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My mother wasn’t able to live her newfound freedom for long.
Yet by her example, I was able to pick up where she left off.
This work is my gift to her.

Thank you for giving me the courage to live fearlessly.
I love you, Mom.




Fear is a killer.
It kills hopes.
It kills dreams.
It kills careers.
It kills relationships.
In a flash, it killed my parents.
It almost killed me.


How is it killing you?
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If you have ever been too threatened by failure to go for something you want … too apprehensive to share your feelings … too comfortable with your success to take a chance on making your life better … too intimidated to stand up for yourself when someone is putting you down … too afraid that you’re unlovable to end a bad relationship … too nervous about getting hurt to risk trusting another … too sensitive to criticism to speak out and be counted … too worried about losing your children’s devotion to put your foot down … too fainthearted to strike out in a new direction because you think you might not be up to the challenge … then what you are about to read has the power to change your life.


And you are far from alone. In the course of my career as a speaker and life- and career-coach, I have discovered that the vast majority of people, no matter how confident they appear to be, harbor paralyzing fears that lurk beneath the surface of their psyches. These inner demons are always at the ready to whisper skeptical objections and plant doubts about anything that might shake up the status quo: Do you really think you should do that? Are you ready for a big step like this? Why don’t you get somebody else’s opinion? Are you sure you’re not getting in over your head? What will people say?


These menacing messages, whether we are conscious of them or not, allow us to rationalize that we are better off not taking those chances. This does not apply to clinical emotional disorders such as depression and anxiety that require professional help. I am not advocating recklessness. I mean the virtually universal human tendency to make excuses and deny the type of fears that hold us back. Those subtle, gnawing fears that make up what I call the Wheel of Fear control our lives in myriad unseen ways.


Even little incidents along the way can contribute to your fears. The time you were accidentally separated from your mother in the grocery store when you were five years old may have been the beginning of a fear of being abandoned. The cruel words of a childhood bully might have added to your fear that you are stupid. The criticism of a Little League coach when you were doing the best you could may have made you fear that you’re worthless. Fearless Living is a program that will teach you to recognize and master those fears. Mastering fear does not imply you will never experience fear again. But rather, you will know what actions to take to move beyond your fear at will and the frequency of occurrence will diminish.


As for more extreme traumas, I’m living proof that the most unspeakable of experiences can be harnessed as a force for hope. Before I went on the Oprah show to reveal at last the terrible secret you’ll read about in the Introduction, I had already established my personal program of self-growth to overcome a troubled past. Alcoholism, nervous breakdowns, and suicide attempts were the misguided efforts I had previously used to deal with my fears. Yet as a result of my program, my self-destructive behavior has become a mere memory. I am astounded as I look upon my own life now. I see loving friendships, healthy family relations, a handsome income, a beautiful home, and creative fulfillment through my speaking engagements, books, videos, and audiotapes. Most important, my sense of self is always intact, breeding self-confidence, personal power, and clarity of purpose. In short, my life is governed by freedom.


I designed Fearless Living to help you triumph over the fear that prevents you from living a fulfilling life. As of this writing, thousands of people have attested to the life-changing payoffs acquired by following the Fearless Living program. Instead of theories and concepts, Fearless Living entails practical applications for real-life situations that will work for you. In Part One, you will learn how your individualized fears operate, perpetuate, and manifest. In Part Two, you will discover the power behind your day-to-day actions and uncover how they sustain your fears or help you move beyond them.


There is no “right” time to begin living fearlessly. Wherever you are is the perfect place to start. So get ready to take a journey that will transform your life.


Welcome to the world of Fearless Living.


Rhonda Britten
June 2000
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My Story


A steady downpour pummeled the windowpanes of my childhood bedroom in northern Michigan on a chilly June morning. I snuggled deeper under the warmth and comfort of my blankets, wishing I didn’t have to face what lay ahead. The year was 1975 and I was fourteen. Father’s Day back then in my little hometown meant families trooping to have brunch at local restaurants where buffets were considered the height of elegance. Part of me was looking forward to the salad bar and the slices of roast beef, but I dreaded the get-together. My parents had been separated for almost a year. This obligatory reunion with my father was sure to be strained.


I wondered whether my two sisters, and for that matter my mother, felt as uneasy as I did. Still, I told myself, nothing really upsetting was going to happen. We’d be in public, after all. Everyone would be on their best behavior. In spite of all that had gone on between my parents behind closed doors, they had always been very good at putting up a front. They cared too much about what the neighbors might think.


