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To the students, with gratitude.


Especially Cassandra Rigsby.














“Everything is negotiable. Whether or not the negotiation is easy is another thing.”


—-CARRIE FISHER
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INTRODUCTION



The Initial Offer


My older daughter, Lowery, is six years old. When you meet her, you might be fooled by her white tendrils and angelic smile, but that girl is a shrewd negotiator, and I’ve learned a lot watching her craft. When she was younger, one of her many tactics was to convince my husband and me to let her reserve something for later if we wouldn’t let her have it in the moment. She’d ask for a cookie. The answer was usually no. She’d nod respectfully, but then ask for the same thing in a different way: Could she put a cookie on the table? When we inquired why she wanted to do this, she explained that perhaps later, maybe after dinner, it would be okay for her to have a cookie, and if it was, the cookie would be ready for her. This tactic was (and still is) surprisingly effective.


At any given moment in our house, our kitchen table is littered with toys and treats over which my child is in current negotiations. And yet, by bedtime, the table is always magically cleared of clutter. She’s an example for women everywhere.


As an assistant professor and the leader of a professional graduate program at a major university, I spend much of my time talking with and coaching students. Whether with prospective students interested in the degree program or current students seeking advice on which courses to take next semester, almost every talk turns into a deeper conversation about where their lives are headed. For years I have listened to people talk through their goals in life. Graduate school is often the compounding aspect of a student’s life. They have a home life, sometimes filled with a spouse and children, and they have a professional life, often one of great responsibility. Adding school on top of all that tends to make anxieties, concerns, and dreams bubble to the surface. I just happen to be there when they do. These are often vulnerable concepts to acknowledge and verbalize, and I work hard to listen and advise well. This, by the way, is the greatest part of my job. I’m always catching people in the middle of a journey (or contemplating a journey) to better themselves. Students, after all, are just people trying to curate a good life for themselves, and their struggles and experiences are a microcosm for what a lot of ambitious people—students or not—struggle with.


Of the many students I’ve advised over the years, my female students tend to visit my office most often. I once thought this was because women tend to seek out other women for advice. But the longer I’ve had the role, the more I’ve come to realize that women tend to analyze their opportunities and assess their own value differently than men. That is to say, in broad generalities, women are negotiating more.


I don’t mean to imply men don’t struggle, compromise, or negotiate. They do. But I find male students don’t negotiate with themselves in the way my female students do. Sure, much of this is societal conditioning and exposure to a generation of Adam Sandler movies. But men and women think about themselves, their lives, and achieving their goals in vastly different ways. This thought disparity often arises when I meet individually with people who are considering the graduate program I administer. In an average week, I talk with at least three people who have expressed interest in the program. Men tend to get straight to the point: They want this degree, they have confirmed with their peers it is a good idea, and they have a plan for what they will do with the degree when they graduate. Very rarely do men ask me about balancing the demands of graduate school with their professional and personal lives. Few, if any, ask about the rigor of the program or what the current student population is like, and never has a male prospective student said he was thinking of having kids, which might make going back to school complicated. In fact, their questions are almost always confined to the technical aspects of the program, beyond the decision—cost, schedule, and timeline.


Women, on the other hand, typically begin our meetings by enumerating all the reasons taking on a graduate program at this time probably won’t work—they want kids soon; they are busy at their jobs; they need to devote time to friends and loved ones. Though they are often more excited by the prospect of graduate school than are their male counterparts, they are also more convinced there are too many obstacles in their way—obstacles that, I often uncover, are mostly self-imposed. And very rarely are the obstacles keeping them from achieving their dreams.


These general differences between men and women are, well, just that, but I continually notice this pattern emerge after countless meetings with prospective students and years of mentoring current students. As a result, I find myself constantly listening to the thoughts of women. My female students have trusted me with their concerns, not just over course schedules and class assignments, but over marriage, motherhood, educational and professional goals, and the battles they fight with their own sense of self-worth. I’ve heard nearly everything imaginable in my office, from “I’m pregnant!” and “I got a job offer!” to “I think I want to leave my husband” and, harrowingly, “I’m suicidal.”


You see, the women I mentor are in the middle of a negotiation. I don’t mean a salary negotiation—though we do a lot of preparation for that, too. I mean they are in the middle of a life negotiation, negotiating for the lives they want. Often, these women are negotiating with themselves, and somehow they are losing. I feel equipped to help my students negotiate because, well, I gave birth to the expert. As I said, my daughter is a shrewd negotiator, and she’s taught me some powerful strategies that I pass on to my female students as they negotiate for the lives they want.


Given my experience with listening to women and coaching them to negotiate better with themselves, I was offered the chance to give a TEDx Talk for the university where I work. The university’s TEDx team wanted me to shed some light on the struggles my students—particularly my female students—face. In that talk I outlined three tactics for negotiating for the life you want.


In this book, I expand and expound on those ideas. I outline five negotiating tactics I’ve learned from my strong-willed daughter that might help you negotiate for your life. I’m not specifically talking about negotiating for a promotion or a better price on a new house (though do try both of those!). Instead, I’m urging you, when you start to take some of your own wants and dreams off the table, to change the terms. I’m suggesting that when you start to undervalue your worth, up your own ante. If you are not wholly satisfied with the offer—the one that either you have been given or have given yourself—counter back. To successfully negotiate anything, however, you must first understand how much is up for negotiation. When my sister bought her first house, she demanded that the patio furniture be included in the sale. Having never bought a house myself, I was surprised by her stipulation because I didn’t realize what all could be negotiated. But that’s what you must realize when you look at each aspect of your life—from your career, to your relationships, to the way you feel about yourself: Everything is negotiable. Even the patio furniture.


If you can get clear in your mind what it is you want and believe it is yours to get, you will be successful. My daughter’s understanding that everything is up for negotiation is why she’s nearly always successful at getting what she wants. And you can get everything you want, too. To help you do that, I’ve outlined five tactics to clarify your wants, tame your fears, overcome your own hang-ups, and successfully walk away with the life and career you want, having outmaneuvered your wiliest opponent: yourself.




Five Tactics to Negotiate for Your Life


1. Don’t Confuse Your Wants


You aren’t going to achieve what you want in life if you aren’t certain what it is you want. Most people get wrapped up in the wants of others, in competing with others, and in comparing themselves to others, and they lose sight of what they want. When it comes to life goals, don’t be confused by others about what you want. Unless it’s a haircut. It’s hard not to want the haircuts of others.


2. Choose All That Apply


You’ve probably been told you have to make choices. You do, of course. But you’ve probably also been told that making choices means eliminating other great options. This makes no sense, of course, because the more choices you make in life, the more choices you are presented. Ever made the choice to order a coffee at Starbucks? Then you get the concept.


3. Own the Terms


Ever have a date order your meal for you? Even if he or she orders what you wanted, you still feel weird, right? Well, we give over our narrative to more than just weird dates; we give it over in life—to our kids, our parents, our friends, our spouses. We let other people set our terms, often in small ways we don’t even notice. You not only have to set your own terms, you must constantly communicate those terms. And you’ll have the chicken, thank you very much.


