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INTRODUCTION


THE PAGES AHEAD CONTAIN A COMBINATION OF MY story and my coaching philosophy: a thirty-year-plus journey to move myself toward a more positive life, and a set of Life Lessons—teachings, observations, and suggestions—I’ve organized to help you undertake a similar journey.


The eleven Life Lessons I distilled for the book began to take shape at a moment in my life when I suddenly found myself in a place of tragedy and emotional hardship. The lessons have evolved ever since, and I continue to use them every day to help me find my direction, and every day these practices makes me a better, happier person. The lessons keep me grounded and always moving forward—I think of them as an eleven-part program, my own personal self-help manual, and I’m so happy to offer these pages to you.


These lessons have been so important in my daily life that it didn’t occur to me at first how much more I would rely on them while living through the frightening COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and its stressful quarantine days—in fact, I wrote this book throughout the crisis, and that gave me a renewed and heightened sense of how the lessons I was defining give me strength and guidance on ordinary days, on great days, and especially in times of uncertainty.


My point is this: Whether we like it or not, life happens, and it’s up to us to decide how we respond. I believe in embracing change. Change can be motivating and inspiring if you allow it to be, so the first thing I will ask is for you to embrace change as well, because we just never know what life will throw at us.


As we move through the flow of our days, there will always be things that challenge us—some big, some small, often unexpected obstacles we need to move through and grow from. Don’t allow these tough times to overwhelm you. Try to find the good in each day, and let that be your motivator and your strength. These lessons will help you do that.


Again, it’s not going to be an easy journey, committing to a program of new ways of perceiving and new kinds of actions. Just hang in there and keep moving forward in the direction of the positive. You will not be sorry you did.


I believe that the lessons in this book have saved me, time and time again, from negative paths and less-than-positive spirals. They are the reason I was able to become the person I am today—truly and deeply happy. My goal with this book is that the lessons within will be a powerful guide for you on your own journey, providing clarity, inspiration, and positivity as you find your path to a happy and fulfilling life.


Read on, and as I say in a rallying cheer for all the work I do with making connections and embracing change: Hope This Helps!


—Kristen




[image: Image]



ON A VERY PERSONAL NOTE



I was just thirteen years old when tragedy struck our family: My brother, Michael, died in a skiing accident. That terrible day marked the beginning of the hardest time of my life. Michael passed away on December 30, while we were in Vermont for the winter holidays. My parents had us gather our things and get in the car, and we headed back to Long Island in the middle of the night, my mom’s cousins following us in their car. I remember looking out the back window as we were leaving Vermont and realizing that my life and the lives of my parents, sister, Tara, and other relatives would never be the same.


We arrived home safely after a long and grueling drive that seemed endless and yet will forever be a blur to me. The next day, New Year’s Eve, the holiday spirit in our home was displaced by the all-consuming loss of my brother. For decades afterward, the sound of Christmas music always sent me into a depression.


To get me out of the house, my best friend, Jennifa, and her mother, Annette, picked me up and took me out for Chinese food, along with Annette’s two sisters. Annette’s family saved me that night. They surrounded me with love and care over the next months and years, and intuitively recognized my need for support.


Even in grief, even at that young age, I knew I had to seek a path forward. I was very concerned about how our family was going to get through this. I was so fortunate that Annette’s care showed me proof of how a large, close-knit family would be my answer. From that night on, I realized that family was going to get me through, and I was given deep insight into the importance of rallying around those who are experiencing loss and pain. That was the very beginning of my path to helping others.


Thirty-plus years later, Jen is still one of my closest friends, and though Annette is no longer with us, I will be eternally grateful for her love and the outpouring of affection from their family that inspired me to move my life in a positive direction and build a strong family of my own.


Losing my brother is one of the hardest things that has ever happened to me. And yet, this tragic event taught me the most valuable truth: Life is precious and short, so live it full out. My early appreciation of the power of family love—nuclear and extended family, including our families of friends—has given my life meaning, and helps to keep Michael’s memory close. For that, I’ll always be grateful.






