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            Foreword

         

         I first met Martin Goodyer in Hawaii back in 1998 at a nine-day intensive programme run by Anthony Robbins. What struck me instantly was not only Martin’s extremely personable nature, but also his unique ability to want to coach effectively. There were many in our team at the event who had arrived at Tony’s event needing some help, in one area of their life or another. Martin, it seemed, was there for much the same reason I found myself there – curiosity, and an open mind to learn new teaching techniques. Martin is one of life’s sponges: he absorbs information for fun, and his memory retention is akin to that of Stephen Fry! What I noticed early on was the second anyone in the group had a problem, Martin was instantly there, doing whatever he could to coach them out of their negative thought process and/or situation. It came as no surprise, then, when Martin went on to make ‘effective coaching’ his vocation and, inadvertently, his career.

         Not a life bus!

         The reason I keep emphasising ‘effective coaching’ is because anyone can, and often seemingly does, call themselves a coach – usually of the life kind. Many of these people are more ‘life bus’ than ‘life coach’! Martin is not just a coach; he is one of the most effective coaches I know, and that is the key word here: effective. He is paid extremely well by blue-chip companies because he knows how to get people to take action. However, as wonderful as he is when he works with companies to bring harmony with workers and increase productivity, I feel where Martin comes into his own is when he works one-to-one with someone. This is why I am extremely pleased Martin has written this book. We all have ‘WTF just happened?’ moments (I love the title of the book, by the way – but then I would say that, as I had a hand in coming up with it) but, as Martin says:
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         Although many of the actual ‘WTF just happened?’ moments in this book are unique to the individuals, every single one has coaching at the end which can be applied to a plethora of situations. The key is to read all of this book for the reason just stated, even if you feel a particular story has no relevance to your ‘WTF just happened?’ situation. The book is a form of ‘conscious hypnosis’ and shouldn’t be over-analysed, but simply absorbed. I had the privilege of being on the same Channel 4 TV show as Martin, The Fit Farm, for five weeks – and now you have the privilege of having him as your coach for the duration of this book – and perhaps beyond.

         So sit back, kick off your shoes, and make a nice cuppa (or fresh juice!). However bad your situation may seem at this moment, you will either feel very differently about it by the end of the book, or you’ll at least have the tools to get yourself into a better place.

         Jason Vale

Author of twelve bestselling books on health, juicing and addiction, and documentary film producer of Super Juice Me! The Big Juice Experiment
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            Introduction

            How to avoid missing the point

            WTF just happened to those ‘opportunities to learn’?

         

         
            We have all had ‘WTF just happened?’ moments – moments when your stomach turns over and you ask yourself what the heck just happened. That feeling when you teeter on the tightrope of life, wondering, ‘Now what?’ They are those moments when confidence eludes you, the unexpected stops you in your tracks, or when you step back and wonder, ‘What the heck am I doing here?’ These moments are pivotal as they can simultaneously be horribly gut-churning and yet provide amazing clarity; they may momentarily shake your self-belief but then, because you always get to make a better decision afterwards, be a cause for celebration as you use the opportunity to grow.

         

         Like, for instance, the time I was invited to speak at a conference and thought it might be just the opportunity I’d been waiting for. I was so excited because I was to address a packed audience in an actual theatre. Not some boring hotel conference room or lecture theatre, but a real honest to goodness theatre with a balcony and everything. I arrived on the morning of the talk and while being escorted to the ‘green room’ was told that every one of the six-hundred seats was to be occupied. ‘Wow,’ I thought, ‘this is going to be amazing!’ Yet, amazing is not quite how I’d describe the experience.

         Did I suck? Was that the problem? Well, I’m not sure, I hope not but it was hard to tell. You see, that particular ‘WTF just happened?’ moment occurred a few seconds after leaving the stage in stony silence, having watched helplessly as one after the other a steady stream of people walked out of the auditorium during my address. It was dreadful, and nothing like this had ever happened before. I’d always had pretty good feedback and people tended to like what I had to say, so what on earth had happened?

         With profound apologies the organiser of the event informed me that the whole audience had been made up of teachers, and that today was the first day of a new term and new school year. He might have mistaken my frozen bemused smile for reassurance because he went on to admit that none of them had known they were being loaded onto coaches and shipped off to the theatre to be told how best to motivate people. He noted that, in hindsight, it might have been better to have advised them in advance and to have at least sorted out their timetables before organising a regional event. He thought that perhaps they weren’t quite in the right mood to be motivated to listen to a talk on motivation. No kidding!

