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FOREWORD


I’ve spent years researching the science and psychology of how people can thrive and find happiness in meaning in the face of challenging emotional situations. Through several decades of research on human emotions, trauma, and well-being, I’ve seen firsthand that we can build emotional health. Post-traumatic growth is real.


No one goes through life without experiencing some form of emotional trauma—or multiple traumas. It can be a car accident, a sudden death in the family, loss of a job, social or peer rejection, a separation or divorce, balancing kids and work, or like a hurricane, flood, or pandemic. Emotional trauma is caused by an event that feels life-altering in some way. It’s any experience that overwhelms your thoughts, emotions, or body, making you fear for your life or the life of another. Your fight-or-flight system (the sympathetic nervous system) is activated. And once you live with post-traumatic stress, you have a hard time turning it off: sleep challenges, recurring memories of the trauma, anxiety, depression, and irritability all make for an unhealthy and debilitating existence.


I can think of no better person than Ashley to communicate the tools to work through emotional pain and grief. She and I met years ago when I was launching my book. I was drawn to her seemingly boundless positive energy. We bonded over open discussions on emotional traumas. For Ashley, it was her father dying from a heart attack right in front of her at the tender age of eleven. The grief and guilt she carried for years created incredible emotional pain inside of her, which she avoided by overworking and overdrinking. The stress and anxiety that built up inside of Ashley by avoiding her feelings, coupled with her debilitating diagnosis of Lyme disease and postpartum depression, literally brought her to her knees.


I have seen firsthand how Ashley’s commitment to a path of true healing through facing the mess inside has made her wiser, stronger, happier, and healthier. Her story will inspire you, and the expert advice she has gathered will give you techniques to find your own ability to heal from adversity.


Ashley’s superpower is connection. She is a connector of people and ideas, and this book is the ultimate result of that. She’s assembled wisdom and science on finding hope and healing from more than twenty experts in health, wellness, and nutrition—from an impressive list of people.


Ashley’s ability to curate the best techniques comes from her skills honed as a renowned publicist and former journalist. She possesses a journalist’s dedication to facts, a psychologist’s belief in the power of emotional healing, and a compassionate heart for others.


The practices you’ll find inside this book have been proven to help people survive, thrive, and grow in challenging emotional situations—practices such as showing compassion for yourself and others, spending time in nature, community service, and many others.


Life has a way of throwing things at us that turn our world upside down and our emotions into a messy state. Ashley gives you permission to authentically feel and heal, and her hand-selected tribe of experts will show you paths to renewed healing and hope.


—Emma Seppälä, Ph.D.


Lecturer at the Yale School of Management, Faculty Director of the Yale School of Management’s Women’s Leadership Program, Science Director of Stanford University’s Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, and author of The Happiness Track.
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INTRODUCTION


I see you, friend. I know those feelings when something isn’t going right, or maybe even terribly wrong.


Yet everyone expects you to be strong, not to crack, not to miss a beat. You hold it together on the outside, but inside you are hurting, feeling helpless, and losing hope you’ll ever feel better again.


Everyone is going to grapple in their life with some form of emotional messiness based on a traumatic event, whether it’s the painful death of a parent or loved one, the devastating end of a marriage, a debilitating health diagnosis, the loss of a job, or closure of a business. It’s just part of being a human being on this planet.


Collectively, we have recently experienced a global trauma in the form of a pandemic. Witnessing millions of deaths, experiencing a huge economic jolt, and living with severe curbs on social interaction has had a marked effect on people’s mental health. Numerous studies have shown up to 40 percent of people have suffered from anxiety and depression at various times due to the pandemic.


No matter how strong you think you are, life is just going to hand us things that make us feel anxious, sad, fearful, angry, or hopeless.


Your first reaction to these feelings may be like mine was—to try and push these messy critters back down inside to hold it together at work and at home. What I’ve learned over the years is that if I push these uncomfortable feelings and emotions back down inside me and ignore them, instead of truly feeling them and processing them, it will be at the cost of my health, livelihood, and well-being. I want you to know that it is okay not to have to buck up and try to be the strong one all the time. That it is okay to put your self-care first. These are the first steps to healing and owning your authentic power.


