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        Your inner critic is like a bad ex: relentless, toxic, and still living rent-free in your head.  Tal Fagin shows you how to kick that asshole out, for good. This book is self-help for people who would rather die than read self-help, with candid, real-world advice that doesn’t involve hugging crystals. Stop self-sabotaging and start living the life you deserve—because you don’t suck, but your inner critic definitely does.

        Ellen Rapoport, writer, producer, director, and creator of the critically acclaimed comedy series Minx
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        This insightful and empowering guide helps high achievers transform their inner critic into an inner champion. With practical tools and mindset shifts, it shows readers how to overcome self-doubt and unlock their confidence, creativity, and potential. It is a must-read for anyone ready to conquer their biggest obstacles.

        Dan Kashman, founder and managing partner, Tenth Mountain
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        As someone who is always battling the negative voices within, as so many people do, I found Tal Fagin's down-to-earth wisdom, insights, personal story, and practical exercises for changing self-destructive thinking to be game-changing. Anyone with a tendency to be self-critical (which is pretty much all of us!) should read this book.

        Paula Derrow, editor of 
        Behind the Bedroom Door: Getting It, Giving It, Loving It, Missing It
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        Sometimes I Think I Suck takes readers on an honest and relatable journey into the world of inner criticism. Through her own life story and the stories of others, Tal Fagin creates a powerful narrative that not only validates the “I suck” moments we all experience but also provides a path for change. The author’s vulnerability resonates deeply, making her growth over the years feel authentic and achievable. Her insights help readers not only get to know and understand their inner critic but also begin to tame it with practical strategies.

        Sunni Lampasso, PsyD, psychologist, leadership advisor, executive coach, and author of Level Up Your Influence: A Self-Awareness Guide to Maximizing Your Growth and Unlocking Your Inner Leader
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        Tal Fagin confronts the universal challenge of self-criticism with refreshing honesty, warmth, and practical strategies. Through relatable stories and transformative insights, this book offers guidance that resonates on a deeply personal level. A must-read for anyone striving for clarity, confidence, and a more compassionate relationship with themselves.

        Mary Beth Lawlor, publisher and editor-in-chief, Happening in the Hills
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        Sometimes I Think I Suck is a modern-day yellow brick road, offering the reader a road map to a happier, healthier you. You will not have to walk the path alone, however; Tal will be with you every step of the way. Like a lamplighter, she illuminates teachings from psychology, mythology, neuroscience, and literature — and then shows you how to apply those lessons to everyday life. Consider this book your escape route from the people-pleasing, super-striving, self-denigrating behaviors that prevent you from actualizing your deepest dreams.

        Lisa Matison Garrigues, author of Writing Motherhood and
        creator of Writing Womanhood
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        I have been working with Tal for almost two years, and she is an amazing life coach. I have struggled with my own self-critical, negative inner voice for as long as I can remember, and her teachings have helped me overcome many of these self-limiting thoughts and emotions. This book is an articulate and straightforward guide for anyone interested in well-being, providing concrete examples and exercises to overcome this negativity.  Her personal story is inspiring and adds a welcome layer of authenticity to a topic that is, by definition, very personal for all of us.

        Nirmal Roy, co-founder and managing director of Foundation Capital Partners, a real estate private equity firm
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        Understanding and confronting our inner critic is a crucial step in any healing journey, and this book offers an invaluable guide to doing just that. Tal provides a wealth of practical tips and exercises that make complex psychological concepts accessible, ensuring readers can genuinely engage with and understand the process of transforming self-criticism into self-compassion. As a therapist, I can confidently say this book will be a regular recommendation for clients seeking to evolve into healthier, happier versions of themselves. It's a must-read for anyone committed to personal growth and emotional well-being.