         After he’d gone and I sat there alone in the deserted green room, I asked myself, ‘WTF just happened?’ How had I allowed myself to get into that position? Of course I could have had a hissy-fit and gone all ‘diva’ on the organisers but what good would that have done me? To be fair, I was tempted but managed to step away from it and take a deep breath and ask myself the question again, ‘WTF just happened?’ Cutting a long story short, I realised that the problem was mine in that a speaker should always know their audience. Therefore, the failure was mine, not because what I had to say wasn’t good but because I had allowed my ego to get carried away with speaking to a full theatre rather than asking, ‘How come the theatre is going to be full?’ It was a lesson learned and one I have never forgotten. In fact, as I write this, more than a decade and a half after the event, it still causes me to wince with embarrassment. But it also reminds me that without asking the ‘right’ question, or at least a better question, another one of those ‘WTF just happened?’ moments might be right around the corner.

         Asking better questions is important: it is a concept as well as an action. The assumption that when something happens it causes a person to behave in this way or that is flawed, because if when something happens it causes a person to think instead of respond, then the outcome is likely to change. Imagine you are driving on a motorway and ahead you see a stationary line of traffic. Many people will respond to this by cursing their bad luck and fretting about the prospect of being late at their destination. However, some will not jump to the conclusion that they are caught in a situation that inevitably means something bad. A few years ago I coached a lady who had to commute using the M25 motorway: a road that is notorious for traffic holdups, and her response to them had been to become stressed and agitated. There was very little she could do about traffic on the M25, but there was a lot she could do about her own thinking. Instead of rushing headlong into negative thoughts about being late, she was encouraged to stamp on her mental brakes and put a break in her thinking. It had transpired during the coaching that one of her goals was to spend time living in Italy and that learning to speak Italian was important to her, and yet despite wanting to learn she felt unable to dedicate time to it. She had tried using audio programmes in the car but was always distracted by driving, until the day she put in that mental break and asked herself a better question. Instead of unconsciously asking herself something along the lines of ‘Why me?’ or ‘Why does this always have to happen?’ she asked ‘Is there any way I can use this time in a way I’d enjoy?’

         To cut a long story short, she used the stationary and semi-stationary periods to engage with Italian audio language training and started having fun learning to speak Italian. In fact she started having so much fun that, in her words, ‘It was very funny. I went from being frustrated about traffic to getting slightly miffed when the traffic started moving again!’ Asking a better question is all about recognising that every one of us asks ourselves questions all the time, but we don’t necessarily realise we are doing it. Sometimes those questions are useful and unfortunately very often they are not. Negative or self-limiting questions are a mental knee-jerk reaction to events, but are not the only choice of reaction open to us. If we raise our awareness of our own capability and of the possibility that always exists to just stop what we were about to ask, and start asking a question that is more helpful – a better question, then the chances are we’ll get a better result.

         I do enjoy learning and yet would prefer to only have to learn once. One ‘WTF just happened?’ moment is enough for anyone, which is why learning from somebody else’s is preferable to having many more myself. If that is true for me, I guess it might be true for you too.

         In almost twenty years of being a coaching psychologist, I’ve heard just about everything, and as well as helping my clients, I have also laughed, shed a private tear and learned a lot from them along the way. I’ve also noticed that some stories are repeated over and over: different people show up with much the same tale, and I wonder for a moment if it’s déjà vu, but it’s not. I’ve come to the conclusion that it must be a reflection of our times, or our society, or something else that’s common among people. So all the stories in this book are about people like you and me. They’re common to all of us because we’ve all had those moments when suddenly a voice in our head screams: ‘WTF just happened?’ It may not have happened to you yet, or if it has, it might not have been exactly like this – but it’ll be pretty close.

         I have to warn you – most of these stories don’t have happy endings. They are not fairy tales, nor are they fables with deep hidden meanings; they are stories about losers. That’s right, losers – people who have failed to win, missed their opportunity, or lost the plot. I tell them here because their misfortune gives you a chance to avoid a similar fate.

         After crashing and burning in her new job, Imogen has never been the same.

         Akiko allowed a boss who wasn’t up to his job to ruin her career.

         Alan convinced himself he was a loser and then proved himself right.

         Andy is still broke, and Barry cursed his way through cancer.

         Bev gave her love to a man who didn’t share her preferences, while Carolyn lost everything she owned and sacrificed everything she’d been blessed with.

         Christine got stuck in a fashion time warp, and Daphne wasted her talents and opportunities altogether.

         Dean screwed up his life, and now it’s too late to claw it back.

         Helen got fired.

         Ian lost his mojo.

         Johnny still can’t accept he is who he is.

         Jan forgot to act on her plans until it was too late.

         Karen and Michael did a great job of messing up parenthood, and Leroy was a loser when he really should have won.

