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Author’s Note:
 About the Stories in This Book



The client stories presented in this book are composites. I’ve carefully changed all names and identifying details to protect the privacy and safety of those I work with. The examples you’ll read here are not taken from any single client’s story. Instead, they’re inspired by common patterns and real issues that I’ve encountered over the years. My hope is that these stories honor the experiences of those I support, while offering you clarity, connection, and guidance in your own journey.













Preface



This book is a reintroduction to joy and hope.


But not the kind of joy and hope you might be thinking.


Not the kind of joy that floats around, soft and fluffy, like a pastel-colored balloon at a child’s third birthday party. Not the kind of joy that dismisses your pain by telling you, “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade!” and insists that every moment sparkle. That’s not joy; it’s fear trying to shape-shift.


Joy is sinewy, fibrous, raw. Joy embraces the present moment and can hold opposing emotions together like nobody else. She has the audacity to interrupt you in the middle of your pity party and shout a rainbow across the floor as if to say, “Keep crying if you want, but look!” She jabs you with her elbow in the middle of your father’s funeral and tells you a joke so inappropriate and hilarious that you have to hide your laughing face with your hanky.


And not the kind of hope that lives in an Instagram square and reminds you every morning that you “attract what you project.” Not the kind of hope that sits over the kitchen counter and tells you in the “live, laugh, love” font that there is a “silver lining in every cloud.” That’s not hope; it’s bullshit dressed in its Sunday best.


Hope is gritty. Glinting. Rebellious. Relentless. Hope looks like she might be losing in the eleventh round, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She is wiping blood off her face, dragging herself back to her feet, ears ringing, smirking, pulling her fists up for another round.


Joy and hope are fraternal twins, and they are not fucking around. They are here to meet you in the deepest, darkest depths—even when you don’t want them there. They don’t just know how to navigate the darkness; the darkness is their home. It’s where they find their light. Joy is here to ground you in the present moment, and hope is here to help you keep an eye on the horizon.


Do you remember learning about the formation of stalactites and stalagmites? I know—it rings a bell, but that bell is way back in fourth grade sitting next to the tetherball court, so it’s a little faint. Let me ring it for you again.


The whole absurd miracle begins with tiny droplets of water that seep through cracks and crevices in a cave ceiling. Once the water finds itself on the cave ceiling, it succumbs to the force of gravity and starts to drop to the cave floor. But it doesn’t just drop. Each droplet contains dissolved minerals that have been gathered along its journey, and while it hangs from the ceiling waiting for gravity to become strong enough to pull it to the ground, some of those minerals get left behind. Over time, the repeated dripping and deposition of minerals result in the gradual growth of a hanging cylindrical structure. The stalactite extends downward as each new droplet adds another layer of minerals.


Remember this image: a mineral column creating itself out of almost nothing, and then reaching, reaching. This is hope, doing what should be absolutely impossible and gathering resources while she does it.


That wild alchemy of water to cylinder is only half the story. As the droplets hit the cave floor, they also leave behind a tiny deposit of minerals. Over time, these mineral deposits accumulate and grow upward, reaching for the very spot that they dripped from. These pillars are stalagmites. And this image? This is joy, taking the present moment and reaching up toward her sister, hope. Given enough time, stalactites and stalagmites—hope and joy—can meet and merge, forming a pillar, slowly and impossibly growing in the dark.


Just as water droplets gradually accumulate and form stalactites, hope always finds the cracks and crevices in the darkest of moments. Without our intervention, hope drips with relentless promise of better days, nourishing the growth of tiny moments of joy that rise right up from the floor of the cave—in this case the pain cave of your mind.


If water droplets can perform this absurd alchemical miracle, so can we.


Here’s what I hope to do in this book. I want to make the kind of joy and hope that I’ve just been describing so unrelentingly clear to you that you notice it everywhere. In a world full of din and darkness, it can be all too easy to miss tiny pieces of glinting mica. But they are here. I also want to show you that not only are they here, but they are also not opposed to the dark. Joy does not exist only in the moments that are free of pain. That’s a false story. In fact, the brightest, tiniest, most important pieces can be found only in the dark. Once you can’t help but notice it, I want to teach you how to harness and amplify the power of that glinting magic—because this sustainable, endless light source will do more than help you get through your darkest, scariest, loneliest times. It will also rewire your brain.


Along the way, I’m going to introduce you to the six thieves of joy and hope. These thieves are partners in crime with trauma, and whether you’re aware of it or not, you’re probably familiar with some of them. Maybe all of them. These thieves stand ready and waiting to steal your joy and hope at every chance. They stand at your front door and make sure that joy and hope either do not get in at all, or if they do happen to sneak in, they get thrown right back out. We need to bring these thieves all the way into the light so we can figure out how to outsmart them. Because here’s the thing about thieves: their whole game depends on your not being able to navigate the dark as well as they can. That means all we have to do is get to know their darkness, and we can beat them. There are six of them, but they’re not as brilliantly unique as they might think. In fact, without even knowing it, they’ve organized themselves into three categories: resistance, fear, and shame.