It may be hard to see at first, but having these confusing, dark, and even ugly emotions presents an extraordinary opportunity to search within, and to find the light and hope no matter how terrible, sad, and alone we may be feeling. I now see Lyme disease and postpartum depression as my greatest life lesson that jump-started the necessary work I needed to do to heal not just from this disease, but from the trauma that haunted my soul as a child.


As a publicist, I am fortunate and grateful to have access to many of the world’s leading and up and coming experts in mind, body, and spiritual health. They have been my clients, and have become my friends. I’ve learned so much from each of them over the years, and I wanted to share their gifts with you in this book. I find myself turning often to the tried-and-true coping mechanisms that you’ll find within these pages.


These incredible healers can help you, too, find the healing for your heart and reignite hope in your life. Of course, I understand that overcoming a serious trauma or debilitating emotions can also require the help of medical and psychological professionals, of which I am not. But I do know that the wisdom of the health and wellness experts found in these pages can help you lean into the power of hope, and discover the deepest and best parts of yourself, otherwise known as your authentic power.


I’d like you to consider a more conscious and mindful way to think about difficult experiences (which I often like to call “my mess”), and therefore, perhaps a greater capacity to process them and, in turn, anticipate and know that better things are to come. Getting to a place of hope requires deliberate actions, especially if you’ve experienced traumatic events and emotions.


My hope for you is that this book will inspire your journey to a healthier mind, body, and spirit, and to face the future with new hope and resilience.
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SECTION I
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THE EMOTIONAL TSUNAMI
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“EMBRACE THE GLORIOUS MESS THAT YOU ARE.”


—ELIZABETH GILBERT,
AUTHOR OF EAT, PRAY, LOVE








CHAPTER 1
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YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE STRONG


How many times in your life have you been told that you are “so strong”?


You lose your job during a pandemic and cobble together freelance work to make ends meet. You are so strong.


You lose a loved one to an illness and plan the funeral. You are so strong.


You’re a busy working mom of three kids juggling work and life with little time to care for yourself. You are so strong.


You’re battling cancer, going through chemo, spending your days vomiting, losing your hair, and losing the ability to recognize yourself in the mirror.


And yet. And yet, you are “so strong.”


My entire life, I’ve been told I am so strong.


I was so strong when I tried to save my dad’s life when I was eleven, as he was suffering from a heart attack that left blood to his heart 90 percent blocked.


I was so strong when I was diagnosed with postpartum depression after my third child and put in a part-time mental health facility.


I was so strong when I suffered from a debilitating mystery illness that left me unable to care for my family.


But let’s be honest. Did you feel strong despite people telling you how strong you were?


I didn’t. Yet I thought I needed to wear my “strong” cape because since I was eleven, I was told I needed to be strong.


For years, I put on the facade that I thought people wanted to see of me: one of strength, an army colonel’s daughter who attempted to save his life; and nearly twenty years later, a mother trying to do it all only to suffer from a mystery illness that nearly killed me. And to be perfectly honest, the mask of strength was what almost caused my demise, not the illness.


In my professional career of media relations and training, I often teach that “your mess is your masterpiece.” But why don’t we show it? Why don’t we own our mess? Why do we put on the mask of strength despite feeling the exact opposite?


A messy brew of anxiety, fear, and even depression has stuck with me since the traumatic event of my father’s death in childhood, as it has for my friend Lorilee Binstock. A survivor of childhood sexual abuse, Lorilee experienced multiple suicide attempts, and later, spent months in a treatment center away from her children and husband diving into holistic healing techniques to address her childhood trauma. She came out on the other side renewed, inspired, and healed. Now she hosts the wildly popular A Trauma Survivor Thriver’s Podcast and has launched a magazine titled Authentic Insider.


Lorilee introduced me to Dr. Dale DeNunzio, a therapist who specializes in techniques to heal trauma. He explains that events that become “too much” for us—too intense or too unmanageable—create feelings that overwhelm our nervous system, which makes it difficult to process them. “It is important to remember that having trauma does not mean that someone is unfixable, broken, or wrong. They are wounded. Trauma actually comes from the Greek word for wound. We all have been wounded in our lives.”