         Lisa was fat and couldn’t seem to lose weight.

         Luca has to live a life full of regrets that he can never put right.

         It turned out to be a surprise for Neil that he didn’t have any friends.

         Oliver’s reputation went down the toilet, along with all his cash.

         Reece ended up paying off huge debts for years.

         Rupal got leapfrogged by her junior staff member.

         And poor old Steve – well, he got dumped.

         Even after everything that had happened to her, Tina was still a doormat and a scammer’s dream, while Tony spent years torturing himself because he made one silly mistake, and the otherwise very capable Victoria ended up trembling when she should have triumphed.

         They are all losers but their stories offer you the chance to learn from their mistakes.

         In among the gloom and doom, there are a few examples of how a WTF moment can lead to joy. These little rays of sunshine are intended to suggest that when you do more of whatever these people did, you too can feel the warmth. Those who are not losers, but who could so easily have been, have stories that might just inspire you to avoid the same pitfalls. They include Alison, who managed to ditch self-pity; Derek, who got over himself by asking better questions; Jenni and Albert, who seized their opportunities with both hands; and finally John, who quite simply did what he needed to do to be rich. Those WTF moments are ones to savour.

         You may have noticed that there are more losers than winners. That’s because this book is mainly made up of losers’ stories; it’s not a self-help book. The self-help bit is up to you.

         At the end of each story there are some ‘take-aways’, but it’s not a ‘do this and you shall succeed’ type of book – it’s more of a ‘don’t do this and you might not fail quite so badly as these suckers’ kind of book. Here’s why: self-help books are OK, but many are not great. They normally tell you to do this or that and then you’ll be fine – but having someone tell you to do this or do that is all well and good when you’re tucked up in bed with time to read, but when it comes to real life – well … it’s not like that, is it? Stuff happens, and by the time it’s happened then it’s too late to climb under the duvet and read about what you should have done. You can’t do it again; it’s too late. Good advice is only useful if you can remember to use it. Unfortunately (if you are anything like me), you may not remember all that good advice until it’s too late. That’s why this is a book of stories that illustrate how easy it is to alter the course of your own life and avoid too many WTF moments.

         We all love a good story, don’t we? You’ve only got to look at Disney to see that. Here’s a quick quiz for you. (1) Which is the most important source of information for the public, Disney films or the BBC World Service? (2) How many Disney stories can you recall? (3) How many BBC World Service stories do you remember? For ‘BBC World Service’, you could substitute any reputable news source, and you may be able to recall recent news reports, but how many of those are as lasting as The Little Mermaid, The Jungle Book or the rest of the Disney catalogue? You won’t be surprised when I tell you that most people agree that news sources are probably a more important information source, or that most people recall more Disney stories in detail than they do information about the state of the world. This is not because they value children’s stories more than hard news, but because stories are easier to remember than facts. Facts may be more important, but stories stick in your brain. The stories in this book will stick with you. When you read them, you may find yourself asking ‘How could this person not see what was going on?’ or ‘How stupid can people be?’

         When it comes to those ‘WTF just happened?’ moments, it’s likely that any information that might have protected you will have come from a news story rather than an animated tale. Most of these moments are painful, but you can recover from them. Then there are some that are both difficult and painful at the time, and are also difficult and painful to learn from. For example:

         In 2014 a father left his teenage son playing on his computer, posting on social media sites with his schoolmates. The father came home a short time later to find his son’s computer open and online, but no sign of his son. Worried, he searched for the boy, and found him at the end of their garden. The boy had committed suicide. An online spat had escalated into something more serious, and the boy felt unable to cope, which led to him taking his own life.

         I can’t think of any story more devastating than this. His distraught parents went on to help other parents by urging them to pay attention to news reports about the way young people use the internet and social media. Even in their grief, they want other parents to pay attention and use what they hear, so that they don’t have to suffer a similar loss.

         You’ll be pleased to know, I hope, that the WTF moments I’m bringing to your attention are nowhere near as horrific as this one, but they do sometimes feature death. This is because time is finite; none of us have as much time as we might think, and death just happens to play a big part in everyone’s life – there’s no getting away from that.

         Useful information will stick with you, and will help you avoid the pain of regret when you recognise that a story is relevant to you, and time is relevant to us all. If you can feel some empathy with other people who’ve had their WTF moment, then this might just prevent you from having a similar one yourself. If your empathetic feelings are strong enough, then they will have as powerful an effect as if you’d actually had the WTF moment yourself. I bet that if you have a teenage child and aren’t already monitoring their internet and social media usage, after reading those few lines, you probably will now: a similar effect will happen with every one of the moments in this book as long as I can stimulate an ‘ugh’ or ‘oh no’ or ‘argh!’ from you. Even those behaviours that you can’t imagine yourself changing will change as soon as you decide they need to change.

