















PRAISE FOR QUIET THE RAGE



“Intense, personal and vulnerable. This is a life lesson, generously shared, that might strike a chord and change a life.”


—SETH GODIN, author of Linchpin and The Icarus Deception


“R.W. Burke shares his wisdom and insights about how to manage conflict well in Quiet the Rage. Read this book and prepare for a peaceful life!”


—MARSHALL GOLDSMITH, international best-selling author
or editor of 35 books including What Got You Here
Won’t Get You There and Triggers


“What an honest, vulnerable, incredible journey! Burke’s writing style is clear, concise, and bam—to the point! I will need to read this book more than once.”


—LINDA GUTHRIE, Coach, Consumer Experience Movement, 
Ford Motor Company


“I have worked a lot on my anger; however, the info in this book is like discovering the missing link. Now, I have a much better understanding of why I get spun up in certain situations. I have a much better toolkit for dealing with my anger or avoiding it altogether.”


—PHIL KLEIN, Facilitator, Maritz Performance Improvement,
General Motors Standards For Excellence


“Great read! This book will change your life.”


—BOB ESPOSITO, Dealer Principal, General Manager,
Yankee Automotive Group


“This book is for everyone . . . especially someone like me who struggles with anxiety. It offers a way to take control back instead of feeling tossed by the waves.”


—JENNIFER ROBERTS, Sales Manager, Genesee Valley Ford


“This book has forever changed the way I view interactions with people, both professionally and personally.”


—JASON STANDLEY, Business Development Center Manager, 
Rowe Auburn/Rowe Westbrook


“The world needs more people who know how to manage conflict. Much of what is wrong in our society today could be changed if everyone understood how their anger is triggered. To adapt a quote from the cartoon character Pogo, ‘I have met the enemy and it is me.’ Everyone, even those who do not have a concern about rage, need to read this book.”


—LINDA MITCHELL, author of Choose Change . . . Before Change 
Chooses You! Thirteen Weeks To the Life You’ll Love!




QUIET THE RAGE




[image: image]




Copyright © 2017 R.W. Burke


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or
portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,


A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


Tempe, Arizona, USA, 85281


www.gosparkpress.com


Published 2017


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 978-1-943006-41-0 (pbk)


ISBN: 978-1-943006-40-3 (e-bk)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2017945605


Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos,
trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of
their respective owners.


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect
the privacy of certain individuals.




To my wife, who has repeatedly, and continues to save my life.


I’m sorry for all the years that I couldn’t have been more.





FOREWORD



John Kuzava


Global Director | Engagement Strategies


Xperience Communications, LLC.


 


QUIET THE RAGE—


How Learning to Manage


Conflict Will Change Your Life
(and the World)


Richard Burke has written a magnifi cent collection of stories and insights all of which, in one way or another, fl ank and lead us through the tricky path known as transformation.


Reading through these carefully considered chapters of insight, introspection, and occasionally even humility, I have been reminded of various stories of transformation taught or shared with me over the years.


Although few of us think of this . . . the word story of course means just what it says . . . to store things. Long before management, consulting, and coaching books were written—in fact, before anything was actually written—stories were created to hold and store information that was needed to guide us through the complicated project called life.


Such stories are still with us today, having survived the centuries through oral storytelling; with a long history of generation after generation sharing, learning, and remembering their contents in order to safeguard and protect these precious insights and, in general, hold the ground for and share them with the next generation. This is why they are often considered children’s stories.


In the opening chapters of this book, Richard shares some puzzlement regarding an assignment he accepted a few years back that would label him ‘coach,’ a role which essentially would give him access to the ‘stories’ of many individuals as well as the larger story-constellation of their organizations.


The word ‘coach’ of course has an interesting history and comes from the Middle French coche, the German kotsche, and the Hungarian kocsi—”(carriage) of Kocs,” the village where it was first made—all are essentially words for carriage. And while we use the word today more often for ‘preparing people’, in a more poetic sense carriage is also accurate because a good coach provides something of a support underneath the people they work with. And that is certainly part of the mission of this book - to work in structured and perhaps invisible ways to add support underneath us in order to carry us forward and even through the various predicaments life serves up.