Joy resistance happens when trauma whispers in our ear that these happier emotions are so ridiculous that they’re probably not even real. Here we have two thieves—hypervigilance and emotional numbing—standing at the door, refusing to even let hope and joy in. Not even a sliver. They’ve drawn the shades, and when joy and hope knock at the door, they push them back down the front steps. “Joy? Hope? Nope. Not for me. Are these things even real?” Door slam.


Joy fear happens when trauma has taught us that positive experiences and feelings are illusions—false promises that trick us into thinking that truly terrible things are not just around the corner. Then we get clobbered. How humiliating. Worry not! These two thieves—fear of loss and fear conditioning—stand ready to remind you. “Joy? Hope? No. No, no, no, no, no. We have seen these two fools before. We’ve even let them in. Remember what happened next? Yeah. That. Never again.” Door slam.


Joy guilt or joy shame happens when our traumatic experiences trick us into thinking that our job here on earth is to feel bad forever. They do this by telling us that if we move on, we are betraying someone or something, ensuring that the first blush of joy quickly flashes into embarrassment and dread. These two thieves are nearly identical twins—you know, the kind that trick each other’s teachers by switching schedules. What starts out as guilt—am I really feeling OK after this awful thing?—can morph seamlessly into shame: if I’m really feeling OK after this awful thing, I must be a bad person. We’ll call this category “joy shame,” because shame is the stronger and louder twin. “Hope and joy? Pfft. Maybe those are things other people can have, but us? We’re not worthy.” Door slam.


You might have one of these thieves, or you might have all six. But now, you also have me, and I am not afraid of these thieves. I’ve been watching them for years, and I know all their moves. I’ve built you tools and exercises designed specifically to banish each one. So go get your spelunking gear, and let’s head to the caves; we’ve got work to do.


Hey, listen. Before we get started, I have an important note.


This is a dark little book about joy. I really mean it when I say that the joy and hope you find here are gritty. We’re going to talk about grief, violence, suicide. These things might be upsetting. I wouldn’t have put them here for you if I didn’t think they were going to help, but if you find yourself overwhelmed at any point—by the stories or the tools—here is your permission slip to take a huge break. Skip bits. Put the book down. Throw it across the room. Only you can decide what works for you and when.


Be gentle with yourself.













CHAPTER 1



You’re Joking, Right?




Life is a shipwreck, but we must not forget to sing in the lifeboats.


—Voltaire




“JOY? JOY. JOY! ARE YOU FUCKING SERIOUS? I DON’T have time for fucking joy! Aren’t you fucking listening? Have you managed to understand a single aspect of my life? Joy. You know what? Go fuck yourself.”


And with that, my client Christina snapped her computer closed, abruptly ending our Zoom session. I tried bringing hope and joy to my practice. Given the treacly treatment that hope and joy almost always get, I probably should not have been surprised that Christina told me to fuck off after I tried to prescribe her this three-letter word.


Picture this: It’s late in the summer of 2020—the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lockdowns, travel restrictions, social distancing. Economic disruptions, job losses, and a healthcare system buckling under the pressure of it all. A global movement against racial injustice and police brutality sparked by the killing of George Floyd. An economic downturn wringing out the global economy, devastating families and households.


I was seeing eight to nine clients a day in addition to teaching full time and writing two books. In between things, I was searching frantically through the research for new interventions that might help my clients. So many of them were struggling with multiple awful things at the same time, and even with an extensive trauma background, I still didn’t feel properly resourced. What we were living through was, literally, unprecedented.


And then I read about the hope circuit. To give you a quick snapshot—we’ll go much more into detail in Chapter 4—the hope circuit is a powerful neural network within our brains that fuels optimism, resilience, and a sense of possibility. It is a complex interplay of brain regions that wire together, almost like a circuit board. When activated, this circuitry generates feelings of anticipation, motivation, and belief in positive change. It helps us envision a better future, set goals, and take action toward achieving them. Activating the hope circuit enables us to overcome obstacles, rebound from setbacks, and maintain a positive outlook even in challenging times. Pretty cool, right? I thought so too. By understanding and nurturing this circuit, we can harness its potential to inspire and propel us forward on our journey.


How do you activate the hope circuit? It’s actually really simple. Through regular practice of gratitude, hope, and joy. Seriously?! Yep. Seriously. I dug all the way into the research and started teaching classes, groups, and clients about the hope circuit. And we started practicing together. And it was working. Mostly. Except with Christina.