        Stacey Blume Frankel, LMSW, ketamine-assisted psychotherapist
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        What sets this self-help book apart is that Tal helped herself first. Part memoir, part advice column, part workbook, this book is for anyone who is looking to improve their inner dialogue with themselves and their outer dialogue with the world. Tal’s ability to communicate how she broke out of old, tired, and unproductive behavior patterns will inspire you to do the same. Tal shares her struggles to “not suck” and then offers proven strategies from her training as a life coach to beat back the inner critic, find peace within and be more present. Believe me, she doesn’t suck, and neither does this book!

        Sarah Payne, certified Institute of Integrative Nutrition health coach
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        If self-doubt has ever held you back, Tal Fagin’s transformative book is exactly what you need. With compassion, humor, and a relatable voice, Tal shares effective strategies, powerful exercises, and personal stories to help you overcome self-sabotage and embrace the change you deserve. Each chapter offers actionable insights that will inspire and empower you. Tal knows these methods work—because she’s lived them. If you’re ready to rewrite your story and step into your full potential, this book will show you how!

        Jamie Jackson Spannhake, health coach and author of 
        The Lawyer, The Lion, & The Laundry: Three Hours to Finding Your Calm in the Chaos
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        Life coach Tal Fagin does a brilliant job weaving together personal stories and practical exercises to overcome our inner critics and embrace the goodness of who we are. Her words are a breath of fresh air for all the high achievers who find themselves stuck on a treadmill of unachievable goals and belligerent self-doubt. She moves us from fear to freedom, with some laughter and grace along the way.

        Amy Julia Becker, author of 
        To Be Made Well, White Picket Fences, Small Talk, and A Good and Perfect Gift
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        Tal Fagin's book is a heart-lifting two-for-one! She convinces you to forgive yourself for all the years of not "getting it right” and then gives you the tools you need to break out of your ruts. Everything feels possible again. The only thing I feel sorry about now is my nearly empty highlighter!

        Jim Kelly, owner of Kelly Law Offices
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        Tal Fagin’s Sometimes I Think I Suck is a life-affirming book. It differs from other self-help books because it is both witty and smart. There are no charts, no endless rules, no preaching, and no empty promises. The author combines her story with a wealth of strategies to enhance anyone’s life. Perfection is never the answer. The book is an engaging life lesson based on the author’s experience as a life coach, lawyer, wife, and mother. It is a perfect book to be read and savored chapter by chapter. At its conclusion, one will experience a renewal and sense of self-worth that resonates in everyday life.

        Maria B. Campbell, executive chairman,
        Maria B. Campbell Associates
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      Your well-being is important to me. Helping people live their best lives is what I do. Before we jump in, however, there are a few housekeeping matters I’d like to address.

      No book is a replacement for therapy, mental health services, or medical advice. Throughout this book, I offer strategies you can incorporate into your life to help you grow and prosper, but if you struggle with depression, anxiety, addiction, or any form of mental or physical illness, please see a doctor or a licensed therapist.

      The ideas and experiences conveyed in these pages are my own, but the tools I teach and the practices I tout are not “mine.” I did not invent them. Most of what I first learned, and later modified, came from author, life coach, and motivational speaker Martha Beck, PhD, when I took her life coach training course in 2014. Beck’s ability to curate, adapt, and teach self-improvement techniques from a variety of sources—from Eastern philosophy to Dante’s Inferno to modern neuroscience—continues to astound and inspire me, and I am forever indebted to her. I picked up other tools and approaches through additional classes and from my extensive reading and research over the years. The coaching field, by its nature, involves a tremendous amount of sharing and resharing of information, and I endeavor to give proper credit, whenever possible, to the appropriate sources. Any missed attributions are unintentional.

      The tools I share are designed to be helpful to individuals from all walks and in all stages of life, but I also want to acknowledge that there is an inherent privilege in having the time and space to devote to these practices. If your schedule, responsibilities, or lifestyle prohibit you from taking the deepest of dives, please don’t be discouraged. Simply do what you can. Even the smallest shifts can have tremendous impact.

      What is said to me stays with me. The stories presented in this book are true, but all names and identifying details have been changed to protect my clients’ privacy and confidentiality.

