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Roy Clymer
PhD

Roy Clymer received his PhD
in psychology over 21 years
ago via a path that included the
Navy, physics and clinical social work. Along the way he's
been the beneficiary of others'
wisdom, experience and humanity including talented and loving
therapists, teachers, fishermen
and family members, especially
his wife, and his now 25-yearold son. Roy is the director of a
treatment program for Military
Service Members with PTSD at
Walter Reed Hospital. In addition, he has a part-time private
practice in Columbia, Maryland.

Why Life Is So Damned
Difficult
When I picked up my son from his trumpet lesson on the afternoon of the next to
last day of his senior year in high school,
I finally understood. This unusual opportunity was the result of his car being in the
shop. As we drove home, he mentioned that
he had a fight with his mother earlier in the
day. He wanted to go out with his friends
tonight but he had a Calculus final the next
day. It might seem like a no-brainer that
we should deny his request, but the fact is
that the results of the final were completely
irrelevant to his grade for the course. He
would get a B regardless of whether he just
signed his name or aced it. So he could see
no reason he couldn't join his friends (who
had already completed their finals) in a late
game of miniature golf.

My response felt complicated. I agreed
with him on the practical issue of the grade:
the test results made no difference in what
mattered to us both, his grade for the course.
At the same time, I said to him, I heard no
concern on his part about any stake he had
in how he did his school work. No believer
in work for work's sake, I told him I thought
there were other issues on the table, including how he felt about himself based on the
amount and quality of his effort. This was
an old dialog between us.
In March of 1992, Christian Laettner made a turnaround jump shot that
gave Duke University the win in the semifinals of the NCAA men's basketball tournament. My son Eric was 10 years old at the time and watching the
game. It was a defining moment in his life. From then on Duke was the best
college in the world and that's where he wanted to go. He bought a Duke ball
cap and wore it all the time. By the time he got to high school, he was proud
of the stains on it: it showed his commitment. By his junior year reality replaced fantasy to the degree that he now knew what he was up against: Duke
was a great school and he would need everything he had to get in.
With our help, he worked. In spite of his demand that he be allowed to do
things his way, we insisted on his spending more time studying. Throughout
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his middle and high school career, we shamelessly used his desire to go to
Duke to remind him of the work it took to achieve such goals. He had no
particular love of school work or learning per se, and consistently did just
enough to achieve his goals. He took the SAT multiple times, and, on his last
attempt, got scores that put him near the middle of previous Duke classes.
With achievements like a 3.8 average in advanced classes, being the leading
scorer on the school golf club, and becoming the first trumpet in the Band,
he had the kind of broad, committed excellence that we thought Duke would
like. He had a shot. He applied early decision and the application had a picture of him at 10 years old wearing his Duke hat. We were all hopeful.
He got deferred, and then, at regular admission, turned down.
There are at lest two ways in which raising children is like doing therapy
(or vice versa.) As therapists, it is part of our job to know ourselves. As the
patient relates to us, it stirs responses in us. We have to be clear about own
goals and needs to make sure we place the patient's welfare first and not our
needs. There is a similar requirement when raising children. I fully believe
that going to college offers most kids a lot more options than not going and
1 was invested in Eric going somewhere. And I was not immune to the swell
of pride of "my" son going to Duke. But my wife and I worked diligently to
keep our focus on helping him make those choices that best kept his options
for the future open. Whether he went to Duke or not, working to get there was
his best choice, we believed.
Another challenge for parent and therapist is dealing with the fact that you
know more about your child/patient than they know. A good therapist will, in
a session or two, have a pretty clear take on the patient's core dynamics. An
attentive parent, who is willing to remember what their own childhood was
like, will know a lot about where their child is coming from and what they
are going through. But in neither case can you just tell the child/patient everything you know. It won't do them any good. You must find a delicate balance
between being with and leading.