It’s 6:30 p.m. on a Friday, and Christina is Zooming from her bed. She is so full of simmering rage that I’m starting to worry she’s going to have a heart attack. We’ve been working together for about three months, and the needle won’t budge. Not one iota. Christina hates her coworkers—they are incompetent. She can’t stand her husband—an unemployed loser who doesn’t listen. Her friends don’t have a “single fucking clue”—about how hard it is for her. Neither does her ailing, pathetic father—actually, no one does!


Christina’s vitriol is visceral and seemingly bottomless. There’s a ton of energy behind it, but it is not a sustainable fuel source, and what I don’t think she sees is how destructive it is. It’s been three months, and I have never seen her smile, never heard her laugh. There is nothing good about the world, nothing good about her life, nothing good about anything. None of this current stuff is what Christina thinks she came to see me for. She came to see me to sort through some childhood trauma, but she is frustrated that we never get to dig into that because she’s got so much current rage to burn through. I tell her that her rage is relevant and informing her daily life, so it’s not wasted time by any means, but the irritation at her husband and everything else in her life is a symptom, and we need to go to the source. But there is just too much to wade through, and she is stuck and I am stuck and then, I have an idea.


I start telling her about posttraumatic growth, which is the fact—not the hypothesis, the fact—that individuals who go through traumatic events often undergo incredible positive psychological transformations. Transformations that they would not have gone through without the trauma. I tell her about the research in positive psychology—and how if we can figure out how to turn her dials to gratitude and hope, she will start to feel differently about the world and her place in it. I tell her about the hope circuit and that I think she needs to be open to the experience of joy in order to heal.


And with that, Christina slams her laptop shut, and the session—and our relationship—is done. I am baffled for a few minutes, but it does not take long for me to see what I had done. I had accidentally dismissed her entirely. It was as if I had said to Christina, “Look, it’s simple! All we need to do is get to a place where you can feel some hope for that dark swirling abyss that is your future, some gratitude for your neglectful and needy husband, and some appreciation for the resilience you developed in your unfair and brutal childhood.” It was like I was asking her to jump directly into the sea without any swimming lessons. I would have told me to go fuck myself too. Although hope and joy are positive emotions, this does not mean that the way we feel about them is always positive. We needed to scale down—way down—and maybe start by first just locating joy. Did it ever exist? What was it like? What happened to it, and where did it go?


I wrote Christina a long email the next day, apologizing and trying to explain why I had thought this obviously ill-timed discussion might help. I tried to point out the research—how solid it was, how well it was working with some of my groups and other clients. But it didn’t help. I had broken her trust, made her feel unheard, deployed the exact wrong intervention at the exact wrong moment.


What Christina doesn’t know is that she helped so many other clients after her, because she made me see that her resistance has something critical to add to the conversation. Yes, the research shows—unequivocally—that gratitude, hope, and joy can rewire the brain and nervous system. And. Just like any intervention that aims to heal, the way that it is deployed matters. A lot. Trying to get someone to lean into these things at the wrong time is like trying to get your grass to grow by driving a truck all over it.


I’m still sorry I missed that step with Christina. So, I’m going to take her cue and start here in the weeds of doubt. Before we dive in and start practicing and rewiring and finding hope and joy, let’s make sure that we know what kind of barriers we might encounter so we can navigate around them when we need to. The first barrier for me is always buy-in. Why should I care about these positive emotions precisely when I’m not feeling them? Let’s dig into the research for just a moment.


WHY JOY? WHY HOPE?


Positive psychology emerged in the 1990s with an aim to shift the focus of psychological research from solely studying mental illness and dysfunction to understanding human well-being and flourishing. What would happen if we investigated positive emotions rather than just pathology? In what way did character strength impact someone’s overall well-being? Where did qualities like grit and resilience come from, and how could they be reinforced and cultivated? How might we unravel someone’s patterns of fear and withdrawal?


With these questions in hand, researchers set off and conducted studies to examine the effects of positive emotions on overall well-being. Two key emotions came out of this research and became pillars of flourishing. If you can get and maintain these two things, you can conquer all. What are these two mainstays of psychological health, you ask? Gratitude and hope.


Gratitude—which is essentially the emotion that comes from imprinting joyful moments or experiences—emerged as a key emotion associated with various positive outcomes. Over and over again, studies revealed that simple practices like keeping gratitude journals, writing thank-you notes, and engaging in acts of kindness increased life satisfaction and reduced symptoms of depression and anxiety.


Researchers investigated the concept of hope and its impact on people’s lives. Studies examined how hope influences goal setting, motivation, coping with adversity, and overall psychological health. They found that individuals with higher levels of hope demonstrated greater resilience, goal attainment, and subjective well-being.


Building on these sparkling research findings, positive psychology honed evidence-based therapeutic interventions to promote these positive emotions of gratitude and hope. These interventions included gratitude exercises, goal-setting techniques, cognitive restructuring to foster positive thinking, and positive future visualization.


