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			Introduction


			It’s Time to Stop Losing Your Shit


			

			The truth about parental shit loss


			K


			It’s not your fault


			K


			You can get it together


			


			So, you’re losing your shit with your kids. You snap, shout, and scream at them. You’re irritable and reactive more often than you’d like to admit. You know how you want to parent; you want to be calmer and more intentional. But no matter how hard you try, you keep losing it. 


			Without knowing anything else about you or your family or your particular style of freak-out, I can tell you six truths that will help you feel less ashamed and more empowered to deal with your shit instead of losing it. 


			Six Truths About Parental Shit Loss


			1.	Parenting is hard. It’s hard for everyone. No, really, everyone—even that Seemingly Perfect Parent, always in the front of the pickup line with her skinny soy latte and carefully vacuumed mini­van. Parenting is hard for a lot of different reasons, some of which have to do with you, some of which have to do with your kid, and some of which seem more closely aligned with the phases of the moon than anything down here on planet Earth. 


			2.	Every parent loses their shit sometimes. Some lose it more often, more loudly, or more publicly than others, but we all lose it. You are absolutely, positively, without a single doubt not alone in this. The New York Times published an article a few years ago that described shouting as the new spanking and labeled us “a generation that yells.” 


			3.	Contrary to what you may think, you probably haven’t broken your children. Don’t get me wrong; your meltdowns are not good for them or you or anybody. But you already know that. What you may not know is that humans are more resilient than we give ourselves credit for; many of us were raised by shit-losers and have grown up to be functional, productive members of society with only mild to moderate Ben & Jerry addictions. This means you can let go of some of the guilt, stress, and shame you’ve been hanging on to, and you probably don’t need to fully fund the kids’ therapy accounts just yet. 


			4.	Even so, losing your shit sucks. It’s exhausting and feels awful for everyone. It stresses out your kids, strains your relationship with them, and makes you doubt yourself and your parenting abilities. Your meltdowns use up precious time and energy without actually fixing the problem or preventing it from happening again, and they make it harder for you to be the kind of parent you want to be. To top it all off, you’re also modeling the very behavior you don’t want to see in your kids.


			5.	It’s not a matter of willpower. Many parents assume they should be able to just decide not to lose their shit and then have the inner strength to grit their teeth and get through difficult moments without exploding. While some of us can do that some of the time, willpower isn’t as predictable or reliable as we’d like to think it is. So, if you feel like you’re not strong enough to hold it together, remember: It’s not about strength or willpower. It’s about understanding what causes meltdowns, and having the skills and strategies to deal with them effectively.


			6.	You can learn how to lose your shit a whole lot less often and how to recover more quickly when you do lose it. This isn’t going to happen overnight, and it will take some work on your part, but as they say, the best things in life aren’t free and your kids will probably break them anyway, so we’re not going for the best. We’re just going for better than what we have now.


			Now is probably a pretty good time to mention that if you’re looking for a 100 percent Money-Back Guarantee that you will never ever lose your shit again after reading this book, well, that ain’t gonna happen. The good news for you and me and the rest of us imperfect parents trying to raise slightly less imperfect children is that you don’t have to be the Dalai Mama in order to be more intentional and less insane with your kids. That having been said, every time you manage to stay calm instead of freaking out, you create space to respond thoughtfully and parent the way you want to—however that looks for you and your family.


			Fortunately, you can do this without turning your life upside down or hiring a Super Nanny or investing in some stupidly expensive twenty-seven-step program that will completely overwhelm you before you even get to Step Three. Using simple instructions, I’ll show you what you need to do to stop losing your temper. The habits and practices I recommend in this book will not just help you be a chiller, more patient parent, they will also help you be generally happier, more productive, and more in control of every other aspect of your life. 


			This may not be the first thing you’ve read on how to stop yelling or how to stay calm when your buttons are being pushed, and I'm guessing that the other advice hasn’t worked—otherwise you wouldn’t be here. I get it. I’ve read all of the articles and top-ten lists too, and not just because I had to as part of my research for this book. I first sought them out one particularly awful evening a few years ago when I plunked my tiny tyrants down in front of Daniel Tiger so I could have approximately twenty-two minutes to google “how to stop yelling at my kids.” Bear in mind I have a PhD in clinical social work, and I was reduced to googling that shit. If you’re confused about how to deal with all of this, you’re definitely not alone.


			Why You Haven’t Gotten Your Shit Together Yet


			(Spoiler Alert: It’s Not Your Fault)


			In my personal and professional experience, there are a few different reasons why much of the advice out there doesn’t work for most parents.