4. Never Give Your All


I’ll never understand where the concept “give it your all” came from. I’m guessing from a nurse in the delivery room. But by and large, very rarely do you need to give anything your all. See, buying into the idea that you must give anything and everything your all is what is holding you back from taking on new challenges. Who wants to start a new career path or go back to college when they are in the middle of streaming House of Cards? But if you know you don’t have to give any of those your all, then all of it is possible.


5. Get Out of Your Way


More than anyone else, any schedule, any demand, and any obstacle, we are in our own way. Most of the time, we are in our heads thinking thoughts and dreaming up issues that will never come to be. And even if they do, there is no reward for having predicted the bad stuff, and no surefire way to ensure the good stuff. When it comes to getting what you want out of life, you’ll find the biggest thing standing in your way is you. So step aside.
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TACTIC ONE



Don’t Confuse Your Wants


I was cautioned that when my second daughter, London, was born, my older daughter would become jealous. Lowery would suddenly have to compete for resources that had always been solely hers. Everything I read, and every seasoned mother, warned me about how competitive siblings can be, especially two little girls. After London’s birth, I braced myself for sibling rivalry and female competition.


Don’t let my Instagram account—brimming with syrupy pictures of sisterly love—fool you. There certainly were (and still are) times my two daughters competed for my attention. But over time, I began to see they weren’t really competitors. Lowery couldn’t have cared less about this little red dinosaur we have until she saw London wanting to play with it. Then Lowery would immediately engage in a cutthroat battle over something she had not cared about five minutes earlier. She wasn’t competing for it, but she seemed to think she should.


One day I saw Lowery reconcile this as she watched her baby sister play with the red dinosaur. She looked around the playroom and realized all the other toys were up for grabs—toys that actually interested her. From that point forward—as best a young kid can—she stopped confusing her wants with her sister’s.


Women are expected to compete with one another. Darwin figured this out way back when while sitting idly by and watching female chimps claw at each other over that one male monkey throwing his feces. Or something like that. And since then there has been an entire field of study devoted to understanding the territorial competition among females. Social researchers T. J. Wade and S. McCrea conducted a study in 1999 trying to gauge the response women might have when looking at attractive women. Female participants looked at pictures of other women who varied in physical attributes, like breast and waist size. They concluded that women exhibited a physiological response, as if threatened, when looking at pictures of perceived attractiveness. Their responses were based on looks alone. It’s not like they had the IQ scores or cooking samples from the women in the pictures. After all, the most attractive female gets the best mate (although sitcoms in the 1990s and early 2000s—such as Married with Children, King of Queens, and According to Jim—seem to say otherwise). Anyway, this competition is so engrained in women—and primarily based on physical traits—that we are essentially trained to size one another up instantly as competitors.


But over the years of mentoring women and watching my two daughters get along better than anticipated, I’ve come to realize we women aren’t in competition with one another. A competition implies we are vying for the same goal, mutually and equally engaged in a struggle for the exact same thing.


I know a lot of women. I’m friends with women. I teach women. I’m raising two little women. I see women walking around. And I’ve never once seen two women trying to do the exact same thing. Not once. All of my female students are roughly the same age and are pursuing the same specific degree, yet they do not have the same personal goals or career aspirations. No two women are ever trying to achieve the exact same thing. I mean, rarely are there even two women running for president in the same election year. And even then, it’s never on the same side. So if we aren’t competing, what are we doing?


We are comparing. And that’s a much more dangerous thing because comparison sets arbitrary metrics for our life and often creates random deadlines for when life experiences should happen. Comparisons trick you into confusing your wants with someone else’s.


A few semesters ago, I had a student in my office who had just started the program, and she told me, in no uncertain terms, that she needed to complete graduate school as quickly as possible. When I asked why she wanted to speed the process up, she explained that she had to graduate quickly so that she could have kids by the time she’s thirty. Now, I didn’t have her full medical chart in front of me, so I couldn’t speak to the possible reasons for her timeline. But, in retrospect, I would guess she was looking around at her friends and placing an arbitrary deadline on her life. In other words, she was confusing her wants with someone else’s.


When I first became a mother, I was suddenly—overwhelmingly—out of my element. My parenting in that first year was based almost exclusively on what I saw other mothers doing. One mom made persuasive claims about the importance, benefits, and sheer joy of making her own organic baby food. My interpretation of that at the time was that if I wanted my child to have a shot at Harvard, I’d need a hand mixer.


So that first year—despite my being a full-time doctoral student and an adjunct professor—you could find me at home for hours on end, (ignoring my child) in the kitchen, elbow deep in farmer’s market squash—sautéing it, pureeing it, blending it, pouring it, and serving it up to my six-month-old, who would immediately spit it out in disgust. But I repeated that process over and over because this was important.


Then one day I was in the grocery store, and I don’t know if I just don’t ever look around, but can you imagine what I saw? Jars and jars and jars of organic baby food. Aisles of this stuff. I picked up a jar and studied the baby on the label, a very happy, well-adjusted looking, Harvard-bound baby. And I thought, Wait, what am I doing? What I was doing was spending an inordinate amount of time on something that was never a priority for me. I had looked around at another mother and immediately become entrenched in something I had never cared about before. There is not a distant version of myself that couldn’t wait to blend avocado and rhubarb in a BPA-free container. I don’t even like to cook.


But I was comparing myself to these other mothers, and it set me up for failure because I didn’t have the same goals as these women. Not in parenting, and not in life. But that feeling, that knee-jerk reaction of panic and pressure—I have to do more, be more—crops up in other aspects of my life, not just parenting. I feel it in my professional life, especially as a female in academia.


When I first took a faculty position at a major university, I was incredibly intimidated. I was new and young (and female!), and I had no idea what was going to constitute success in the job. So I looked to those around me: professors who were decades into their careers, with publications and awards that took up pages and pages of their CVs. For nearly a year I stressed about living up to their standards, completely ignoring that I had been hired to save and grow a dwindling graduate program—no one else around me was there to do that. All of us at the university had completely different goals, not just in our job descriptions, but in our own professional ambitions.


When I started to have some success with that specific program, something I didn’t expect happened: I became a threat to those who threatened me. It wasn’t too long into my time at the university that I began to hear some grumbling about the attention my program was getting, or—maybe more accurately—the attention I was getting. During the first few years, I felt like I was running to catch up to all the academic giants around me—to even be considered a peer—only to turn around one day and see those giants wanting a little of what I had earned.


The turning point came when I recognized that I didn’t want the career of a peer I admired just because she had great credentials. I wanted a career that I had built and that made sense for my personal and professional goals. But it is hard not to look at other scholars or mothers and not feel intimidated or immediately compare myself. So I must constantly keep in mind what my plans are for my career and for my life. I can’t get bogged down in comparison because I’ll confuse my wants with someone else’s.