The focus of this book, though, is transformation.


There is something almost magical in that idea, let alone experience.


In becoming a coach, it is inevitable that one will find themselves excavating their own life, remembering and untangling stories that remain with us, anchored by great extremes of feeling, only to eventually find—hidden and lost amongst a lifetime of these twisting narratives—the gifts, talents, and resources we need to make sense of our journey.


I am reminded of a very old story from antiquity called “The Spirit in the Bottle.” In this very old European story, we find the son of a woodcutter wandering the forest who discovers, lost and buried deep at the grassy roots of an old oak tree, a glass bottle with a voice inside calling, “Let me out!”


Uncorking the bottle releases a gigantic spirit who, instead of gratefully rewarding the boy, announces that it has been trapped so long that it is enraged and will now strangle him.


Being clever, the boy tricks the spirit back into the bottle and then they renegotiate the terms of its release.


Eventually the spirit is again released. This time, it rewards the boy with the gift of a cloth that, when rubbed on one side, turns things to silver and, when rubbed by the other side, heals wounds and illness.


We are familiar of course with this spirit by its commonly referred to name—Genie.


Genie is a very old North African word and the origin of our English word for genius.


Everyone has a genius trapped within them who grows more tired and angry over the years of being ‘corked.’ It isn’t just people with IQs of 160 and above.


In a healthy life, we would have been told the right stories early on and would’ve been advised to be on the lookout for the genius and, more importantly, the gifts that the genius carries—such as transforming worthless things into value and also being able to heal those around us.


But few of us were actually told those stories when we needed to hear them while developing in childhood. So the genie within us waits well into adulthood, until it eventually finds its way out in a rage. By then, it has become gigantic—another way of saying ‘too big to handle.’


If there is a role for a coach in this world, it is to help us find our trapped genius and to nimbly and cleverly help us get it under control, become productive, and to even reward us with the gifts it has been waiting all this time to give to the world. This is essentially the story Richard Burke has unpacked and broken down into well organized and understandable pieces we can recognize, understand, and apply in order to bring our best self forward for the good of the world.





PREFACE



Denise Burke


Many readers of my husband’s book, Quiet The Rage, praise it for its raw honesty and how it uniquely describes and synthesizes the steps of managing conflict. I have a far more personal reaction to the penned words, however. Every line within this book represents the good, the bad, and the ugly of my husband’s life; a life that I have spent living with him for the past thirty years. His words clearly detail the horror that unmanaged conflict caused for him, and for me in turn. As painful as some of this book was and is to read, it has become an essential part of my own path for personal conflict management. As someone once said: “the best apology is changed behavior.” That’s all I ever wanted.





REFLECTION: ThE SOURCE OF CONFLICT



“If you wanna make the world a better place—
Take a look at yourself and make that change.”


—Michael Jackson, Man in the Mirror


There was a time in my life when I felt like I was in one endless argument, either with someone that worked for me, someone I worked for, a customer, or my wife at the end of a fourteen-hour day. I was doing a thankless job and living a thankless life. At its worst, I couldn’t keep a job, and my wife admitted that she and my son were afraid of me because I was so explosive. Then one day, an opportunity that would change everything found me. In what could be characterized as serendipity—or in a more profound sense, some sort of divine intervention, perhaps a cosmic reordering—the circumstances that I needed to experience, at exactly the time I needed to experience them, presented themselves to me.


Since that pivotal moment, over the course of the last several years, my ability to interact with others has increased tenfold. I’ve been able to essentially eliminate conflict from my life—the conflict that was so terribly destructive for so many years—simply by synthesizing disparate information sources into one stepwise approach. It is exactly that approach which I believe led to me healing myself. I now have peace in my day, peace in my work, and peace in my life. My work is now purposeful; it is incredibly rewarding and fulfilling, and I feel blessed to be able to do well by doing good.


