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To our families and all those who
 help us realize how happy we are












I have sometimes thought that a woman’s nature is like a great house full of rooms: there is the hall, through which everyone passes in going in and out; the drawing-room, where one receives formal visits…and in the innermost room, the holy of holies, the soul sits alone and waits for a footstep that never comes.


—EDITH WHARTON,
 “The Fulness of Life”
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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to Our House…and Yours






THE SCENE: my bedroom. The alarm clock goes off at 6:35 A.M. As I reach to press the off button I think: I should have gotten up earlier.


Sunlight is streaming through the shutters as I get out of bed, being careful not to wake my husband, who is dozing next to me. I walk down the hall and peek into my daughter’s room—she’s still asleep, her stuffed dog cradled in her arms, her sweet, slender body curled up and cozy. I look in on my son, who has tossed off his covers and is snoozing with arms and legs splayed out, proving once again that sleep can be an aerobic activity. I smile and let these two snapshots set in my memory…then I berate myself, thinking, I don’t spend enough time with my kids!


I pass through our living room, where the dozens of photos covering the bookshelves and end tables remind me that I am blessed in many ways: a tight-knit family, wonderful friends, and a great job. My eyes linger on a picture of our little, gray, shingled bayside weekend house…and I think: Why don’t we go there more often?


Then I see my home office desk in the corner, piled high with unanswered letters and unpaid bills and I groan. I have to catch up on those!


I enter my kitchen to start the coffee and watch the morning TV headlines. I avert my eyes from the dishes stacked up in the sink and think: I should have put them in the dishwasher last night.


An hour later, after an invigorating jog through Central Park with my dog, I’m still high on endorphins as I head to the bathroom to get ready for work. I feel strong and healthy, energized and optimistic. My husband and kids are awake now, going through their morning rituals, which assures me that all is right with the world. As I step into the shower, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and think, Oh, yeah. I still hate my hips.


Do you see a pattern here? By most people’s standards I have it all. But even so, on this beautiful morning, I am tormented by a dull ache of dissatisfaction. I sabotage my happiness, as if to tell myself, I don’t deserve all this. And whenever I do manage to feel good about myself, or my accomplishments, my next thought is: Who do you think you are?


I have a name for such thoughts—nega-speak—and I had come to regard them as my constant companions. Taken individually, they are not evil or undermining. In fact, they can serve as essential alarms, sounding off when I’m at risk of becoming a little too pleased with myself. They provide me with necessary smug-proofing.


But collectively, these glass-half-empty-isms are a menace that can shake the foundations of the life I’ve built with my husband and family. Even in the face of overwhelming evidence that I am lucky and loved, these negative thoughts fill me with feelings of inadequacy, guilt, and stress.


Did I say me? I meant we. All of us. All women.


We struggle every day to achieve a happy, balanced life, yet we allow the slightest misstep to throw us off balance. And it’s usually the little things that knock us sideways, not the major ones. The big problems we face down with courage, forbearance, even grace.


The poisonous mind-set I described above—the negativity, perfectionism, self-sabotage, and dissatisfaction—is the biggest happiness stealer in many women’s lives. It’s a disease, an emotional cancer that you can, and must, learn to cure. With our help, you will.


In fact, the very process of writing this book with a coauthor who is a gifted and insightful (and uniquely approachable) psychiatrist has almost completely cured me of my bad habits. I say almost because self-awareness is an ongoing process that never really ends. The morning scene above was the old me; for the most part I have learned to think differently, to be happier every day, and to live with less inner conflict. I have also learned I have to work for my daily doses of happiness, recognize them when I find them, and appreciate those moments when they arrive.




Turns out most of the time I am happier than I think I am. Perhaps you are too. We’re here to help you discover this fact for yourself.


Being Happier Is Like Being Fit;
You Have to Work at It


As an editor of women’s magazines for more than fifteen years—helping women achieve their own personal best and realize their health and well-being goals—I’ve learned that the little things can be overwhelming for many women, while those circumstances that are devastating on the face of it (illness, loss, divorce, etc.) may actually turn out to be galvanizing (as in, What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger). The events that most often manage to steal our happiness are the minute details that we allow to get under our skin. How do I know this? Because month after month, in e-mails and letters to the editor, through polls and surveys online, along with questions posed by readers to a lineup of esteemed experts, I hear what’s on the minds of 6 million monthly readers of Self. Weight issues, friend tensions, family squabbles, money problems, plus conflicts with mothers, brothers, boyfriends, bosses, and even ourselves, result in guilt, regret, longing, insecurity, and the search for perfection in all areas.


Even as the editor in chief of one of the largest well-being lifestyle magazines on the newsstand, I struggle with the need to feel happy and healthy. It’s a discipline, like staying in shape or not spending too much money or eating healthfully. And just because you “arrive” at being fit, slim, debt free, or happy doesn’t mean you can stay that way without trying. You have to appreciate the perfect moments when they present themselves and understand that not everything has to be perfect for you to appreciate your own happiness. Meanwhile, trying to attain such moments requires a combination of focus and practice, since you can train your brain to adopt a positive mind-set, as well as learn to become a happier person.


At first, it requires you to break bad habits and replace them with good ones. But it gets easier. Like a tennis player who needs to change her grip to make sure her backhand doesn’t go into the net, after a while the muscle memory of her powerful swing becomes more natural. Practice it enough, and eventually you just swing for the ball, without having to think your way through the process—your body just knows what to do. The same is true of happier thinking: It may seem foreign at first, but after a while you’ll begin to string together more positive moments with ease.


