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STILL DON'T HAVE A LIFE COACH?
FIND OUT WHY EVEN PSYCHOLOGY SNOBS
ARE LETTING THESE BRAIN TRAINERS
FIX THEIR PROBLEMS
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combined with freelance assignments and
speaking engagements, volunteer work, a
boyfriend, a wide circle of friends, a pet,
and a house in constant need of repair
caused me to feel like I had bicten off a
piece of the carth and had broken all my
weth wying o chew it | rlked about how
silly I felt for not being able o manage
my life. [ dont have kids, I'm healthy, and
I can afford a cleaning lady. even though [
feel so guilty abou it that T have to clean
the whole house before she comes.

This brought us to our first discovery
(my word, not hers): guile. | had a lot
of it. I lived on it, cven thrived on it. So
Sherri gave me an assignment. 1 was o
make a list of things 1 fele guilty about
and then counter every item with an
example of how I celebrated chat very
same thing, For instance: “1 feel guilty that
I have not fixed my dlecrrical problem.” 1
celebrate that [ own a house and even have
elecerical problems.”

I know what you're thinking: If this
woman's biggest problems revolve around
faulty wiring, she'd better quit whin-
ing. But my paralysis over this issue, we
discovered, spoke to a larger dilemma: |
have a hard time asking for help. This is
because for whatever reason I simply feel
undeserving of help. [ am a person who,
three imes, has dragged an air conditioner
up two flights of seairs and insealled it on
my own. Twice I have driven mysdf home
after having periodonral surgery and bled
all aver the steering wheed. Second to guilt,
independence is a major touchstone of
my self-concept. All of my adule life, my
mocto has been: “If | cant do it myself; ic
docsn't happen.”

That's when Sherri gave me my firse
affirmation. Affirmations, while suspi-
ciously New Age-sounding, are a behav-
ior modificanion technique that purports
to reprogram the mind with words. To
that end, my next assignment was to say.
“I joyfully accepe help and supporc” 10
times, three times a day.

I didn' tell Sheeni, bur ac first I thought
this was kind of dumb. [ did tell her it
reminded me of the scence in American
Beanty where the Annette Bening character
repears, T refuse to be a victim!” But Sherri
pointed out thae an affiemarion i a positive
statement. | wouldn't be saying. “T won'
refuse help and support.” [d be training my
mind to view support as a component of
being independent and responsible.

So 1 did the affiemacions, ac lease
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most of the tme (being on my list, they
sometimes went the way of “write novel”).
And I called the clecnician and he came
and fixed my wiring, That was a relief, but
within five minutes the fecling of being
overwhelmed returned. 1 called Shern for
our wockly session.

“What are you hoping to get out of our
conversation today?” she asked.

“Twant you to fix my life!” I said. "1 joy-
fully accept help and supportand 1 want it
from you!”

We talked abourt the concept of over-
whefmed. Sherri wondered if T was mis-
using the word. After all, most of what
was making me feel overwhelmed—my
work, my relationship, my friends—were
things that I koved and wanted in my life.
As much as | fele it was all driving me
crazy, I'd be even crazier (not to mention
poverty stricken and miscrable) without
them. Thae led 1o my next—and, in ret-
rospect, most valuable—assignment: Stop
using the word avernobedmed.

Reader, it has been four wecks since
my last overwhelmed (and I'm wying to
hide my eyes while | type it). Instead, I've
been experimentng with other words: bus-
tling, abundan, intense, and when all clse
fails, a total shisstorm, but haopefidly I can
rmutke 5t 1o Friday. Also, | made a pact with
mysclf o aceepe social invitgions only from
people | ruly enjoy spending tme with, |
gave myself permission to just pardally

clean the house before the deaning lady

arrives. Mastly, though, I've recognized that
the things thar I thought were making me
feel overwhelmed were also the things that
made me happy. And since I'd be foolish
to ket go of thase things just for the sake of
having more time to organize my shoes,
I decided not 1o change my life but alter
the way I describe it to myself. After ewo
months, | think I can honestly say that I'm
no longer overwhedmed. I'm just me.

As for the list, [ sall keep it and its sqll
ridiculous, But I've now gotten wise to i
Mayhcdntsanodw\myof > that I've
gotten wise 1o mysdf. For years, I've played
my litke game, wdling myself Tl accomplish
a lifetime’s worth of work in day. | know
this is the part where I'm supposed 1o sty
that [ now see how self-defeating thac is, buc
the truth is sort of the opposite. | now realize
thar I sce up the game not to muke me fail,
but to help me win. I'll never accomplish
everything on my list, at least nog in one day,
buteven if | check off a few irems, I'll still be
in the nineticth percentike of productivity. 1
think my subconscious knew thar all along,
It just took me awhile to cach on.