What’s changed? I have learned to successfully manage conflict. The most beautiful, liberating, and empowering part of all is that anyone can do this. Managing conflict is a learnable skill. It’s not rocket science; it’s an almost unbelievably simple process—simple, but not easy.


Managing conflict begins by learning about one’s and others’ personal values. All human behavior is a function of those personal values. Conflict exists when someone feels like one of their personal values has been offended, or when someone feels like another is imposing their personal values upon them. Certain situations will be prone to offending those personal values, and in order to manage those “hot” situations, one must first identify them. When one encounters a situation that offends their personal values, it creates emotion. Emotion is the energy or fuel to drive action. In the case of conflict, it drives an emotional reaction.


The emotion exists because we are faced with someone else’s behavior that challenges our world-view, our steadfast belief, that things are as we believe them to be . . . and only as we believe them to be. The emotion also exists because we are faced with someone’s else’s behavior that challenges the very idea of who we are or believe ourselves to be. We tend to interpret that behavior as being intentional: intentionally offensive. In our world, we expect people to behave in a certain manner, in keeping with the framework—the boundaries and the permissibilities—that we believe exists.


When another’s behavior is not in keeping with our expectations of that behavior, we want to change it . . . sometimes forcefully. The emotion that results must then be suppressed or expressed. When suppressed, we withdraw, we stop communicating, and we feel helpless and powerless. When expressed, we lash out, we become angry and aggressive, argumentative and combative. One’s emotional reactions create winners and losers. We are not our best selves, nor do we produce the best outcomes, when we are emotionally reactive. The challenge, then, is to see another’s behavior for what it is: simply them honoring their values. Their behavior is about them; our reactions to their behavior, however, are about us. Those simple recognitions are the keys to interrupting an emotional reaction and creating the space necessary to transform the adverse emotional reaction into a beneficial response. This results in flipping entire interactions from negative to positive.


One painful thing (of many) I had to learn was that we sometimes create the behavior in others that we don’t want. I was certainly guilty of that. The most painful, though, was that I was the source of the conflict in my life. When I stopped blaming myself and others, when I could take ownership of how I was contributing to the circumstances, when I heightened my self-awareness and developed other-awareness, when I stopped being the source of the conflict—all of the conflict melted away.


The moment I learned that I was responsible for creating all of the conflict in my own life was mind-bending and heart-stopping. It’s also the exact instant that everything changed. I didn’t know it then, but I spent most of my life contributing to, and participating in, a “Super Wicked Problem.” A Super Wicked Problem exists when those who want to solve the problem are also causing it. So, the “aha!” moment for me was realizing that the conflict I was living through in life was of my own creation. Rather than looking around at others, I should have been looking at myself . . . in the mirror.


As we work through the process together, we’ll dive more deeply into each of five steps. The Realize chapter focuses on identifying our personal values and our value-driven behavior. Assessing values is the first step in learning to manage conflict. The Recurrence chapter focuses on identifying situations that are prone to offend our personal values. Identifying those situations is the second step in learning how to manage conflict. It’s important to be able to identify our “hot” situations in order to effectively to manage them. The Reaction chapter focuses on identifying our default mode of reaction. Understanding our reactionary style is the third step in learning how to manage conflict. Recognizing how we tend to react is necessary when wanting to take responsibility for one’s behavior.


The Rampage chapter focuses on me and what drove my emotional reactions over the years. I explain how conflict pervaded my life, how self-survival mode quickly turned into self-destruct mode, and how a strength too strong became an epic weakness. The Refrain chapter focuses on techniques to interrupt the emotional reaction. Interrupting the emotional reaction is the fourth step in learning how to manage conflict. Within the interruption itself, there are two levels of abilities. One is reached by virtue of brute force; that is, learning to physically restrain the reaction caused by the emotion that exists. The other is reached when the emotion itself is no longer present, achieved by eliminating the perceived intentionality associated with the professed offensive behavior. There are some physical techniques, such as taking a breath, counting to ten, taking a walk, etc. But ultimately, your brain must interrupt the emotional reaction by recognizing the connection between others’ values and the behavior that results.


