Choose Your Own Adventure

I sat on the rust carpet mindlessly winding my pudgy fingers along the knotted and wound patterns following path after path of Choose Your Own Adventure book outcomes.  I probably looked up a few times to watch He-man or re-runs of Bewitched.  I probably asked for grape Kool-Aid and grilled cheese and giggled at the antics of one of my siblings.  I probably spilled most of the food on the floor and then forgot to tell my mother because I was so “busy” reading.  

These days, I satisfy my Choose Your Own Adventure book needs by making up stories of all the people around me.  I walk along the street making up stories for the women click-clacking with purses dangling and cell phones dinging, the young men skidding to a skateboard stop and gracefully swooping the board into their hands as they jump toward a staircase.  I wonder about the old man with a briefcase and coffee—does he really know how to order a Starbuck’s special?  I wonder, too, how it is I came to my own path—or at least the one winding in front of me at the moment.  Why am I not a surgeon?  Why am I not a motocross racer?  Why am I not a landscape architect, a gypsy who smells like chocolate pudding and nutmeg, a drug addict, a lawyer, a famous actress, a CEO who stutters and speaks at length about the stock market, a dental assistant, a politician, a private investigator who drives a jeep?  Why am I not a telemarketer?  (Okay, maybe that one is obvious.)  

I suppose that mostly I’m not any of these things because I have always followed the idea that I should pursue my passion.  The oogy sticky mess of that, though, is that somehow along the path of degrees and credentials and promotions and life choices like what’s for dinner and if I own a car can I go back to school and if I don’t buy the new shoes how can I really expect to be asked on a date, passion starts coming with rules.  For example, what if, at the age of forty-two, I realize that I actually am passionate about being a surgeon?  The thoughts might go like this:  I want to be a surgeon, but I’m not good with numbers.  I would have to go back to school and I don’t have the money and I might be getting a promotion at this job even though I hate it.  I am getting too old to go back to school.  How do you even find an application?  Do I have to find old transcripts?  I hated my chemistry professor.  If I really wanted to be a surgeon, I’d already have gone to med school.  It’s too late now.  I can’t be a surgeon.  

Why do we make up so many rules about what we can do—and how and when we could’ve and should’ve done those things?  

Just because my high school English teacher had a “Dead Poet’s Society” moment with me and poked and prodded me to re-read a crazy poem about a crayon to the class with a louder and louder voice that ended up having more conviction than I thought I possessed doesn’t necessarily mean that I have to be passionate about poetry.  


Okay, I am.  Passionate.  Passionate about poetry.  But not always.  

Sometimes I want to say that I hate poems, that I don’t understand them, that those people wearing all black and talking all melodramatically about weird moments and strangely uncomfortable images about lovers or lakes or dark crows are insane and I don’t understand them and I wish they would just chill out and admit they eat fast food from drive-thrus like the rest of us.  Sometimes I want to throw all my poetry books in the garbage and go back to school, start all over, and major in business—because that would be sensible and useful and I wouldn’t have to explain myself at every interview or nod politely when the interviewer mis-quotes Keats or Shakespeare.    

But sometimes, in those quiet moments before sleeping or before the noise of cell phones and emails take over, in elevators or walking alone to my car after a long day at work, I imagine the excitement of giving a poetry reading in the back of a bar and the rhythm and patterns of words coming to the surface, the wine glasses clinking, the shifting bodies leaning forward to hear the dip and sway of my voice, my images, my experiences.  And, of course, I imagine the women who hmmm and mmmm after those significant pauses and line breaks.  

Part of me knows those women sitting so knowingly and poignantly in hats and scarves don’t really know why they are hmmm-ing and mmmm-ing.  In fact, part of me admits that the significant pause only happens because sometimes I have to suddenly burp and so I have to swallow awkwardly to hide it.  Still, there is another part of me who lights up with this poetry daydream that fills the moments as my eye wanders out the window, over the faces in the meeting, into the distance at the stoplight.  And that part of me believes that if my life is a Choose Your Own Adventure book, I’d sure like to know which page takes me to that podium where I can stand proudly in my moment as a poet.  I think I might tear that page out of the book and carry it in my pocket, tuck it into my purse on those days when I have to dress in a suit, sit up straight, believe in the efficiency of Excel spreadsheets and PowerPoint presentations, and use the formal language of business.

I’m not always very good with the language of business.  I like the language of stories and emotions.  When I ride buses, people like to tell me their stories.  Sometimes strange men tell me I have beautiful feet and why I should be a princess.  Sometimes old women start crying and ask me to carry bags so matted and crinkled they’ve become soft and moist like cotton sweat pants out of the dryer.  Sometimes teenage girls bounce along the aisle, accidentally whacking me with their dangling key chains and bobbly weird things tied to pink backpacks while they giggle with each other in a language I must admit I’m beginning to not understand anymore—a language I must have spoken at one point.  I know this because I remember the expressions from the people around me—men and women staring in a strange familiarity, a semi-annoyed confusion at the gaggle of teenage giggles and code words.