For me, the turning point was one day realizing I needed to change the way I think, and then actually doing it. Once I got my own act (mostly) together I wanted to write a book to help other women do it also. I was eager to team up with the right mental health professional, one who is both a talented clinician and a down-to-earth person you want to tell your life story to, someone who neither passes judgment nor minces words.


I was lucky enough to find the perfect collaborator, Dr. Catherine Birndorf. She is a leading specialist in women’s mental health and can help almost anyone find happiness by showing them how to recognize their own participation in their emotional reality. I play the role of “every woman” for the sake of this book, and tell my stories in the first person as a way of illuminating common thought processes, while Catherine stays one step removed as the expert, always referred to by name. What we share is a common philosophy, that women are not victims, but architects of our own emotional destiny.


The first step is to identify patterns that may be trapping you in an unhappy dynamic. The next is to realize that you have a choice, that if something isn’t working in your life you have the power to change it. Through self-awareness and understanding how these patterns work, Catherine helps us see that each of us can live a happier life.


Suck It Up, Buttercup! And Other Useless Advice


I never wanted to go to a shrink. I’m from the school of tough love, even for myself. My friends know my motto has always been “Suck it up, Buttercup.” When I say it to myself, essentially it means, Don’t whine! I can usually snap myself out of a bad mood just by telling myself, Stop complaining—look around and see how good you have it, how lucky you are! When I get stressed over being too busy, I remind myself, You’re lucky to have a job, a family, a list of “to-dos” that keep you scheduled to the hilt. I try not to act spoiled—instead to feel grateful for all that I have, and the blessings I can count daily.


Hate my butt today? I want to rail on myself for such frivolous blather and tell myself: Think about your friend battling cancer who’d love to be complaining about saddlebags rather than the chemo.


Too many bills to pay? Cut up the credit cards, freeze ’em, or just stop the mind-set that allows you your pricey “treats,” I say to myself.


Cold, wet, rainy morning? Bundle up and go running anyway! There’s no such thing as bad weather, only bad planning. Or bad clothing choices.


For a long time, tough love worked for me. But then I realized it’s no way to solve problems; it’s just shoving them down, out of sight. And I was still feeling down on…me. Oh, and I was “sucking it up”…by stress-eating, drinking too much wine, not sleeping well, getting overly tired, getting injured, and suffering from repeat sinus infections. Plus I was carrying an extra twenty-five pounds. I appeared to be happy but I was a walking font of negative thinking. Fortunately, I finally decided to stop sabotaging myself.


Even when women manage to do the right things for their bodies—exercising regularly and eating right—they often don’t feel good about themselves. I relate, and I have always tried to edit a magazine that held as its central philosophy that being fit and healthy is only one component of well-being; the other half of the equation is how you feel inside. But everything seems to come crashing down when you don’t feel so good, or think you don’t look your best.


Self discovered another amazing fact in a survey: Of all the things that send women to the doctor (allergies, stomachaches, headaches, etc.), the number one complaint is anxiety or related symptoms. I soon realized that happiness—or what I would later understand to be contentment—was the true goal for women, not flat abs, glowing skin, an adoring partner, or a comfortable number on your bank statement (though those can help).


I decided five years ago that Self needed a happiness expert. We already had a fitness expert, a sports medicine doctor, two nutritionists, and a handful of other experts writing on topics ranging from beauty to kinesiology. The outer self was covered. I realized that emotional health was the true topic underlying most of the other physical ones, and Self needed someone to help our readers with their inner selves.


That same week, I got excited as I watched an interview with a young psychiatrist on the Today show talking about women’s mental health issues. Dr. Catherine Birndorf was fresh, intelligent, perceptive, and nonjudgmental as she talked about the connection between our physical selves and our emotional selves, and how mental health is a vital component of physical health. I realized that she was talking about me—and every woman I know.


I decided right then that Self needed Dr. Birndorf. Pronto! I tracked her down at Weill Cornell Medical Center, where she founded the Payne Whitney Women’s Program, and invited her to write a Q&A page on happiness for the magazine. I also started talking to her regularly about why a woman’s moments of jubilation or even just self-satisfaction tend to be fleeting, and why the extended periods between those joyful moments are plagued by our inability to appreciate all the good around us.


Not Your Typical Shrink


Catherine and I have always been eager to help people, but we do it in different ways. My close friends tell me I’m “the lifestyle police,” always telling everyone what to do! (They’re smiling when they say that. Usually.) Catherine is the type of person a tourist might stop on the street to ask directions. She gets asked for advice while in stores, on the bus, on the chairlift. If I’m the editor who shares common complaints but also has access to the experts who can help us, Catherine is the psychiatrist we call for consultation—but an approachable doctor who isn’t scary or distant. She is the thoughtful listener, the one who you want to tell you what to do; but she won’t, because her job, she says, is to help you figure that out for yourself.


She is not your typical shrink, though she hates to hear that, since it seems not only to put down her entire profession, but also to set her apart in a way that makes her feel less serious. However, “despite” her warm personality, she is also an experienced and well-respected expert on women’s mental health who has the knowledge, clinical skills, and practical touch that makes her great at her job.


So I’m the tough-love women’s magazine editor who wants to empower women to help themselves, and Catherine is the professional who says that first they need to have a little help in order to do that. Our people skills complement each other’s.