The Response chapter focuses on transforming negative emotional reactions into positive responses. Transforming emotional reactions into responses is the fifth (and final) step in learning how to manage conflict. It involves flipping that negative interaction into a positive one, still allowing us to win, but no longer at others’ expense. The Resolve chapter focuses on the entire stepwise process broadly applied, start to finish, with hope for a more peaceful future.


The Readiness chapter focuses on present-day precursors—the dynamics and circumstances that invited the change in me. The Rage chapter focuses on the catalysts; the events that shaped me, my worldview, my defensive orientation, and continuous strife. I spend the time to tell my story, because in the work that I do, people that struggle with conflict most say to me: “You just described my life.” In a way, hearing my story helps them better understand their own. As such, it creates a bond, a kinship, between us, which couldn’t exist if we hadn’t shared histories. The Reality chapter focuses on my old view of the world, as flawed as it was. That perception informed my behavior. Like me, people hold themselves back, personally and professionally, based on their ability to get along with others. There were jobs I didn’t get, and jobs that I got and lost, because I simply could not get along with others.


The Reason chapter offers a possible explanation for one’s extraordinary sensitivity, and the seemingly perpetual struggle with conflict. When one’s existence is at risk repeatedly, it is natural to revert to a self-survival mode. Too often though, long after the actual threats are removed, people continue to operate in that posture. It’s what kept them safe, and where they are most comfortable. But as such, they unknowingly become stuck. Being stuck in self-survival mode is the surest way to incite never-ending conflict. The Responsibility chapter focuses on the idea of a Super Wicked Problem: those that want to solve the problem, but are also causing it. The only way to combat a Super Wicked Problem is to understand how one is participating in the problem, and then stopping that participation. The Reckoning chapter focuses on working through seemingly intractable problems. Some that stifle reason, disable rational arguments, and essentially paralyze every conceivable cognitive weapon that could be brought to bear against them, requiring wildly unsubstantiated assertions, or eliciting hyper-passionate emotions—my abandonment, for example. Conflict at its purest, ugliest, and rawest form, but worked through, nonetheless, by challenging and changing the nature of the problem; by challenging and changing my own perspective; by challenging and changing me.


Taken together, these are the things I learned that led to the elimination of conflict from my life. And only by knowing conflict, living it, and being it, can you truly value, promote, and enjoy peace. I share these things with you, with that same hope.





READINESS: THE ADVENT OF SELF-AWARENESS



“I am not afraid of storms for I am learning how to sail my ship.”


—Louisa May Alcott


At forty-six, I hired on a project for a global automobile manufacturer. By that time, I had spent twenty-five years working in and around the business. I had completed a bachelor’s degree in accountancy, a master’s of business administration degree with a concentration in finance, and was pursuing a certificate of advanced graduate studies in business intelligence. When I received my initial set of business cards, the title on them read coach. I still had cards from a project I worked a decade earlier, for a different global automobile manufacturer. They preferred the title facilitator.


There are several titles that tend to be used interchangeably, such as consultant, coach, trainer, facilitator, and mentor. The terms are a little dubious, and the qualifications for someone to be dubbed as one or another are often that someone’s veracity in claiming expertise in that area. Like law, the strength of the argument prevails, regardless of the underlying truth. The general contention among many who practice as one thing or the other is they feel they have the firsthand experience that qualifies them to perform the role, in spite of any real professional designation or actual training that would elevate their abilities in that particular area of practice. Many eschew the mere thought of pursuing any sort of credentialing; sometimes because of the cost or the time, but mostly for lack of humility. I admire that strength of character, but I didn’t possess it. I felt like they could have titled me doctor, lawyer, engineer, dietician, exercise physiologist, or train conductor—it didn’t make me one. Out of a sheer sense of inadequacy, driven by the insatiable need to be more, in combination with a sense of responsibility to those that I work with, I sought out a coach certification program. The program, I thought, would legitimize my day-to-day activities, provide a context to the work, and eliminate any challenge with respect to my work’s efficacy. It was purely a defensive play.