I've also decided to make up my own
affirmation: “1 eckebrate my list and play my
game with joy.” T told myself 1 have w say
it 300 times in a row, cighe times a day, but
usually I say it only a few gmes a day. Oh
and incidenzally, when the seasons changed,
I didn't take my air conditioner our of the
window by myself—I asked my boytriend
1o help me. He enjoyed every minure of it.

MY MOTHER, MY FUTURE

By Mix K. Lieskovsky

ree and a half years ago, 1 slumped in a folding chair on the vast lawn of Har-
vard Yard, shivering in the misty rain and sill a livde drunk. The s

president droned on about how the world was our oyster while
we waited for the moment to toss our mortarboards, I stumbled out
in the clumsy line, sure of only one idea: 1 was meant for big things, 1
was going places. [ wok few emotional risks, avoiding both confron-
tation and love, and thus avoided the sadness tha plagued some of
my peers. [ wasn't scupids 1 knew I was closing my heart, but | had

finals and papers due.

By age 25 Td expected-—quite reasonably I thought

10 have published the Grear

American Novel, or at keast have camed my first million in an Internet buyout. I didn
expect to be left without a plan when my ill-conceived move 1o New York drained my
savings, my get-rich-quick website scheme failed, my screenplay languished unop-
tioned. my promising romance with 2 male model rorted, my estranged father died
suddenly, and my mother’s forgetfulness progressed into Alzheimer’s. Least of all did [
expeet that my Christmas vacation at home in the Bay Arca last winter would stretch
into almost a year of waitressing and caregiving for my rapidly deteriorating mother.

No, I wasn't expecting any of that.

I had accomplished one thing, however: [ was now fully in touch with my emo-
tions. And it was the worst thing ever to happen to me, One week to the next Twould
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seize upon a new career—lawyer, bota-
nist, sitcom writer—and take my lack of
progress as a sign of total filure. More
than anything, I wanted my mother’s
counsel, her words of support. Bue the
mother I needed was only pardally pres-
ent, and now her words were more often
manipulative, needy, and guilt-inducing
than they were consoling,

I was a disaster. | eried in post ofhices.
Chinese restaurants, Taco Bell drive-thrus,
bathrooms, and partics. | cried while waic-
ressing, But mostly I cried in bed, alone.
My increased emotional connectedness
finally had allowed me o let my guard
down with people. But in opening these
fAoadgares [ had completely debilitared the
rational, functonal half of myself.

When my friend from ELLE called with
the offer to set me up with a life coach, I'd
just gotten off my dinner shift ac the bis-
tro and had eased my moms beac-up red
Volvo to a 24-hour Safeway to pick up
some beer. My face shone with fryer grease
and my cheap black clothes hung limply
beneath my apron. | couldn’t have been
further away from college, from who |
had been and who [ wanted to be. Nearby,
a bunch of Stanford boys were bollering
about which akcohol to buy; one lobbed 2
borde of margarita mix overhead and bel-
lowed, “Dude, T hope some hot girls show
up tonight!” looking straight past me.

Tl doix," I said.

When 1 looked at Sherri’s website
the next day, 1 cringed at her unbridled
enthusiasm, the army of exclamartion
points marching across the screen. The
questionnaire | filled our asked the basic
stuff—goals, values, weaknesses, and
strengths—thar 1'd rawtled off for inter-
viewers to depict the idealized version of
mysedf. | was someone whotl cheated
even ar the Myers-Briggs personal-
ity test. And so [ decided ro try
something new: bare-assed hon-
esty. Some goals seemed within
my grasp: “write things,” “do
well on the LSAT,” and “get
sleep,” while athers were
less arrainable: “healthy
future marriage.” “self-
confidence,” and
“job in NYC
that pays bills
and allows ime
for friends and
writing.” That !
last one seemed
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especially unreasonable.