At the end of the day, our opinions don’t matter; what matters is we both want to help women have their own opinions, follow their own inner compass. We come to the same goal from different ends of the spectrum. My approach has been to tell myself, “Get over it,” and Catherine’s is that first “you have to work through it.” This book will help you do both.


Individual Stories, Universal Emotions


We have not, for ethical reasons, used the personal stories from any of Catherine’s patients, or the stories that appear in Self, but those two platforms inform our expertise. Our nearly thirty years of combined experience addressing issues important to women inform every page of this book, since we recognize universal emotions in the individual anecdotes.


No two women are alike, but we guarantee that you will relate to something in these pages. You’ll recognize the emotional quandaries and happiness pitfalls we have illuminated in these stories, each one drawn from hundreds of women across the country we interviewed over nearly two years. For obvious reasons (they talk about sex, money, in-laws, siblings, friendships, and their own body hang-ups) we have disguised some identifying (but insignificant) details of their lives. No one is properly named unless we say so specifically, and you shouldn’t try to figure out who these women are. They are generous women willing to share; they could be any of us, and we thank them for telling their stories. If you think you recognize yourself or a patient or pal of the authors’, understand that each of them could be anyone—yourself included.




Your Life Is Like a House Full of Rooms


Knowing how good she was at helping the readers of Self solve their problems each month, I asked Catherine to write a book with me about how it’s the little things that bring us down, and how we internalize conflict rather than deal with it in a healthy way. She got as excited as I was, and together we came up with a model that works.


The idea is to see your life through the metaphor of a house, in which every room corresponds to a different emotional area: The bedroom represents sex and love, the living room is for friendships and your social life, the office represents your career, money, and work life. Being happy in a room is often tricky, since you can physically be in one room and emotionally ruminating about another. One messy room can bring you down, even if the others are neat and tidy. Conversely, one neat room can help bring you up, if you know how to use it.


We are here to teach you how to clean messy rooms and shut doors on others so you can be happier in your entire house, every day. With this metaphor you’ll learn not only how to be happier in every emotional room, but also how to live in the moment and enjoy the room you’re in, no matter what messes exist elsewhere.


By evaluating the problems that came up in the interviews in the following chapters, we will show you how to solve your problems. The process we have developed works, and I am living proof of that. Now it’s your turn.
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What’s Stressing You Out,
When Everything Should Be Great?






Everyone is dealing with something, even when everything seems right from the outside. It’s a theme in our lives. The very act of worrying keeps us busy, but it can keep us from seeing the bigger issues.


The challenge is to figure out what’s really bothering you, what patterns of self-destructive behavior you want to change in order to be happier in every part of your life, in every one of your emotional rooms. Perhaps you’ll relate to this lament:




From the outside, you’d think I have it all: beautiful house, wonderful children, devoted husband. But am I happy? I think so. There’s nothing that has gone terribly wrong. There’s no reason for me not to be happy. But I don’t feel happy so much as I feel I’m just going through the motions. Sometimes I have the feeling that there’s more and I just haven’t found it yet. But what…and how dare I want more? Isn’t all that I have enough?





Of course it is. And she does have enough. So what is missing? Perspective, for one thing. Once you have put all the little things in perspective you can begin to discover your passion and purpose, and find out how you can make a meaningful contribution to the world.


If you are fixated on all the messes in front of you, it’s too easy to get distracted from the bigger picture. Once you figure out the big stuff, doing something as mundane as emptying the dishwasher can be a pleasure, if your head is in the right space. We’re not saying you will become mindless. Quite the opposite: Everything you do can have a sense of purpose if you understand yourself better.


Who’s Happy? Not Who You’d Expect


As the saying goes, money doesn’t buy happiness. Nor do fame, glamour, your own TV show, and all the things you might think would make for a happy life. Dozens of studies have shown that the things we think will bring us happiness—winning the lottery, a new house, etc.—do little to boost our long-term inner satisfaction. They may make for a night of celebrating, but before too long the old you reappears, dissatisfaction and all. The effects are temporary—whether the event is positive (a new job) or negative (losing your job); within a few months people return to the same happiness level they had before. In fact, once your basic needs are taken care of, more money, more success, a bigger house, etc., won’t bring lasting happiness.


Studies abound that back this up. In a seventy-two-year longitudinal study at Harvard, research conducted by renowned psychiatrist Dr. George Vaillant looked at what makes men happy over their lifetime and found that happiness entailed having good relationships, particularly with their siblings and friends; adapting to crises; and having a stable marriage. Avoiding smoking and not abusing alcohol, getting regular exercise, and maintaining a healthy weight also added to individual happiness. It’s just the latest in a series of studies that all basically come to the same conclusion: Happiness comes from within.


In fact, we may even be born with it. Or at least half of it. Researchers believe each of us has what’s called a “set point” for happiness, which determines about 50 percent of your happiness quotient. The other 50 percent is determined by what happens after you’re born. Of that half, roughly 10 percent depends on where and how you live, the circumstances of your life. So whether you live on a palm-tree-lined beach or out on the frozen tundra, have ample wealth or just enough money to get by, these details account for only one-tenth of your happiness. That means a whopping 40 percent of your happiness is completely up to you—determined by how you feel, how you react to events, and what your basic coping mechanisms are.