I lost my father to a sudden-death heart attack when I was eleven years old. My mother, my nine-year-old sister, Alexandra, and I were all home when it happened, and he died right before our eyes. It was a Sunday evening, and we had just finished watching a family movie, Jaws. My dad was especially tired that evening and went up to bed. I put my pajamas on and went to give him a kiss goodnight. “I love you, daddy,” I said as I kissed him on the cheek. “I love you, too, honey,” he replied. Those were the last words we ever spoke to each other.


Moments later, as my mom was tucking me into bed, we heard moaning coming from my parents’ room. My mom rushed to his side and started screaming, “Jimmy! Jimmy!” He was unresponsive. The moaning continued. For some reason, I had the sense to run down to my dad’s office where we kept the house phone, and dialed 911. My fingers fumbled over the numbers, and the first time I tried, I didn’t get through. I tried again. I continued to hear frantic screaming coming from my parents’ room, and, at that point, my sister, who was just nine years old, rushed to my mom’s side to help. I didn’t know it at the time, but my sister started administering CPR on my dad while my mom stood by her side in shock. My dad and sister had just happened to take a CPR class together a week prior at the insistence of my mother. I was trying to get help. I reached the 911 operator and tried to explain that my dad was in distress, and that he needed help. I gave them our address and they said they were on the way. I’m not sure if the operator suggested what to do next or if it was my own idea, but I ran out the door in my pajamas to get help. We lived in a four-house pipestem, so I immediately turned to my neighbors on the right and banged on their door. They answered (thankfully) moments later, and rushed to be with my mom and sister.


After that, it was a blur. An ambulance came. The paramedics pulled my sister off of my dad to take over CPR, and she ran and hid in a closet with our dog and cried. I was shuttled to another neighbor’s house with kids my age. We played ping-pong. My sister arrived, but not my mom. My aunt (my dad’s sister, who lived nearby) arrived at our house to be with my mom. The ambulance took my dad away. Kind neighbors reassured me he would be okay. And I felt like he would. I needed to see him, to hold him, to hug him, and be reassured that he was fine.


Not long after, my sister (who had been found in the closet by my aunt) and I piled in the back of my neighbor’s car, and we were driven to the hospital where my dad was taken. We continued to be reassured that dad was okay. After all, how could he not be? He was my hero! An army colonel, ranger, and decorated war veteran, there was no one stronger or more resilient than my dad. If anyone could make it through this, it was him.


We arrived to the hospital and were swept to a private room with comforting colors and lighting. That was odd. Why are we in this room? I thought. Neighbors and family members gathered around my sister and me to comfort us. But still, my mom and aunt were missing.


What was going on? “Where is Dad?” I kept asking out loud and wondering to myself. A few moments later, my mom and aunt entered the room, and my life would be forever changed.


“Ashley and Alexandra,” my mom said with quivering tears, “Daddy is in heaven.”


What? I thought. How? My hero, my play buddy, my favorite person in the entire world. Gone. Just like … that?


Shock hit my sister and me like the biggest tidal wave. I couldn’t grasp what was happening. I didn’t even cry at first. I was angry. I was abandoned. My mom, sister, and I embraced each other and then collectively wept. I remember the entire room—us, my aunt, family members, neighbors—we all wept in shock.


Nothing we could do (or that the paramedics could do) could have saved him. The autopsy report stated that 90 percent of his heart was blocked. Yet, for years I lived with guilt that I didn’t call 911 fast enough, that it was my fault that the medical help didn’t arrive soon enough to save him.
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DAILY AFFIRMATION




During the darkest days, when it’s difficult to find the light and hope, repeat this mantra to yourself: “This is only temporary; this is only temporary.”





I want to pause for a moment, dear reader, and tell you how hard it was for me to write the above account of my father’s death. Even 26 years later, at 38 years old, writing about the tragic and sudden loss of my father triggered me to tears. After I finished writing the above, I had to stop. I closed my laptop. I felt a sudden wave of grief wash over me and I began sobbing. I texted my husband and asked him to come home from work. I reached out to a dear friend and told her what just happened. I’m writing this to say and show you first, how far I’ve come in even being able to verbalize and share my trauma, and my feelings. Eleven-year-old Ashley did not do this. High school Ashley did not do this. College Ashley didn’t either. Nor did young mother Ashley. She did not talk about her grief, her trauma, and her loss.
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