Reassured, I threw the covers off, got up, and picked out the white cotton dress my mother had finished making for me only days before. An accomplished seamstress, she took pride in outfitting her girls. I treasured everything she created, but this dress was one of my favorites. She had sewn me a long white scarf with black polka dots, an accessory that made me feel very sophisticated. I wrapped it around my neck as a kind of testimony of her love. In return, I loved her so much that it almost hurt. I have a photograph of just the two of us taken before my younger sister, Linda, was born. My mother was holding me on her hip. My little head was leaning on her shoulder. On the back she had written, “When you were the baby of the house, Rhonda.” The image and the message gave me strength and a sense of being very special. I looked at the picture and read her words whenever the trials of teenage life started to get to me.


On that Sunday morning, I had gotten dressed, and while my sisters were still fighting over the bathroom, I walked by my mother’s room. She spotted me through the open door.


“Oh, you look so pretty!” she said with a lilt in her voice. “Come in. I want to show you something.”


My heart skipped a beat. As the middle child, I cherished every moment when I was alone with my mother. She put down her omnipresent coffee mug after taking one more sip, and did the rest of her makeup. I perched on the bed, careful not to rumple the spread, and watched her smooth the rouge into her cheeks after gliding the blue shadow over her lids. Even without the help of cosmetics, she was a true beauty. I wanted to grow up to be exactly like her.


“How’s the new boyfriend?” she asked after she had put on her lipstick and spritzed herself with perfume.


Girl talk. I was thrilled by this private, intimate moment. “Okay,” I giggled. “So far, anyway. How’s Bill?”


Her eyes lit up. Bill was my mother’s first attempt at finding love again, and my sisters and I approved. He was a big man with a heart to match. Since meeting him, my mother smiled a whole lot more.


“That’s what I wanted to show you,” she said, dusting off her hands and reaching for something in the basket beside her. She held up a blue-and-red-striped polo shirt.


“I made it for Bill’s birthday,” she said. “Do you think he’ll like it?”


“Oh, yes! It’s perfect!” I said, feeling like my mother’s friend and daughter all at the same time.


That’s when the doorbell rang, shattering the coveted one-on-one connection with my mother. “Your father is here,” she said, quickly folding the polo shirt and hiding it under the bed. Neither of us wanted any evidence of Bill in the room. My father, unable to let my mother go, was wildly jealous of her relationship with Bill.


“Go let your father in. I’ll be right there,” she continued. Her expression said the rest: Be nice, put on a smile, give your father a hug, and keep our little secret.


I stood up. After a reluctant pause, I began moving toward the front door as my mother had asked. My father had called me a week before Father’s Day, even though I hadn’t spoken with him in months, asking me to come and live with him. I had begged off. Why me? He loved Linda, my little sister, the best. Once, when I had somehow irritated him, he had chased me and pinned me down, putting his hands around my throat. My screams had brought Linda to the scene. Because of her, he had released me. Yet now he wanted me, not Linda. He said I would thank him someday. For the suffering? Did he think that would make me a better person?


I opened the front door. The rain had slowed to a drizzle. My father stood on the stoop, a little damp but looking absolutely wonderful and normal—exactly the way I remembered him from when I was a little girl. There was no sign of the angry, troubled man I had come to expect. Pleased and relieved, I felt compelled to hug him after I ushered him inside.


As he entered, my mother came toward us, shrugging into her raincoat and saying something about wanting to warm up her car. The yellow 1973 Buick Apollo was a gleaming symbol of my mother’s newfound freedom. Leaving my father after almost two decades of verbal abuse had proved to be an incredibly liberating experience for her. Mom was a farm girl who had never learned to drive anything other than a tractor. Getting her driver’s license and buying that Apollo had been a crucial step toward her independence. I watched, smiling, as she dashed through the raindrops with her car keys in hand.


Then I glanced at my father. His eyes were following my mother, who was dodging puddles on the way to her car. Abruptly he said, “I’ll be right back. I need to get my coat from my trunk.”


He loped across the lawn to his car. It was parked a couple of feet from my mother’s. I opened my mouth to call to my sisters that we were just about ready to leave. Before I could utter a syllable, I saw my father pull not a coat but a rifle from the trunk of his car.


Every second that passed as I made my way from the door frame onto the edge of the porch is burned into my mind forever. My breath stopped. My heart stopped. My father was yelling at my mother, “You made me do this.” His hand wrapped around the rifle stock, the barrel aimed straight at her.


“Daddy, don’t!” I screamed. “Dad, I’ll live with you. … Dad, I’ll take care of you!” Oh, my God, I had to stop him. Maybe the rain was drowning out my words. Maybe he couldn’t hear me. Maybe he didn’t care.


My desperate cries did nothing to dissuade him. His hand tightened around the trigger as he trapped my mother between the two cars. Still, I kept pleading, hoping to stop him. But my voice was powerless. Why didn’t he hear me? Why didn’t Linda hear me? He would listen to her. Where was she? And where was my older sister, Cindy?


My mother said hoarsely, “Ron, don’t you do this. Don’t you do this.”


“You made me do this,” he countered. “It’s all your fault. You gave me no choice. If I can’t have you, no one can. No one will.”