I took our first phone call at noon in a
park, on a parch of lawn between picnic
tables. Sherr's voice was warm and cheerhul
as she asked about my intellecrual interests
(anthrepology, tropical plants, comedy
writing) and recreational interests (swim-
ming in the ocean, reading, making out).
We spoke for three hours, and I had o
plug my phone into the outler nexe wo the
water fountain after two,

['ve had casual dalliances with therapy
before: I've sat impassive before child psy-
chologists while playing with magnets;
I've talked 1o Harvard-paid social work-
ers for garden-varicty scudent malaise.
Bur unlike the others, Sherri refused ro
indulge me. She would announce she was
“calling me on something” when [d say
things that were deliberately dissembling
or self-maligning—"I don't care what they
think” or “I'm a terrible person.” There
was an equal number of tears and curses
on my end, a fact that did not escape
the notice of the mothers warching their
babies take their firstseeps to the sound of
my nose-blowing and f-bombs,

interacting with my mother in meaning-
ful ways without losing my temper.

At fiest, [ bristled at her exhortations to
find my “center” and “personal strength,”
but I grew accustomed to her lexicon.
I'm not sure what made me sheath my
cynical-analyrical knife when she waxed
inspirational, though part of it was the
complete embarrassment of whar we
were doing: trying to be ironic with a life
coach is harder than looking cool while
folk dancing. Moreover, our phone rela-
tionship meant I couldn’t read her cyes
and try to manipulate her or worry if she
liked me or not.

More difficult to stomach were the
affirmations. We thought of one during
the first session, and she made me yell it o
her: 1 have reached 2 new keved of achieve-
ment and happiness with confidence in
myself!” | held the phone at am’s length,
10 be polite. ['was to recite it 10 times in the
morning and 10 times ac night. | scrawled
it in marker on big index cards and litrered
them around the house. For once, [ was
glad that men never visit my bedroom.

Seven weeks have passed and I can'e say

TRYING TO BE IRONIC WITH A LIFE
COACH IS HARDER THAN LOOKING
COOL WHILE FOLK DANCING.

We talked twice a week, The goals
she helped me set were concrete, such
as filling out applications for doctoral
programs, and personal, such as com-
ing to terms with my sadness about my
mother’s declining health, I'd previcusly
made spore of critiquing my cherapists”
clumsy psychological theories, but
Sherrt kept our discussions grounded in
the practical, offering techniques for

I'm the psychological equivalent of thase
before-and-after phaotos for dier supple-
ments, | still ery too much for my liking,
My mother still has Alzheimer’s, obviously.
But 1 finally ook the LSAT and lined up
a few job interviews in New York, where
'm moving next week. My family and |
made arrangements for my mother’s care
thar have assuaged, if not erased, our guile
and her fears. While internal changes are
more difficule eo idenufy, my overreactions
10 the daily catastrophes of life have been
mitigated by understanding and reason.
I've also come closer to identifying whar |
want from my furure and leaming how to
recan it avound the influence of others.
It’s difficult to know what to attribure
directly o the life-coaching and whar o
ascribe to feding fed up with my life and

o s deciding to change. I6s clear that

the two can't be separated, so I'll
give Shern the credit. Bur,
on the other hand, my life
coach says thar | should take
credit for my own strengeh.
So 1 will.

WWWEBLLE OO0

L3
h

k
,.
E
i

AL L



AMBITIONLESS ME

By Rory Evans

oman Benched by Life Coach.” For more than a year,

g K- / I'd had that Onien headline hanging on my refrigerator.

I loved its absurdity, like the Sarurday N gf)r Live skit in

which Jim Belushi plays the hotheaded high school chess coach, As if
a woman's life, like that dorky chess team, called for coaching? '

Of course, I'd heard of the vocation; I was aware that Oprah was a believer. Bur I'd
assumed that it was for go-gertess with plucky carcer-gal haircuts, whereas I feel like I brush
up against my ambitionlessness on a near-daily basis. All around me are people architecting
their rise to power. My friend Katie, for instance, readily admits she wants an empire. | just
want an ottoman—a place 1o put my feet up and sit back for a good few weeks.

Just as some of my friends fantasize abour big fat raises and promotions, I dream
about retirement. Ever since my now-husband, Jamie, moved to New York in 2003
to be with me, we've been casually plotting our escape to a mellower, faded-rose kind
of city, where [ wouldn't have o work all the time. There's a street up in Harlem called
Strivers Row, but that term could easily be used for the entire city of New York.

I'm not a strives, though. My various freelance jobs so persistently exhaust me that I can't
fathom wanting more. Then that listlessness bloeds out to the other parts of my life: On
weekend nights, I'll see women all dressed up, ouering in high beels oward some socal

diversion, and I'll think, I could no sooner
go to a bar/restaurant/party right now
than walk on the moon.