So how do we keep from confusing our wants? After all, sometimes we want something because we actually want it. And though our wants may be governed by various things like our peers, society, and Gossip Girl reruns, there are a few checkpoints to keep in mind when you are trying to figure out your wants.


YOUR WANTS ARE ALL YOURS


Competition among women is the nastiest stereotype of all. Gendered conditioning to see one another as the enemy is a big barrier we all face. My mother once told me, “Women don’t dress for men; they dress for other women.” I laughed because I was, like, seven, and I wasn’t quite ready to absorb such wisdom. But I learned soon enough. When I was in junior high, I arrived at school one morning in my favorite outfit, a seersucker plaid jumper (I was hella cool). When I walked up to a large group of students standing outside the classroom, a girl named Alicia turned around, looked me over, and loudly said for all to hear, “Meg, you’ve already worn that this week.” Now, evolution would point to the fact that as a junior higher, Alicia was set up to see my twelve-year-old bod cloaked in breathable plaid as a threat to her ability to attract a mate. At the time it was a tall, swarthy boy named Mark. Six months later we had all moved on to a short, blond, athletic kid named Wes.


But for the rest of junior high, I was overly stressed about how often I should wear an outfit. Was twice a month too much? I didn’t have that many clothes. I fretted about this to varying degrees all the way up until I got married, and then I came to realize that men—particularly the man I married—were not that invested in what I wore. One evening, I was putting on makeup in our bedroom while my husband was struggling with his tie. We were preparing for a nice dinner out. A few minutes later I joined him downstairs. “Oh,” he said. “You changed. I really liked the dress you had on earlier.” I looked at him, befuddled, and said, “That was my bathrobe.” Throughout my entire life, I was conditioned to believe women were competing with one another’s physical attractiveness for a mate. But then, my actual mate didn’t even seem to notice my outfit. What the hell?


So we spend our time thinking we are in competition with women. And, although we aren’t really in competition, here’s the trouble with thinking we are. In 2016, a couple of economics professors at the University of Amsterdam conducted a study looking at what happens to women who compete in the Math Olympics. They drew two interesting conclusions from studying the women as they competed: 1) Women are less likely to keep competing if they aren’t getting positive feedback; and 2) They are more likely to stop competing after a setback. Yikes. This means that unless women are both being praised and winning, they are more likely to give up in the competition.


That’s problematic for a couple of reasons. First, this study implies—perhaps rightly so—that women need positive reinforcement. I know that if my children don’t “ooh” and “ahh” over a meal I cook, there’s a stronger likelihood I might never feed them again. But the second concern is that women are giving up when they face setbacks like a loss. Yet, as I said before, women aren’t competing in life. So you can’t technically lose! Now, if you perceive you are competing, at some point you’re probably going to perceive yourself as the loser. And then what? You. Will. Give. Up.


Studies like this might help explain why women don’t go as far as men in fields such as academia or corporate leadership. And we bring that weird competition into other parts of our lives, too—like parenting, or skin care. And when we feel we are not measuring up, we back down. This is some bullshit. We are not competing! Wear your plaid jumpers!


It’s been a long time since junior high, and I’ve made plenty of interesting fashion choices along the way. I’ve also had an abundance of female friendships that remind me we are not in competition. I find the women around me in my professional life to be incredibly supportive and encouraging. But I’m still susceptible to steering into the stereotype. Allow me to elaborate:






[image: ]








I first met Melissa at the open house for the preschool our children attended. At the time, the director of the school hosted a dinner for incoming parents to ease them through the tumultuous transition from maternity leave to full-time childcare. The event was arranged so parents could drop off their infants in one of the classrooms where three teachers eagerly awaited and then shuffle into the dining hall to meet other shell-shocked and sleep-deprived new parents.


Melissa and her husband showed up a little late. She had her newborn son, Jack, pressed tightly to her chest. All the other parents—especially me—were ecstatic at the thought of free childcare for an hour, and we had happily dropped our babies and run. But not Melissa. She had her son in her arms, looking lovingly down at him as he blinked up at her.


At the time, our babies were mere weeks old. I was in the darkest period of postpartum depression, having long given up the ability to nurse, and I was still struggling mightily to bond with my child. Watching Melissa effortlessly cuddle and nurse her baby—the only mother in the packed room to reject the available childcare—I decided definitively that I hated her.


I tried to avoid her after that night. When I saw her in the halls during morning drop-off, I cringed. She would so carefully and lovingly place her precious son in the teacher’s arms, hand over a bucket of breast milk, and float effortlessly out of the room accompanied by bluebirds and field mice.


I would awkwardly hand over my child, leave her portions of formula, and slink out of the room, wondering whether I should have held my kid longer or brought a warmer blanket. Six years and two children later, mothering is now natural, fun, and fulfilling. But in the beginning, every aspect of it felt monumental, and I struggled to adapt. Especially the part in which I fully realized the depth of female competition.


Yes, I had my fair share of this in junior high. But being a woman never registered as anything other than the annual pap smear and picking a brand of tampons. When I became a mother, however, my eyes were opened to the two greatest downfalls of our sex: intra-gender competition, and salads as a meal.


Oddly, these two aren’t unrelated.


In fact, most women suffer from both syndromes in a chicken-or-the-egg fashion. Although I assume competition came first because I think it is somehow hardwired into women. Eating rabbit food is a learned behavior.


Our perceived competition with one another is something society has thrust upon us (exhibit A: any cover of any fashion mag; exhibit B: all other aspects of life). We’ve been conditioned to believe there is an ideal image of us—how we look, live, mother, and marry. If we are presented the ideal image and we see another woman closer to that image than we are, we must assume she’s someone to beat. But this is silly, of course, and nothing more than perception. There is no ideal; it’s all fabricated. We are all going after different things but find ourselves sometimes steering into the false ideal that society (and Vogue!) has set before us.


When I first met Melissa, I didn’t stop to think that perhaps she just had a different way of coping with her struggles as a new mom (which I found out years later was true). Or that perhaps the only reason she was holding her son that night was because they came late and didn’t know childcare was available (I found out later this was also true). Or that maybe, just maybe, I intimidated her as well (also true).


Instead, I saw her as an opponent.


I looked at her and assumed I was witnessing a woman being better than I was. Handling motherhood better. Bonding to her child quicker. Balancing work more easily. Losing the pregnancy weight faster.


Which leads me to the other aspect of womanhood that exhausts me: salads as a meal. When did this become standard practice for women? I’m not saying a salad with a whole chicken breast on it mixed with avocados, cheese, eggs, and tortilla chips smothered in twelve ounces of ranch dressing can’t be a meal. But ordering a small side salad—without croutons and with the dressing on the side—and telling me that “it just sounds good” is the practice of the clinically insane. Or a crazy ritual of competitors. Mind games. Trash talk.


The only thing worse than watching a beautiful, brilliant friend pick at a small plate of grass is hearing the abuse she heaps on herself while she does it, claiming she needed to eat a salad for lunch because she “had a carby breakfast” or because she’s “been so bad lately.”