While he raged, she looked him squarely in the eye, showing her courage in the face of the man who had controlled her for so long. Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around her body in the vain hope of deflecting what was to come. As I watched, I kept running scenario after scenario through my mind. I had to save her. I could jump between her and the gun. I could do something to distract him, maybe throw a chair or bang on the metal garbage pail, and she could run. But my body was frozen.


Crack! The sound of the rifle firing tore a hole in my life. Everything moved so slowly that I felt as though I could reach out and stop the bullet in flight. The way my mother looked right before and after the bullet entered her abdomen is my most vivid memory. She was so beautiful and scared and alone. When the bullet penetrated, she fell forward ever so slightly, her body wrenched in pain. She grabbed her stomach the way you would if you were going to throw up. I remember her face, twisted in agony, still eye to eye with her killer. She was silently begging him to stop. I think for one part of one second my father didn’t believe what he had done. I know I must have been screaming, but all I remember is the surreal silence.


The click of the gun recocking broke the stillness. My father’s gaze and the barrel of the gun turned my way. I was sure it was my time to die. But the gun swung back and found my mother again. As the second bullet hit, she fell through the open door of her prized car. The bullet went straight through her and lodged in the steering wheel. The blaring of the car horn ripped into the quiet of a small-town Sunday morning. To this day, the sound of a horn has the power to unnerve me unless I call forth all the inner resources I have stockpiled to free myself from fear.


The horn was still keening as my father ran toward me. Rain soaked, he fell to his knees at my feet, the gun upright at his side. He rested his right temple directly against the end of the barrel and pulled the trigger. His every motion was seamless, as if he had planned and rehearsed diligently for this final act. The sound of the gunshot at close range was deafening. My father’s blood splattered on the white dress that was my mother’s last gift to me. His body collapsed beside me.


The only sound was my own harsh breathing, waking me up to the realization that what had happened was not a dream. It was real. I began to shudder. In that moment, I was gripped by a potent fear that I didn’t deserve to be alive. Why was I still standing? After all, my father had proved that I wasn’t worth living for. In fact, I wasn’t even worth killing. And I—the only person on the scene—had failed as my mother’s savior. What earthly use was I anyway?


I turned and retreated into the house, heading for the sanctuary of my mother’s bedroom where just a few minutes earlier I had felt safe and singled out for her confidences. I got down on my knees, and folded my hands against the bedspread. The scent of her perfume was still in the air. I prayed with all the faith I had ever had. “Please, God,” I begged, “don’t let her be dead.” Yet I knew even then that she was already gone.


The news traveled fast through our little town. Arrangements were made and within hours we were at my aunt’s house. I am told that I was hysterical, then silent. I suppose I changed out of the bloodstained dress. I remember very little from the time I knelt to pray until hours later. I vaguely recall phoning my boyfriend and blurting out what had happened, but after that everything is just blank. My aunt had convinced Cindy to put me on medication. I took the pill, more for their sake than for mine. But I refused to eat. These people, my relatives, were convinced that if I would just eat, things would be better.


They had no idea. I had failed to save my mother. I didn’t deserve sustenance. Each mental replay admonished me more. In a haze of medication and self-loathing, I kept thinking I could have done something to stop my father from killing my mother. I could have stepped in front of the gun. I could have figured out something better to say. At the very least, I could have run over to the car where she lay slumped against the steering wheel. Maybe she had been waiting for me to come to her. If I had gotten to her, maybe she would have pulled through. But I had left her there. Looking back, I know that part of the fear that was etching itself into the very essence of my being was the idea that everyone else blamed me as well. Perhaps they were even pointing the finger at me for what my father had done. After all, he had once told me that it was all my fault that my mother had left him. I had no idea what he meant, but that didn’t stop me from being afraid that he was right.


And yet that evening, as I did every Sunday, I went to the local indoor ice rink. Continuing with the routine I had always known seemed like the only thing to do. I didn’t get much skating in, though. Once I got to the rink, I had to take care of my friends. They had shown up not knowing what to do or say. At first, they shifted from one foot to the other and avoided my eyes. This was a pattern with which I would become all too familiar in the months and years ahead. In a world where almost nothing was unmentionable any longer, a murder-suicide—especially one involving your parents and certainly if you were the only witness—turned out to be the last taboo.


Finally, my friend Julie let herself react. She hugged me, sobbing into my shoulder. I was glad she was crying. My fear was already hard at work, keeping me from sharing my real feelings. I held her, letting her vent her grief and fury, all the while keeping mine in. I was afraid that if I let them loose, the world would not be able to withstand my heartache. I was afraid of myself. Afraid to be human. The consequences were too terrible to imagine.