Think about how much 40 percent of anything is. How happy would you be if you got a 40 percent raise or were able to add 40 percent more longevity (or about thirty years) to your life? A 40 percent swing is enormous. And that’s how much of your happiness you can change with just a little bit of effort. All it takes is a decision on your part to reconsider some basic assumptions and patterns.


First of all, realize you are the sole proprietor of your happiness. You’re not a victim or a product of events—you’re in charge. This could work the following way in the office of your emotional house: You think the terrible economy is “happening to you,” but you have a choice in how you react to anything that comes your way. Imagine that your boss walks into a meeting and says, “The company is in dire straits. We have to downsize.” Do you say, “I know this is going to be difficult for everyone, and I will help in any way I can”? Or do you rush to the bathroom to burst into tears and call your significant other as you sob: “I just know I’m going to be fired!” Which person do you guess gets the ax?


Or instead of imagining a bad course of events, try thinking of what would happen if all the good things you wished for came true: Let’s say you won the lottery and were suddenly in possession of $30 million. What would it change? Everything? Nothing? I would travel more but do it in a socially purposeful way. I’d love to start a foundation to help women around the world live self-directed, meaningful, and healthy lives. Would I quit working altogether? Kick back and eat bonbons? No way! Having more money wouldn’t make me happier—it would make me feel more responsibility to give back and be a better person. It might change my job description or even my address by a few blocks, but it wouldn’t change my happiness. (Or so I tell myself; the effect makes me feel happier right now.)




What happens to you and around you isn’t always in your control; how you react to it is, and once you understand that, you can decide to change your own inner satisfaction meter. Your job is to stop thinking that life events make you happy (or unhappy) and start understanding you’re a participant in how happy you are, or aren’t, and that’s a very good thing.
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You Have the Key to Your Own Happiness






Don’t believe us? Okay, you’re right. It’s not one key. It’s several keys, a whole ring of them, and in the coming chapters we will explain these keys, which will help you break your self-destructive patterns.


One such key is the Relationship Equation, A + B = C, where you are A, B is someone you are having trouble getting along with (your mother, your boss, your spouse), and C is the relationship you have with that person. You may never be able to change B, the other person, but that doesn’t matter. You have the power to impact the relationship just by changing A, yourself. Being able to alter C, the relationship, is what matters, and you can do it.


Catherine adds that when a patient comes in and complains that her mother is driving her crazy, as she has for the last twenty-five years of her life, she wants to jump up and down and say, “That’s such great news because we can solve this problem. To make things better, your mother doesn’t have to change. The only person who has to change is you. And since you are here, we already know that you want to make things better. I always say, ‘Look, you’re my patient, not your mother, and we can definitely help you. And by doing so, we will change the relationship.’”


The keys are in your possession and you decide which one to use to solve each problem that’s causing you angst. Knowing you can make your own inner happiness quotient go up is both comforting and a big responsibility, since it means you have the power to change—or not. It’s up to you.




About the Rooms Concept and Where It Came From


Catherine told me about a defining moment during her third year of medical school at Brown. This turned out to be a useful lesson for me as well and was the genesis of the main concept behind this book. Here’s her story in her own words.




A med student’s third year is traditionally an exciting but challenging one because you’re on the ward “trying on” being a doctor in several disciplines. I was on the pediatrics rotation, under the tutelage of a legendary teacher, Dr. Mary Arnold. I went to see her to talk about my career, and she steered the conversation to my personal life. Tapping into decades of bedside intuition, she was pressing me about what was really on my mind.


I started talking about my relationship with the medical student I had been dating seriously for two years. We had so much fun together that I ignored all the ways we were different, and not right for each other in the long term. For women, it’s one of the most important questions you can ask yourself: What would my life be like with this person? But it was one I’d avoided thinking about, probably because I knew the answer.


Dr. Arnold took out a pen and drew three circles on a legal pad. Each circle represented an area of my life with my boyfriend: social, romantic, and family. The social circle was where we shared common friends, the family circle represented our backgrounds, and the romantic circle was about the relationship. Next she took her pen and pointed to each circle and at me inquisitively, as if to say, How is it going here, and here, and here?


I didn’t even need to answer. Seeing it on paper, it was obvious where my life was good and where it was not working.


She put down her pen and sat back, as if to say: Session over. With one simple drawing, she helped me realize that my romance, for all the fun I was having, didn’t integrate well with the rest of my life. If only one area was working well, it was not going to make me happy postgraduation. For most women, having a partner who fits into all three circles is essential to our happiness long-term.


Now when I think of relationships, I often think of a Venn diagram, overlapping circles. In my model each person is a full circle, and the relationship is the middle area, where the circles overlap. Women who are experiencing too much overlap (almost concentric circles) have lost a healthy sense of self, whereas those women who have too little overlap (circles barely touching) lack a sense of connectedness. These types of issues come up a lot in the bedroom.





[image: image]


Too overlapped—"merged" to the point of being unhealthy
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Not enough overlap—you lack common ground
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Optimal overlap—two individuals who share a healthy relationship


Catherine told me this story over lunch one day. She drew the connected circles, and all at once everything clicked—I realized that my life could be described as a series of spaces, and together Catherine and I transformed those spaces into the rooms of a woman’s house. An emotional house.


We saw that this house was a compelling metaphor for the way women live and think. We go from room to room all day long, switching roles and needs with ease. And yet we’re often not emotionally in the room we are physically in, because we’re preoccupied by the mess down the hall. This makes it impossible to enjoy ourselves and be happy in the moment.