         For example, I used to love chocolate cake. Death by Chocolate cake with lashings of butter icing was my absolute favourite, until the day I bit into a slice made with rancid butter. It was an ‘ugh’ moment! My mouth moved faster than my brain, and before my brain had registered that this stuff tasted vile, I’d already swallowed some. In seconds I felt nauseous. It took weeks before I got the taste out of my mouth, and I could still smell the foul, nasty stuff even though I’d rinsed and rinsed with mouthwash and brushed my teeth. Even now, when I think of chocolate cake my first unconscious reaction keeps me from eating it. Of course, intellectually I know that a fresh slice of cake will taste lovely, but emotionally my body remembers the ‘ugh’ moment. It’s enough to take chocolate cake off my personal menu.

         The point is this: if you are to avoid ever saying ‘WTF just happened?’ your brain needs to move faster than your mouth! I don’t want to make you sick but, like the chocolate cake with rancid butter icing, potential ‘WTF just happened?’ moments, once tasted, are more likely to be remembered.

         Enjoy – and I hope these stories are as useful to you as they have been to me.

         PS: A word or two about confidentiality

         Here’s the thing: I am an absolute stickler for confidentiality. However, I know that people learn by hearing stories. So, I have squared this circle by ensuring that the stories in this book, while true in essence, are not to be taken at face value, as I have changed more than just the names in them. Yet, interestingly, they apply to so many of the thousands of people I’ve met that it would be easy to say, ‘That’s about me!’ Be assured it’s not. It’s not based on you, nor is it intended to specifically reflect your story. You may have shared some or all of the experiences of Daphne, Alan, Johnny or any of the other characters in this book, but they are not you, your confidentiality is intact, and unless you go around pointing out similarities between the people in here and your own story, then no one will be any the wiser.
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            How to avoid being embarrassed by being overheard

            WTF just happened to my private conversation that no one else was ever supposed to hear?

         

         
            Tony was angry – really, really angry. But who was he angry with? All will soon become clear, I promise. This isn’t a tale of anger over good sense; it’s about frustration trumping awareness and causing an otherwise careful, smart individual to miss something simple, something that on any other occasion he would have done without thinking, but because his capacity for thinking was all wrapped up with anger, he simply missed it. How can missing one simple everyday thing cause such a big issue? Frustration and/or anger are such strong emotions that they take up conscious thinking space and, when that happens, mistakes are almost bound to follow. Tony’s mistake started because of frustration and ended with him getting really angry – with himself.

         

         Tony and Gemma were on their way to the company annual conference. As managing director of the business Tony had established twenty years before and company secretary, respectively, as well as being a married couple, they weren’t just the figureheads of their growing organisation; they were the heart and soul of it. They’d just come from a particularly tough board meeting and were looking forward to letting their hair down at the pre-conference dinner. From the first year, when Tony had taken Gemma and their three employees out to dinner and toasted the successes they’d achieved, the dinner had grown into a more formal celebration of the past year – there were formal presentations of long service awards, training certificates and outstanding service awards. Tony and Gemma looked forward to it and hoped that the two hundred or so people who they now employed did too.

         Just as they weren’t afraid to reward success within the business, Tony and Gemma weren’t shy about sharing in that success too. Having watched just one episode of The Apprentice, Tony had decided that if Lord Alan Sugar felt comfortable being seen in a brand-new Rolls-Royce, then so could he. Lord Sugar and Tony hailed from the same neck of the woods, and both had achieved their success without the help of any silver spoons. So Tony got over his fears of being seen as too flashy and got himself something similar – and he loved it! However, unlike the ‘bear of the boardroom’, who’d sit in his chauffeur-driven Roller, deciding who was going to hear the words ‘You’re fired!’ this week, Tony opted for a sportier Bentley he could drive himself. Well, why wouldn’t he? He’d earned it – no one in the company thought any less of him because of it, and it didn’t do any of their collective self-esteem any harm.

         So Tony and Gemma were cruising along the M4 enjoying the comforts of a beautifully made motor car, chatting.

         ‘What did you think?’ asked Tony.

         Gemma replied, ‘It’s OK, I suppose, but he really could have done better.’

         ‘I agree. Evan is a capable guy, but he dropped the ball on this one, and at his salary I expect more. You know, he gets paid almost ten grand more than Sharon but she’s done a much better job lately.’

         ‘Perhaps you should promote her and move Evan somewhere else?’

         ‘Yeah, maybe … but I don’t want to forget that he has been loyal … it’s just he can be an idiot sometimes. I’m sure he hasn’t done it on purpose. You know, he’s better than the job he’s doing, and it’s really frustrating.’