The next day, Cindy—who at eighteen had become the one in charge—left Linda and me with our aunt while she and my mother’s friend Sharon went back to the house to get some of our things. Cindy told me later that when they were in the bedroom, Sharon started to cry at the sight of my mother’s favorite mug on the vanity, half full of coffee long since gone cold. I never got to see the mug. I wish I had. But no one would let me go back to the scene of the crime. They all thought they had to protect me. They meant well, but they didn’t understand. After what I had seen, the damage was already done. The fear had become part of me, feeding on the ordinary fears I already had until it was a force that dictated my every thought and every action. One minute, I had been a young girl in the cocoon of her mother’s love with my dreams stretching into a future full of possibilities. The next, I was not only an orphan but also the person who hadn’t prevented my parents’ tragic deaths. I wanted to scream, “You can’t keep me safe! It’s too late for that!” But the fear choked me and kept the words inside. After a while, the fear was so completely in control that I didn’t even know what the words were anymore. I only knew that I must never, ever unleash them.


Monday went by in a blur. My sisters say we picked out the caskets. I’ll have to take their word for it. Visitation and viewing at the funeral home were on Tuesday. That I remember in exquisite detail. All afternoon, with my pen in hand and a smile on my face, I politely guided each person to the guest books, one for my father and one for my mother, and pointed out the next available space. While my sisters milled around among the mourners, I played “hostess with the mostest.” I remember crying very little during that time, feeling a deep obligation to tend to all these people who had so loved my mother, or my father, or both. I had to make sure they were okay. If I couldn’t save my parents, at least I could do that much.


After the majority of people had arrived, my sisters and I sat in the family section of the funeral home and received condolences together. When it was time for us to say our final farewells before the caskets were closed, the funeral director pulled a red velvet curtain around us for privacy. I said good-bye to my father and I remember looking at him with amazement. There was no indication that he had shot off part of his head. I had never imagined that I would be having a conversation with myself regarding funeral directors’ artistic abilities, but they should get an award, I thought.


Yet if I was detached as I looked at my father’s body, I was profoundly moved by the vision of my mother. It is seared into my brain. I scanned every part of her, afraid I might miss something. She wore her favorite long evergreen dress with white polka dots, the one she had bought for the first Christmas party she gave on her own after the separation. Mom had spent more money than she usually allowed. The gown had been a gift to herself, one of her small acts of freedom during her brief reprieve from a life of fear.


Her hair and makeup were perfect. My mind flashed back to the Sunday morning only a few days earlier when I had sat on the bed, watching her “put on her face,” as she called it. How could it be that this simple pleasure, and all the rest of life’s miracles, would never be hers again?


The funeral director reappeared, rousing me from my reverie. He took my mother’s engagement and wedding rings off her hands and gave them to Cindy. Then I saw that Cindy had put her class ring on my mother’s finger. And Linda had placed one of her most beloved bracelets on my mother’s wrist. Both pieces of jewelry were gifts to take to the Great Beyond. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Nobody had told me about this! I felt so betrayed, as though I had been slapped in the face, yet so ashamed that I hadn’t thought of this gesture myself. Was this my sisters’ way of punishing me for not saving Mom? Then I stopped myself. This moment was about my mother, not me. My pain had to wait. The urgency of the situation called for immediate action. I knew that if my mother were buried without a symbol of my love, I could never forgive myself. What did I have to give her?


The answer came to me quickly. My boyfriend had given me a promise ring just two weeks earlier, a pearl set in silver. I had been secretly longing for that ring. It was the most valuable thing I owned. I twisted the ring off and placed it on Mom’s little finger. I had righted a wrong the best way I knew how. I was so angry that my sisters hadn’t included me, but I also knew I could never express my shame to anyone, ever. I buried it along with my feeling of worthlessness.


The funerals were on Wednesday, the day that would have been my parents’ twentieth wedding anniversary. I insisted on singing at their funerals. My mother had always called my voice a gift from God. She had swelled with pride when I was invited to join the senior-high chorus the year I was still in seventh grade. She made sure I had lessons, and she was as thrilled as I was when my voice teacher recommended that I attend the 1975 summer session at the world-renowned Interlochen Arts Center near Traverse City. That was to have been my first time away from home, a big step toward the career that my mother was sure was my destiny. The least I could do now was to sing a memorial tribute.


I picked a song called “Thank You” intending to sing it at both funerals. The irony of that title for my father’s funeral was lost in my denial. I truly believed I had instantly forgiven him. Even so, I did not shed a tear during his 1:00 P.M. service. After we laid him in the ground, we had a scant half an hour before my mother’s funeral began at 3:00 P.M. During that brief interval, I realized which song I had to sing for her. My mom’s favorite was Olivia Newton-John’s hit “I Honestly Love You.” I had been chosen to sing it with my friend Tammy as a duet for a choir concert earlier that year. Afterward, my mom had asked me to sing it whenever anyone stopped over.