LIFE COACHING AND JOURNALING



What Is a Life Coach?


I am a life coach.


Maybe you’re thinking, what is that?


A life coach is a professional trained to help people with what most of us struggle with at some point in our lives and to various degrees: moving our lives forward and reaching our goals, whatever they may be. A life coach is a person who listens, motivates, inspires, and holds you accountable. Someone who invites you to ask hard questions about yourself—and asks you hard questions right back.


Life coaches don’t give advice and they don’t solve your problems. This is not therapy; it is purposeful, measurable communication, and there are no easy solutions to the kinds of things they address. What some coaches do, myself included, may be even more valuable in taking control of your life: We ask permission to ask you questions—and as you work to answer them, your path forward begins to be revealed.


With the help of a life coach, you can create the space you need to let in important personal and professional insights. With these insights, you can make choices—and those choices will move you in a positive direction, toward what I like to call your Best Version.


When writing this book, my goal was to do two things: 1) Share my life story with you, openly and honestly, chapter by chapter, with full transparency. This was crucial to me because I am living proof that each of us is capable of astonishing transformation. And 2) Help you experience how amazing it feels to change your life by changing your choices, and to embark on a journey that never ends.


In my daily life, my overall goal is to help others create positive change in their lives, to motivate and inspire them to embrace possibility. And here’s a confession for you: I also wrote this book for me, to remind myself how I got through my own challenges and to create a document I can always refer to, to keep myself going. As you read the lessons, keep in mind that while you should strive to follow them every day, the striving is exactly that—always a work in progress. Our lives are never going to be perfect. I just know that these lessons are the bedrock that supports my life and they are always there to help me when I hit a bump in the road. They ground me, they move me, and they inspire me. They never fail to help me. And I believe they will do the same for you.


Journaling


I am a passionate believer that journaling, taking time to capture your thoughts in words and write them down with pen and paper or whatever medium you prefer, is a vital tool for the process of moving in a positive direction in life. For the program in this book, to focus the substance and intentions of each Life Lesson and make them really approachable and attainable, and to help you clarify your thoughts, each chapter ends with a series of relevant questions designed for reflection—called ThinkWork. This is where journaling comes into the picture.


Simple as it is, journaling in some form every day has been the single most effective tool I’ve used over the years to reflect upon, design, and maintain the life I now love. The process of writing down our thoughts and trying to express them clearly helps us understand ourselves. In that way, it has absolutely been instrumental in helping me work toward the life and outcomes I desire. All you need is a pen and a simple notebook. For those of you who are new to journaling, go easy on yourself and stay flexible; the only rule is, do it every day. Some of you may find you enjoy writing a few (or many) pages, while others might only need to put down a few words or phrases that have meaning for you.


If you don’t like the idea of writing on paper, there are many options for documenting your thoughts. You can use your smartphone to record audio or even video of your thoughts. I write on everything—if I’m in the car, I might use a napkin or a sticky note. I definitely use the record button on my phone. Whatever it takes, whatever method you use, the idea is to be able to revisit those thoughts and really listen to your own words. I have been journaling since I was a kid and I still have all of my notebooks. I love going back and reading entries from years ago and realizing how far I’ve come.


Along with deepening our understanding of ourselves and opening doors to new insights, recording our thoughts helps us gradually build up trust in our own instincts. It’s a lot like developing core strength during workouts: Just as we feel in flow when we’re moving and exercising, listening to our thoughts helps get us in tune with ourselves.


So, use the ThinkWork questions as prompts to start writing in a journal. And keep at it—developing a habit takes time (often not that long), and once you do, you may be surprised how much you like it.


MOVING TOWARD YOUR GOALS


The first question I want you to ask yourself is, Am I moving toward or away from my goals?


Before you can answer this, of course, you need to know what your goals are.


Goals come in all shapes and sizes, and the beauty of that is it means you can start with small goals and work your way up to something bigger. For me, every day starts with setting a goal. Food shopping may seem like a small, ordinary goal, often probably more like a chore. So when I need to get food shopping done for my family, I tell myself, “My goal this morning is to get to the market.” I remind myself that even though it may feel like a chore, it’s way more than that. It’s something that you want to achieve, and anything worth achieving is a goal.