The emotional rooms metaphor is illuminating, since we can use it to appreciate the aspects of our lives that are going right, even when there are some spaces that may need a little cleaning.


How to Build Your Emotional House


The first step is to put up some walls and then delineate which feelings and behaviors are appropriate within each room.


Let’s take a tour:




	
1. The bedroom is where you explore intimacy—sex, love, desire: our connection to our mate, or our search for a life partner.


	
2. The bathroom is where you face issues of health, well-being, vanity, body image, weight, and aging.


	
3. The family room is where you deal with those you’re closest to, such as parents, siblings, and other nearest and dearest.


	
4. The basement is full of childhood memories from your upbringing, your school years, and all those important experiences that have shaped your life.


	
5. The living room is where social connections happen: Here we deal with friendships, neighbors, and all types of peer comparison, such as envy.


	
6. The kitchen is about emotional nourishment and sustenance, sometimes even food. You discuss chores and the division of labor here, at the multifunctional kitchen table.


	
7. The child’s room is all about parenting, as well as the question of whether or not to have children.


	
8. The office is your job, career, and other meaningful work. It’s also where you grapple with money and financial security.





	
9. The attic in this house holds emotional heirlooms: expectations of your ancestors—where you came from and where they want you to go.





This is how we constructed our house. There are many other ways to do it. You may decide you have a different number of rooms. Or your rooms may be used for other purposes. Whatever suits you. You will get a chance to draw an emotional house that works for your life.


And what house would be complete without an add-on? That’s why we are including a tenth room, where you go to get away, to think or dream, to contemplate or vegetate, to do whatever you love, or do nothing but enjoy the solitude. But it’s not a place for you to self-destruct with alcohol, drugs, or Oreos. It’s a productive, positive space where you can think about your passion and perhaps even find your purpose, the pursuit that is most meaningful to you.


You need to visit this tenth room regularly. It can be an almost spiritual place, since it’s where you will get back to your true self, the person you are when no one else is around. This tenth room may not even be a room—it could be an activity such as jogging or walking, reading or meditating, cooking, folding laundry or knitting—but it is a mental space where you can think.


The tenth room is where you get to work on you and truly become the architect of your own life. But first we need to get the other rooms in order.


How Many of Your Rooms Are Neat? Just One? That’s Enough!


This is a very important point: You don’t need to have nine tidy rooms to be happy. Nobody ever has all of her rooms neat at the same time. In fact, one key process is to be okay with conflict, which helps you learn how to be happy even when things aren’t going right in all parts of your life. This is essential, since you may need to close the door on that messy room and come back to it later, when you have the time and inclination to clean it up.




The good news: There are probably more clean rooms in your house than you realize. The bad? You are often in the wrong room and have to go to the source of the problem before returning. The best news is that once you’ve done the heavy lifting, you don’t have to do it again. Your rooms will stay neat enough so that some light dusting or tidying up will let you feel happy and stress-free for a long time to come.


Say It Loud: I’m in the Wrong Room!


You often don’t realize it, but you are sabotaging your relationships and your happiness by letting thoughts from one messy room dictate your behavior in others.


Here’s an example: not having enough sex? You two love each other, but after a standoff, or a bout of the silent treatment, coming back together isn’t easy. Your fights are always over the same things: You’re tired, and he’s not making enough of an effort around the house. And the cash isn’t flowing the way it used to since he had to take a less well-paying job. If he’d help more around the house at least that would even things out a bit in your mind, and give you a moment to relax, sit, and put your feet up after dinner, and who knows? If he loaded the dishes in the dishwasher and gave you a little shoulder rub, things might start warming up. So the problem isn’t in the bedroom at all; it may start in the office, where the bills are paid, or the kitchen, where you divvy up the household chores.


Can’t allay your anxiety in the office because the real problem is a philosophical difference between you and your mate about spending and saving? You may need to visit the basement to explore childhood memories of family money woes. But the conversation should start at the kitchen table, not in the bedroom. When you finally do return to bed, hopefully you’re a bit enlightened and feeling closer. One thing is for certain: Withholding sex won’t solve household tension; it will only cause more fights.


We are always aware of the things going on (and wrong) in other rooms: bills to pay, children misbehaving, job tension, etc. And it can make it near impossible to just be happy in the moment, even in bed. And therein lies the problem. You may need to learn to close some doors.




We Clean Our Actual House, but Rarely Our Inner House


Women are caregivers by nature, often helping those around them before they help themselves. Most women focus their free time on their outer world, the parts of their life that exist in their actual house: relationships, children, job, extended family, and the rest of it. We clean and cook and do the laundry and go to work and then chauffeur the kids around on weekends, and when we do have a little spare time to spend on ourselves it’s usually the outer self that gets the attention: We focus (happily, most of the time) on getting dressed, doing our hair, looking our best, going to the gym. And while it is worthwhile, even enjoyable, to present a polished persona to the world, it’s not the same as taking care of the inner self.


At times the divide between the outer self and the inner self can get so big that there is no connection between the you projected to the world and the you that you recognize as the best version of yourself. One day you wake up and don’t like either the inner or the outer you and think: What happened to me?


This Isn’t a Weight-Loss Book…but I Lost Twenty-five Pounds Writing It


What do you want to lose? What bad habit or self-destructive behavior do you want to change? Do you repeat the same pattern over and over (for years) and not evolve?