Are you rolling your eyes yet? I know.


As an interdisciplinary researcher whose job is specifically to think critically about the field of psychology in general, I must tell you candidly that I completely dismissed the subfield of positive psychology until recently. I thought it was a Pollyanna-ish nicety that came out of the ’90s and had really limited applications if you were facing actual distress, trauma, or dysfunction. But then I looked more deeply into the science.


I wanted to see whether any of these shiny, happy results were long-term, and whether they appeared across multiple studies, so I looked for longitudinal studies and meta-analyses. These studies follow individuals over extended periods and combine data from multiple studies to provide comprehensive analyses. When psychologists do this, they are looking to answer two questions: First, what are all these independent studies actually showing? And second, does the effect they are claiming have sustainability—are the patients truly getting better and staying better? What I found was that studies consistently—basically always—supported the positive effects of gratitude and hope on well-being, relationships, resilience, and personal growth.


And then came the neuroscience.


Neuroimaging research came about in the late 1990s, which made it possible for researchers to study brain activity noninvasively. They did this using functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI, which allows you to see blood flow and brain activity in real time. In the 2000s, neuroimaging studies began to emerge showing that positive emotion and well-being really were neurally connected—meaning that practicing things like daily gratitude exercises could actually change blood flow in the brain, regulating the nervous system from the top down, and in turn increasing overall happiness, contentment, and function.


Check this out. In one study, participants were divided into three groups, and all participants kept a journal for ten weeks. One group was instructed to write down things they were grateful for. The second group recorded daily hassles and irritations. The third group listed neutral events. Researchers found that participants in the gratitude group reported significantly higher levels of subjective well-being and life satisfaction compared to the other two groups. Not only that, but fMRI scans also revealed that the gratitude group showed greater activation in the medial prefrontal cortex, a brain region associated with reward processing and positive emotions. The takeaway here? Gratitude practice changes your mood on a neurobiological level by modulating blood flow and electrical activity in your brain.1


What about hope?


Glad you asked. In a study that aimed to examine the relationship between hope and mental health in older adults, participants were assessed for hope levels and then followed up over a four-year period to measure their mental health outcomes. The study found that higher levels of hope were associated with better mental health outcomes in older adults. Additionally, fMRI scans revealed that individuals with higher levels of hope exhibited greater activation in the prefrontal cortex and other brain regions associated with positive affect (i.e., all the parts that are responsible for the experience of pleasant emotions and mood) and cognitive control. Again, these findings suggest that hope involves cognitive and emotional processes that influence mental well-being.2


From a research perspective, the positive impact of gratitude and hope was getting harder and harder to roll my eyes at. But as a practitioner working with clients facing trauma, and as an individual working through my own trauma, I was still solidly on the fence. Hope and gratitude can feel absurdly, impossibly hard to reach when the foundation of the world has just shattered underneath your feet.


Gratitude? For what? After trauma, the world feels uninhabitable, and the only emotion that feels accessible is the panic that rips through your body as if someone jammed a grenade in your mouth and pulled the pin. Hope for the future? Try glancing into the once glimmering and expansive future that you used to be able to visualize so easily. In the midst of trauma, it is more than likely that you will be met with a howling and terrifying abyss. This is the puzzle, then—how do we get to joy and hope when we’re plummeting through the darkness?


SIX WAYS TRAUMA STEALS JOY


Let’s start by getting on the same page in terms of trauma. This is a word with a storied past and a confusing present. Each and every one of us arrives here with a set of default trauma responses. You’ve probably heard of these: fight, flight, and freeze (hang on, I’ll get to fawn in a second). These responses are thought to have evolved over time to keep us safe—they are emergency coping mechanisms that kick in if and only if we are sufficiently overwhelmed to need them.


Each of these responses does something different to help us out when we are in danger. Fight helps us kick and scream when our system has decided we’re facing an enemy that we can probably conquer. Flight helps us get the hell out of Dodge when our system has decided that we might not be able to fight, but we can get away. And freeze helps us disconnect from ourselves when we cannot fight and cannot get away.


A quick note on fawn and other f words that get added to the list: you can develop more sophisticated trauma responses based on experience and conditioning. Fawn is one of these. It is a very real trauma response whereby an abused person learns how to calm and coddle their abuser to avoid further (or worse) abuse. Since fawn involves learning—how to anticipate the moods of an abuser, how to calm them down—I do not include it in the group of default trauma responses that we share with babies and lizards. Why? It’s important to distinguish the default responses from the ones that we learn, because if we lump them all together, we run the risk of missing important information. For example, if I show up as an adult who fawns, and we know that I didn’t show up on earth with that response as a part of my default wiring, that means I learned that somewhere. Where I learned it and how can be crucial pieces of information that I need in order to process and heal.