I have no issues with wanting to be healthy. I make—for the most part—healthy choices in my day-to-day life. I cook myself a healthy and intricate breakfast every morning. I cook most nights of the week. I frequently purchase almonds and make substantial efforts to eat them. I drink about ninety ounces of water a day. I can’t tell you the last time I had a candy bar. And, given enough nacho cheese sauce, I can really wolf down some vegetables.


My issue is how women punish themselves for every crumb that hits their lips. Or the sweeping declarations they make, like if they eat carbs they just “balloon up.” Or the bold lifestyle choices they constantly take on, like giving up sugar or only eating “clean.” And what the hell is with all the juice cleanses? Here, take this spinach, mush it up, drink it, and shit constantly for a week. You’ll feel amazing!


I can’t help but think the only reason any woman would subject herself to that torture is because she’s trying to achieve a standard put on her by someone else, to become a worthy opponent. She sees a healthier, skinnier, firmer woman and goes into juice-cleanse, shitting-round-the-clock, salad-as-a-meal, hyper-competitive mode. So then there’s a beautiful, talented, brilliant woman who spends way too much time obsessing over food and weight and gluten. Using food as a punishment. Self-loathing. Feeling guilt while eating. And nothing ruins a good steak like tears.


Again, making good choices is fine: drinking water instead of Coke, fruit as a side, less red meat, move your body more. Many, many people do this without even giving it a thought, or attaching it to a childhood memory, or posting about it on Facebook.


These people are called men.


Men don’t sit around picking shamefully at their food, nor do they sit around comparing themselves to other men. My husband has never once looked at another man and said, “Do you think he’s a better father than I am?” Nor has he taken so much as a breath while inhaling bacon.


Without constantly being threatened by one another, and without giving a thought to eating sugar or enjoying a stiff drink, men have all the time in the world to walk around inventing shit and getting paid twice as much for it.


I’m fully aware of the pressures on women that their male counterparts don’t experience. I think the 2016 election cycle proved that. But maybe, just maybe, if we women all started acting like that pressure wasn’t there, it might one day disappear. If we started looking at each other as teammates before opponents, then we could stop all the competition and take one another out for lunch.


And order a hamburger.


We would stop picking at our food. We would stop comparing ourselves to other women. We would stop thinking that spin class is the only reason we’re allowed to eat a bite of cake. And we could put our energy more on taking down the man. We can start by eating some fries off his plate.


I speak from experience. Three years after that first dinner where I met Melissa, she and I became close friends. It started because our children are friends. Her son Jack and my daughter Lowery adore each other in a beautiful, simple way that children can before the expectations of society are thrust upon them.


When Melissa and I became pregnant at the same time with our second children, we formed a deeper bond. Text messages, emails, and meals together helped us move past the competition and into a place that felt nurturing and comfortable.


When our second children were born—both little girls—we celebrated their health and were each grateful for our body’s ability to carry them. We don’t talk about breastfeeding, losing baby weight, or our favorite low-fat Crock-Pot recipes. And when we want to share a meal, we don’t raise the stakes by ordering a salad.


Now, my younger daughter, London, and Melissa’s daughter, Katy, are in daycare class together. On London’s first day, I was emotional. At work, I sat at my desk crying and scrolling through the pictures of her birth while R.E.M. played in the background. Then my phone lit up with a text from Melissa. It was a picture she had snapped of our daughters. During drop-off, she had laid Katy down beside London on a big mat in the classroom. Instinctively, the girls had extended their arms and grasped each other’s hands. It was only for a moment, Melissa explained, but it was a palpable love between two female friends.


So perhaps the next generation of women won’t have this cyclical competition problem. Maybe those women will have it all figured out. They’ll spend time talking about improving lives and changing the world and saving the planet. And they won’t get hung up on the next diet or exercise fad or boast about their parenting philosophies all over social media.


Maybe the women of the next generation will just be who they are and be proud of it. They will figure out early on that they are equal to the opposite gender, the way Lowery and Jack did. And maybe they will discover early on that they are equal to one another, the way London and Katy have.


They won’t compete. And they will eat. This is the hope I have for the next generation of women because this is who I’m helping to raise. Here’s my driving thought every day as I do: I peek into the future, twenty years down the road, and I see my daughters at lunch together. They meet regularly because they are close, best friends even. It catches my breath how beautiful and strong they’ve become. They laugh while eating their sandwiches. And while I can’t quite make out what they are saying, I hope they are discussing their greatest passions in life and relishing in each other’s different ambitions. I want them to understand that competition doesn’t exist between the two of them; it never did. And that it doesn’t exist between anyone else either. I hope they are remembering to ignore the wants of others and focus on their own desires, and that they are encouraging each other. Above all, I just hope they are talking about something of substance. But not of weight.



DON’T CONTROL THE WANTS OF OTHERS, AND DON’T LET THE WANTS OF OTHERS CONTROL YOU



Once you’ve stopped confusing your wants with the wants of others, it’s hard not to try to make others want what you want. Especially when it comes to controlling the remote on a Friday night. One of the harder life lessons to learn is standing your ground when you feel shaky. This means accepting the choices you’ve made and the life you want even if they don’t look anything like anyone else’s. It especially means not trying to convince others they should walk your path (cough, CrossFit, cough). Choosing the life you want is overwhelming, even if it involves simple decisions like what to feed your kids or what kind of car to buy. So to validate those choices you may feel the need to convince others to join in.


On the eve of our college graduation, my roommate and I got into a terrible fight. Like, a screaming in a parking lot at full volume kind of fight. The fight was over what we were going to do after graduation. She wanted to move as far away from her hometown as possible, maybe even to a different country. I wanted to move back closer to home. For whatever reason, this difference made us constantly erupt into fights. Finally, that night in the parking lot, she screamed at me, “Why does it make you so damn mad that I want to move far away?!” To which, in a moment of vulnerability and anger, I yelled, “Because it makes me feel like a loser for wanting to move back home!” She stopped and looked at me and then started laughing. “How does my decision make your decision a bad one?” I had been stewing about her life decision because I was clearly feeling insecure about my own.


Conformity is a very real thing, and while it isn’t always bad (who doesn’t love cheering for their favorite sports team or Real Housewife?), it can come at the expense of following your own path. As far back as the 1950s, researchers Deutsch and Gerard looked at what influences our behaviors. They posited there were two types of conformity motivation. The first is that people seek conformity to justify their interpretation of reality and, essentially, behave correctly. At least following the rules lets us know we are doing something right. The second is that people are motivated to conform as a means to seek approval from others. You know, smoking in the girls’ room. Now think about those two motivations. At their root is an idea of belonging. We may have strong desires in our life, but if they don’t match up with the dreams of others (and they shouldn’t!), we might start to feel alone.