      The exercises I’ve included here are the same ones I use with my individual clients and myself, but they won’t work unless you actually do them. The more exercises you do, the more you’ll benefit. Take your time with them, and please keep a notebook and pen handy as you proceed.

      In these pages, I will reveal personal regrets, harsh self-judgments, and the methods I’ve discovered for turning self-criticism around to my advantage. As someone who places a premium on privacy, I am decidedly outside my comfort zone in disclosing these personal stories. I do it, however, to show how my life has changed for the better because of the practices I’ve adopted. How could I possibly justify keeping them to myself?
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        The most difficult times for many of us are the ones we give ourselves.

        Pema Chodron

      

      

      

      People can be so damn hard on themselves. If you are reading this book, chances are you know what I mean. You know that nagging voice in your head: the one that beats you up, puts you down, and drives you hard, second-guessing your decisions and questioning your abilities. The voice that zeroes in on your flaws but ignores your strengths—maybe even hurling insults—leaving you dispirited, confused, and full of self-loathing. The voice of not there yet, not good enough, try harder, do better!

      Whether your negative self-talk is a subtle background whir you barely register or a piercing shriek you can’t ignore, welcome to the club. As a life coach in practice for a decade, I specialize in self-critical people, and over the years, I’ve heard it all.

      I’m not smart enough. I’m not thin enough. I’m terrible with money. I don’t have the skills to apply for that position. No one cares what I think. My siblings don’t respect me. I should be further along in my career by now. I can’t be too ambitious, or people won’t like me. I shouldn’t be too outspoken, or I’ll seem like a know-it-all. I’m too shy, too unfocused, too impatient, too old. I’m a terrible mother, a lousy father, a lazy shit. I should exercise more. Meditate more. Floss my teeth more. I should eat less. Drink less. Shop less. I should work harder, procrastinate less, spend more time with my kids. I should be more efficient, more organized, more productive, more kind. I am a loser, a jerk, a wimp, an asshole.

      In other words, on some level, we all seem to believe we suck.

      Some refer to these negative narratives as limiting beliefs. Others call them painful thoughts or disempowering stories or the voice of the inner critic. Whatever you choose to call them, know this: they are not helpful. You may believe, as many do, that this kind of negative self-talk is somehow motivating or productive, but it’s not. It will hinder you in your career, undermine your relationships, and make it harder to achieve your goals. Even worse, it will diminish the joy and richness of this experience called life.

      Over time, our self-directed critiques create a vicious cycle. We get stuck, like cars in a snowstorm, furiously spinning our wheels, expending our energy on our deficits while depriving ourselves (and others) of the gifts we could be sharing. We tell ourselves we can’t pursue creative passions or professional goals. We miss out on opportunities to connect with loved ones. We commit daily acts of self-sabotage in lieu of self-care. We fail to fully inhabit our lucky lives.

      We are, in short, our own worst enemies. But isn’t it hard enough out there? Must we really make it even harder?

      I believe there is a better way. A kinder, more compassionate way to relate to ourselves that is also more empowering and productive. That’s why I wrote this book. This is the work I do with people and myself every day.

      Clients come to me for reasons both personal and professional, seeking guidance and support, direction, and relief. Usually, they want to focus on the outside circumstances of their lives—advancing in their careers, improving their relationships, navigating big decisions, and managing stressors of all kinds. What quickly becomes apparent, however, is the root of the problem: their inner landscape and a pervasive sense of not being good enough.

      Wherever they are in their lives—whatever they’ve accomplished or acquired—the satisfaction they crave eludes them. They focus more on their perceived problems than their many gifts, more on how things “should” be rather than how they are. As we explore further, another universal truth emerges: nothing ever feels like enough because they never feel like enough. When I look at these individuals, I see intelligence, warmth, creativity, and care. I see talent, resilience, humor, generosity, resourcefulness, and so much more. Unfortunately, this is not how they view themselves.

      Very few of us do.

