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AUTHOR’S NOTE
This book is a revision of my earlier work which
bore the same title (It’s Not a Life Sentence), but a
different subtitle (Liberating Your Self, Becoming Who
You Are). The idea for that book had germinated for
years, the writing had been done in fits and starts, and by
the time it was ready to see the light of day, the world
was a different place than it had been when I started.
Books were digitized, the web had exploded, alwayson TV channels brought mayhem in “real” time into our
living rooms, and almost anything we wanted to know
was just a google search away. Google. When I first
started thinking about my original book, you would have
said, “Huh? Google? What’s that?” And if you read it a
few years hence, the word may have faded into history
and you’d say the same thing.
My father used to say no generation would see
greater changes than his, and when the two of us went to
see an early sci-fi movie called Destination Moon, he
told me mankind could never actually go to the moon.
I was disappointed. “Why?” I asked.
“Well, because it’s impossible to build an engine
powerful enough to escape the earth’s gravity,” he said,
matter-of-factly.
Six years after he died, his toddler grandson watched
a man walk on the moon. Now his young greatgranddaughter will never experience a world in which
you couldn’t call anybody any time, no matter where
they are, or see your home movies immediately after you
take them, or have a tele-visit with grandma when she’s
half a world away.
Technologically, developments are mind-boggling.
Changes in the social arena are mind-boggling as well.
We’ve had our first African American president; gay
marriage is a fact of life; gay and transgender people
serve openly in the military; women control their
reproductive decisions, though that right is constantly
under attack.
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But while we’ve seen progress in human rights,
we’ve also seen political discourse degenerate into
bullying, bluster, and insult while legislators on both
state and national levels abandon the search for rational
action and focus on blocking the opposition, no matter
the issue at hand. Both at home and abroad, much of the
world is in chaos.
In such a world, we have to do more than liberate
ourselves and become who we authentically are. We have
to take charge of what we do and move on—and, in the
process perhaps, have a positive impact on those around
us. Hence the subtitle change and revision of the book.
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INTRODUCTION
As preparation for life, childhood is overrated.
During your first decade and a couple of years beyond,
you accept the views of grown-ups and try to become just
like them. You realize your decisions are subject to their
approval. You know—and sometimes take comfort in—
the rules.
During your teens, however, a lot changes—or so it
seems to you, though you’re the one evolving. You
question much, try on personas that may leave elders
gasping, and rebel against restrictions and the
expectations of others.
While that metamorphosis feels—and is—
momentous, it’s just the beginning of your journey of
self-discovery. But barely launched, you look outward to
seek a life partner, perhaps start a family of your own,
and immerse yourself in the world of work.
Preoccupied with these concerns, it’s easy to leave
unfinished the search for your self as you deal with the
demands of relationships and career. Unless you’re one
of the fortunate few, you eventually may find yourself in
the grip of an insidious malaise, the darkness dimming
ordinary joys and breeding paralyzing angst.
If that has happened to you, you probably already
know the truth: the descent often is gradual, happening so
slowly that, by the time you give your condition a name
like unhappiness or depression, it may have come to feel
like an inherent characteristic. “It’s just the way I am,”
you may say, as though feeling exhausted, pessimistic,
trapped, or all three is somehow normal. The fact is that
while you’ve been busy meeting the expectations of
others, you’ve lost your self.
The good news is this: It’s not a life sentence.
Unfortunately, it often takes a crisis to provide the
impetus for escape. A rewarding job is lost. A partner
demands a divorce. A family member contracts a
prolonged, but fatal illness. Potential pitfalls are endless.
If you lack a grounded sense of self, dealing with
such events may be truly overwhelming. It’s precisely
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during these times that the demons of unfinished
business, issues that have festered unacknowledged and
contributed to your malaise, rise up to demand attention.
Among them may be problems related to the way you
were treated as you grew up, beliefs you absorbed
without question, and limiting self-concepts that keep
you mired in a less than satisfying life.
No matter how strong your system of emotional
support—and the value of that is enormous—the most
important person in a crisis is your self. When your
friends go home, your family slumbers, and you prowl
the abyss of sleepless night, you need to be your own
best friend and staunchest anchor. You are, after all, the
only person who’s always there, and you need to know
who you are.
As you read this book and reflect on your life, I hope
you’ll identify underlying beliefs that color your
perceptions, gain an understanding of your inner
dynamics, and develop self-affirming behavior consistent
with the person you are at the core. And in doing all this,
you’ll fortify yourself for those times when you feel as
though you’ve gone ten rounds with the heavyweight
champ. You’ll also build a secure foundation for a happy,
fulfilling life in which you become your own best friend.
“The unexamined life is not worth living,” Socrates
said many years ago. That’s as true today as it was in
ancient Greece, but the pace, demands, and gadgetry of
our everyday lives discourage introspection. Pause,
question, and get acquainted with your self. Probing your
past, you’ll take control of your life, make it truly your
own, and take charge of your future.
Time to Introspect
At various points throughout the book, you’ll be
asked to respond to questions about your self and your
life in sections labeled "Time to Introspect." In general,
these are fill-in-the-blank, multiple-choice, or self-rating
items. As you respond, you’ll reflect on a variety of
topics, some of which may raise issues you want to think
about in more detail. If this happens, you might want to
start a private journal in which you write about the
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memories, thoughts, and feelings that come into
awareness.
Some readers will choose just to think about the
issues raised. However, if you wish, you may download
free printable worksheets available from my website,
marjfrazerlacey.com. Click on “Printable Copies of All
Reader-Response ‘Time to Introspect’ Sections” on the
home page.
Remember: Your writing won't be graded so give
yourself a break. Dangle your participles; split your
infinitives; use sentence fragments. Write your history
and your heart. Enjoy your freedom. Discover depths you
didn't know were there.
Find a time to introspect when you can focus without
interruption and let your thoughts flow. If you choose to
journal, use whatever works for you—computer, looseleaf notebook, cocktail napkins. Fire your inner censor.
Be honest.
One last point: Just because you've completed a
section of introspection doesn't mean you can't return to
it later. In fact, as memories emerge and assumptions
surface, you may find you need to return to some sections
again and again. Make this process work for you. There
aren't any rules.
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PART I
1
GETTING LOST
The aim of life is self-development. To realize one’s
nature perfectly—that is what each of us is here for.
(Oscar Wilde)
She had come to my office with concerns typical of
many young adults—adjusting to a new job and life in a
strange city far from family and friends—but while we
focused on those issues, something else happened. She
met a guy.
"He's perfect," she told me. For a few weeks, Dana
brightened and her energy level soared.
But now, slim and impeccably groomed, she slumped
in her chair. Unlike earlier therapy sessions, this one was
lurching along, spurts of conversation taking Dana from
one silence to another as she processed an inner turmoil.
"I love Todd," she said, "but I just can't make it
work."
"Can't make what work?" I asked.
"The relationship. Not just this relationship. Any
relationship." Tears filled her clear brown eyes as she
twisted the gold bracelet Todd had given her the night
before. "I dated in college, but never the same guy for
very long. Once they wanted to go beyond a hug and a
kiss, it was all over. I got real good at pushing them
away."
She gazed into the gathering dusk outside.
"I used to think when the right guy came along,
everything would change, but Todd is the right guy, and
still I can hardly let him touch me," she finally said.
Silence again filled the room. Lost in thought, she
curled up on the over-sized chair and folded her arms.
Naturally petite, she seemed to become even smaller as
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she again retreated to some distant, private space and
stared at a spot on the carpet.
"What are you thinking?" I finally prompted.
She looked up, startled, as though she’d forgotten I
was in the room. Planting her feet back on the floor, she
sat up straight and smiled. "Sorry," she said. "I kind of
drifted off, didn't I?"
She leaned forward to straighten her teal green jacket
and pulled it tight around her, armor against an
unpredictable world.
"No problem," I assured her. "I just wonder what’s
going on when you close up like that.”
She looked me up and down with a defiance I hadn’t
seen before.
"Well, I don't know if I can tell you." She took a deep
breath, sighed, and glanced at the door as though plotting
a getaway. "I was . . . I've never really talked about it
before. I don't know how to start."
With that, Dana stumbled towards the first, difficult
telling of her story. Her father had died when she was six,
and her mother remarried three years later. At first, Dana
recalled, life with her stepdad was uneventful. "We just
kind of tolerated each other," she remembered.
The horror began a year later, about the time she
turned ten. Her stepfather had crept into her room in the
middle of the night.
"I woke up when the door opened and I could see it
was him. I was so stupid I thought he was coming in to
make sure I was covered up so I pretended to be asleep.”
Dana stopped and watched the streetlights flicker to
life as she replayed her internal tapes of that long-ago
scene. "It first happened about this time of year," she said.
"God, I hate him!
"Instead of pulling the blankets up, he pulled them
down," she went on. "He started rubbing my back. That
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felt good, but I was kind of scared because something just
didn't seem right about the whole thing—beginning with
the way he had kind of slithered into the room." She
shuddered. "When I tried to twist away, he told me just to
relax. Then he started to rub me in places I knew he
shouldn't touch. I didn't know what to do."
"What did you do?" I asked.
"I just lay there and let him rub me," she said, her
voice thickening with self-loathing. "I was stupid! I didn't
really understand what was going on. Later, sometimes
he'd crawl up on the bed with me and I'd feel something
hard against my side. I was so dumb I didn't even know
what it was at first."
She stared at the floor, then looked up defiantly.
"There. Now you know. Now you know my secret."
She leaned forward and glanced at her watch. "I can't
believe I told you all that," she concluded.
Over the following weeks, Dana's story gradually
emerged in greater detail. She had been molested
repeatedly for more than a year. She was afraid to tell her
mother, whom she saw as ineffectual and already
intimidated by the abuser.
"In the daytime, I would just act like nothing was
wrong and try not to think about it," she recalled. "But I
dreaded going to bed every night. I never knew when he
was going to come in."
The molestation stopped when her mother—abruptly,
it seemed to Dana—filed for divorce and her stepfather
left the house.
"She never told me why," Dana said in a later session.
"She just said she and Rudy were splitting up, and of
course, that was fine with me. I could tell she didn't want
me to ask any questions, and I was pretty sure she didn't
want to hear about what had happened to me. I got the
feeling she knew, though, and I wondered if that's why
she was leaving him. I didn't ask because I didn't want to
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rock the boat. As long as we were getting rid of the
bastard, that's all I cared about. My mom and I just never
talked much about anything. She never really seemed to
want to know me."
Like so many survivors of trauma, Dana had been
affected in ways she was just now, at a time of crisis as a
young adult, beginning to realize. The dissonance
between what she now knew had happened and what she
had allowed herself to think, feel, and do about it as a
child had left her unable to trust the one person she
needed to rely on: herself. The violation at the hands of
her stepfather had left her unable to trust and be open to
others. The self-blame with which she was tortured had
spawned, then continued to feed, feelings of
worthlessness.
"I don't even know who I am," she said with a shrug
as we ended a later session. We had spent the hour talking
about the contrast between what she felt on the inside and
the capable, confident persona she worked hard to project
to the world around her.
In giving voice to her experience, thoughts, and
feelings, Dana began the journey towards a life congruent
with her own true center. Along the way, this journey
brought the self-acceptance which allowed her to become
comfortable in her own skin, able to share with Todd and
the world the warm human being within.
The Crux of the Problem
To live life to the fullest, we all must come to know,
nurture, and live in harmony with our core, our mental
and emotional marrow and the source of our inner
strength. Acting out of our own true center, we’re
energized.
Uncovering that core requires that we challenge
defenses we’ve created in the mistaken belief they
provide emotional safety. Living behind our defenses is
like performing in a play; it requires a tremendous amount
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of energy because, no matter how well we project that
dramatic persona, it isn’t who we really are.
I used to say I wouldn't mind starting from square one
and raising my family again if I could know at the
beginning what I know now. Lately, I've come to feel that
way about the whole of life. While there are many details
I'd change the second time around, the most profound
shift would be in my relationship to myself. I’d focus
more on getting in touch with my own true center and
valuing who I am, less on doing what others expected. I'd
speak more boldly, take more risks, spike my hair much
sooner. I'd make more noise.
Both in private practice and as a high-school
counselor, I’ve helped others work through crises ranging
from the stresses of adolescence in a complex, demanding
world to the loss of livelihood. Almost always, at some
point, the crucial question becomes, “What solution best
expresses who I am, feels right, and is consistent with my
beliefs?” When we ask those questions, we begin to look
at our innermost selves, stripped of the expectations of
others.
We often think of the teen years as the time of selfsearching, but those years are just the beginning. With
bodies nearly adult and minds and emotions struggling to
catch up, teens are acutely aware of the disparity between
who they really are and the persona they want to project
to the world as they strive to fit in with their peers. The
more introspective spend hours questioning what they
believe, searching for activities that are fulfilling, and
figuring out goals that mesh with emerging talents and
interests. Entering adulthood, however, as life with its
many demands takes over, it's temptingly easy to move
out of that thoughtful, questioning mode and accept an
identity that works at the moment, often with little
consideration of whether what we’re doing is congruent
with who we truly are.
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Aging in Place
Fast forward to the later stages of life's journey. I
recently overheard this snippet of party conversation:
"Hey, Wes, what do you do with all your time, now
that you're retired?"
"Absolutely nothing,” was the reply. “And I start
about noon."
Wes may have been joking or he may truly have
loved his laid-back existence, but for some of us, it would
be just a short distance from that lack of challenge to
terminal boredom. In retirement, we face a new set of
issues. Though we may have the means to do things we
didn't have time for while holding down jobs and raising
children, there's a catch. With the distractions and support
of the workplace gone and the skills required for
introspection and change often undeveloped, many who
have the potential to lead full, productive lives flounder.
As couples age together, their differences, far from
diminishing, may become more pronounced. One partner
may be ready to explore the planet while the other is
indifferent or physically unable to do so. One may be a
reader, moviegoer, and theater buff, while the other may
prefer a rousing game of tennis. Physically together for
more time than ever before, they may not connect on
anything but a superficial level. For many couples, illness
only exacerbates the situation, as one becomes the
caretaker of the other.
Just as, in mid-life, they may have believed the needs
of offspring must take precedence over needs of their
own, during the senior years healthier partners may
believe they must put the less able ones first. The
temptation is to say, "Too late to change anything now.
Guess I'm stuck," and give up dreams and goals which
may have been decades in the making. But at no time is it
more important to honestly examine who you are and find
outlets that refresh you. These are, after all, your years,
too; surrendering your dreams is unfair to yourself and

17

almost certain to lead to resentment. You may not be able
to do exactly what you had hoped, but you always have
choices.
The Life-long Challenge
The point is this: The process of becoming the
genuine you is life-long. The world changes. Life
happens. You change. No matter what your age, living
true to your genuine self and taking control of your life is
a constant challenge.
It sounds so simple, but is sometimes so hard.
Consider those mid-life years. For most of us, days
are fraught with incessant demands and distractions. The
result? Too often, diminishing intimacy within our family
circles and frayed remnants of connections with friends.
Cranky kids, challenging teen-agers, aging parents, jobs
in which we work long hours and have little sense of
control: These are just a few of the factors that force us to
focus outward and lose touch with the core that would
sustain us. By the end of the day—or the end of the
week—when common sense would suggest we do
something to rejuvenate ourselves, many are too drained,
depressed, overwhelmed, or overbooked to make the
effort. And I do mean “rejuvenate” in its original sense—
to make young again, to re-energize—with all that that
implies. Burnout is epidemic.
Recently, a new teacher resigned just six weeks into
the semester.
“She said she was burned out,” the principal told me
incredulously, as though burnout required a certain
longevity on the job before acquiring legitimacy. The fact
is that the way we live now often disconnects us from the
energy at our core so completely that, even if we once
knew who we were (and some of us never do), we burn
out without quite knowing what happened, or how, or
why.
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The Thieves of Time and Attention
Ironically, in some ways, life has never been easier.
We make travel reservations, track packages we’ve sent,
check out breaking news, keep up with developments at
our alma maters, monitor our investments, all that and
more with a click of the computer mouse or tap on the
smart phone. There’s e-mail and text, so quick and simple
that I’ve rekindled friendships dormant for decades,
helped arrange three family reunions (coordinating plans
of cousins scattered around the globe), and kept abreast of
the more mundane activities of family and friends with
amazing regularity.
Almost as ubiquitous as our computers and phones is
that attention-gobbling device in living rooms . . . and
bedrooms . . . and kitchens. Television sets dominate our
living spaces, and if we can't find on the cluttered airways
the viewing experience we seek, no matter. There’s all
that stuff we’ve recorded on the DVR or other devices to
distract us. "The world is too much with us," Wordsworth
said 200 years ago. If he could see us now!
Some of us illustrate the truth of a line in Rob
Becker’s play, Defending the Caveman, in which one of
the characters remarks, "A man doesn't just watch TV; a
man actually becomes the TV (Becker 1996).” And
tempting though it might be to attribute this trait, as the
playwright does, to the male of the species, I think we all
can lose ourselves in stories not our own.
Is it any wonder then that we're out of touch with our
selves—and each other? Much easier, after a day's work,
to watch a favorite sitcom, shoot down video villains, or
surf the Internet than to reflect on and talk about the day
just ending—or, in fact, to reflect on and talk about
anything at all. It’s survival estrangement. The internet,
TV, video games: They don't demand that we introspect,
communicate, examine our identities, question life
choices, plan and set goals thoughtfully, or consider
whether we’re becoming our own best, most productive,
happy selves.
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The effect on our lives is insidious. We don't set out
deliberately to distance ourselves from family and friends
as we retreat to a cocoon of electronic gadgets, but it's
been a long, hard day, and many of us do it anyway. The
result resembles the effects of drugs and alcohol. We're
emotionally unavailable, not really there, for ourselves or
anyone else. Strangers to ourselves, we become strangers
as well to those who need us most. We simply survive
when we could choose to flourish and grow.
Ironically, the people who know us best and with
whom we’re the most open and honest may well be our
colleagues at work. It's tougher to hide in the workplace
than it is at home, where we can fade away from
ourselves and everyone else. Jobs demand a certain level
of interaction. In our personal lives, we often regard
interaction as optional.
Remember this: It really isn't.
What It All Means
Becoming your genuine self means, briefly, this . . .
• The person you appear to be on the outside matches
the person you know yourself to be on the inside.
(Knowing who you are is an issue in itself. Keep
reading.)
• What you do and say is consistent with what you
feel and believe
• The goals and dreams you pursue are your goals
and dreams, not somebody else's.
• You have a sense of wholeness, congruence, and
authenticity, a psychological well being that gives
you a healthy sense of balance and control.
• You have honest relationships with yourself and
others around you.
• You are your own best, most reliable anchor; you
have a core and you know what it is; you know
what sustains you and you nurture that, whatever it
may be.
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A Cautionary Note
One word of caution before you begin this journey:
Often, our estrangement from our selves serves a purpose,
both for us and for others around us. When we begin to
figure out who we really are and make changes in our
lives, the seas may get a little rough. Therefore, this book
comes with a warning label:
Read at your own risk. No lifeguard on duty.
Bon voyage.
Time to Introspect, Section I
Initial Reactions
In this chapter, you read about Dana who wanted to get
past her history in order to develop a healthy intimate
relationship as an adult. As you begin to explore who you
genuinely are, complete the following statements.
Download the worksheet from marjfrazerlacey.com or use
a sheet of paper to write the first responses that come to
mind. If nothing occurs to you, put the activity aside and
return to it later. Notice this calls for “one thing” you
would like to change about yourself. If there is more than
one change you would like to bring about, repeat the
activity as many times as necessary.
1. The one thing I would most like to change about
myself is…
2. This currently creates problems for me by…
3. Changing this would improve my life by…
4. In order to change this, I am willing to…
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Thinking It Over
In the following chapter, we’ll be looking at how early
life experiences affect us. The events you recall at the end
of that chapter may or may not be related to the change
you said you would like to make here. You may want to
revisit this Introspection after completing the one at the
end of Chapter Two.
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2
THEN A TRUCKER WHISTLED
AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL EXCURSION
I wonder if I've changed in the night. Let me think: was I
the same when I got up this morning? I almost think I can
remember feeling a little different. But if I'm not the same,
the next question is "Who in the world am I?" Ah, that's
the great puzzle! (Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland)
If I didn’t know when I was born and you asked my
age, I’d probably tell you I’m 20 years younger than I
really am because that’s the way I think of myself. I tell
you this because if you’re going to read a book about your
life and becoming who you are, you deserve to know a
thing or two about the life—and life-view—of the writer.
For purposes of this book, here's what you need to know
about me: I believe the most vital aspect of our being, the
key ingredient in our happiness and health, is our
relationship to our own true core. This relationship
determines the way we think about ourselves. The way we
think about ourselves determines the way we move
through the world. The way we move through the world
determines . . . well . . . everything. Our relationships with
others. Our sense of freedom. Our willingness to risk. Our
openness to change. Our life's work.
Our fidelity, or lack thereof, to that vital inner being
affects the way we feel about ourselves and everyone
around us. We ignore, beat up, or prostitute that core at
our peril.
That's my life-view. Then there’s my life. I was born
too early—by at least a generation, maybe more. This is a
family problem. My father also was born before his time.
Intrigued by technology and the prospects of space
exploration, a ham radio operator who spent tireless hours
trying to connect with distant others, argumentative but
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peace-loving, often withdrawn and solitary, he would
have owned the Internet. E-mail? It was made for the
likes of him. He died as the space age was dawning.
Though I, too, love being able to touch the world
from my desktop, it isn’t technology that leads me to say I
was born too soon. It’s just about everything else.
Growing up female in mid-20th century America
presented different challenges than it does today. The
person I thought I was—and the one I meant to become—
didn’t match the person the world reflected back to me. It
was like living in one of those carnival fun-houses where
you show up in the first mirror as a lanky anorexic, then
waddle into the next looking like a Sherman tank, all the
while knowing that none of what you see is really you.
When I grew up, girls were seen as potential moms or
nurses or teachers and not much else. The likes of June
Cleaver, that impeccably groomed and unruffled mom on
TV’s Leave It to Beaver, were alive and well, we
imagined, somewhere nearby. I can’t honestly claim I
didn’t know there were options. I realized even then my
future was up to me, and there was, after all, the
occasional Margaret Mead or Althea Gibson. But it was
apparent that taking on a role outside the traditional mold,
which seemed a poor fit for me at the time, would require
inordinate grit.
Then there was something else. I first became aware
of this "something else" as a seventh-grader, trudging
down Main Street while a parade of blatting 18-wheelers
made its way through our small midwestern city. My
body was morphing into that of a young woman, and on
some level I knew that; but in my head, that private space
where I lived, I was still the tomboy, the girl with a morethan-passable curve ball who could strike out the
neighborhood guys.
Then a Trucker Whistled
On the warm spring day in question, I strolled home,
arms filled with books, and head, with thoughts of the
welcome summer ahead.
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Then it happened: Then a trucker whistled . . . a
piercing, “Oh, babe!” ear-splitter.
I looked behind me to see what winsome teen had
caught the trucker’s eye. No one was there.
Confused, I looked at the trucker. Halted at a
stoplight, he leered back. “I wantcha, honey,” he hooted,
circling tattooed arms in a rude, pantomimed embrace.
“Why don’tcha climb on in here? I know you’ve got what
I want.”
The world stopped, lurched into motion as the light
turned green, and spun on as though nothing of import
had happened.
And nothing had. Nothing of import to the world, that
is.
But in my universe . . . everything. I knew that trucker
had seen not me, not a person, but a sexualized shape.
I had become an object and I was horrified.
Much later, I would learn about equal rights and
heeding that visceral voice that said, "You don’t have to
put up with that." But then, in mid-century America
where boys would be boys? I sucked it up, walked on
home, and pretended not to care. Too young and
inexperienced to understand that what I felt was a
personal violation, I supposed (and how wrong I was!)
that I'd just have to tolerate such treatment. Perhaps it's
inaccurate to say that was the day this book was born, but
it might have been the day I went into labor.
But I get ahead of my story.
In the Beginning
I came into the world as the maelstrom which swirled
into World War II gained momentum; when the war
ended, I was shocked. As children will, I had assumed a
distant war was the norm, along with rationing and air
raid sirens and muted adult talk about who had been
called to the front. I had known nothing else; those had
formed the backdrop of my life.
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In fact, my earliest memory connected to the world
beyond my family is of a wintry evening when, with my
parents and sister, I waited at the train depot to greet an
aunt coming for the holidays. Snow crunched under foot
as my restless sister and I ran, then slid on a series of icy
patches. Soon, a train screeched to a halt, steam pouring
from its underside. Car after smoky car was filled with
khaki-clad young men, haunted and strangely silent. I
knew that among those troops were dead men and that all
of them were scared. I looked at them and they looked at
me, a shrimp of a girl, and I knew I was the lucky one. I
still see their faces in the hazy cars and sense their
emptiness.
My very first memory, however, predated the train
scene and for way too long defined my expectation of the
way the world would treat the vulnerable. The memory
begins during an earlier December, on the cold, gray
afternoon of my sister’s birthday party. In the dining
room, all was laughter and light; but, cold and achy, I
curled up on the couch in the dusky living room.
Preoccupied with a half-dozen six-year-olds, my mother
had covered me up and left me there.
I felt forgotten and longed to join the party.
Unbeknownst to anyone else, as pneumonia, which soon
would try to claim me, tightened its grip, I became the
outsider. Later, in the sheet-draped hospital bed, the
oxygen tent closing me away from the world, I became
the abandoned. Listening to the hushed voices of parents,
uncles, doctors, and nurses, I believed I would soon
become the dead. What was left after I recovered was the
fear.
I have a friend who says you can say anything you
want to about anybody, as long as you insert somewhere
the phrase, "Bless her heart." Years later, sometime
during my grade school career, my mother (bless her
heart) insisted I could remember nothing of the
pneumonia episode, because I was "far too young, hardly
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talking at the time." So to "outsider," "abandoned," and
"soon to die," I added, "and not very reliable either."
Later yet, as a self-doubting, moody adolescent, angry
at the nebulous apprehension which made no sense to me,
but which I seemed powerless to overcome, I realized in a
light-bulb moment that I had first felt that anxiety when I
lay in that oxygen tent and believed myself abandoned.
The next thing I realized was that my mother (bless her
heart) misled me. I did remember what had happened
then; I knew I remembered because the memory of the
way I felt could have come only from inside me.
I consider myself fortunate. At least I had that lightbulb moment, that flash of insight that told me my reality
was just that—my reality, true for me no matter how
others might view the same events. Of course, I was
wrong about a point or two. I hadn’t been abandoned at
all, but only as an adult was I able to reprocess the
experience and change what it meant.
Our Selves and Our Family Histories
A major task in becoming who you are involves
figuring out how you and your family history have
interacted and how family lore has affected your beliefs.
No matter how functional the family, the lore that gets
passed on inevitably contains a few iffy notions. Even
when ideas are sound, failure of communication from one
generation to the next affects the clarity of the message.
Kids then create their own explanations for things that
don’t make sense.
When I was growing up, for instance, money was
problematic. I didn't know why. My father had a secure
job in the federal civil service and my mother—unlike
many moms of the day—was employed from time to time
as need and opportunity arose. My father (bless his heart)
kept ledgers of the family expenses and knew where
literally every penny had been spent. Two or three times a
week, he "did the books," accounting for the outflow from
the family coffers.
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Thereby hangs many a tale. Neither of my parents
being flawless of memory, on numerous occasions one or
the other couldn't account for every bit of cash and, oh,
the angst of it all! Books that wouldn't balance were
anathema to my math-major father; the keeping of the
books to begin with, anathema to my not-so-uptight
mother. Conflict—always verbal, but nonetheless
heated—occasionally clouded the evening. Eventually, I
realized that not every family performed this accounting
high-wire act, and I puzzled over the reasons for this
behavior.
Meanwhile, it seemed to me that other families,
whose chief breadwinners had jobs much like my dad’s
and who probably couldn't tell you within $10 a week
(quite a lot back then) where their money had gone, were
far better off than we. They had nicer furniture, larger
wardrobes, even the occasional television set! What, I
wondered, was wrong with us? My answer? Obviously,
we were flawed: Some cosmic rule said we were never to
enjoy what I considered the finer things of life.
Furthermore, we'd better be careful because if we weren’t,
the abyss of poverty was there, just waiting to claim us.
That's what I thought at the time. Little did I realize my
father was saving a chunk of his income to ensure Quaker
boarding school and college educations for my siblings
and me and a cushion for emergencies.
Now I know we can thank the Great Depression for
my father's financial obsession. Years earlier, my parents
and older sister, then an infant, were living in a small
Chicago apartment. In order to make ends meet, they had
sublet a room to a young man, and the three of them, both
of my parents and the renter, were employed. Employed,
that is, until they returned home one evening to discover
that all three of them had lost their jobs during the day
just ending. As my mother related the story, I asked what
they did then.
"We sat and looked at each other," she replied.
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This, in large measure, led to my father’s concern
with the family funds. He never wanted to "sit and look at
each other" again. Years later, I discovered some of the
correspondence he carried on with potential employers
following that event. Though the letters were direct and
professional and couched in his crystal clear prose, I
sensed an undercurrent of near-desperation. By the time I
learned of this history, however, I had already absorbed
the notion that, financially, life was perilous. This
nagging belief stuck with me long after I was established
in a career, with a retirement plan and money in the bank.
Family Lore and Absorbed Beliefs
Early memories, absorbed beliefs: These influence all
of us mightily as we grow up. Family lore makes its mark
not only because of its content, but because of the ways in
which stories are told, sometimes obliquely, sometimes in
installments with details, real or imagined, supplied over
time by relatives whose knowledge of actual events may
be little more complete than our own. One of the most
powerful stories as I grew up concerned the rape of my
maternal grandmother in her early teens, the deed having
been done by a young man who, in the vernacular of the
day, "wasn’t quite right." This devastating event was
blamed for making my grandmother, dead many years by
the time I heard these tales, rather strange herself.
Eventually, my sister and cousins, all older than I,
theorized that this event was responsible for the paucity of
frank discussion of sexuality as we grew up. Grandma, so
the theory went, had passed along some very uptight ideas
about sex to her daughters, our mothers. Bless their
hearts, they then largely avoided the subject except to
warn of the hazards involved in pre-marital escapades. As
a result, about the only thing I knew about sex for quite a
long time was this: It’s a risky business.
My sister is four years older than I, and my brother,
nine years younger. We live hundreds of miles apart and
during the years we were launching families of our own,
we seldom saw each other. When we did get together, it
29

was always with spouses and children in tow. However,
as our mother and stepfather (our mother having
remarried after our father died) aged, my siblings and I
began to meet occasionally in Florida in order to stay in
touch with our parents and do what we could to help.
These visits had an unexpected result.
Leaving spouses and children at home, the three of us
reconnected and were amazed to discover how divergent
were our perceptions; how splotchy, our memories, and
how unique, our juvenile interpretations of events.
Growing up, though I had many happy memories, I had
thought of my parents as judgmental and controlling. I
believed they expected perfection—and perfection meant
agreeing with them, doing what they wanted, not making
waves. My sister and brother, on the other hand,
remembered a more relaxed childhood.
"But you always were the rebel," my sister pointed
out. "I guess whatever the folks wanted was just okay
with me. You were feistier and more independent, and
they tried to keep you reeled in."
The fact is we don’t emerge from the womb, as one
old theory held, blank slates, ready for life to write our
stories. We’re not slates at all, but whole creatures,
endowed with certain inherent characteristics as sperm
meets egg in the cosmic crapshoot. We may be great
receptors for our families’ stories. The lore may sustain
us, the beliefs may make sense, and by the time we reach
adulthood, our lives may have the symmetry and flow of a
lyric poem.
Or not. Our family lore may look to us like the rough
draft of a novel by a barely literate scribe, and the beliefs
passed on may make as much sense as a wall of
hieroglyphics. My siblings and I grew up in the same
environment with the same set of parents, but the
meanings we extrapolated from our experiences were
quite diverse.
But enough about us. How about you?
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Time to Introspect, Section II
The Early Days
The most significant incidents in your early years may
have revolved around issues and concerns not even
mentioned in this chapter. Think about your earliest
memories and the sense you made of them. Repeat the
activity as often as you like. Download the worksheet
from marjfrazerlacey.com or write your answers on a
sheet of paper.
A. My Earliest Memories
One of my earliest memories is…
I was about … years old. The place was … and the time
was …
The other people involved were …
The incident began when ...
Then this happened: …
The incident ended when …
Other than myself, the most important person in this
memory was …
This person is important because …
During this incident, I felt …
At the time, I thought this incident meant …
Now, when I look back on it, I think the incident meant
…
B. A Pivotal Incident
I first realized there was a difference between the way I
viewed myself and the way others viewed me when …
I believed I was …
However, … let me know he/she thought I was …
The effect this had on me was …
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C. Absorbed Beliefs
Among the most important beliefs I absorbed in my
childhood were …
These beliefs affected my life by …
Thinking It Over
Any surprises here? Any connection between your
responses in this section and the change you said you
would like to make at the end of Chapter One?
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3
“THE TRUTH IS HE WAS BORN THIS WAY”
A LIFE IN TOUCH WITH THE CORE
The cyclone derives its power from a calm center. So does
a person. (Norman Vincent Peale)
I was seated at dinner with the parents of a young man
who had been not only student body president, but also a
high-profile presence on his high-school campus long
before his election to that exalted post. Jeremy was
everywhere—fearlessly playing the lead in a production
on drunk driving, organizing fund-raisers for a host of
worthy causes, and energizing football fans as the team
mascot, a lively two-legged dragon, under the Friday
night lights. You name it. Jeremy was involved.
As we ate, I asked his mother, “How did you raise
such a child, anyway?” She thought for a moment, then
said, “You know, people have asked me that before. And
I appreciate the compliment implied. But the truth is, he
was born this way.”
Nature or nurture? What determines who we are?
Does the genetic stock that gives us brown eyes—or blue
or green—also determine whether we’re passive or
assertive, talkative or taciturn, goal-driven strivers or
party animals, devoutly religious or full of doubt?
Theories abound.
The longer I work with people, the more convinced I
become that a considerable portion of who we are lies
within us as we emerge from the womb. For evidence, I
need look no further than my two sons. Both blond, blueeyed, and left-handed (the offspring of two right-handed
parents—go figure), the resemblance ends there. They
make the Odd Couple look like identical twins.
First came Kevin. He entered the world two days
before he was due and, from the very start, expected fast,
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efficient service. He demanded food as soon as he awoke.
Hunger satisfied, he fussed ‘til given a pacifier. At the age
of five, he became a critic of education. Impatient with
phonics and associating letters with one sound at a time,
he returned from school one bright fall day and
announced he wouldn't be going back. "I'm never going to
learn to read anyway," he complained.
A few years later, he took a rare foray into the
culinary arts. Having prepared a double recipe of
chocolate chip cookie dough, he waited with smiling good
cheer while the sweet aroma of the first batch baking
wafted through the house. Soon, however, it became
apparent that, with a large bowl of dough and only a
couple of cookie sheets, the baking was going to consume
much of the afternoon. The young baker restrained
himself through the first couple of batches, then decided
he’d had enough. He scooped the remaining dough out of
the mixing bowl, spread it over the entire surface of a
cookie sheet and popped it into the oven.
“My, that will be one big cookie,” I observed. He was
ready for me.
"When something you cook doesn’t look right, you
always say 'Oh, well, it'll still taste the same,'" he said
accusingly. "Well, Mom, this will still taste the same."
I could see a budding attorney even then. Now
licensed to practice in two states, the drive to achieve—
which once looked like impatience—has served him well.
Then Came Kenny
His brother is a different creature altogether. Kenny
emerged from the womb nearly three weeks after his due
date. He soon let us know that just about anything was all
right with him. He slept through the night from the
beginning. Such a laid back little fellow was he that we
had to wake him up to feed him during the daylight hours.
Easygoing, sociable, and fun-loving, he later spent
hours playing video games by himself or board games
with anyone who was willing, hanging out with friends,
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or honing his considerable athletic skills on the local
playing fields. As far as Ken was concerned, life was
meant to be enjoyed. Delayed gratification? What was
that?
He was seven or eight when his father tried to explain
the concept. Hal pointed out that if Ken saved some of his
allowance each week he would soon have enough to buy
that pricey remote-controlled monster truck he wanted.
He showed him the math and pointed out how quickly his
goal could be achieved. Ken listened with all the patience
he could muster. When his father paused for breath, the
boy saw his chance.
"But, Dad," he objected. "All I like to do with money
is spend it!"
Entering kindergarten, Ken had been one of the older
kids in his class. In the beginning, academics came easily
and required little effort. School was fun. High school,
however, was more demanding. Though perfectly
capable, he didn’t quite see the point of it all. He was a
"hands on" kind of guy. Turning 18 before the end of his
senior year, he dropped out and earned his diploma in
adult school. For nearly 10 years, he worked at a series of
jobs, ranging from bagel baker to painter before returning
to school to study computer science and joining the Navy.
His transition into the adult world could hardly have been
more different from that of his brother.
Their entries into that world, in fact, replicated in
greatly exaggerated form their original launchings. The
first tackled life with a vengeance, pursuing specific
objectives—at one point, a quick batch of cookies; at
another, a law degree. The second hung out until life
convinced him it was time to grow up and move on. Their
divergent approaches to the business of life stem, I
believe, from the core of who they are.
Defining the Core
But what, exactly, is the core? Philosophers and poets
and students of human behavior all debate this question,
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and the answer—if there is a single answer—is rooted in
issues of mind and body and spirit. We all have to find
our own visceral truth.
This is mine: I believe we’re born with a certain
disposition, a temperament that inclines us to be dynamic
or low energy, assertive or acquiescent, outgoing or
reserved, spontaneous or inflexible, questioning of the
beliefs of others or simply accepting of the answers others
give us. In short, I believe we emerge from the womb
predisposed to a particular modus operandi, a distinctive
approach to life and instinctive ways of expressing who
we are. This temperament, combined with other innate
aspects of our being—special talents, a penchant for
particular activities and interests, an affinity for certain
beliefs and ways of being in the world—forms our core.
Ideally, this is the root from which the rest of our being
emerges, and in a perfect world, the person we become
flows naturally from our center as we grow into whole,
authentic expressions of our own singular selves.
But that’s in a perfect world. Life happens. Roots get
damaged. Branches twist into erratic, unfathomable
shapes; psyches too, sometimes with life altering results.
A client I'll call Michelle, who came to see me through an
employee assistance program, is an example. Though I
was seeing clients from several companies at the time, I
had started to receive an unusual number of requests for
appointments from a particular firm, the one where
Michelle worked.
The business was undergoing structural changes, and
as a result, there were numerous adjustments in work
assignments, many involving transfers to an office 50
miles away, and much discontent. After awhile, I realized
that I was sometimes hearing reports of the same
incidents, but from very different perspectives. There was,
however, a fairly consistent portrait of one of the major
players: Michelle.
By the time she came to see me, I had heard a litany
of complaints about the effect she was having on other
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people's lives. As human resources manager, she was
charged with adjusting assignments to meet the
company's needs and informing those affected about the
changes in their work. Even as my other clients had
voiced their dissatisfactions, it was clear they understood
Michelle was in a tough spot and couldn't possibly please
everyone.
"The trouble is, she keeps trying," one employee said.
"She keeps trying to make everybody happy and in the
process she's driving everybody nuts. She'll tell you
something one day and then the next day she'll call you in
and tell you your assignment's changing to something else
because she just had some 'great idea.' So she says.
Really, it's because someone gave her a hard time and
now she's trying to placate them by shuffling other people
around again. It's crazy."
Before I met Michelle, I couldn't help wondering
about her story. I didn't have to wonder long. When she
came for her appointment, she hastily explained she was
there only because her husband had insisted. "He thinks
I'm too stressed out, but I'm not really," she announced,
brusquely. "Things have been pretty hectic at work
because the company's making a lot of changes, but once
that's over, I'll be fine."
You've probably known people who speak with so
little urgency they'd have trouble rousting diners from the
table if the kitchen was ablaze. Michelle was just the
opposite. She spoke in a rapid, staccato manner that
would create anxiety in a sloth. There was no modulation,
no adjusting the mode of delivery to the content and
relative importance of the message conveyed. Everything
was urgent and her speech, explosive. I soon learned—
because I experienced it myself—that the overwhelming
response this created in her listeners was a desire to get
out of range. In an earlier session, in fact, a client had
remarked, "Every time I talk to her, I just want to run."
Over several sessions, Michelle and I discussed the
anxiety beneath her intensity and the effect of her ever37