It’s critical to understand that each of these responses gets chosen for us by our nervous systems and in milliseconds. When we are sufficiently overwhelmed and potentially in danger, our rational mind does not choose what comes next; our nervous system does.


One crucial little piece we need to understand here is that when the trauma responses are going off in the brain and body, other things are necessarily shut down to preserve energy. Chief among the things that are shut down are the parts of the brain we use to rationally think through things and create organized and accessible memories (the prefrontal cortex and the hippocampus). The result is that post trauma, we end up with fragmented memories that can give way to all sorts of symptoms. Trauma is primarily a disease of memory.


Alright. So what kinds of things set off the trauma response? What kinds of things are traumatic? Well, we know that we’ve evolved to have these emergency coping mechanisms. And we have also evolved to love a list, so it’s only natural that we are tempted to create a list of potentially traumatic experiences. “Look!” we say. “Here is the comprehensive list of all the things that can be traumatic! Now we can simply avoid them.” Not so fast—there are a couple of problems with this method. First of all, lists are something that the mind makes; decisions about threat are something that the body makes. There are bound to be mistakes when we set out to ignore the wisdom of the body. Second, and related, literally anything can be traumatic given the right set of circumstances. What would be much more helpful is to base our definition of trauma in how an event takes hold of the nervous system rather than what the event is.


In light of that, here’s the definition I use. Anytime you are exposed to something that is overwhelming enough to cause the emergency systems (fight, flight, and freeze) to kick into gear, you’ve been exposed to something traumatic. What seems to decide whether that trauma will wedge itself into your psyche and soul is whether you’ve got a supportive person (or several) that can help you process what was too overwhelming to process in the moment. I call that a relational home.


Let’s recap the three things we’ve covered so far. First, default trauma responses (fight, flight, freeze) are hardwired. Second, when these responses kick in, it means we have been exposed to trauma, full stop. Doesn’t matter if the exposure is coming from sexual assault or being humiliated by your boss. Third, to prevent traumatic exposure from turning into lasting trauma, and in order to heal lasting trauma, we need a relational home.


What does this have to do with joy and hope? Let’s zoom out just a bit and think about how repetitive exposure to trauma can shape a developing human. In addition to arriving on earth with trauma responses, and loving lists, humans are also miraculously adaptive. We are shaped and conditioned by all our experiences. Our brains and bodies imprint what we go through and organize our memories so that we can navigate the world more safely. The more I remember, the more likely I am to stay alive.


We are perhaps never as malleable as we are when we are most vulnerable—from ages zero to eighteen. During this time, the developing brain absorbs experiences and shapes its neural pathways accordingly, rapidly forming connections based on the environment and interactions. This changes the way that we understand and engage with the world. Think about a child who finds out that if she learns how to read, she will get gold stars in school (OK, it’s me). Whenever I get a gold star, my brain releases a quick little blast of dopamine, which is a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and reward. The more I repeat this, the stronger the neural connections become between reading and positive feelings. My gold-star-starved little brain starts associating reading with reward, and over time I develop a love for reading. Put another way: What do I learn? Reading equals warm, fuzzy feeling. What do I do? Keep reading. (Even without the gold stars, which I regret to tell you I haven’t gotten in a very long time.)


The malleability of the brain is crucial for learning and development, but it doesn’t just imprint the gold stars and positive learning experiences. To ensure that we survive, it prioritizes negative lessons of fear and danger. This is called fear conditioning, which is a form of associative learning where a neutral stimulus becomes quickly associated with a frightening event, leading to an automatic and intense fear response. Fear conditioning plays a major role in mapping the developing brain. If you forget about gold stars, you might read less, but if you forget that bears are not friendly even though they are fuzzy, you might make a fatal mistake. This prioritizing of negative experiences is protective by design, but it can have profound and lasting impacts.


Think about a child who is frequently scolded or punished harshly for making small mistakes or expressing emotions. Each time that child is punished, the fear center of the brain (the amygdala) lights up and sends messages to the memory center (the hippocampus) that tell us we’d better encode these experiences as dangerous so we can make sure to avoid them in the future. In addition to that, since the brain is still in early development, it doesn’t have a lot of capacity to modulate emotions. (Have you ever witnessed a toddler spontaneously regulating themselves out of a tantrum? Me neither.) The only other available way to cope is to avoid them. What does that child learn? Making mistakes and expressing emotions equals all kinds of trouble. What does that child do? Avoid situations where they might make a mistake or show an inconvenient emotion. If we’re not careful, we can get a whole life built on a pattern of fear and withdrawal.


What’s critical to understand is that this pattern of avoidance doesn’t limit itself to negative experiences. Over time, our nervous system can come to treat even positive emotions—like hope and joy—with the same caution. These emotions, though we might cognitively understand that they are good, may start to feel risky if we’ve learned that reaching for something bright often comes with a sting. Although hope and joy are positive emotions, this does not mean that the way we feel about them is always positive. If we have trauma in our background, we can respond to hope and joy as if they are dangerous. Taking Christina’s cue, I want to normalize this and help us to understand why positive emotions can be so difficult.