All this was background to my discussion with him about whether to put
in any studying time for the math final. As we went back and forth, I told of
him of my belief that parents' duty is to prepare their children to take care
of themselves. And I could think of no more vitally important concept than
the knowledge that effort generally pays off and that self-esteem ultimately
rests not on achievement but on effort. I then told him that as I left work that
afternoon and got into my car, I saw that the car parked next to me had a Duke
sticker on it and the driver was getting in his car at the same time. I told Eric
of the disappointment and sadness that coursed through me as I recognized
that in the past, before he had been turned down, I would have been excited to
see the sticker and talk to a Duke alumnus. Instead, I found myself diminishing Duke, needing to tell myself it wasn't so hot. As I finished the story, my
son broke down in tears. As the pain of his disappointment stirred my love
and caring for him, I suddenly understood why life is so damned difficult.
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For both Eric and me, the issue was the same. I believe that to have anything in life it is vital to let yourself want something and go after it. That
seemingly obvious statement hides other truths. The truth is that because of
our fear of failure and subsequent shame, there are many things in life we
could have but don't let ourselves fully want. We may desire something,
but we don't let that wanting grow and burn in us. We protect ourselves by
ambivalence, telling ourselves why we don't really want it, or why it isn't
that good.
In addition to wanting, it is vital to recognize a price must be paid to have
the thing you want and decide whether to pay it. Nothing worthwhile comes
easy. Everything carries a price in time, energy, and effort. Seeing the price,
we frequently disavow our wanting, thereby making our not having easier.
When Eric came to recognize how difficult it would be to get into Duke
and how much work on his part it would require, his initial response was
to back off of his desire to go. It was a major struggle to convince him to
pursue his dream and to do the work necessary to give himself a fair chance
at admission.
But even if you let yourself want something with your whole heart, and
even if you conscientiously work to the best of your ability, doing everything
you can to achieve your goal, it's not enough. Because ultimately, the desire
that drives all this is itself a trap. To the degree that the goal itself becomes all
important, we have missed the mark. Events not fully within our control may
defeat our plans and best effort. So if we've pegged everything on attaining
the goal, we may lose everything if we fail. Eventually we must learn not to
focus just on the outcome, but also on the process of our efforts. By being just
as totally committed to the work, to doing our best at the work itself, we gain
two things: the right to feel good about ourselves for our efforts alone, and
some protection from devastation if we fail to achieve our goal.
So as I saw my son crying with grief at the loss of his most cherished
dream, I was overwhelmed with this fundamental dilemma. We must let ourselves want our goals with all our heart, totally, without hedging our bet in
any way. But at the same time, we must resist the temptation to let the outcome determine our self-valuation. Whether we win or lose, achieve or fail,
if we peg our self-worth on the outcome, we diminish ourselves. If we feel
we're special because we achieve something, then we risk arrogance, seeing
value only in achievement. Conversely, if my son disparages himself (or the
value of work, or Duke) because he was rejected, then he will undercut his
subsequent efforts to achieve.
He went out with his friends that night. If I stay stuck in condemning myself because I failed to teach him the discipline of work for our self-esteem's
sake, I will be less able to help him in the future.
He started at Emory in the fall. There will be plenty of opportunities for us
both to learn this lesson again and again and again.
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RESPONSE
WHY LIFE ISN'T SO BAD
As I sit in my luxurious 5'x 5' cubicle at work, and reread my Dad's article during
my lunch break, I remember the pain and sadness that accompanied the rejection letter
from Duke University on April 15, 1999 (yes, I remember the day). I even remember
what I was wearing (guess which hat), the time of day, the coincidence of a classmate
driving up as I opened my mailbox. The classmate rolled his window down and asked
if I got in, and I had to say "no," for the first time ever. That moment is branded in my
memory, right next to the Laettner game winning fade-away that got me interested in
Duke in the first place.
I read the rejection letter as I walked back from the mailbox. It was a form letter
for early-admission applicants who were deferred and rejected like me. It certainly
didn't feel like a form letter; I was impressed with its compassion and empathy, and
of course, it made me wish even more that I had been accepted. I then went through
what I now know was an acute but ultimately harmless anxiety attack, as I anticipated
telling my parents of my failure when they arrived home from work; I don't remember
much more that day.
Ironically, I also don't remember at all the referenced discussion with my dad or
preceding fight with my mom. Obviously a momentous event for him, I filed it under
"psycho-babble" in my mental filing cabinet; it's a large file. I was far more interested
that day in campaigning to go out with my friends (a successful campaign I might
add) than learning a life lesson. After my rejection from Duke, I signed to go to Emory
before I ever stepped foot on the campus. In my mind there was Duke and everywhere
else; choosing amongst the everywhere else was like deciding if you wanted to get
punched in the right or left eye.