As you strive for your biggest goals, you will enter what I call the crazy straw continuum, based on its cyclical though inclining trajectory. Here’s how it goes: People make the boldest choices when they are feeling the most stable. Stability is a springboard for risk-taking. But people will shy away from career opportunities if, say, their personal lives are a mess. Instability is an impediment to innovation. We have to find our balance before we can choose to do something that might throw it back out again. So we put a lot of energy into feeling stable, and we feel most stable when we belong to something: a group of friends, a good neighborhood, a team at work, a professional association, or a graduate program. When you have a sense of belonging, you use that stability to go out and do something bold—start a new career, a new diet, a new relationship. Yet once you do strike out on your own, you may suddenly find yourself a little scared and perhaps a little alone. So you might do the next logical thing: convince others to have your same dreams. Join the same company! Start this diet with me! Let’s both date this new guy!


The continuum repeats itself over and over. This process is inevitable, but it’s also great because it isn’t just a continual circle leading to nowhere; it’s a loopy incline—a crazy straw—headed upward. You will seek stability through belonging and only then can you move ahead. Once you do, you will clamor for stability and belonging. Revel in being part of a cycle that propels you forward. New students in the program are always cautious to start graduate school, often intimidated by their classmates or concerned about their own intellect and ability. A semester later they feel calmer and more stable, and that’s typically when they come to my office asking whether I know of any new job opportunities.


Standing your ground means letting go of the belonging and feeling stable, so you can stretch a bit. If you keep your own goals in mind and trust in yourself, you will get exactly where you need to go—around and up through the crazy straw.


Now, while you have to be understanding of the fact that not everyone is going to play life by your rules—they may not have the same motivations or work as hard or for the same rewards—you must also accept that other people need to be understanding of you. That’s right. You have to let others go so they will let you go.


Whether on purpose or subconsciously out of their own insecurity, others will try to interfere with the choices you’ve made. In fact, findings from the 1955 study by Deustch and Gerard still hold true more than sixty years later—there are two motivations for why we seek conformity: you are either validating your own choices to believe you’re living right, or you are seeking the approval of others. But the studies that followed Deutsch and Gerard’s, particularly from David and Turner in 2001, drew an important conclusion: While those two motivations are in fact independent of each other, they are also incredibly difficult to disentangle. We can’t tell which motivation is stronger, which comes first, or which is easier to get over. This means you might find yourself in a crazy straw continuum—going back and forth between wanting to conform and wanting to break away. Recognize this cycle will lead you to higher ground if you let it. Just like in a crazy straw, if there’s no force propelling it, the chocolate milk just stays in the crook of a loop. Let go of others’ wants, let them let go of yours, and propel yourself upward.
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Recently, a crew from the city where I live was patching some asphalt on our street when I came home from work. As I got out of my car, one of the crewmen approached me to ask whether he could take a picture of the sycamore in our backyard. This tree sits close to our house, just outside the living room window. Its trunk is so massive that it would take three men standing around it touching fingertips to mimic its circumference. The tree is so tall it shoots out and over the top of our two-story home, nearly fifty feet above the tallest peak of the roof. The branches jut out in all directions, with limbs the size of most average trees, and the leaves that cloak it are larger than an adult face.


This tree was one of the major selling features of the home. When my husband and I first pulled up to the house and saw the massive tree brilliantly shading the sweet home below it, we gasped. “I know,” our realtor beamed. “I know.”


We’ve now officially seen the tree through every Oklahoma season. In the heat of the summer, we benefited greatly from the behemoth and all its widespread and lustrous foliage. The shade kept the backyard cool and our cooling bill low. As we rolled into autumn, we were impressed, if not amused, at how many leaves fell from our great tree. Leaf after leaf after leaf piled up and blocked our front door, covering our driveway and clogging our gutters. We had to call in professionals. After a month or so, the leaves were all gone and we saw our beautiful sycamore naked for the first time. With the tree bare, its healthy, robust, and gothic outline was breathtaking against the clear blue sky. When we endured our first snow and ice storm, we were awakened in the middle of the night by enormous, frozen branches snapping and hitting the roof.


Over the years we’ve watched the tree grow and change with the seasons. It has provided us shelter, shade, atmosphere, and beauty. I’m enamored of our home, our street, and our neighbors. But the tree? It’s my greatest point of pride. Yet despite my pride and confidence in the gorgeous, giant creature that frames our home, I’m not without my doubts that it’s always beneficial to our family.


Once, while pregnant with London, and with my husband in Singapore on business, I was home alone with then two-and-a-half-year-old Lowery in the middle of a tornado. I heard the wind howl as I made my way upstairs to bed. I turned on the TV to see if this was a storm that should have me fleeing to our basement for shelter. The meteorologist explained that a tornado was moving toward us and to expect to take caution and cover until morning.


I heard a thump. I peered outside to see our trash can swirling around in the air, beating against the side of the house and slamming into the fence. I ran upstairs, the wind getting stronger with every step I took. I threw open the curtains in my sleeping child’s room to see trees in our neighbors’ yard leaning over in the forceful winds. I looked up to see the sycamore branches reaching out over the roofline like giant skeleton hands. In that moment, I was terrified of our big, beautiful tree.


Without hesitating, I reached for my child and ran down two flights of stairs and into our basement. Lowery curled up next to me—contouring herself around my pregnant belly—foggy with sleep. We lay together on the couch, wrapped tightly. I held her close, studying her beautiful sleeping face as I heard what sounded like more objects in our backyard being hoisted up and thrown about. I tried to decipher each noise. Glass breaking? Patio furniture catapulting? Shingles ripping from the roof? But as I lay there, embracing my precious child, I was worried about only one thing: our sycamore. I feared that it would be uprooted and would come crashing down on our house. Never in my life, not ever so much as in that moment, did I feel more like a mother.


While I’ve read numerous articles on the care of sycamore trees, I don’t turn to parenting books. I’ve become so beaten down by articles people write or links friends share that I’ve given up reading almost everything on the topic. I take such pride in my mighty children—their intellect, personalities, and twinkly eyes. I use my children as the only yardstick to measure how good I am as a mother. They are incredibly bonded to me, loving, happy, healthy, and smart. And so, rightly or wrongly, I’ve taken their thriving as a sign I must be doing something right.


A couple of weeks before the storm, a good friend and I had an intense debate about where we plan to send our children to school. The public/private school debate is as irritating and pointless as the breastfeeding/formula debate, but I’ve accepted that there’s a debate at every stage.


My friend—whom I consider to be a wonderful mother—and I became entangled in a heated conversation about the benefits of private school versus public school, and her assertion that if she were to make the wrong choice, her children would suffer and forever be at a disadvantage.


I posited that while choosing a school is a personal and difficult choice, it will not necessarily ruin a child’s life or be anywhere near the only decision that will set them up for failure or success. I argued that while choosing a school is important and I, too, struggle with the decision, I believe a child’s education comes from many sources.


After our debate, I found myself upset for reasons I couldn’t comprehend. She and I had engaged in lively debates a dozen times before without so much as a blink. After days of stewing over my unexplained emotions, I realized that what was bothering me was that I feared my friend didn’t think I was a good mother.