Applying the concepts in this book helped me see how I’d linked my happiness to body image, how I used sugar to treat my anxiety and wine to douse what I called my “stress fires.” By working with Catherine on my family room and other messes, I was able to see that I’d fallen into self-destructive habits (I was internalizing all the stress, friction, and conflict with people I love). And just by changing my emotional inner life I was able to shed unwanted pounds without going on a specific diet (I hate diets!). I just didn’t need as much food to feel satisfied, since now I was eating for pleasure and sustenance, and not to feel better or self-soothe.




This is not a weight-loss book; it is a life-solutions book. You can obsess about the one thing in your life that’s going wrong, or you can learn to let the things that are going right become catalysts, building on the good and minimizing the bad in a positive chain reaction, where you let one good event become the spark for more positivity. When you do that, suddenly it’s “all good.” Or at least it’s good enough.


The wonderful irony here is that if you take better care of your inner self, your outer self will look and feel better as a result. I didn’t set out to change my body, but by getting my inner house in order, I changed everything: inner self, outer self, and how I relate to the world. The keys are here for you to do it too. Get ready to get happy.
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You’re Happier Than You Think You Are






Once upon a time Catherine and I thought the only truly enlightened people were those who’d had a near-death experience or lost a loved one. We thought those life-changing experiences made the survivors grateful and wise forevermore.


We thought wrong.


Such shattering experiences can change your life…but only, it seems, for a while. Then you go back to the old you, for better or worse.


While working on the annual Women’s Cancer Handbook at Self, which cofounded the Pink Ribbon for Breast Cancer Awareness back in 1992, I have met many women who have faced such life-threatening challenges—diagnosed with advanced-stage breast cancer or, equally threatening, ovarian cancer or metastatic melanoma—and they have survived. Most of these courageous women say the same thing: The hard lessons learned when facing death become less front-of-mind over time. Just as your hair grows back after chemo, once you are “cured” you largely revert to the same personality traits and behavioral patterns you had before. No one knows whether this is part of our survival mechanism or if it’s simply our happiness set point reasserting itself.


Michelle, a Los Angeles–based working mother, now in her midforties, who survived a life-threatening bout with colon cancer ten years ago, explains it this way:




You know you’re cured and healthy and things are back to normal when you blow up at the little things. It’s like a blessing, a welcome back to the land of the living. Because if I can get pissed off at my twelve-year-old son for not making his bed, we both know we’re back to normal. I’m just Mom, I’m not Cancer Mom, who could be dying soon. I’d love to tell people you embrace a lighter, brighter way of living once you go through something like that, but the truth is, ultimately you’re just you again.





She adds that you do gain a new, bigger perspective, which puts the irritations in context, and it’s all just part of a normal, happy life. Michelle says that she tries to remember not to stress out, but adds: “There’s nothing wrong with the ups and downs, the silly aggravations. I know I’m lucky and grateful, but it doesn’t mean I have to feel that way every second.” So the lesson seems to be that “normal” means having ups and downs. The gift is to appreciate both.


It is possible to learn to love your life and the people in it without having a brush with death. Consider the poignant contrasts in Catherine’s life and marriage. Catherine and her husband, Dan Labow, both went to medical school but chose different paths to helping people—Dan is a renowned surgical oncologist specializing in one of the deadliest of cancers: pancreatic; Catherine is a respected psychiatrist treating women grappling with problems ranging from relationship crises and depression, to managing family and career, including pregnancy, infertility, and motherhood.


When Dan meets a new patient, someone recently diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, he is greeting someone who may have more hope than time, while Catherine’s new patients may arrive with more time than hope.


Imagine that their new patients could switch places for even a day. How would their outlook change if they thought they could possibly die within a year or two? Would they abandon their daily rituals? Change everything? Change nothing? If you could imagine for just one minute that today is one of the last ones you’ll spend on the planet, would you appreciate the little things or disdain them? What would you feel most? If we had to predict your answer, it would be: gratitude, overwhelming love, empathy, and appreciation. But you couldn’t sustain it every minute (for even that one day!), since that would be impossible. It’s simply not the human condition.


This idea is poignantly dramatized in my favorite play, Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, where the mundane takes on extra meaning after the naive young character Emily has died, but gets to relive one day of her life. She chooses her twelfth birthday, since it was such a typical yet joy-filled day. She doesn’t want to choose a significant day, such as when she got married or learned she was pregnant. At one point she asks the Stage Manager (the play’s narrator) if human beings ever appreciate “every, every minute.” He answers: Saints and poets, some moments only. It’s impossible to appreciate “every, every minute,” but if we’re lucky we can appreciate some moments.


In my life, I try to identify these moments whenever I’m able. I call these “perfect moments” because they make it possible for me to see that my life is full of blessings. All of ours are. For me, the easiest time to identify a perfect moment is when I’m at the water’s edge with loved ones and I see glistening sunlight sparkling on the water, and I can take a mental snapshot of this beautiful scene and tell myself, this is it, a perfect moment. And I feel that my life is lucky, blessed, and full. And then, just like that, the moment is gone. Something interrupts it and I can’t get it back.


Learning not to let little things bring you down and to appreciate the “perfect moments” in the ordinary day is a life’s work, but there are a few tricks that will help you reframe your nega-speak and self-defeating habits into positive behavior, if you choose to.