Hope and joy can both trigger intense opposition, especially for folks who have a history of trauma. It’s critical to understand that this opposition is not a flaw in the system; it’s an attempt at adaptation. When we have traumatic experiences, our brains and bodies learn to brace against the world as a way to protect us. This completely makes sense. In fact, it’s genius. How else would you learn to avoid a hot stove, poisonous mushrooms, or unemployed musicians with motorcycles? But sometimes our systems get too protective. Like a well-meaning but overprotective parent, sometimes this bracing can backfire and end up protecting us from the wrong things.


There are (at least) six reasons—yes, here come the thieves—that you might be wary of these fraternal twin emotions of hope and joy. Let’s sketch these out in some detail so we can learn to notice when they show up. As I mentioned in the preface, they’re organized into three categories: joy resistance, joy fear, and joy shame.


Joy Resistance


#1. Hypervigilance


People who have experienced trauma often live in a state of hypervigilance, where they are constantly on alert for potential threat. This might look like not being able to sleep at night and walking the perimeter of the house as if it’s a battle zone, or feeling like you have to manage the emotional response of everyone in any room that you are in, or feeling like you might crawl out of your skin if you must sit with your back to an open restaurant. Positive emotions like joy or hope lower this state of alertness, which can lead to a sense of vulnerability. When you are experiencing a trauma trigger or dealing with trauma chronically, the fear center in your brain is like a sniper—laser focused and never sleeping. That sniper needs to stay alert, alive. Hope and joy? These are not simply a luxury; they are fatal distractions. So, avoiding positive emotions can be a way to maintain your sense of safety.


#2. Emotional Numbing


When we haven’t fully processed the emotions from past traumas, we tend to suppress or avoid all emotions over time because it protects us from becoming overwhelmed. We numb in various ways—we might avoid music or movies that will make us feel something, or chronically reach for distractions to get us through the day, or lean on substances like drugs and alcohol to block out intense feelings and experiences. It’s important to understand that when we do this, we often do so compulsively—out of desperation. We don’t wake up in the morning and think, “I’d like to feel numb today!” Something in our subconscious pulls an emergency lever so we can continue to function. The thing is, our brains are not great at selective numbing because that isn’t very efficient. So, if we are numbing anything, we end up numbing everything. This can help protect us against anxiety and terror but will also result in a reduced ability to experience joy or feel hope for the future.


Joy Fear


#3. Fear of Loss


If you have experienced trauma, you are acutely attuned to the precarity of happiness. It may be here now, but it could all disappear and be replaced by tragedy in an instant, in a nanosecond. You know that because you’ve lived it. You’ve sat there in shock, eyes as wide as Saturn’s rings. And then you’ve had to wrestle not only with the loss, but with the fact that you didn’t see it coming. You were left humiliated because you got lulled into thinking that things would be OK this time. Never again. No way. I can’t predict what’s going to happen to me, but I can avoid looking like a total sucker. Fear of loss can be a six-mile-high wall sitting between you and positive emotions.


#4. Conditioning


Ever since 1920, when Dr. John Watson made Little Albert afraid of a harmless white rat by pairing the appearance of the rat with an upsetting loud noise, researchers have been fascinated with how quickly fear can be conditioned in the brain. We now know that when fear gets tied to a stimulus, it’s an especially strong tie—titanium strong. If you have had positive emotions in a situation that quickly turned traumatic, you might have unconsciously paired fear with those positive emotions. To your brain, joy is Little Albert’s white rat—something you used to love that now makes you quiver in fear.



Joy Shame


#5. Guilt


Survivors of trauma can feel guilt for experiencing joy for many reasons. The emotions can feel ill-fitting and inappropriate given the circumstances. Almost like showing up to a party in full costume only to find out it wasn’t a costume party after all. How can you reconcile laughing at a sitcom just days after your friend dies of brain cancer at thirty-four? How can you feel joy at getting your dream job if your city has just been through a terrorist attack? These feelings can seem inappropriate, unfair, taboo. Guilt steals positive emotions from us. It tricks us into thinking that the only way we can restore justice is if we continue to feel bad.


#6. Shame


Shame is like the emperor of these thieves, the final boss. As you probably know all too well, trauma can profoundly impact your sense of self-worth. After trauma, many people internalize the belief that they are fundamentally damaged, broken, and unworthy. Though it may sound counterintuitive, it is often easier to get our heads around the idea that the terrible thing that happened is all our fault than it is to admit that the world can be terrifying. “There must be something wrong with me” gives you the locus of control and the belief that if you can figure out the wrong thing about you and fix it, you will be protected from future pain. The side effect is that this line of thinking can make positive emotions feel like something you don’t deserve even if they are standing right there in front of you, purring and batting their eyelashes.