changing decisions on her relationships with others in the
company. It was true, Michelle said: She was (as her
colleagues, unbeknownst to her, had claimed) trying to
please everyone, especially her boss, whose mind she
tried to read in an attempt to avoid that superior's
unpredictable wrath. "He reminds me of my dad," she said
tellingly.
The Back Story
Michelle, it turned out, had spent her childhood trying
not to evoke her alcoholic parents' anger. Her life, as child
and adult, was one of people-pleasing, staying out of
trouble, going with the flow in a world buffeted by
crashing thunderstorms and devastating twisters. She had
no sense of self, no concept of a core that could provide
stability, no real boundaries that separated her from the
rest of the world. When I spoke to Michelle about trusting
her own judgment and taking control of her own
responses, I was greeted with a blank stare. I might as
well have been speaking in tongues. Only after several
sessions did she begin to understand how disconnected
she was from the genuine Michelle and how she had
accepted as valid the opinions of others without regard to
her own instincts and beliefs.
In fact, she finally observed, “I’m not sure I know
what I believe.” This realization was the first step in the
process of discovering and learning to act from her
forgotten center.
In stark contrast to Michelle is a guy we'll call Jake. If
I were describing Jake in casual conversation, I’d start by
saying something like, “With Jake, what you see is what
you get.” Jake knows who he is and doesn’t mind letting
you know as well.
One afternoon, when his sons were in their early teens
and the family was involved in the inevitable round of
carpools and baseball games and watching each other’s
kids, Jake discovered a stray jacket in the family room.
Not knowing whose it was, he searched the pockets for
some means of identifying which of the half-dozen
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visiting kids the jacket belonged to. What he found
instead was a packet of pot, illegal in that state at the time.
Without revealing his find, he asked the group who the
owner was.
“Oh,” spoke up Larry. “That’s my mom’s. She left it
at the game. She’s gonna pick me up pretty soon. I'll take
it home with me.”
Some of us might have agonized over how to deal
with the situation and what (if anything) to say to Larry’s
mother. Not Jake. As soon as she pulled into the
driveway, before the boys realized she was there, he
marched out the door, handed her the jacket, looked her in
the eye, and said, “Marilyn, I understand this jacket is
yours. I have to tell you that I went through the pockets,
trying to figure out whose it was. I can’t tell you how
disappointed I am at what I found. I’ll send Larry right
out.” With that, he turned and went into the house.
Jake has the courage of his convictions. This
authenticity is characteristic of those in touch with their
center. They know and accept who they are; and that selfknowledge and self-acceptance give them the courage to
assert themselves when they need to, and to open
themselves to others in powerful and productive ways.
Characteristics of Authentic Beings
There are ten major characteristics of people like
Jake, authentic beings in touch with their own core. These
people are:
1. Unthreatened by "otherness," by people of other
races, genders, sexual orientation, nationalities or
religions, for instance
2. Caring
3. Possessed of a sense of control over themselves and
their lives
4. Able to express their essence in work they find
fulfilling
5. Accepted and valued by themselves
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6. Comfortable in their own skin, at ease with
themselves and others
7. Confident
8. Genuinely happy
9. Free of envy
10. Possessed of clear boundaries
Are they all of these wonderful things all of the time?
On the surface, the answer is probably “no.” But on a
deeper level, in that subterranean, rooted world that keeps
us on an even keel, I think the answer is probably “yes.”
Take, for instance, Jake and the issue of happiness. A few
years ago, he became dissatisfied with his job. A highschool athletic trainer, he was working long, familyunfriendly hours and making less money than the coaches
with whom he worked. Though he enjoyed the young
athletes, he decided it was time for a change. On the
surface of his life, there was plenty of cause for
dissatisfaction: not a lot of money, long hours, and little
family time.
Did that mean he was unhappy? In a sense, yes, but
one in touch with his own true center turns this kind of
unhappiness, discontent over externals, to productive use.
In Jake’s case, this goaded him to return to school. There
he earned a teaching credential, which enabled him to
continue working with the young people he loved,
increase his earning power, and work a family-friendly
schedule.
One other thing about Jake. A few years ago, he was
diagnosed with a potentially fatal illness, now in
remission. Jake never believed this disease would kill
him, although the same disease had taken the life of his
father. His worried wife, however, spent many sleepless
nights, her concerns exacerbated by what she saw as
Jake’s cavalier attitude towards the hazards of the disease.
“He doesn’t seem to get it,” she told me a few weeks
after the diagnosis. “He says he’s going to be fine. He
runs every day just like he always has and I think that’s
good, but he’s in total denial.”
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Jake has been ticking along for a couple of decades
now. If this is denial, maybe it’s not such a bad thing after
all. Actually, I think it’s a case of healthy optimism (run
amuck, his wife might say), a sense that he can control
much about his life, and a valuing of himself that enables
him to stay positive, take care of himself, and move
forward.
Living a Centered Life
Let’s look again at those ten characteristics. What do
they look like in real life situations?
Unthreatened by “Otherness”: The person who
knows who she is also knows she will be herself,
regardless of those who surround her. She has a healthy
and powerful sense of self. So, where’s the threat? There
isn't any. She’s open to all kinds of people and knows
their existence only enriches her own. Her self-knowledge
renders her immune to the appeals of dogmatic forces that
condemn those who are different.
While doing graduate work, I was chatting one
afternoon with Denise, a fellow student whom I admired
for her quality of openness and her comfort in her own
skin. We were discussing the interesting array of people
in the graduate program at our diverse, metropolitan
campus.
"All the little subcultures here are really fascinating,"
she said. "I was chatting with some of the other students
at lunch the other day and suddenly realized I was the
only one at the table who wasn't a lesbian. I learned a lot
about their lives—and, you know what?—the basic issues
are the same ones I have. Only the details are different. I
don't get it. What's the big deal?"
Caring: Because she sees no menace in those who are
different or whose opinions may be at odds with hers, she
enriches the world by her ability to feel and express
concern for people as individuals. She sees beyond labels,
derives satisfaction from helping others, and knows that
through involvement with them she comes to better know
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and express her self. She knows she can, on occasion, put
others first without jeopardizing her own status.
Working in a school setting, I've had the opportunity
to see close-up the interplay between students and
teachers, adolescents and adults. The most effective
teachers, the ones who teach not only skills and subject
matter, but also the life lessons of cause and effect, taking
responsibility, goal-setting, biting the bullet to do what it
takes to get where you need to go, and an appreciation for
the satisfaction of a job well done are the teachers who
have a strong sense of themselves. Because they know
who they are, they're able to draw on a repertoire of
behaviors that allows them to work productively with
many kinds of youngsters without fear of losing
themselves in the process. Their students sense their
concern for them as individuals, and thus the learning
environment is enriched.
At the end of the year, we ask seniors to write about
their most memorable teacher. Some write lengthy notes,
giving details of incidents that amused or surprised or
enlightened them. Some are profound. Others, less
articulate. With other counselors, I go through their
responses. When we find especially compelling remarks,
we read them aloud to each other and select a wide
variety to read to the faculty at the end-of-the-year
breakfast. Needless to say, after ten months in the
trenches, our private read-through is accompanied by a
flurry of irreverent remarks, groans, and giggles. But
being counselor types, we do all have a bit of the warm
fuzzies within, and we were brought up short by one of
the briefest responses, turned in by a special ed student.
He had written the teacher's name, and after the question,
"What made this teacher the most memorable for you?"
was the simple answer, "She talked to me." Obviously,
this caring instructor had had a positive, nurturing impact
on the student's life.
Possessed of a Sense of Control over Herself and Her
Life: None of us escape the demands of others.
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Expectations of family, co-workers, community groups
and friends impinge on all our lives. The centered person
knows, however, that while she may not have control over
what others want or expect, she does have control over
how she responds to them. She is aware of her choices
and is able, guiltlessly, to balance others’ needs with her
own and moderate her responses in ways that serve not
only them, but also herself.
One of life's toughest balancing acts is performed
daily by the moms and dads who juggle careers, kids, and
household management—often while watching out for
aging parents, participating in church and community
groups, attending school, or pursuing significant
avocations. Especially for those who grew up in families
where a major credo was that you always put others first,
the early adult stage of life may appear to be a delightful
challenge—new life partner, new babies, new jobs, new
homes—and may produce a sense of tremendous
potential, an anything-is-possible attitude.
Make no mistake: This phase of life is also a
minefield. It’s when many of us get so caught up in
meeting the demands of others or reaching for that next
higher rung on the ladder that we forget to keep in touch
with who we really are, if indeed, we had a sense of who
we were to begin with. The challenges and the people we
once embraced for their potential to enhance our lives
may begin to feel like captors.
One who remains true to her self knows what she
needs to maintain her equilibrium and stay mentally and
physically healthy. She can comfortably say "no" to the
request to serve on another church committee or to drive
another bunch of sweaty little soccer players to the next
town. She knows her children will survive if, after a hard
day, she sets out the milk and cereal and says, "There's
dinner" once in awhile. She can sit down guiltlessly and
read escapist fiction even if the house isn't sparkling. She
asks her partner for help when she needs it. She knows
she can't and doesn't have to do it all.
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Able to Express Her Essence in Work She Finds
Fulfilling: In an ideal world, we would all find
employment in fields we chose because they allowed us
to pursue particular interests, make the most of our
talents, express freely who we are, and go home at the end
of the day with a sense of accomplishment. However, the
reality is that, while our self-image is often intimately
connected with the work we do, many of us labor in jobs
we fall into, sometimes without much thought, for a
variety of reasons. We go into the family business
because that's always been expected; we job hunt in a
tight market, take the first job that comes along, and stay
for 30 years; we follow our passion into a particular field,
only to discover it's not at all what we expected; we love
our work for a time, but we change and the job doesn't.
Then what?
Too often, this: "There's no way I can change jobs. I'd
have to take a huge cut in pay and I'd never find anything
where the benefits are as good as what I have now.
Besides, any other place, I'd have to start at the bottom. At
my age? No way! I'll tough it out where I am."
If all this person is going to do is “tough it out," how
long will it be before toughing it out feels like a trap?
The mother of a grown son, once said to me, "You
know, Clay hates his job. He says he feels like a drone,
but he has his family to support. I told him he’s just going
to have to find a way to live with it. He has no choice. It's
too bad he spent all that time getting his M.B.A. only to
find he doesn't like the work, but that's life.” Well
intentioned, perhaps, but this has to be one of the most
damning pieces of motherly advice I've ever heard.
We always have choices. On the other hand, there’s
nothing wrong with toughing it out if you're willing to
accept the fact that you need to find fulfillment
somewhere else. While ideally, your job allows you to do
work that you feel is important and that nourishes you,
sometimes a job is just a job, and your real work is
elsewhere.
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A few years ago, my stepson, drawn by the mountains
and opportunities for rugged outdoor adventure, left
southern California and moved to the Northwest.
Unfortunately, it's hard to make a living engaged in
rugged outdoor adventure so he got a job. Although he's
changed employers a time or two since moving to
Washington, the way he earns his living continues to be
"just a job." His real work is somewhere else. It's, first of
all, at home, a six-acre spread where fruits, vegetables,
flowers, and trees flourish. Along a trail through his
private woods, he has created a meditation space where,
in a tiny clearing, an Adirondack chair invites the hiker to
sit and think. Not content with creating a refuge to be
enjoyed only by family and friends, Frank and his wife,
Jerry, who shares his passion, can often be found clearing
trails, reclaiming stream beds, or planting trees, often
miles deep in the wilderness.
Nothing better illustrates the remoteness of some of
their work than an episode that occurred a few years ago
when Frank and Jerry were working on mountain trail
renewal with a party of backpacking volunteers. The
group’s radio hadn't worked for several days, and their
first contact with the outside world occurred when a
couple of horseback riders came by as the group packed
up to head home at the end of the week.
"Say, how are those Mariners doing?" one of the
volunteers inquired.
The riders, they noticed, seemed taken aback.
Finally, one responded. "How long have you guys
been up here anyway?" he asked.
"About a
nonchalantly.

week,"

the

trailblazers

responded

Only then did the group learn what had happened
while they were incommunicado. They may have been the
last people on the planet to learn about the devastation of
what we now simply call “9-11.”
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Frank’s volunteer work has turned him into a firsthand expert on the area where he lives. With him, an
afternoon drive to enjoy the scenery turns into an
educational tour replete with fascinating tidbits on the
geology and history, the flora and the fauna of the area.
Clearly, conservation, preserving the environment, and
nurturing living things are Frank's work. In the outdoors,
he is most in touch with himself, most able to express
what is important to him, most fulfilled. His job, the one
where he earns money, is just a job. His work is
somewhere else.
Accepted and Valued by Herself: One who is in touch
with her genuine self knows she has worth, independent
of the opinions of others. Because her sense of worth is
internal, not dependent upon feedback from others,
criticism isn't devastating. Instead, it's evaluated and,
when valid, used to effect improvements. In reality, her
most persistent critic is probably herself. She knows who
she is, but also knows there's room for improvement.
She's open to change.
In the field of counseling, there's a theory that a client
must feel unconditionally accepted before change is
possible. However, the most crucial person in that
acceptance is not the therapist; it’s the client herself. Early
in my career I was working with a young man struggling
with severe depression. Mike’s dream since middle school
had been to become an attorney. Never a strong student,
he had been admitted to a storefront school where he had
completed the required sequence of courses. However, he
was unable to pass the state bar exam which would allow
him to practice law. He had taken the test three times—
and three times, he had failed.
By the time he came to see me, he had given up and
was floundering. Because his depression was so
persistent, I eventually suggested he see a psychiatrist
who could evaluate his need for medication. An antidepressant was prescribed and Mike began to stabilize,
but even though we had dealt with many issues and
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identified realistic options for future careers, his
depression continued. On occasion, he would say, "I don't
know why I still feel this way. There's nothing we haven't
talked about and I know I've dealt with all the crap in my
life. So why don't I feel better than this?" I didn't have the
answer.
One day he greeted me with an uncharacteristic smile.
"You look great,” I observed. "What's new?"
"Well," he replied, "I saw the psychiatrist a couple of
days ago because I wanted to ask about changing my
medication. He wanted to know why I wanted something
different and I told him about how I thought I should be
feeling better than I am and can't figure out why I'm still
so down so much of the time. We talked for a while, and
you know what he said? It was something like 'I don’t
think you're going to feel better until you accept the fact
that this has happened to you and that you're not the Rock
of Gibraltar that you thought you were.' And that made
sense to me. I guess I haven't really wanted to believe that
all this has happened to me."
From that time on, as Mike integrated his depression
and remorse over mistakes and disappointments into his
life’s story, he came to accept himself, imperfections and
all, and to understand that none of that diminished his
value as a human being. He veered off the bumpy back
road he’d been traveling onto a superhighway that took
him steadily upward. By the time we finished our work
together, he was eagerly exploring careers in law
enforcement and paralegal work.
Comfortable in Her Own Skin: We often sense this
quality when we see it. Nothing is fake. What this person
is on the inside matches the face she turns to the world.
This congruence results in a genuineness that puts others
at ease. The self-accepting person can laugh at her own
foibles, acknowledge mistakes, give credit to others when
it’s due, accept a compliment. She greases the wheels of
human interaction with the genuine practice of ordinary
courtesies because, secure in herself, she knows those
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social conventions recognize there's a place in the world
for everyone. Her core beliefs are at the root of what she
says and does.
Back in the days when I was none too sure exactly
who I was or where I was going in life, I started taking
civil service exams. After awhile, I landed a job as an
administrative assistant in a county department charged
with maintaining a sprawling system of parks. I expected
to show up for work, be told what to do, and then be set
loose to do it. That’s not quite what happened.
I’d been hired because my new boss had convinced
his superiors he needed help in the office. I soon
discovered, however, that he had no idea what he wanted
me to do. While I spent long hours trying to look busy, he
was on the phone with regional supervisors who privately
complained about the way his lengthy calls cut into their
day.
Increasingly frustrated with the lack of direction, I
finally approached one of the secretaries for advice. “I
don’t get it,” I told her. “When I ask him what he wants
me to do, he doesn’t seem to know. I have no idea what
I’m here for.”
“Here’s the deal,” she told me. “In his head, Don’s
still out there unclogging the toilets in Glass Lake Park.
He started as a maintenance man and has worked his way
up, but frankly, he’s not an administrator. He’s more
comfortable out there in the field. That’s why he hides out
on the phone all the time.”
In rising through the ranks, Don had never learned to
think of himself as a leader, a planner, a big picture man.
His view of himself had failed to evolve along with his
position. Like a poorly prepared actor, he played a role,
and his discomfort and uncertainty were as apparent as a
gunfight on the streets of Tombstone—and made people
just about as nervous, too. Ironically, in trying to conceal
his insecurities by spending hours on the phone, he only
succeeded in magnifying them in his own mind and
telegraphing them to the world at large.
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Confident: In touch with and aware of her core, one
whose persona springs from her own essential being is
able to trust herself—her instincts, her judgment, her
values. Knowing there’s stability at her center and a set of
beliefs that serve as touchstones in making her decisions,
she’s comfortable with the fact that, being human, she'll
make mistakes. She doesn't allow fear of failure or
imperfection to prevent her from trying something new,
stretching herself, and expanding her talents. She takes
responsibility for her mistakes. She can laugh at herself.
We sometimes mistake reticence for lack of
confidence. In this bare-all, tell-all TV talk show age, we
see ordinary people (bless their hearts) showing off their
filthy homes, screaming at spouses and children, and
generally behaving with about as much maturity as the
average two-year-old. In a society that not only tolerates,
but often encourages this behavior, a person who keeps
her own counsel, who thinks before speaking, who needs
occasional solitude is sometimes looked upon as lacking
self-assurance.
A teacher of advanced classes strode into my office
one morning. He was beaming. "You remember that kid I
spoke to you about the other day? The one that never
opens his mouth in class? The one I thought probably
didn't belong in an advanced history class? The one that I
thought was so shy and unsure of himself? Boy, was I
wrong! My class was having a discussion—well, an
argument really—about the right to privacy vs. the need
to ensure the public safety. Mitch took it all in, then
finally raised his hand and turned the other kids'
arguments upside down. He took on the whole class and
he was absolutely unruffled by anything they threw at
him. It was beautiful! He was a real sleeper, that one!
Sure glad we kept him in the class."
Genuinely Happy: There are two kinds of happiness.
The first is transitory and created by life's externals:
Being accepted by your first-choice college, landing a
coveted job, finding a new love, all of these may produce
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that jumping-up-and-down, oh-what-a-beautiful-morning
kind of joy that energizes. Though we may have worked
hard to earn the prize, the elation it produces momentarily
feels like a freebie. Before long, however, the euphoria
passes. We return to earth. We rediscover what we
already knew—that no matter how much some aspects of
our lives change, we still have to put out the trash and
feed the dog.
There's another brand of happiness, however, that
comes not from externals, but from deep within. It may
energize, but it may also soothe. It's more contentment
than elation, more a way of walking through the world
than a show of emotion, more a refuge than a destination.
This kind of happiness comes to those who know
themselves.
My sister gave me a plaque that hung on my wall
many years. It may be a famous saying, though I don't
know where it came from. "Life is not the wick or the
candle," it said. "It is the burning." Happiness is "the
burning." It's not an ingredient; it's a process, one that is
ongoing and that requires attention in order to thrive. Like
a wayward child, it's always at risk. Crises in other
people's lives, those of our children, our spouses, our
parents, beloved friends, become our crises and we forget
to attend to ourselves.
I did my undergraduate work at a small liberal arts
school, and as a student, I often admired the calm, almost
contemplative demeanor of our college president's wife.
After a long and rather contentious evening meeting (the
subject of which has long since been deleted from
memory), a friend and I watched her leave on foot.
Hopping in our car, we offered her a ride, which she
declined. "I just need to be alone with my thoughts,” she
explained. Being young and perhaps not having many
thoughts myself that were worth being alone with, I
thought this rather strange. Now, of course, I realize this
was her way of tending to herself and probably a vital part
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of the process that allowed her to maintain her calm, selfassured bearing.
Free of Envy: To say that one is free of envy is not to
say she's always satisfied with what she happens to have
or be. Her contentment is not complacency. In fact,
because she knows, values, and accepts herself as she is,
she has the confidence to risk change. She knows that if
she wants something different, she's the person who has to
make that "something different" happen. Does the
centered person never feel a twinge of envy? Of course,
she does. She's not a saint. But it's what she does when
she feels that twinge that's important.
By itself, envy is a waste of time; it saps energy; it's
one of our baser instincts. But envy, used to identify what
it is we're missing, what it is we want or need that we
don't have, can be a wake-up call. Sometimes, what we
think we covet isn't the issue at all. What we want may
not really be the Lexus our old college roommate drives,
but the status it represents; and we may want that status
because of the sense of accomplishment and the selfrespect we imagine we would feel. Well, there's more
than one way to get that old Lexus feeling. The question
isn't "How do I get the Lexus?" The question is "What's
missing in my life and what do I need to do about it?"
When you ask yourself that question, you might be
surprised at the answer. Maybe some old choices and
decisions no longer work for you. The idealism that
prompted you to become an inner-city teacher right out of
college may have been replaced by the reality of
emotional burnout and financial stress. On some level,
you may still love what you do, but the world—and you—
have changed. Is that old choice still a good one for you?
To live in touch with your core means constantly being
aware of what you're feeling and checking in with your
self to determine what message those feelings convey.
Possessed of Clear Boundaries: The centered person
not only knows who she is, she has impermeable
boundaries. She knows where her self ends and the other
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begins. It's precisely because she has this strong sense of
self that she's able to develop intimate and meaningful
relationships.
Morrie and Jeanine, parents of two young children,
came for session after session of couples counseling. The
first few meetings were dominated by recitals of the other
partner's inadequacies. She didn't support his attempts to
prepare for licensing as a real estate agent. He didn't
spend enough time with the family. She spent too much
money on items they could ill afford. He took no
responsibility around the house. The list went on and on,
and, no matter what strategies I used, our meetings almost
always degenerated into sparring matches.
Their sessions were costing them nothing, since
Morrie's employer provided a plan which covered
counseling expenses. Finally, one day, I said, "I wonder if
you'd work harder at this if you had to pay for these
sessions." The question stunned them; after one more
session, they quit coming to see me. Each of them had
such a fragile sense of self that they thought their lives
could improve only if they controlled the other partner.
Each was seeking a referee to declare him or her the
injured victim. Unwilling to focus on their own internal
processes and to explore how they could contribute to
their partner and the relationship, they continued to give
up any meaningful control over their own lives. They
were constantly crossing the other's squishy boundaries,
and the result was not intimacy, but chaos and
recrimination.
One who is centered, in contrast, knows that her loved
ones have their own separate existence. She respects their
boundaries and expects them to respect hers. She "owns
her own stuff," her needs, her feelings, her goals. She
accepts the responsibility of communicating those to the
people around her. She’s secure in her own person.
Roots and Gyroscopes: So far, I’ve referred to our
core as roots. But there’s another metaphor I find helpful,
not so much in understanding what the core is as in
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comprehending what it does. This is the concept of the
core as a gyroscope, a spinning disk that keeps us
balanced, no matter how we may be buffeted by events on
the surface of our lives. I like the image of the gyroscope
because, unlike roots which are—well, rooted—the
gyroscope is in motion, and I believe there is motion in
our center as well. We're not static beings, not even at the
core, where experience and knowledge act on who we
were born to be and open new possibilities for further
growth. All this is what keeps life dynamic and exciting—
and makes getting out of bed in the morning worth the
effort.
Perhaps the core is sometimes roots and sometimes
gyroscope: roots when we need to stand fast in the storm,
gyroscope when, to be true to ourselves, we have to
change. Whatever it is, the center is there. You need to be
in touch with it.
Time to Introspect, Section III
Where Do You Stand?
Rate yourself on the characteristics below. Download the
worksheet from marjfrazerlacey.com or write your ratings
from 1 to 10 (with 10 the highest and 1 the lowest) on a
sheet of paper. I am . . .
1. Unthreatened by “otherness”
2. Caring
3. Possessed of a sense of control over my life
4. Able to express who I am in my work
5. Accepted and valued by myself
6. Comfortable in my own skin
7. Confident
8. Genuinely happy
9. Free of envy
10. Possessed of clear boundaries
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Total the numbers you entered for each item:
What Does The Total Mean?
What does the total mean? That's a tough question. The
qualities on which you're rating yourself aren't easily
quantified by any objective measure. There are other
issues as well:
• The terminology to which you're responding is
open to interpretation. What, for instance, does
"caring,” mean to you? If you walk away from
someone in need, but later beat yourself up over
what you see as your failure to help, are you a
caring person? You might say yes while your
neighbor might say no.
• Your responses are completely subjective. They're
your own evaluation of where you stand on each
of the ten scales. Some of us demand more of
ourselves than others. Before some would give
themselves a "10," they'd require what they
perceived as perfection. For others, "well, most of
the time" would earn that lofty score. What's more,
some of us are more self-aware than others. The
scores of those with the highest level of selfawareness won't necessarily be the highest scores,
but they're likely to be the most realistic.
• In general, you will score higher as you come to
know your self better, and some of that knowledge
is a product of age and experience. It makes sense
then that you would score lower in your twenties
than in your thirties, lower in your thirties than in
your forties and so on.
The higher your score, the more you're exhibiting the
characteristics of one in touch with her core. If you scored
90 or above, you're way ahead of the curve. You may not
need this book. Read it anyway.
Here, briefly, is what your score may mean:
• 80-100: You have a positive attitude towards
yourself. You trust your own instincts and
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•

•

•

•

judgment. You know who you are at the core and
have probably already done some of the selfexploration you'll do in the course of the book.
65-79: You're pretty comfortable with the person
you are but could use some fine-tuning. Are you
out of the 80+ range because most of your scores
land around 7, or is your total pulled down by just
one or two low marks? If so, what do those low
marks tell you about yourself?
50-64: You're probably not sure who is the genuine
you. You may feel uncomfortable and distant from
the self you are inside and find it difficult to relate
to the idea of a core being. You may feel ill at ease
around others because you're concerned with
picking up signals that will dictate your behavior,
instead of paying attention to your own feelings
and intuition.
Below 50: Until now, you might not have thought
about many of these issues and probably find it
difficult to state your own beliefs and describe your
personal
characteristics.
You
may
feel
uncomfortable thinking or talking about yourself.
It's time to go to work.

Let's get started.
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4
“SO, DOC, DOES THIS MEAN MY BUTT IS
SMALLER?”
THE SHRINK TO FIT PHENOMENON
Religion without humanity is a poor human stuff.
(Sojourner Truth)
The 17-year-old in my office tried to smile through
her tears. The problem seemed to be a recent falling out
with others in her usual circle of friends. “I know it’s
silly,” she said. “There are a lot of other kids I can hang
out with. I don’t really need those guys. I don’t even have
much in common with them any more. I don’t even really
like them, if you want to know the truth.” The tears
continued to flow, however, and as so often happens, it
soon became apparent the real problem wasn’t friends or
failing grades or lost young love or any of the typical
crises that so often bring teen-agers into my office.
As we explored what was going on, Marci sighed
hopelessly. She was the middle child in a family with
multiple problems: parents whose communication
consisted chiefly of sporadic arguments, separated by
long periods of silence; an older brother, out of school but
unemployed, recently diagnosed as bipolar and displaying
erratic behavior despite attempts at medication; a mother
now focused almost entirely on this “problem” son; a
younger brother for whom Marci felt increasingly
responsible.
“The whole family expects me to be the strong one,”
she explained. “I have to take Darren to all his soccer
practices now. Mom and Dad don’t even go to his games
so I usually stay and watch. He needs attention, too, and
at home, everything revolves around Luke. Just when
things start to calm down, Luke does something else
bizarre.
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“It’s always been sort of this way. I mean I’ve always
had to be the ‘strong one.’ Everybody can have problems
but me. Even my mom’s on anti-depressants, and I think
maybe my dad is now, too. Whenever I try to talk to
either of them about what’s going on with me, they brush
me off. My mom says things like, ‘Oh, you’ve always
been able to manage anything that came your way. You’re
not like Luke, thank heavens!’”
We talked about the identified patient phenomenon, in
which families tend to attribute multiple family problems
to just one of its members. “It sounds like in your case,
it’s just the opposite,” I told Marci. “You’re the identified
'well person.'"
She nodded ruefully. “That’s exactly it,” she assented.
“And I feel like I have to pretend that’s who I really am.”
Unfortunately, if Marci continues to play out the wellperson role her family expects, she risks forgetting that
isn't completely who she is. The genuine, open,
questioning human being she started out to be may be lost
forever.
Locking In
At some point, we have to wonder why families do
this, why they cast some of their members into
circumscribed, ill-fitting roles. Usually, the process starts
because doing so meets someone else's needs. In this case,
Marci stepped up to fill a void, both emotional and
practical, in the center of the family; she provided
stability and structure as the driver, errand runner, and
surrogate mother for Darren. Focused on those demands,
she came to believe her value was embedded in this
service. It wasn’t long, however, before she felt locked
into the helper role, one which met some of her own
needs (the proverbial "need to be needed") but which she
sensed was coming to define her without her consent.
Squeezing into the identity of the well person with the
assumption of strength and selflessness that implies,
Marci began to feel stifled.
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One of the few light-hearted legends coming out of
the September 11th attacks in 2001 was the episode
involving a young woman hit by a falling chunk of
aircraft as she walked along a New York street. Struck in
the buttocks, she was knocked, unconscious, to the
ground. When she awakened in the hospital, a doctor told
her about the surgery he had performed to mend her
injuries. She thought about this news for a moment, then
asked, “So, doc, does this mean my butt is smaller?”
One who has been pushed by family, friends or
circumstance into a circumscribed role might well ask,
“So, doc, does this mean my self is smaller?” Until such a
person is able to reconnect with and begin to live a life
congruent with the person she is inside, that core self is
oxygen deprived. It isn't smaller, but it may feel that way.
At 17, Marci was trying to do exactly what a teenager should as she attempted to figure out for herself who
she truly was. Unfortunately, during this crucial life
phase, our culture places her and most of our adolescents
in a setting fraught with invitations to failure: the onesize-fits-all comprehensive American high school. There,
Marci was surrounded by hundreds of her peers, an age
group notorious for the pressure they bring to bear on
each other.
For self-doubting, vulnerable youngsters, this pressure
can devastate; a chance comment can trigger
unimaginable misery. Another client, Alexis, described
the beginning of her long struggle with anorexia. She
remembered exactly where she was standing when the
incident occurred ("beside my desk in Mrs. Markley's
classroom"), what the student said, and her horror at the
remark. "He just looked at me and said, 'Get out of the
way, Fatty. Why are you so fat anyway?’” she recalled.
The anorexia which followed led to months of
hospitalization and therapy. Now, long after the event, she
could acknowledge that she had been "just about average"
in size at the time. But that comment, combined with
other issues she was dealing with regarding appearance
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("I hated my hair"), family expectations, and poor
performance in school "pushed me over the edge, I
guess."
The Crucial Connection
With class sizes in our public schools inching ever
higher, Marci and Alexis may have little opportunity to
interact with the adults who could temper the peer
influences that bombard them. Fortunate, the teen-ager
who finds a niche in drama or music, sports or clubs,
activities which give her access to adults and other teens
with whom she feels free to develop emerging aspects of
her own true self. Too many adolescents lack this
connection. Though they survive high school, the quality
of their experience and their sense of self may be sorely
compromised in a huge, impersonal setting.
Ironically, even those students for whom high school
seems to be a comfortable fit may be ill served in the long
run. Dethroned at the end of a stellar high-school run, the
star quarterback, cheerleading captain, or class president
may discover they, too, have no idea who lives inside
their skin. If their identities have been wrapped up in
prestigious high-school roles, graduation may introduce a
time of turmoil as they confront the task of figuring out
who they are when recognition and admirers fade away.
Although their journey of self-discovery may be
difficult, at least those youngsters embark having
experienced success and knowing it’s attainable. On the
other end of the spectrum are those who’ve decided who
and what they’ll be in life based not on success, but on
failure. I once met with a young man who was doing so
poorly he was being transferred to a continuation school.
The previous semester, he had failed five out of six
classes. If test scores could be believed, he was no
Einstein, but he had the social skills one would expect of
a 16-year-old and obviously was capable of much more
than he was doing. When asked about the cause of his
failure, he insisted everything was fine in his life—no
problems at home or with friends, no consuming issues.
59