			K	Many of those books are just too damn long, and most parents don’t have the time, energy, or desire to read all those words. I promise to get to the point.


			K	The advice holds parents and children to unrealistic standards and practices that may be great in theory but are impossible to execute in real life. When the suggestions you’re reading don’t pan out, you end up feeling like a failure, and you give up. I’m a working parent (my daughters are eight and ten years old), and I’m not going to dish out anything I wouldn’t serve up in my own house. This is also a good time to remind you yet again that you don’t need to be a perfect parent to be a great parent. The more you stress about perfection, the more likely you are to lose your shit, which is super ironic, but not in a cool hipster kind of way.


			K	Most advice focuses on the moment of the freak-out, often by telling you what you should do instead of losing it. I like to think of these as “shoulda coulda woulda” suggestions. You know you should do ten jumping jacks or take fourteen deep breaths instead of yelling, and if you coulda done that, you woulda done that, so clearly you need a different approach. I’ve got one.


			K	The advice wasn’t the right match for you or your family. Exhibit A: I once read a suggestion that I should yell into the toilet instead of yelling at my kids. While this strategy probably worked for the parent who wrote it, I had one kid in diapers and one in the throes of potty-training hell. The last thing I wanted to do was spend more time around poop receptacles. The advice in this book is universal and easy to tweak to fit your preferences and style.


			K	Finally, there is very little advice about what to do after the inevitable freak-out happens (which it will, no matter what). The reality is that there are better and worse ways to respond to yourself and your children after you lose your shit. The more effective strategies will help you recover more quickly and make it less likely that you’ll explode again any time soon, so we’re gonna go ahead and focus on those. 


			The point here is that if you haven’t yet been able to stop losing it, it’s not because you’re a failure. And it’s certainly not because there is anything wrong with you, either as a person or a parent. This is a really important point so I’m going to repeat it again in capital letters: YOU ARE NOT A BAD PARENT. Parenting is hard, losing your shit is part of the universal human condition, and you just haven’t gotten the right mix of advice and support yet. You can do this. I promise. 


			

			Why There’s No Such Thing as a Bad Parent


			Some of you may be thinking that there are actually bad parents out there, mothers and fathers who behave terribly, who hit their children, or threaten, shame, and neglect them on a regular basis. Maybe you even think you’re one of them. Maybe you’re right, maybe you’re not, but either way, I still refuse to call anyone a “bad parent.” It’s just not helpful. Once you’ve been stuck with a label like that, there’s nowhere to go, no path toward change and healing. Rather than talking about bad parents, let’s talk about parents who are struggling—a lot—and don’t yet have the right information, resources, and support. From that place of compassion, we can think about where to go next.


			


			step 1: Understand Why You’re Losing Your Shit


			First off, we need to get clear on what it means to lose your shit and why you keep doing it. The short story is that your buttons are being pushed. The longer story is about why you have so many buttons, how parenting makes them so damn sensitive, and what exactly happens when they’re pushed.


			Making sense of this process requires us to step inside your mind and body for a minute. Once you understand what triggers your nervous system and how those triggers lead to your loss of shit, you’ll realize that it’s not about some moral failing or innate weakness on your part. It’s about normal human wiring, which propels a Fight, Flight, Freeze, or Freak Out reaction when your buttons are pushed, even if such a response is decidedly unhelpful. Fortunately, when you understand not only what’s happening but also why it happens, you’ll feel less out of control and ashamed, and more empowered and equipped to work with your nutso brain rather than being flattened by it every time it gets overwhelmed.


			step 2: Own Your Buttons and Your Triggers


			We’re going to start by talking about your buttons and triggers. For the purposes of this book, your “buttons” are your nervous system and a “trigger” is anything that revs up your nervous system and makes your buttons bigger, brighter, more sensitive, and way easier for your kids to push. And your children will push your buttons. They are genetically, evolutionarily, physiologically, developmentally, relationally, psychologically, and emotionally wired to jam their sticky little fingers into your buttons every chance they get. Some kids push harder and faster than other kids, but they all push. It doesn’t mean they secretly despise you. It just means they’re your kids. 


			Many parenting books focus on how to get kids to stop with all the pushing already. While it is technically your job as a parent to teach your children to keep their hands to themselves, both literally and figuratively, this is not the best tactic for managing your shit. Do you really want to hinge your sanity on the behavior of someone who licks walls and melts down over the shape of a piece of toast? Yeah, I didn’t think so.


