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viDedication


To Mike, Lucas, and Luna—our newest family member—who reminds us every day that sometimes happiness is as simple as taking a walk, shaking it off, and coming home.





1Introduction


When my husband and I first brought our newborn son home from the hospital, I remember feeling awe and gratitude as I stared at his quizzical, otherworldly face. The unconditional love flooding my body as I sat in an armchair and rocked him was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Who knows? I thought. This feeling could make everything easier. Maybe I’ll be able to manage stressful situations better. More than anything else, though, I hoped the feeling would last.


By the time our son arrived, I’d already read a lot of psychology books. I’d done personal growth work that included individual and couples therapy as well as family therapy sessions with my mom. I’d even learned about family systems theory and attachment research at New York University, 2graduated with a master’s degree in counseling, and become a relationship therapist. The different frameworks I’d studied offered a way of understanding the impact families have on our wellbeing, and how we relate to ourselves and the world around us. The classes I’d taken had confirmed what I knew from personal experience: family life is complicated.


But that night, as endorphins coursed through me, a cascade of future happy moments filled my mind. I pictured my husband and me encouraging our son to take his first steps. I saw us helping him build a sandcastle. I imagined what it would feel like to jog beside him as he rode his first big-boy bike. We’d eat drippy ice-cream cones together by swimming pools on hot summer days. We’d pose for pictures in front of the Eiffel Tower, the Flatiron Building, and the Sydney Opera House. There’d be new friends and old friends, toothless smiles and visits from tooth fairies, amusement park rides in middle school, selfies on prom night.


Of course, I knew families also make us miserable. As a kid, living with my mom, dad, and older brother, I’d felt like a lone wolf trapped in a 3cage with other lone wolves. All of us stayed out of each other’s way (unless we were eating a meal or doing something else that required us to spend time together). Looking back now, I see that we all longed to connect. But whenever we tried, hurt feelings followed. My mother would disappear into her work and friendships. My brother would shut down and go to his room. My father would seethe and eventually lash out at someone. My way of coping was to make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible while dreaming about the day I’d finally grow up and escape.


Eventually, I did grow up and escape my family. I chose a college in a different country, which minimized how often I returned home. The problem was, without consciously being aware of what I was doing, I carried my beliefs about family life into every new relationship I had. One of those beliefs was that the first and most important step when it comes to achieving family happiness is avoiding unhappiness in all its different forms, at all costs.


Of course, avoiding unhappiness doesn’t work. Over the years, I’ve learned that, at best, families help 4us feel safe and understood—but, even then, they don’t bring consistent happiness. Because children grow up and parents grow older, the power dynamics in families are always shifting. Relationships change. Aging parents become dependent on adult children, who then have the surreal experience of parenting their own parents. What families can do is provide us with an ecosystem that helps us develop and grow. Any vibrant ecosystem contains tensions, storms, and dry spells. Ecosystems are made up of networks of interdependent, sensitive, living organisms. Families—and ecosystems—are incubators. They supercharge growth. And the thing about growth is that it’s usually uncomfortable. Even when it’s necessary, it doesn’t feel particularly good. Growth usually involves a whole lot of unhappy moments.


We all carry painful memories of unhappy moments we experienced growing up in our families. Unlike many of our bonds with acquaintances, friends, and work colleagues, connection with family runs deep. You sense, take in, and attune to the people in your immediate family, as they do to you. Your parents’, siblings’, or child’s mood 5can be a toxin or a form of nourishment. Family relationships bring out the best and worst in us in ways other relationships don’t. If our unhappy memories of family life were packed into a secret family photo album, we’d try to hide or destroy it. We wouldn’t want anyone—including ourselves—reminding us of what it contained.


Over the years, I’ve developed a begrudging appreciation for the growth potential that lies at the heart of our unhappy moments. When we’re able to meet unhappiness and discomfort with curiosity, awareness, and support, it expands our humanity. More than anything else, unhappiness is a wake-up call in relationships. It says, Pay attention. It asks, Will you remain present for this and see what might need to change? I’m not suggesting that trauma, cruelty, and neglect don’t happen in families. They do. Pain can overwhelm our nervous systems when there’s a great deal of unrelenting stress in a family. When this happens, it may be necessary to seek help from a trusted mental health professional. But, at the same time, some pain is inevitable and unavoidable, even in families experiencing moderate amounts of stress. Author and 6mathematical statistician Nassim Nicholas Taleb says that hardships aren’t just inevitable, they’re an essential ingredient in our growth. Unhappiness, losses, stress, painful events, and failures help us develop antifragility, a form of resilience we need—not just to survive, but to thrive. If we regularly ignore the messy, hard, unhappy, and shameful moments of family life, then we also ignore opportunities to wake up and learn. We ignore the invitation to grow.