“I’m just lazy,” he insisted, “and my mom says 'Well, it’s
your life.’ I don’t think she really cares what I do.”
“What do you like to do?” I asked, hoping I could
find something to pique his interest.
“Oh, not much,” he replied, “play video games, watch
TV, hang out.”
“What do see yourself doing after high school?” I
finally asked.
“Oh, I think I’ll be a worker. You know one of those
guys that does hard work like on roads and houses and
stuff,” he said. “I’m not very smart.”
Asked the same questions, many students will shrug
and confess to having no idea what they’ll end up doing
or what they might need to do to prepare for a work-a-day
world. But Robby’s ready answer, “just a guy that does
hard work,” coupled with “I’m not very smart,” was far
more alarming to me than the shrugs and “I don’t knows”
that I usually hear. Somewhere along the line, Robby had
assumed an identity and planted himself squarely on one
of the lower rungs of the ladder. It was the finality of it,
the sense he conveyed that “this is where you’ll find me
for the next 50 years,” that bothered me the most. Ideally,
adolescence is the place to start, not the place to give up.
In spite of the conscientious efforts of many giving, wellintentioned people, high school has become for many kids
the place where they decide on their limitations, not the
place that opens doors.
Those Old Stereotypes
School, peers, and our families of origin aren’t the
only forces that attempt to mold us into someone else’s
view of the person we should be. In the U.S., other
pervasive influences come from stereotypes and ideas
enshrined in interpretations of Biblical scripture and
infused into political, economic, and social systems that
exist today.
While our culture has become more pluralistic and
our institutions, more inclusive over the years, moldy
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paradigms remain. They’re lodged in what the
psychologist Carl Jung would have called the collective
unconscious, the body of beliefs absorbed by a people as
a product of shared history. Among the most persistent
are the gender stereotypes of the strong, dominant male
and the weak, submissive female. In that old model, men
were viewed as superior in strength, intelligence, logic
and reasoning power; naturally (and rightfully) assertive;
steady, reliable, unswayed by emotion, and suited to a
wide variety of undertakings, from which they should be
free to choose their life’s work. Women were seen as
inferior both physically and mentally, deficient in logical
thought; unfeminine if assertive; ruled by emotion and
fractious hormones, and temperamentally best suited for
cooking, cleaning, and raising children.
These stereotypes were institutionalized in the U.S.
Constitution, which denied women the right to vote until
ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920. Two other
landmark measures in the battle to diminish the impact of
those ancient and limiting views weren’t passed until
decades later: the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (equal pay for
men and women who were doing equal work—what a
concept!—and still a work in progress, I might add) and
the Educational Amendments of 1972, generally referred
to as Title IX, calling for non-discrimination in academics
and athletics.
To change the law is one thing. To change attitudes is
something else altogether. While we’ve made strides in
gender equality, it would be beyond naïve to think we’ve
accomplished all we need to do. Old attitudes persist. Not
long ago, two female students complained to a friend of
mine, a school psychologist in a nearby district, that a
male teacher was making suggestive statements, getting a
bit too close, and generally making them uncomfortable.
The psychologist decided the matter should be
brought to the attention of the principal (a male), who met
with the three of them. After hearing the girls’ concerns,
the principal responded, “Oh, I don’t think Mr. Smith
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meant anything by it. After all, he has a beautiful wife.
Why would he want to come on to a couple of high school
kids?”
You don't need a Ph.D. to figure out how those girls
felt: disbelieved, dismissed, devalued. The legal status of
women has changed drastically over the last century, but
the unenlightened still walk among us and episodes like
this still occur.
How About the Guys?
Historically, gender role stereotypes limited the
opportunities accessible to women, but they also have a
strong grip on men. Increasingly, girls sign up for classes
in auto mechanics and electronics repair, but it takes a
strong male indeed to take a course in fashion design.
Although we pay lip service to the sensitive male, our
culture continues to put enormous pressure on young men
to conceal their emotions and eschew endeavors typically
associated with the feminine.
Whether male or female, those who submerge their
feelings may become so detached from them they no
longer recognize or know how to describe them.
Unacknowledged over long periods of time, feelings like
hurt and sadness morph into unproductive and sometimes
isolating anger. A young man I worked with in a college
clinic was so shy he found it difficult even to tell me why
he had come. Gradually, however, fragments of his story
emerged—neglectful, divorced parents, both of whom
treated him like an outcast, few friends, zero
encouragement, and no sense of connection with others,
either as individuals or in groups.
In great pain as a child, Max had learned to cut
himself off from his feelings—so completely that when I
asked him how he felt, his typical response was, “What do
you mean?” He couldn’t connect words like hurt or
frightened or happy to internal experience. The words
were meaningless to him, even after weeks of therapy. At
the end of the semester, he left school, still only dimly
aware of what feelings were all about.
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The Grip of Religion
Though we’ve loosened the grip of gender
stereotypes in the social and political arenas, they remain
alive and well in some religious denominations. While
most faiths have powerful potential for good in basic
teachings of love, forgiveness, and redemption, I’ve seen
clients struggle mightily with doctrine in four intertwining
areas:
• Gender roles, with some denominations clinging—
or reverting—to the old stereotypical versions
• Sexuality and sexual orientation, specifically the
belief that homosexuality is a sin, with the corollary
belief that one’s orientation is chosen, a view
roundly refuted by current research
• Guilt
• A sense of personal worth
Gender role expectations and pressures have changed
drastically in recent decades, and young people are free of
many of the constraints imposed on previous generations.
And while we still have a long road to travel, we’re
gradually becoming more educated and sophisticated in
our understanding and acceptance of all sorts of gender
differences—lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual, for
instance—but progress has been slow.
Over a period of several years, a colleague and I ran
support groups for gay and lesbian students on a highschool campus. At the same time, we also led groups
which targeted no specific populations, but served as a
resource and support for students dealing with a variety of
issues.
Running groups of any kind for teen-agers can be an
iffy proposition. Sometimes they’re with you and
sometimes they’re not. Hormones rage, emotions battle
reason; some days they’re adults and other days they’re
10-year-olds. Facilitating the work of these groups is like
riding a bucking bronco. The counselor has to maintain a
semblance of direction and control, but refrain from
pulling the reins too tight.
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Regardless of the make-up of the group, gay or
straight, most of the issues—relationships with parents,
surviving in blended families, boyfriend-girlfriend
problems, spiraling grades—were the same. Over time,
however, my colleague Randy and I began to notice a real
difference between the gay/lesbian groups and those made
up of youngsters without a specific commonality. Not
only did students in the former attend with a degree of
regularity that far outpaced the latter, but nearly every
session with them dealt with issues on a deeper, more
substantive level.
Occasionally, as we returned to the office, Randy and
I would de-brief, often commenting on how much easier it
was to get the gay and lesbian students to focus and do
what we thought of as real work than was the case with
those in the other groups. Any questions we had about
why this was so were answered one day as a gay and
lesbian group gathered. One of the girls swept into the
room, flopped into a chair, heaved a sigh of relief, and
announced, “Finally, I can be myself for awhile.”
It’s difficult to imagine a more painful angst than the
loneliness of gays, lesbians, and transgendered youths as
they become aware of their inner truth. A student in one
of our groups was the son of a minister in a mainstream
Protestant congregation. Though the weekly sermons
were free of the condemnation that has poured from some
pulpits, Craig was nevertheless filled with anxiety about
how he would tell his parents who he really was.
“I know I was born this way,” he said as we met
privately one afternoon, “but I still feel like I’m letting
my parents down, like it’s my fault that I can’t change.”
He went on to describe his experience at church
camp a couple of years earlier. There, for the first time,
he had developed a crush on another boy. “That’s when I
first realized I wasn’t going to be able to change who I
am. But I was so jealous of all the other guys, the straight
guys. They’d pile in their bunks and drop right off to
sleep at night and I’d lie there awake, in torment, asking
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myself why God would make me or anyone else this way
if it means you’re such a bad person.”
The Trouble With Guilt
The trouble with guilt is that it’s like the guest who
comes uninvited and doesn’t know when to leave. I once
received a phone call from a teen-ager who refused to tell
me his name. Obviously in pain, he struggled to choke
back tears. He just needed to ask some questions, he said,
but he didn’t know where to start because the matter was
“really private.” When it became apparent that the
problem was so private he wasn’t likely to be able to tell
me what it was, I finally suggested, “What if I ask you
some questions? If I guess what the problem is, will you
tell me if I’ve got it right?”
He agreed to that, and soon I learned that his mother
had walked in on him that morning while he was
masturbating. Taken aback, she had told him that what he
was doing was a sin and cruelly denounced him. With
that, she had left for work, leaving him home alone. “I
guess she knows all about sin and stuff,” he said limply.
“She’s pretty religious.”
I told him that, although some people believe
masturbation is a sin, I didn’t think it was a very big deal.
Then I asked if he knew this was a pretty normal activity
for a boy his age and just about everybody did it from
time to time. He was incredulous. “Really?” he asked.
“Are you sure?” Even over the phone, his relief was
palpable. I can only hope he was able to throw off the
guilt and fear that threatened to overwhelm him. I never
knew who he was.
Guilt has its place. Murder, theft, deliberate
destruction, rape, assault, betrayal of trust: Clearly, they
violate and the violator should feel guilty, although one of
life’s ironies is that those who violate often lack the
capacity for guilt.
Guilt has its practical uses as well. Show me a parent
who hasn’t used a dollop of guilt in raising a responsible
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child and I’ll show you a miracle worker; but lugging
around guilt in excessive amounts is like tying a 10-pound
weight around your neck and setting out to clean the
garage. It wears you down. The work will take forever. It
makes you feel “less than.” Taken to extremes, guilt
obliterates the capacity for joy.
What Do You Think You’re Worth, Kiddo?
Guilt also can mightily affect our sense of personal
value. This is particularly true for children. Think back to
your earliest years. Not only were you younger, smaller,
and weaker than just about everyone around you; you
were also less knowledgeable, possessed of dubious
judgment, and prone to error. You doubted you would
ever comprehend the complex world of the adult—who,
incidentally, seemed to know how to handle pretty much
everything and who occasionally become impatient with
your ineptitude.
Suppose this same adult then carted you off to Sunday
School where another well-meaning grown-up told you
stories about the unworthiness of mortals in general, the
impossibility of perfection, and the sinfulness of your
very thoughts if you allowed them to stray from the paths
of righteousness. Under those circumstances you may
have walked out of Sunday School looking forward to
Monday when all you had to do was read and write and
do arithmetic.
As a teen-ager, you started to question much that you
had been taught. During adolescence, you most selfconsciously looked at who you were and who you wanted
to become. While ideas formed during that critical time
may influence you for years, it’s just as likely that many
have fallen away, relegated to a vault of dusty memories
almost forgotten. Look at them now.
What were you thinking? What was important? What
was that time like for you?
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Time to Introspect, Section IV
The Teen Years
Complete the following sentences.
A. My Family of Origin
As a teen-ager, the role I played in my family was …
I assumed that role because …
In that role, I felt …
B. High School
Rate the level of your on-campus participation in the
following activities as a student in high school. In
deciding how to rate yourself, think of your level of
involvement in the types of activities listed and their
importance to you, not necessarily your achievement in
those areas. Use a scale of 1 to 5 as follows:
• 5-Extremely involved, sometimes to the exclusion
of other activities in which I would have liked to
participate
• 4-Actively involved; this was an important focus,
though I pursued other interests as well
• 3-Only as involved as I thought I had to be to meet
the expectations of my family or friends
• 2-Tried it, didn’t like it, quit participating
• 1-Not interested, not involved OR that activity not
available to me
1. Academics: I took advanced classes (Honors,
Advanced Placement, for instance). I took more
academic classes than required to graduate.
2. Volunteerism: I was a peer assistant/peer tutor. I
volunteered for such activities as fund-raising for
clubs or other groups. I was involved in offcampus community service sponsored by the
school.
3. Athletics: I played on varsity or JV teams or in
organized intramurals. I spent free time working
out or playing organized sports outside of school.
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4. Performing groups: I participated in drama, chorus,
band, orchestra, dance or some other performing
group, either as a performer or in "behind the
scenes" work.
5. School leadership: I was a school or class officer or
a leader in groups or activities in which I
participated. I helped plan events and problemsolve issues.
C. Other Teen-age Activities
How would you rate your level of participation in the
activities below while you were a teen-ager? Again, in
deciding how to rate yourself, think of your level of
involvement in the types of activities listed and their
importance to you, not necessarily your achievement in
those areas. Use the scale of 1 to 5 above.
1. Gainful employment: I worked at a job or jobs
regularly and enjoyed the work and my coworkers.
2. Church activities: I attended services and/or classes
regularly. I participated in such activities as
summer church camps, youth groups, choir and/or
other organized church activities.
3. Volunteer work (other than through school or
church): I participated in such activities as
coaching younger kids, visiting nursing homes,
working to better the environment, or other service
to the community.
4. Athletic teams: I participated in baseball, soccer,
football, basketball, or other teams sponsored by
city recreation departments or other organizations.
5. Family activities: My family and I regularly ate
meals together, discussed the day’s events, went
on outings or trips, and attended performances,
games or other events together.
6. Other: I participated in … not represented above.
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D. Reflections
Complete the following statements.
1. As I look over my responses to the items above, I
realize the activities I found the most satisfying
were …
2. During that time in my life, I would describe
myself as …
3. When I was a teen-ager, the three adults I most
admired were…
4. I admired … because …
5. I admired … because ….
6. I admired … because …
7. My most persistent daydreams and images of
myself in the future were …
8. Looking back on those daydreams now, I realize I
expected to …
9. My participation—or lack of participation—in an
organized religious group/church influenced my
thinking by …
10. My family’s religious views influenced my
thinking by …
11. Comparing my religious life as a child to my
religious life now, I would say …
12. As a teen-ager . . .
13. I believed the appropriate role of a man was …
14. I believed the appropriate role of a woman was …
15. I was most influenced regarding the appropriate
roles of men and women by …
16. I believed those who were gay were …
17. This belief was most influenced by …
18. I felt guilty about …
19. My ideas about guilt came from …
20. I believed my best qualities were …
21. I felt most valuable as a person when …
22. I got my ideas about my value from …
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E. Pivotal Incidents
1. A pivotal incident in which I discovered something
new about myself or others, made a critical
decision, or began to question previously held
beliefs and assumptions occurred when …
2. This affected me then by …
3. It affects me still today by …
4. Another pivotal incident occurred when …
5. This affected me then by …
6. It affects me still today by …
7. Another pivotal incident occurred when …
8. This affected me then by …
9. It affects me still today by …
Moving On
As you move into the next chapter, you'll be focusing on
your life as an adult and on your adult relationships with
others and with your self. "What's past is prologue,"
Shakespeare said. As you look at your adult life, how has
it been shaped by your childhood and teen-age years?

70

5
THEN CAME LIFE, PART I
THE INTIMATE DETAILS
The man who never alters his opinions is like standing
water, and breeds reptiles of the mind. (William Blake)
We often speak of childhood and adolescence as the
formative years, as though we're creating an entity which
at some point is finished and ready to hit the road like a
shiny new Corvette. The manufacturing process takes a
couple of decades, we think, though we've all known
people who at the age of 20 are still curled up in the fetal
position and yelling "Help me! Help me!" and others who,
by the age of 13, have surpassed their parents in wisdom
and depth of understanding. (Some believe the latter are
old souls, people who have been on this earth many times
before. I don't know about that, but it is an intriguing
concept.)
As a child, I tended to see adults as static, predictable
creatures who not only couldn't change, but didn't want to
and had probably forgotten how. I looked at pictures of
them in funny clothes, astonishing hairdos, and cars we
now call classic and asked them about the olden days. The
fact that they seemed to enjoy talking about those olden
days and that they carried what seemed to me some
antiquated notions into the modern world led me to
believe they were hopelessly stuck. I marveled that they
could change so much on the outside and be such
anachronisms on the interior, and I vowed to be different.
But the truth is that by the time I became an adult, I had
lapsed into believing I was a finished product and my
growing and changing were done. Mercifully, once again,
I was wrong.
As we emerge from the crucible of adolescence,
however, we all draw conclusions about the person we
think we are. If you had been a vehicle, what model
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would you have been? A sports car, for instance?
Convertible? Pick-up? Family sedan? And what color?
Racetrack red? Sophisticated gray? A gaudy, multi-hued
number? Whatever the façade, that was the persona you
showed to the world, and it created others’ first
impressions. It also played a role in the attraction of
potential partners.
The problem is that the most important elements of a
vehicle are not so easy to see—for either you or other
major players. How powerful was your engine? How
reliable, your transmission? Was there a built-in
navigation system to help you find your way? And how
about those seats? Leather? Vinyl? Fabric? Comfy moldto-fit types or inexpensive, feel-the-bumps numbers?
There’s more.
The Baggage
You arrived at adulthood with some baggage in your
trunk, and it's going with you. This baggage may be a
belief that you can never speak in front of a group
because once in the seventh grade you froze while giving
an oral report. It may be a fear of traveling alone because
of the time you got separated from your brother and lost
in a strange city. It may be a sense that you have no
control because you grew up with parents who dominated
your every move. Whatever . . . this baggage is like the
dust bunny under the couch: Unless you clear it out, it
soon attracts more.
As you roll along, other travelers, among them those
near and dear like your life partner and children,
unwittingly add to your cargo. One of life's ironies is that
the persons with whom you are at first so enamored may
turn out to be the very ones you allow to run your car off
the road.
Whether you're taking a partner for the first time at a
youthful 21 or for round two or three or four at the age of
70, you embark on that joint journey with certain
expectations—and those expectations often have little to
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do with what you'll contribute to the relationship and
everything to do with what you think your partner will do
for you. That same partner, however, has his—or her—
own vision. Some of these notions, both yours and your
partner’s, about the roles each of you will play will be
unspoken. You won’t realize exactly what they are, but
they’ll affect you both.
Any long-term intimate relationship involves a
complex interplay between the two people involved. You
may think you’re running alongside a smooth-running
family sedan, only to discover his engine powers down in
a crisis. And actually, the players in this intricate dance
are much more complex than even the most advanced
vehicles on the showroom floor.
How the Trouble Starts
There are the two people in the relationship and then
there are all those others they carry around in their
heads—mother, father, siblings, former romantic partners,
the ideal fictional lover, and, most importantly, the "you"
each of them thinks the other is. All this would be quite
daunting if you had a clue about what you're getting into.
Unfortunately, when you say, "I do," you probably don't.
Your partner will treat you as though, having joined
his cast of characters, you know his other players and
have the same script in hand. When you start reading
from the play you brought with you instead of the one he's
using . . . well, that's when the trouble starts. Part of the
problem is that you and your partner actually have two
scripts apiece: the ones you both know about that produce
the visible, audible action, and the hidden ones, full of
saboteurs and subterranean passages. The latter are the
products of ideas you’ve absorbed and conclusions
you’ve drawn, sometimes without full awareness, as
you’ve reacted to your own experience and to what
you’ve observed in others.
By the time you and your partner decide to share your
lives, you probably know each other's surface scripts well.
Sometimes you use one; sometimes, the other; and as
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your relationship develops, the result comes to feel like
one fairly integrated production. The external scripts
produce the play that you—and the audience, if you have
one—see. They deal with questions such as . . .
• How will you treat each other? Will it be with
respect or will one or both of you tolerate or dish
out sniping, put-downs, and disregard that will
poison your relationship?
• As a couple what are your shared values? Money,
family, religion, adventure, security, career success,
independence?
• How will you divide responsibilities for bringing in
an income, maintaining the household, caring for
children, sustaining a social life and staying in
touch with extended family?
The observable action produced by the visible scripts
is influenced by the hidden scripts you both carry.
However, until you hit a rocky spot as you build a life
together, you have little idea of the impact those buried
playbooks have.
I believe a major factor in the longevity and quality of
a marriage is the ability of a couple to discover and
discuss those hidden worlds. But that's a topic for a book
in itself. This book's about you.
Frequently, we hear of the perfect couple—the one
whose relationship seems to have everything, who always
get along, who are such fun to be around—dissolving
their partnership. These couples have the rest of us fooled
because they’ve integrated their visible scripts so well.
The casual observer, and sometimes even the couple
themselves, are unaware of what’s going on in their
subscripts and how it’s affecting their quality of life.
What’s in Your Hidden Script?
To become fully yourself, in touch with your core, is
to be aware of the content of your own submerged script
and how it affects both your treatment of and treatment by
your partner. Only with full awareness can we build
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lasting, intimate connections. In couples counseling, the
disconnect between internal scripts and real-time dialogue
sometimes surfaces in bizarre and disorienting ways. I
once worked with a couple struggling to help their young
adult children launch independent lives. Both John and
Kathleen were employed and, while not wealthy, had
plenty of money to meet their needs. Their daughter was a
single mom who, according to John, couldn't seem to find
a job “good enough” for her. While she had no trouble
finding work ("She's a charmer," John said), she never
stayed in the same position long.
"There's something wrong with every job she gets,"
John lamented. "The hours are bad or the boss is too
demanding or the co-workers are unfriendly. I keep
telling her no job is perfect."
Then there was their son, a drug abuser who worked
off and on and stayed with friends when he could, but
often showed up on their doorstep in the middle of the
night seeking a place to sleep. While he was still in his
teens, John and Kathleen had placed Kyle in a drug rehab
center and supported him in the long process of getting
sober, only to see him spiral downward after getting out
of school.
Kathleen was the classic soft touch, giving the kids
money, taking them in, listening sympathetically to their
tales of woe. John was the tough-love guy who believed
the kids would never grow up until they were forced to
reap what they sowed and solve their problems without
turning to mom and dad. By the time the couple came for
counseling, skirmishes over how best to help their
offspring mature had flared for several years.
Nevertheless, Kathleen was stunned to learn that John
wanted out of the marriage.
She acknowledged that increasingly he showed little
interest in the kids and left decisions concerning them up
to her. "I thought that just meant he agreed with what I
was doing," she explained.
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John, however, said he had assumed a passive role
because whenever he tried to participate, conflict ensued.
"I've given in and given in," he said. "There’s no point in
getting involved any more."
John’s Subtext
According to the text of John’s hidden script,
disagreements were not discussed with an eye to problem
solving. As a child observing his parents, he came to
believe even the smallest difference of opinion inevitably
led to arguments, nasty and violent. At 15, he had been
devastated when his parents divorced and his father
moved out; long before he met Kathleen, he had decided
that when he got married, it would be for life.
Attempting to avoid repeating his parents’ mistakes,
John had bought a false calm at an enormous price as he
retreated from discussion to become a disenfranchised
partner. Ultimately, his avoidance got him exactly what
he didn’t want, a failed marriage.
Some theorists would say this outcome was
predictable. John's behavior, they would argue, is an
example of neurotic safeguarding, a process in which one
focuses over-anxiously and ineffectively on a single goal.
In attempting to keep his marriage intact by avoiding
confrontation, he contributed to a situation in which
productive communication was virtually non-existent.
Finally, this took him exactly where he didn't want to go.
Exacerbating the problem was Kathleen's penchant
for interpreting what John said in such a way that his
original meaning was lost. During one session, for
example, he said, "I think we need some guidelines that
we stick to. We've always told the kids they can live with
us 'til they get their bachelor's degrees as long as they're in
school. I've never had a problem with that, but now, all
that's completely out the window. Neither of them is in
school, but we let them bounce in and out whenever they
want to. They need to become responsible for taking care
of themselves."
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Kathleen's reply? "So you don't even want to help the
kids! Just toss them out on their own! And you think I'm
just a pansy. I know you do."
What Kathleen Was Thinking
Kathleen, of course, had a hidden script of her own.
As a young woman, she had resented the fact that her
parents had been self absorbed and unwilling to help
financially with her college education. For all practical
purposes, she had been on her own since graduating from
high school and, in working her way through college, she
felt she had missed out on the fun of campus life. "For
me, it was just work, work, work,” she said ruefully. “I
swore to myself that my own kids would never go through
that."
Caught up in her own history, Kathleen had
overlooked the very real differences between what she did
as a young woman and the paths her children were taking.
Before coming for counseling, this couple had never
discussed in a rational, open way the histories and
paradigms that were creating such havoc in their
marriage. Sometimes, to understand and process the
moment, you have to first process the past, recognize how
it affects your life now, and decide to take control.
It's not the past alone, however, that affects who we
become in our most intimate relationships; it’s the
interplay between the past and the present, between
meeting our partner's needs and getting our own needs
met, between becoming our partner's image of who we are
and becoming who we are at the core. In our early zeal to
make our relationships work, it's easy to put our partner's
needs before our own. It's part of that ethic of putting
others first; it's what many of us are taught to do by wellmeaning parents from the time we're old enough to
understand the concept, and at first, it’s often what we
truly want to do. But, taken to extremes, it can devastate.
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A Truth in Fiction
Fiction, being fiction and therefore allowing the
writer certain liberties, sometimes crystallizes the human
condition better than real life examples. Kurt Vonnegut, a
master of exaggeration, wrote "Custom-Made Bride" in
the early 1950's when images of who we could be were so
routinely defined by such factors as gender, race, and
religion that now, a half-century later, those images strike
us as quaint at the very best and as unjust, cruel, often
demeaning at worst.
In Vonnegut's story, a mid-century designer of
furniture and appliances has married a young beauty
named Kitty. Otto, the businessman in question, looks
upon his wife as a design problem and sets out to
complement her good looks with clothing and jewelry he
selects. He also starts to call her Falloleen, a name he
considers more expressive of her allure. At first happily
accepting his gifts and attention, Kitty soon realizes she
has lost not only her name, but also her self. She
complains that Otto failed to give her “any insides.”
In real life, even today with our heightened awareness
of what it takes to be a whole human being, couples fall
into patterns of relationship that may deny one or both of
them their genuine "insides." In fact, like Kitty, you may
collude in your own manipulation, either because at some
level that manipulation meets a need or because life's just
easier that way.
And yes, you may be the manipulator as well as the
manipulated. In any relationship, we all manipulate from
time to time, often without realizing the extent to which
we’re playing puppeteer. Confronted by his wife, Otto
ultimately confesses he found the woman he had created
“a crashing bore” and is relieved to see Kitty becoming
herself again.
Then What Happens?
If you allow the manipulation to continue after you
begin to feel used or devalued, you not only distance
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yourself from your partner, but also from your self.
Giving in to manipulation leads to a denial of your own
needs and, to live with that, you start to push those needs
out of sight. Until, that is, you can't stand it any more.
Sadly some people "stand it" their entire lives. Those, like
John, who ultimately decide the price is too high, often
allow grievances to fester so long they don’t want to
mend the relationship; they just want out and all too often
fail to recognize their own issues that contributed to the
problem.
In these intricate dances, the manipulator, as well as
the manipulated, loses. How? Simply by avoiding
responsibility and, thus, avoiding the growth needed to
become a fully functioning mature human being.
Manipulating allows us to hide out in our own
immaturity. What looks like grown-up stuff may actually
be child's play.
Another couple, Tom and Celeste, were both
employed and the parents of a toddler. Since the birth of
their child, Celeste had stayed home every Saturday night
while Tom continued to make the rounds of the karaoke
bars they had frequented before the baby was born. Tom
had told Celeste this provided much-needed relief from
the pressures of his work and insisted their marriage
would be the stronger for it! For a time, Celeste naively
colluded in her own manipulation by agreeing to the
arrangement. Eventually, of course, she saw it for what it
was—at best, an immature, me-first ploy that allowed
Tom to avoid the growth needed to become a true partner
as a parent; at worst, a weekly invitation to marital
disaster. Regardless, this arrangement allowed Tom to
ignore whatever was going on inside him and in the
relationship that created a need for such bizarre behavior.
When asked to explain his motivation, Tom would
only say, "Well, Celeste's changed. She's not the same girl
I married. Now, it seems like all she cares about is the
baby.” With this, Tom attempted to hold Celeste
responsible for his behavior. Had she allowed him to
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succeed, what then? Instead of enhancing her growth into
her genuine self, she would have been drawn outward to
focus on Tom in violation of a most life-affirming axiom:
The only adult for whom you’re responsible is your self.
There’s another issue here in Tom’s complaint,
“Celeste’s changed.” When one partner insists on seeing
the other as an immutable quantity, not an evolving
human being who needs space and air and the freedom to
grow, the relationship is in trouble. "He's changed” or
“she’s changed” in one form or another is an all-toocommon complaint. Life is change. How dull it would be
otherwise! If you want someone who will always be the
same, marry a rock. Attempting to stifle your partner's
growth will only frustrate you both.
Summary
The effects of life partners, one on the other, are
inextricable. How easy it is to blame the other for your
own failure to discover the satisfactions and fulfillment
that acting out of your life-affirming center would
produce. The fact is that both of you are dancing in this
complex interplay, and you either enhance or degrade
yourself, your partner, and the relationship itself. Ideally,
each of you seeks not only to become your genuine self,
true to your core, but also to assist your partner in doing
the same. This takes maturity, patience, and a sense of
humor.
Either of you may hinder progress toward authenticity
in some of the following ways:
• By failing to self-explore and share openly what
you're thinking and feeling and what's contained in
your subterranean scripts
• By refusing to listen and respond with empathy
when your partner shares thoughts and feelings
• By contriving to mold each other in ways that meet
only one partner's needs, regardless of the cost
• By refusing to accept change and insisting on
seeing each other as the person you chose for a
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mate, not as a person who needs always to be in the
process of becoming more genuinely himself.
Lots to think about.
Time to Introspect, Section V
Metaphorically Speaking
A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or
phrase that ordinarily designates one thing is used to
designate another. Metaphors can illuminate our lives. In
the beginning of this chapter, a car is used metaphorically
to represent a person. You'll be thinking metaphorically,
comparing yourself to an automobile, as you do much of
this exercise. Read through both of the first two sections
(As You Entered Adulthood and What Does All That
Mean?) before starting to respond. REMEMBER: You're
not building your ideal car here. You're creating a portrait
of yourself as a young adult. Imagine yourself as an
automobile. (Okay. I know it sounds silly. Indulge me.)
What kind of car would most accurately represent you at
that stage of life? Write your answers on a sheet of paper
or, preferably, download the worksheet from
marjfrazerlacey.com.
A. As You Entered Adulthood, How Did Others See You?
Entering adulthood, I believe others saw me as a . . .
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sports car
Convertible
Two-door sedan
Four-door sedan
Mini-van
Sport utility vehicle (SUV)
Pick-up truck
Crew cab
Unidentified hybrid invented yesterday
Other …
My exterior was the color . . .
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My internal combustion engine, the source of my strength
and endurance, was . . .
• The most powerful on the market with lots of pickup and staying power on the road
• Able to outpower the average family car, but
nothing that would impress the NASCAR crowd
• An average, freeway-ready engine
• Not quite up to standard, lacking pick-up on the
hills
• Unreliable, sometimes sputtering
The transmission that gave me control was . . .
• Automatic: let me glide along with nary a thought;
knew what gear I should be in with no effort from
me
• Four-on-the-floor, smooth shifter, gave me lots of
control
• Stick shift, unwieldy and grinding; not user friendly
The suspension that was a buffer between me and the
world outside was . . .
• Great, never felt a bump
• Okay on the highway, but brutal on a country road
• Awful; I felt every pebble on the pavement
The interior, where I sat and experienced the ride was . . .
• Cushy, comfy
• Okay for running around town, but too hard on the
backside for a cross-country haul
• So uncomfortable I could hardly make myself get
in and get on with the day
B. What Does All That Mean?
• Body type and color: The body type and color I
selected show that I wanted others to see me as …
• Engine power: The engine power I selected means
that, in relationship to others and to the tasks I
needed and wanted to accomplish, I saw myself as
…
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• Transmission: The transmission I selected means
the attitude I had towards decisions that affected
my future—and the amount of thought I put into
those decisions—can best be characterized by
saying …
• Suspension: I selected this because I wanted my
journey through life to be affected by outside forces
in the following manner: …
• Interior: I selected this because, inside, I was …
with myself.
• On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, I
would rate the accuracy of this portrayal of me as a
young adult as a ...
• The most accurate aspect is …
• The least accurate aspect is …
C. What's in Your Trunk?
As I entered adulthood, some of the most important
beliefs about myself that were stashed in the trunk of that
car were…
Those beliefs have affected me by …
D. You and the Other Traveler
If you are currently in a serious relationship, think of how
the two of you interact as you respond to the following
items. If you're not in such a relationship, think of the
most significant or long-term partnership you have had
and base your responses on that. If you haven't yet had a
long-term partner, think about the characteristics you
would like such a relationship to have. Your answers to
the following items should reflect metaphorically your
interpretation of the interactions between the two of you.
I am sitting in . . .
A. The driver's seat
B. The front passenger seat
C. The back seat
D. I have no clue; must be locked up in the trunk
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The two of us decided where we were going . . .
A. Before we left
B. We're deciding as we ride
C. We still don't know
D. He/she knows, but I don't have a clue
E. I know, but he/she doesn't have a clue
The passenger is . . .
A. Reading the map; helping direct the driver if
needed
B. Criticizing the driving (pointing out deficiencies,
gasping audibly, stomping on non-existent brakes, or
otherwise communicating disapproval)
C. Engaging in conversation with the driver
D. Fiddling with the radio, reading billboards aloud,
deciphering messages on those vanity plates, talking on
the phone, watching a DVD, reading a book, sleeping, or
engaging in some other activity
The driver is . . .
A.Driving purposefully, within the speed limit, eyes
on the road, giving other drivers plenty of space
B. Driving more or less within the speed limit, rubbernecking, pointing out the sights along the way
C. Dawdling; other drivers are passing left and right
D.Charging along as though there is no tomorrow,
taking chances, crowding everyone on the road
In this relationship, the roles the two of us play/played
can best be described as …
We make/made decisions by …
My partner characteristically goes/went through the
day …
I characteristically go/went through the day …
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I sometimes feel/felt … as a result of differences in
the speeds and styles with which each of us went through
the day. Our relationships would be/would have been
more satisfying if …
E. And Now Back to the Real World
My most significant subterranean script regarding
marriage and/or committed relationships has led me to
believe that …
I expect marriage/committed relationships to affect
me by …
These beliefs and expectations come from …
My relationship(s) have reinforced these beliefs and
expectations by …
Leaving the metaphors behind, respond to the following
items, using the following:
A if you strongly agree
B if you mostly agree
C if you’re uncertain
D if you disagree
1. I am aware of my own subterranean scripts and
beliefs.
2. My subterranean scripts and beliefs mostly enhance
my intimate relationships.
3. My subterranean scripts and beliefs are mostly
detrimental to my intimate relationships.
4. I (am/have been/will be) willing to share those
scripts and beliefs with my partner.
5. My usual style is to manipulate others into doing
what I want instead of asking directly for what I
want or need.
6. I am able to assert myself and disagree with others
without fear of destroying relationships, causing
undue discomfort, or escalating a situation into
violence.
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7. I (am/have been/will be) able to be fully myself
with my partner. I don’t tamp down, temper, rev
up, or otherwise manipulate my own reactions in
order to please others.
Thinking About It
Generally speaking, the better you know your self and,
the more secure you are in your own being, the more
positive strength you will contribute to an intimate longterm relationship. Such a relationship, in turn, will
support you as you continue to change and grow into your
own authentic self.
EXCLUDING ITEM 3, which is included simply to
help you focus on the influence your subterranean scripts
may have on your relationships, score your answers on
the remaining six items as follows:
3 points for every A
2 points for every B
1 point for every C
0 points for every D
With a maximum of three points possible on every
item and six items to score, you may score a maximum of
18 points. The higher your score, the more likely you are
to be able to sustain a relationship which will enhance,
not hinder, both you and your partner in becoming your
own true selves. A score of 18 is awesome.
Look at any item on which you answered C. These
may point to issues you haven't confronted and may
indicate areas you need to think about—and work on—in
order to promote more satisfying relationships. D answers
point to factors with the potential to sabotage a
relationship.
What steps can you take to address those issues?
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6
THEN CAME LIFE, PART II
YOU, THE CHILD; YOU, THE PARENT
You are the bows from which as living arrows your
children are sent forth. (Kahlil Gibran)
No other relationship on the planet has the impact of
that between parent and child. One party—the parent—is
charged from the outset with molding the other into an
acceptable human being, an enormous responsibility
which comes with a dizzying array of rights. The
disparity in size, power, knowledge, experience, and
roles is unparalleled, and the parental impact is pervasive
and profound. Consider:
• These relationships create your first impressions of
who you are and how you'll be received by the
world. You see yourself reflected back through
your parents' eyes. Are you welcome, special, fun,
capable, interesting? No? Then what are you?
• Parents mold your initial view of others in the
world. Are those others reliable, loving, and
trustworthy, or are they distant, uncaring, selfabsorbed?
• Parents convey in subtle and not-so-subtle ways
what is expected of you and, consequently, what
you should expect from yourself. Is your success,
however that’s defined, assumed and encouraged
or is it doubtful you'll ever amount to much? Are
your accomplishments celebrated or devalued?
Can you handle new challenges on your own or do
you need a helping hand every step of the way?
• Finally, in your relationship with your parents,
your experience is overlaid with a belief system
which, during your early years, defines how you
see yourself in the world, what you think is
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important, and how you interact with those around
you. While some of these beliefs are transmitted
overtly in messages about such topics as honesty,
responsibility, achievement, and helping others,
many more are embedded in the action you
observe around the house. Do both Mom and Dad
do housework? You’re likely to believe couples
are a team, equally responsible for home and
family. Is there dinner table talk of amusing
episodes and satisfactions on the job? You’re
likely to look forward to the adult challenges that
await you. Do parents often renege on promises?
You’ll approach the world with a certain wariness.
To prepare you for eventual independence, parents
intrude in your life in ways that later would be
considered boundary violations. In the early stages,
you’re told what time to get up, what time to go to bed,
where and when to go to school, what to wear, what to do
throughout much of the day, and how to behave. And
there are consequences of your failure to meet their
expectations.
As a result, when you were a child, you often felt
powerless, and as you ventured into the world, you had
some problematic encounters, situations in which you
came up against the issue of where others’ rights ended
and yours began. A 13-year-old client confronted this
issue in a bus-stop incident.
“I was sitting on a bench by myself waiting for the
bus one afternoon,” she said. “This guy came and sat
right up against me even though it was a really long
bench and there was plenty of room. He gave me the
creeps, but you’re supposed to be nice to people and I
didn’t know what to do. But another man walked by just
then. He was older and a lot more normal looking. I
guess he saw the first guy sit down, and he came over
and told me, ‘You don’t have to put up with that. Just
move away and tell him to leave you alone.’ So I did. But
if that other guy hadn’t come along, I don’t know what I
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would have done. I was really confused.”
Taught to respect adults and “be nice to people,”
Karla was just beginning to realize that in some
circumstances taking care of herself demanded that she
break some of the rules she’d internalized. Her external,
physical boundaries had been violated, but never having
experienced this kind of intrusion from a stranger, she
was unclear about where the demands of “niceness”
ended and her absolute right to her own space and sense
of safety began.
Establishing Boundaries
Establishing clear emotional boundaries means, first
of all, knowing what you’ll comfortably tolerate from
others and when you’ll say, “That’s enough.” Secondly,
it means internalizing this belief: You’re responsible for
what you do, but not for how others choose to feel about
what you do.
Knowing exactly where you end and others begin
enables you to develop a healthy sense of control, which
is like the yeast in bread, the vital ingredient in rising to
become your own best self. Parents may have helped in
this journey by encouraging you to assume increasing
responsibility, acknowledging and expressing joy in your
accomplishments, and encouraging you to pursue your
own interests. Or they may have hindered you in a
variety of ways: being overly involved and interceding
inappropriately on your behalf or, conversely, being
under-involved, giving you little feedback on how they
thought you were doing, and offering little support in
your efforts to grow up. In the worst-case scenarios, you
might have been afflicted with parents who resorted to
name-calling and belittling or physical abuse. (More on
that in Chapter Fourteen.)
Whatever their style, there’s little doubt that your
parents, positioned as they were at the outset of your life,
were powerful models. Though you take your own
unique path, you gauge your life by looking back at
theirs.
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You and Your Sibs
Parents aren’t the only early influences, however.
Unless you’re an only child, another set of relationships,
those with your sibling(s), had an impact as well.
Volumes have been written about the effects of birth
order on the roles we play in our families of origin. In its
simplest form, birth order theory makes these
generalizations:
• An only child, often over-protected and overindulged, often has difficulty adjusting to peers
and will bask in adult attention
• A first-born will become a little adult, identify
strongly with parents, and tend to be an achiever
• In a family with only two offspring, the second
child, always playing catch-up, will be competitive
and attempt to outdo peers, but ultimately may
rebel against adult expectations
• A middle child, sandwiched between siblings and
feeling denied a position of significance, is likely
to take one of two paths, either becoming even
tempered and accepting of whatever comes or,
conversely, setting out to battle perceived
injustices
• A child who’s the youngest of many will want to
be bigger and more like the others, but also finds
being the baby seductively comfortable and, as life
wears on, may find it difficult to set and pursue
goals.
The validity of this and other theories is the subject of
much debate. As you mine your heart and psyche in
search of your essential self, the value of any theory is as
a lens through which to view your experience. Does the
one above clarify anything for you?
Like your parents, siblings, if you had them, were in
your life to stay. Your parents may have avoided voicing
comparisons, but you were comparing, nevertheless. In
your own mind, how did you measure up? Which among
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you was cuter, smarter, a better athlete, more sociable, a
more talented musician? Did one of you "have it all"
while others struggled? Or did each of you excel at
different endeavors: one, the athlete; one, the stellar
student; another, the natural leader? You were making
comparisons that affected your self-image throughout
your childhood.
If a dominant older sister, one you believed to be
smart and capable, constantly belittled your efforts and
achievements, you might have gained energy from this
and set out to prove her wrong or you might have
internalized her judgment, decided you couldn't measure
up, and adopted a way of life that validates her judgment.
If your dominant sibling influence was that of a
beloved older brother who taught and nurtured you, you
may have developed the courage to take risks and pursue
distant goals—or you might have decided that, without
his help, you couldn't do much, left to your own devices.
Notice: It's not what your siblings did that makes the
lasting difference; it's the meaning you ascribed to their
behavior and the decisions you made about what to do as
a result.
Your Peer Group—and Others
The influence of siblings was soon tempered by
another powerful crew, the peers you encountered as you
ventured into the world of school and other youth
activities. Now, with more data from more people in an
expanding arena, you had the raw materials to modify the
way you looked at yourself. Your sister might have been
a star in the local theater productions while you were a
no-talent bum who couldn’t remember an entrance cue
and two short lines. But when you signed up for Little
League, discovered you were a pretty fair hitter and
moved up to the lead-off spot, you added important
information about the person you really were. Your sister
might have been underwhelmed by your dramatic talents,
but the kids on the baseball team high-fived you all
around. If you chose, you could use this new information
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to modify your evaluation of yourself and what you had
to offer the world.
Rarely are there adults who can moderate the
influence of our parents with anything like the power that
peers wield on the influence of our siblings.
Occasionally, however, a teacher, coach, or beloved
relative may temper—for good or ill—the messages we
receive at home, and their input can play a powerful role
in our lives. A teacher may spot a student's talent or
interest, unnoticed at home, and provide the spark that
fans into a career; grandparents may take a grandson into
their home on weekends to provide a respite from the
raging conflicts of alcoholic parents, and in so doing,
develop a relationship with him that gives him an anchor
in tough times. Many young people are saved,
emotionally if not physically, by the intervention of
concerned adults outside the immediate family circle.
I recently spent several hours with Rachel, a 15-yearold brought to the office by a neighbor who had just
discovered the girl was being mistreated at home. Her
mother having died when she was a pre-schooler, Rachel
was living with her father, stepmother and two younger
stepbrothers. When she came to see me, bruises visible
on her arms and shoulder, she told her story only after
much prompting by the neighbor and repeatedly
interjected, "But it's really okay. I can manage."
Rachel said her parents had struck her with a pipe,
locked her in the garage overnight, and denied her food.
When I asked how they explained that treatment, she said
they told her she was “evil;” however, the only
misbehavior she was able or willing to tell me about
involved what she labeled talking back. The situation
being what it was, the local child protective agency was
notified, but as is often the case with teen-agers, did little
to intervene.
Over the next few months, I met with Rachel from
time to time and soon realized that she had unexpected
wells of strength that helped her survive in this decidedly
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hostile home. She knew she was bright and capable and
recognized that she had the raw material to make
eventually a good life for herself. When I asked how she
managed to know all this when the messages she
received at home were so clearly negative, she credited
an aunt, her mother's sister, whom she saw occasionally,
although she lived several states away.
"I wish I could live with her all the time," she said
wistfully. "It's so different with her. She actually likes
me."
Sometimes you do help people just by liking them. In
this case, her aunt was able to temper the negative
messages of Rachel's parents and help her develop a
positive image of herself in the face of a barrage of
criticism, put-downs, and mistreatment. Though her life
was difficult—and not likely to improve until she could
leave home for good—she knew there were other ways to
live and people who cared deeply about her.
Becoming a Parent
When Rachel becomes a parent, will she fall into the
pattern she’s experiencing as a child? Unfortunately,
studies indicate that often happens. Perhaps, however, in
spite of what she’s living through, she’ll model herself
after the loving aunt, who provided refuge.
The fact is that none of us are entirely prepared for the
challenge of parenthood. It’s a humbling experience. Just
when you thought you, the grown-up, were going to be in
charge, a tiny tyrant arrives with a sometimes annoying,
but always compelling agenda. He’s noisy, inconsiderate,
oblivious to social conventions, and (here’s what gets
you) blessed with charm. You fall in love, hang on every
gurgle, marvel at each new achievement, and become
barbarously protective.
But there’s a prequel to this story. In the bond
between mother and child, a lot has happened before the
baby makes an appearance. When mom first learns she’s
pregnant, the baby’s existence seems quite theoretical;
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after all, she looks the same, feels the same, and acts the
same as she did before this miracle occurred. But soon
things start to change.
Because she knows she’s carrying an infant, every
personal decision—what to eat, what to drink, what
activities to engage in—is now cast in the shadow of this
new question: How will it affect the baby? That becomes
the standard. The baby is helpless; she isn’t. The physical
bond created at conception now gives rise to patterns of
thought that will be part of her for the rest of her life.
Even so, for a while, the developing life seems a bit
unreal. Oh, there are changes: Breasts become sore,
midsection expands, clothes in the wardrobe are useless.
She’s also more tired, hungrier, moodier.
Then a most amazing incident occurs. First, a flutter
and the thought . . . I wonder if that was a kick I felt . . .
well, maybe not . . . probably just my imagination. . . But
soon, the flutters gain strength and the source is
unmistakable. Those first little butterfly flips escalate
until they feel like the warm-up for a boxing match. The
baby is real and the emotional attachment, complete with
the protective instincts of a mother grizzly, springs to
life.
That’s what happens to mom. What about dad? Well,
no matter how involved he is, he’s just not participating
in this process with anything approaching the same
intensity. Such are the limits of biology.
Years after our offspring had become adults, my
husband and I were reminiscing about their early days
and what stood out for us.
“One of my favorite memories is of that Padres game
on the 4th of July,” I said.
“What Padres game?” he responded, shocked that,
being such an erratic fan, I remembered any Padres
game, much less the date on which it occurred. “What
happened?”
“Oh, it didn’t have anything to do with the game,” I
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said, “but it was the night I first really knew that what I
felt was the baby kicking. Remember? There were
fireworks and every time there was a big boom, the baby
would kick. When you put your hand on my belly, you
could feel it, too.”
“I don’t remember that,” he confessed.
Clearly the impact on the two of us was different.
This is not to say that dads don’t develop strong
connections. It is to say that, for a myriad of reasons, the
human reproductive system being just one, dads are less
at risk than moms of becoming so focused on the child
that boundaries become blurred.
At first, blurred boundaries work. You have a
beguiling bundle who absolutely requires your care and
love and protection. When he’s hungry, you feed him;
when he’s soiled, you clean him up; when he’s
frightened, you provide comfort. You’re needed 24/7 and
there’s satisfaction in being able to meet his every need.
Then What Happens?
Then he starts to walk.
Then he starts to talk.
Then he learns new words.
And one fine day he discovers the most powerful of
them all: NO.
That’s when life gets complicated. On the one hand,
you want him to develop that go-getting sense of
independence. On the other, you want to be able to take
him out in public. Clearly, a little discipline will be
required, and hazards are ahead.
It’s at this juncture that boundary problems often rise
again. Feeling threatened by a child's momentary anger,
you may fear the loss of his love, and fail to place the
child's need for limits over your own need for his
adoration. If this happens, you’re truly like a ship without
a gyroscope. You may remain afloat through some pretty
rough seas, but you’ll sink in a storm.
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Sensing your insecurity, the child will make it his job
to figure out whether, indeed, there are limits—in
behavior, in the material goods he can acquire, in
privileges he can win. A few years ago, during a New
Year’s party, friends complained that on Christmas Day,
their sons got up, tore into their gifts, took a spin on their
new top-of-the-line really cool bikes, then came in and
spent the rest of the day moping because their parents
had neglected to get them a video game they wanted.
"It was really discouraging," Kate complained. "They
didn't seem to appreciate anything we got them.
Christmas became just like any other old day. My mom
says they act that way because we give them so much
stuff all year long, but I do that because I feel bad about
having to be gone so much for work. I guess I do try to
buy them off with presents. It makes me feel better.”
Overwhelmed by guilt, Kate’s boundaries are already
permeable and she allows her children, not herself, to
establish family expectations. As this happens, she feels
even more inadequate, less a complete person, more
manipulated by externals, and less possessed of a self. In
a situation like this, the parent needs to step back and reevaluate.
The Later Stages
Working with teen-agers, I see, not the beginnings of
the process above, but what happens in the later stages:
youngsters who refuse to do homework, who are strung
out on drugs, who have no goals for the future; parents,
defeated, who want someone else to assume the childrearing role while they remain unwilling to make the hard
choices that would have an impact.
I received a call not long ago from a mother
complaining that her son refused to get up in the morning
and go to school. This had gone on for several days.
"The attendance office keeps calling while I'm at
work and leaving messages on my machine. They say
they're marking him truant since I'm not excusing his
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absences. They're threatening to take me to court. I don't
know what to do," she complained. "Derek just won't
listen to me. Nothing I say makes any difference."
Divorced, she had no contact with her son's father,
who had remained uninvolved since the marriage had
ended five years before. I suggested she phone the
Sheriff's Department because I knew that, when time
allowed, they would send a deputy early in the morning
to get the young man out of bed and transport him to
school. I explained that this was not a high priority,
however, and it might be some time before a deputy was
free to come.
"Oh, I couldn't call the sheriff," she responded. "I
wouldn't want my son to be treated like a criminal!
Would you do it for me?"
Well, no. Sometimes being a parent with integrity
means making tough choices and insisting our kids deal
with the consequences of their own behavior.
All of this is not to say our loved ones are the enemy
in our struggle to become wholly who we are. But we
must recognize that, precisely because they are our loved
ones, even our kids can manipulate us in powerful and
sometimes clandestine ways, divert us from our selves,
and complicate both our lives and their own. In
establishing our boundaries with clarity and consistency,
we free ourselves and allow our loved ones to establish
their own lines of demarcation between self and others.
Only then can all of us live true to our own core selves
and delight in the gift of each other.
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Time to Introspect, Section VI
Parent and Child
A. Messages from Home
1. Parents send messages to their children in many ways:
• By what they say to them
• By their attitudes and the way they treat them
• By what they say about and their attitudes
towards others
• By their own behavior
For each of your parents or primary caretakers (if you
didn’t live with your parents during significant portions
of your childhood), complete the following statements.
My mother viewed me as …
She expected me to become …
My father viewed me as …
He expected me to become …
2. As a child, this is what I told myself about those
messages …
3. In answering the following question, you may wish to
think about such elements as personality, talent,
appearance, intelligence and personal characteristics like
perseverance, self-confidence and assertiveness. As a
child, I compared myself to my siblings in the following
ways:
Sibling #1 …
Sibling #2 …
Sibling #3 …
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4. The role I played in my family was that of
A. Peacemaker