Looking back on those few months of my young adult life, I feel a little silly for
feeling so sad. I realize now that getting rejected from Duke said almost nothing about
me at all. I don't even really know why I wanted to go there. Had someone asked me
at the time why I wanted to attend, I doubt I could have given them a good reason.
"Cause it's a good school," I now know means little. I did not give getting in 100% of
my effort and paid the consequence, which at the time was devastating. But maybe it
was less important than I thought at the time.
Four wonderfully fun and adventurous years at Emory landed me in Washington,
DC, living with friends, uncertain of what I wanted to do now that I was an adult. I
was fortunate enough to meet a young woman. It turned out that she wanted to pursue
graduate school in California. Within two months of our meeting, we moved crosscountry to be together, as she pursued a lifelong dream. Having worked hard her
entire academic and professional life to obtain acceptance into Berkeley, the premier
clean energy PhD program in the country, she was rejected for admission twice (a
year apart); each time with an email that was titled something as curt as "rejection
emails." A far cry from the letter I received in 1999. She now attends graduate school
at another prestigious institution, maintains a 4.0 and is yelling at me to help plan our
wedding instead of writing this article.
I mention I'm reading and writing this as I sit in my cubicle, for a reason: to any
outsider, I'm doing wonderfully and without getting too negative toward myself, that's
about 85% true. My professional career has been successful even if unusual, thus far.
Over the past three years, I have worked as a photocopier (a bad one at that), and a
paper formatter, and recently received a high-speed promotion in a global consulting
firm. I've excelled at every position, no matter how "unimportant" and grown into an
extremely talented, valuable and capable resource to the companies I've worked for.
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I mention all of this success for a specific reason: it feels shallow and slightly
meaningless to me. I've never felt challenged or engaged in any of my work. I feel
guilty receiving my promotions because I never feel like I work for them and more or
less fall "ass-backwards" into any and all of my professional successes. The process
of getting to where I am at my twenty-fifth year has felt so easy and similar to "the
charmed life" that it feels fairly empty right now. I still don't know what I want to do,
but I know that achievement has very little correlation to happiness.
My father is absolutely correct that anything worth having is worth earning. If I deserve this job, or whatever status is supposed to come with it, because I have it, that's
fine. But I don't feel like I earned it, or wanted to earn it. I've given almost nothing to
the process of getting where I am today and the return feels just as trivial.
And, here's the catch, I'm fine with it. Previously, I mentioned that I uprooted almost cavalierly from my new life in Washington, D.C. for a relationship with a person
whom I now want to spend my life with. To detail the fear, risk, anxiety and guts that
took of me isn't the topic of this article. (Maybe I'll write an epic play or film about
it someday). The strength, self-confidence and love I've gained from taking that risk
are what I feel I've truly earned in my life. I knew that if I half-assed this relationship like my high school academics, like my competitive golf career, like my musical
career, like my first photocopying job, like my paper formatting job, then I'd spend
my life wondering if I'd just pulled another "Duke." I couldn't let her go to California
without me. I was determined to defeat the fear of "what i f and accept her invitation
westward.
So, I think my dad is mostly right (no, that's not a typo). People can do everything
in their power to get something and not get it. The doing is the reward and the outcome is icing on the cake. I'm currently eating the icing on one of my cakes and not
really caring about the other. However, there is a place that I disagree with my dad.
I think many people find, that when they have given 100% of themselves, they then
actually get what they want. I'm batting 1.000 for when I actually try and hitting about
.120 when I don't. Because I did, I'd like to think that people step up for what really
matters. Did going to Duke really matter in my life? No, not really. Did finding my
life-partner? Without a doubt.
I'm about to step up to the plate again. My success at work aside, I know that I
don't want to spend the next five years in a cube in order to someday get promoted to
spend it in a nicer cube, or maybe an office with a window. That's not me. I'm confident, and I figure hitting .500 still gets me in the hall of fame.
—Eric Clymer
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