How wonderful that as children and teenagers we all had the extraordinary ability to experience a variety of paths without fear, without judgment, with only that bouncing feet, bouncing strange language excitement that something wonderful was just about to happen.  I wonder what would happen if even for a day, we all chose to see our career paths, our lives with that same potential.

Recently, I was accused of being a transcendentalist because of all my chatter about potential and self-improvement.  (I was about to drink a mocha and watch a re-run of “Friends.”  I don’t know what Thoreau would have thought about that.)  Anyway, Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “Each man has his own vocation; his talent is his call.  There is one direction in which all space is open to him.”  I actually don’t buy that.  I mean, I love the idea of space opening to a person who has found his or her passion, but my cinnamon-spice-double-mocha-transcendentalism prefers the Choose Your Own Adventure book theory.  What if I get bored of my talent?  What if I start to hate it and realize that it’s not my talent at all—it’s just something that everyone around me said I was good at doing?  Can I switch to a different story?  

For example, what if today I wanted to be a waitress?  If I was a waitress and someone wrote an adventure story about me or my thoughts on Emerson’s transcendentalist comments, I imagine the adventure might begin like this:  

The funny waitress who recently passed out of her twenties, sops up the coffee slicking like an oil spill from the table toward the tightly wound and patterned carpet of the diner.  She doesn’t mind being a waitress and the giggles and apologies of the family flash her back to her own family dinners when mothers made casseroles and fathers zoomed into the garage at the right time in suits and scents of leather, work, and the end of day rustled look of formality.  She remembers the Seussical discussions and laughter at the table.  She remembers the suspension of financial pressure as the plates clinked and hands clamored toward glasses and napkins and laughter morphed into snorts and spouts of milk through noses.  Mostly, she smiles at work.  Her feet hurt, though.  Sometimes snotty high school students and young working women seem to want to pierce through her with eyes held in cocked heads, asking for burgers, for fries, demanding her to hold the salt, replace it with a salad, dip the burger in soy milk before cooking it . . . 

Turn to page 42 if you think the waitress has a chance at happiness.  Turn to page 68 if you think the waitress should have aimed higher in life because being a waitress really isn’t a career.  Turn to page 91 if you ever wondered about the inner life of your favorite Denny’s waitress.  

Of course, maybe in a different story, I would be a male History teacher.  Maybe my Choose Your Own Adventure story would sound like this:  

The teacher is getting old.  He likes quiet trips to the mountains.  He doesn’t mind camping alone.  In fact, he prefers it.  He read that Hemingway story a long long time ago about the man who goes out to fish all on his own.  It’s the only Hemingway he can handle, but he’ll never tell his students about that.  His camping trips are his, his own.  Sure, he loves teaching.  But that moment driving away from the school.  Papers tucked into his briefcase.  The desks straightened, wiped down, the board prepared for tomorrow, his desk clean of the piles that a day blocked in forty-seven minute increments creates.  They say he is the greatest history teacher ever.  They give him prizes each year; students come back and visit him.  Still, there is something about locking the classroom, walking down the silent hall, his steps echoing softly against the metal of lockers.  It’s a type of relief, a release.  He stares at the mountains as his car chugs away from the parking lot.  He laughs at the loud random comments students blurt uncontrollably in discussions and during quiet quizzes.  He supposes that what he feels toward his students is love.  He loves their light, their peculiar social rules, their ability to change their minds immediately, without fear, without self-doubt.  Their awkwardness, their clicks, and bumps and wanderings of mind and body and spirit make him smile.  He considers how they will grow out of these moments and become real people who wear suits or uniforms or high priced coats as they walk deliberately through offices and hospitals and courtrooms and stations.  He wonders how they will choose a career, what paths will be in front of them, what now unseen hindrances and broken days will push them down.  He can’t help but consider statistics some days as he looks over the faces, the open eyes, the fresh views of the world as they scurry with notes and assignments and raising their hands.  Which of these hands will inject a drug overdose?  Which of these eyes will see the outlines of a tumor against the fluorescent light of the x-ray?  Which of these faces will light up in the glory of a degree, a political triumph, the birth of children?  Which of these students will take his place?  Which will die before him?  He stares out the window sometimes after asking the class a question from the previous night’s homework, stares at the mountains.  Ask him about Emerson and he focuses on the last bit.  The bit about space opening.  “There is one direction in which all space is open to him.”  His desk is set so he can stare out the window, stare at the mountains when he looks up from the college applications, letters of recommendation, the quizzes, the lesson plans, the letters home, the piles and steps collected in a life blocked into forty seven minute intervals of connection.  He would like to be camping right now. . .  