E. Troublemaker

B. Helper

F. Rebel

C. Family star

G. Lost soul
I. Other . . .

B. Messages from Beyond
5. I believed my peers thought of me …
During elementary school as …
During middle school/junior high as …
During high school as …
During college/military service/other young adult
pursuits as …
6. These young adult experiences moderated the earlier
view I had of myself by … OR conversely, confirmed the
earlier view I had of myself by …
7. Sometimes a single incident or conversation can
profoundly influence a young person’s life for good or
ill. Other times, long-term relationships may be more
significant. Adults, other than my parents, who
influenced my view of myself in a lasting way were …
1) … who influenced me by …
2) … who influenced me by …
3) … who influenced me by …
C. Those Little People
(for those who parent)
8. Situations in which issues of appropriate protection vs.
over-protection of my child/ren have arisen for me
include the following: …
9. These situations are/are not similar to situations that I
had difficulty dealing with as a child.

99

10. In dealing with the situations listed above, I believe I
A. Balanced the need for protection and independence
well.
B. Was overprotective
C. Was too permissive
11. Situations in which setting limits for my child/ren,
establishing my personal boundaries, and not allowing
my child/ren to take advantage of me have been
problematic include the following …
12. In dealing with the situations listed above, I believe I
A. Established clear, appropriate boundaries
B. Allowed my children to take advantage of me
C. Was overly rigid in setting limits
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7
THEN CAME LIFE, PART III
WORK, FRIENDS, AND ELECTRONICS
Almost all absurdity of conduct arises from the imitation
of those whom we cannot resemble. (Samuel Johnson)
A dozen of us sat at the holiday table long after the
meal had ended as my brother-in-law, master storyteller
and builder of custom homes, recounted the details of his
tribulations with a fussy customer. The lady in question
visited the construction site nearly every day, and—oh,
my goodness—the trouble she caused! Lights to be
moved, tile to be replaced ("the color looked different in
the store"), and the humdinger of them all: "A little
different angle on the corner fireplace, please!"
"She’s the kind of person that gives changing your
mind a bad name," Lew remarked in his broad Ohio
accent as his story wound down.
To those of us who hadn't lived it, the tale—and the
telling—were comical and at the end of his droll and
disbelieving recital, we left the table chuckling. What
impressed me the most, however, was not the story, but
the storyteller.
For 30 years, Lew had been a dairy farmer, gradually
taking over the operation of the family business as his
father aged. Growing up, he had considered little else.
Graduating from college, he and my sister worked abroad
for two years, then settled on the farm in the rolling hills
of Ohio. Wanda took care of the house and the kids (six
of them, eventually, hardy soul that she was) while Lew
nurtured the cows and the crops. Outgoing and gregarious
by nature, he worked alone much of the day as he repaired
tractors, plowed fields, and milked cows. He was
following the path he himself had chosen, but something
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was missing: The cows failed utterly (yes, pun intended)
to replace the human contact on which Lew thrived.
There was another disquieting factor. Though he took
on many new challenges—upgrading and modernizing the
milking operation, acquiring acreage, and expanding the
scope of the operation—repetition characterized much of
his work. Season gave way to season; fields were plowed;
crops, planted and harvested; cows, milked morning and
evening seven days a week. Only rarely—a new calf barn
finished, for instance—was there a sense of completion.
Always, there was the next chore to tackle, the next
undertaking to plan, and all those udders to attend to.
Then, life happened. As giant corporations moved
into agriculture, family farming, a risky business at best,
became even more precarious. Already beset with
physical problems—two hip replacements, a bad back,
residual pain from a major accident—Lew found getting
out to the barn on wintry Ohio morns increasingly less
inviting. It was time for a change.
But to what?
Lo! A New Career!
Selling his dairy herd, he set out to answer that
question. There were a few false starts and no clear
answers; but as he and Wanda prepared to rent out the
original farm, they cleared an area on land they owned
nearby, purchased a log home kit, and with the help of
local workers, built a new abode. Delighted with the
quality and livability of the finished product, Lew soon
became an area representative for the log home supplier.
One thing led to another and before long he was not only
selling the homes, but also building them, and subdividing
some of their land where a small community of log homes
now nestles under the trees. Thus, a new career was born.
The point of the story is not solely the career change;
it's the change in Lew. In hindsight, it's easy for all of us
to say that he wasn't cut out for farming from the
beginning. Missing from that endeavor were frequent
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human contact, a creative outlet, a sense of closure and
completion, elements which nurture his sense of self and
allow him to express who he is at the core.
Just as long-term relationships may create barriers to
the expression of our own essential selves because of our
involvement with the needs of another, the work we do,
by demanding that we adopt a certain persona on the job,
may interfere with the development of the person we truly
are. If the persona required by our work isn’t natural to
us, the effort of putting on a mask and pretending day by
day will not only feel false, but will leave us exhausted.
Think, for instance, of a nurse without natural empathy, a
police officer without the will to command, a teacher
without a love of kids and knowledge and the process of
learning. Persevering in work that demands they feign
missing qualities will drain energy, sap love of life, and
probably result in a job poorly done; it may also turn them
into embittered, self-absorbed human beings.
A Professor’s Rocky Road
In an earlier phase of my life, when I aspired to write
the Great American Novel, I earned an ill-advised
Master's degree in literature. (Well, perhaps not so ill
advised. I learned quite a bit about myself and other
people in the process, much more than I learned about
literature. The most important thing I learned about
literature was that over-analysis positively ruins it for
me.) One of my most trying experiences was a course on
early English playwrights. I soon came to dread Thursday
nights when a tiny group of us—eight or ten, as I recall—
would gather round the seminar table of young Professor
Shane. While I wasn’t thrilled with the subject matter,
that wasn’t the problem. The problem as I sat in that room
was the way I felt—uneasy, distant from the others,
professor and students alike, and a bit disoriented. My
goal being to pass the class and get on with life, I
persevered in spite of my discomfort, though I
occasionally wondered what was behind my
uncharacteristic anxiety.
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I found the answer when I reluctantly attended a
session of the School of Literature’s monthly colloquium
at which Professor Shane presented some of his latest
work. Attended by both faculty and graduate students,
each meeting featured a lecture followed by questions and
answers. I remember nothing about the professor’s
opening talk. What I do remember is his lack of comfort
in his own skin: the beads of perspiration, the stammered
answers to questions of his colleagues, and the obvious
dread with which he called on each new questioner.
That’s when I realized it was his uneasiness, magnified as
he stood before colleagues as well as students, that
spawned my discomfort in his seminar. It’s difficult to
maintain your equilibrium in the presence of one so
distressed.
Professor Shane loved literature. What he lacked were
the qualities required to teach and engage comfortably in
the discourse required at the university level. The
professor was an intellectually curious introvert. Clearly,
there were options other than teaching: writing, editing, or
library work, for instance, activities in which he could
have pursued his passion without such angst and with a
sense of congruence that, at the time, he clearly lacked.
Work and Your Own Evolution
Does this mean you can't grow into a job or an
undertaking that may not feel like a fit at the beginning?
Of course not. As life changes, you evolve and, in the
process, discover aspects of your self you hadn’t dreamed
were there. You find out what they are by accepting
challenges and persevering through discomfort and failure
and the temptation to give up. It's often been said that if
you want something badly enough, you'll get it. Well,
maybe, maybe not. If you want something badly enough
and you give it a high priority and the way you've chosen
to pursue it is realistic and allows for the expression of
your own true self, your chances are pretty good. If the
last two are missing, it's time to rethink.
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Inextricable from the work you do are the people you
do it with. For better or for worse, colleagues frequently
become major players in your social circle. If that
happens, is it a positive as far as you’re concerned? Do
you find them interesting, enjoy their company, and feel a
sense of connection? If you didn’t work together, would
you want to spend time with them anyway?
Relationships with colleagues and friends impact
mightily the quality of everyday life. You may be
nurtured, drained, or left unfazed by them. They may
reinforce your efforts to live true to your self or they may,
often unintentionally, exert pressure to move in directions
not a fit for you.
Think of what you’ve kept in mind as you’ve made
major decisions about purchasing a home or car, making
investments, and planning trips. Were you able to stay
focused on what you and your family want and need or
did you also factor in what friends would think and how
your decision would compare with theirs? Few of us
manage to withstand completely the influence of our
friends. Sometimes that influence enhances the self;
sometimes not.
Other Voices
Add a few messages from Madison Avenue:
• Ecstasy is a brand new car
• Fast food is your friend
• Romance is just a heartbeat away if you serve the
right coffee/wear the right fragrance/use the proper
toothpaste
Add life according to prime time TV producers:
• Days are filled with high drama or hilarity
• Problems are resolved within an hour—and quite
satisfactorily, too
• Homes are large and uncluttered
Add the American obsession with celebrities of every ilk:
• The star athlete
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• The drop-dead gorgeous model
• The hunky actor
• The latest billionaire
There’s all that and then there’s you, trying to make
sense of life and figure out who you are—and trying to do
it while you’re as distracted as a puppy at a pre-school
party.
When you’re focused on media messages and diverted
by an array of electronic devices, you’re burning up
discretionary time. Like discretionary income,
discretionary time is finite. Once you use it, you can never
get it back.
Ralph Waldo Emerson, the 19th century philosopher,
once said, "A man is what he thinks about all day long."
Have you chosen to turn the direction of your thoughts
over to people, nameless and faceless, who bring you the
easy escape of high-tech gadgets? If so, you’re allowing
yourself to be bombarded by images and ideas unfiltered
by your own sense of what has worth and significance.
You risk becoming, in your discretionary time, mindless.
A respite from reality once in awhile is not only
refreshing, but vital to maintaining the balance and
perspective required for mental health. A gripping work
of fiction, a film that takes you into another world, a
video game that challenges and excites you, all can cut
you loose from the complexities of your own real life—
and let you return to reality with clearer vision. But filling
time unclaimed by other concerns with a steady diet of
escapist fare doesn’t free or rejuvenate. It just fills time.
It’s addictive. Far from clarifying vision, it may blind you
to the bounty that can be your life, cut you off from your
self and others, and take you farther and farther from the
expression of your own genuine core.
Your work, your colleagues, the interests on which
you focus in your discretionary time all play a huge role
in what you think about all day long. Now, for just a
moment . . .
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Imagine yourself driving to the mall. It's ahead on the
left. Oncoming traffic is heavy and there's no signal to
help you make the turn. As you prepare to make this
maneuver, are you applying your make-up, checking your
mileage, gawking at the glitzy movie theater, recently
opened, on your right? Of course not. You're looking at
the parking lot entrance and the vehicles approaching
from the other direction. You're looking at your
destination. And you're moving towards the destination
you had in mind before you took the wheel.
Life is a lot like driving a car. In the long run, we
move towards what we focus on. We become, to a great
extent, what we think about. Think about that.
Time to Introspect, Section VII
Careers, Colleagues, and Distractions
How does your work "fit"? How much are you influenced
by friends, colleagues, and the media? With 10 the
highest and 1 the lowest, respond to the following items.
A. Work
1. The work I do requires me to use skills, talents, and
abilities that are significant parts of who I am.
2. The amount of control I have over my work meets
my needs.
3. The work I do is interesting.
4. The work I do is important.
5. I am comfortable in my workplace.
6. The work I do provides a sense of fulfillment and
satisfaction.
7. I look forward to going to work when I wake up in
the morning.
B. Friends and Colleagues
8. I am able to "be myself" in the workplace and in
my circle of friends.
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9. I base my decisions on my own and my family's
needs, values, and interests, independent of what
my friends and colleagues might think.
10. My friends' and colleagues' opinions of me are less
important than my opinion of myself when I think
about my value as a person.
C. Electronics
11. My discretionary time (i.e., time not consumed by
the work I do to earn a living or the work required
to maintain a household and family) is spent
primarily focused on distractions provided by
electronic devices such as TV, cell phones,
computers/the Internet, radios.
12. My expectations of what life should be are
influenced by what I see on TV and in movies.
13. I compare my life to the lives of characters on TV
and the movies.
14. My behavior and values are strongly influenced
both by fictional characters and by celebrities I see
and read about in the media.
15. Looking back over my adult life, if my
discretionary time were discretionary income, I
would say I had squandered much of it.
Thinking It Over
In items 1-7, the higher your score, the more likely it
is that you're doing work which speaks to your sense of
self and allows you to express who you really are. If your
score is low, however, it may be because you're one of
those people for whom the job is "just a job," and you
may find your true calling in other activities. To gauge
those activities, answer items 1-7 again, this time
substituting the name of the activity for the word, work.
In items 8-10, the higher your score, the more likely it
is that you're listening to your self in determining your
behavior, making decisions, and judging your own worth.
The ability to do this indicates you know and are
comfortable with the genuine you. The lower your score,
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the less likely you are to be in touch with your own true
values and feelings.
Items 11-15 are different. In these items, the lower
your score, the more likely you are to be creating a life
that reflects the person you truly are.
More to come in Chapter Eight. Read on.
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8
YOU KNOW YOU’RE IN TROUBLE WHEN . .
It isn't the mountain ahead that wears you out; it's the
grain of sand in your shoe. (Robert W. Service)
I had barely greeted my new client and completed the
usual pleasantries when she burst into tears. She
continued to sob throughout the session and could barely
speak.
Before departing, however, Danielle composed
herself enough to let me know what had triggered her
despair: Her husband, a young naval officer, had left the
week before on a routine, peacetime deployment and
would be gone for several months. Danielle had known
when she married Troy that he would soon be leaving and
thought she was prepared; having lived on her own before
they married, she was unconcerned about managing
alone. When he left, however, her spirits sank and she
was overwhelmed by depression.
"I know he's coming back. I don't understand why I
feel so sad and vulnerable," she said in a later session.
"I'm worn out and I sleep a lot, but I can barely make
myself get up and go to work every morning."
I soon learned my young client had never truly
mourned the early deaths of her parents. Her mother had
died when Danielle was 8 and her father, when she was a
high-school junior. As we talked about those losses,
Danielle remembered that the adults who surrounded her
then "just seemed to hold up so well." No one broke down
or talked about their grief in her presence.
"People were sad, but it seemed like after the services
everybody just went on with life, and I thought that was
what was supposed to happen,” she said, “so I tried to
ignore how sad I was and move on, too."
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Over time, Danielle had learned to cope with life by
disregarding the way she felt. The departure of her
husband, however, had sparked powerful, but long
forgotten feelings of grief and abandonment, and she
could no longer ignore her inner turmoil. She began to
realize that, having cut herself off from her most profound
responses, she had no idea who she really was or how to
accept and process her emotions. To become grounded
and whole, Danielle needed to establish a connection to
her own neglected center and acknowledge the
existence—and the validity—of her mourning. Doing this
meant allowing herself to experience the grief she had
stifled so long, but as she worked through her painful
emotions, she blossomed into a self-confident, self-aware
young woman.
When traumatic events occur before we’ve gained the
maturity and strength to process what we feel, we push
the heartache underground. Denying the pain, we also
deny our authentic selves and begin to disengage from the
person we are at the core.
Are there chunks of your history getting in the way of
your growth into your own true self? In previous chapters,
you’ve considered many events and issues that brought
you to where you are today. In the process, you may have
begun already to make significant changes. How do you
know whether you're living in harmony with the person
you are at the center of your being? That is the focus of
the following Introspection.
Time to Introspect, Section VIII
Signs of Trouble
On a scale of 0 through 10, select the number which
reflects your sense of how often and/or how strongly each
of the following items applies to you. Your answers often
will be "some of the time" or "to some extent." In those
cases, select the number which you believe most
accurately represents where you are on the scale. (The
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higher the number, the more that item applies to you.)
When you finish, total the points and write that number
down before you continue reading.
1. I feel totally alone and/or have an inexplicable
sense of dread
2. I feel uneasy and anxious
3. My dominant mood is one of unhappiness for long
periods of time (a month or more)
4. I am jealous of my spouse or significant other
5. I am envious of others' good fortune, material
possessions, or relationships
6. I am often angry at myself and others
7. I have trouble sleeping
8. I doubt myself, my abilities, and the validity of my
opinions
9. I am self-conscious, especially in unfamiliar
situations
10. I confide in no one about things that trouble me
11. When someone asks me how I feel, I don't know
the answer
12. I relive/think a lot about events in which I felt
stupid or inadequate
13. I beat myself up mentally for mistakes and poor
decisions I have made
14. I feel guilty about a variety of things, including
things I can't control
15. I blame others for my problems or misfortunes
16. I fear that others won't like or accept me
17. I consider others before considering myself and my
needs
18. I cling to old decisions and don't make changes in
my life, even when I sense that changes are needed
19. Important factors in my decision-making include
the following:
A. Fear (of the unknown, of change, of
challenge, of failure, etc.)
B. What others will think
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C. What others want for themselves or want me
to do
D. A codified, unchanging standard of behavior
and values
E. What I think I should do, not what I want to
do
F. What I think others, whom I admire or want
to emulate, would do
20. It's important to me to control others (family, coworkers, friends)
21. I am a perfectionist
22. I frequently change jobs
23. I engage in brief, intense (serial) affairs
24. I abuse and/or am addicted to drugs and/or alcohol
25. I engage in other addictive behavior (for instance,
gambling, eating, shopping/spending, working
excessively)
What Might All This Mean?
Notice the heading: "What might all this mean?" Not
"what does all this mean?" While it's possible for
someone who doesn't know you and your history to make
generalizations about the significance of certain feelings
and behaviors, you are the ultimate judge of how
applicable such interpretations are to you.
Since each statement in the Introspection represents a
factor which may indicate you’re out of touch with your
genuine self, the lower your score, the better. We're all on
the continuum somewhere. I don’t know anyone so
asymptomatic that they’d score a 0 or, conversely, anyone
with such an array of these disquieting traits that they’d
score 250.
It’s important to keep in mind that many factors affect
your responses and, hence, your score. In general, your
total should drop with age; you get to know yourself
better and tend to develop life strategies congruent with
your genuine self as the years wear on. Severe health
problems, on the other hand, may produce just the
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opposite, a higher score, by introducing life-threatening
issues, many beyond your control and negatively
affecting, for instance, sleeping patterns while raising
levels of anxiety and anger.
Though all the items in the Introspection are interrelated, there are three major categories:
• Items 1-11 are primary indicators that you are out
of touch with your core.
• Items 12-19 reflect behaviors that keep you from
focusing on becoming your genuine self and
expressing that authenticity in your daily life
• Items 20-25 reflect false coping strategies for
dealing with the anxiety created by the failure to
discover and express your genuine self
Here are the some of the implications of each item.
Item 1: I feel totally alone and/or have an inexplicable
sense of dread
We all suffer on occasion from existential angst, the
anxiety which surfaces when we recognize that, in the
literal sense, we are separate and alone, no matter how
connected we feel to other people. This is why, at times of
great trauma, your relationship with your self is so
important.
Losing the persons closest to her when she was too
young to fully understand and express her grief, Danielle
cut off her access to the one person who could always be
there, her own core self. Following the lead of the adults
around her, she turned her energies not to processing her
grief, but to keeping that grief out of sight. She didn't talk
about it; she tried not to think about it; she denied its
existence. As it sank from sight, she forgot it was there.
But the energy required to keep it submerged was
enormous. Unexpectedly, her husband’s departure tapped
into a sense of loss that catapulted her hidden heartache to
the surface where it demanded her attention.
Never having explored and expressed her most
profound feelings, Danielle was unaware of who she
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really was and of the strength she possessed within. Our
work together became a journey of discovery that
changed her life. Coming to know her inner self, who
turned out to be amazingly resilient, she developed the
roots she needed to survive tough times.
Item 2: I feel uneasy and anxious
If you don't know who you are at the core, you're
living with a stranger, and what's worse, a stranger who
keeps trying to have something to say about your life. No
wonder it gets uncomfortable!
Item 3: My dominant mood is one of unhappiness for long
periods of time (a month or more)
All of us are occasionally unhappy. We disagree with
a spouse, a child becomes recalcitrant, a promotion we
were hoping for doesn't come through. Life is like that.
Ideally, we allow ourselves to be down for awhile—sad,
angry, worried—but then we pick ourselves up and go on.
However, there's another kind of unhappiness, more
pervasive and abiding. It may take up residence and stay
hidden, as it did with Danielle, for years. Despite the loss
of her parents, Danielle was the picture of success: an
accomplished violinist, award-winning player on her
college basketball team, a rising star in the corporation
where she was launching her career.
Because she pushed herself to achieve, she had
appeared to all around her to be the picture of success, but
in therapy Danielle realized she had been unhappy for a
very long time. Knowing no other existence, she had
accepted her malaise—low energy, poor self-esteem in
spite of her accomplishments, and exhaustion—as normal
until the pain of Troy’s departure drove her to seek help.
Her grief was the grain of sand in her shoe. It hurt, it
constantly tried to distract her, it kept her fatigued and on
edge.
Item 4: I am jealous of my spouse or significant other
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It’s easy to blame that significant other for the way
you feel. The truth is, however, jealousy of your partner is
really about you and often reflects the following:
• dependency on your partner, not on yourself, for a
sense of value and identity
• lack of confidence in your ability to go it alone
• fear that you don't bring enough to the table to
appeal to that other person
• a combination of the above.
Regardless of what triggers your jealousy, envy is a
clear indicator that you have work to do. One of the
reasons teen (and often young adult) romances are so
tumultuous—and so often doomed—is that neither party
has the maturity, self-knowledge, or insight to realize that
the person they find so wonderful can't replace whatever
they lack within themselves. Their attempts to use another
to complete themselves lead, at best, to a failed
relationship, and at worst, to a relationship fated to be
unsatisfying to one or both of them. Failure, the best
scenario? Yes, because it's often these failures that push
us to discover the resources we have within and come to
know who we truly are.
Item 5: I am envious of others' good fortune, material
possessions, relationships
We all have twinges of envy: A co-worker gets a
promotion; a sister moves into a dream house; a college
roommate lands on the best-seller list; a friend seems to
have the perfect marriage while ours is in rough waters.
Again, this kind of envy says more about the envious than
the envied, but it may not say what you think it does.
What you envy often isn't really what the other person
has, but what that represents—career success, financial
security, marital happiness—and the satisfactions that go
along with that. Such envy frequently is accompanied by
anger at yourself with internal dialogues that begin with
such words as, "If I had only . . .", "I should have . . .",
and "Well, it's too late now."
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The truth is it's not too late unless you choose to make
it so. There are always other paths to explore.
Item 6: I am often angry at myself and others
The kind of anger we're talking about here isn't the
occasional flare-up that occurs during a bad day when one
thing too many goes wrong. Instead, we're talking about a
deeper, more persistent anger that may spill out in one of
two directions.
The first is the overt, irrational wrath directed at
inappropriate targets in inappropriate ways. I was working
in my office on a high-school campus one day when,
unannounced, a stranger stormed in. He was, it turned out,
the father of a student I'd been working with, but his anger
had little to do with me. He had just received his
daughter's progress report showing an F in Geometry and
he demanded answers. Why hadn't I called to tell him?
Why hadn't the teacher called? What was the matter with
this place anyway? This, he raged on, was unacceptable.
Later, I learned that such behavior was typical. This
man had accosted teachers, administrators, coaches, and
office staff with equal vehemence on a host of issues.
Clearly, he was angry about something other than his
daughter's math grade. Unwilling to address whatever was
at the root of his misplaced anger, he lashed out at those
he perceived as easy targets. Ultimately, however, he
remained stuck in an ineffectual posture; looking outward,
he blamed the world for his troubles. Like a guard dog, he
busied himself barking at real or imagined threats to an
external territory far too large to protect. He mistook his
anger for power.
The other kind of anger is that turned on oneself. At
21, Danielle had come into a trust fund left by her father.
Influenced by others and lacking financial expertise, she
soon spent much of the money in ways that, by the time
we met, she regarded as foolish. Now, she berated herself
for spending so much on what she had come to think was
frivolous.
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"I could have invested that money and started
building a nice source of income," she lamented. While
some of her anger was directed at those she believed had
taken advantage of her youth and inexperience, most of
her wrath was directed at herself. This anger was covert,
another grain of sand in the shoe. Such ire makes selfacceptance impossible, and acceptance of who you are at
any given moment is a prerequisite for the courage to
explore your deeper levels and the possibility of change.
Item 7: I have trouble sleeping
Who doesn't? An occasional sleepless night is the
norm. Worries about offspring, money, jobs; illness,
injury, pain; an eagerly anticipated journey; a strange bed;
napping too long in the afternoon; a stimulating evening:
Any of these and more can keep us awake during the wee
hours. But chronic insomnia, accompanied by a sense that
we're adrift, often means we're out of touch with the core
that gives us roots and lets us get a good night's rest.
Item 8: I doubt myself, my abilities, and the validity of my
opinions
To be in touch with your center is to be in touch with
your own visceral beliefs. These are not necessarily the
beliefs absorbed from others as you grew up, though some
of them may be. Visceral beliefs are the profound
convictions that work for you after you've examined them
rationally, tested them in your own life and in light of the
world around you, and embraced them as guides to your
own way of being in the world.
This is not to say you'll never doubt again. If you
never doubt, you're just not thinkin'! In fact, if you’ve
developed you own core beliefs, you’re freer to doubt
than someone who hasn’t. You’ve thought through,
internalized, and come to use as guides those beliefs that
work for you. All of this gives you the stability to
question. If you haven’t gone through that process, you’re
probably cruising through life using imposed beliefs and
others' expectations as standards for behavior. The
centered person has an internal guidance system; her less
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fortunate contemporary is trying to pick up signals on a
radar detector. Which do you think is more exhausting?
Item 9: I am self-conscious, especially in unfamiliar
situations
It's difficult to trust someone you don’t know. Selfconsciousness, insecurity in the presence of others, and
the attempt to moderate your behavior in ways you think
others will like all indicate you don't know your self well
enough to let that self guide your behavior. To be truly
comfortable in your own skin, you need the confidence
that comes with knowing the person you are at the core.
Item 10: I confide in no one about things that trouble me
The avoidance of close friendships is symptomatic of
a host of vexing issues. It may spring from a single
betrayal by someone you had thought trustworthy or from
a childhood of frequent disappointments. It may result
from a single failed romance in which much of your self
was invested or from a series of doomed relationships. At
some point, whatever the reason, you may have decided
the best and safest path is not to let anyone in.
Though this manifests as a distrust of others, at
bottom it reflects distrust of your self. You don’t trust that
you can weather another loss and, therefore, you retreat
behind the belief you don’t need other people. You build
a wall to keep others out, but the irony is that you’re
outside as well, busy chasing others away before they can
breach your fortifications. After awhile, you forget you’re
not inside that wall you built.
Item 11: When someone asks me how I feel, I don't know
the answer
That's probably because you're standing outside that
wall.
Item 12: I relive/think a lot about events in which I felt
stupid or inadequate
Athletes who are unable to train because of an injury
are sometimes taught to train mentally, to visualize
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themselves doing, for instance, the pole vault, if that's
their event. They run through the entire sequence, seeing
themselves in their mind's eye competing superbly,
feeling what they will feel in the actual competition,
making each move to perfection. Studies have shown the
results of such visualizations, repeated over time, rival the
effectiveness of physical training. It is as if the athlete had
been on the field participating in conventional practice
over and over again. In fact, this has proven so effective
that some athletes routinely supplement their physical
training regimen with visualizations of this type.
We all have that same “as if” capability.
How often do you lie in bed at night, rehashing the
day's events? As you relive those events, how often are
you thinking, "Gee, that was nice . . . I handled that really
well . . . I liked the way that worked out"? Or does your
internal dialogue run to, "I sure blew that . . . If only I had
. . . Now, I'll never get a promotion"? In other words,
what's your percentage of positive to negative
ruminations?
When you relive negative events and situations you
felt you handled poorly, it's as if you're experiencing
those negative occurrences many times over. In other
words, it isn't as though you handled a single situation
poorly (who among us hasn't?), but as though you handled
a situation poorly over and over and over again. What
happens then? First, you begin to cripple yourself with a
self-image that's as full of holes as a dartboard in a
neighborhood bar. After all, you're standing there, taking
aim at yourself, and because you're so close, you hit the
target every time.
While you're busy doing this, you're managing to
avoid an important life task: figuring out what kind of
response would have been a better, more productive and
genuine one. You're further defeating yourself with
lowered self-esteem, less readiness to risk, less
willingness to open up to others, more self-protectiveness,
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and—ultimately—exhaustion. Guarding that wall with
such an incompetent sentry is an all-consuming task.
Item 13: I beat myself up mentally for mistakes and poor
decisions I have made
As kids, we all felt unjustly criticized at times. Parents
just didn't understand, teachers expected too much,
coaches were too demanding. Maybe they were too
critical, maybe not. Regardless, you became accustomed
to being told what you had done wrong or what you
should do differently or how you failed to measure up.
Unfortunately, by the time you became an adult, you had
internalized many of those messages, and now you've
picked up where the others left off. Instead of shedding
those external controls, becoming who you are, and
establishing your own expectations based on that selfknowledge, you continue to react to those old voices.
Item 14: I feel guilty about a variety of things, including
things I can't control
Those old boundary issues again. If you're feeling
responsible for the fate of grown children, a spouse,
parents, siblings, or friends, you might as well blame
yourself for the sorry state of the planet. The truth of the
matter is that, as parents, we’re responsible for providing
our kids the most secure, supportive, healthy upbringing
possible. As family members, in both our primary and
extended kinship groups, we're responsible for
contributing to the lives and well being of family
members. As friends, we're responsible for being there
when our friends need us, to cheer them on in good times
and be a rock to lean on when things go bad. But once
we've fulfilled those obligations, we can't hold ourselves
responsible for the way others' lives turn out.
For years, some psychologists did quite a number on
moms; they were told they were responsible for the fact
that sons were gay, that daughters were promiscuous, that
husbands had affairs. All the while, of course, the experts
who said this and the women who took these messages in
seemed to ignore the fact that wives and mothers weren't
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the only players in the game, that children and spouses
each have a unique genetic make-up as well as minds and
wills of their own, and that each of us is influenced by
factors beyond the bounds of the family.
Guilt about events and the lives of people you can't
control (which, incidentally, includes everyone except
you) keeps you off-balance, turns your power over to
external forces, and distracts your attention from the task
at hand, taking care of your self.
Item 15: I blame others for my problems or misfortunes
This is the other side of the guilt coin. Instead of
accepting responsibility which isn't rightfully yours,
playing the blame game means you're projecting onto
others responsibility that isn't rightfully theirs. Looking
outward for someone to blame for your misfortune, like
allowing yourself to get stuck in the quicksand of guilt,
means you're giving control over much of your life to
someone else. And in both cases, this control is a fiction.
Others may influence you, throw barriers in the way
of your success, or fail to give support when you'd like to
have it; but blaming them for the way you respond to
those challenges only serves to distract you from the hard
work of taking charge of your self. You're escaping that
basic life task by looking to others to do what only you
can accomplish.
Item 16: I fear that others won't like or accept me
Fear can be paralyzing. It’s exacerbated by
ignorance—the less you know about a situation, the less
prepared you feel to handle it—and is perpetuated by the
instinct that prompts you to flee from a threat.
When you lack a clear connection to your core, when
you're not sure who you truly are, you're constantly
looking around for clues to the way you're "supposed" to
be. And you're doing that because you fear that, left to
your own devices, you're inadequate. Ironically, the more
successfully you use environmental monitoring to dictate
your behavior (and some folks become masters), the
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longer it will take you to develop the profound selfawareness that allows you to express the essence of who
you are. Effective environmental monitoring, the process
of observing and acting on clues from others, enables you
to become the quintessential smooth operator. It often
gets you what you want, but using it to excess, you
become a chameleon, taking on the colors of those around
you, never really knowing who you are.
Item 17: I consider others before considering myself and
my needs
Isn't this a good thing? Well, sometimes yes and
sometimes no. It's hammered into us from early childhood
by well-meaning parents who know consideration of
others is one of the requisites of a civilized society.
However, it's possible to carry this notion to extremes—
and if you do, it's often an indication that A) you don't
know yourself well enough to know what your needs are;
B) you derive so much of your sense of self by meeting
the needs of others that your own needs have gone
underground; C) you lack the self-esteem to value your
own needs as compared with the needs of others, or D)
you have internalized, to your detriment, an
unquestioning acceptance of the old doctrine that says you
must put others first.
Regardless of the reasons, always putting others
before yourself ultimately makes it more difficult to
express who you are and, in the long run, may result in
major resentment.
Item 18: I cling to old decisions and don't make changes
in my life, even when I believe changes are needed
You make decisions when you're young that can
affect what you do for years to come. Ideally, however, as
you age, you come to know yourself better and develop a
maturity that leads to a re-evaluation of values, goals, and
relationships. If you're not making positive changes that
allow you to become more truly who you are, you have
either failed to engage in the introspection that makes
change imperative or, perhaps worse, you've failed to
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respond to needs you now know you have. Failing to
make a change when you know you need to do so
inevitably creates dissatisfaction.
Item 19: Important factors in my decision-making are the
following:
A) Fear (of the unknown, of change, of challenge, of
failure)
B) What others will think;
C) What others want for themselves or want me to do;
D) A codified, unchanging standard of behavior and
values;
E) What I think I should do, not what I want to do
The only choice here that we haven't already talked
about is choice E. Yes, most responsible adults find
themselves in situations where decisions are, of necessity,
based on what we think we should do. However, if you're
never able to let yourself choose the more enjoyable
alternative—a weekend at the beach instead of yard work
at home—there's something wrong. You lack the selfawareness and confidence to know you'll get to the
shoulds soon enough, though you choose first to give
yourself a break.
Items 20-25
These items represent false coping strategies, born as
attempts to deal with the everyday anxiety and even
deeper angst created by the failure to discover and express
your own genuine self. Though these patterns of behavior
have their origins in attempts to deal with the angst, they
often become habitual and morph into elements you think
you can’t change.
Item 20: It's important to me to control others (family, coworkers, friends)
Notice the wording of this item. It says it's important
to you to do that. It doesn't say you actually succeed.
Success is elusive, involving as it does the cooperation,