Let’s Be Real—There Are Serious Things to Feel Down About


We won’t pretend this book can help someone cope with the stress and fear they experience when dealing with life-and-death situations or the trauma of divorce or total financial ruin. We call those A, B, C problems. This book addresses the X, Y, Z problems, the little ones that should come at the end of any “What’s bothering me?” list but tend to push their way to the front of women’s minds. When X, Y, Z problems persist they can grow into A, B, C issues quickly, since, for example, a bored woman who seeks excitement may be tempted to have an affair, and then what started as a little problem (lack of stimulation) quickly grows into a big one (finding herself tempted to leave her marriage). So if we’re not happy, even when everything is okay in our world, we may blame our spouse or our circumstances, instead of looking inward for the answers. If we don’t address them, the X, Y, Z problems in this book can become A, B, C problems before you know it. It’s within your control to make sure the X, Y, Zs stay at the end of the alphabet, and focus on what really matters in your life.


Even when there is no reason to be anxious, women create reasons, and often we ruminate on the wrong things, according to a study in Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, which found that 85 percent of the things women worry about happening never come to pass. Plus, we’d add, women spend an inordinate amount of time fretting over things they can’t control. Yet such thoughts plague us day and night. Worry in general seems to be a female epidemic. See if any of these laments sound familiar:




	Whenever there’s a cash crunch in our family, I turn it into a doomsday scenario. We’re broke. We’ll lose everything! Will I ever feel secure?


	When I look in my mirror, I compare myself to friends who look ten years younger. Why don’t I look as young as other women? Or as pretty?


	My husband is much more patient with the kids than I am. Why can’t I be more like him? I just go off the handle. I need a break.


	Why did I waste time watching that stupid movie last night when I could have been reading, working out, paying bills, sleeping? I have so much to do!


	I constantly catch a view of myself in a window and think I look fat. What do others think? If I were my honey, I wouldn’t want to sleep with me!


	If I ask my boss for a raise, she’ll laugh—or fire me. I don’t understand how to get ahead. I work harder than anyone, but I am not appreciated.





	I worry that my life is just passing me by. If I were rich or famous, I’d be happier. Plus, I could make a more meaningful contribution to the world.





Catherine has heard all of these negative thoughts and many more from her patients, friends, and every woman she knows—this inner monologue is like elevator music for too many of us, constantly playing in the background of our lives. If you don’t have an effective strategy for dealing with these minor problems, they can become the big problems. This is why women need to rethink and shift the paradigm.


Your Memory Wants You to Remember the Good Times


Memory is a filter, editing our past like a scrapbook computer program. You go on a trip, and the pictures that make it into the album all show you smiling, enjoying yourself, sharing good times. A picture of frowning children or getting caught in the rain doesn’t make it, nor do other unflattering shots for that matter. The overall positive events linger, and we even manage to take an embarrassing childhood anecdote and make it palatable in hindsight. A truly upsetting memory may remain intact in order to protect us against future injury, since if we hurt ourselves we need to remember not to do that again.


But the filter is selective, and Catherine explains this as the “childbirth” effect: If you actually remembered all the pain you went through giving birth, you’d never do it again. Perhaps this is one reason our minds soften the bad parts, leaving us to believe that our past was full of mostly positive memories, or at least that the pain “wasn’t that bad.”


When I was growing up, my family used to drive from Manhattan to southern Vermont for weekend ski jaunts. I enjoyed the long hours in the dark car with my brother, counting Christmas lights or playing license-plate bingo. Once there, we would sleep all piled into bunk beds in a family friend’s condo, then wake early to spend long freezing days on icy runs, where I’d chase my faster pals down the slopes and careen dangerously close to chairlift poles. I recall loving every minute of it, so when my kids were old enough to ski, I packed them into our car and drove four-plus hours on a dark Friday night to try to re-create that fun family-bonding experience. It was, to say the least, harder than I remembered.


In today’s version of the ski weekend, it became an endurance test that left me wiped out: I’d carry skis (the kids were little); park the car in a far-off lot. We’d finally get through the ticket line (paying a small ransom for the privilege of waiting in another line, for the lift) and then get onto the slope, where everyone immediately started shivering. One child or another would need to go to the bathroom, or get cold, want hot chocolate, or be impatient and not want to wait and go ski off ahead. By late afternoon, we’d trudge back to the car, exhausted, return to the house to watch TV, make dinner, and go to sleep early. Before bedtime, the phone would ring.


It was my nonskiing spouse, calling to check in on how our day went.


“Great!” I’d exclaim, and in that retelling, the sun was shining, the kids were exhilarated. My son loved snowboarding in the half-pipe, my daughter fell off the Poma lift three times (okay, so she cried, but we all thought it was high comedy, and now even she can laugh about it!). Suddenly all was whitewashed; even I started to believe we all had had a grand time. But if someone, a scientist, using what’s called the Experience Sampling Method, had beeped me randomly during the day, asked me to rate my happiness, on a scale from 1 to 10 at that moment, I’d have rated it a 3 or lower. Yet if I’d been asked at the end of the trip how it had all turned out, I’d probably have given it a 7 or higher. These are the tricks the brain plays. It is human nature. And this exact experiment has been done, showing memory is a filter that sees things in a positive light.


The interim scores were always lower than the final one, which led researchers to conclude that we are our own best editors when it comes to remembering how we felt in the past. (Ask someone if they are happy in the moment—while shivering on a cold chairlift, for example—and they’ll likely tell you they are not. Ask at the end of the trip if they had fun, and they’ll say yes.)