Everyone tried to talk me out of going ahead with my plan, but I was determined. I grabbed Tammy and convinced her we had to do it. She agreed. I don’t know whether someone went to her house to get the music or if someone went to mine. As I said, it was a small town. We both lived within minutes of the church. In any case, we got the music and rehearsed it once in the church meeting hall. Then I took my place with my sisters outside the sanctuary, greeting family and friends.


From the minute my mother’s funeral began, tears streamed down every cheek and great wails of grief punctuated the proceedings. When it was my time to sing, I had to make my way from the front pew all the way back down the aisle and then up the steps to the choir loft in the rear of the church. So that I wouldn’t break down, I deliberately avoided any eye contact. My aunt had begged me to take a pill before the funerals, but I had refused. I wanted to be completely myself and totally awake to my feelings. I wanted to remember everything. I didn’t want to sing on drugs. I didn’t want to cry on drugs. I didn’t want to see my mother for the last time on drugs.


In a strong and clear soprano, while Tammy’s voice harmonized with mine, I sang the song for my mother, to my mother. I sang it with every ounce of my being. There is a place near the end of the lyrics where I spoke the words “I love you,” followed by a long pause. In my silence, the congregation could not contain the sobs that told of their grief and their compassion. The sounds of sadness swelled into a lamentation I can hear to this day.


As I returned to my seat, all eyes were on me. Everyone was surprised I had pulled it off, but I wasn’t. I’d had to do it. The song was the last gift I would give to my mother. It had to be perfect, and it was.


Nothing after that moment was perfect for many years to come. At the cemetery, the emotional dam that had been holding back my tears finally broke. The brilliant sunlight and the fresh breeze off of Lake Superior seemed to mock the unbearable ache in my heart. I threw myself on my mother’s coffin, crying, “Don’t leave me! Please don’t leave me!” My grandmother, a formidable woman with a no-nonsense philosophy of life, wrenched me off the casket and said, “That will be enough of that. It’s over.” As she led me away, her hand in a vicelike grip on my wrist, the fear that it was not right to be me took a firm hold over my life.


The more that people tried to shield me from my pain, the more frightened I became of my own feelings and the harder I worked at keeping them in check. Many relatives became remote. Friends disappeared. I felt totally left out. People hushed when I entered a room. I remember overhearing adults prep visitors. “Be careful not to bring up the subject of parents,” they would say. I developed a sense of shame about sharing my story with anyone. I was terrified that I would be accused of not having stopped my parents’ deaths. I was afraid of who I was.


Much later, while attending college on scholarship, I was seen as normal, a high achiever with much to be proud of. No one would have guessed the fears that were running my life. I kept others at arm’s length to avoid the fear of being discovered and to dodge the inevitable questions. Fear was my constant companion, giving me permission to lie. “How are your parents?” someone would ask. “Just fine,” I’d respond. For a long time, my parents were “just fine.” Eventually, in the briefest of terms, I began telling people what had happened, followed by “… but I’m over that now. I’ve handled it. I’m fine.”


At the time, I had talked myself into believing that I was fine. But I wasn’t. Fear was taking its toll. I was worried that I would never have enough money. I doubted my ability to succeed. I dreaded the responsibility of growing up. I was uncomfortable being alone. Yet I was anxious about falling in love because I was sure any man would discover what my father must have already known: I was worthless. My expectations regarding friendships could never be fulfilled. Intimacy and trust were elusive. Love was never part of the picture. I was easily angered and at times, suicidal. Although my intellect and body had survived, my heart and soul were deeply wounded. Happiness was beyond my reach.


Nothing I tried—not the therapy I sought, not the books I read, not the courses I took, not the grief groups I joined—showed me how to get beyond my fears to experience the wholeness I yearned for. More than that, I noticed that people from all walks of life had the same challenges I had. I began to wonder if maybe this is all there was. I took to rationalizing my fear away. “This must be the way life is. Everyone else complains, whines, and moans. We each have our lot in life. This must be mine.” I figured the best I could hope for was camaraderie through my pain. Maybe you’ve felt the same way. Maybe you have come to the conclusion that the best you can do is learn to deal with it and try to control it the best you can.


I believed that for a long time. Then I began to notice that there were individuals who did not make choices based in fear. They took risks and lived fully. When I asked them how they did it, they couldn’t articulate it. They had no formula or pattern. Sometimes they were afraid while other times they were able to move past it. With that knowledge, I became determined to help myself. I wanted to know the answer to the questions “What is fear?” and “How does it run my life?” And I wanted more than haphazard freedom. I wanted more than understanding. I wanted actual things to do that would help me get through my doubts, worries, paralysis, and defensiveness at will. I wanted to know that my fear hadn’t eclipsed any good left within me. It all started with a calendar and some gold stars. Each day I would write down exactly what I had done that was kind and loving to others as well as myself. I was vigilant. At that point, it was all I had. At the end of the month my calendar was covered in gold stars. I knew I had a fighting chance. From the seeds of that first exercise, I have come to realize there is a way to get beyond the fear. And it isn’t always necessary to understand how your fear developed. What matters is that it did.