124

begrudging or otherwise, of other creatures—like you—
possessed of wills of their own. Often those we see as
controlling are accused of selfishness, lack of
consideration, and inability to understand others' points of
view. That’s what we see on the surface, but beneath all
that is the insecurity that comes from not feeling in
control of themselves. In an attempt to compensate, they
turn their efforts at control to the affairs of others.
The ultimate laboratory for observing inappropriate
attempts to control other people is a high-school campus.
Conducting hundreds of mediations on the turf of these
people who are all works in progress, I've noticed that,
regardless of the facts of the dispute, the most common
element involves inappropriate attempts at control. How
often I have heard, "I didn't like the way she was looking
at my boyfriend” or "He was mad-doggin' me, man" or
“He said that I said that she said that . . . and he shouldn't
spread rumors like that" or "I had to hit him after what he
said about my girlfriend.”
Teen-agers, rightfully in the process of figuring out
who they are, often haven't any idea that the only control
they have is self control. In their reality, full of bell
schedules and course requirements and parental demands,
there are many arenas in which they're powerless. It's
tough to make the leap from an external life hugely
controlled by others to the realization that internally they
can control what they think and feel and make productive
choices.
Adults who are driven to control others are often
those who feel the least in control of their own lives and
the least satisfaction with their own identity. Witness, for
example, the stereotypes of the stage mother who pushes
her daughter into the limelight whether she wants to be
there or not or the Little League father for whom his son’s
every error is a disaster. Scratch the surface and you're
likely to find people who have no idea who they are
themselves, but are desperately trying to find meaning by
controlling the lives of their children.
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Item 21: I am a perfectionist
Like the drive to control others, perfectionism is
related to a sense that internal control is lacking. An
orderly exterior serves as a surrogate. If the house is
spotless, the report for the boss articulate and flawless,
your appearance impeccable, the car humming and
immaculate, you can go through the day unscathed. The
trouble is that keeping those externals in perfect condition
requires such vigilance. Every day, you have to get up and
do it all again. Much less exhausting to make your own
acquaintance, develop a sense of peace with the person
you really are, and let that person find expression in your
daily life.
Item 22: I frequently change jobs
For established adults (as opposed to those who are
just starting out in the work-a-day world), changing jobs
or even careers can be rejuvenating and often vital to well
being. If the motivation for change comes from a
heightened awareness of who you are, a sense of having
gone as far as you're going to go in your current situation,
a feeling you’re burned out, or a desire to pursue new
interests and expand your sphere, chances are that a
change is a positive move. However, if you've been
working several years and still change jobs frequently
without a clear notion of what you’re seeking, chances are
that you haven’t figured out who you are and what you
find fulfilling. Frequent job changes may become a
substitute for connecting with your self, a superficial
method of searching for the real you while your essence
goes undiscovered.
There are often other factors at work here as well—a
disconnect between your image of the perfect (fantasy)
job and the real-world jobs you're prepared to perform, an
unwillingness to get the degrees or complete the training
required to qualify for those positions you want, or an
unrealistic view of what life is like in the work-a-day
world. Nevertheless, a satisfying career is built most
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substantially on your own knowledge of your self. It
doesn't work the other way around.
Item 23: I engage in brief, intense (serial) affairs
In understanding this item, much hinges on the
definition of the word affair. Perhaps relationship would
be a better word, but while affair seems too narrow,
relationship seems too broad. The kind of relationship in
question is that in which you develop an intense
connection to another person who seems to complete you
and make you feel whole. The relationship may be sexual,
but not necessarily so. If you find yourself involved in a
series of such relationships, the reason probably lies in
this: Instead of bringing a complete person (you) to the
relationship, you gain your sense of wholeness through
that connection to another. Eventually, the other begins to
feel too responsible for your well-being, and the
relationship unravels. Until you become aware of and
address your own lack of wholeness, you're likely to
repeat this same pattern many times.
Item 24: I abuse and/or am addicted to drugs and/or
alcohol
Substance abuse is the ultimate escape from the self.
A charge nurse once asked me for details about a young
client just admitted to an adolescent treatment center. I
had to confess I was unable to tell her much because,
though I had seen him several times, I had been largely
unsuccessful in my attempts to make a connection.
Finally, frustrated by her continued probing, I said,
"Here's the thing. Talking with him was like rapping on a
plexiglass shield. I could see him, but I couldn't get
through. It was as though he couldn't even hear me."
She pondered the metaphor for a moment, then smiled
ruefully and remarked. "That's it in a nutshell, isn't it?
They're all like that when they come in here. Cut off from
all of us, and I think from themselves as well. They’re
lost.”
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Item 25: I engage in other addictive behavior (gambling,
eating, shopping/spending, working excessively)
As with alcohol and drugs, these addictions may be
used to comfort yourself, escape from whatever is
troubling, and get a reprieve from issues you don't wish to
confront. Unlike the profound comfort of knowing who
you are and feeling in control of your self, the solace of
addiction is a false cure for unhappiness. When the high
wears off, the problems are still there; the need to escape
is overpowering. And escaping into addiction means
avoiding the infinitely more fascinating work of
becoming your genuine self.
Finally . . .
Any time you respond to a questionnaire such as the
one above, your answers will be affected by what's going
on in your life at the time you frame your answers. It's
important to keep that in mind. However, at this point, the
lower your score, the more likely it is that there's a
comfortable synchronicity between who you are at the
core and the you that you share with the rest of the world.
Like anything else in the evolving inner life of the
heart and mind, where you are right now won't be where
you are a year from now—or a month or a week or,
perhaps, even a day. The changes you will experience
may be triggered by your responses to external events, by
deliberate decisions on your part, or by your own neglect.
Becoming who you are is always a work in progress. We
are not, thank goodness, static, predictable creatures. The
work of becoming is ongoing and, potentially, our most
important task.
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9
THE INESCAPABLE RELATIONSHIP
ME, MYSELF, AND I
To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make
you something else is the greatest accomplishment.
(Ralph Waldo Emerson)
First meetings of support groups, especially those
composed of teen-agers, can be awkward for students and
facilitators alike. Most of the participants have never been
in such a group before, aren't sure what to expect, and
don't know how much they want to reveal to this circle of
strangers. Facilitators aren't sure what issues kids are
dealing with or how ready they are to delve into matters
of substance.
Recently, however, I led a group with a co-facilitator
who had just announced her engagement, and the ice was
easily broken. The participants, all girls, were eager to
hear details of the wedding plans. Cheryl obliged them
briefly, speaking (glowingly, of course) about her fiancé
and how their relationship enhanced her life, and posed
this question: “Who’s the most important person in each
of your lives?”
This led to a lively, albeit predictable, exchange. The
most important people in their lives? Moms, dads,
siblings, best friends, boyfriends. None of them came up
with the answer I was hoping to hear, namely "myself."
By the time we become teen-agers, we've been so
thoroughly socialized that, although one of the hallmarks
of adolescence is a certain self-absorption often revealed
in action and attitude, most of us wouldn't think of stating
publicly, "I am the most important person in my life." In
fact, during this tumultuous stage, we're frequently so
concerned about the opinions of others that discovering
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our own essential selves takes a back seat to projecting an
image we think will impress our peers.
Never easy, the age-old challenges of the teen years
today are exacerbated by an array of complicating
elements, including:
• Increased drug and alcohol abuse by parents, a
situation which places teens at greater risk of
addiction themselves, at the same time often
forcing them prematurely into adult roles as they
struggle to fill gaps left by emotionally absent and
irresponsible moms and dads
• Growing numbers of single-parent households, in
some of which the parent, struggling to provide
financially and to survive emotionally, finds it
difficult to give the guidance and support teens so
desperately need
• Stepparent families in which the quality of life may
be compromised by conflicts regarding differential
treatment of offspring, the necessity of dividing
children's time between two households, and
financial demands of former spouses
• The need for teen-agers to work in order to help
families survive financially
• The excruciating academic pressures faced by
college-bound students—and the financial anxieties
of the parents who hope to send them there
• A culture in which parental expectations and
standards of behavior are often unsupported by a
society in which we’re bombarded with images of
violence, sexual activity, and disrespectful,
dehumanizing treatment of others
Regardless of the specifics of your teen-aged
existence, you emerged from adolescence with only an
inkling of the combination of genetics, experience,
talents, and preferences that make you a unique and
valuable human being. As a result, taking care of your self
is like taking care of someone you don’t know, and it isn’t
easy.
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Suppose an elderly aunt comes to visit, one you
haven't seen since you were 10 years old. You hardly
know her. When she mentions feeling a little nauseous,
you assume she has the flu that's making the rounds and
make her comfortable in the guest room. Later in the day,
you find her dead. What you thought was the flu was a
heart attack in progress.
Had you known Aunt Nel thrived on walking five
miles a day, usually joked about pain as “that old lady
trying to get attention again,” and invariably rebuffed
efforts to get her to take life easy, you would have
responded differently to her complaints. Had you known
her, you would have provided a different kind of care,
possibly taking action that would have saved her life.
You and Your Many Personas
Nurturing your self isn’t much different. To do it
effectively, you need to know the elemental person who
lives inside your skin. Impeding that self-knowledge is
the fact that, as you go through the day, you assume many
personas—mom, dad, grocery checker, soccer coach, for
instance—and the character you become while
performing those roles not only influences your behavior,
but obscures, even from you, your quintessential self.
A vital function of those peripheral personas is, in
fact, to shield (and, yes, often overrule) the true one at
your core. That’s the one that aches when your
kindergartner comes home, hurting from the taunts of a
classmate; the one that wants to lash out when your
employer lays you off.
In the first instance, your mom persona says, “Reign
in the heartache. Your job is to help Susie learn to cope.”
You sympathize, but swallow your pain and talk about
how she can take care of herself.
And your employee persona says, “Hold it, pal. You
don’t have a prayer of getting called back—or getting a
recommendation when you apply for other jobs—if you
lose your cool now.” You say you understand and go on.
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In repressing those initial impulses and the urge to act
on them, you distance yourself from the real deal at your
core. It’s a form of survival estrangement. You began to
do this as a child. Young and inexperienced, you told
yourself . . .
Everybody Else knows more than I do
Everybody Else is more competent than I am
Everybody Else is more powerful than I am
Everybody Else is more important than I am
Life is easier if I do what Everybody Else wants me
to do
• People listen to Everybody Else, but they sure don't
listen to me
•
•
•
•
•

Early in your life, the first three messages were
absolutely true. But soon they weren’t—and neither, in
many cases, were the others. However, for a time you
kept behaving as though they were, and if the powerful
people surrounding you continued to reinforce them,
decades may have passed before you discovered you have
an inner self who’s quite independent of Everybody Else
and clamoring to get out.
Having learned to ignore much that felt authentic, you
lived in the guise of those peripheral personas that
functioned so well in the world. Now, as you reconnect
with your core, beware: Friends and relatives, many
acquainted with only your surface personas, may be taken
aback as you begin to change. Spouses or long-term
partners are especially famous for mounting resistance as
they encounter a stronger, more authentic you. Don’t let
them derail you.
Listening to Your Dialogue
A crucial step in becoming who you are is bringing to
the conscious level the “not good enough” messages
you’ve internalized. Only then can you change your inner
dialogue, which in adulthood occurs at lightning speed
largely out of awareness.
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At one point in your life, that dialogue was quite
conscious. Rick was one of those fortunate kids possessed
of good coordination, high energy, and a love of
competition that made him a standout in youth sports. The
dialogue he had with himself was, simply put: “I’m
good!” He looked forward to each new season and played
several sports with great success. Family and friends
admired his talent. The conscious decision he once had
made regarding his physical prowess gave him
confidence. With better luck, this self-image might have
been a positive, life-long companion.
But circumstances changed. When he was 13, having
lived his entire life in one community, Rick moved with
his family to another town. Unknown to his new peers
and coaches, suddenly small in relationship to other boys
who had hit their growth spurts early, Rick languished on
the bench. Hurt and angry at what he perceived as
coaches’ writing him off without seeing what he could do,
he quit sports altogether, refused in spite of parental
encouragement to try out for teams, and began to tell
himself he was never all that good anyway.
His earlier confidence-inducing dialogue became a
negative stream. By the time Rick came to see me, he was
struggling to stay in college after changing majors several
times. Each time he moved to another field, he soon
questioned whether he could succeed and moved on to
something else. As we talked about how he came to doubt
his abilities so consistently, he told me about his
experience in sports.
"After you moved," I asked, "was there any particular
occasion that prompted you to decide you really didn’t
have much promise as an athlete?"
"Well, mostly it was just the whole business of feeling
like an outsider,” he responded. “After we moved, it was
hard for me to get to know the other kids. They’d all
known each other for a long time and I felt like nobody
liked me. And when you're trying to prove yourself, you
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know, you get more nervous and then you really screw
up.
“Then after one of our Pop Warner football games I
overheard the coaches talking, and one of them said
something like, 'I don't think Rick's ever going to be very
big. He might have been competitive when he was
younger, but now the other guys are just too far ahead of
him.' I sort of felt like I’d been socked in the gut when I
heard that. I decided I was second rate, and that's when I
just quit sports altogether. It wasn’t fun any more."
Stories like Rick’s are all too common. He seemed
securely launched as a happy, confident kid. Then during
puberty, a tumultuous time in and of itself, the trauma of a
move to a new town was compounded by one of those
elements none of us can control, the genetics that
determined he would be a late developer. Add to this a
situation in which he perceived, (whether accurately or
not is immaterial) that coaches weren't giving him a fair
shake, and you have the ingredients of a new and negative
script for Rick's chats with himself. He soon questioned
not only his athletic ability, but his personal value as well.
As a young adult, Rick attributed his low opinion of
himself to what had happened during this critical time.
Gradually, however, he came to see that it wasn't what
happened that changed his attitude towards himself; it was
what he said to himself about what happened that made
the difference. The meaning he ascribed to his experience
produced sadness and left him discouraged.
The Downward Spiral
What happened next, however, was crucial in Rick's
downward spiral. On the basis of those thoughts, spurred
by painful feelings, he made a decision: "I just quit sports
altogether." From that point on, Rick reinforced his
negative beliefs with “giving-up” behaviors. Giving up
became acceptable. Physics too hard? Drop it. The girl
you really like won't give you the time of day? Walk
away. Nervous speaking in front of a group of people?
Don't run for class officer. Each time Rick gave up, he
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hardened that response into a potentially lifelong pattern
of avoidance and reinforced his belief that he was not
good enough.
The sequence in which you form beliefs about your
self and establish habitual patterns of behavior on the
basis of a specific incident goes like this:
1) You interpret what the incident means; your
thought produces
2) An emotion, leading to
3) A decision, leading to
4) Subsequent behaviors, leading to
5) The firming up of that belief about your self
While every step in this sequence is important, the
pivotal step early in your life, the one with the power to
change your relationship to yourself for a lifetime is Step
3, the decision. But what perpetuates that shift is Step 4,
the subsequent pattern of behavior based on that decision.
That behavior reinforces and solidifies your belief about
yourself, and that belief becomes the filter through which
you view yourself in your world.
The way you handle your first serious adversity will
most likely be the way you handle the next one, the one
after that, and the one after that. But there’s an important
difference between the first incident and those that follow:
In the initial episode, you’re much more aware of what
you’re thinking. As you figure out what to do, you
converse with yourself about options. Later, having
already established your modus operandi, your internal
dialogue accelerates. Eventually, it moves at warp speed,
and you don't think; you simply do. Your response
solidifies into a pattern as predictable as sweat in Death
Valley.
We can't change the past. But it's not too late to
change the future, and that has to begin in the present.
The first step in effecting change is letting yourself off the
hook for whatever you perceive as past errors. As long as
you focus on mistakes you’ve made, wrongs you’ve
suffered, your regrets and your wounds, you’ll remain
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stuck, unable to move forward. This is axiomatic: THE
PAST JUST IS. Accept it and let it go.
Reinterpreting Events
Part of the reason you slip so easily into patterns of
behavior you fail to question is that it’s such an efficient
way to do business. If you had to stop and analyze every
move you make, you would soon wear yourself out. You
don't have the time—or the need—to decide every little
issue. What you do need to think about as life goes on are
the meanings you attributed to formative experiences that
continue to impact you negatively today.
In other words, you need to look at what you did in
Step 1 when you assigned meaning to a crucial incident.
Suppose, instead of accepting the coach's opinion of his
athletic potential as an authoritative statement, Rick had
gone through a sequence of steps that looked like this:
1. "That's just one guy’s opinion—and a guy that
doesn't know me very well at that. He’s wrong.”
(Interpretation)
2. Then, instead of dejection, he would have felt
challenged and energized. (Emotion)
3. Instead of deciding the coach was right, he would
have decided to prove him wrong. (Decision)
4. Instead of abandoning sports, he would have
worked hard to prove (and improve) himself.
(Subsequent behavior)
5. Instead of firming up a negative “not good enough”
belief, he would have affirmed his confidence in his
ability to rise to a challenge. (Belief)
How would all that have changed the next few years,
perhaps the entire course, of Rick’s life?
Time to Introspect, Section IX
Revising Meaning
We just looked at two different sets of internal dialogue,
the one Rick actually had and a hypothetical alternate. In
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this Introspection, you will work with an incident which
you now see resulted in a decision that, in the long run,
has not served you well.
What event in your own life came to mind as you read
Rick's story? If you need help deciding what to work
with, look at your responses in the "Time to Introspect"
sections of Chapters Two and Four. Do those give you
any ideas? In this Introspection, you will revise meaning,
a crucial step in rebuilding beliefs and developing patterns
of behavior more congruent with your genuine self.
A. The Original Incident
1. The context of the incident: …
A)

I was

… years old.

B)

The incident occurred at this place: …

C)

Just prior to the incident, I felt …

D)

Other participants in the incident were …

E) My relationship with the other participants prior to
the incident was …
2. This is what happened: …
3. What that incident meant to me at the time and what I
thought it "said" about me was …
4. During and immediately after the incident, I felt …
5. As a result of what I thought the incident meant and
the way I felt at the time, I decided …
6. Since then, this decision has affected my behavior and
my life by …
7. The belief(s) I developed about my self as a result of
all the above is/are …
B. Right Now
8. The belief(s) in Item 7 currently affect my life by …
9. The belief(s) hinder me in leading the life I want to
lead by …
C. Changing the Meaning of the Incident
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Looking back at The Original Incident, notice how few of
your responses (only Items 1 and 2, in fact) called for
information on external events and how many (Items 3
through 7) called for information on your internal
experience. In this section, you will be reinterpreting the
meaning of that incident.
10. Looking at my answer to Item 3 above, I realize that
other possible meanings I could ascribe to that
incident include …
11. Of those meanings, the one which I believe to be the
most self-affirming is…
12. Interpreting the incident as I responded in Item 11, I
feel …
13. My opinion of myself, my expectations, and
subsequent decision(s) flowing logically from that
new interpretation are different from my previous
ones in these ways:
14. Behaviors based on this new interpretation will be
different from my previous behaviors in that …
15. These behaviors will support and solidify a selfaffirming belief that I …
Moving On
As you prepared to complete this Introspection, you may
have thought of several points that have hindered your
becoming your own best, most authentic self. It's time
now to begin discarding old beliefs which fail to serve
you and to incorporate new, more productive perspectives
into your view of your self and the world. Much of the
remainder of the book will focus on how to do that.
Before proceeding, it would be helpful to repeat the
above Introspection for other incidents you now realize
could be reinterpreted to your benefit. For each incident
that you work with (including the one above), do the
following, using a 3 x 5 card:
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• On one side, write your new interpretation of the
meaning of the incident (Item 13 above)
• On the other side, write the new belief that the
interpretation supports (Item 15)
Word your statements in the present tense. From this
time on, they should become part of the renewed, more
genuine you. Working with the incident involving Rick,
his card would look something like this:
• Side one: What the coach said is just one guy's
opinion. It has nothing to do with what I can do.
• Side two: I'm a capable person. I’m the person with
power in my life.
After you've completed the process above, post those
cards (with side two visible) on your mirror, your bureau,
your dashboard, wherever you'll see them regularly. Set
your newly identified beliefs up to scroll across your
computer screen when you boot up. Incorporate them into
your daily life as you move towards becoming your
genuine self.
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10
TAKING CONTROL
DRIVING YOUR OWN CAR
Most powerful is he who has himself in his own power.
(Seneca)
As you’ve seen, you absorb many beliefs without
much thought as you grow up. Analyzing and
questioning those beliefs is a major step in understanding
who you are and developing your own heartfelt
convictions. The major differences between an absorbed
belief and a true conviction include the following:
Absorbed Belief

True Belief/Conviction

Develops
primarily Develops primarily during
during childhood and late
adolescence
and
early adolescence
throughout adulthood
Grounded in beliefs and Grounded in your
opinions expressed by observations
and
others
understanding

own
self-

Based on an immature or Based
on
a
mature,
incomplete perception of considered perception of
reality
reality
Internal dialogue which
created the belief may
have
been
forgotten
though events which led
to the belief may be
vividly recalled

Internal dialogue remains at
the conscious level and is
accessible even after patterns
of behavior based on the
dialogue are well established

Unchanging over a long
period of time; may never
change or may change
only in response to
extreme stress

Changes as needed in
response to new experiences,
altered circumstances, life
demands, goals, insights or a
combination of them
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A crucial step in escaping the prison of others’
opinions involves examining—and often discarding—
absorbed beliefs and replacing them with your own
mature convictions. Keys to those convictions and to the
life that will nurture you may be found in an unexpected
place: your fantasy life. We’ve all known people with
ambitious dreams, but without the prerequisites for
making those dreams come true. Lacking either the
willingness to do the hard work required or the innate
aptitudes needed for success, they resign themselves to
lives of disappointment.
A young woman of mediocre voice and no interest in
musical training imagines she’ll become the next vocal
sensation, for example, or a student who failed chemistry
and struggles in her physiology course dreams of medical
school. In some cases, these dreams spring from the
unrealistic hopes of wishful-thinking parents. Most,
however, are self-fabricated fantasies with little
grounding in the observable world. Like an absorbed
belief, which keeps the believer stuck in others' views of
who or what she is, fantasy may keep the dreamer stuck
in a nether world where she will never find fulfillment.
Unlike absorbed beliefs, however, fantasies provide a
window on deep-seated needs. Cara came to the college
counseling center in mourning over the death of a dream.
Encouraged by an aunt who had enjoyed a modicum of
success on the New York stage, Cara had started college
with stars in her eyes. She was soon disillusioned.
Accustomed to lead roles in her small-town high school,
she had joined the Drama Society during her first week
on campus. Later, she was shocked when she was
unsuccessful in her first audition for a role. She
persevered, but was discouraged when she earned only a
minor part in the second production of the year.
“I felt really put down. Drama here isn’t turning out to
be what I expected,” she told me. “I don’t think I’m
interested enough in acting to go through life having to
audition all the time and then feeling so bad when I don’t

141

get the parts I want. And, honestly, the rehearsals get
kind of boring. It’s just a lot more demanding than I
expected. It’s not like high school where a big part of the
fun was just hanging out with my friends. And I’m
starting to realize my aunt was a huge influence. Acting
might have been fine for her, but it doesn’t feel like the
right career for me.”
Nevertheless, Cara was finding it difficult to give up
the dream she had nurtured so long. After a couple of
sessions, we began to talk about what (besides her aunt’s
encouragement) had attracted her to theater in the first
place: contact with interesting, creative people; a life
without the typical 9-to-5 routine; the prospect of life in a
large city.
Identifying the elements which called to her, Cara was
able to expand her career search into other areas:
journalism, broadcasting, behind the scenes work in the
theater, arts management, public relations. When she
shifted her focus from the specifics of the job to the
general satisfactions she sought, her perception of the
possibilities broadened. Thus, she took control of her
decision-making process in a way that allowed her to
identify goals consistent with the person she was
discovering within.
In the process, she was surprised to learn this: The
belief most basic to your mental well-being is your
notion about who (or what) controls your life. Cara was
relieved to learn that control was hers.
Now, How About You?
In the Introspection at the end of Chapter Five, you
were asked to think about a specific relationship as you
responded to the following question:
Imagine being in a car with a partner with whom you’re
in a serious relationship. Where are you? A) In the
driver’s seat; B) In the front passenger seat? C) In the
back seat? D) I have no clue; must be locked up in the
trunk.
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How did you answer? Although the question asked
you to respond in the context of your relationship to a
specific person important in your life, your response may
provide a clue to your beliefs about who or what truly
controls your life.
Time to Introspect, Section X
Who’s Running the Show?
A. Who—or What—Is In Control?
1. I believe my life is controlled primarily by …
A. Myself
B. Someone else (or several “someone elses”)
C. Events beyond my control
D. All the above
2. If you selected B above, complete the following
statements.
Someone else controls my life in these areas: …
They control my life by …
3. If you selected C above, complete the following
statements.
Events control my life in these areas: …
They control my life by …
Do you see a correlation between your answers to the
items above and your choice of location in the car in the
earlier Introspection? Here's a possible interpretation of
your response to the question in Chapter Five. If you
chose. . .
• A (the driver's seat): You see yourself as having
primary control in your life.
• B (the front passenger seat): You see others as
having primary control although you have some
influence.
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• C (the back seat): You see others as having
primary control and yourself as having little
influence.
• D (the trunk): Good grief, Charlie Brown! You
can't even see where you're going! You view
chance events as having primary control.
If just now you said you are in control, but earlier
had put yourself in the back seat or, worse yet, the trunk,
perhaps there's a disconnect between what you know (I
am in control) and what you live (I’ll let others do the
driving and make the important decisions). You haven’t
completely internalized a sense of control that give you
power in your own life.
And Now, a Personal Digression: Life Happens
It was September 11, 2001. I awakened early with a
flaming sore throat. About 6:30, west coast time, I
phoned the office.
"Hi, Robin," I croaked as our early morning assistant
picked up. "I won't be in to . . ."
"Hey, Marj. Wait," she interrupted. "Is your TV on?
No? Turn it on. Tell me what's happening."
I fumbled with the remote while she filled me in on
the few details she knew about the World Trade Center
attacks. She gasped as I described the collapse of the first
tower.
Like millions of others, I was struck that day by the
randomness of events that can change so many lives in an
instant. Vacationing in New York just a few weeks
earlier, I had found the Trade Center plaza a welcome
refuge from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan streets
and had spent many hours in and around the nowdemolished site.
Unrelated to all that, for a couple of years, I’d been
feeling the tug of the writer’s muse. I had given up a
career in journalism to teach and counsel, activities more
compatible with raising my own kids, but lately I found I
missed putting thoughts to paper.
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"Someday, I'll get back to it," I would tell myself.
"But I'm too busy now . . . There are other priorities . . ."
The excuses went on and on, but 9/11 changed all that.
Yes, I had other priorities. Yes, I had long realized that
we never know how much time we have left to achieve
our goals. But something about the events of that day
drove that last point home. Less than two weeks later,
after reviewing old notes, making new ones, and
organizing thoughts in some late-night soul-searching, I
started my first major writing project in more than ten
years. I felt good—in control, productive, and focused.
By February, the project was going well. Though I'm
a morning person who prefers to tackle anything
requiring concentration early in the day, I had settled into
a routine that seemed to work. Returning from the office
in the late afternoon, I would do a couple of miles on the
treadmill, eat dinner with my husband, watch the evening
news, and write for an hour or two. I was beginning to
develop a sense of the shape the work would take.
Measured in pages written, progress was slow, but I was
satisfied.
Then came February 7, 2002, a day which would
impact me personally far more profoundly than 9/11. In
the wee, dark hours of the morning, I was awakened by
the barking of our dog. Turning over, I realized my
husband hadn't yet come to bed and sensed something
amiss. Groggily, I got up and started down the stairs.
Halfway down, I heard Hal calling, his voice thick and
faint. When I saw him lying on the living room floor, I
knew our lives had changed. Years earlier, my father had
had a stroke, and I knew a stroke when I saw one.
The weeks that followed were filled with ambulances
and doctors, hospitals and rehab centers, e-mail updates
and phone calls to family and friends. Then, of course,
came the flurry of insurance squabbles, home health care
arrangements, and instructions on medications, exercise,
and diet—all on top of the weekly marketing, errandrunning, and household chores, not to mention the job.
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What didn't happen for many frustrating weeks was
the writing which I had been finding increasingly
gratifying. At the end of each day, I had about enough
energy to pop a frozen entrée into the microwave and
turn on the TV. I didn't look at the work I had started for
weeks. It was on my mind, but I could feel the
momentum slipping away. My internal dialogue became
riddled with negatives. "I’ll never finish it . . . the world
doesn't need it . . . who will read it anyway?"
A few years ago (in my less enlightened days), that
project would have been dead in the water. Now,
however, I knew I would be angry if I left the work
unfinished. I needed to write it for me, regardless of
externals. A different kind of thinking was demanded.
Since it was clear I was no longer productive at the end
of the day, I moved my wake-up time to 4 a.m. This gave
me at least an hour at my desk in the morning. Soon, the
writing was under way again.
Decision Time
Here's the point. After my husband's stroke, I could
have given up my career and my writing and become the
care-taking, self-sacrificing spouse. I have known and
admired those who do that, but I’ve also known for a
very long time that I don't have what it takes. I had a
decision to make: I could squeeze my self into that illfitting role or I could buy the freedom to pursue my goals
by hiring help at home.
Though I spend my days with people—counseling,
problem-solving, coaching them to adopt more
productive behaviors—a part of me requires solitude.
And in solitude, I write. That's how I sort life out. That's
how I best discover, and reveal, who I am. That's what
keeps me on an even keel.
Taking control of your life works like this:
• You gain self-knowledge: You come to know who
you are by being totally honest—about thoughts,
feelings, values, dreams, and your own inherent
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•

•

•

•

characteristics; you identify your true convictions,
which evolve in response to life experience; you
discover fulfilling expressions of the person you
discover your self to be.
You establish congruence: Because you're in touch
with your own essential self, you develop a sense
of wholeness. There is congruence between your
core and the self you show to the rest of the world,
your relationships, and your most significant
pursuits. You feel complete.
You place value on your self: When you know
who you truly are, find satisfying outlets to express
that authentic persona, and feel genuinely whole,
you value your self and what you do. This internal
sense of worth is the foundation of genuine selfesteem.
You take control: When you place money in the
bank, you don't tell the bankers—or anyone else—
they can do with it as they please. No. That money
has value. And since it has value, you want to
control it. The same principle works here. When
you value your self, you want to nurture and
express that self by asserting control, and you soon
recognize that control lies within. While other
people and events have an impact, you govern
your responses. You’re a sovereign being.
You establish a pattern of self-generation: Once
you accept responsibility for control of your life,
you make choices that continue to enhance and
deepen your evolution into your genuine self. Each
decision that’s congruent with your core further
expands and enriches the essence that is you.

The process described above, which looks so lineal
laid out in print, is actually an interwoven, lifetime
undertaking. Each part of the process enhances all the
others and your growth towards authenticity is neverending. And as you value your self, take control, and
handle challenges, you develop profound and genuine
self-esteem.
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The self-esteem that springs from this process is not
to be confused with that of the so-called self-esteem
movement that infiltrated the educational establishment a
few years ago and misled a lot of people. The noisiest
promoters seemed to believe you could teach self-esteem,
the way you teach algebra or cooking, and some teachers
were actually trying to do this in an "I'm okay; you're
terrific" sort of way. I suppose the notion was that kids
need to feel good about themselves in order to put forth
effort, expand their horizons, and achieve meaningful
goals. The problem was that the most important part of
the message (the putting forth effort, expanding horizons,
achieving meaningful goals part) never reached a lot of
the kids—or the teachers. I started teaching about the
time that movement (mercifully) was going into decline,
but since I taught at the high-school level, I had students
who had been contaminated in the lower grades.
Nice kids, but many of them couldn't construct a
sentence—and, most discouraging to me, they felt just
fine about that. Their self-esteem was without substance.
A fabrication of teachers and parents, it was an
ephemeral construct not grounded in reality. Unlike the
sense of value which comes from within, that false selfesteem was manufactured by outside forces. It wasn't
self-esteem at all, but an inflated sense of worth pushed
onto impressionable kids who, naturally, wanted to feel
good.
Abraham Maslow, a psychologist who studied and
wrote on human potential, analyzed what he saw as a
hierarchy of human needs. The lowest necessities, he
said, are physiological; we need oxygen, food, water, and
warmth. Next come the safety needs—stability,
protection, and structure. Third are the social needs for
love, affection, and a sense of belonging. Those three
levels of need being met, we become aware of esteem
needs, the longing for a sense of value.
The latter, he went on to say, are of two varieties. At
the lower end of the spectrum is the need for the respect
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of others—for status, recognition, attention, and
appreciation. At the upper end of the spectrum is the need
for self respect, that healthy sense of self that
accompanies
competence,
achievement,
and
independence. Only you can grant yourself self-respect,
and only you can take it away. The respect of the rest of
the world can be fleeting. Ideally, we experience both
types, but it's healthy self-esteem that gets us through the
tough times.
I once worked with a young woman, married and the
mother of two, who had returned to college, only to find
academics more rigorous than she had expected. She was
tempted to drop out, but resisted doing so because it
would be "just one more time I prove to myself and
everybody else that I can't do anything on my own." She
had come for counseling in hopes that she could change
her self-defeating patterns.
She had married into a well-to-do family, the owners
of a thriving business established by her father-in-law
and now headed by her husband. With money not an
issue, Sandy led a life some would envy. She had no job
and—financially—no need for one, a large house, fulltime help, a luxury car, and the time and resources to
spend on discretionary delights like massages and facials
and the latest clothing styles.
But she was thoroughly miserable.
As we talked, I learned that, along with this apparent
good fortune, came a barrage of negative messages. The
underlying theme, delivered almost daily by her superprovider mate, was this: "Without my largesse, Sandy,
you'd be unable to function. You're nothing without me."
Ruefully, she recounted the early days of their
marriage. "I was only 20 when we got married," she said.
"Larry was 27. He seemed so mature and he knew a lot
more than I did. I just assumed whatever he said was
right. He talked me into dropping out of college because
he said I'd never need to work. I wanted to get my
degree, but I had two more years to go and the lifestyle
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he offered was pretty enticing. Finally, I agreed and then
before too long, I got pregnant." She sighed. "And here I
am."
At first, according to Sandy, Larry's comments about
her inability to function on her own seemed to be
affectionate jabs, designed to get her attention. Over
time, however, his remarks had become hostile, and as
that happened, she had come to internalize his view.
Predictably, the marriage deteriorated. Sandy felt
trapped, but couldn’t imagine leaving Larry and
surviving, either emotionally or financially, on her own.
In turmoil, she began to recall some of her dreams in
telling detail. In one of the most vivid, she was stuck on a
Ferris wheel, high above the ground. "All of a sudden I
knew I had to get off,” she said, “but I couldn't. I was
trying to get the operator to keep the Ferris wheel turning
so I could get to the ground, but nothing happened. I
wanted out, but I was afraid to look down. When I woke
up, it took me a minute to realize it was a dream."
Though stranded on a Ferris wheel in her dream,
metaphorically Sandy had been riding in the trunk of her
car for many years. Married young after an emotionally
arid childhood, she had never developed the healthy selfesteem and sense of control needed to sustain her as an
adult. In therapy, she came to realize that injecting those
vital ingredients into her life would involve pushing
herself to perform in order to prove—to herself, most of
all—that she was capable and worthy. Eventually, she
was able to make the commitment to stay in school, earn
her degree, and develop options for striking out on her
own.
In contrast are some of the resilient teen-agers I've
worked with over the years, kids growing up in
emotionally empty or abusive homes, but who
nevertheless manage to thrive. Trevor, a high-school
sophomore, left a note in my box; he needed to see me on
an urgent matter, he said. Prior to his arrival, I looked at
his transcript and saw straight A's for his first three
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semesters of high school. I didn't know the young man or
his history and thought his "urgent" matter was probably
a quick question about college or what courses he should
take the following year.
When he arrived, to my astonishment, this articulate,
high-achieving student told me he needed help contacting
his social worker to request a new foster home
placement. Trevor had never met his father and had lived
much of his life with a drug abusing, barely functional
mother and older brother. He was removed from his
mother's custody after he and his brother duked it out in
the lobby of a transient hotel. At that point, Trevor was
placed in a foster home where he had come to feel
exploited. He complained that he was treated like hired
help and not permitted to participate in after-school
sports.
There was a lot Trevor couldn't control in his life.
Feeling disrespected by his foster parents, he had tried to
earn their regard by complying with their rules, but felt
his efforts were fruitless. Despite all of this, by the age of
15, he had learned to value himself enough to reach out
for help when he needed it. Soon, he was placed with
another family.
Time to Introspect, Section X (cont’d)
B. Shifting Gears
4. In answering Item 1 in Part A of this introspection, if
you chose B or C, complete the following statement. I
can take more control over my life in the affected areas
by …
It’s Your Decision
In the final analysis, you do control your life. Whether
you consider yourself the driver, a passenger, or a
hostage in the trunk, you alone make the decisions that
place you where you are. You may choose to let externals
dominate your life, or you may choose to believe the
words of the poet, "I am the master of my fate/ I am the
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captain of my soul," and live your life accordingly.
At the end of the previous chapter, you worked with
some key memories to explore other possible
interpretations you might ascribe to them, interpretations
that would better serve you than those you developed
when the events occurred. You focused on the internal
process by which you take control of what you think,
believe, and feel about crucial incidents that brought you
to where you are today. Next, we'll look at moving from
interpretation to action.
It isn't easy. The major hurdle can be summed up in
one word: fear.
Read on.
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11
THE RISK OF FEAR
I cannot say whether things will get better if we change;
what I can say is they must change if they are to get
better. (Georg Christoph Lichtenberg)
It's a common scenario. You're being chased and you
fear for your life. Your feet weigh a ton and refuse to
leave the ground. Panic sets in as fear immobilizes, and
you awaken with your heart pounding. For most of us,
this is the stuff of nightmares—but in real life, fear does
paralyze. It may not be the panic-laden, heart-thumping,
debilitating paralysis of nightmares, but it's paralysis,
nevertheless.
What we call laziness, passivity, or complacency is
often the product of fear. And though other factors may
be involved, apprehension frequently lurks behind the
rationalizations we use to avoid taking action that would
help us become our most congruent selves.
A data clerk for a financial institution and single
mother of two young girls, Susan came in complaining of
boredom with her job. Inherently active and sociable, she
had little opportunity to interact with others as she toiled
at her computer day after day. In high school, she told me,
she had been an accomplished athlete and dreamed of a
career that would allow her to be outside, on the move,
and involved with other people.
During her senior year, she had been admitted to a
law enforcement academy, but instead of enrolling, had
married and gone to work full-time while her husband
earned a degree. Now 30 years old and divorced, still
working for her original employer, she berated herself for
what she had come to see as ill-advised early choices. She
felt stuck and stagnant.
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“I’ve heard that when you’re bored, it’s because
you’re boring,” she lamented. “I think I’ve become
boring.”
Encouraged by her brother to pursue her law
enforcement dream, Susan recently had applied and been
admitted to a two-year part-time training program which
would have allowed her to prepare for a new career while
remaining in her current job. She had mixed feelings
about the prospect, however.
As we talked about the pros and cons, it became
apparent her ambivalence was based in fear. “I’m afraid
the girls would resent me being gone so much and I’m
afraid I won’t be able to get the job I want after investing
all that time and money,” Susan said. “I’d probably be the
oldest student in the program, and then I’d look like a fool
for even trying.”
After much indecision, though buoyed at first by the
prospect of change, Susan backed out, chose not to return
to school and to stay with her current employer. Taking a
well-worn path, she allowed fear to get in the way and
risked missing out on work which would have allowed
her to express her quintessential self.
Another client, Heidi, had made an appointment for
marriage counseling for herself and her husband, but at
the scheduled hour, only Heidi appeared. “Sam didn’t
want to come,” she said. “He’s pretty contented with the
way things are and says he has nothing to talk about.”
During the years they were raising their family, the
couple had drifted apart. Now, with children grown and
gone, Sam and Heidi were approaching retirement and the
prospect of day after day together without many interests
in common. Hoping to re-energize their marriage, Heidi
wanted to find a hobby they could both enjoy or do some
traveling together. Sam, however, resisted.
“He’s content to stay boxed up in the house,” she
complained, “and I want to get out and go. He doesn’t
seem to care what I do as long as he doesn’t have to do it
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with me. Sure, I have friends I do things with, but it’s not
the same. I’d like to have a relationship with my husband.
Sometimes I feel so alone.”
At the end of our session, I suggested to Heidi that
she continue counseling individually since it appeared
unlikely Sam would choose to participate any time soon. I
pointed out that he might agree to join us when he saw her
making changes and becoming more independent.
Tentatively, she scheduled an appointment, but called the
next day to cancel. “I’ve decided not to go on,” she said.
“Life isn’t all that bad. Maybe I expect too much. If I
make too many changes, I might turn out to be somebody
Sam doesn’t like any more. It just seems too risky.”
The Seduction of Fear
In the scenarios above, fear prevented both women
from taking steps which could lead to lives richer and
more fulfilling. What made their fallback, make-nochange choices so seductive is that their fears were
rational: Susan might not get the job she wants; Heidi's
marriage might fall apart instead of getting better. But, in
turning away from risk, they circumscribed their lives and
created their own prisons.
Fear kept each of them from acting, and failure to act
in the face of discontent saps energy. What it creates is
this: more failure to act. Lethargy. Boredom. Eventually,
perhaps, resentment. Action, on the other hand, begets
action. It's energizing. You meet new people, encounter
new ideas, discover new directions, find surprising
interests. You—and your life—begin to change. With
action, the fear falls away.
Roosevelt was right. What we really have to fear is
fear itself.
The inaction created by fear wears many disguises.
The most deceptive is the garb of a workaholic. Typically,
we think of a workaholic as one who is driven, a goalseeker whose principal passion and abiding love is his
work. In some cases, that’s true. However, some of those
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workaholics are running as fast as they can to avoid other
life tasks. They may be using a frenetic lifestyle to avoid
dealing with failing marriages, abandoned dreams, or an
inner emptiness.
Fear of What?
What makes the prospect of change feel so risky?
Implied in the examples we've looked at is fear of . . .
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Failure
Financial loss
The unknown
Lack of acceptance by others
Loss of a relationship that’s a known quantity
Looking foolish in the eyes of others
Making a mistake and expending time and money
on a fruitless endeavor