The question is, to what end? Why does our memory play tricks on us?




Many talented and respected psychologists, psychiatrists, neurologists, and others have spent decades researching just this question.


The father of positive psychology himself, Martin Seligman of the University of Pennsylvania, has written that the quality of our overall happiness depends more on how we remember things than on how we experience them. Seligman stresses that the spin our memories put on things is more important than how we feel in the moment. By contrast other leading positive psychologists, such as Daniel Kahneman of Princeton University, emphasize the importance of the “experiencing self” as a measure of happiness more than the “remembering self.” Kahneman says it’s the moment, the actual experience, that matters. Clearly, researchers are grappling with the question of whether the memory of an event is more important to our happiness than the actual experience of the event.


I know that I look back at my life and see it through rose-colored goggles: I’m a sentimental optimist. If I had fun skiing once, I assume I’ll have fun skiing again. Seligman believes this makes sense, since happiness isn’t how you feel in the moment, it’s comprised of three essential components over a lifetime of experiences: pleasure, engagement, and meaning.


I would add that in my years of editing well-being features of, about, and for women, I’ve found that most of us want to be happy. From the point of view of my remembering cold ski weekends, there may have been many miserable moments on the mountain, but in my mind, the lines are shorter, the hot chocolate warmer and creamier, and the frigid wind just a gentle breeze. Despite the long trudge through the parking lot while schlepping little skis, I tell myself it was fun. I want to see the glass as half full. And I want to be rewarded for my natural optimism. So long as I’m pursuing happiness, I like to tell myself I’m on the right track.


Here is the truth about our memory: Looking back, the little niggling annoyances fade away, and we believe we were happy. So if we ask ourselves if we’re happy right now, we’d find reasons to downgrade the present from, say, a great day to an only okay day. Ask ourselves in the future to look back at the moment we are living presently and we’d say we were happy then (meaning now) and realize it was actually pretty great. The key is to have that perspective as we live our lives.




Think ahead, two weeks, two months, two years, any time frame, and say to yourself a sentence that characterizes what is happening in your life right now, and how you feel about it. Mine would be something like this: “Those were good times! Writing that book, editing Self magazine, running triathlons, enjoying my happy marriage, raising two bright teenaged kids, all of it!” The day-to-day stresses, like the bills, the squabbles over homework to be done, my own deadlines at the office, the few pounds that come and go, and all the rest, would just fade to the background and not matter. So why can’t we feel that way right now, when the stresses are front and center in our minds?


Like editing images for the family album, your job is to try to realize that despite the snapshots that need omitting you are living a happy life. If you find a way to understand that everything that isn’t bad is good, you can understand this: You are in fact happier than you think you are this moment.


So if your memory wants you to remember the now as a happy moment, why fight it? The more relevant question is: How do we help it along?


No One Can Make You Happy.
Well, Almost No One…


In Bhutan, the king proclaimed that he wanted the people of his country to think not about the Gross Domestic Product but about the “Gross National Happiness” in a measurable way. He made it an official mandate to produce happiness.


By this measure, one reason we westerners have gone awry is that we’ve made the number one pursuit the GDP, prioritizing all things material. The GNH is an emotional measure of success, and by the Bhutanese way of thinking, if you pursue happiness, you’ll be more productive too. We applaud this as a concept, but the trouble is no one agrees on how to measure this type of success, or even if we’re using the right term for it.


Happiness is a tricky word because it is not a destination you arrive at or a sustainable state of being. It’s a feeling that you experience, just like any other, and it comes and goes. You can generate it, but you can’t keep it; you can make it, but not necessarily hold on to it.




Catherine and I don’t even think happiness is necessarily the right word for what we’re pursuing. We joke that it’s “the H word” because it can be a negative if women think it’s the Holy Grail. Instead of pursuing “happiness” as some permanent state, we want you to appreciate the moments when it eludes you, as well as those when you experience it.


My word for happiness is gratitude, as in I am grateful for all of the gifts, tangible and intangible, bestowed upon me. When I’m not feeling grateful for all that I have, I realize that I’m being childish or spoiled. For Catherine the word is contentment. She tries to appreciate and be present in the flow of life, in everyday moments. When she’s able to do that, not being unhappy is enough. Being okay with how things are is the real gift, the mind-set that brings us to a higher place and purpose.


Feeling appreciative of the good things you have is what leads to experiencing more of whatever you want to call it: contentment, gratitude or—okay—happiness. It’s the general feeling of a positive emotion we are going for here, not the label you use to describe it. The goal isn’t necessarily to be happy, but to feel happier no matter what else may be going wrong.


Any author who writes a book claiming to be able to make the reader happy, happier, or able to find happiness is setting herself up for failure. We are not actually going to make you happy, since the only person who can make you do anything is you. Catherine tells her favorite shrink joke here: How many shrinks does it take to change a lightbulb? Only one, but the lightbulb has to want to change.


So we want to come clean right now: We are not going to make you happy. Only you can do that.


If the unexamined life isn’t worth living, and the examined life is full of foibles, the most evolved woman examines her life, sees the flaws, and can put them into perspective. I love this bit of wisdom: “The fool thinks he’s a genius and the genius thinks he’s a fool.”


Our corollary: The unhappy woman believes she should be happy all the time. The happy woman believes that there will be times when she is unhappy.


Which woman are you?
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