Turn to page 71 if you think the teacher is happy.  Turn to page 68 if you think the teacher should have aimed higher in life.  

* * * 

There’s this song that my brother used to like that I remember when people ask me how to find passion (and, to tell the truth, people often ask me this question).  Part of the song says, “I'm a million different people from one day to the next” and I find myself considering that idea when I’m on buses or when I walk down a busy street on a summer night with music and strange smells and all the different voices rising above the swirl of heat and twilight and exhaust and loud engines and music spilling from bars.  Voices of people walking past me spill into my ear and I can enter those worlds for a moment.  

So many people are always telling me what they can’t do, the worlds they can’t enter.  I can’t fly, it turns out, but I jumped out of an airplane once—and in that moment I was not only Wonder Woman, but in my jump suit I was even the fighter pilot I had always believed I would become after I watched Top Gun.  In fact, just today somebody gave me a scholarship and I instantly became the student I had always wanted to be.  According to some people, I’m probably too old to be going back for more schooling, but in that moment, I instantly became that glow of a student who has the buzz of potential dropping out of her backpack, drifting in sound waves from her hand raised in class with the answer, the answer, oh-my-gosh-I-have-the-answer.  It didn’t matter that I was driving a beat up minivan or that I’m deeply concerned for a loved one or that I’m afraid I might not be a good student or that my lawn desperately needs to be mowed.  All that mattered was that at that moment, I was the person who just got a scholarship.  

In fact, flipping through car radio stations, I am also Abba and Blondie and some new group I seem to really love, driving in my car, singing into the steering wheel.  I don’t even pretend that I’m talking on the phone when someone looks at me strangely.  

And of course, when I’m in the pool, I am the unfound Olympic champion who could take on Michael Phelps in any stroke.  I am the champion who soars through the water.  It doesn’t matter that I only have a little time to swim before I have to go back to work.  In that moment, I have chosen the Choose Your Own Adventure story of the swimming champion I started dreaming of becoming years and years ago.  It doesn’t matter that I never even made it close to the Olympics.  What matters is honoring that spirit in me that believes even for the slimmest moment that those dreams could come true.  

Maybe it’s not realistic in this world of bills and credit cards and student loans and car pools and high protein diet shakes to think that those high reaching dreams are possible.  I wonder, though, if I have even a spark of that dream still, what is the effect of stifling it, of smothering it under that smelly dank pillow of shouldn’ts, couldn’ts, wouldn’ts, that dank pillow of what we pretend is the real world of responsibility?  I guess I could sit in a cubicle and let my energy drain through my fingertips into a coffee-stained keyboard wishing I would have made different choices.  

Or I can change the direction of the story and choose to let the Dancing Queen come to the surface once in a while, let the fighter pilot take control of the lawnmower, allow the poet to dream of that delicious and timeless moment of connecting with art and fighting for the spirit.  

(Page 68)

Of course, before I do run off to mow the lawn, to pay the bills, and to feed the dogs, I must say the poet in me is pleading with you.  Listen to her for just a moment.  Your scream is rusting, she says.  It has become stagnant, stifled, dulled.  Choose the spirited life, she implores.  Smile at the next grumbily person you see.  Shake hands with the pained and depressed old woman walking down the street.  Run barefoot through the grass with a child.  Sing loudly in your car and when the person next to you looks at you with both fear and mockery in the eyes, smile.  Wave with sincerity and do everything you can to get that person to do some car dancing with you.  Can you really risk not seizing that moment of life?  Can you really risk not choosing to live the  adventure of your passion?    

Turn every experience into an opportunity.
  
    •
Resume creating, proofing, editing

                            •
Cover and follow-up letters

                            •
Interview and presentation skills

                            •
Career focus

                            •
What to say and how to say it

                            •
Speech writing

                            •
Writing workshops

                            •
Follow-through, inspiration, and motivation 
 
I dare you. 
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A few quick tips:

· Job hunting is a process, not a few half hours here and there to change the font on your resume, peruse Hot Jobs and CareerBuilder, complain to your co-workers about the life you should have.  Put a plan together.  Ask for help.  Be willing to learn and change your perspective.  Choose to engage fully in the process.  

· Seize the opportunity to speak positively and enthusiastically to your superiors about the ideas you have.  If you don’t speak, how will you affect any change in your own life?  

· Even though it feels against your nature to ask for help in regards to where your career is going, most people will be flattered to hear your questions.  Most people will say they wish they had your strength to recognize when to take charge of the direction of their career.  

· Colby Connections has three different and affordable plans to assist your job hunting, career focused process.  Let’s find the one that works best for you!  
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