After a fair amount of research (considering costs, geographic complications, time requirements, comparative rigor, and philosophical alignment), I selected the Institute for Professional Excellence in Coaching (iPEC), an affiliate of the International Coach Federation (ICF). In turn, iPEC had regional affiliates who were licensed and sanctioned to conduct training and certification of coaches on behalf of iPEC. Given its proximity, I selected New England Coaching, based in Marlborough, Massachusetts.


Start to finish, the program was scheduled out over ten months, culminating with an oral examination that couldn’t be scheduled prior to thirty days past the completion of what we referred to as Mod 3 (Module 3). We were given up to a year after Mod 3 to turn in all of the written assignments, logs, and miscellaneous requirements necessary to graduate. It ended up taking me about eighteen months to satisfy those requirements, to earn the certified professional coach credential.


The program provided numerous challenges, not the least of which was adjusting to and juggling the workload. Some of the participants (about thirty in total) were out of work and seeking to re-train as Coaches, but many of us were already working full time. Mod 1, Mod 2, and Mod 3, as they came to be known, were scheduled on a Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., in the beginning, middle, and end of the ten-month curriculum. The Mods were scheduled roughly twelve weeks apart, which accommodated the Peer Coaching practice, woven-in, throughout the training.


Shortly after Mod 1, we received our initial coaching assignments. We were each assigned a Coachee; someone we would coach for an hour, on a weekly basis. We were also assigned a Coach; someone who would coach us for an hour a week. We were each assigned to a Peer Group, and would participate in a weekly conference call lasting an hour, to compare notes, support each other, challenge one another, and sometimes vent. In addition, each Tuesday night, we were required to attend a ninety-minute tele-class that dove into specific competencies required of coaches. All in all, it was four-and-half hours per week of practice and instruction for twelve weeks. After that period was over, the prospective coaches attended Mod 2, and the process of weekly coaching, being coached, and attending tele-classes repeated with newly assigned Coaches and Coachees.


In the second rotation, the Peer Groups became more specific with respect to their focus, and became Peer Special Interest Groups. We were able to elect among topics such as Life Coaching, Business Coaching, Relationship Coaching, Professional Coaching, Transition Coaching, Health & Wellness Coaching, Corporate and Executive Coaching, and so forth. Our peers, who were formerly classmates in the Mods, were now spread out around the country, unified by their choice of a particular Special Interest. The only additional layer of complexity was accommodating schedules, geography, and time differences.


Beyond attending the Mods and completing the four-and-a-half hour weekly routine for twenty-four weeks, we were required to complete a number of eWorkbooks on topics including “Intention Setting,” “My Coaching Philosophy,” and “Life Review,” all designed to help expand our self-awareness. In addition, we were required to coach actual paying clients, and we were each assigned to a Mentor Coach, who would spend a total of three hours, broken into six thirty-minute intervals, evaluating our coaching ability.


For me, the greatest challenge in coaching was learning to ask questions, rather than providing answers. I had spent much of my life running businesses, solving problems, and establishing my value based in my ability to analyze situations, identify performance gaps, prescribe solutions, and then push people to execute on those ideas. My self-worth was solely based on my ability to do just that. I learned that that wasn’t coaching, though. In fact, it was exactly the opposite of coaching.


Coaching as a profession believes that whatever someone is struggling with, whatever problem they are facing, whatever is limiting them in life, the solution to that struggle lies within that person. No solution proposed by the Coach will be nearly as personally satisfying and fitting as the solution proposed by the Coachee for themselves. The Coach’s role is to move the Coachee forward—from the present to the future—moving them to action, attaching them to purpose, by virtue of asking powerful questions. Asking powerful questions is an art unto itself. And while it may sound easy, it is not. Especially when many of us had spent our lives asking closed-ended questions to gain information so that we were able to form solutions. Habits remain, and breaking those habits is incredibly tough.