Perhaps she took my more relaxed approach to choosing a school as a sign I wasn’t invested in my child’s future. Or that the choice I was planning to make (public) wasn’t a good one, as it wasn’t sacrificing enough (financially) to ensure my child’s success.


More specifically, I was upset that she, or any of my friends, would measure my ability as a mother only by the choices I make among those polarizing options in parenting. For all the kind things said among friends, rarely is there praise for one another’s parenting. And for the first time, despite the self-confidence in my parenting that I had worked hard to build, I felt the winds of doubt blowing through the cracks.


But during the night of the storm, as I trembled in fear amid the sounds of angry wind, imagining every possible outcome with my child tucked safely under my arm, I had a revelation about motherhood. Most of my worry came from the dizzying effect of being within the crazy straw continuum. I had felt stable in my marriage and professional life when we decided to have a child. When Lowery was born, I suddenly felt alone and scared and clamored to find a community of other mothers who could help me stabilize. And while I value the comfort I gained from my friends with children, after a while I began to feel the need to branch out on my own in the role, to do things differently than they do and walk my own path as a mother. Which meant making decisions that might go against the grain. Rejecting the common practices of my peers felt scary at first, and I feared my individual choices might be wrong or bad. But I soon recognized I could find stability within my relationship to my daughter. After all, she was the only person who could judge whether I was a good mother. And she was snuggled close to me for strength and comfort.


The next morning we crawled out of our basement and opened the back door to assess the damage. I was surprised to find that everything was in its place, with the exception of the trash can, which had landed in the far corner of the yard. The patio furniture had barely moved. I must have imagined the sound of glass breaking. Only a handful of broken limbs littered our yard. And as I stepped outside and peered up at the sycamore towering above our house, I was relieved to see it was still standing, as tall and strong as ever.


Having defiantly survived the storm.



REJECTING YOUR WANTS, AND WHEN YOUR WANTS REJECT YOU



The thing about wants is, they change. You change your mind about what you want for a million reasons. And sometimes the wants we have reject us—like an organ transplant that just will not attach.


A study out of Uppsala University in Sweden looked at a large group of aspiring fiction writers to create a framework for understanding the turmoil that comes from trying to succeed at something with such a high rate of failure. Sometimes writers simply realized they don’t want to be writers (they get to do the rejecting), sometimes they felt they could never get published (others do the rejecting), and sometimes they were most concerned about what others would think about them for failing (their peers reject them). The researchers wanted to look at these three potential outcomes for pursuing a dream. Essentially, at every step along the way of going after what they wanted, these writers were both hopeful and fearful. They were not giving a damn what anyone thought, and simultaneously worried about how others would perceive their rejection. In the end, the researchers found four ways of coping with rejection: 1) conceding; “I guess I’m just not the writer I thought I was.” 2) excusing; “Writing is so difficult anyway—most writers struggle their whole lives and their careers never amount to anything.” 3) justifying; “Working a full-time job and raising kids is why I haven’t gotten further along in my writing.” 4) refusing; “This rejection letter doesn’t mean anything. I just need to find a better publication more in line with my writing style.” Two of these behaviors—conceding and justifying—show a sense of responsibility for the failure. But in the end, the researchers noted that those writers who showed the most resilience did two things: claim responsibility, but not see rejection as failure.


You see, rejection is coming your way. It already has. Sometimes you get rejected—you didn’t get the job, your spouse left you, you didn’t get accepted to law school. And sometimes you do the rejecting—you turned down the job, you left your spouse, you decided you didn’t even want to apply to law school. The point of life isn’t to avoid rejection; it’s to accept it (try and understand it) and learn from it.
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During my senior year of high school, my parents told me they would happily take me to tour any colleges in which I might have an interest. So I asked them to drive me ten hours to a little town three states away. The college is renowned for its creative writing program, award-winning library, and high national ranking in overall pretentiousness.


We loaded up my parents’ Suburban and drove north until we hit snow. When we arrived on campus, we were greeted by a tall, skinny junior with long, dirty hair, wearing shorts, flip flops, and a hoodie that read, “Privatize This” with a picture of a brain on it. With the straightest of expressions, he introduced himself as “Pear.” I was irked when my father chuckled. Even more so when he said, “I’m sorry, Perry is it?”


“No,” said Pear. “It’s Pear. Like the fruit.”


Pear took us around the campus and showed us the art studios, the writing labs, the expressive yoga rooms, the reading lofts, and the cafeteria that served mostly vegan foods. When he walked us across the quad he took his shoes off so his “toes could be one with the grass.” We passed a couple making out on a hemp blanket and a guitar-playing loner who was, according to Pear, the poetry department chair.


After our campus tour, I was scheduled to be interviewed by the dean of admissions, who had reviewed my application and was “decently impressed” with my entrance essay but thought meeting me would help the committee make its final decision. I left my parents with Pear to—as I can only assume—smoke a bowl, and went into my two-hour interview.


Many of the questions were well above my knowledge base, but I was able to give her honest and robust reflections on the latest Jonathan Franzen novel, and I nailed the question about the nation’s abuse of the semicolon. I walked away knowing that, while I may not have been perfect, I had done the best I could.


When we left campus, Pear waving to us in the rearview mirror, I knew one thing: I wanted to be accepted. And so, back at home, I waited. And waited. Until one day, months after our visit, I received a very flat envelope with the college’s logo in the top left corner. They regretted to inform me, but they did not think I was a good fit for their program.


No nationally renowned writing program. No award-winning library. No making out with Pear, wearing ponchos, while our friends played hacky sack to the music our poetry professor belted out across the quad. I had been rejected. My father was uncomfortable with my sadness. He wanted nothing more than to move past this misfortune and continue on with more campus tours.


My mother, on the other hand, was vengeful. She took the letter, pressed it out flat, and read it over and over and over. Then she opened the file folder in which she kept only the most important of documents, which included all her children’s birth certificates and her tomato torte recipe, and lay the letter on top.


“Mom, why are you keeping that?” I asked through tears.


“For when you make it big, darling. I can give this to Oprah.”


Yes, my mother kept that rejection letter so that Oprah would one day sit next to me on her sparkling white couch, hold my hand, and say, “I cannot believe you, a person beloved by millions, the richest, most successful woman in all the world, was once rejected by a small, liberal arts college in a cornfield! I just can’t believe it!” And this would inevitably spark a boycott of the college, as fervent as the beef boycott she sparked in the 1990s, which would ultimately force the institution to close due to its wild unpopularity spurred by universal loyalty to me.


Later, when I settled on another college with a strong writing program, my professors encouraged me to submit my writings for publication. I sent out numerous essays to various literary journals and magazines all over the nation. I received twenty-two rejection letters all saying the same thing: No thanks.


Rejection wasn’t just confined to my writing aspirations. I once professed (mentioned in passing) my deep love (moderate appreciation) for a guy I met at college who responded by saying, “You’re nice, but I’m looking for someone more domestically minded to settle down with.”