Underlying all of these, the root fear that keeps you
where you are, even when you don’t want to be there, is
the fear of your own inadequacy when faced with
unpredictable outcomes. And that fear is irrational. You
can’t control events, but you can control the way you
respond to them.
Lest I be accused of encouraging you, willy-nilly, to
do something rash like resigning from your job in order to
pursue a pipe dream, let me say this: DON'T! We've all
known people who go from job to job or relationship to
relationship, searching for just the right fit. Scratch the
surface of that character and you're likely to find, not
someone who's fearless, but someone who deludes herself
that she'll feel just fine if only she can get the externals
right—in other words, someone who has no idea who she
is at the core.
The Purpose of Fear
Fear does have a purpose. It’s a survival tool. It lets us
know we're in danger. In situations that demand more
knowledge, skill, or courage than we can muster, fear may
devolve into deadly terror and panic; in situations in
which the danger is distant, but real, fear may turn into
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debilitating dread. But in dealing with typical day-to-day
hazards, fear heightens our awareness and produces
responsive, life-saving action. Our house catches fire;
with barely a conscious thought, we get everyone out and
call the fire department. A stranger pounds on the door in
the middle of the night and demands to use our phone;
when he refuses to go away, we summon the police. Our
toddler suddenly dashes towards the parking lot while we
chat with a friend outside the supermarket; we leave the
friend mid-sentence and scoop the child from harm's way.
The fear we experience in those situations leads to
immediate action. What we need to do is clear and
imperative. The situations confronting Susan and Heidi
are different. Because there’s no urgency, they assume an
awesome responsibility for the choices they make, and
that awesomeness spawns apprehension. To embrace the
risks required to make significant changes, it helps to
internalize this belief: Nothing resulting in growth is
wasted.
By growth, I mean the acquisition of new skills, new
knowledge, deeper understanding of your self and the
world you inhabit. Growth, bottom-line, is what keeps us
alive. Growth propels the baby to quit crawling, stand up,
and stagger; the 80-year-old to surf the net; the teen-ager
to question parental beliefs. It happens most often when
minds and hearts are open to change. And it happens
almost always with some sensation of risk.
The risk you take may not immediately get you what
you want; it may not ever get you what you thought you
wanted when you embarked on your new venture, but it
will have a pay-off. At the very least, you’ll expand your
horizons.
Me and the Baseball Challenge
And now, another digression:
Growing up in Indiana before the world in general
inched towards acknowledging that girls were NOT
inferior beings, I was the classic tomboy. Living in a
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neighborhood filled with guys, I learned to handle a
baseball as well as any of them, and our street games
filled many a hot summer evening. But there was one skill
that seemed to elude me: the ability to toss a baseball in
the air and hit it with the bat as it fell towards earth. All
the boys could do it, but I couldn't, and that, of course,
was not to be tolerated. Consequently, I spent many an
hour in the relative privacy of the backyard where I tossed
a tennis ball in the air (my mother having objected to the
noise and potential mayhem of a baseball) and smacked it
against the garage.
I remember thinking on more than one steamy
afternoon, "This is kind of fun and I've got it down pretty
good. But what a waste of time!" (I don't recall what, at
the age of 10, I thought was more important, but
apparently there was something.)
Fast forward to California a few years later: two sons,
Little League. I'm still a baseball fan and, more
importantly, a fan of my kids so I go to every game, and it
soon becomes apparent help is needed. It's time to step up
to the plate—literally. Encouraged by neighbors and
friends, I decide to coach a team, and now, during pregame infield practice, I smack the ball to real people.
Admiring our championship trophy as the season
ends, it occurs to me. Those long-ago afternoons in the
backyard? The ones I thought were a waste of time? What
a pay-off! I don’t mean the championship. I mean the
chance to coach my kids, to spend Saturdays at the fields,
to be involved in their lives on a level not many moms get
to experience—and all without worrying that I’ll look like
a fool when I go out to warm up the infield. Time wasted?
Not on your life!
Perceptions, Then and Now
A risk? Not really. My only investment was time,
which at that point in my life was in plentiful supply. But
no matter how insignificant a skill may seem when you
acquire it, that’s one more piece of software on the hard
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drive of your life, one enhancement to your lifelong
education.
Often you take on challenges so readily that you don’t
stop to think of them as risky. In high school, for instance,
you challenge yourself with an advanced course when a
less demanding class would fulfill the same requirement.
At work, you develop new procedures to meet emerging
needs when you could sit back and conduct business the
same old way. At home, you undertake a do-it-yourself
project that taxes your skill and determination when you
could get by with whatever is already in place.
When does the apprehension kick in, incarcerating
you with the kind of fear that keeps you from taking
action?
Generally, that happens when you perceive that you
have no safety net—or that the one you do have is pretty
flimsy. By now, you know the only person you truly
control is your self. Bottom line, your safety net is that
same self. Fear materializes to warn you to think things
over before you make a move.
The way you handle apprehension in the face of risk
says volumes about how adult you are. The immature
response is to do one of two things: (A) Succumb to the
fear and turn away from the challenge without
considering options because doing nothing feels so much
safer than making a change or (B) plunge into the new
undertaking without thinking the project through, telling
yourself that if you think it over too carefully, you'll never
do it.
The mature response, on the other hand, recognizes
apprehension as a cautionary sign, suggesting that before
you make a move, you need to answer some questions:
What is the source of my fear? What thoughts contribute
to my anxiety? What do these say about the risk itself?
About my readiness to risk? About my own internalized
safety net?
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To open yourself to life's choices, you have to first
trust your own judgment. It’s self-trust that gives you the
courage to probe your own depths and make the changes
that lead to fulfillment. Only after you've analyzed the
message of your apprehension are you ready to make an
informed choice. You still might decide not to take the
risk, but you’ll do so with full awareness of the options
you’re declining and the reasons for your decision.
There's a difference between not deciding and
deciding not to, incidentally. The latter implies that you've
thought about the matter, weighed pros and cons, and
come up with what you believe to be the best choice at the
time. It's a considered selection of an alternative. The
former, on the other hand, implies that you’re unwilling to
take a stand. By default, of course, you've made a
decision with potentially enormous consequences. It may
not feel as though you've made a decision, because in
taking the route of not deciding, it's easy to let yourself
off the hook. After all, you haven't done anything! And
that's exactly the point. You haven't.
Though the observable results of not deciding and
deciding not to may look the same, the internal results are
vastly different. In not deciding, you're giving up control;
in deciding not to, you're taking control, analyzing the
alternatives and making a reasoned decision based that
analysis.
Discovering Options
Sometimes what keeps you stuck isn't a real lack of
options, but a failure to perceive the many choices you
have. When you believe you have only two choices, it's
easy to fall into either-or thinking which makes the issue
larger than life and encourages not-deciding behaviors.
There might truly be a spectrum of choices, ranging from
staying where you are to a life-altering move that will
affect everything from work to relationships to where you
live. Ironically, when you realize you have not just two
choices, but many, decision-making may be less
intimidating.
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Susan, for instance, considered just two options: (1)
Remain in her current job doing exactly what she's been
doing for several years or (2) Add a schedule of classes to
her already demanding life as an employed single mom.
If she analyzed other alternatives, however, she would
discover an array of possibilities. Given her basic
requirements—work that allows her to be physically
active and to interact with people in a problem-solving
capacity—here are a few questions that would help her
research her next move:
• What other types of work appeal to me?
• What kinds of training would those jobs require?
What would the training cost? How long would it
take?
• How would the pay of the jobs I’m considering
compare?
• If I stay with my current employer, what's the
potential for moving into a job which would better
meet my needs and allow me to engage in more
satisfying activities?
• If I decide to return to school, how much flexibility
do I have on my current job to adjust my hours to
accommodate my class schedule? Would a change
in work schedule make returning to school more
feasible?
• How would whatever change I decide to make
affect the kids? What do I need to do to help them
make a safe, comfortable adjustment?
The final question is especially important. It's one of
those worriers, concerns that seem peripheral to the issue
at hand, but which often pose the largest hurdles as you
consider significant changes. These worriers may have
enormous power in your decision-making precisely
because you don't confront them and often make
assumptions about how what you do will affect others
without consulting them. Depending on the age of her
children, it might be time for Susan to bring them into her
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decision-making process. They may be more adaptable
than she expects.
Sometimes failure to identify options isn't the only
factor that gets in the way. We also make assumptions
based on the mores of the time and place in which we
live. After my sophomore year of college, I quit school to
work and travel. Returning a year later to the college
town—but not yet to Earlham, the college I had
attended—I went to work on the local newspaper, my
plan being eventually to quit my job and return to school
full-time. At first I was assigned to the morning staff,
where I soon realized life was a lot more fun—and ten
times livelier—in the newsroom than it had been in the
classroom. Still, I wanted to get that degree.
I checked into the only accessible alternative to
returning to the local college--evening classes at a nearby
extension of the state university—but discovered I
couldn’t get all the courses I needed. Finally, I arranged a
transfer to the nightside staff, a move which enabled me
to return to Earlham and take classes during the day.
I was taken aback one slow evening when my boss, an
editor I greatly admired, remarked, "Gosh darn it, Marj,
you make me feel like a slouch. Here, you start working
nights so you can go to school during the day. And I've
been telling myself all these years I can't get a college
degree because I work nights and can't take courses at the
extension like other people do. I didn't even think of
going to school during the day.”
In that era, most working adults, if they returned to
school at all, took classes at the extension and Rick had
seen that as his only choice. Locked into a conventional
view of the way his peers pursued college degrees, he had
overlooked another real option. He got in his own way.
The moral of the story? Don't get in your own way—
and remember . . .
• Sometimes you'll make mistakes.
• Sometimes you'll question what you're doing.
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• Some people will think you're nuts, weird,
laughable, or worse.
• The opinions of those people don't count.
And now, to the drawing board. . .
Time to Introspect, Section XI
Changing the Externals
In this chapter, we focused on changes in the externals of
life—the work we do, the relationships we develop, the
challenges we take on. In the next chapter we'll talk more
about understanding and changing some of the internals.
External and internal are inextricable. You either nurture
or violate your core self by the choices you make in work
and relationships and the challenges you choose to accept.
In this Introspection, you’ll look at changes you would
like to make in some external aspect of your life—your
work, your relationships, your social life, your pursuit of
personal interests, for example. Do you want to quit being
such a couch potato and establish a workout regimen?
Turn off the TV and read a book? Those are observable
externals. Do they affect who you are internally? You
betcha! So . . . here are a few questions. Repeat the
exercise for each change you want to consider.
1. I would like to change …
2. My goal in seeking this change/what I hope to
achieve by changing is …
3. What I need to do in order to make this change is
…
4. Other individuals important to me who would be
affected by the change are …
5. They would be affected in these ways: …
6. The best that could happen if I made this change
would be …
7. The worst that could happen if I made this change
would be …
8. If the worst happened, I would deal with it by …
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9. I would estimate that the likelihood of a positive
outcome is … per cent
10. As a result of this analysis, I will …
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12
COMING ALIVE
FEELING YOUR WAY ALONG
Thoughts are the shadows of our feelings—always darker,
emptier, simpler than they are.
(Friedrich Nietzsche)
By the time you reach this point in the book, I hope
the following things have happened:
• You've developed a workable vision of how you
have come to think, feel, and behave as you do at
this moment. This vision is grounded in the reality
of experience and provides a starting point for the
ongoing challenge of becoming your genuine self.
• You've become aware of underlying beliefs that
have influenced the way you think, feel, and
behave.
• You've identified people, relationships, demands,
temptations, and mindlessness that distract you
from becoming who you are.
• You know the major signs that indicate you're out
of touch with your core and have identified those
that apply to you.
• You've embraced the concept that the most
important relationship in your life is the one you
have with your self.
• You're aware of the risks of letting fear dominate
your decisions.
• You know that, while there will always be outside
elements that affect you and your life, you alone
control whether you live true to your deepest, most
genuine self.
You're a many-faceted being. Which of those facets
are most in concert with your authentic center? When do
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you feel whole and when, estranged from the self you're
coming to know as the real you? Ah, there's the question.
Beneath that question lies another: How do you
establish and maintain the self-awareness that keeps you
in daily contact with your self?
A Key to the Core
A key to the answer is best explained by a comparison
with the phenomenon we call intuition. Highly intuitive
people frequently can tell with a remarkable degree of
accuracy what others are feeling, thinking, and likely to
do, even though those others may have stated little or
nothing about their emotions, thoughts, or plans.
How does this happen? Experts tell us the intuitive
observer enters into his private data bank the fleeting
vocal inflections, facial expressions, and behaviors that
convey vital clues to the internal life of the observed.
From this data, the intuitive is able to make nearly
instantaneous inferences about what's going on beneath
the surface. Using clues that the less observant miss, he
senses how his subject is reacting, whether what she says
is truth or fiction, and what she's likely to do.
In order to become the person you truly are, you must
tune in to your flashes of feeling as attentively as the
intuitive attends to the subtleties of his subject. You must
become the attentive, visceral perceiver—and processor—
of your own emotional life. Those brief flickers contain
keys to your core.
Look at what you do with the unpleasant emotions
and reactions you regard as immature or unbecoming.
When you feel put down by a co-worker, unappreciated
by the boss, or rejected by a friend, you quickly ignore
feelings such as hurt, sadness or anger in order to get
beyond them and act like a grown-up. In doing that,
you're also doing two things that complicate your growth
into a complete, congruent whole. Firstly, you’re creating
more unfinished business, becoming more estranged from
your core, and adding to a layer of worthless residue
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between your external personas and your genuine self,
and secondly, you’re failing to recognize and open the
door that can lead to a greater understanding of who you
are at the center of your being.
Because you've learned so well how to push down
much of what you feel, your honest responses may be
every bit as fleeting as the facial expressions by which an
intuitive reads the reactions of another. However, these
lightning-like reactions are your most reptilian and hence
most genuine indicators of your internal life.
Enter Andy
Andy, a third-year teacher not given to complaining,
came in, plopped down in a visitor's chair, and poured out
his story.
"I'm so ticked off I hardly slept last night," he said. "I
don't usually have trouble with class control, but I have
one kid in my second period class that I need to get out of
there. I've talked to him privately, given him detention,
talked to his mom, written referrals. Nothing works. On
the days he's absent, the class is fine, but when he's there,
it's chaos. Even the other kids are saying, 'Why is he still
here?’ They're as fed up as I am, but Janet [an assistant
principal] refuses to take Danny out of the class.
“I've talked to her several times, and every time I do, I
leave her office angry. She keeps coming up with other
namby-pamby things to try. She talks down to me as
though I don’t know what I’m doing. I ask her to deal
with just one kid—one kid, for Pete’s sake—and she
won't do anything. I've tried to ignore the way I feel and
go on, but I just can’t let it go any more.”
As we talked, Andy realized his frustration wasn’t
going to dissipate until he met with the assistant principal
and addressed, not the issue with the student, but the issue
embedded in his interactions with his supervisor. Though
hesitant, Andy agreed to meet with Janet and, several
days later, returned feeling better. Not only had they
cleared the air as Andy explained how devalued and
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angry he felt, but Janet acknowledged her role in
perpetuating the problem student’s behavior and agreed to
remove the miscreant from the class.
Too often, as adults, we fail to take the kind of action
Andy did. We ignore those flashes of feeling and, instead
of discharging the power they contain, allow them to take
up residence inside where they become part of an
increasing build-up of tension lodged safely (we delude
ourselves here) out of sight. Having packed them away,
we pretend they’ve evaporated like the fine mist of a new
day.
Here’s the bad news: They haven’t. Instead, they’ve
taken up residence in what I’ve come to think of as a
buffer zone, a psychological garbage dump with squishy,
elastic boundaries that reposes between those external
personas you project and the essence that is you. As a
result, what we have is something like this:
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How It All Works
We've talked a lot about the core, the genuine you that
resonates—with people, the arts, the work you do, a
community, the universe—and keeps you balanced and on
course. We've also talked about the collaborator though
we haven't used that term, with its treasonous
implications. By the time you become an adult, the
collaborator is really a collection of collaborators in the
form of those various personas we've discussed—the
student, parent, coach, chair of the church finance
committee, attorney, de facto leader of the extended
family, and on and on and on.
Just out of the womb, before all those personas
emerged, there was only one collaborator and it had only
one job: to communicate what was going on at the core.
The messages conveyed were pretty clear: "I'm hungry,
I'm wet, I'm tired. I need some attention here!" Or, at the
other end of the spectrum, gurgling and smiling and
gazing into the eyes of a playful, attentive parent, "Gosh,
I'm happy! Is this bliss or not? "
The infant conveys exactly what he feels at the time
he feels it. In the newborn, that's the collaborator’s only
role. Unhampered by others’ expectations, there’s no
distance and no unfinished business between his inner and
outer selves. The newborn looks like this:
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It doesn't take long for this picture to change. Once
socialization begins, the role of the collaborator becomes
much more complex. It adds to its responsibilities the
communication of expectations of the outside world to the
inner life of the child. And then we've got trouble. The
problems don't lie in socialization per se. If we weren't
civilized by parents and others, I suppose we'd all be
throwing tantrums and slugging our neighbors and
treating scrambled eggs like finger food.
Miscommunication
The problem arises in the way the immature
collaborator interprets expectations and the messages it
then sends to the core. Lacking sophistication, the
external persona garbles important input. Here’s a typical
scenario:
Since the arrival of a new baby sister, six-year-old Joe
has to share his bedroom with brother Mark, who’s four
and becoming quite a burden. He appropriates toys,
messes up Lego cities, and is increasingly unwelcome on
what was once Joe’s private turf. When Mark accidentally
breaks his brother’s favorite truck, Joe bashes him over
the head with the remains. It's made of metal (the truck,
not Mark's head), and Mark screams.
Enter their upset mother.
Her message is this: It doesn't matter how angry you
are; it's not okay to smack your brother over the head with
a semi. But she's harried and haphazard in her delivery
and the message Joe receives is this: It's not okay to be
angry at your brother.
The impact of the message is intensified by the
context in which it was delivered. Joe's boundaries are
already compromised by the adjustments with which he
still struggles. He's vulnerable, even before Mark breaks
his truck, and messages received when we're in a tenuous
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spot have an impact far greater than would otherwise be
the case.
The collaborator, that external six-year-old
brother/son persona, now is able to leap huge chasms in a
single bound. Having misinterpreted the original
transmission, he springs to a devastating generalization:
It's not okay to be angry at anyone, ever, for any reason.
As Joe internalizes that message, it becomes integral
to his version of the likable good son/brother/buddy
persona. Now, when Joe feels angry, he tries to stifle his
fury. Though he’s not always successful, that cache of
unresolved stuff in his buffer zone expands, encroaching
on the core.
And Later . . .
Fast forward to Joe at 35 with a wife and a couple of
kids. One evening, Stephanie, who makes commitments
without consulting her partner, tells Joe she has offered
his services manning a booth at the kids’ school carnival
on the upcoming Saturday. He feels a flicker of anger (his
alma mater's football team is coming from two states
away to play the local college and he has tickets for the
game), but he says nothing. The good-father persona
changes his plans, and to Stephanie, life seems hunkydory. Meanwhile, that flicker of anger has lodged in the
buffer zone where it does two things:
• It further contaminates Joe’s relationship with
himself by adding to his discontent and sense of
violation.
• It darkens his relationship with Stephanie as he
fails to seize this opportunity to discuss problems in
the relationship and establish workable boundaries.
By this time Joe’s buffer zone may be the size of Texas.
Once it crowds out too much of the genuine Joe, he’ll be
vulnerable to highly toxic results: implosion into
moodiness, depression, anxiety, or other internal
expressions of psychological pain; explosion into verbal
abuse, violence, abandonment of loved ones, addictions,
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or other transgressions; escapism into workaholism, video
games, TV, the Internet, or other distractions from daily
demands and relationships, or, finally, a combination of
the above.
While the emotion we're most aware of stifling is
anger, hurt and sadness also lodge inside where they
spawn rage. Early in life we learn to regard those tender
emotions as signs of weakness. How often we were told,
“You’re too big to cry,” or taunted on the playground if
we shed tears when we were injured or life didn't go our
way!
It didn't take long to figure out that some feelings
were best kept hidden, and these childhood incidents set
up patterns of behavior we continue long after we've
developed the verbal and social skills that would allow us
to handle things differently. At some points and in certain
circumstances, hiding feelings is a survival skill, but
concealing them every day from everyone around us
devastates our regard for our selves, makes true intimacy
with others impossible, and saps energy.
Now What?
If, like Joe, you’ve allowed relationships to become
tainted by your reluctance to give voice to your true
feelings, expressing what you think, believe, and feel is a
vital step in revitalizing those connections. To do that,
you need to become aware of the times you . . .
• don't allow yourself to express what you're
experiencing on an emotional level
• fail to communicate your own true beliefs, or
• fail to consider your own desires and needs in
making important decisions
Awareness is the key. Let’s pretend you’re Joe, and
Stephanie has repeatedly volunteered your services
without your consent. The first time it happened, you told
yourself it was just a fluke, Stephanie didn’t realize she’d
violated your boundaries, and it probably wouldn’t
happen again. You shrugged and went on.
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The second time it happened, you were annoyed. You
said something like “I wish you’d check with me before
you commit me to something I don’t know about,” but
honored the commitment anyway. The third time it
happened, you did the same thing, and this soon solidified
into a pattern. Stephanie made commitments; you
swallowed your anger and went along with her demands.
Now, however, there’s that Saturday football game,
which you planned to attend with an old classmate. Your
alma mater’s team doesn’t usually come to your city, and
this is a rare event. The stakes are higher. Suppose instead
of giving in to her demands, you become aware not only
of your anger, but also of what Stephanie’s behavior
seems to be saying to you—something like . . .
• What you want doesn’t really matter. I’ll make all
the decisions for this family, or
• Your interests are of no importance and I’ll set our
priorities, or
• You can’t be trusted to work with me so I’ll take
charge of your life.
Your Boundary Breached
Regardless of the accuracy of your interpretation, the
net effect is this: Stephanie has breached the internal
boundary that surrounds your sense of self. Emotionally,
you’ve been violated. Now, you’ve arrived at a critical
juncture. Failure to recognize, accept, and express how
you feel (and, in this case, ask for change on the part of
your partner) will relegate more unfinished business to
that expanding buffer zone and further distance you from
your mate and your own authentic self.
In partnerships complicated by the presence of
children, the pressures of time, and erratic
communication, the overwhelming temptation is to let
such episodes pass without addressing the issues they
raise. Those issues are infinitely more complex than they
appear. The crucial problem lies not in what happens (in
this case, one partner effectively running the life of the
other), but in the message conveyed as a result of what
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happens and the way the receiving partner feels about that
message. A discussion that focuses only on what happens
rarely results in lasting change. To move forward requires
that you tell your partner what you understand her
message to mean and how you feel about it.
While open communication is at the heart of the ideal
intimate relationship, you ordinarily won't practice a
similar level of openness in your interactions with friends
and colleagues. What's important in those situations is not
so much the expression of your feelings as taking the time
to acknowledge to yourself how you’ve been affected. At
that point, like Angela, you can decide whether you need
to address the others involved and how best to approach
them.
The Warm Fuzzies and Why They Matter
So far, we’ve focused on the emotions we ignore
because they're negative or uncomfortable, but there's
another arena you neglect at your peril: the warm, positive
feelings you experience. Why do you turn away from
those happy little jolts? Usually, I think, simply because
you're so busy taking care of business that you leap right
over them in order to return to whatever is at hand. Just as
negative feelings provide keys to what you need to attend
to because of violations that strike at your core, positive
sensations provide clues to what speaks to you, fulfills
your needs and allows you to express more fully who you
are.
A major step in becoming your genuine self involves
focusing on both kinds of emotions—the positives and the
negatives—in your internal life and analyzing what those
feelings tell you about yourself. To do this means
processing those feelings with the goal of establishing
congruence between your external personas and your vital
center.
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Time to Introspect, Section XII
Those Fleeting Feelings
In this Introspection, you’ll be looking at and processing
some of the fleeting feelings you experience as you go
through the day. Following the format below, you may
choose to repeat your analysis with as many incidents as
you choose.
A. A Negative Incident
An incident in which I experienced negative feelings, but
didn’t express them, occurred when … At that time I felt
… Referring to that incident, answer the following True
or False questions:
1. This is a feeling that occurs often, in various
interactions with several different people.
2. This is a feeling I have experienced frequently with
different people over a long period of time.
3. I think about such incidents and the way I felt for quite
awhile afterwards.
4. The person(s) involved in the incident is/are significant
in my life (i.e., someone I live with/work with/care
about/whose opinion I value).
5. Analyzing this incident and this feeling will help me
better understand myself in relationship to other people
and to what I do.
6. Responding differently to similar incidents in the future
would more genuinely express what I feel and would be
appropriate in light of the participant(s), the situation,
and the issues involved.
If, after reviewing your answers to #s 1-6 above, you
decide this represents a significant issue for you, continue
to section B. If the issue is not significant, either repeat
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the section above, using a different event, or skip to the
last section, A Positive Incident.
B. Considering Origins
Relax and give yourself time to decompress and reflect as
you respond to the next questions.
7. My earliest memory in which I experienced similar
unexpressed feelings occurred when …
8. I was … years old at the time.
9. What kept me from expressing my feelings then was …
10.What keeps me from expressing my feelings now is …
11.A more congruent way for me to deal with this
situation would be to …
C. A Positive Incident
An incident in which I experienced positive feelings
occurred when … What this incident tells me about
myself is … I could incorporate more such moments in
my life by …
Now what? Read on.
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13
GIVING VOICE, MOVING ON
The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human
being can alter his life by altering his attitudes of mind.
(William James)
For a rookie reporter, the first by-line is a big deal. If
it appears on a front-page story, it’s even bigger. That’s
what happened to my pal, Bill, just a few weeks into his
journalistic career. Most of the day staff had gone home
and the nightsiders were yet to arrive when Bill, finishing
up a routine story, heard the police scanner crackle with
urgency. Squad cars were dispatched, fire trucks
summoned, ambulances ordered into action.
Bill grabbed camera and notebook and raced to the
scene of what turned out to be a most sensational crime,
replete with murder, arson, and betrayal. The first reporter
to arrive, Bill became point man for the breaking story,
even after being joined by two senior writers assigned to
seek out sources and gather background. The three of
them worked late into the night, turned in copy just before
the deadline for the morning editions, and went home.
Strolling into the newsroom the following day, Bill
was greeted with a chorus of congratulations and highfives from more seasoned colleagues. Until, that is, he
came to the desk of an old hand named Steve. In his
younger days, Steve had covered just about every disaster
in the county. Now, however, with failing eyesight and
poor health, his reign as ace reporter was over and that
mantle had fallen to a middle-aged scribe, Steve’s friend
Jerry. The two of them were close, though Steve now
spent his days reading the papers of nearby cities and
writing occasional editorials while Jerry poked around the
police station and firehouse and city hall for all the latest
action.
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“Well, well,” Steve said as Bill approached. “Didn’t
you luck out, young man? Timing is all. Jump on a story
when no one else is here and you wrap up a page one
byline! You should’ve called Jerry, you know. Don’t get
me wrong. You did okay, but we’re going to assign Jerry
to do the follow-up and cover the story from here out. I
think you missed some things.”
With that, Steve returned to his reading and Bill, with
a non-committal, “Oh, okay,” sat down at his desk next to
mine.
“What’s he think?” he fumed under his breath. “That I
was grandstanding or something? Like I stole his pal
Jerry’s story? I’d sure as hell like to know what I missed.
It was a breaking story. You’re not going to get all the
facts the night something like this happens. By the time
we went to press, the police weren’t even sure how many
people were dead.”
“Ask him,” I said.
He looked at me blankly. “Ask him what?” he
responded.
“Ask him what you missed,” I urged. “You did a great
job. You at least ought to get to work on the follow-up.
Go ahead. Ask him what you missed.”
“Nah,” Bill shrugged. “What good would it do? I’d
probably just tick him off. He must have his reasons for
what he said.”
With that, he swallowed the insult and anger which,
unresolved and unaddressed, not only diminished his
enjoyment of this pinnacle moment, but also created
palpable tension in his relationship with Steve.
Most of the encounters that expand your buffer zone
and shrink your core are garden-variety exchanges like
the one above. Though you may be angry, you often
rationalize not taking action by justifying the other’s
behavior. Steve, you might say, missed his old days as an
on-the-spot reporter and was simply protecting the turf of
his buddy Jerry, who kept him in touch with his past.
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If, in letting the offender off the hook, you’re able to
maintain your sense of integrity by letting go of your
negative responses and sending them into the ozone,
that’s fine. It can be a self-affirming act. Now, however,
it’s time to consider what to do when those feelings get
stuck inside and gnaw away at you.
Feelings Revisited
In the first section of the Introspection at the end of
Chapter Twelve, you identified an incident in which you
had experienced negative feelings and answered a series
of true/false questions. Let’s look at the significance of a
response of true to each of those items.
This is a feeling that occurs often, in various interactions
and with several different people.
An answer of “true” here means you need to look
carefully at what the feeling is telling you about yourself,
not about the others involved. If you often feel devalued,
are you (A) somehow sending a message that you really
are “less than” and expect to be treated accordingly or (B)
misinterpreting others' behavior and ascribing meanings
that are not intended?
This is a feeling I have experienced frequently with
different people over a long period of time.
If so, this feeling is familiar territory. There’s a perverse
aspect of human nature that takes comfort in normalcy,
even when it’s unpleasant. A “true” here may mean
you've become so comfortable in a devalued position that
you perpetuate that stance. After all, it has a pay-off: It
lets you off the hook. If you believe others find your
opinions and input lacking, you can grant yourself the
luxury of taking no responsibility for making a
contribution.
I think about such incidents and the way I felt for quite
awhile afterwards.
A “true” here tells you the issue presented by the incident
impinges on your sense of self. Previously, we discussed
the fact that reliving an incident after the fact may be as
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powerful as actually experiencing that incident over and
over again. In so doing, you give it ever-greater power.
You need to figure out how to handle such situations in
ways that both reflect and support your integrity.
The person(s) involved in the incident is/are significant in
my life (i.e., someone I live with/work with/care about/
whose friendship I value).
Combined with a “true” to any of the previous three
questions, this is a call to action. Failure to confront the
issues raised will contaminate the relationship. On the
other hand, if this is the only “true” in the set, it may
mean that what happened was an isolated occurrence,
which may or may not warrant the time and energy that
dealing with it would require.
Analyzing this incident and this feeling will help me better
understand myself in relationship to other people and in
relationship to what I do.
Since the basic ingredient in becoming a congruent whole
is self-understanding, a response of “true” here usually
means you need to spend some time looking at what
happened. But there are some exceptions.
Case in point: A few years ago, I came to realize that
any interaction with a guy we'll call Clint produced in me
an almost physical compulsion to recoil and back away.
There was nothing threatening about him, and I was hard
put to identify exactly why I had that reaction. Since I had
to work with him from time to time, this visceral response
was bothersome, but our contact was infrequent so it
wasn’t a major problem.
I noticed that others didn't seem to have the same
response to him and I thought that a little strange. Why
did I have such a strong aversion while others had none? I
was never sure, though I believe it had something to do
with the violation of my personal space. I've since
encountered two others who evoke that same visceral
desire to flee. I could spend days trying to better