Consulting is about the consultant. It’s about their experience, their solutions, their agenda, and they are the “fixers.” As a former fixer myself, I measured my effectiveness based on my ability to fix. The focus on “how” to do something better, faster, differently, cheaper, more effectively, etc. Coaching is about the Coachee. It’s about what they think, their ideas, their solutions, and only them. They don’t want to be “fixed” —that implies something is wrong with them, that there is some deficiency in them. Fixing someone, then, is something we do to them. Coaching heals, and Coachee’s heal themselves. The focus is on “want” to, rather than “how” to. As a former consultant, I learned the hard way—no amount of someone’s knowing how to do something matters, until that someone wants to do that something.


So, coaching begins, continues, and ends, with powerful questions:


• “What would you like to focus on today?”


• “What would you like today’s session to accomplish?”


• “How would you like to spend our time today?”


By answering, the Coachee provides the guidance, paving the way forward for the Coach and themselves.


• “I’m curious, why is that meaningful?”


• “How does that have meaning for you?”


Again, the Coachee will provide the answer.


• “What does success look like?”


• “How will you know when you’ve reached your goal?”


• “How will you celebrate that success?”


• “How would it feel if you were able to accomplish that?”


The Coachee will continue to move themselves forward, by envisioning something in their lives that they would like to be different. They will explain why that has meaning for them. They will paint the Coach a picture of the finish line. They will describe their feelings in vivid detail, imagining they have already achieved that success. They will become empowered and confident in their ability to positively impact the things in their lives that they are most dissatisfied with. The Coach follows with:


• “How committed are you to achieving those things in your life?”


• “On a scale of one to ten—with one being: “It sounds really hard, and I’m not sure I can do it” and ten being: “Get out of my way, I’m ready to move a mountain”—where are you?”


Again, the Coachee will provide the guidance. If the Coach is convinced that the Coachee is sufficiently committed, they may proceed to ask:


• “What’s the first step that you could see yourself taking to achieve your goal?”


If the Coach doubts the Coachee’s commitment, they might ask:


• “You said on a commitment scale of one to ten that you were about a five.”


• “What could you imagine doing that might raise that number to a six or a seven?”


The Coachee will lay out their plan, either to raise their commitment or outline the first step toward success. The Coach might seek to bolster their confidence by asking:


• “What’s a time in your past where you faced a similar circumstance that you were able to successfully navigate?”


• “What are some things that you learned from that experience that you might be able to apply here?”


The Coach will bring accountability by asking:


• “When would you like to have that done by?” and,


• “How do you prefer to be held accountable?”


Those simple questions remind the Coachee that the Coach will soon ask them:


• “When we last met, you said you wanted to:——— by:——/——/——, were you able to achieve that?”


The Coach will search for how best to support the Coachee by asking:


• “How can I better support you in your effort?”


• “If that doesn’t work, what else could you do?”


• “What’s the worst that could happen?”


These questions, taken in total, result in a Coachee choosing something to positively impact in their lives, and then laying out a plan—start to finish—complete with first step actions, that are time-bound, that provide for contingencies, and explore the downsides. Not bad for what is often thirty or forty minutes in length. The key to the conversation is the forward progress, the solution oriented focus, and what iPEC refers to as raising the Coachee’s energy.