Although unhappy moments are challenging, they’re also precious, because they nudge us to create a better future. If you’re holding this journal, I suspect you’re someone who’s open to being nudged, and willing to make small changes for a good cause. Maybe it was even an unhappy moment in your family life that led you to this book. So how do we make small changes that will influence our family’s ecosystem? What small actions have the biggest impact? What interpersonal skills will help us become more connected, loving, patient, and tolerant? What actions can our six-, seven-, and eight-year-olds—and even our preteen and teenage kids—practice to enjoy family 7life more? And what can parents do to model the kinds of behaviors they want to see in their children more often? This journal offers answers to these and other questions, and plenty of opportunities to practice new skills.
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Seven years after that first night home with our son, I left my job at Bellevue Hospital. I’d been providing group, individual, and couples therapy to New York City residents suffering from mental health issues after the 9/11 attacks. Living in our cramped apartment had become untenable, and we finally made the move to Virginia. My husband got transferred to a new position in the government organization he worked for. Our son said goodbye to his childhood friends as he entered second grade in an unfamiliar school. I opened a private therapy practice.


When people asked us, “Why would you give up city life for the suburbs?” we answered, “Fewer crowds, more trees.” We were convinced there’d be more ease and less stress in a peaceful, suburban 8town. And we were tired of sleeping in a bedroom the size of a walk-in closet.


But, even after we moved, we found ourselves racing everywhere, just as we had in the city. We rushed to and from work, our son’s school, home, soccer games, grocery stores, and routine dentist and medical appointments. Yes, there were more trees and fewer people, but my husband and I still got impatient with each other. Our son still argued with us about brushing his teeth, taking baths, getting dressed in the morning, and a hundred other everyday things. In many ways, we were just as anxious as we’d been in New York. Sometimes, it was hard to remember why we’d chosen to pour so much of ourselves and our emotional and financial resources into the unpredictable group experience known as family life. Where was the effortless kinship and solidarity? Where was the happiness we’d been dreaming of since before our son was born? We did still have good times together, but then something would happen that ruined the easy, relaxed vibe. The more pressure we put on ourselves to be happy, the unhappier we felt.


9“I wish we’d never moved,” our son said one evening at dinner, pushing macaroni and cheese back and forth across his plate. “I want to go back to our old apartment in New York.”


My husband gave me his “we’re in trouble” look: one eyebrow raised, lips pursed.


I felt a chill creep through my stomach. Doesn’t he remember how little space we had in our old apartment, the crowded subways, the constant noise? He’s too young to see the bigger picture. Luckily, I had enough sense to take a breath and practice reflective listening, which involves paraphrasing what you’ve just heard someone tell you. This is a technique many therapists use with clients to stay focused on what’s just been said (you will learn more about reflective listening and how to use it with family members as you go through this journal).


“So you wish we’d never moved,” I said. “It sounds like you miss our old home.”


Our son started shredding a napkin. His eyes glistened.


“What did you like most about where we lived before?” I asked.


10“I liked our apartment,” he said, shrugging. “It was small. I always knew where you and Dad were. In this house, you don’t hear me calling you if you’re upstairs. It’s scary.”


My husband took a sip of water. “Makes sense. This house is bigger.”


“I wish we could shrink it to be the size of our old apartment,” our son sighed.


“That would be hard to do,” I said, resisting the impulse to say something about how our son would probably complain that this house was too small when he was a teenager. “But maybe there’s something Dad and I could do to help you feel less alone if we’re in another room.”


Our son put a fork of macaroni in his mouth and chewed, looking pensive.


“Wait, I know!” His face brightened. “What about a secret code? When I tap the wall”—he rapped his knuckles twice against the wooden table—“that means, ‘Do you hear me?’ Then you hit the wall to say something back.” He rapped his knuckles against the table four times to demonstrate. “That means, ‘Ten-four, we hear you loud and clear.’”


11“I like it,” my husband exclaimed, turning to me. “Do you think it could work?”


“I’m ready to test it out,” I said. “We may need some training.”


Our son leapt up from the table, ran upstairs, and began rapping his knuckles against the walls. We rapped our knuckles against the kitchen wall in response.


From that night on, we made a game of asking more questions at mealtimes. Who’s your favorite teacher? Why do you enjoy their class so much? If you could be any musician, who would you be and why? How would you describe a snowflake without using the words “cold” or “white”? Following our lead, our son began asking us more questions, too. Asking the right kinds of questions is a powerful practice. Questions help people strike a balance between closeness and distance. They show that you’re interested while allowing the listener to respond however they want. In and of themselves, questions communicate, “I’m curious, I care, and I want to know more about you.” They offer us a way to celebrate our differences while affirming that we’re on the same team. They provide a time-out 12from family hierarchies and level the playing field between older and younger generations. When we come to expect engaging conversations with family, it’s a lot easier to shut down our smartphones and spend quality time together.
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