I was rejected by as many PhD programs as accepted me. I produced about a year’s worth of negative pregnancy tests and endured a failed round of fertility treatments before I became pregnant. And during my post-doctorate job search, I was rejected left and right.


But most recently, the rejection I’m struggling with is of a more personal nature. It’s the push and pull as a mother of daughters. When they seek out their father for comfort, instead of me, I respond in an irrational way. Recently, both of my daughters fell off the swing set in our backyard. Lowery scraped her knees pretty badly and London hit her head hard enough to cause a large bump to immediately protrude.


Jim and I rushed to their sides, but both daughters immediately reached for him. I tried to join in the hug, desperate to offer my love and support, but each shook me off. London slapped at me to go away while Lowery buried her face in Jim’s chest. I was not what they wanted. They wanted their father. While I should have only been concerned with their minor injuries, I felt completely hurt by their rejection. Which was, by all accounts, as ridiculous as it was selfish.


My reaction flew in the face of the pride I have in my daughters’ extreme independence. I love how they spring from my arms at school drop-off while other children claw at their parents’ necks, screaming dramatically. I revel in the fact that my children are self-possessed, confident, strong-willed, and wildly independent. But in that moment, when they rejected my love, I started crying alongside my hurting children, who wouldn’t let me make it better.


It was momentary. After a few minutes, we were back inside. London sat beside me on the couch brushing my hair while Lowery pretended to put makeup on my face. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that in a moment when my children needed someone, they didn’t choose me. Even though I know it isn’t personal, and I know their father brings them a tremendous amount of comfort, it made me all the more aware of how my desire for a healthy mother/daughter relationship grows stronger with each passing day. I know too many women who struggle in their relationships with their mothers. And though it’s irrational to assume that what happened at the swing set is an indication of our future relationship—or even of our current relationship—I live with trepidation of ever being truly rejected one day by my girls.


There’s really nothing that makes rejection sting less. It’s a rotten thing to be told you aren’t the right person, or you don’t qualify, or you weren’t a good fit, or you aren’t the one, or you didn’t try hard enough. Because the moment you decide to pursue something—college, a job, parenthood—you imagine yourself in the desired outcome. You picture your new dorm room, office, or growing belly, and you start to believe it’s already true. So when the news comes that your desires won’t be met and your dreams won’t come to fruition, it’s hard not to grieve the loss of the life you thought you would have. That’s the worst part of it: You have no control. All you can really do is accept the rejection, even if you do it in irrational ways.


Like how my mother has held on to my rejection letter all these years. It’s still there, yellowing in a folder, waiting for me to make it something of extreme irony. I realize now that she wasn’t really doing that for me, though I think she still believes I can somehow stick it to the college through Oprah. She was doing it for herself as a mother. She was trying to do something for her hurting daughter when nothing could really be done. Which assures me that despite all the rejection I might endure in this lifetime, there’s one acceptable upside: at least someone is keeping my information on file.


YOUR FUTURE WANTS DON’T HAVE TO JUSTIFY YOUR PAST ONES


Even if we were somehow rejected on our quest for something—or even if we reject our own previous quest for something—we can’t get stuck in the past. It’s easy to want things to progress in a logical way. C has to follow B, which follows A. Our whole world is set up to agree with that linear progress. Which means many people often feel that where they are currently going must validate where they have been.


When Alex came to talk to me, it was about going up for a promotion in her line of work. She was more than qualified in the field (nonprofit fundraising) and was excited to move forward in her career. But as we talked, I kept feeling a sense of hesitation from her about the opportunity. At first, I thought she was questioning her ability to move into a more visible role with more responsibility. But as we talked, I realized her issue wasn’t confidence; it was doubt. As she spoke, it became clear that although she was excited to progress in her career, this was not a role she was remotely excited about. When I asked why she was even going after it, she said, “I’ve been in nonprofit development for five years. This is the logical next step in my career.”


Well, that kind of depends on your definition of logic. You see, Alex wasn’t the first person I’ve had in my office trying to justify their past with their future. So many prospective students come to see me and say something along the lines of, “My undergraduate degree is in an entirely different field from the job I’m currently doing, so I need a graduate degree in the field I’m in now.” To which I always respond, “If that were true, you wouldn’t have your job now.” Not a great recruitment strategy, I realize. See, if we start down a path after something we wanted in our past, we often use that as an excuse to keep going down that same path, even when our wants have changed.


This is what researchers call status quo bias, the idea that humans favor familiarity when making a decision. Status quo bias pops up in all kinds of research, in everything from how people make political choices in the voting booth to how they decide which house to buy. Researchers Kahenman and Tyversky concluded that the loss of something is twice as psychologically harmful as the gains would be beneficial. You would feel twice as much pain from losing $1,000 as you would get pleasure from gaining $1,000. We are far more protective of what we have than excited by what we want.


This concept plays out a lot when students think about changing careers. The new line of work might offer more money, but that incentive usually isn’t enough to change jobs. People need to be assured there’s going to be twice as much to gain as there is to lose by switching career paths. Many of my prospective students are considering the degree because they want to change careers, so our conversation involves them grilling me about the viability of a career in the field. They are attempting to measure whether what they are about to gain (this new career path) is going to far outpace what they are giving up (old career). They are usually frustrated by some key element of their current career (too corporate, no flexibility, can’t move up, not passionate about it), but they still want to weigh whether a new career will counterbalance that key element and offer the things about their current job they do like (good coworkers, decent commute, low stress, quality coffee in the break room). We cling to what we have—even when we are clearly uninspired by it—far more tightly than we cling to what could be. Essentially, you won’t change the status quo unless you believe with certainty that the gains will be at least twice as much as the potential loss. And when it comes to making life decisions—like changing careers, moving, or divorce—that’s a certainty we can’t ever truly predict. So we stick to the status quo.


Alex was concerned her time as a fundraiser would be wasted if she didn’t use all her skills in the job at the top of that field. But luckily, Alex decided to be okay with going out on a limb with brand-new wants—utilizing her experience from pursuing past wants—and was offered a nice job in a corporation as head of business development. Wants change, but skills transfer, and all experience is experience. Don’t keep going down a path just because you’re already on it. It’s still progress to change directions, especially if it gets you to where you’d rather go. I always find my true wants at the corner of my past and present self.
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One summer, my childhood friend Elizabeth got married on her parents’ land in our hometown. Given the nature of our small town, most everyone from our past was set to come. And sometimes facing your past is difficult. Even with two layers of Spanx.


Elizabeth is a world traveler, if not, perhaps, a professional nomad. She’s lived and traveled all over and has picked up numerous interesting and dynamic friends along the way.


Her wedding was much like an international airport, with strangers from around the world uniting for a common purpose. Her friends from her life in Washington, D.C., from her many travels, her time in law school, camp and college, and, of course, our hometown were there.