iPEC was founded by Bruce D. Schneider, author of Energy Leadership; Transforming Your Workplace and Your Life from the Core. iPEC teaches something called “Core Energy Coaching.” The premise of Core Energy Coaching is that a person’s thoughts and emotions manifest themselves in their physical bodies, and are expressed as “energetic levels.” In iPEC terms, each level (think frequencies) has an energetic quality. The levels are described in a chart that iPEC refers to as an “Energetic Self-Perception Chart.” Level One, for example, is Victim energy. Victim energy is characterized by neediness, lack of faith (in humanity, in the common good), lack of self-awareness, weak ego, Apathy, and Lethargy. Reluctance to rise up to defend oneself. The idea that the world is happening to them, and they are powerless to do anything about it. Level Two is Conflict—the focus of this book. Conflict is also marked by neediness, lack of faith and self-awareness, and weak ego, but diverges with respect to one’s propensity to defend oneself. Conflict’s hallmarks are Anger and Defiance. Level Three is Responsibility. If thinking in terms of positive and negative, Level Three—Responsibility—would be the first positive level. Level Three is characterized by Forgiveness and Cooperation. Self-awareness exists, faith is restored, and the ego is strong. Rather than neediness, Level Three celebrates having, not needing. Level Four is Concern. Concern’s traits are Compassion and Service. Level Five is Reconciliation. Reconciliation’s attributes are Peace and Acceptance. Level Six is Synthesis. Synthesis’s characteristics are Joy and Wisdom. Synthesis divorces itself from ego and focuses on being, not having or needing. Level Seven is Non-judgment. Non-judgment’s qualities are Absolute Passion and Creation.


As Coaches certified in Core Energy Coaching, we practice moving people through these energetic levels by understanding their current energetic state, and then asking powerful questions to raise their energy.


When I showed up to that first Mod 1 weekend, I was anxious to learn how to fix others. I wanted to get trained in the discipline, so that I was better qualified to do my job. As soon as the training started, though, it was clear that the focus wasn’t on others. The focus was on ourselves. Whoa!! Wait a minute!! I thought. I’m not here to examine my childhood, to expose old wounds, to bare deep feelings, to be . . . weak, or worse . . . vulnerable.


Had I known in advance the path the training was to take, I probably wouldn’t have done it. It was incredibly painful. But as I was to learn, change is a function of increased self-awareness and increased awareness of others. What a shock it was to find out, after forty-six years, I had neither.





RAGE: BORNE OF CONFLICT, BECOMING CONFLICT



“Sometimes they do somethin’ to you Tommy.


They hurt you—and you get mad—


and then you get mean—and they hurt you again—


and you get meaner, and meaner—


till you ain’t no boy or no man anymore,


but just a walkin’ chunk of mean-mad.


Did they hurt you like that Tommy?”


—The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck


Borne of Conflict


I was born in Bloomington, Indiana, in February, 1965. My mother met and married my father while he was in the Navy, stationed at the Naval Air Station Quonset Point, Rhode Island, in 1963. They subsequently relocated to my father’s hometown shortly before I was born. My father’s family was pretty well-to-do. The family business was lime quarries, cement factories, and the oil business—one of the family’s holdings later became part of what is now Exxon Mobil. My father was raised in a thirty-two-room house, which was staffed with a small cadre of domestic workers. His father (my grandfather) died in the late 1950s of a persistent illness, so my grandmother headed the household. My father’s uncles were all accomplished: a judge, a doctor, a stockbroker, and a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist. Prior to passing, my grandfather was studying to become a doctor. My father’s grandmother had graduated from Indiana University in 1905, uncommon in those days. His mother (my grandmother) graduated from IU and went on to complete a graduate degree at New York University prior to the Depression. Formal education was a way of life for my father’s family, fully expected, not optional. Years later, the family homestead was gifted to IU, to become the site of IU’s Kelley School of Business.


My mother attended college, but didn’t finish, which I’m sure was a source of consternation for my father’s family. She was the daughter of a factory worker. Her father worked in a soap factory in West Warwick, Rhode Island. Her mother, when working, worked in the cafeteria at a local college. Unsurprisingly, I’ve heard stories of my mother being scolded by my father’s mother for fraternizing with the “hired help.”


The Vietnam War was underway, and little did I know, a more personal war was in the offing as well. My parents separated by the time I was a year old. I was transplanted from Indiana to Rhode Island by my mother, who sought the refuge of her family and faith. My father didn’t follow us to Rhode Island, and didn’t cooperate with the divorce proceedings. As a consequence, they weren’t officially divorced until the early 1970s. My mother suffered from a mental illness and was unable to care for me much of her life, but especially when I was young. I spent most of my early years with foster families and relatives, who (mostly) did their best to care for me. While I believe they meant well, it was clear that I was burdensome to them, and without getting into details that no longer matter, it wasn’t a safe environment. It quickly became obvious that if there were two people on the planet that had no business having a child together, it was my mother and my father.