We all have our stories, our scars, our wounds, the things that give us the excuses for why life isn’t exactly as we had hoped. My story may be more dramatic than others’, but the basic fear I experienced as a result of my parents’ deaths is the same basic fear we all have to confront: We are afraid that—in some if not all areas of our lives—we’re not good enough.


I’ve learned this, not only because I have overcome the fear that kept my story in place, but because I have worked with countless clients who have mastered their fears as well. Of course, people don’t walk into my office with the insight to say, “I’m afraid they’ll find out I’m not good enough.” But that’s what they mean when they say, “I’m afraid my husband is going to leave me.” … “I’m afraid I’m going to lose my job.” … “I’m afraid I’m going to end up homeless.” … “I’m afraid my kids aren’t going to turn out well.” … “I’m afraid I’m never going to do anything that makes a difference.” … “I’m afraid I’m not going to live up to my parents’ expectations.” … “I’m afraid to open up my own business.” … “I’m afraid to get involved with anybody.” … “I’m afraid people will make fun of me.” … “I’m afraid to speak up.” … “I’m afraid I will never fulfill my potential.”


Even people who become highly successful by societal standards are not immune. Why, after all, do celebrities suffer from stage fright other than because they fear that a performance won’t be good enough? As for the rest of us, just about any situation can call up that basic fear that we’re not good enough. What keeps a man from asking a woman out on a date? What makes someone put off sending out résumés in order to get a better job? What makes a mother find reasons to blame herself when a child is sickly or gets a failing grade or doesn’t have any friends? Why does a person who has put on a little weight come up with excuses not to go for a checkup that would mean stepping on a scale in front of a nurse or doctor?


There are a lot of words we could use to define specific aspects of the fear of not being good enough. “Unlovable,” “inadequate,” “stupid,” “untalented,” “worthless,” “weak willed,” and “loser” come to mind. The label doesn’t matter. Any definition that rings true for you is fine. What does matter, as I have seen over and over again with my clients, is that once people recognize the basic fear, all of the offshoot fears are rendered manageable at last.


Better yet, the fear becomes not an enemy but an ally. Instead of causing you to shy away from situations that could result in the sting of failure, the fear gives you the impetus to take on new challenges. You no longer spend your time and energy trying to avoid showing the world you’re not good enough. You move to a level where you respect and love who you are. When that happens, you experience an exhilarating sense of freedom. You are no longer trapped in the false security of boredom and routine. You are released to experience life’s limitless prospects fearlessly, in spite of the fact that failure is always a possibility. In the words of legendary sportswriter Grantland Rice, “When the One Great Scorer comes to write against your name/He marks not that you won or lost, but how you played the game.”


Fear has been instrumental in setting your course whether your parents are alive or dead. Whether you grew up happy or sad, wealthy or poor. Whether you know it or not. Fear has developed your likes and dislikes, picked your friends, and raised your children. Fear has limited your potential, excluded possibilities, and controlled your choices.


We can change that. What took me years to learn will take you months. I know this because so many of my clients have done it. A life worth living is attainable. I know, too, because I am living it. Now is the time to begin the work that can set you free. Let’s get started.…
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WHAT ARE YOU
AFRAID OF?


Courage faces fear and thereby masters it.
Martin Luther King, Jr.
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What Is Fear?


Imagine that you are enjoying a walk in a woodsy area of a state park on a perfect summer day. The sun plays in patches on the leafy canopy overhead and you breathe in the earthy scents carried by a gentle breeze. Birdsong fills the air. You are at peace, relaxed, thinking of nothing in particular. Out of the corner of your eye, you spot something in the underbrush next to the path. It is brown, large, and coiled. Your brain registers, Danger! A snake in the grass! Your bodily state changes instantly. Your heart races, your palms sweat, your stomach and throat clench, your scalp tingles, your skin prickles with goose bumps.


What does this have to do with the basic human fear of not being good enough? Your body’s reaction to fear is the same whether you are faced with a physical threat or an emotional one. What happens is that the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) system in your brain releases chemical messengers, mainly dopamine and adrenaline. The HPA also triggers an outpouring of the hormone cortisol that in turn activates a small, almond-shaped area of the brain called the amygdala. Your blood sugar and blood pressure rise steeply to give you a burst of energy. Your digestive system shuts down so you can use that energy either to meet the threat head-on or run away from it.


This is the well-known “fight or flight” phenomenon, first described as such in 1932 by eminent Harvard physiologist Walter B. Cannon. It is the most primal of survival mechanisms, not only in humans but in virtually all species ever studied for the fear response, including fruit flies and snails. The problem is that a real or perceived threat signals the hippocampus—an area near the amygdala—to store the experience in long-term memory. That’s good in the sense that when you get visual clues that make you think you see a snake, your body goes into overdrive and you get out of there fast.