All of this was reflected in my Inven-
tory—the first (and only) bit of paperwork
I did when, lo, I signed on with Sherri and
Rock Your Life Coaching. What are my
10 life goals? To own real estare (No. 9);
t0 be happy (No. 1); to swim in the ocean
in the dead of wineer (No. 10). Whar do
[ value? My parents, sisters, and husband;
my friendships; and, going back to my feet
on that ottoman, relaxation.

But having a coached life, it turns out,
isnt about relaxation. Sherri believes in
breakehroughs. So I decided I wanted
clarity if not a possible answer to a
question that my husband and I had
discussed only very casually: Should we
have a kid? (We always treated this the
way we might discuss what’s for dinner.
“Do you think we should have a baby?"
“I dunno. What do you think?" “I dunno.
What do you think:™)

It didn't help that my quest for clarity
entailed weekly “homework” consisting
of intdiaring deep, dark, moody-mood
conversations with Jamie, who, mired in
his uncoached life, questioned my ques-
tions right back: “Who needs to know,
you or the LC?” He kepr coming back
to how inarganic the conversations were,
while 1 had a semi-bone-rattling revela-
tion: He and I talk all the time about all
kinds of things and puzzle over no shorr-
age of ropics. Yer, counterintuirively, we
tend to do most of our soul-exposing
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only after some mongo, lung-cleaning
argument. If] really wanted clarity, I had
to be courageous enough to walk into
these conversations directly, and then
treat the matter with my heart instead of
my head, as Sherri liked ro say. (She had
me imagine how [ would feel if we never
had a kid. "Not death-bed scenarios,
either,” she insisted. “How will you feel
on any given day five years from now, 10
years from now....")

was how much, in purposely animaring

myself around the baby puzzle, I became

_ energized in so many other parts of my
ife. [ kept envisioning the intricate works

of a wristwatch—how when one tiny litle
gear starts whirring, all the other gears
are set in motion. One week, part of my

- homework was to figure out how 1 could

be happier, since I'd listed it as Life Goal
No. 1. In chinking about it, I came to the
startling but also frecing conclusion thar |
already am prewy happy, and that maybe
I'd written it down because it scemed like
one of those things everyone should strive
for, like healthy gums. 1 will always love
Sherri for calling me out: “Do you think
being a smart, critical thinker doesn’t go
with being happy? Do you think cheery,
positive people are kinda dumb?” I was
forced to recognize the folly thar think-
ing of myself as smart precluded allowing
myself to be happy.

I also had to figure out where my “pas-
sion” lies—which meant overcoming a
severe allergy to the word itself, with its
Playboy centerfold questionnaire connota-
ton. What if [ just considered what made
me happy on a daily basis? What leapr 1o
mind was the intense sausfaction | ger
when making small, cuce, uscless thmgs I
think in some circkes, where the participants
have less shame, this is called crafting. Hon-
estly, having this linde epiphany then mog-
vated me—like those wristwarch gears—to

[ CAN'T ROCK MY LIFE JUST BY SITTING
THERE BLEATING ABOUT IT. (CUE THE
MORGAN FREEMAN VOICEOVER: “GET
BUSY LIVIN’, OR GET BUSY DYIN'.”)

In finally getting around to the pith of
the question | was shocked o hear that
Jamie is less hot on having a kid than
I'd chought (he volunteer-coaches five-
year-olds in hockey. ..on Friday nights).
Prior to thar, I'd assumed that he was not
pressing the point out of respect for me,
as if ceding to my indecision. With the
shock, though, came a huge sense of relief,
because it was the rare instance where 1
couldn’t, and shouldn’, wrest control of
the tiller.

The larger benefir of the homework
was that I had to be accounrable for my
time and mission—because I can't rock
my life just by sitting there bleating about
it. (Cue the Morgan Fregman voiceover:
"Ger busy livin', or ger busy dyin’.”) The
ceriest part about the six-week experience

get creative around my apartment. [ hung
a picture rail. I cut matee board. I framed
about a dozen photographs and drawings.
I knit a hat. Then, at the heels of all the
other invigorating commotion, Jamic and
I up and bought a house in Buffalo, with
the idea that we would eventually move
there. On the road o Life Goal No. 9!

In the end, my cynicism had given way
to catharsis. Maybe I wasn't any closer to
knowing if we'll ever have a kid, bur |
knew for sure that I am nor as ambition-
less as I chought. Yes, I've chosen to keep
my career in a holding pattern, but I can
still strive for satisfaction in other areas.
I started telling my friends they had ro
ditch their shrinks and ger a life coach
instead. T kept using myself as an exam-
ple. Look at me: I'm off the bench!  ©
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