Because of being so young, it took several years until I realized the conspicuous absence of my father. Of course, I had a father, just not one present in my life. Not only was he not present, he did nothing to support my mother, which by extension, did nothing to support me. Regardless of what went wrong in their relationship, in as far as I was concerned, I had been abandoned. The ugly reality of being unwanted gave birth to my rage and my conflict.


Many people might have felt victimized by the circumstance. I suppose at some point, I must have felt that way too, though it was too long ago (or too painful) for me to remember. What I do remember, though, was being angry. Violent, explosive anger (rage) was my primary defense; it protected me, it kept me safe. As early as kindergarten, my temper got me into trouble.


Upon returning to Rhode Island, my mother tried to figure out how to get by on her own. Of course she had some support from family and friends, but not the kind that would relieve any of the crushing pressure that came along with being a “not-yet-divorced” single woman in the late 1960s. That status was viewed with disdain and dismay—“poor choices” was whispered. She did whatever it took to survive, including accepting assistance from anyone willing to oblige. As I was bouncing around from location to location, we would periodically be reunited. During one of those times, she had gotten me a winter coat. It was a fur coat. I had no idea where it came from; it could have been a hand-me-down from a friend or relative, it could have come from Goodwill, the church, I had no idea . . . and didn’t care. She said that the football hero, Joe Namath, wore a fur coat, and when she saw it, it reminded her of that. I can remember proudly wearing that fur coat to school. That coat though, became a constant source of ridicule at school, kids being kids—in a less politically correct world—asserted that I was wearing a girl’s coat. I remember aggressively defending my coat’s honor. It was just a coat of course, but it was also symbolic of our plight. It was also another reminder that the effort, along with my sense of self, wasn’t good enough. That painful reality always sparked the rage, and the rage led to endless confrontation. Inevitably, after being a chronic behavioral problem, I was suspended for fighting one day, and I’m pretty sure they asked my grandmother not to bring me back.


That period was incredibly tough for my mother as a woman, divorced, attempting to work, mentally ill, and with a child. I remember one night, I was probably four or five when we were living in someone’s empty in-law apartment, she gave me a sip of what I thought was chocolate milk. She stepped away for a moment, and I didn’t like the taste, so I poured it out in the sink. When she returned, she asked me where the drink was. I told her I didn’t like it and had poured it out. She immediately broke down, sobbing at the kitchen table. I didn’t know what I had done then. She never told me. But I know now—we had no food. I had just poured her only meal of the day down the drain.


My mother was remarried when it was time for me to attend the first grade. My new stepfather was divorced and had three kids of his own. My mother must have been searching for the exact opposite of her first husband when she found and married my stepfather. Over time, it became obvious that my stepfather and I were also polar opposites in every way. It would be a spectacular understatement to say that he and I got off on the wrong foot . . . more like the wrong leg, the wrong torso, the wrong body. I can remember being at my grandmother’s house for dinner, just before they got married. It was me, my mother, my grandmother, my grandfather, and my stepfather-to-be. I must have dropped some food or a piece of silverware on the floor accidentally. My stepfather-to-be told me to pick it up. I told him that I wasn’t going to pick it up, because I wasn’t a maid. My grandmother intervened, picking up whatever I had dropped, relieving some of the tension and demonstrating her willingness to keep the peace. Once we had returned home, as I was getting ready for bed, my stepfather-to-be visited me with belt in hand, prepared with a lecture about the inappropriateness of my behavior. He then gave me an introduction to corporal punishment.
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g “Intense, personal, and vulnerable. This is a life lesson, generously shared,
;r “ that might strike a chord and change a life” —Seth Godin
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