But maybe it wasn’t a snake after all. Maybe it was a fallen tree branch. You didn’t stop to find out whether the danger was real or not. You beat a hasty retreat without even contemplating what you were doing. As famed fear researcher Joseph LeDoux put it in his book The Emotional Brain, there is a “quick and dirty processing pathway” that “allows us to begin to respond to potentially dangerous stimuli before we fully know what the stimulus is. … The brain is programmed to detect dangers, both those that were routinely experienced by our ancestors and those learned about by each of us as individuals.”


Throughout life, we add to our ancestral fears with a long list of perceived threats born of experience. We aren’t simply afraid of physical danger, such as snakes or sticks that might be snakes. We are afraid of any imagined situation that might evoke a painful emotion. We run away from the danger of being failures, of being ridiculed, of being rejected, of being belittled, of being embarrassed, of being played for a fool. In the same way that a child who accidentally touches a hot iron will never do so again, we don’t want to risk being twice burned psychologically and emotionally. Every negative experience, however fleeting, can be a lesson in fear that is well learned by our subconscious minds. The result is the all-too-familiar heart-racing and palm-sweating, as well as suppression of the immune system and of activity in areas of the brain concerned with short-term memory, concentration, inhibition, and rational thought. When this happens on a daily basis over many years, mental, emotional, and physical health are clearly in jeopardy. So are the ability to function at peak capacity and the simple ability to enjoy life.


That’s where Fearless Living comes in. LeDoux’s research—mainly with rats conditioned to fear a sound previously associated with an electrical shock—has shown that erasing the memories of fear is in all likelihood not feasible. But the difference between rats and humans is that we have something called “consciousness,” which is our ability to be aware. When we become aware of how fear is running our lives and what our fears are, we have the power to break free of our conditioning and make choices about how we behave. Otherwise, our unconscious minds and our conditioning decide for us, just as they do for the rats. Fearless Living will show you how to outsmart fear rather than allowing the memory of fear or fear itself to determine your life. As LeDoux says, “It is thus completely possible that one might have poor conscious memory of a traumatic experience, but at the same time form a very powerful implicit, unconscious memory of a traumatic experience. … We may not be able to get rid of the implicit memories.”


I agree. Whether we have a clear recollection of a traumatic experience—as I do of my parents’ deaths—or whether the trauma is not something we remember vividly, the memory is in the unconscious mind ready to invoke fear. You can’t delete your amygdala’s personal cache of fear-laden triggers. Yet I know that you can go beyond the fear. My clients have done it. I have done it. You can too.


Fearless Living Means Moving Beyond the Fear


Let’s start with my definition of “fear”: Fear is both the cause and effect of the feelings, thoughts, or actions that prohibit you from accepting yourself and realizing your full potential. Fear stands between you and your ability to go anywhere you like, do anything you want, and meet anyone you please. To help you stay safe, fear motivates you to hide your essential nature by thwarting your ability to express yourself truthfully.


Renowned psychologist Abraham Maslow, in his classic work Toward a Psychology of Being, described the process in this way: “This kind of fear is defensive, in the sense that it is a protection of our self-esteem. … We tend to be afraid of any knowledge that could cause us to despise ourselves, or to make us feel inferior, weak, worthless, evil, shameful. … We also tend to avoid personal growth because this, too, can bring another kind of fear. … This is the struggle against our own greatness. … Thus to discover in oneself a great talent can certainly bring exhilaration but it can also bring a fear of the dangers and responsibilities. … The moment of fright is understandable, but it must be overcome.”


Fearless Living is about helping you do precisely that, not just once but as a way of life. Fear’s function is to keep you from getting hurt, but in so doing fear also keeps you from becoming your best and truest self. Fear has been with you all along, filing away all the hurt and heartbreak—the time you didn’t make the cheerleading squad or the way you were teased about your accent or the fact that you were ignored by the people who were supposed to love you the most.


Fear heard you cry, “I don’t ever want to feel like that again.” It took you seriously. It became determined to keep you safe. It assumed the role of guardian of your feelings. Now, when a situation presents itself in which you think you may not be accepted for who you are, fear flashes warnings, telling you, “Don’t go there. Don’t do that. And definitely, don’t say that.” You could potentially experience rejection, disappointment, or the feeling that you’re foolish. Dangerous!


Fear’s number-one job is to guard you against any negative feelings that would confirm your worst fear—that you are not good enough. This perpetuates your inability to accept yourself. Yet deep down, we want to own our power and strength and courage. In order to do that, we must embrace the fullness of who we are, and that includes our limitations. Again, fear sees that as a little on the risky side.