It quickly became evident there was a divide among Elizabeth’s friends: Everyone after high school knows her only as Liz. Upon meeting all of her new friends, they would ask how I knew Liz. I would say that I didn’t know Liz, but I knew Elizabeth quite well. When I used her full name, they would say, “Oh, you must have gone to high school together.” But in our town, saying you “went to high school together” is like saying you climbed the last three feet of Kilimanjaro’s peak.


I grew up with Elizabeth. Our parents were best friends before we were ever born. We sold Girl Scout cookies together, were in the same dance class, had sleepovers, got our driver’s licenses together, went to prom together, and met every Sunday for breakfast while she was in law school, and my mother made her wedding cake, as well as the wedding cake for her sister, who married my cousin, whom she met at my wedding.


But, yes, I suppose we did also go to high school together.


Those who know Elizabeth remember her as organized, smart, studious, and ambitious. Always in T-shirts, jeans, and glasses, with her hair styled in a straight, chin-length bob. Those who met Liz know the easygoing free spirit with the contact lenses; flawlessly chic clothing; and long, flowing, wavy hair.


The wedding weekend was a festival of events: a bachelorette party, rehearsal and rehearsal dinner, post-rehearsal dinner party, bonfire, bridal brunch, professional photo shoot, wedding, reception, photo booth, lighting of the wish lanterns, and the post-wedding hangover.


These events provided ample time to meet new people, most of whom didn’t personally know of Elizabeth’s past in our hometown. Which meant they also didn’t know of mine. They were meeting the Meg who was a married mother with a career. They didn’t know of the Past Meg, who was once inexplicably into reggae music and wore a lot of tie-dye. And this is what is so exhilarating about meeting new people: a fresh start every time. Introduce yourself with control of the information. But you can’t ignore your past because it always shows up to weddings.


After the rehearsal dinner, guests were treated to a slideshow presentation in which we watched Elizabeth evolve into Liz. One picture caught me by surprise: a picture of Elizabeth and me at graduation, in our caps and gowns, clutching our diplomas while hugging each other around the neck. Elizabeth’s eyes were glassy, puffy, and red. Mine were bright and happy. I turned to my good friend Lindsey and asked whether she had cried at our high school graduation. She leaned in and whispered, “I think you were the only one who didn’t.”


There I was, in the picture, unmoved by the thought of leaving high school. Meanwhile, my classmates around me, the people I’d grown up with, seemed like this was a tragic end to something. It was only in that moment, ten years later, married with a child, that I felt a pang for my past.


During the bridal brunch the next day, one of Liz’s friends asked what I was like in high school. One of Elizabeth’s friends interjected before I could speak: “Meg was the same then as she is now!”


Especially my hair.


The fall semester began the next week. I was still teaching as an adjunct to undergraduates. I walked into my upper-level-division ethics class and scanned the room. Some students I had seen before in the hallways; others I knew by reputation. A few had been in my class the previous semester. Mostly, as I prefer it, there was a room full of fresh new faces staring back at me. But after introductions and once I started the lecture, the door flew open and in walked a familiar face: a girl named Tracy. I remembered her from the first course I ever taught.


When she was originally in my class, four years earlier, she was impossibly thin, had dark hair streaked with bleach, and wore braces on her teeth. Back then she sat in the front row, wore pathetically short shorts and low-cut tops, and smacked her gum throughout my lectures. She talked a lot, too. She often blurted out thoughtless comments that brought on muffled laughter from the rows behind her. And while I typically defend everyone’s opinion in my class, even I shuddered when she announced one day that she would never have children because she didn’t want to “lose her body.”


“Remember me?” she asked as she took a seat near the back.


Of course I did. Except I noticed she had filled out just slightly, giving her a healthy glow. She was wearing a nice dress of appropriate length. Her hair was a natural color, and her braces were gone. She looked so much older to me in that moment that I wondered what she thought of my appearance and whether I looked different to her.


Except for my hair.


I prepared myself for her childish comments during my lecture. I prepared myself to have to break up her whispering to a friend during class. I was even prepared to stay after class every week to help her further with the material.


But then a funny thing happened. She listened attentively to my lecture, took notes, and raised her hand to interject a comment while the class discussed the ethical dilemma of politicians who get caught sexting. She spoke with confidence and made a compelling argument for the problems of political figures losing public trust. And she didn’t laugh once when she said “Anthony Weiner.”


Even I couldn’t manage that.


After class she came up and gave me a hug. She said she was thrilled to see me again and that she had heard from others who had taken my classes that I had finished my PhD and had a baby since I last saw her. She mentioned that she herself had gotten married, becoming a stepmother in the process, and had been given a promotion at work, which prompted her to finally declare a major. Standing in front of me was a poised and beautiful woman. She asked a few questions about the upcoming assignment, thanked me for my time, and walked gracefully out of the classroom.


Moments later she poked her head back in and said, “Oh! Weiner. Like a man’s wiener! I just now got that! Hilarious!” That moment reminded me of the car ride home from Elizabeth’s wedding. I told my husband that meeting all of Elizabeth’s new friends was a relief. When he asked why, I explained that I was worried she had changed too much, or that the Elizabeth I knew was gone, replaced by Liz. But in meeting Liz’s friends, it was obvious that she, at her core, was the same good person she’s always been.


Then I recounted all the many great conversations I had with my former high school classmates, some of whom I hadn’t seen in years. And I began to cry.


“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Why are you crying?”


“I guess I just miss them,” I shrugged. “In a different way than I did when we graduated.”


Which made me feel a bit better, because the only thing worse than people from your past thinking you are nothing like they remember you is having them think:


You haven’t changed a bit.


YOUR WANTS HAVE A TIMELINE, NOT A DEADLINE


It may take some time to sift through all the confusion and separate your wants from everyone else’s. But when you finally figure it out and are secure enough in your wants not to project them onto others (or let others project theirs onto you), you’ll be faced with another looming concern: when. When should you have the career, the spouse, the kids, the closet from Clueless? Women like timelines and deadlines. Our tampons are measured by the hour, and we demanded our yeast infection treatments be reduced from a full week to a lunch hour.


Many of my students are visibly stressed about their timelines. I get a lot of hand-wringing in my office. They have to get going on everything, right now, all the time; they are already behind! But again, if you aren’t getting your wants confused with the wants of others, you shouldn’t have a timeline based on anything but your own feasibility.


Recently, a student of mine, Margret, was talking to me about her career path. She was a development director at a small nonprofit. I suggested she apply for the executive director position that had just opened up at a major organization. She batted her hand at me and said, “It’s not time.” I looked at her quizzically, so she explained, “I’ve only been in my current job for five months.” When I reminded her she had years of experience before that, she pushed back: “I need to stay somewhere for at least a year before making another move or it will look like I can’t commit.” I shrugged. She kept going. “I need exactly two more years of development experience and then I’d like to get at least a year of financial management training.” I shrugged again. When she was done listing all the reasons she couldn’t apply for a job I knew she’d be great at, I looked at her and said, “But the job is available right now. Screw your timelines.” So she applied, went through an intensive six-month hiring process, and was selected as the best candidate.
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