			Fortunately, there’s a better plan. You’re going to get to know your buttons. You’re going to learn what lights them up (aka your triggers) and how to cool them down. The good news is this stuff is pretty simple and straightforward, and it will be helpful in every area of your life, not just parenting. The bad news is that it ain’t always easy, especially for busy parents who may be triggered most of the time. The other good news is that you’re a parent, which means you can do hard things.


			step 3: Get Your Shit Together


			For some parents, a little insight into how buttons and triggers can lead to parental shit loss is enough to lead to significant change. Once you can clearly see the ways that certain situations or experiences activate your nervous system, you suddenly feel a lot less triggered. That’s great when it happens, but most folks need more than just insight. Most folks also need to learn how, exactly, to make their buttons as small and dim and pushproof as possible. This is commonly referred to as self-care, which makes lots of parents all twitchy, so, for the purposes of this book, let’s think of it as Shit You Have to Do If You Don’t Want to Lose Your Shit. Fortunately, it’s not super complicated and you don’t have to do it perfectly all the time. You’re not training for a marathon. You’re just trying to have a little more patience the next time that munchkin asks for a snack twenty minutes after she refused to eat her dinner.


			

			Why Kids Push Buttons


			Kids push buttons for lots of different reasons. They do it because they want our attention, they’re trying to get what they need, and they don’t have the maturity or impulse control to do otherwise. Sometimes they’re just doing what kids do, and what kids do can be loud and stinky and annoying. In addition, children will be more likely to push buttons when they’re triggered—because they’re tired, hungry, confused, scared, excited, anxious, or otherwise overwhelmed by Big Feelings. It is totally reasonable to help your children in these moments, to redirect, feed, or soothe them. Each time you do that, you’re modeling an effective way to respond to their triggers. Just remember, it is not your job to get them to stop pushing. Your job is to teach them, again and again, to notice and respond skillfully to their triggers (which, for the record, is exactly what this book will teach you to do as well) and to take care of your own buttons so they’ll be much harder to push.


			


			step 4: Don’t Lose Your Shit


			The more you can get your shit together (by managing your buttons and reducing your triggers), the less likely you will be to lose it with your kids.


			But (because there’s always a but), there will be buttons left to push. You know it and I know it and, worst of all, your kids know it too. They know it better than they know their own tablets. The moment they stop tapping on those damn screens, they’ll start tap-tap-tapping away at you. When that happens, you have two choices: You can either lose it or do Literally Anything Else. 


			I’m guessing you’re interested in what’s behind Door Number Two—otherwise you picked up the wrong book. The secret to staying calm is self-awareness; it’s about noticing you’re about to explode and giving yourself a chance to calm down. Noticing is your Power Play; it’s what makes all those “shoulda coulda woulda” suggestions possible. The ability to realize that your shoulders are getting tight and your chest is getting hot (and for the love of God will the damn kid just get her shoes on already) is the key to not freaking out. If you never notice you’re on the verge, you can’t choose to take a few steps back and calm down instead. 


			The minute you become aware that you’re in, or about to be in, Full-On Freak-Out Mode, you can pause and go into Literally Any Other Mode. The key to this is remembering that (a) noticing is a skill, which means you can get better at it, and (b) you can notice, pause, and change direction at any moment—even as the angry tirade is erupting from your mouth—without undermining your own authority or losing the battle or looking like an idiot in front of your kids or whatever else it is that you’re worried about. 


			No, really, you can. I’ll show you how, and with some practice (don’t worry, your kids will give you lots of opportunities to practice), you will get better at it. 


			step 5: After the Shitstorm Has Passed


			I said you’ll get better at it. I never said you’ll be perfect. (Now is probably a good time to introduce you to your new mantra: Perfection can suck it.) You will still lose it sometimes. While it can be tempting to pretend like nothing happened, I don’t recommend it. Leaving things hanging is confusing for you and your child, and can make it even more likely that you’ll lose it again.


			Fortunately, there are choices you can make after the meltdown that will get you into a better headspace, help you repair your relationship with your kiddo, and keep you calm the next time your buttons are pushed. There are two good ways to do this, and the sooner you can get your head into either one, the faster that storm cloud hanging out right above you will float on by. 


			You can either have a little compassion for yourself or get curious about what happened. Those are your ideal options. I mean, another choice is to beat yourself up, perhaps by mentally ticking off all the different ways you suck at parenting and how you’re permanently traumatizing your child. You could even throw in a few unhelpful comparisons; if you can’t come up with anyone on your own, social media will do the trick in an instant. Unfortunately, there are a couple of problems with sending yourself down yet another shame spiral: (1) it feels terrible, and (2) it actually makes it more likely that you’ll lose it again, which is the opposite of what you’re trying to accomplish. Self-compassion isn’t just useful for recovering from meltdowns; it’s also an excellent strategy for preventing them in the first place. We’ll explore compassion more in Chapter 5. In Chapter 9, we’ll dive into how compassion and curiosity can shift your perspective and mood quickly and effectively, as well as how to integrate them into your post-meltdown recovery.


