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TO MIMI AND PAVIS












Introduction


From Crappy to Happy and Everything in Between







WHEN I WAS FIVE YEARS OLD, MY MOTHER ALWAYS TOLD ME


THAT HAPPINESS WAS THE KEY TO LIFE.


WHEN I WENT TO SCHOOL,


THEY ASKED ME WHAT I WANTED TO BE WHEN I GREW UP.


I WROTE DOWN “HAPPY.”


THEY TOLD ME I DIDN’T UNDERSTAND THE ASSIGNMENT,


AND I TOLD THEM THEY DIDN’T UNDERSTAND LIFE.


—ATTRIBUTED TO JOHN LENNON





F*ck you, 2020. You seriously kicked my ass. Not just a passing beating, but a full-blown, take-you-out, can’t-get-back-up, dear-God-someone-please-throw-the-white-towel-in-the-ring knockdown. When the clock struck midnight on December 31, silent tears coursed down my cheeks in gratitude that you were finally over.
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I’m aware that millions around the world felt the same way, as 2020 was a brutal moment of reckoning that spared few in its path. Although every story is unique, each shares a common thread of loss whether in productivity, experiences, financial security, employment, or loved ones. And that was the tip of the iceberg. Below the waterline was an endless depth of grief, uncertainty, and fear that buoyed its crippling effects well beyond the New Year.


So, there’s that.


I’ve experienced my fair share of personal and professional blessings, for which I’m grateful. But life can still throw a few ferocious curveballs that unexpectedly knock you on your ass and take your breath away, and 2020 was like a possessed pitching machine hurling fireballs that left many of us ducking for cover or staying down with our face in the dirt to avoid any more direct hits. Like literal roadkill.


Many people have experienced some sort of a “roadkill” moment at one time or another. Loss of a loved one. A breakup. A divorce. Loss of a job. Betrayal. Loneliness. Bullying. Assault. Loss of purpose. Addiction to alcohol, drugs, sex, pornography, gambling, food, etc. Loss of home. Bankruptcy. Sickness. Disease. The list could go on and on. Although the event may be different, the roadkill feeling in its aftermath is universal. Life just ran you over, and you’re struggling to get back up.


I try never to measure my losses against those of others; I know there are personal stories far worse than mine out there. As I tell my teenage daughters, run the race of life against only yourself. Plus, I find “comparative suffering” to be particularly toxic and minimizing. Thus, the woes herein are mine and mine alone, and 2020 was the perfect shitstorm in every aspect of my life that didn’t just knock the wind from my sails—it sank the entire ship. Rock bottom. Lowest of lows.


But that’s only part of my story. The best part of the story is what it took to get to the other side. It is said that rock bottom will teach you lessons that mountaintops never will. Rock bottom was my blessing. A defining moment, really. Rock bottom served as my springboard to grow, to learn, to thrive, to soar. Falling apart actually allowed everything to fall together in a new way—a better way. And those profound lessons serve as the inspiration and foundation for Happy AF.


This book is about my hike back up that mountain. Every strategy that I employed to catapult from rock bottom to loftier heights of happiness is outlined in these pages. And to be clear, these methods and means are backed by clinical data, not simply my humble opinion or arrogant proclamation (I have a lot of those, too, but that’s for another time—preferably over a bottle of wine).


Here’s the kicker: They’re simple strategies to be a better version of you, to be happier, to be awesome, even.


We all just want to be seen, to be understood, to know that we aren’t alone during our rock-bottom moment, whatever that may look like. I see you. I get you. You may feel like you’re falling apart. Let’s make sure you fall forward. Take this journey with me to get back to your mountaintop and find your happy.





ROADKILL AVALANCHE
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Sometimes it’s hard to pinpoint exactly when and where the decline started. I think of mine as a slow decay that gained ferocious momentum during the pandemic of 2020, kind of like an avalanche; any given factor, in and of itself, might not be a big deal, but taken all together, the drifts can prove catastrophic. It’s an insidious process, and “suddenly” you’re in chaos when, in reality, there’s nothing sudden about it.


My slide downhill started in the two years prior to 2020. One catalyst after another joined forces to become this demented chorus harmonizing the demise of my happiness—the kind of ominous soundtrack you’d hear in a low-budget slasher movie or Sharknado.


Let’s start with a brutal romantic breakup in which I allowed my confidence to be fair game for a manipulative, cheating narcissist. I was emotional target practice for someone with unerring and deadly aim. For seven years, no less.


This man was my first significant relationship after my divorce, and he swept me off my feet. This was before I ever heard the term “love bomb.” (If you’ve never heard of that concept, do yourself a favor and google it. You will thank me later!) The first night I met him, he admitted that he cheated on his wife, which led to his divorce. I thought, How refreshing and vulnerable to own your mistakes and to have grown from them. I should have realized he was merely telegraphing his punches, as this pattern also continued for most of our relationship.