180

understand myself by analyzing this phenomenon, but
why should I?
The answer is that I shouldn’t. This has happened
with three people, none of whom play a significant role in
my life. They’re three people out of thousands I’ve
encountered. We’re all entitled to a little weirdness. This
is mine. You, no doubt, have your own.
It is what it is.
Responding differently to similar incidents in the future
would more genuinely express what I think and feel and
would be appropriate in light of the participant(s), the
situation, and the issues involved.
If your answer is “true,” identifying your authentic
response and preparing yourself to deliver it will be a
major step in establishing congruence between your
internal and external selves.
Re-Dealing
One way to develop assertive conduct congruent with
your core is to re-deal with incidents and issues that have
already arisen, as Andy did in the last chapter. Suppose a
couple of days after the incident with which we opened
this chapter, Bill had decided Steve’s remark was going to
eat away at him until he cleared the air. Re-dealing could
involve something as simple as going to Steve and
initiating a conversation with any number of statements
such as . . .
• “Remember my page 1 story a couple of days ago?
You said I missed some stuff. What was it I
missed, anyway?”
OR
• “ . . . What would Jerry have done differently?”
OR
• “ . . . Your comment about Jerry doing the followup on my story has been bothering me. I’d really
like to help him out with that. How about it?”
Notice he needn’t tell Steve he felt put-down or hurt
and angry. His feelings remain private, but he has the
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satisfaction of addressing the issue, nonetheless. Here's
what you gain when you successfully re-deal:
1. You get practice in the skills you need in order to
establish congruence between your inner and outer
selves.
2. You experience a sense of wholeness.
3. You see how others respond when you allow
yourself to express your genuine thoughts and
feelings.
4. You gain confidence in your ability to function in
ways that express your authentic self.
There’s more. A positive synergy kicks in. First,
people realize they’re important enough that you’ve given
them some thought, and they take notice of your changed
approach. When you’re different, they’re different, and
they begin to treat you in ways that complement your
more authentic self. This, in turn, encourages your new
core-based behavior which now is not only a better fit for
you internally, but a more comfortable fit in your
interactions with others as well. The cycle continues.
Before all that can happen, however, you have to
decide what you want to address and how you want to
approach those involved. While dealing with the problem
in a timely manner is important, you need to allow
yourself the leisure to decide what you want to say, how
you want to say it, and what response you want from the
other person. You also need to anticipate other responses
he might have and how you will handle each of them.
Finally, you need to develop strategies for ending the
conversation, regardless of the direction the interaction
takes.
Be practical. Pick a time when the person you're
dealing with can be reasonably relaxed, not a time when
you're acting out of your own urgency. Imagine yourself
in his shoes with his daily schedule and his
responsibilities. Speak in private. (This is elementary, but
you’d be surprised how many people don't get it.) And
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finally, treat the other with respect, regardless of how you
perceive he has treated you.
If, like Joe in Chapter 12, you’re dealing with a
spouse or other family member, it helps to tell them how
you feel before you ask for the change you want. "When
you volunteer my services without consulting me, I feel
like I’m playing second fiddle, like whatever I might have
planned just isn’t important around here,” for instance. In
an intimate relationship, those feelings need a voice.
When dealing with a business associate, on the other
hand, you often won’t share how you feel, but will go
instead directly to the issue at hand as Bill could have
done with Steve. Though you’re not expressing feelings,
your action springs from your internal experience, and
this establishes congruence. Taking action annihilates that
little "less than" feeling. It says, "You're not valid.
Vamoose! Go away!"
Communicating in a self-assured manner, you . . .
1. Express your opinions, thoughts, ideas, and feelings
calmly and without attacking the other
2. Listen with an open mind to what the other has to
say
3. Clarify differences
4. Explore common ground
5. Establish boundaries
The Healing Effect
When you do all that, you leave the encounter feeling
whole. Assertive, core-congruent behavior is healing.
Practiced after problems have arisen, it's like a controlled
burn. It clears out combustibles in the buffer zone without
starting a major fire. Practiced as a life-long on-the-spot
strategy, once you've mastered the art, it's fire prevention.
If you've allowed unfinished business to accumulate
over the years, there may be a lot of stuff in your private
garbage dump. The good news is you don't have to deal
with all of it in order to become the person you want to
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live with. You do, however, need to do something with
the fetid remains that continue to stink up your life.
How?
If you want to know how, when, and why you
developed what you now regard as inauthentic responses
to problem situations, you may find clues in the work
you've done in earlier Introspections. If your failed
connection to your genuine self has to do with beliefs that
grew out of specific incidents in the past, re-visit the
Introspection at the end of Chapter Nine. If the
bothersome behavior can't be tied to a specific episode,
consider some of the beliefs you identified in the
Introspection on your teen years at the end of Chapter
Four.
You don't have to know where your problematic
responses originated, however, in order to change them
now. You do have to be willing to take a risk as you try
out more genuine ways of behaving, but the peril involved
is nothing compared to the risk you take when you choose
not to master these self-affirming skills.
Sometimes a more congruent response is surprisingly
simple. In his original encounter with Steve, what if Bill
had said, "Let's sit down and go over what I wrote so you
can tell me what I missed"? Not a confrontational
response, yet it's assertive in that it puts the ball in Steve's
court. If, indeed, Bill did miss something, he's opening up
a dialogue with an experienced guy that may help him in
the long run. If, on the other hand, Steve’s intention was
simply to put Bill down and he has no positive
suggestions to offer, he’s handily exposed.
Guidelines
Suppose there’s a situation you want to re-visit now.
Here are some basic guidelines:
• Use “I” statements (“I need to talk to you about . .
.) and stay in the first person: “I believe, I think, I
would like, I suggest . . .”
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• Explain yourself clearly and succinctly. Sad as it
may be, people don't have a lot of patience for long,
drawn-out stories these days and insisting that
someone listen to yours may get you off to a bad
start.
• When the other responds, acknowledge his or her
point of view.
• Stand your ground, but refrain from accusatory
statements, especially the "everybody" ones, as in
"Everybody thinks you're an overbearing fool, you
know." Instead, when the other is being an
overbearing fool, try something like, "Please hear
me out on this before you respond."
• State clearly what you want, as in "I would like to
be in the loop when you're contemplating changing
the procedures I'm supposed to monitor.”
• Make a gracious exit. Regardless of whether you
get what you want (and that's really not the issue—
see below), you'll feel better about the way you
handled the conversation if you exit with your
dignity intact. A simple "Thanks for listening" or, if
it seems appropriate, "I'd like to think more about
this. Do you suppose we could talk again later?" are
a couple of easy ways to depart.
As I said, the crucial question isn’t whether you get
what you want. The crucial question is whether you’re
able to say what you need to say to be true to your self. If
you're unaccustomed to behaving assertively, it will take
practice. But it's a bit like riding a bike. Once you’ve got
it, you’ve got it. You won't soon forget how it's done
because it feels so good to be whole and in control.
Just a Little Reminder
We’ve focused primarily on the negatives in order to
get beyond them. Remember, however, those little flashes
of emotion that are positive and may point the way to
parts of your self that bring great satisfaction. Suppose,
for example, you struggle to teach an awkward youngster
to serve a tennis ball. When he finally gets it, he rewards
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you with a grin that could light up Alaska. Do you get a
warm, fuzzy feeling? Pay attention!
Time to Introspect, Section XIII
Time to Act?
Look back at your responses in the first section of the
Chapter 12 Introspection. There, you analyzed incidents
in which you experienced, but didn’t act on or address
issues which created negative feelings. Select a recent
incident. Follow the guidelines above to think through
how you could approach the other person or persons to redeal with the issues raised.
Imagine how you would want that encounter to go.
Write two scripts for the exchange. The first should be the
dialogue which would occur if the conversation
proceeded in the best possible way for you. The second
should be your worst-case scenario and will require that
you carefully think through your responses if the person
with whom you’re speaking is uncooperative, distant, or
critical.
As you write your dialogues, be aware of how the
lines you write for yourself will be received and
interpreted by the other participant. In writing the worstcase scenario, monitor how you would feel if the other
said what you wrote for her. Think about how you would
handle those feelings in order to create the best possible
outcome under those circumstances.
If the incident in question is recent and you want to
follow through, now might be the time to start practicing
this skill by actually approaching those involved and
initiating a conversation. Are you ready?
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14
CHIPPING AWAY AT THE STONE
The farther behind I leave the past, the closer I am to
forging my own character. (Isabelle Eberhardt)
Quite distinct from the everyday incidents we’ve
focused on so far are the devastating events in which one
person inflicts intentional harm—physically, sexually, or
verbally—on another. If you’ve experienced such injury,
you’re likely to discover that this book is only the
beginning of a much longer journey. Know that help is
available—with trained therapists, in workshops, in books
focused on the specific needs of survivors, and in your
own determination to regain control of your life.
This chapter provides an overview of activities
helpful not specifically for survivors of trauma
deliberately induced, though some might find fruitful
beginnings here, but for those grappling with the anguish
of overwhelming loss—of a loved one, a home, a dream,
or meaningful connections with a cherished community.
People react in their own distinctive styles to major
trauma. In an attempt to protect themselves from
emotional pain, some shut down, denying any feelings,
good or bad. As a result, they cut themselves off not only
from hurt, anger, or sadness, but also from the joy and
anticipation that would charge their batteries. They feel
stone-like inside. Others allow themselves to
experience—and express—anger and nothing else.
Looking inward, they blame themselves for whatever
happened, or looking outward, they hold the rest of the
world responsible for their raw deal. They begin to
suspect the motives of virtually everyone and find it
impossible to trust. Still others hide their wounds behind a
highly functioning exterior and develop an inner drive
that leads to great accomplishment.
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There is no right or wrong response. The fact that
trauma occurred is one of those things that JUST IS. But
allowing it to interfere with becoming your self, grounded
and whole, is something you can change.
If you've been doing the Introspections, how have
they worked for you? Do you feel more complete, selfaccepting, self-assured, willing to make independent
decisions and take appropriate risks to become your own
true self? To use the lingo of the dieting gurus, are you
ready to "go on maintenance"? If the answer is a hesitant
"Well, sort of," there may be a number of factors in play.
For instance . . .
• You may be a survivor of the kind of abuse
mentioned above, and your issues may require
more attention than they've received in the work
you've done so far.
• You may have been so traumatized by loss that you
have a “hole in the soul” that requires more time
and deeper healing than can be accomplished in the
brief time it takes to go through this book.
• The issues you've addressed so far may have stirred
up others, and those newly emerging issues may
need attention.
• You may have decided, consciously or otherwise,
that what you’re learning about yourself is too
painful, messy, or threatening, and what you really
want to do is ignore it all and return to your old life.
• You may be just plain scared of what lies ahead.
Here’s what I suggest if you find that one of the above
applies to you:
If you're a survivor of deliberate abuse: Just this. Read
on.
If you've been traumatized by a major loss: Some of
the suggestions below might be helpful. Try some out.
If newly uncovered issues are begging for attention:
Take time now to look at them squarely. Return to earlier
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Introspection sections and work with the issues newly
surfacing.
If you've decided you have little to gain and want to
go back to your old life: GO! Maybe you truly do have
little to gain, for whatever reason. Or perhaps this just
isn't the right time. You're the best judge of your readiness
for change.
If you're just plain scared of what may lie ahead: Take
your choice: (1) Feel the fear and do it anyway, or (2)
Quit now—but remember what you risk when you allow
fear to dominate your decision-making.
As you read, remember: The purpose of the activities
that follow is to heal wounds and free you to express who
you really are. The focus is on you, not on the perpetrator
of the abuse or the object, person or connections lost. The
last thing you want to do is to re-traumatize yourself.
Move cautiously, possibly with the help of a trained
counselor. (More on that in Chapter 15.) The litmus test
for selecting an activity is this: "What is the least intrusive
approach that will help me heal?"
The least intrusive will be the least disturbing. It will
allow you to address the trauma with the least exposure to
the original experience. Suppose, for instance, you were
physically abused as a child. A minimally intrusive tactic
would be a visualization in which you create in your head
a safe retreat, an imaginary place to go when feelings
connected with the abuse emerge. In doing that, you focus
on reducing the power of the feelings, not on the
disturbing events which gave rise to them.
A few steps up on the intrusion scale would be
visualizing a confrontation, telling the abuser how you
have been affected, what you think of him or her now,
and how you are freeing yourself from the power the
mistreatment has had in your life. The maximally
intrusive response would be an actual face-to-face
confrontation with the perpetrator, a perilous step
requiring careful planning and competent, reliable
support.
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Oftentimes, those who seek healing from the trauma
of abuse are told they must forgive the abuser in order to
move on with their lives. Understandably, they resist that
notion. No matter how often we're told that forgiveness
does not imply that what happened has become magically
all right, most of us associate forgiveness with
"allrightness." It seems to say to the abuser, "It's okay.
You can let go of the guilt now." To most survivors that
notion is anathema.
What’s needed is not forgiveness; it’s letting go.
Letting go doesn't absolve the abuser; instead, it does
what really matters. It frees you, the survivor, from fear
and anger and sadness and allows you to move on. Letting
go simply says to the culprit, "You no longer have power.
I refuse to drag you around any longer." It establishes
boundaries and frees you to approach life with a fresh eye
and renewed energy, unfettered by the tired old bonds of
confusion and self-incrimination.
Some Creative Exploration
So far, we’ve been pretty analytical. Introspections
have asked you to look at specific incidents and beliefs,
analyze how they’ve affected you, consider how they’ve
distanced you from your core, and take control. Following
are some techniques that will help you look at your self
through less rational filters. You needn’t be dealing with
major trauma for these activities to be helpful, perhaps
even (what a concept!) fun.
Visualization
We all spin fantasies. We’re heroes catching the
touchdown pass that seals a victory in the Super Bowl. . .
self-assured rock stars, waving at a barrage of clicking
cameras . . . unflappable attorneys defending the
downtrodden. Our daydreams are as varied as we are, but
they all take us briefly from the reality of the moment to a
happier place.
Visualizations are fantasies with a purpose. As
mentioned above, some may involve simply creating a
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mental retreat where you go to center yourself, gain
control, and return, refreshed, to reality. The place might
be entirely a figment of your imagination—a cool,
comforting forest; a balmy tropical beach; a mountain
cabin warmed by a roaring fire. It might be a favorite
place from your own history—your grandmother’s
kitchen, a tree house, a childhood room. Effective
visualization means allowing yourself to mentally live in
that spot when you need a respite from reality.
Visualization may also be used to transform troubling
memories into positive ones, create incidents which bring
closure to traumatic events, or remove problematic
elements by imagining them literally gone. Experiences
which left you doubting and vulnerable can sometimes be
transformed and rendered powerless by visualization.
I once worked with a client whose behavior was
dominated by the need for perfection. “I just worry if
everything isn’t exactly the way it should be,” she told
me. “I don’t know what I’m afraid of, but I get really
nervous when things are out of place and the day isn’t
going the way I want it to.”
Raised by a cold and distant mother, she was
nonetheless hard pressed to understand the depth of her
insecurity. During one of our sessions, she recalled her
earliest memory, an event that had occurred at the kitchen
table.
“I was standing on a chair—you know, the way little
kids do—and I reached across the table for something. I
don’t remember what it was,” she said. “I just remember I
really wanted it, and my mom was across the room by the
stove. Well, I knocked over a whole pitcher of ice water.
It spilled all over me and the table and then the pitcher
crashed to the floor and shattered into a zillion pieces. I
was wet and cold and scared by all the clatter. I started
bawling and reached out towards my mom, but she just
turned away, got some rags and started cleaning up the
mess.”
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After we had talked about the way this memory—and
probably similar incidents since forgotten—connected to
her perfectionism, I asked Jenny if she’d be willing to
create a different end to her story. She was eager to give it
a try, and I led her through a visualization in which,
instead of turning away, her mother picked her up and
comforted her. I asked her to repeat the visualization on
her own several times before our next weekly session.
Over the next few weeks, as she wove this new
version into her internal life and let go of that old trauma,
Jenny began to develop a new self-acceptance and
confidence that allowed her to relax and feel at home in a
life not always perfect. While visualization wasn’t the
only tool that helped, it was a dynamic part of the process.
The mind is a powerful instrument. If you doubt its
strength, think about how your early interpretations of the
meaning of events affected your life. In many instances,
your mind worked against you. When you take control, it
can work for you, instead.
Try this. Think of some old demon you’d like to
expunge from your past: an embarrassment you endured,
a teacher who put you down, a false belief you accepted
for far too long. Whatever it is, relax, close your eyes, and
visualize it as an object. What’s the most effective way to
boot it out of your life? Hurl it from a building? Dump it
into a raging river? Freeze it in a block of ice? Whatever:
Visualize it done. Don’t let your sense of propriety inhibit
you. All this is happening only in your head.
A few days from now, revisit that old demon. Still as
powerful? Still as annoying? Visualize its destruction
again—and again and again, as often as necessary. You’ll
be surprised at how weak it will become over time.
The Unsent Letter
Some find it helpful to write their reflections in a
journal. Others, however, are put off by the fact that
journal writing, intended only for the private use of the
writer, lacks an audience. A letter, even one you don’t
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plan to send, is different. You’re addressing someone—or
something—and that gives you focus and a sense of
purpose. Why an unsent letter? Lots of reasons. First of
all, sometimes what you need to address is not a person,
but some other entity—pets, homes, careers, or health, for
instance. Where would you send it? Secondly, as always,
the purpose is to heal, not to re-ignite old conflicts.
If you’re writing to someone or something you’ve
lost, focus on how you feel, what you miss, what the loss
means to you, and how you are faring now. The point of
the letter is not to dwell on your misfortune, but to
acknowledge and express where you are in order to free
yourself to move on. If you're writing to an abuser, tell
that person how the abuse has affected your life, how
you're reclaiming your power, and what fate you believe
he or she deserves. If you’re writing to people who failed
to protect you when they should have, tell them how their
failure affected the course of your life.
Trauma unacknowledged and unexpressed will keep
you stuck. An unsent letter is simply one way of
acknowledging the trauma and gaining a sense of control.
The New Story
This is a visualization on paper. Some find it difficult
to concentrate when functioning totally in their heads. If
that’s the case with you, writing will help you stay
focused. If you wish, you can later use what you’ve
written as the basis for visualizations. Your story may be
a tale you create from scratch, something you wish had
happened, or a revision of real life as in Jenny’s spilled
pitcher of water.
When you write, you create a text that can be added
to, deleted from, revised, and expanded ad infinitum. It
can evolve from a story to a reflection on meaning, a
philosophy, or an action plan. When you let yourself write
freely, you begin to reflect your most genuine self. No
censoring allowed!
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Original Art
Sometimes pictures speak to us with more clarity than
words. Just as you needn’t be an accomplished scribe to
reap the benefits of writing, you don't need to be an artist
to profit from working with images. I once worked with a
young college student struggling to stay in school while
overwhelmed by confusion and anger. She was able to
begin talking about the source of her feelings only after
she brought in drawings she had done during a
particularly difficult time. Viewed out of context, they
looked like the work of an angry child, but as Donna
spoke about what the colors and lines represented to her,
she led herself, in effect, into some of the experiences
which gave rise to those feelings. Through art, she
accessed strong, anxiety-producing emotions and was
able to reduce her distress enough to start talking about
what had happened.
There are many avenues of non-verbal expression.
Will some of the following work for you?
Typing paper, expensive vellum, a brown paper bag,
the backside of rolls of gift wrap, or a three-by-five-inch
card. Water paints, oils, or charcoal. Crayon, Magic
Marker, lipstick. Whatever your choice, express your self.
You’re not creating a picture of an external event, but
images that represent your internal experience. If no one
else can make sense of it . . . oh, well! You’re not doing
this for them. Center your thoughts, follow your instincts,
start over if you want, save the discards (they may, in
retrospect, contain clues to interesting insights) or throw
them away, whichever suits you. Do a single drawing or a
series, put what you’ve done on the wall where you can
see it or hide it away.
Collage
Try creating a collage from existing photos, objects,
magazine cutouts, newspapers, and letters, anything that
has meaning to you. A collage might be a representation
of your whole life as you see it or it might focus on
specifics such as . . .
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•
•
•
•
•
•

the elements involved in a pivotal experience
your emotions and responses during a crucial time
the personas you show to the world
what you feel inside, behind those personas
the essential self you're now discovering
major influences in your life

If you have photographs of yourself during an early
decisive time, try placing one at the center of a collage
and surrounding it with objects, words, and images that
represent what you were thinking and feeling then.
Clay
There's something therapeutic about manipulating
clay. You can turn a lump into a symbol of anything you
want: emotions, people, dreams, events, places. The clay
can be made smooth, textured, prickly, balanced,
grotesque, misshapen. It can be divided into two (or
more) lumps, each of which can represent different
aspects of your experience. It can be shaped into a
representation of whatever you're feeling or focusing on.
It can symbolize you in that moment.
Boxes
In creating boxes, you place inside a container objects
that represent your internal experience—feelings, ideas,
beliefs, events. On the outside, you depict the persona (or
personas) you typically present to the world. You may
create the box over time, adding objects and images as
you heighten your awareness of who you are.
Other Methods
There are many other artistic methods of expressing
what you’ve experienced and felt. Some require a major
investment of time and effort—batik, quilting,
needlepoint, for instance. Some can be done only with the
assistance of others, such as papier-mâché masks. What
appeals to you?
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And Then . . . Poetry?
Working with visual media often opens access to
buried emotions which then cry out for expression. This
might be the time to give those feelings voice in a form
you may not have tried before: poetry.
Take heart. We're not talking about iambic pentameter
and sonnets packed with literary allusions here. Quite the
opposite. We're talking about a form of expression that
frees you from constraints. Your poetry needn’t have
rhyme or rhythm, message or logic. It is the poetry of you,
and its only purpose is to express your feelings, your soul,
your experience, your future, your process of change—or
your "stuckness." It can be a one-draft-only, freewheeling
expression or it can be worked and re-worked as you
expand, refine, condense and reshape your work.
If you’ve engaged in a form of visual expression like
those discussed above, look at what you've created and
write an interpretation or response to that. As a starting
point, ask yourself a variety of questions . . .
• Where (in me) does this creation come from? What
experience led to this?
• What does it symbolize--joy, angst, depression,
isolation, fear, renewal, hope, grief?
• Where have those feelings been buried all this time
(if, indeed, they have)?
• What did I feel as I created this?
• What do I feel as I look at it?
• What now? Where do I go from here? How do I
move forward?
The words of the poem spring from and express in
another form the message of the art.
For some, poetry comes as a natural response to deep
personal pain. Working with teen-agers, I’ve often been
struck by the eloquence of their poetic expression.
Intensely personal and indwelling, poetry can connect the
creator to the world and to others in mysterious ways. It is
the creation that forges the connection, the internal sense
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the writer develops of being part of a common human
experience.
(And here’s an interesting tidbit: The word therapy
comes from the Greek therapeia, which refers to the
alleviation of pain through the expressive arts of dance,
song, poetry, and drama. Hmmm.)
Music
Like art, music can provide a springboard for
expression in poetry—or prose, for that matter. When you
listen to a particular piece, does it evoke old memories,
current desires, a state of relaxation? Write about it. What
do you feel, think, remember, yearn for as you listen to
your favorite renditions?
If you play an instrument, can you compose original
works that tap into and release old traumas?
Movement
You may best respond to music through movement.
Listening to a piece that speaks to you, try joining it with
movement of your own creation. Think of it as a dance
without a pattern. It’s totally yours, totally private. You
and the music and the universe.
You probably learned early that to behave with
abandon is risky. You might have been laughed at when
you tried out for the talent show, abused by those you had
trusted, snubbed when you approached the in-group at
school. You may have been told you shouldn't express
hurt, anger, or sadness when those feelings were all you
had. As a result, you may have pulled inward, constricting
your thoughts and actions and feelings, feeding not your
core but your inhibitions, until you could, figuratively,
barely move.
If this has happened to you, try putting on the music
and dancing. Become that once adventurous kid. Those
adult personas? Leave them behind and give your self up
to the music. Hear it, move with it, express in movement
the feelings it evokes. In the process, be open to memories
that have fallen from your awareness—events, people,
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and thoughts, long forgotten. All of us first experience the
world kinesthetically through touch, taste, and movement.
Dance is a step back into that early mode. Be sensitive to
what you feel as you move.
Cinema
Films often touch us in profound and unexpected
ways. As a therapist, I first became aware of how
powerful they can be while working with a young dad
who was struggling with issues he had experienced with
his own father, now deceased. As a child, Sean had
longed for a dad who would play games, go on outings,
and ask about his day, but his father had been reserved in
the extreme. Sean saw him as a good guy who just didn't
know how to relate to his own son. Nevertheless, he was
angry with his dad for being so distant, and he expended
huge amounts of energy in denying those negative
feelings. We had tried the usual talk therapy, and he knew
his anger covered other feelings like loneliness and
sadness but he wouldn't allow himself to explore those
underlying emotions.
One day all that changed.
“You know the movie Field of Dreams?" he asked as
soon as we’d settled in. "I rented it the other night, and
there was a line that went something like 'Hey, Dad, how
about a game of catch?' and I just lost it. I started crying
like a baby . . . and that's when I realized how sad I am
about my relationship with my dad. I'm sad for both of us
actually. I always thought this was all about me, but now I
realize we both missed out, and I guess I didn't know how
much we'd both missed 'til I had a son of my own. When
Joey was born, that's when this began to get me down. I
just hadn't connected all the dots ‘til now.”
The right film, viewed at the right time and place, can
provide just the impetus for a catharsis that opens the path
to clarity. Released from self-imposed demands to hold it
all together and ignore his anger, Sean was able to see the
sadness beneath the rage and to come to an understanding
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that allowed him to see both himself and his father in a
more forgiving light.
Film can also be helpful on a more cognitive level.
Suppose you're dealing with the prolonged illness of a
loved one, a spouse's alcoholism, or your own job loss.
Watching a film in which you see characters coping with
similar problems normalizes your experience. Seeing how
they became involved, analyzing their attempts to deny,
manage, or escape their predicament, and observing the
success—or lack thereof—of those attempts help you
view your own situation in a fresh light.
Books and Internet
Sometimes referred to as bibliotherapy, the use of
books in healing is two-pronged. First, like film, works of
fiction or biography can provide insight into how others
have coped with problems similar to your own. Second,
self-help books like this one may help you understand and
cope with specific issues of depression, anger, the aftereffects of abuse, relationships, and other concerns.
Finally, of course, there are Internet sites focused on
every topic in the universe as nearly as I can determine.
Some offer information from professionals; others are
stories of personal experience from those who have
suffered from such syndromes as eating disorders or selfmutilation. Any Internet site should be approached with
caution and attention to the background of the creator. It’s
frightfully easy to set up a website. Some are excellent.
Some are . . . not.
Time to Introspect, Section XIV
Working With Your Own Material
Throughout this chapter, various methods of working with
your own mental and emotional material have been
suggested. Humor me. Try at least one.
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15
ONE ON ONE
The worst loneliness is not to be comfortable with
yourself. (Mark Twain}
Sometimes self-help—and even the care and concern
of family and friends—isn’t quite enough. What then?
The answer may be some kind of professional help.
Call it what you will—counseling, therapy, life coaching.
All involve working with a trained professional to take a
look at where you are and help you move forward. While
some of the techniques discussed in the previous chapter
might be used, especially in group settings, most
professionals employ talk therapy in which you sit down,
one-on-one, to discuss what's on your mind. Typically,
goals include . . .
• Enhancing your own understanding of your self
• Putting your past in perspective
• Improving your personal interaction in the familial,
social, or work arenas of your life
• Developing a particular skill, such as assertiveness,
relaxation, or anger management
• Increasing your happiness quotient and sense of
satisfaction.
The prospect of counseling, even in our
psychologically sophisticated age, continues to create
anxiety. Some avoid it because they regard asking for
help as a sign of weakness. Others, especially those
afflicted with a vague malaise unconnected to a specific
trigger, fear a therapist will expect them to identify the
source of their anguish at the outset. They fear they lack
the insight needed. Still others look around, see people in
worse straits than their own and decide to tough it out.
And some have heard cautionary tales from friends who
thought working with a therapist was a waste of time or
even made things worse.
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The truth is counseling is an inexact skill, requiring
not only a solid knowledge base, but also intuition,
timing, patience, and the ability to observe attentively,
listen closely, and articulate clearly. As in any endeavor,
some practitioners are more proficient than others. The
process is further complicated by the fact that there is an
intangible element crucial to its success: the interpersonal
connection between client and counselor. There are times
when the two just don’t click. That doesn’t necessarily
mean you’ve stumbled into the office of an incompetent.
All it means for sure is that the two of you aren’t a good
match.
As a counselee, you should feel heard, understood,
respected, and safe, both emotionally and physically. The
absence of any of those ingredients does not bode well for
the success of the endeavor. A caveat, however: If trust
issues are among those which bring you to counseling, a
sense of safety might come only after you’ve worked with
the therapist long enough to experience a reliably
accepting, non-judgmental attitude. The other ingredients
should be present from the outset.
This is not to say you should seek another counselor if
you find your first session less than satisfactory. Giving
up on a counseling relationship too soon, you risk
becoming a therapy shopper, hopping from one counselor
to another in search of someone who will tell you what
you want to hear. In so doing, you replicate and
perpetuate problem behavior that probably springs from
underlying issues. Therapy shopping can become a way to
avoid doing meaningful work.
You and the Therapist
In point of fact, the interaction between you and the
therapist can become a tool for exploring what happens in
your other relationships. Discussing how the two of you
connect—or fail to—can give both you and the therapist
insight into how you function in the world. You owe it to
yourself and your counselor to level with her if you feel
your work together is unproductive.
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Once you start seeing a therapist, if that’s what you
choose to do, here are some questions to ask yourself:
1. Do you like her—or him?
2. Does she seem to have her own agenda (religious,
personal, social, for instance) with which you are
uncomfortable? Do you feel pushed in a particular
direction?
3. Have the two of you discussed your goals for
counseling?
4. Does she provide quick solutions to your problems?
5. Does she keep the focus on you, not on herself?
6. Does she steer your conversation into areas
irrelevant to your concerns without establishing a
connection to the issues you’re dealing with?
7. After two or three sessions, do you feel you’re
making progress?
8. Does she often seem distracted during your
sessions, as though her mind is on other matters?
9. Does she ask for your input on whether the sessions
are helpful to you and whether you feel your needs
are being met?
Ideally, in a productive relationship, your answers would
be "yes" to the odd-numbered questions and "no" to the
even-numbered ones.
The first question (“Do you like her—or him?”)
sounds simplistic, but seeing a therapist isn't, for instance,
like going to the dentist. You might not like your dentist,
but your decision as to his adequacy will have more to do
with the mechanics, speed, and relative pain he inflicts
than with whether you like him as a person. You don't
have to talk to him. In fact, most of the time he won't let
you. A therapist wants you to talk—or should, anyway—
and it’s a lot easier to talk to someone you like.
And yes, the answer to number 4 is “no.” You may
want quick solutions to your problems, but the answers
should come from you, not the counselor, and finding
your own answers takes time. The therapist's job is to help
you explore issues, share insights, consider courses of
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action, and suggest new ways of thinking and behaving
that might better serve you than your current modus
operandi. The ultimate solutions and decisions about
change should come from you.
There are no absolutes in counseling, but one truth is
nearly universal and this is it: Nothing much gets
accomplished without a little rocking of the boat. If you
were having smooth sailing to begin with, you wouldn't
be seeing a therapist in the first place. If you’ve been
keeping life on an even keel by not dealing with issues
that need attention, you’ll find that therapy roils the water.
Where Do You Start?
Where, you might wonder, do you start if you’re
among those intimidated by your own lack of clarity
about the source of your discontent? How about
something like "I don't quite know why I'm here, but I
know I'm not happy with my life right now" or words to
that effect? Believe me, the therapist has heard less
fruitful openings.
That having been said, when should you seek
counseling? The glib answer is "Before you need it." I say
that only half in jest. People commonly delay getting help
until their pain is so great or their confusion, so
overwhelming they can barely go on. Just knowing in
advance some of the pitfalls and looking at options for
dealing with them removes some of the surprise so often a
factor in the bad choices people make. That’s why premarital or pre-childbirth counseling can be so valuable
There isn’t a right or wrong time to see a therapist.
One of the most productive encounters I've had involved a
middle-aged couple, both with children from previous
marriages. They had recently wed and were in the process
of blending their four pre-teen and teen-aged children into
a family group. Issues popped up immediately. Because
the couple recognized the need to deal with them early—
and because they both were determined to make their
marriage and their new family work—they sought help
right away. In two sessions, we clarified the problems,
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identified options for dealing with them, and discussed
the pros and cons of each choice.
At that point, they decided they were ready to carry
on without more help, but assured me they would return if
they needed further sessions. I never saw them again.
Cases like this are all too rare. What this couple needed
was simply an uninvolved third party to help sort out and
validate what needed to be done. They had the answers
themselves; they just needed a sounding board.
There are many turning points like that in life, but
instead of seeking help promptly, we often delude
ourselves into thinking things will work out on their own.
As you may have noticed, that seldom happens.
Time to Introspect, Section XV
Warning Signs
Here are some questions, any one of which, if answered
with a "yes," might indicate you could benefit from
professional help.
1. Over a period of time (say, three to six months or
more) have you experienced a sense of malaise or
inexplicable dread?
2. Are you dissatisfied with important aspects of your
life?
3. Do you feel stuck where you are, personally or
professionally?
4. Have you lost interest in activities you formerly
engaged in, withdrawn from groups and
individuals you previously enjoyed, or experienced
a marked change in energy levels?
5. Do you sleep significantly more or significantly
less than usual?
6. Have you gained or lost weight without intending
to?
7. Do you feel confused and doubt your ability to
make decisions?
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8. Have you recently experienced a series of traumatic
events (death of a loved one, departure of a child
from the nest, loss of a job, move to a new home,
for instance) in such rapid succession you didn’t
have time to recover from one before you were hit
with the next?
9. Have you recently experienced a single major
traumatic event that threw you off balance?
10. Do you often question your past life decisions and
relationships?
No Guarantees
In therapy, as in life, there are no guarantees. Instead,
you have the prospect of change, the chance of greater
clarity, the possibility of a more productive and happier
existence. Achieving any of that through counseling
involves the risk of discomfort and, probably, the
confrontation of pain. Only you can decide whether
counseling is for you.
Tune in to those fleeting feelings. Listen to that
visceral voice. You are in control. While almost anyone
can benefit from sitting down with a therapist, whose only
focus in your presence is you and your life, you may not
need or want to consider counseling right now. But if you
responded yes to any of the questions above, think about
whether those replies point to conditions that are getting
in your way. Then decide what to do.
And One More Tidbit
Throughout this chapter, we discussed only
conventional one-on-one, face-to-face meetings with a
counselor. Now, counseling is available over the Internet
as well. While it’s far different from sitting in a room with
a therapist, some find the electronic method quite helpful.
Just another option to consider.
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16
INTENTIONAL LIVING
MAKING CHANGES, SETTING GOALS
Self-trust is the first secret of success. (Ralph Waldo
Emerson)
Concealing the real you is like living in a windowless
cell. The air is stagnant, the isolation stifling. The
chamber becomes a breeding ground for desperation.
Your challenge now is this: to make a life-long
commitment to stay in touch with the ever-evolving
person you are at the core and free yourself to follow the
light of your own true center.
Embracing the real you is refreshing. Whole and open
to life, you bring energy and spontaneity to your everyday
existence. You know that feelings, which once may have
imprisoned you, are not the products of what someone
else does, but of what you think about what they do.
Those thoughts and, consequently, those feelings are
within your control. If you've done the Introspections as
we've gone along, you've already started life-affirming
work.
Now's the time to use your heightened self-awareness
to make some change decisions. In Chapter Thirteen we
focused on behaviors you thought worthy of change and
developing new patterns of interaction. Now, we’ll look at
a broader picture, beginning with the person you are at
this point in your journey.
This chapter's Introspection has several sections,
spaced throughout the text. As you think about the person
you're coming to know, you'll be making strides towards
expressing your genuine self in the life you choose to
lead.
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Time to Introspect, Section XVI
Making Change Decisions
A. Me, Right Now
1. What is your characteristic relationship to the world?
Left to right, on a scale of 1 to 10, where would you
place yourself on each of the sets of factors below?
For example, in the first set of factors, if you’re
almost always outgoing, comfortable initiating
conversations with strangers, happier in the company
of others than alone, and love parties, you might be a
1 in the first set of factors. On the other hand, if you
crave evenings at home, love nothing better than
reading a good book, and avoid parties like the
plague, you might just be a 10. If you enjoy both or if
what you enjoy depends on your mood or what else is
going on in your life, you’d probably fall somewhere
in between. Place your “in-betweenness” where you
think it belongs between 1 and 10.
Outgoing

Introverted

Focused on external events

Focused on your own
responses

Wide circle of friends

A few close friends

Rely on empirical data

Rely on intuition

Decide based on experience

Decide based on hunches

Realistic

Imaginative, speculative

Practical

Open to experimentation

Interested in what is

Interested in possibilities

Objective

Subjective

Interested in principles

Interested in values

Firm in opinions

Open to other ideas

Demanding

Persuasive
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Decisive

Open to change

Run own life

Let life take its course

Sense of urgency

Time of little importance

2. Now, think of yourself as the main character in a
novel you’ve written. Suppose your publisher has
asked you to describe the character reflected in your
answers on the scales above and give some examples
of her, or him, in action. Looking at your responses,
what would you say?
Is this an accurate picture of you? _____ If not,
what’s missing?
In each of the following items (3-9), list at least three
elements.
3. In order to lead a fulfilling personal life, I need …
4. In order to lead a fulfilling social life, I need …
5. In order to lead a fulfilling working life, I need …
6. Some of my most significant talents and abilities are
…
7. Activities or experiences that give me great
satisfaction are …
8. I believe that at the core, in my most genuine center, I
am …
9. My most important values and principles for living
are …
Does your response to Item 7 (activities that give you the
most satisfaction) suggest directions you might wish to
go? Are you already gratified by the work you do, your
current relationships, your leisure-time pursuits? If so,
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congratulations! You're probably already living a life that
in significant measure springs from and nurtures your
core. Are there steps you’d like to take to enhance your
satisfaction?
Articulating Goals
Think about your goals. Have you articulated them?
What are they? Are they consistent with what you now
know about your self? Are you adapting them to mesh
with your changing awareness of the person you are at
heart or are you doggedly pursuing objectives set early in
life, even when you realize they no longer suit you? Or, at
the other end of the spectrum, are you drifting through life
with no particular target in mind, other than to get through
it, as though life were an inconvenience to be endured?
Whether you pursue goals that fail to reflect the real
you or go through life without specific objectives in mind,
you're relinquishing power. In failing to respond to your
own growth, you stifle authentic expression. Depending
on the role goals have played in your life prior to this, the
following exercise may involve . . .
• simply articulating goals you already know you
have but perhaps have not spelled out
• refining or re-defining current goals, tweaking them
to fulfill the needs and express the core of the
person you described in Part A of this chapter's
Introspection, or
• for the first time, seriously thinking through and
writing down your goals in light of what you now
know about your self.
In setting goals, keep in mind various categories:
personal and/or spiritual growth, habits of behavior,
family relationships, social relationships, career
development or change, pursuit of personal interests, and
education, for instance. In addition to these global
categories, consider practical matters. After all,
practicalities drive much of our decision-making. What
are your goals for financial growth and security?
Housing? Other major purchases? How can you make
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your “soft” (global) goals and your “hard” (practical)
goals work together in harmony with your core?
Time to Introspect (cont’d)
B. Setting Goals
Enhanced self-understanding without action has limited
value. Knowing what you know about your self now, how
will you live more genuinely as a result? Identify at least
three goals.
Keep in mind that to be realistic goals must reflect
aspects of your life over which you have a reasonable
expectation of control. “To write a best-seller” is not a
realistic goal. Too much of what happens depends on
other people—publishers, publicists, readers. “To write a
novel,” however, is a realistic goal. You alone have
control over whether you do it. Language structures the
way we think and vice versa. Phrase your goals in
language that expresses what you will do.
What are your goals?
What’s in the Way?
Now to the tough question: What, if anything, stands
in your way? No matter what, you’re the man—or the
woman—who has to get up in the morning and make your
life happen. Much as you might want to blame externals
(the need to support a family, being one-half of an
unhappy relationship, for instance), facts are facts:
Change is always possible; there are always options.
You may not be able to go from Point A (where you
are now) to Point Z (the place you'd like to be) in a
straight line, but you might be able to get there by taking
a detour or stopping briefly at Points N to the north and S
to the south along the way. Before you reach Point Z, you
might even discover that Point Y is your true destination.
Nevertheless, a goal gives you a sense of direction and a
target against which to measure your progress.
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Keep in mind it’s not only the goal itself that’s
important, but also the elements you listed in Part A of
this chapter’s Introspection. As you pursue that goal . . .
What needs will you meet?
What talents and traits will you express?
What kinds of satisfaction will you experience?
What beliefs are implicit in your decision to purse
that goal?
• What values does that goal represent?
•
•
•
•