			Hopefully by now you’ve got a sense of how this book can help you. You may be tempted to head straight to Chapter 8 (What You've Been Waiting For: How, Exactly, to Not Lose Your Shit) and skip all the stuff about your buttons and triggers, but please don’t do that. Trying to stay calm when you haven’t slept in three days and your mother won’t stop calling and you’re freaking out about how you’re going to cover your rent this month is impossible. But once you get a little clarity on what you’re facing and start dealing with it, you’ll be more likely to stay calm in tough moments. In addition, once you know how to notice that you’re about to fall off Freak-Out Cliff, you’ll be able to stop yourself in time, or at least cushion your landing. 


			Most importantly, remember that you’re not alone. This is hard for everyone, and you can do it. I’m here to help. 


	

			Chapter 1


			Why Are You Losing Your Shit?


			

			Common features of parental freak-outs


			K


			The downsides of exploding


			K


			Why it’s so hard to stop losing your shit


			K


			A wee bit of brain science


			


			First up, we need to get clear on what I mean by losing your shit. Grown-up meltdowns look a little different for each of us. They’re a bit like pornography in that way. No, not like that. Geez. I mean that they can be hard to define, but we know them when we see them. 


			How to Know If You Are Losing Your Shit


			Most episodes of shit loss share a few common characteristics, which we can remember with the acronym FART (Feelings, Automatic, Reactive, Toxic). Not the sexiest acronym, but hopefully it will remind you that you’re not alone. Like flatulence, losing your temper is an unfortunate yet completely normal part of the human condition. Everyone does it (even though some of us try to pretend we don’t). While we can make changes in our life that may reduce our flatulence, it’s still going to happen. The good news is, if we notice it’s coming, we can take steps to mitigate the impact. Also, and most importantly, I will take every opportunity I can to remind you that this parenting gig is far too serious to be taken seriously. So, yeah, we’re gonna talk about FARTs.


			Without further ado, here are the common features of most Parental Freak-Outs:


			Feelings. Meltdowns generally involve Big Feelings, and not just anger or rage. Almost any strong emotion will do, including fear, sadness, confusion, powerlessness, stress, annoyance, anxiety, embarrassment, guilt, or shame. Even positive emotions can trigger us, as any parent who has seen a child laugh herself into tears knows. Sometimes our Big Feelings are related to our kids’ antics, and sometimes they’re not. Sometimes we’re aware that we’re having all the feelings, and sometimes we’re not. What you need to remember is that (a) losing your shit is an emotional reaction, not a rational one, and (b) we don’t have nearly as much control over our feelings as we’d like to think. We can’t force ourselves to feel a particular way; all we can do is notice that we’re actually having a feeling so we can choose how to respond. 


			Automatic. It’s important to remember that most meltdowns are neither conscious nor intentional. It’s not as though you come home from a bad day at work and think to yourself, “Huh. I’m pretty stressed. I think I’ll go ahead and totally lose it on my kids tonight.” In most cases, melting down is an unconscious process beyond your control, one that can often be traced back to your childhood and the ways your parents lost their tempers with you. This is why you can’t simply decide to not lose your shit and then just not lose it. Your explosions are a predictable outcome of developmental, neurological, and biological processes, rather than logical decisions.


			Reactive. We can think about reactivity in two ways. First, it’s about what we say and do in reaction to something else. Something has to happen to get us to freak out; it doesn’t come out of nowhere. Sometimes the reason for our freak-out is abundantly clear; we can draw a straight line from the trigger to the meltdown. Other times we have no clue why we lost it. Something may have happened five minutes, five hours, or five years ago, and it may have nothing to do with our kids. Whatever it is, and whenever it happened, identifying the thing you are reacting to is crucial. If you never realize that May is a terrible month for you because it’s the anniversary of your first miscarriage, you can’t make the choice to take extra care of yourself during that time. If you don’t acknowledge that the pain in your molar isn’t going to magically disappear, you can’t suck it up and go to the dentist.


			The other definition of reactivity has to do with our ability to act quickly in response to real or perceived danger. The human brain and body developed to keep us safe from physical threats. Unfortunately, they still haven’t figured out that most of the stressors we face these days are emotional or psychological, and not life-threatening, so they react quickly to situations that don’t require such intense and fast reactions. In addition, our brains aren’t always great at telling the difference between Serious Problems and Minor Issues, which is why we end up with a shit-loss-level reaction even when it’s not necessary.