         ‘I know what you mean. It must be frustrating for Sharon too. Has she said anything to you?’

         ‘Matter of fact, she did. She danced around it a bit because obviously she doesn’t want Evan to think she’s gone behind his back or anything, but she’s as frustrated with him as I am.’

         ‘What did you tell her?’

         ‘Oh, I gave the proper company line … you know, I have absolute faith in Evan, yada yada … I will speak to him about it … blah, blah.’

         ‘OK. How did you leave it with her?’

         ‘That was it, really, but she’s probably expecting me to have a chat with Evan soon.’

         ‘I hope she doesn’t get too frustrated and leave.’

         ‘Yeah, me too. At the moment she’s worth about two of Evan, so losing her would be a real shame …’

         ‘It would be worse than that – it’d be a disaster at the moment …’

         Their conversation drifted to home and the children and domestic matters, and then they arrived at the hotel.

         Behind them was Evan’s people carrier. He, Sharon, and three members of their marketing team had been following Tony’s Bentley all the way from the office. The thing is, when they set off, Tony had rung Evan on his mobile to confirm the address of the hotel they were going to. After their call, which had been on speakerphone, Tony hadn’t pushed the button to end the call. He’d been so distracted by his frustration with Evan that he had forgotten to push that little red button. How could he forget that? How many phone calls had he made from a car before, and how many times had he forgotten to make sure he’d ended a call? Once, twice, ten times, a hundred times? Certainly enough times for it not to be anything new, that’s for sure. Yet, there it was. This time the phone call hadn’t been ended by Evan, and Tony forgot to press that little red button. Oops.

         So, that meant Evan and everyone else in their car heard the conversation between Tony and Gemma. Of course, they should have been upstanding citizens and turned off the phone themselves, but what do they say about curiosity? Well, it didn’t necessarily kill any cats, but it killed a long-standing relationship stone dead. When they arrived at the hotel, Evan refused to even look at Tony or Gemma. Stony-faced, he dropped off Sharon and the team before getting back into his people carrier and driving away without saying a word.

         Confused, Tony asked Sharon where Evan was going. When she told him, it only took a millisecond to shift from confusion to anger. He was absolutely livid. Red-faced and looking like he was about to explode, his first response was: ‘How dare Evan leave his phone connected? It was obvious we were having a private conversation!’

         These first words out of Tony’s lips didn’t help calm the shame faced looks of Sharon and the marketing assistants. Instead of making any attempt to contact Evan, Tony chose to ignore him and get on with the evening as planned. When other staff members asked where Evan was, his terse response was that Evan was acting like a child and had ‘gone off in a huff’. At some level, Tony must have known that this wasn’t going to be helpful, but he was so angry and frustrated by what had happened that he couldn’t help himself. He was in a foul mood, and gave his annual ‘state of the company’ inspirational speech through gritted teeth, all the time silently blaming Evan for ruining the event. At least, he tried to convince himself that it was all Evan’s fault, but he knew it wasn’t. He knew it was a stupid mistake. While he was sure that Evan should have ended the call as soon as it became clear the conversation was private, Tony also knew that he should have made sure he ended his call to Evan. He couldn’t shake the voice in his head that was telling him how stupid he’d been to allow himself to be overheard. He couldn’t stop beating himself up, but he wasn’t about to admit it – not while he could still be mad at Evan, anyway.

         Gemma tried to smooth things over, but that year’s dinner and awards was nothing like the evening they had planned and hoped for. She tried all evening to help Tony calm down, but everything she said was just like pouring petrol onto a bonfire; she got singed and the fire raged out of control. The more Tony drank as the evening progressed, the more open he became about his feelings towards Evan. By the time the clock struck midnight, not even Cinderella’s fairy godmother could have given the situation a happy ending.

         Evan resigned and, shortly afterwards, Sharon did too. Neither wanted to work for a boss who could talk about them in that way – which wasn’t really fair or even really true. Their real reason for quitting was that it was less embarrassing than staying. It’s easier to play the victim than it is to admit to doing something that brings your integrity into question. Tony and Gemma didn’t do anything other than have an honest and frank conversation, albeit about a sensitive issue that wasn’t intended to be overheard – whereas Evan and Sharon could never escape from the fact that their integrity was irreversibly compromised. They had to go. There was no way they could stay. Neither could they bring themselves to admit that they were the architects of their own downfall, at fault for choosing to listen to something they were never intended to hear, and then blaming the boss (who, up until then, had been a friend and very supportive towards them). The situation wasn’t fair, that’s for sure, but it wasn’t Evan and Sharon who were the real victims.