We’ll get to know each of these thieves and learn how to banish them throughout the course of this book. For now, I want to validate the opposition: There is nothing wrong with you if you avoid or sabotage joy. You are not dark or bad or broken. In fact, know that if you find yourself avoiding joy, there are at least six possible reasons that you would do that. Six reasons that are grounded in your very real past. Six reasons that make a whole lot of sense.


I started with Christina to give you an idea of what barriers might get in our way. Now, I want to share a joy success story, so we know what life looks like at the summit. You want to know what the view looks like before you get to it so you can make sure it’s photogenic and worth all the sweat, right? I can promise you until I’m blue in the face that it is this time, but maybe it’s just better to give you a glimpse of your own.


JOY IN THE PSYCH WARD


I love working with Lena. She is engaged, curious, totally connected, and trusting. She’s willing to look at difficult things, knows to pause, and doesn’t hold back any important details. She’s not testing me or wasting time. We are in it from the first thirty seconds to the fifty-minute mark every session. Which is good because she has a lot of shit to figure out.


Each week we had been gently exploring the end of her marriage. We discussed the ways in which her partnership was not fulfilling, ways in which her husband had perhaps been taking advantage of Lena’s willingness, ways in which she was being emotionally abused. These are delicate topics that no one wants to talk about—especially when the subjects are in their actual lives and not in a TV show or movie. But Lena was committed to the climb. Realizing with each step that what was going on was not acceptable. Thinking about ways that she could pick up the next stone in the path and start heading in a different direction. We talked often and gently about joy and hope. About how her relationship had conditioned her into fearing love, how trauma was tricking her into thinking she was not capable or deserving of a healthy relationship. We were getting to know which thieves were standing in between her and happiness and learning how to outsmart them.


It is also worth noting that Lena is very tethered to reality. She’s reflective and aware of herself, her emotions, and what’s happening. Not once in my years of working with her did I worry about delusion or psychosis. This will make sense shortly. When she comes in for our session that Friday, she looks fired up, ready to go.


“Boy, do I have a story for you,” she starts.


“Uh oh…” I say, trying quickly to parse her facial expression. She is sitting a little straighter than usual, and she looks pale, like she has seen a ghost.


“Well, let’s see. To start, I spent seventy-two hours in the psych ward this week.”


“Wait. What?” I immediately start doing psychological calculus in my head. Had I missed something big? I flash back to our previous session, which had been only a week ago. It had been tough, but not terribly intense. We had laughed a little, even. What did I miss? She told me about the plans she had with her daughters that weekend. We talked about movies they were going to see. What on earth had happened in the space of less than seven days that landed Lena in a psych ward?


It turns out that in a draconian move of epic proportions, her soon-to-be ex-husband had her committed on false pretenses. In most states, an individual can be detained for mental health evaluation if they are deemed a danger to themselves or others, or if they are gravely disabled due to a mental disorder. During the hold, mental health professionals assess the person’s condition to determine if further treatment or hospitalization is needed. After seventy-two hours, the individual must either be released, agree to voluntary treatment, or be placed under a longer hold with court approval. Lena was not at all a danger to herself or others, nor was she gravely disabled due to her mental health—but her ex-husband had claimed that she was. You likely already know this, but the psych ward is not, like, a pleasant place to be in. If you’re there against your will, you will naturally want to spend every waking minute explaining to the doctors and nurses that this has all been a big mistake—that you really don’t need to be there. The problem is that’s exactly what someone would say who did need to be there. So, you have to show them that it’s a mistake. You have to show them that you are tethered to reality all while feeling trapped, like a beetle under a bell jar.


The first step? Accept it. You are here for seventy-two hours. That part is mandatory. This is a good place to say that though these forced stays sound terrible, they exist for a reason. They can be stabilizing and lifesaving for both the people admitted and those around them. But that was not the case for Lena. She was stable and not a danger to herself or others in any way. She was there and knew that she didn’t need to be. Really quickly, she had to accept that this temporary stay was simply not going to end at twenty-four or even thirty-six hours. And then? She immediately turned to joy.


Yes, she was in the psych ward, and there was a beautiful cherry tree outside that she could look at.


Yes, she was in the psych ward, and there were mystery books that she could read all day long. She hadn’t had a chance to read fiction in forever.


Yes, she was in the psych ward, and she could spend these few days teaching the other people in the ward about joy.


Yes, the cave, and yes, the stalactites and stalagmites.


Yes, the darkness, and yes, the light.


