THAT

In sharing Frank’s story, I don’t mean to imply that in the aftermath of a terrible loss, the bravest thing to do is jump into a new relationship. We all need time to grieve, and no single timetable fits all. Rejection is obviously hardest when we have intertwined the “dailyness” of our lives with the other person, when we have relied on that person for practical, emotional, and financial support, and when trust—including trust in our own good judgment—has been violated.

“My Husband Walked Out on Me”

Mary’s story is easy to identify with, even if the particulars don’t fit your experience. Married for twenty years, Mary enjoyed what she considered a “problem-free” relationship with her husband until he left her for a coworker he had been sleeping with for more than a decade. She described her husband, Jeff, as “my entire life” and hadn’t the slightest clue that he was involved with another woman until after he packed his bags and walked out. The aftermath of this rejection was profound, as Mary lost far more than her most significant relationship. She lost her identity and self-regard, as well as her sense of history, continuity, and meaning. Jeff’s decision to leave, and his disclosure that he had had a lover for ten years, forced Mary to revise both her understanding of the past and her pictures of the future.

Because Mary had put all her eggs in the basket of one relationship, she hadn’t strengthened her connections to family and friends, nor did she have any plan to ensure her own economic survival. The end of her marriage was made even more painful because she and Jeff had never talked about marital problems as they came up; indeed, she had never even recognized the emotional distance between them. So the loss hit Mary like an earthquake, utterly without warning.

Understandably, sudden loss is more devastating and disorienting than one we can see coming, try to make sense of, and plan for. It is no wonder that Mary
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