      Instead of celebrating our talents, we lament our shortcomings, treating ourselves in ways we would never dream of treating other human beings. We subject ourselves to cruel insults, excessive blame, and a harsh tone. Often, the more accomplished we are, the more critical we can be. It’s as if we believe that by taking ourselves to task for every little thing, we are doing ourselves a favor. But we’re not.

      As you may have guessed, I’ve also struggled to break free of self-criticism and the lashings of my unkind inner voice. In fact, my inner critic has been such a big part of my life that I’ve given her a name: Lola. When I left my first career as a lawyer to become a life coach, Lola shamed me, questioning my decision, and belittling my new pursuit, despite how vibrant and alive it made me feel. With Lola whispering in my ear, I felt weighed down and uncertain, determined to pursue my new passion but oddly hesitant at the same time. It was at this crucial crossroads in my own life that it hit me: if I was being held back by my own “I suck” stories, then, surely, others were too. Smart, influential, capable people, hesitant and unsure, restrained by insecure thoughts and faulty beliefs.

      That’s when I began to wonder: what would it be like if we all stopped listening to our Lolas? Imagine the exponential impact of all those caring, creative, and well-meaning people finding the security and confidence to bring their talents to the world instead of hiding them away, buried beneath a heap of insecurity, self-criticism, and shame.

      I’ve written this book to help you—all of you strong and thoughtful readers—identify and understand the ways you might be holding yourself back from flourishing, which certainly you are meant to do.
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        * * *

      

      The truth is, learning to accept ourselves as we are is the key to true transformation. If you’re rolling your eyes right now, that’s okay. That was my first reaction too. Prior to coaching, I believed acceptance was just a euphemism for settling. Now I see it as the ultimate springboard. You see, underneath all that self-criticism is fear: Fear of exposure. Fear of rejection, failure, embarrassment, and the like. From that place, we are not functioning at our best. When we begin with acceptance, however, there is a calming effect on the nervous system that allows us to think more clearly and rationally. From there, there is no telling what we may do.

      My own personal transformation and contentment has been hard-won. I have suffered great loss and struggled with uncertainty. I have felt confused, scared, and alone, then berated myself for “being weak.” I have regretted past choices, then told myself to “buck up” and “stop whining.” I have felt helpless and hopeless, lingering too long in toxic situations and unhealthy relationships, all the while believing I had to “power through.” Worst of all, I have been the victim of my own unrealistic expectations and impossible demands, routinely sacrificing my happiness and well-being for the sake of achievement.

      This hard-driving approach seemed helpful to me during my first career as a relentlessly ambitious corporate attorney at a global law firm. Back then, I measured my value through external accomplishments, those accomplishments—reviews, salary, prestige—being the only metric I knew for feeling good about myself. Except I didn’t feel good. Enough never felt like enough. If I wasn’t crushing it in some way, I was slacking. I was always determined to do more. To work harder. To look better. To go further. Whatever I achieved, I always had the sense that I wasn’t there yet, that I still sucked. This mindset was such a way of life, I was barely aware of it. And to the extent I was, I viewed it more as a point of pride than a problem.

      That was me spinning my wheels, expending lots of energy and going nowhere, constantly searching and striving but never arriving.

      I had to learn the hard way that beating myself up was not the price I had to pay for accomplishment. Instead, using the tools we will explore throughout this book, I began to approach each day with awareness and intention, the kind of focus that energizes and sustains. That meant parting with my old “badass” tendencies and cultivating new habits. Now, rather than running myself ragged, I pause, slow down, and check in. I recognize when I am slipping into unhealthy patterns and take the time to question my “I suck” narrative, one painful thought at a time.

      I’d like to support you in doing the same.

      I am on your side. Think of me as your cheerleader, your compassionate friend, your faithful wingwoman. Think of me as your personal trainer, only instead of urging you to push harder or sweat more, I’m asking you to ease up on yourself. And I’m going to show you how. I will encourage you to define your goals, but also to consider the deeper motivations beneath those goals. And I will offer tools—simple, specific, actionable tools—to help you discover what it truly means to be satisfied with your life and, just as important, yourself. Because you definitely do not suck.