         That one overheard conversation cost Tony and Gemma a small fortune in time and resources to mend fences with the remaining team. Gossip spread like a bushfire round the company, and was distorted with every re-telling. It didn’t matter that the gossip was neither fair nor true; all that mattered was that Tony and Gemma had been embarrassed by a simple mistake. The WTF moment that followed will haunt Tony for years to come. It made him feel sick to the stomach and wasn’t easy to forget – but is it something that he could have avoided?

         Mistakes will happen and the shit will hit the fan, of that you can be sure, so there’s no point in pretending that it won’t. It’s what you do directly after it happens that counts. Tony’s outrage was, on the one hand, understandable, but at the same time was about as useful as a sail on a submarine. He won’t be the first person to be caught out that way (to be overheard when they shouldn’t have been, to hit ‘reply all’ when sending a personal email, to text a work colleague with a message that wasn’t intended for them saying ‘love you’, or to inadvertently put kisses at the end of a text or email to their boss). As cringe-worthy as it is to do anything like this, it really isn’t an uncommon occurrence. Some people deal with it well; others, not so much.

         Tony’s anger caused him more problems than the frustration that had caused him to miss ending the call. His anger prevented him from figuring out what he really wanted, not what he thought he had to deal with. He allowed this silly mistake to get in the way of business, cause himself and Gemma an immense amount of heartache, and cost two people their promising careers. That’s crazy, over the top, and unnecessary. There were a hundred ways in which Tony could have fixed things. He knows that, I know that, and when you think about it you do too. Intellectually Tony knows he made a mistake. Emotionally, however, he’s still mightily upset. No one can blame him for that – but neither does it help resolve anything. Frustration started the ball rolling, and then anger caused the real damage to be done.

         
            Psychology tells us that, when addressing any kind of embarrassment, we should seek clarity quickly. A person who sends a work message with kisses at the end, but then immediately pings back the message: ‘Re my last message: as much as I value our relationship, we haven’t reached the stage of sending kisses to each other, so please see mine as an intention to build even closer ties [image: ]’ managed to regain control of the situation – and put a smile on the recipient’s face to boot. The reason she was able to respond so quickly and so effectively is that she accepted her mistake, took ownership of it, decided what she would like as an outcome, and then did what she could about it. Acceptance, ownership, focusing on outcome, and action are the four essential steps to dealing with embarrassing and potentially damaging situations.
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               1 Accept that mistakes are going to happen, and man up when they do. The real regret is not over the initial mistake, but your response when it happens. If you get stuck on the idea that it shouldn’t have happened and pretend that embarrassing stuff never happens to anyone, then you will end up regretting the way you behave. A child may stamp their feet and scream the house down because something happens that they can’t deal with, but you are not a toddler any more. Behave in that way and you’ll look like a child.

               2 When something goes wrong, the first thing to consider is not what you wish had happened instead, but what you want to happen now. You must quickly figure out your best-scenario outcome so that you can start putting out the fires you’ve started with your mistake. The more fires you kill, the less you’ll regret making the mistake, and the less damage will be done.

               3 If you make a mistake and don’t know what to do, do something and you will be fine – as long as what you do is positive and takes you closer to fixing things. Trust your instincts: if you feel the need to apologise, then say sorry. If you sense that you’ve hurt someone’s feelings, then ask them if you have. If you need help, then ask for it before it’s too late. It doesn’t matter how self-reliant or macho you think you are; if you made a mistake then it’s your mess to clean up, and if that means seeking support then just do it. People will respect you all the more for keeping your eye on the end goal and not getting caught up with your ego.
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            How to avoid being ‘good’ but not great

            WTF just happened – didn’t I do the best I could?

         

         
            Dean is screwed up because he thinks being good is good enough. For some people, their ‘WTF just happened?’ moment creeps up on them and then – wham! – reality hits them. Such was the case for Dean. He has developed a face like a smacked backside. To say he looks miserable is an understatement. Looking miserable doesn’t begin to describe it. He created a downward spiral of miserableness for himself. This was sad, because it was unnecessary and if he’d confessed sooner that all was not well with him then he could have saved himself a whole heap of miserableness.

         

         Dean’s WTF wake-up call happened when he opened his eyes to what was really going on. If you’re old enough to remember the TV quiz show Bullseye (and if you’re not, I’m sure you’ll find some clips of it on YouTube), you might remember that the host would rub salt into the emotional wound of the participant who’d failed to win the star prize by saying ‘And here’s what you could have won!’ Dean’s WTF moment was a bit like that. In a split second he realised that his ‘glass half-full’ attitude and belief that being good was good enough was simply wrong. Often, being good just isn’t good enough to achieve the things you want. Does that ever happen to you? That moment when you think you’ve done enough to earn a reward but then get nothing? I’m afraid it happened to Dean a lot. He thought he was being a good person. He imagined that he always tried to do the right thing – be a good friend, be a good partner, and be a good person. Even so, his so-called friends still moaned about him and he still got dumped by girlfriends, which is sad because, as I said, Dean could have avoided it if only he’d realised the truth – that being ‘good’ is not good enough.