Wait. Did you see that part about Lena teaching the other patients about joy? That’s exactly what she did. She used her seventy-two hours in the psych ward to teach twenty-four other people how to notice joy in the deepest of darks, how to find hope for a life that has no future. She used a practice that I taught her called tiny little joys. It’s a very simple exercise where you try and notice small, joyful things that exist amid everything else in your life. It’s a gloomy day as I’m writing this, for example, and I’ve got a perfect Americano sitting to the right of my laptop. The more you make yourself do this, the more joys you notice. In other words, you start to train your worldview to notice and imprint tiny little joys. Even in the shittiest times. It’s a simple tool, and Lena explained it to anyone in the ward who would listen.


Your next question will be this: How did that go?


Lena’s new friends grasped the tools she gave them immediately. They started shouting to each other about little joys when they found them.


“I LOVE THIS BLANKET!”


“JUDGE MATHIS IS ON!”


“LOOK AT THE SUNSET!”


“I FINISHED THIS BOOK AGAIN!”


When her time was up, Lena gave several of the other patients her cell phone number. A few months later, she had whoever was available to her house for Sunday dinner. They laughed and talked joy and Judge Mathis and had a great time. Three years later, she still gets daily joy texts from some of them.


Here’s the takeaway: Yes, joy and hope might seem impossible to reach, and even harder to hold onto. Yes, you might have resistance. Your first thought when you picked up this book might have been pretty similar to Christina’s. Joy? Seriously? How about you go fuck yourself. Yes, you might be afraid. Ashamed. And I promise you that these fraternal twins of brain rewiring are available to you, if you are open to them. I promise you that they will change your life.


If Lena and her buddies at the psych ward can do it, so can we.



QUICK HOPE AND JOY AUDIT


Let’s take a moment and assess where you are exactly on the joy/hope spectrum. Many times, we have a visceral opinion—an intense reaction when we hear a word or phrase—but haven’t unpacked that opinion to see what’s there. When we do, we can get a whole lot of information about what barriers might come up for us.


One of the very best ways to figure out how we feel about something right now is to free write. This is when you use a prompt, set a timer, put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard), and write without pause until the timer goes off. The goal here isn’t to write something coherent, to think through what you are going to write for an hour, or to write for someone else’s eyes. The goal is to connect to the subterranean part of your brain and let it tell you what it thinks.




Step 1) Set a timer for four minutes.


Step 2) Read aloud the word “joy.”


Step 3) Write anything that comes to mind until the timer goes off.


Step 4) Repeat steps 1–3 for the word “hope.”


Step 5) Step away for a little while and then read back what you’ve written. Take note of what surprises you. Did specific memories come up? Song lyrics? Poems that you had to memorize in ninth grade? What emotions were sparked? Excitement? Anger? Boredom? None of this is to be judged, just noticed. Save this piece of paper to revisit when you’re done with this book. You can repeat this exercise, then do a side-by-side comparison. How have your ideas about these emotions changed?




SCALING DOWN JOY—TINY LITTLE JOYS


There are two critical ways in which we get joy very, very wrong. First, we assume that in order to have any efficacy, joy has to be equal in size to the pain we have experienced. Have a terrible day? You need a day like Ferris Bueller’s day off to bump out the dent it caused in your psyche. Second, we assume that the purpose of joy is to counter pain. That if it is real, authentic, bona fide joy, it will reverse the pain. Tip the seesaw to the other side. Neither of these is true, and I have much—much—more to say about that, but for now just know these two things:




• joy does not have to be equal in size to pain in order to count, and


• joy does not have to counter or solve the pain; it can just sit right there beside it.




In fact, I’ll show you. Grab a piece of paper.




Step 1) Compost pile—On the bottom right side of the paper, draw a medium-size box and label it “Compost.” Then, inside the box, make a compost list. Write down every crappy thing that you are currently dealing with. It’s Monday. Your office is cold. You have to go to the grocery store on the way home. You’re still struggling with anxiety. You’re in the middle of a divorce. You hate your haircut.


Step 2) Look for tiny little joys (TLJs)—Right now, look around you and find a handful of little things that give you a burst of happiness. These can be really small. It might be the feeling of your toes wiggling in your favorite socks, the postcard you have from a friend tacked up on the wall behind your desk, the shameless club banger playing from your playlist. It could be the way that the sun is streaming through the window right now and shining directly on your AT&T bill, the text you just got from your crush, or the fact that you’re about to make your favorite dinner. Each time you discover one, start at the top of your page and write it down on your piece of paper.


Step 3) Imprint them—Now that you’ve got a list of current TLJs (three will do!), sit with them for a moment. Take ten to twenty seconds and think about them. Savor them. Close your eyes if you want. As you think about that little list of TLJs, notice what’s happening in your body. Where is the joy taking hold? What is it doing? You might notice a release of tension, a soft, relaxed feeling in your face, warmth, goosebumps. Anything you notice, just feel into it, and try to extend the feeling for a half a second longer.
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