      Believing that starts with the thoughts in your head. Using targeted exercises, I will encourage you to get up close and personal with the stories you tell yourself so you can uncover the ways you’ve been holding yourself back, whether through self-doubt, fear, inertia, or insecurity. Once you clarify and disrupt these internal obstacles, you’ll uncover a wellspring of energy that will help you overcome any external obstacles you face. You will emerge feeling capable, invigorated, and empowered—fully equipped to live a life that doesn’t suck. Not by a long shot.

      And the great news? It’s easier than you might think. Because once you learn, as so many clients have, to let go of your self-directed negativity and give yourself permission to feel more satisfied, whole, and worthy, you’ll discover that much of what you truly want is already at your fingertips.

      The practices that follow are expansive. They will help you develop presence and awareness and effectively manage challenging situations. They will allow you to regulate your reactions, improve communication skills, and deepen relationships. As a bonus, they just might boost your health, creativity, and productivity. Most important, they will help you recognize when your inner critic is on the scene and empower you to respond more effectively, rather than falling into unhelpful, fear-induced patterns—so you can proceed with more ease and confidence.

      Let’s get started.
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        Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.

        George Bernard Shaw

      

      

      

      In the next chapter, we are going to explore your personal “I suck” thoughts and get to know your inner critic a lot better. Before we do that, I’d like to tell you more about myself and my unlikely journey from lawyer to life coach. If you’d prefer to skip ahead and get right to work, please be my guest. Otherwise, here’s my story.

      Before I was a lawyer, I was a kid hell-bent on becoming a lawyer. Living my best life was always about making the grade, landing the job, earning beaucoup bucks. On a personal front, I just wanted to be well-liked and included, even popular. Proving myself, securing my financial and social status, and appearing impressive (even if I didn’t feel that way inside) were my primary goals.

      Back then, I would have scoffed at the strategies I suggest in this book. In fact, when I first entered Martha Beck’s course in 2014, I did scoff. I was there to start a new career—and to succeed at that new career to boot. But my teachers and classmates seemed to be there for something else, something more; they kept talking about how transformative the experience would be, how much we would learn about ourselves, and how much lighter, freer, and more whole we would feel in the end. The symbol they used for all this growth was the butterfly. Apparently, I was a mere caterpillar on the brink of significant change.

      At that, I rolled my eyes and let out a dismissive Psssht!

      Maybe the other trainees needed to look within, challenge their beliefs, and shift their perspective, but as far as I was concerned, I was all good. I had already been through so much and had always coped, even thrived, despite adversity. To my way of thinking, I was a survivor who had fought through more than my fair share of trials and tribulations to arrive at what I thought was a happy, secure, and peaceful place. I didn’t want to be transformed! I just wanted to get my certification and get to work helping others transform their lives.

      So, I donned my armor, willing to listen and learn, but resolving to do so with care and discernment. I wouldn’t buy in too much to these tools and mentalities, wouldn’t blithely embrace what my teachers were presenting—not at first and definitely not all at once. Instead, I agreed to dip a toe in. Then I found myself wading in up to my knees. In the end, to my surprise, I dove in and took a nice long swim.

      If you are feeling cynical or wary, I get it. Self-improvement has become big business. This highly profitable—yet not always entirely authentic—wellness industry can, at times, prey upon those at their most vulnerable. At the same time, you wouldn’t have picked up this book if there weren’t something nagging at you, right? I encourage you to keep an open mind to the possibility that there might be new ways to solve old problems. Perhaps you’ve heard the saying, “The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again but expecting a different result.” The quote is often attributed to Albert Einstein, who may or may not have actually said it. Either way, my clients often appreciate the reminder, as do I. It’s always a good idea to experiment with new approaches as opposed to clinging to old attitudes and habits that aren’t getting us what we want. To dip the toe, and then go knee-deep, and maybe even take a nice long swim. Besides, you have absolutely nothing to lose; you can take what you want from this experience and leave the rest behind.