On days when I wake up with low energy, I sometimes give myself permission to put aside my bigger goals—like working on my next book or article or creating a new coaching opportunity—and stick to addressing smaller ones that actually feel like they can be achieved that day: making calls, returning emails, doing laundry, doing the dishes, making doctors’ appointments, cleaning up after the kids. Setting out to achieve these smaller things is part of focusing on goals—and putting just some, not all, of the little ones on your list is okay, too. It’s important to keep your expectations realistic, to set yourself up for success.


Now, for the big stuff. Defining life goals can seem overwhelming, sometimes (or a lot of the time), for pretty much all of us. Especially if you’re young and choosing your direction, or are transitioning between careers or to midlife, or from kids to empty nest. Maybe you’re unhappy with your situation and don’t really know why. Even if you’re on what seems like a fine track, you might have conflicting desires or be feeling a shift in priorities. Review any bigger goals you have once or twice a year. There’s no need to dwell on or obsess about them. Just carve out time around the new year or maybe in September when the end of summer and the start of school offers you a nice spot to pause and review your weightier goals. We’ll be digging into how to define our larger goals as we move through the Life Lessons ahead.


All goals, any goals, give structure, movement, balance, and meaning to our days, and the accumulation of those days is our life. Every time we accomplish a goal, large or small, that’s our reminder that we are in flow and creating positive change.


So, how do you know if you are moving closer to your goals, or farther away? There is one surefire way to find out: Notice—really notice—your feelings around the concept we can call progress. When you move toward a goal, you will be able to measure—actually measure—your progress. That is, you will feel your energy build; you will have a sense of hope. When you feel defeated, heavy, lethargic, or even hopeless, you may look for (and find) circumstantial things to explain it. Feelings like that are definitely a red flag that you’re moving away from a goal that is important to you. Pay attention to your feelings on both ends of the range and learn to recognize when you have them.


In between a sense of vital or rising energy and an absence of energy, there’s a frustrating phenomenon: the feeling of treading water. Nothing is worse than expending energy and not moving. This is another reminder that our goals are our guiding lights. They tell us what actions we want to take. However, they don’t just come to us; that’s why we need to set our goals mindfully, thoughtfully, measurably, and then act on them.


Finally, it’s important to recognize that it’s in the nature of goals to change over time. Goals are absolutely fluid: They change as we grow and our circumstances evolve. Starting as a young child, my most fervent goal was to pursue politics as a career. I carried it all the way to college, where I chose to become a political science major as a way to continue moving toward that goal. However, after a year of study and struggle with the course material (I’m mildly to moderately dyslexic, so reading the analyses of complex global relationships in the field and numerous subfields and understanding them was a huge challenge for me), I was ready to make a change. I realized political science was not going to be the best major for my skill set, and I changed my goal. My values didn’t change—I was still focused on serving others, as I am today. What changed was how I would live my values. It’s only when we begin to move toward a goal that we can evaluate whether or not to continue on the path, or alter it. Setting a goal does not mean we have to live with it forever. It’s something we move toward, and if it feels right, we keep moving toward it—and if it doesn’t feel right, we create a new one.


For example, you may feel at some point in your life that you want to move across the country and live in a place that’s entirely different from where you grew up. As you get older, though, you may start to appreciate the significance of family—of being close to your roots, to siblings and aging parents, of having the support of and identification with your network, community, or tribe. That goal of moving far away may start to lose its appeal. When that happens, it’s time to reset your goal to create your life’s new road map.


I’ll say it again: It’s important to remember that goals are always fluid—and you made them, so be open to changing them without guilt. That is the challenge: knowing what you want to get from the day, the week, the month, a year. All that takes time, energy, and planning. If you do the work laid out in the Life Lessons I gathered into this book, I promise you will make better decisions that move you toward the things you ultimately want in life.
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