         It’s a familiar story. Like Dean, every person who’s experienced something similar, including you and me, will think they didn’t deserve it, but the sad truth is, they did because, unfortunately, ‘good’ is just never good enough. People like Dean convince themselves that it will be, because they don’t think the world expects much of them. But what you get in life is as much about expectation as it is about dealing with the hand fate has dealt you. Expect a lot from yourself and you’ll push yourself to do more; don’t expect so much, and that’s precisely what you’ll get. Dean led himself to believe that he shouldn’t expect much from himself because he wasn’t worthy of it. It’s cringe-worthy and, when you look back at it, extremely silly, but a simple fluke of history was all it took to convince him that being good was enough. It was ‘enough’ because for some reason Dean felt he wasn’t worthy of being anything better than ‘good enough’.

         You see, Dean had been conditioned to believe that, in the great scheme of things, he was pretty unimportant. Who led him to believe that? No one, really – just circumstances. That belief was in his head and it took him until his WTF moment to figure out that the hard-hearted monster who’d condemned him to a life of ‘meh’ was none other than himself. How sad is that? He had no one else to blame. His parents didn’t abuse him or anything horrid like that; his classmates didn’t bully him either; but a chance event led him to form an unhelpful belief himself, and once formed the belief just grew stronger and stronger. All this happened because Dean was born on 22nd November 1963. Now, that date might not mean much to you if you were born outside the United States, but it was the day that President John F. Kennedy was assassinated. That meant for his whole life Dean had had to contend with every birthday being the anniversary of the death of an American legend. Almost as soon as people tired of counting the years, they used the date as an excuse to crank out their own conspiracy theory about the shooting. JFK was like a huge cloud that appeared on Dean’s birthday, casting a dark shadow over what should have been the highlight of Dean’s year.

         It’s therefore no surprise that soon Dean didn’t look forward to his birthday like other kids. He was soon fed up of not being the centre of attention on the one day of the year when he should be. Instead people said things like:

         ‘Happy birthday, Dean, you know I always remember where I was on the day you were born …’

         or

         ‘Happy birthday, Dean – or should we say isn’t this the day JFK was shot?’

         It was all pretty lame, especially when Dean heard it year after year. He imagined other people feeling special on their birthday, and deserving to feel special because it was their birthday. He didn’t feel special, so it followed that he didn’t deserve to feel special, and if you are not special there’s no need to try to be special, no need to push yourself, and no need to expect more of yourself. Dean simply accepted that as long as he was good, that was good enough.

         It should therefore come as no surprise that Dean didn’t look forward to his birthday. In fact, Dean didn’t look forward to very much at all. Can you blame him? Whatever he did, he made sure it was good enough to get by – he didn’t smile unless he had to, didn’t laugh unless it was absolutely required, didn’t go the extra mile when covering the basics would do, and when his bosses tried to do right by him, he didn’t pay any attention to people who urged him to reach his potential. Years later, when people called Dean ‘dour’ and ‘miserable’, they were accurate, though unkind. He thought he was just trying to do the right thing, and he imagined that this was necessary to be liked. Unfortunately, when the desire to be liked is perverted into a willingness to be someone else’s emotional, and sometimes physical, punch-bag, trouble won’t be far behind. This is what happened to Dean.

         Dean got married before he was twenty. His wife didn’t treat him well. Instead of trying to help her be happy, Dean sucked her into his own misery. Every time they argued, he gave in; every time she yelled at him, he found a reason to justify it; every time it got bad, he allowed it to get worse. He just did the minimum required and hoped it would get better, and of course it didn’t. Then the day came when his ‘good enough’ was no longer good enough for her; she’d had enough, and so left him. For the longest time, Dean couldn’t shake the feeling that it must be his fault, but then got over it by telling himself he had been a good husband. He told himself there was nothing more he could have done. She walked out and emptied their joint account, leaving him to figure out how to run a home and care for their two children without her.

         No offence, Dean, but come on – you experienced nothing but being beaten up mentally and physically for a decade. She’s left you with two young kids and not a penny to your name. You just happened to be born on an unfortunate date. Guess what, your parents didn’t mean it; they didn’t do it on purpose. Get a grip, Dean – it really wasn’t that important, was it? You had birthday parties with loving parents; you weren’t in a bombed-out village somewhere searching for scraps of food. You had cake, for goodness’ sake!