Think of it this way: Fear is the gatekeeper of your comfort zone. Your comfort zone is whatever is familiar to you. As a little child, your comfort zone was your mother’s lap. You ventured away out of curiosity but scurried back to safety when you felt threatened. Now your comfort zone is the people you already know, the routines you’re used to, the places where you feel at home. Whether these are bad, good, happy, or sad is immaterial. As the old saying goes, “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t know.” People stay for years in bad marriages, boring jobs, and other belittling situations because breaking the bond to the familiar and trying something new feels too scary. Your comfort zone is what you are comfortable with, where you feel safe.


But how satisfying is safe? Fear keeps us from feeling alive when there’s a danger of not being accepted, approved, or understood. Therefore we deny our essential nature. Fear doesn’t know you are an adult who craves adventure and love and fulfillment. It doesn’t know that you could handle it from here. That is why a crisis is sometimes what’s necessary to shake up your world and give you the courage you need to show your fear who’s boss.


The crisis in your life that gets you started on the journey from fear to freedom need not be as obvious or life shattering as mine. But there is almost certainly some level of crisis manifesting itself in your life right now. Maybe you are simply sick of letting yourself down or listening to your own excuses. Perhaps you’ve had enough of never finding the courage to stand up for yourself. It could be that you are through with neglecting yourself, or you are fed up with being walked on, or you can’t face putting up a front to keep the peace with your boss, coworkers, family, spouse, or kids one more time. Maybe you are tired of not earning what you’re worth just because you can’t bring yourself to put a real value on your contribution and ask for that raise or promotion. Perhaps you are tired of being dependent on others or doing everything alone. Maybe you’ve had it with letting other people take public credit for work that you’ve done behind the scenes. You may not even be able to pinpoint what’s going on, but you know something isn’t quite working. Your soul yearns for more. That’s all we need to get you started.


Meredith’s Story


Meredith’s crisis started years ago, but she ignored the warning signs until she was forced to face it the night her husband walked out on her after eighteen years of marriage. “There’s got to be more to life than this,” he said. “All we ever talk about is the kids’ homework and how we’re going to pay the bills and what kind of fertilizer to use. Apparently this is enough for you. Well, it’s not enough for me.”


Meredith opened her mouth but no words came out. Fear strangled her. How would she manage on her own? What would people think of her when they found out she hadn’t made a go of her marriage? What was it about her that had driven Phil away? If he didn’t love her after all they had shared, who could?


“Look, there’s no point in dragging this on any longer,” Phil continued. “I’m going to stay with my brother for a while. We’ll work everything out down the line about the money and the custody and stuff.”


“Is there someone else?” Meredith finally managed to whisper.


“No, no, that’s not it,” Phil said. “The thing is, I just can’t stay here and let life pass me by.”


He opened the door and she caught a whiff of the crisp evening air. She heard the crunch of the car wheels on the blacktop as he backed out of the driveway. And then he was gone.


The children, twelve-year-old Lucy and ten-year-old Sam, were asleep upstairs. Meredith sat immobile at the kitchen table, grappling first with the terror of being a single mother and then with anger at Phil for leaving her like this. Meredith had always been a loyal wife and a devoted mother. Her mind reeled with the realization that this was actually happening to her after eighteen years of putting her husband and children first. When she had wanted to take a painting class at the local community college, her husband had pointed out that canvas and paint were expensive. She never mentioned the idea again. Fear, disguised as reason, told her that Phil knew best when it came to family finances. Anyway, she shouldn’t spend money on something selfish. And when she went on a trip with her sister, Phil had fussed about how hard it was when she was gone. Fear, disguised as understanding, convinced her that this was the way he showed his love. And now, after eighteen years, he had as much as said she was insignificant!


After the divorce was final, Meredith sought me out. She said she wanted to “start living.” I knew that she meant she wanted to live fearlessly. She had come to the right place. Over the course of our sessions together, we discussed the elements of Fearless Living, including claiming your essential nature, building self-confidence and self-caring, the power of accountability and choice. As we talked, it was clear that she had a sense of what she didn’t want more than of what she wanted. No longer did she want to break promises to herself, let others have the final word, or put herself last. She wasn’t even sure what she liked. She had gotten so used to going along with what Phil liked that she had assumed her desires and Phil’s were one and the same. It became evident that Meredith had lived most of her married life as a people pleaser and, more specifically, as a Phil pleaser. Meredith hadn’t shared any feelings or thoughts that were different from his in years. She never confronted him about the way the money was spent. She never told him she didn’t agree with one or another of his decisions. She rarely picked the restaurant they were going to go to. Sure, she complained to her friends about him, but she never shared her frustrations with him or stood up to him. Then as she began to work the Fearless Living program, she realized she had been bowing to Phil’s wishes in order to avoid appearing selfish, which was the way she thought she could keep from experiencing her most dreaded feeling, that of being insignificant.
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