			

			The Most Toxic Explosions and What to Do About Them


			Although there are many ways to lose your shit with your kids, some are worse than others. Insults and threats are particularly damaging, as is physical aggression or violence of any kind, including hitting, slapping, spanking, or throwing things. Perhaps this is part of the culture you were raised in or are parenting in, or maybe it’s a new experience for you. Either way, if any of this is happening in your home, it needs to stop. First, do what you can to stop blaming and shaming yourself. Yes, the situation is serious, but the sooner you can find a little forgiveness and kindness for yourself, the sooner you’ll be able to get some help and make some important changes. You’re not the only parent to ever hit your child, but that doesn’t mean it’s OK. You can do better. I promise. You may not be able to do it alone, and that doesn’t mean you’ve failed at parenting. It just means you’re in over your head. Talking to someone you trust is the first step: It can be a friend or family member, your doctor or pediatrician, a therapist, counselor, minister, rabbi, priest, or imam. It’s not going to be an easy conversation or an enjoyable one, but it needs to happen. You can do this.


			


			Toxic. Remember the last time your child darted into the street or nearly fell down the stairs? You probably had some Big Feelings that propelled you to react automatically, perhaps by yelling or quickly grabbing your child’s arm. Even if you yelled or grabbed a bit harder than you intended to, I wouldn’t categorize that as losing your shit. This is an example of your nervous system reacting appropriately in a potentially dangerous situation. The moment wasn’t toxic, by which I mean unnecessarily harsh or harmful to your relationship with your kiddo. So, yes, it is possible to go FAR without FARTing. 


			Toxic explosions are unpre­dictable, disproportionate reactions that can include angry words, physical outbursts, personal attacks, shame, and blame. The moment feels out of control. Toxic outbursts happen when we are triggered, and they continue to trigger everyone involved. Examples may include screaming at your child over spilled cereal, exploding because he’s taking too long to put on his shoes, or angrily berating a daughter for forgetting her homework. These reactive explosions can rupture and weaken the connection between you and your child. 


			In addition, frequent tension and stress mess with the brain and nervous systems, increasing the likelihood you’ll be triggered in the future. This is why it’s so important for you to figure out not only how to lose your shit less often, but also how to reconnect with your child each time it happens. 


			Just to recap: Losing our shit is about FARTing. There are Big Feelings involved, and our behavior is Automatic, Reactive, and Toxic. Speaking of our behavior, there’s a reason I didn’t get all hung up on whether you snapped, screamed, or slammed, or just stalked off in a huff while muttering sarcastically under your breath. We all explode differently, with varying levels of intensity, so it’s more helpful to focus on the characteristics rather than the actual behavior. I’ve seen silent stares that are just as hurtful as flying remote controls; I’ve heard steely threats that could rival Clint Eastwood on a bad day. 


			Having said that, most of us resort to a few habitual behaviors (snapping, screaming, slamming, etc.) when we lose it, and it’s super important that you get clear on exactly what you do when you freak out because that behavior is the only thing you can control.


			I hope I just threw you for a loop with that last sentence there because if I didn’t, you haven’t been paying attention. I just told you that you can’t control your feelings and that your meltdowns are automatic and reactive, and then I told you that you can control your behavior during an outburst. If it’s all automatic, how the hell are you supposed to do that? 


			That’s what the rest of this book is about. Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell you that you should just choose to chill instead of losing your shit. If you coulda done that, you woulda done that, and I woulda done that, and we’d all be relaxing with Netflix and hot tea instead of looking for help in a book. Instead, I’m going to teach you how to reduce the likelihood that you will lose your shit by recognizing and responding effectively to your triggers, calming your buttons, and learning how to notice when you’ve been pushed too FAR so you don’t let loose and go all toxic on your kiddo. Finally, I’m going to teach you exactly how to get your shit together after you’ve lost it so you don’t lose it again.


			Got it? Good. Now that we’re clear on what it means to lose your shit, we need to talk about what it looks like when you don’t.


			What Does It Mean to Not Lose Your Shit?


			Some folks think that the opposite of losing it is staying calm and collected all the time, and never getting into any sort of conflict with your child ever. They assume it means feeling happy, patient, and present at every moment, and responding to your children with a song in your heart and a smile on your face no matter what sort of crap (either metaphorical or literal) they dump at your exhausted feet. This sort of thinking just reeks of perfection and clearly won’t work for me or you or any other parent on the planet. 
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