If one of your original goals seems too distant or
unrealistic, look back at your answers in Section A. There
are multiple ways to meet a need, use a talent, reap
satisfactions. Re-think your goal. Aim first for something
you see as attainable. You’ll be traveling in your chosen
direction, and you may go farther than you anticipate;
detours along the way may reveal unexpected
opportunities. At least you’re moving!
It’s axiomatic that you can’t move in two directions at
once. Are any of your goals incompatible? If you’re a
person of many interests, chances are you’ll sometimes
find that to be so. It doesn’t mean you can’t achieve them,
but you’ll need to prioritize. Which is more important?
Will any of them, if addressed first, facilitate your pursuit
of the others?
Time to Introspect (cont’d)
C. Making a Plan
Look again at the goals you identified in Part B. Set up
two columns on a sheet of paper. In the left-hand column,
list the goal; in the right-hand column, the deadline.
Having a plan on paper may help you gain a sense of
control and will serve as a reminder of what you need to
do as you revamp your life.
Making Change Happen
Once you've prioritized, your next task is to look at
how you’ll make change happen. A goal in itself can be
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overwhelming. Breaking it down into identifiable steps
gives you a sense of control over the process. Kurt, a 32year-old father of two pre-schoolers, came to see me
about a year after the unexpected death of his wife. After
completing two years of college in his early twenties, he
had gone to work at a supermarket where he had worked
his way up to produce manager.
“The job’s okay,” he said, “but I’m kicking myself for
not finishing college and getting a teaching credential.
That’s what I set out to do, but then the money I could
earn working became a lot more important and I dropped
out of school. I’ve always wanted to teach, and if I could
do that, I’d have more time with my kids. When they start
school, I’d be on the same schedule they are. But going
back to school myself is impossible now.”
He went on to list all the reasons he couldn’t pursue
his dream: time, money, child care issues, rumors he’d
heard about the difficulty of getting into the classes he’d
need at the local university, uncertainty about job
prospects once he completed the program. I suggested he
ask an admissions officer to evaluate his transcript and
tell him exactly what courses would be required to
achieve his goal.
Having done that, Kurt brought in the information and
we created a general timeline to see how long it would
take him to earn his credential and bachelor’s degree.
Energized, he then went home, put all the information on
a spreadsheet, and identified the semester in which he
would take each class. Seeing the plan in writing gave
Kurt a structure within which to function and a sense of
control. More than a sense of control, actually. It gave
him real control as it enabled him to plan in advance and,
within the structure he had established, make adjustments
when unforeseen events occurred. He was able to achieve
his goal in just over three years while continuing to
support his family.
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Time to Introspect (cont’d)
D. Breaking It Down
Now, select just one of the goals you’ve identified—
preferably one you’ll work on soon— and break it into
steps, each with projected completion date. Suppose, to
keep things easily imaginable, you want to start a homebased business and need to build a workshop behind your
house. Again, set up a worksheet with two columns. In
the left-hand column, list the steps; in the right-hand
column, the deadline. Steps might include drawing up
plans, getting permits, purchasing supplies, pouring
concrete, framing walls, completing roofing, and any
other details which would be part of the project.
Thinking It Over
If you're already a goal-oriented person, you’re
scratching your head about now. “Who needs to be told
all this?” you wonder. As a goal-setter, though you may
not write your plans out, you carry them in your head and
have a well-honed sense of direction. At this point, your
major task is to ensure that your goals are a fit for you.
The goal-setting process itself is familiar territory.
Then there are the rest of you. You know who you
are. For you, systematic goal setting is an alien concept,
and making this approach work will require conscientious
self-monitoring. What you’ve done in committing your
goals to paper is just the beginning. It’s up to you to turn
the dreams behind those goals into reality.
Go for it!
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17
LIVING WHOLE
STAYING IN TOUCH WITHIN
Dig within. Within is the wellspring of Good; and it is
always ready to bubble up, if you just dig. (Marcus
Aurelius)
As we come to the conclusion of our work, it’s time
to look at where you go from here. Right now, you’re
alert to the many factors that can divert you from living
your most authentic life. You’ve come to understand your
several personas and the genuine you that lies within,
made change decisions, developed plans, perhaps even
put plans into action.
But inevitably your focus shifts. When the car breaks
down and the kids get sick and you’re worried about
meeting your monthly bills, how do you continue to listen
to and nurture that person at your core? Equally
challenging, how do you heed your inner voice when
you’re lulled into complacency by a life that, on the
surface, is working pretty well?
Those are the questions.
And the answer to both is the same: You make your
self a priority. This means . . .
• On any "To Do" list, whatever you do to nurture
your self is Item #1. (More specifics below.)
• You maintain a balance: Are those needs of family,
friends, and colleagues real—or is it just easier for
them if you take responsibility for something they
could do for themselves? Are you facilitating a
dependency that doesn't need to be? (And another
thing: Is your relationship with those people
reciprocal? Do they meet some of your needs, just
as you meet some of theirs?)
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• You evaluate what you consider demands: Every
house has dust and dirty dishes; every garden, a
weed or two. Are the neat police going to storm the
property and whisk you away if perfection eludes
you?
Two types of activities will energize you in your quest
for a more authentic existence: those which rejuvenate
and those which keep you connected to the voice at your
core.
Rejuvenation
Rejuvenation is the product of pleasure; it’s what
happens when you’re so engrossed in an activity you love
that you forget, however briefly, the stresses of the day.
Whatever you do should take you figuratively away from
the demands of your everyday life, energize you mentally,
physically, or both, and fit comfortably into your routine.
It needn't take a huge chunk of time and, in fact, may
occur in increments. Activities I’ve found renewing over
the years are pretty simple: reading, watching old sitcoms
that make me laugh, walking (and talking, of course) with
friends, playing pickleball or tennis or anything else that
gets me moving after a few hours at a desk. If you feel
guilty doing something "just" for your own enjoyment,
get over it. You’re charging your batteries. You’re not
much good to yourself or anyone else if those batteries are
dead.
Time to Introspect, Section XVII
Staying Alive
A. Self-Renewal
List all the activities you can think of that refresh you and
could be worked into the framework of your day. Maybe
you already do one or more of them. If so, keep it up. If
not, choose one or two that you can start doing today and
START DOING THEM. After regularly engaging in
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those activities for a couple of weeks, reflect on what kind
of difference that has made for you during one of your
self-focusing times, discussed below.
Self-Focus
That which renews does so by providing respite from
the demands of everyday life. Self-focusing is more
complex. Here, the goal is to keep you whole by
maintaining your connection with the essence of your
being. This, too, is energizing in the long run, but also—
sometimes—a lot of work, requiring brutally honest
reflection.
Like activities of self-renewal, self-focusing is best
done at regular intervals—preferably daily. Attending to
your internal experience, you heighten awareness of your
process of evolution. Thus, you’re able to move through
the world, not as a persona that was you in the past or that
serves just a part of who you are in the present, but as an
ever-growing complete human being.
There are three basic strategies that can help you
maintain your integrity: (1) centering, which occurs
internally as you monitor your own reactions; (2) voicing,
which involves speaking honestly and openly to others,
and (3) writing reflectively about what you have
experienced, thought, and felt.
Centering
Centering involves acknowledging your inner
experience and taking control of your feelings. While
centering can occur at any time, the process is most
effective as either preparation or recovery: preparation for
your day or for specific tasks or encounters; recovery
from stressful, often unforeseen, events.
You center yourself in three basic steps:
• First, you breathe deeply: Inhale and exhale slowly
several times. (To an observer, you’ll appear to be
sighing—not a bad method, incidentally, of
relieving stress.)
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• Next, you focus inward: As you breathe, examine
what you’re feeling (anxious, angry, out of control,
for instance, or on a more positive note, selfassured, respected, happy).
• Finally, assume control: Having become aware of
what you’re feeling, have a private conversation in
which you tell your self what you need to do to take
control. Some find it helpful to repeat a mantra, a
calming word that eases them into a more relaxed
state.
Once you’re relaxed and in control, you’re ready to
move on—to spend a few moments in a peaceful
visualization, to make plans, to decide how you want to
respond to a stressful situation, or simply to walk with
confidence into the day.
Since centering occurs entirely within, you can
engage in it at will, even when you’re dealing with others
in the heat of a difficult moment. Centering during those
times, you’ll hear that inner self and make decisions more
congruent with the person you know yourself to be.
Voicing
Voicing involves a conversation with another—but it's
different from the dozens of conversations you engage in
every day. In voicing, you explore personal issues,
questions, and concerns with someone you trust
absolutely. As in therapeutic relationships, honesty is
vital. Effective talk therapy, in fact, is voicing formalized
and given a more impressive name.
Keep this in mind, however: One reason therapy
works is that the relationship between client and
counselor is unencumbered by history. There are no
hidden expectations, no tally of favors done or
disappointments suffered. Further purifying the
relationship, when it works as it should, is the knowledge
that once therapy is over, it's over. There's no
responsibility on the part of either client or therapist to
build a connection that will bridge time and distance and
changing circumstance.
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With family and friends, your relationships are not so
unencumbered. Some of those people have histories with
you that may get in the way. As you become your more
authentic self, that means changes for others as well, and
sometimes that change is unwelcome. There's also this:
Family members, especially, can be frustratingly free with
their opinions. When you’re seeking the right answers for
you, you may not need your brother’s opinion on how
you're running (or ruining) your life.
Have you ever been taken aback by something you've
said? Ever reacted to a statement of your own with,
"Wow! I didn't even know I felt that way"? At those
moments, you've voiced thoughts or feelings that reflect
the genuine you. And you're most likely to do that with
someone you trust to be discreet, understanding, and nonjudgmental. A good friend.
If you're fortunate enough to have such a friend—or
friends, though I find they don't come in multitudes—you
have a treasure. By providing an arena in which to
express what you think and feel, that friendship will
provide a conduit to your core. There’s another bonus:
Your confidante will also be able give you outsight,
candid observations of how you appear to others,
invaluable feedback as you strive towards authenticity.
It's no secret that in our society women tend to form
closer relationships than men. Typically, women want to
connect with others and talk when they're stressed; men
often prefer a self-imposed isolation. Research now
suggests that these tendencies, which conventional
wisdom has attributed to differences in the ways we
socialize boys and girls, may be rooted in biology.
Whether or not that’s so, women’s willingness to talk
it out is believed by some to contribute to their relatively
longer life spans. Makes sense to me. Those who
regularly confide in trusted friends establish a lifeaffirming congruence between inner and outer selves.
Health-giving wholeness results.
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Nothing is more pervasively stressful than going
through life as a collection of fragments with no sense of
who you are, no roots, no gyroscope. You may have heard
computer guys talk about defragging a computer. That's
what they do when the machine has become so full of
“stuff” and so disorganized it’s no longer reliable. People
are a bit like computers. Too many fragments, no whole
inter-related self, and soon nothing works as it should.
If you have a friend with whom you feel completely
free to say what you think and feel, to reveal even those
aspects you find less than stellar, you've already given
voice to the genuine you. You just didn't call it that. On
the other hand, if you've never experienced such a
relationship and find it difficult to trust, this technique
may not be an option for you—at least, not at first. Trust
issues are an outgrowth of disappointment, usually at the
hands of people we thought we could rely on. If this is the
case for you, you might find journaling (see below) more
productive
Meanwhile, if you are sharing thoughts and feelings
openly with a confidante, keep these points in mind:
• Any friend in whom you confide is likely to share
more of life with you than your innermost thoughts
and feelings. In other words, she’ll be someone you
know as a colleague, former roommate, or fellow
soccer mom, for instance. As a result, some of the
things you talk about will be routine, everyday
stuff. What’s more, you'll have mutual friends. If
you're speaking in confidence, make sure you're
both on the same page and know what can be
shared with others and what can't. No matter how
much you trust someone, misunderstandings can
develop. Slips can occur.
• Know that both you and your friend will change
over time. Be prepared to accept—and embrace—
that.
• Give your friend space—and expect her to do the
same. You may be close, but you don’t own each
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other. Establish boundaries. Respect each other's
privacy. You can't have a trusting relationship
without it.
Voicing thoughts and feelings to a friend has this
drawback: In order for it to work, the friend has to be
there and have the time and the inclination to listen. Even
the best, most caring, saintly folks can't always drop what
they're doing to listen to the lives of others. What then?
Journaling
If you did any of the writing suggested in Chapter 14,
you've already tried your hand at journaling. A journal is
simply a written record of your thoughts, feelings,
reactions, ideas, plans, fantasies, blessings, complaints,
fears, hopes, remembrances. It's your own internal story.
There’s no limit on the content—or on the form that
content might take. The purpose is not to record the
events of a day, although those events form the context in
which your writing occurs, but to record what you thought
and felt, how events affected the way you look at life, and
your increasing awareness.
Schedule appointments with your self. Write
regularly. How often? For how long? Often enough to
keep you in touch with your self. Long enough to explore
in some depth what's going on inside.
If you feel stuck, looking at some of the
Introspections might prod you along. Revisit them from a
new place (and new awareness) and delve into new
content.
If that doesn’t work, what then?
Think about the weather. What kind of day is (or was)
today? Sunny? Gray? Cloudy? Cold? Hot? Warm?
Breezy? Gusty? Still? Snowy? Rainy? Drizzly?
Changeable? More to the point, how does that weather
affect the way you feel and function? What's your favorite
weather? Under what conditions are you energized? If
you were in charge of the world, what would the weather
be—and what does that say about you? What’s your
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internal weather? Calm? Stormy? Warm? Cold? What
makes it so?
Journaling can begin with a focus on literally
anything. Once you start to write, let your thoughts flow.
Sometimes, ironically, nonsense leads to insight—and if it
doesn't … oh, well. Regardless of what happens in the
process, you're keeping that all-important appointment
with your self.
If you draw a total blank, abandon those sentences
and paragraphs. Make a list. Here are a few ideas.
1. My favorite childhood hangouts
2. What I loved (or hated) about high school
3. Places I want to go
4. Things I wish I'd known before I . . .
5. Things that make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside
6. Things that make me tear up with joy
7. Things that make me sad
8. My fears
9. Areas of my life in which I feel unfulfilled
10. What I like about myself
11. What I'd like to change about myself
12. What I'm good at
13. Mistakes I've made
14. The smartest things I've ever done
15. How I'm like my mother
16. How I'm like my dad
17. How I'm like my siblings
18. How I'm different from my mother . . . dad . . .
siblings
19. Things I'd try to save if my house were on fire
20. What I would say if this were my last day on the
planet
Try to put at least 10 items on any list you create.
Some of them may lead to memories, thoughts, or
feelings you want to explore further. Start writing.
Has a particular word ever taken on special
importance in your life? A technique called clustering will
help you think about what that word means to you.
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Simply write the word in the center of a page and
surround it with terms that come to mind when you
consider that concept. A cluster can produce ideas for
further journaling, and you may return to a cluster again
and again as other thoughts, memories, and ideas come to
mind.
Time to Introspect, Section XVII (cont’d)
B. Self-Focusing
For this final Introspection, center yourself following the
three basic steps above and then write a journal entry.
Remember: You can write sentences, make lists, cluster
words, write poetry or use any other form of written
expression that works for you. Here are some ideas:
1. How you’ve benefited from this book
2. The most important thing you’ve learned about
your self
3. The most surprising thing you’ve learned about
your self
4. The most exciting thing you’ve learned about your
self
5. How you plan to stay in touch with your self from
now on
6. What you most need to work on now to become
your authentic self
7. How you feel about finishing the book
8. What you would say to me if we could talk to each
other
On Your Own
At one time, I was working with many high-school
seniors, and I had a poster on the wall of my office. The
scene was of a country road winding through a forest
aglow with autumn foliage. In the distance, the road
disappeared from view. Beneath the picture was a saying:
“There is a time to depart, even when there is no certain
way to go.”
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We have reached that point in our journey together.
Now, your challenge is to nurture your relationship with
your self for the rest of your life. The work you’ve done
while reading this book is only the beginning. Go with
confidence and, as you step away, remember:
• Attend to the tremors of your core. They speak to
you.
• Embrace your ever-evolving, genuine persona.
• Share your inner light with those around you.
• Find expression in work or an avocation.
• Know that you are your own touchstone. You alone
know your visceral truth. Believe it.
Now, it’s time to create a future true to your genuine
self. Carry on!

223

PART TWO
TAKING CHARGE
As you know, managing life involves a lot more than
getting acquainted with your self. In addition, there’s all
that nitty-gritty, everyday stuff that can clutter up the best
of plans. Is your life a long smooth ride interrupted by
occasional bumps in the road, an occasional pothole and,
maybe, a bridge or two out along the way? Or is it the
other way around—gravel roads, potholes, and one
impassable bridge after another, interrupted by short
stretches of freshly laid macadam?
If it’s the latter, perhaps it’s time to look at ways to
take control of whatever routinely causes the trouble. In
general, those “whatevers” fall into three categories:
money, time, and (for want of a better term) stuff. Oh, I
can hear some of you now. You’re saying, “But what
causes me the most trouble is other people.” That may be,
but whole books have been written on that subject, and
trying to control other people can get you into more
trouble than a solo sailor in a hurricane.
There are, however, things you can control, and once
you know who you are, sometimes you need to stand back
and take stock of your life and the way you live it. Are the
choices you’ve made a “fit” for you? Sometimes they are;
sometimes, not. In her book, Happier than a Billionaire:
Quitting My Job, Moving to Costa Rica, and Living the
Zero Hour Work Week, Nadine Hays Pisani, writes “By
living a zero hour workweek, I was able to shed the
excess and find my authentic self again. The big house
and fancy clothes didn’t cultivate the happiness I
desperately sought because they weren’t what I actually
needed. There’s a quote by Chinese monk Wu-men, ‘If
your mind isn’t clouded by unnecessary things, it is the
best season of your life.’” In Pisani’s case, she discovered
who she was by uprooting herself and, in effect, starting
over. For most of us, however, that’s not a choice we’re
ready to make.
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The sections that follow are designed to help you get
control of some of the elements that make life in the 21st
century so complicated. The suggestions here will seem
like common sense to some of you and unnecessary detail
to others, but over the years I’ve learned that what’s
common sense to me is often breaking news to a client. I
once was working with a young woman whose husband
complained that she always made them run late. He would
get annoyed; she would become frazzled; by the time they
left the house, neither was in the mood to enjoy an
evening out. This had become such a contentious issue
that neither of them was able to be objective.
I asked Beth how long it took her to get ready to leave
the house. A woman of reasonable intelligence, she
nevertheless had to think for a moment, then said,
predictably enough, that it depended on what she needed
to do. Shower? Wash her hair? Put on make-up? She
supposed, on average, maybe an hour. I asked her what
prevented her from just starting to get ready an hour
before they needed to leave the house. Well—and I kid
you not—she had never thought of it that way.
So you see, we’re dealing with a wide variety of
styles here. Bear with me. Take from the following
sections anything you find helpful and leave the rest
behind.
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Taking Charge of Your Money
Time is money.
A penny saved is a penny earned.
Money doesn’t grow on trees.
The love of money is the root of all evil.
Money talks.
I imagine you heard all the above and more as you
were growing up. What you probably didn’t hear was how
to manage money and make it work for you. Money
management, like raising children, is often looked upon as
a skill you’ll pick up along the way. As a result, instead of
being your friend, money may have become the enemy.
Whether you’re just now establishing yourself as an
independent adult or drowning in a deluge of debt or
developing an uneasy sense that you need to take more
control of your financial life, it’s never to late—or too
early—to take a dispassionate look at your money
management style and begin to make changes.
As our society has developed an alarmingly “I want it
all now” instant-gratification mindset, many have lost
sight of how reassuring it is to have a secure financial
cushion: savings for emergencies, retirement, or the kids’
education. Unfortunately, some simply don’t have the
resources that allow them to do more than hope they can
stretch their current paycheck ‘til the next one arrives.
Nonetheless, there’s food for thought here.
The good news is that anyone can choose to change
their money management habits and help is often only a
click away. Taking Charge is just a start, focusing on
some practical nitty-gritty. There are literally thousands of
internet sites that offer financial advice, often with
detailed explanations of money-saving tips, online
calculators, no-cost publications, and in-depth coverage of
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topics like investing, starting a small business, home
ownership, and retirement planning. And, of course,
there’s really no substitute for a face-to-face meeting with
a trained and competent financial advisor.
If your spending is already out of control—or if
you’re a person who desperately wants what she wants it
right now—following some of the suggestions here may
be painful. But when an emergency arises or a rare
opportunity comes up—and you have money in the bank
to cover what you need—you’ll thank yourself for being
such a smart money manager.
Your money will thank you, too. Money talks!
Get Started
If your idea of money management has been just
paying the bills—preferably on time—a money
management plan may feel foreign to you. Up to now,
you’ve put your creditors in control. A viable money
management plan shifts control to you. The keys to
making a plan that works for the long haul are A) to be
realistic, given your income, responsibilities, and
priorities, and B) to commit to that plan even though
unforeseen expenses will occasionally cause a setback.
We all have an individual style and comfort level.
Adapt the strategies below to your own unique needs. As
you get started . . .
1. Establish financial goals in each of three categories:
short-term (those that can be accomplished in less
than a year), mid-term (those that can be
accomplished in one to three years) and long-term
(those that will require three years or more). Goals
might include building a retirement fund, taking a
special vacation, purchasing major items, or paying
off debts already incurred.
2. Calculate the amount you would need to put aside
monthly or, in the case of paying off debts, the
amount you would need to pay monthly in order to
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reach your goal within the time frame you’ve
establish.
3. Track your current expenditures by keeping a
detailed record of where your money goes for an
entire month. (This will be neither easy nor fun.)
Include everything—rent or house payment,
utilities, groceries, restaurant meals, and even the
smallest incidentals, whether paid by check, cash,
charge card, or debit card.
• Remember: Your current outgo for any given
month probably will not include some large
expenses, such as car repairs or annual bills
for property taxes. More on those in Item 21.
4. Prioritize your spending. How much money do you
have left at the end of the month? What
expenditures do you need to cut out or reduce in
Item 3 in order to free up the amount of money you
calculated you will need in Item 2? (See #6
below.)
5. Make a plan.
Cut Your Expenses
6. Pinpoint cash leaks. You may be astonished at the
amount of money being washed away. Here’s an
easy example. I hope it doesn’t apply to you: If you
smoke a pack of cigarettes a day, you’re literally
burning up thousands of dollars a year. The exact
amount depends, of course, on what state you’re
living in. What else could you be doing with that
money?
• Think: You may not be a smoker, but what
do you spend money on routinely—often
without questioning whether you need to—
that you could live without?
7. Distinguish wants from needs.
• It’s a want if it’s possible to postpone the
purchase, get by with something less, or do
without.
• It’s a need if you must have the item in order
to survive or to meet your obligations.
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8. Make a shopping list, take it with you, and buy
only items on the list. (Adding an item to the list
after you see it and develop a bad case of the wants
is a no-no.)
9. Avoid stores, malls, and online retailers where you
know you’re tempted to purchase items you don’t
really need.
10. Use charge accounts only when you know you will
be able to repay the entire balance by the due date.
If you’re unable to keep track of your purchases,
learn to access your account online to see where
you stand as the month progresses. Always know
the closing date and the due date of your account.
• A credit card purchase is basically a loan.
Before buying anything on your credit card,
ask yourself, “Would I go to the bank and
take out a loan in order to purchase this
item?” This might change your perspective.
11. If you find it difficult to control credit card
spending, cancel your credit card and use a debit
card instead.
12. Avoid last-minute shopping. Plan ahead and shop
sales. If you know you’re going to need a new suit
for an upcoming occasion, start shopping and look
for bargains well in advance. If you wait until the
last minute, you’re more likely to pay full price for
whatever you want.
13. Comparison shop. Use the Internet as a research
tool, even if you shop locally.
14. If you order on the Internet, take advantage of “free
shipping” offers.
15. Save on clothing by . . .
• Shopping at garage sales, swap meats, thrift
stores, and consignment shops (I know, I
know, this may sound like the stuff of
nightmares, but I have classy friends who
routinely confess to purchasing garments at
Goodwill.)
• Purchasing classic styles and avoiding the
trendy, when possible.
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16. Save on food by . . .
• Eating at home (Duh!)
• Eating left-overs … The amount of food
some people routinely throw out after a meal
is astonishing.
• Shopping at large grocery stores or
warehouses
• Buying store, rather than name, brands
• Shopping when you’re not hungry
• Packing your lunch for work or school
instead of eating out—at least part of the
time
• Using coupons for items you regularly
purchase
• Comparing unit prices of similar products to
determine the most economical
• Taking advantage of sale-priced items (I
repeat …Duh!)
• Avoiding junk food purchases
• Stocking up on non-perishable items, such as
paper goods and canned food, when they’re
on sale.
17. Save on transportation by . . .
• Carpooling
• Walking or biking if it’s safe to do so
• Using public transportation
• Getting routine maintenance done on your
car
• Purchasing gas at stations with the lowest
price
• Purchasing a vehicle with the best gas
mileage, consistent with your needs
• Buying a used, instead of a new, vehicle
• Checking for the best rates on auto insurance
every couple of years.
18. Save on major home repairs . . .
• Getting several estimates. Find out exactly
what each provider would do and what his
estimate includes. Factor in not only the cost,
but your comfort level with the contractor
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and your assessment of his reliability. To get
a better sense of the contractor’s history,
check online resources, speak with previous
customers, or if appropriate, visit jobs he has
done in the past.
• Being present when the contractor is doing
the work. Ask questions. (Having hired a
contractor to repair a leak in our pool’s solar
system, I watched as he did it and asked him
to explain what he had done. Before he left,
he gave me the simple parts I would need to
make similar repairs myself if further
problems developed, and charged me $98 for
the service call. Another company had
previously told me I would need to replace
an entire section to the tune of several
hundred dollars.)
19. Ensure that you receive all the tax deductions to
which you’re entitled by maintaining accurate
records throughout the year.
Organize Your Money
The most conscientious of consumers can be thrown off
track by the unexpected—a major car repair, a job loss, or
emergency dental work, for instance. You may be getting
by just fine as long as only the predictable happens. But
how long will that be the case? The key to financial
stability is not merely living within your means, but living
below your means. When you do that, you’re able to
establish a savings plan that will help cushion you when
you have unexpected expense. Consider following the
steps below.
20. Establish a three-tiered savings plan (see Items 2123) and arrange to have the money go into each of
the three accounts automatically.
21. First, create what I call a Tier 1 savings account at
your bank or credit union and have the institution
transfer a designated amount from your checking
account into this savings account each month. To
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determine the appropriate amount, do the
following:
• Compute the annual total of your predictable,
but non-monthly bills, i.e., those bills which
come due once a quarter or once or twice a
year. Examples include property taxes,
insurance premiums, and homeowner
association dues.
• Divide that total by 12. The result is the
amount of money you should have the bank
transfer each month to the designated (Tier
1) savings account.
• As those bills come due, simply transfer the
needed money back into your checking
account to cover the expense.
22. Establish another savings account (what we’re
calling the Tier 2 account) and have your banking
institution transfer a designated amount from your
checking to this savings account each month. To
determine the appropriate amount to flow into this
account, do the following:
• Review the unforeseen, emergency expenses
you’ve had during the past year or—if you
prefer and you believe you can reasonably do
this—look ahead and attempt to anticipate
major expenses for the coming year.
• Look back at the goals you identified in Item
1 and establish how much you would like to
save towards a major purchase or for a
special vacation over the coming year.
• Total all of the above and divide by 12 to
determine the amount of money you should
have the bank transfer each month into your
Tier 2 account. Resolve to avoid tapping into
those funds to pay regular monthly bills
unless absolutely necessary.
23. Establish a retirement account (what we’re calling
the Tier 3 account). This is something you should
do in collaboration with a qualified investment
counselor and/or your employer. If your employer
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offers matching contributions, maximize that by
contributing the maximum possible yourself. The
particulars will vary from one individual and one
employer to another, but planning for a secure
retirement these days is largely up to you. In some
cases, whatever you decide to invest in this account
can be deducted from your paycheck by your
employer.
24. Check your balances in all three accounts at regular
intervals and give yourself a pat on the back as you
watch them grow.
Keep Records
25. Streamline your finances and reduce the amount of
paper you have to deal with by signing up for
online bill paying with your financial institution. If
possible, install a program that will allow you to
sync your online banking activity to a checkbook
on your computer. (See Taking Care of Business
under “Taking Charge of Your Stuff” below.)
Relax
After a few months of following your plan, pat yourself
on the back. Relax. Take pride in the knowledge that
you’re taking control of one of the most vital ingredients
of a comfortable life.
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Taking Charge of Your Stuff
Do you own your stuff or does your stuff own you?
As you go through the day, do you find yourself …
• Running late because you can’t find your car keys
or the kids’ shoes or your umbrella?
• Burning valuable time as you search for things you
know you had in hand just a short time earlier?
• Finding items you don’t remember purchasing
(and sometimes wondering why you bought them?)
• Moving things from one place to another in an
attempt to clear a space to work or sit down—or
simply to hide the clutter?
• Having to drop what you’re doing to dash out and
purchase items urgently needed—a key ingredient
of the dish you’re preparing for dinner, for
instance, or an ink cartridge required for printing a
crucial report?
If any of this sounds familiar, your stuff may own
you. Life is harried enough without having to drop what
you’re doing to search the house for the operating
instructions for your high-tech coffee brewer or abandon
a major project to run to the store for flashlight batteries
when the lights go out.
Some folks seem to have been born with a knack for
keeping their lives—and their stuff—in order. There are,
of course, experts who will help you do this—often for a
hefty fee—but no-one knows better than you which of
your belongings you really need to hang on to. Some of
those experts would caution you against clinging to
possessions “simply” because of an emotional
attachment—not always good advice. You’re entitled to a
quirk or two.
The key is moderation. Photos often provide the most
precious (and space-saving) keepsakes, but there’s
nothing wrong with keeping items of special
significance, even though you no longer use or need
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them. There is, after all, value in those things that keep
you connected to your past. But if your idea of what you
need to keep involves all the first grade work of your
child now balding and pushing 40, clearly you need to
review your priorities. Let’s begin.
Get Started: General Principles
While different areas (garage, kitchen, bedroom
closets, for example) may call for unique strategies, the
best way to get started in any area is to take a look at
what’s there and evaluate its usefulness. Basically, you
need to …
1. Take inventory and get rid of items you no longer
need or use. To determine whether something
should be discarded, ask yourself …
• Have I used this item within the past year”
• Do I need to own this item? Do I own other
things that can perform the same function?
• Do I anticipate changes in the foreseeable
future that will result in my needing this item?
2. Sort the discard items into three categories: donate,
sell, and throw away. Place them in clearly marked
containers or—if they’re too large to put into
containers—in a designated location in your house
or garage.
3. Get rid of the discards as soon as possible. The
longer they sit there, the less likely you are to get
rid of them as they become part of the landscape.
And clutter begets clutter.
4. If you rent storage space because you don’t have
room for everything at home, this may be nature’s
way of telling you that you have too much stuff.
Go through the items in storage and get rid of what
you neither want nor need.
Develop Useful Habits
5. Put items you use all the time (things like
handbags, car keys, and cell phones) in a
designated place whenever you come home.
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6. Clean up messes as soon as you finish whatever
you did to create the mess—and teach your
children to do the same. (Well, try anyway.) Put
things away routinely as you find them out of
place throughout the day.
7. Stock up on basics—canned goods and dry foods
in the kitchen; stamps, envelopes, paper, and ink
cartridges in your office area; toilet tissue, facial
tissue, paper towels, and other disposables
wherever they’re needed
8. Designate an area to be used for items you want to
donate. Place the items there as you identify them
and take them to a local charity regularly. Creating
monthly or quarterly “donation dates” on your
calendar may be helpful.
9. Shop less. Before you buy something, ask yourself
whether you already have an item that will serve
the purpose. Resist impulse buying.
10. Buy furniture and appliances that are compatible in
style and color.
11. Dispose of junk mail as soon as you receive it.
Better yet, google “stop junk mail” or a similar
term and find a site where you can order senders to
take your name off mailing lists.
12. Encourage others in the family to keep their
possessions where they belong and clear out
unused and unwanted items regularly. (Lots of
luck with that!)
13. Empty and sort the contents of drawers throughout
the house—especially that precious respository we
all call the junk drawer. (Yes, there will be
anguished groans when someone can’t find the
broken screwdriver, purchased in 1979, but
apparently still serving some useful purpose. Oh,
well!) If the contents of a drawer include items that
are small and easily jumbled, insert a drawer
organizer before restocking the drawer. For Pete’s
sake, label those extra keys and place them in a
container in the drawer.
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14. After a respectful interlude, donate gifts you do not
want. Someone else wants them.
15. Organize loose items by function and use boxes or
bins to (you guessed it!) keep belongings
contained. Label the containers.
16. Avoid storing items you need frequently in
inaccessible places. If you do that, you’ll be
tempted to just leave them out where you can get
to them and soon they’ll become the centerpiece in
a little island of clutter.
Declutter the Kitchen
17. Analyze your cupboards and pantry to find ways to
maximize your storage space. This can be done by
using …
• Dividers that split vertical shelf space and
enable you to have, for instance, two tiers of
glasses in the space where you now have only
one
• Double-tiered turntables
• Small, tiered expanding shelves for spice and
other small items
18. Group like items together, storing plates, glasses,
and flatware closest to the table where you eat;
cookware, canned items, and staples such as sugar
and flour closest to the stove, and cleaning
supplies closest to the sink. Yes, I know that’s a
no-brainer, but some of my readers …
19. Store those flimsy packets that hold tea or soup
mix or quick casserole fixin’s in drawers or place
them in jars or canisters to be placed in cupboards
or on counter tops. If you place them on a shelf
they’ll topple over into their neighbor’s space.
20. If you buy in bulk, place small amounts of dry
food in canisters in the kitchen and store the
remainder out of sight in the pantry, laundry room,
or garage. Nothing makes cooking less appealing
that 20-pound bag of flour flopping around on the
countertop.
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21. Keep a running list of items you need to purchase
and take the list with you when you go to the store.
And, as I said before, stick to the list; resist those
yummy samples of the latest chips and dip. Just
circle the aisles again and indulge in another
sample
Organize Your Clothes Closet
22. Decide how you want to categorize and sort your
clothing. There are several options. For instance,
you may choose to sort by …
• Season in which you wear the clothing
(summer, winter, spring/fall)—unless you live
in California, as I do, where we wear the same
old stuff year-round
• Use of clothing: casual, business, special
occasion
• Type of clothing: blouses/shirts, skirts/pants,
dresses (guys might not need the latter group,
but you never know)
• Frequency with which you wear the clothing:
often, sometimes, “not unless I’m desperate”
• Dominant color
• Some combination of the above
• Get rid of all those items in the “not unless I’m
desperate” category
23. Organize your clothing in the way that makes the
most sense to you and will make getting dressed—
and making decisions about what to wear—easy.
Decision making takes way too much time in the
best of circumstances. Simplify!
24. Invest in closet organizers, including shoe racks
(why do you have 10 pairs of heels when you
never wear heels anyway?) and free-standing
shelves if space and money allows.
25. And, incidentally, if you’re living with kids, give
each of them a small mesh laundry bag for dirty
socks. Wash and dry the socks in the bag and
return them to the wearer to sort and put away.
(No, that’s not cheating.)
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Manage Toys
26. If you have toy-age children, create active and
dormant bins. Depending on the age of your kids,
make only a limited number of toys available at
any given time. Rotate the bins regularly. The toys
will seem new to a toddler and your house will be
less cluttered. (Note: Don’t try this with anyone
older than, say, about 8. Not sure you can even get
away with it for that long.)
27. Buy large plastic containers for storing artwork
and other special creations of each child. Steel
yourself: at regular intervals, sort out those that are
not true masterpieces.
28. If some of the work is too large to keep but still
important, take a photograph of it as a keepsake.
Take Care of Business
29. Keep important documents together, properly
labeled, and in a fire resistant container.
30. To find documents quickly or to preserve special
photographs, scan them into your computer and
label them for easy access.
31. Always back up important electronic information
and data.
32. Designate a folder or basket for unpaid bills and
establish regular intervals at which to pay them.
Perhaps even better, bank online and order
payment of each bill as soon as it comes in. Most
(if not all) institutions will allow you to designate
the date on which you want the bills to be paid
without any further action on your part.
33. After you pay a bill, file it by type (utilities, charge
accounts, for instance.) Better yet, have your bills
sent to you electronically and save them in folders
on your computer.
34. Dispose of paid bills not needed for tax purposes at
the end of the year,
35. Create a file for all documents you will need when
preparing your tax returns. When you receive a
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tax-related document, place it in that file as soon as
you receive it.
36. Avoid contests or drawings where you supply your
name and address. That’s an invitation to junk
mail.
37. Set up a filter in your email program so that spam
goes into its own designated space and doesn’t
clutter up your in-box.
38. Cancel subscriptions to newspapers and magazines
you no longer read.
39. Establish a system for discarding periodicals you
do read. (I once had a friend whose reading
material pretty much went right from mailbox to
trash can, pausing in his hands only long enough,
presumably, for him to ascertain it didn’t contain a
check or a personal letter. Who gets those in the
mail any more?)
40. Cancel unneeded credit cards and memberships in
clubs or organizations you haven’t participated in
during the past year.
And Now, Over to You
Now, take a few minutes to draw up a plan of action. If
you need to start by taking inventory, sorting out
unneeded items and arranging the remainder in a sensible
manner, where will you begin? If you need to get control
of your bill-paying process, what will you do first? If
your main goal is to develop habits that help you stay
organized routinely, which strategies will you focus on
first? Write out a plan and commit to it.
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Taking Charge of Your Time
Time is the one commodity we all have in equal
measure—60 minutes in every hour, 24 hours a day, 7
days a week, year in and year out, decade after decade.
Time is a precious, unreplenishable commodity.
We all have choices about how we use the time we
have, but many of our “choices” aren’t really chosen at
all. We do things because we believe someone else
expects us to, or because we’ve always done them, or
because we’re too tired or distracted to consider
alternatives.
But tempus fugit.
How often do you come to the end of a week, look
back, and wonder what you did with all that time? How
often, approach a weekend with high expectations for
those prized two days, only to realize Sunday evening
that the time slid away like the ice cream on a toddler’s
cone in August?
Our experience of time is distorted. We perceive it as
elastic—whirring by at warp speed one day and creeping
along glacially the next. Time feels completely out of our
control—and it is. But the way we use our time is not.
In this hectic always-on and unpredictable world, we
need time to do whatever nurtures and energizes us and
makes us feel alive. Whether that involves sitting at the
beach and getting lost in a good book, hiking the high
Sierras, playing pinochle with a bunch of long-time
friends, or spending a delicious afternoon alone at home,
“down-time”—the time when you do exactly what you
want to do—is essential for a happy, healthy life. Just as
vital is time to pursue personal goals and explore our
own unique interests.
“Taking Charge of Your Time” will give you ideas
on how to carve out time to do what nurtures you by
culling out time-wasters, getting organized, and taking
care of yourself.
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Do What You Want to Do
1. List the activities you must engage in—your job,
household chores, parenting, eating, sleeping, for
instance.
2. List activities you engage in because you want
to—reading, working out, playing tennis, singing
in a choir, writing your memoirs, for instance.
3. List activities you’d like to engage in, but don’t
because you lack the time—things like taking a
cooking class, volunteering in the community,
learning to play the oboe (well, maybe not),
participating in a local theater group.
4. List activities you engage in that you consider a
waste of time (no, you can’t enter your job in this
category; sorry!)—watching TV, perhaps, playing
video games, surfing the Internet.
5. Decide which activities in Item 4 you’re willing to
give up in order to engage in some of the activities
in Item 3.
6. Make a plan and do it. One caveat: If what you
want to do involves prolonged, focused attention
(pursuing a college degree, writing a book,
mastering a musical instrument, for instance), you
may find that the only realistic way to reach your
goal is to reset your alarm and move some of the
work involved to the beginning, not the end, of
your day. That’s the way I wrote the first edition of
this book.
Cull Out the Time Gobblers
7. Learn to say no; unbelievable though it may be,
those people who call to ask you to bake cookies
or chaperone a field trip or head the finance
committee will find someone else for the job if you
don’t take the bait.
8. Delegate household chores to some of the other
people who inhabit the place; if you live alone,
think about hiring help—or, better yet, re-evaluate
what you do. Is it all really necessary?
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9. If you’re spending unproductive hours commuting
in your car, explore other options; many areas are
expanding public transportation and you can
accomplish other things (or just enjoy some down
time) when you’re not doing the driving. (Plus, the
tree-huggers would say you’re saving the planet;
what’s more, you might save money in the
bargain.)
10. Whenever you cook, prepare enough for at least
two meals; many dishes are even better the second
time around (my meatloaf, for instance) and
there’s no law against leftovers, no matter what
your family says.
11. Hang clothes up when you take them out of the
dryer; iron only those that refuse to straighten up
on their own.
12. Get on the “do not call” list (for what it’s worth);
get caller ID and don’t answer calls from those you
don’t know. (I know this sounds rude. It is. Life’s
short.)
Then Get Organized
13. Keep a readily accessible calendar—on paper, on
your computer, or on your cell phone or tablet.
Update it each time you commit to an engagement.
14. Establish a routine for completing weekly or daily
chores. If this is new to you (how can that be?),
write the plan out and place it on a bulletin board
to be referred to until it becomes second nature.
15. Make up checklists for recurring events:
babysitters, house sitters, road trip prep and
packing, business trip packing. Keep the lists on
your computer and print them out as needed.
16. Keep oft-used phone numbers and emergency
information in an accessible location and be sure to
program them into your cell phone.
17. Prioritize your tasks and keep an ongoing “to do”
list. Mark items off as you complete them. It’s
quite satisfying.
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18. Carry a small notebook or note cards to jot down
ideas and “to do’s” as they occur to you.
19. Try to complete similar tasks in the same time
frame. This will help you stay focused and
productive.
20. Plan ahead when running errands and going
shopping. Try to select a time when traffic is light
and take the most efficient route.
21. Use your “wait time” productively to plan
activities, read a book, make phone calls, write out
your shopping list.
22. Get things ready the night before. Put coffee in the
coffee maker. Lay out your clothes. Pack your
lunch. Place items you need to take with you when
you leave in the morning beside the door.
23. Plan your weekly menu and limit grocery shopping
to once a week. (In the interest of full disclosure, I
have to admit I don’t know anyone who actually
does this.)
24. Set
deadlines
for
yourself
and
fight
procrastination.
25. Become techno savvy and use your computer for
online banking, product research, comparison
shopping, and maintaining family records. (Google
is your friend. Just this morning I used it to learn
the identity of some pills with “P19” stamped on
them. I had put them in a travel container for a trip
I once took and had no idea, as I packed for my
upcoming excursion, what they are. It took me
about 5 seconds on the computer to find out
they’re nothing more than coated aspirin. Mission
accomplished!)
26. Text rather than call if you want to avoid a
prolonged conversation with a chatty friend.
Finally, Take Care of Yourself
27. Get a good night’s sleep and exercise regularly.
This will improve your focus and concentration
and help you be more efficient and productive, not
to mention easier for the rest of us to live with.
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28. Multi-task appropriately. While you watch TV,
exercise or clip coupons or do handwork if that’s
something you enjoy.
29. Give yourself a mini-break when you feel
especially stressed. Take a quick walk around the
block, sit back and visualize yourself at a favorite
getaway, or treat yourself to a low-cal snack or
drink.
30. Reward yourself with a night out, an afternoon
with a good book, or lunch with a special friend
from time to time.
And Now, Over to You
You already knew most of this stuff, right? Take a look
at those 30 points. Which ones do you already do? Which
do you want to implement right now? Jot down ideas that
may have been triggered as you’ve read through the list
and tailor some strategies specifically for you.
Carry on! Smooth sailing!
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