      None of us has all the answers, but I do know that personal growth and problem-solving are possible—if you’re willing to stretch yourself, try new things, and possibly fail. The lawyer in me—a goal-oriented perfectionist who wields intellect, critical thinking, and practicality like weapons—has had to learn that lesson repeatedly. Over time, I have come to recognize how my previous mindset about career, life, and my place in the world could be rigid and limiting, helpful to a point but ultimately stifling. My new and current mindset, by contrast—which is kinder, more patient, and far more flexible—brings many more rewards. Shifting toward an open-ended willingness to keep reading and just wait and see might be the best thing you ever do for yourself. It was for me.

      Growing up in the 1980s, I was my own helicopter parent. My parents were too preoccupied with their marital struggles to hover over me. They loved each other deeply but could not find a way to live together amicably. They divorced when I was nine, then proceeded to get back together and break up more times than I care to remember. The only thing more passionate than their reunions were the inevitable fights that split them apart. For me, it was like being on an endless roller coaster of breathless hope followed by crushing disappointment. No matter how many times they tried to “make things work,” someone was always flying into a rage about something—usually money or the lack thereof—then walking out the door and slamming it shut.

      Amid the chaos, disappointment, and failure, however, one constant remained: my parents’ love for my brother and me. They had made a mess of their own lives, but we were their solace. Their pride in me was palpable. I was the bright star dependably shining in their storm.

      I never wanted to jeopardize that status or disrupt any moments of peace while they lasted. So, for years, I assumed the burden of their happiness and became an expert in reading their moods. At home, I became adept at taking the temperature of any room I entered, tiptoeing through the fraught and twisted terrain of possible landmines threatening to blow up my family.

      Along the way, I absorbed two major life lessons:

      Financial security is a prerequisite to happiness. Without it, the whole house of cards can come crashing down. Translation: work hard, excel at school, pursue a lucrative, stable career, and always maintain your financial independence.

      Love, family, and relationships are the most crucial things in life, but they are also complicated and fragile. So, love and be loved, but don’t be too needy. Strive to be easy-going and pleasant, as well as mature and capable. Be caring and sensitive to the feelings of others, but always be able to fend for yourself. Translation: true love is unconditional…but don’t trip any bombs.

      It’s no wonder, then, that I set my sights on law so early—in the fourth grade. Not only would it provide stability and financial security, but it seemed like something I could do and have ample time for a family. Whenever anyone questioned my certainty, I balked. What did they know? For as long as I can remember, I traveled a straight and narrow path toward success, guided by the feeling that I’d better not screw up, since even one misstep might prove disastrous.

      My formula for success was straightforward: set a goal; identify the steps required to get from point A to point B; work hard; execute the steps in a deliberate, diligent, direct manner; achieve the goal; feel (momentarily) worthy and proud; then set a new, more challenging goal. And then…repeat.

      For decades, this approach worked in my favor. It wasn’t until years later, after getting everything I had always wanted and then losing everything I took for granted, that I felt compelled to reexamine my narrow view of success—and the childhood lessons driving my decisions.

      Just after my freshman year of college, my father passed away suddenly. I remember sitting in the cemetery by his freshly dug grave, grief-stricken and bone-weary, my face puffy from crying. I had never doubted my father’s adoration or devotion, but our relationship was complicated and often painful. He had “made so many mistakes,” he always said, and was determined that I learn from them. Sometimes, his philosophy came across with tenderness—“I know I must have done something right in my life because God gave me you”—but mostly, he expressed his love by conveying life lessons meant to toughen me up. As I sat there on the ground, a few of his favorite expressions swirled through my mind: Life isn’t fair; the only person you can depend on is yourself; keep your head screwed on right; and stop crying before I give you something to cry about.

      In other words, taking the hits and soldiering on was the only viable choice. My father had little patience for whining or any show of weakness, and, at
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