         Clearly Dean did not get it. He didn’t realise that he had a choice about what meaning to give to the way he felt. Instead he carried on responding like a five-year-old who’s lost his lollipop. Let’s face it, in the grand scheme of things, Dean had no reason to mess up his life because of something as silly as his birthday. Yet, here’s the thing: Dean isn’t the only person reading this who has allowed something in their life to get way out of proportion, is he? It’s easy, as an outsider, to ridicule poor old Dean and think that he should get a life, or be grateful for what he’s got. However, it might be that something a little closer to home (which to someone else would be as trivial as Dean’s birthday) is not so trivial to you. So please be careful about judging Dean. He felt that his experience was horrible and unfair, and yet Dean survived. Not only did he survive, but he got really good at being a martyr. Like a stuck record, he just kept on doing the same thing over and over and over again. He made doormats look bad! He was stuck believing that his version of ‘good’ was all there was.

         Then at last it happened. He woke up on his fiftieth birthday and for some reason the penny finally dropped – being good was never going to be good enough. Doing a good job meant only doing the minimum required to get by and not get fired, and that’s exactly how he had been living his life. He did the minimum in his career, the minimum to hang on to his marriage, the minimum to find a new wife and, if he wasn’t careful, he would end up doing the minimum as a father. His two children were now teenagers, and needed him to be more than ‘good’. It was probably having them around that pushed the button on his milestone birthday and nudged him into a state of clarity. He pledged that, from now on, ‘good’ would be his minimum standard and not his limit. The truth was, he may not be able to fix the past, but he sure as heck could shape his future. Unusually for Dean, he smiled, because that is something to smile about. Hallelujah! Having realised that being good was not good enough, and that he might just have it in him to be great at least some of the time, he learned to ask himself what he really wanted rather than just accepting that what he got was all there was. He learned that, no matter who else was born on his birthday, or who happened to have been shot on it, it was still his birthday.
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         Dean had a wonderful present for his birthday that year. It really doesn’t matter that he gave it to himself, because it helped him feel good. Who knows, if Dean keeps on smiling like he is now, then soon somebody else want to help him be even happier. Let’s face it, Dean is still not making the most of his life, but it doesn’t mean it always has to be this way – for him or for anyone else harbouring a self-inflicted hurt that doesn’t need to hurt at all. 

         
            Sometimes a WTF moment takes a while to happen. Sometimes the road needs to be well travelled. In Dean’s case, it took fifty years of travelling down his road before the penny dropped: happiness doesn’t come from just giving – giving in, giving out or giving up. Giving is good when it is in service of the ‘greater good’, but that’s it. Giving for its own sake when it damages the giver is not good.

            Psychologists tell us that everyone wants to feel wanted and wants to feel special. They also point out that everyone constructs their own mental ‘filter’ that matches patterns that already exist in the brain to new experiences. Dean’s filter made any possibility of being ‘second best’ or ‘not good enough’ appear as if by magic! The same events seen through other eyes would have been interpreted differently, but Dean’s filter always found a reason for him to be miserable. Dean accidentally learned to feel unwanted. There’s no way Dean could change what had happened, but he could make darn sure that from now on he’d ask better questions of himself to try to see things differently.

            Dean could have asked himself a better question, but he didn’t. There was no need for him to be a martyr. Feeling special comes naturally when you’re helping someone else to feel special too, not by being a doormat. The penny finally dropped: doing the right thing wasn’t the same as seeking approval. He learned that allowing people to walk all over him not only made him feel bad, but ended up making whoever was doing the walking feel pretty horrid as well. It may have taken fifty years, but at last he had learned.
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               1 How special do you feel? Be careful how you think about this: feeling special for a crappy reason isn’t really feeling special at all. ‘I’m special because no one could be as stupid as I am’ is, first, probably not true (you’ve no idea how many really stupid people there are out there). Second, that’s not what I mean by special. I mean special in the ‘Wow, I’m actually amazing and wonderful in my own quirky way’ sort of special, not any other kind. So be careful.

               2 Ask yourself, am I using my strengths to make myself happy and raise my standards beyond being merely good? If I choose to believe that I can be great at certain aspects of my life, what can I do to start on that path? And if ‘great’ were to become my personal standard for everything in life, how different would my life be?

               3 Make sure you know that something about you is special. Now you know, ask yourself, what am I doing that helps other people feel special too? What’s the best way to feel good about doing the right thing and remaining special? How do I incorporate helping others to feel special, doing the right thing, and making sure I stay special too, into my everyday activities?
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