This shiny new relationship was a welcome respite from the abject loneliness masquerading as a marriage that I had experienced with my ex. I relocated from Arizona to California (where the new boyfriend lived) with the undaunted, romantic optimism of J.Lo in pursuit of my happily ever after.


When we moved to California, my girls were six and seven years old, and I did not take uprooting them lightly. In retrospect, this was part of the reason that I stayed in the relationship far past its expiration date. I could not accept that I had overturned my life and that of my babies for a sham—a lie. To make matters worse, I had consuming guilt over filing for divorce from my previous marriage and not “sticking it out for the kids,” so I was determined to be committed to the next relationship and make it work. Ride or die. And it was indeed a slow death—of my heart, trust, and confidence. From this relationship, I learned sex addiction was indeed a real thing and not simply the banal excuse of philandering celebrities. To add insult to injury, gaslighting often occurs hand in hand with the behavior, so not only is your body compromised, but your mind is as well. You start to doubt your own reality when faced with constant lies. That part was worse than the physical infidelity itself. After countless months of counseling and group therapy, the only thing that remained was my eroded confidence and blistered self esteem.


After finally ending that relationship—determined to start fresh after my seven years of hard time served—I purchased a new home, a haven in which to heal from the toxicity I’d just escaped. I was resolved to make California work, despite our lackluster origin story.


A week after I closed on the house, I lost my job. New management, a different direction, blah, blah, blah. My safe haven turned into a financial albatross. Single mom with two teenage daughters, no income, and a pricey mortgage with ridiculous California taxes? The Golden State had fully lost its shine, and my happily ever after seemed to be a lost cause.


Yet that was still child’s play compared to what was to come.


As I was trying to reinvent myself personally and professionally in the early months of 2020, a new threat appeared on the horizon—one that many of us never saw coming, never even thought possible in today’s day and age. As a country, we all became intimately and horrifyingly familiar with the term “coronavirus”—and in April of 2020, I lost my beloved father to the disease.


One could argue it was fortuitous that my dad even lived to the ripe age of eighty, as many do not get that privilege. (There’s that comparative suffering crap again.) I get the circle of life. Yes, I was a daddy’s girl and adored my father, but I realize no one lives forever, and Father Time is keeping tabs. What crushed me was the way he passed. He died in the initial, frenzied stages of the pandemic—when questions far outweighed any answers, when we all felt like we were actors in some far-fetched pandemic movie. Hospitalized twice with the virus, my dad went weeks and weeks without seeing a loved one before he passed.


Given that he had Alzheimer’s, I imagine this period was even more confusing and terrifying for him. I tortured myself with this thought, seemingly helpless to do anything about it. I would imagine him alone and frightened, not understanding why his family was not there. What was he thinking? “Where is my wife? Why am I alone? Why is everyone wearing what appears to be hazmat suits? Why can’t I see anyone’s face?” The thought of him feeling abandoned, scared, and confused broke me.


As I lived across the country from my East Coast family, the telephone was my lifeline for getting health updates, which were extremely difficult to come by given the triage scenario in hospitals. It was chaos and confusion. Finally, the doctors told us that he was being released given his promising recovery. Relieved and grateful, for the first time in weeks I turned off my ringer and slept that night. I foolishly forgot that the virus was a master at evasion and could take multiple paths to wreak its fatalistic destruction. I woke up to seven missed calls. Instead of being released from the hospital, hospice was on its way instead. It was an emotional whiplash for which I wasn’t prepared. That call took me to my knees, and I pretty much stayed there for several months.


I was old enough to know death is a part of life. I’d just never imagined it would unfold this way. My father alone. No one holding his hand.


During that time, my mother was in isolation at an assisted living facility in New Jersey. Whereas my father had difficulty with his cognitive faculties, my mother struggles in the physical realm. A three-time cancer survivor with multiple sclerosis, she requires a wheelchair but is mentally sharper than most people half her age. She was my dad’s rock, and he adored her. Prior to my father’s hospitalization, my parents had only been separated by a locked door disguised as a bookcase in the Alzheimer’s wing, through which she could freely come and go. Now, a virus provided the ultimate and permanent barrier to their togetherness.


As the pandemic was in full swing, all residents at her facility had to take their meals alone in their rooms and were not allowed to receive visitors. My mother had to endure the loss of and grief for her husband of fifty-nine years in total isolation. I will never forget—ever—watching my mother’s face on Zoom for my father’s funeral. The pain and solitude. Typically, the community helps the bereaved to heal, enveloping them in its sympathetic embrace and providing a buffer during the mourning process. Not this time. My mother was alone in her pain. Not one comforting hug. I couldn’t wrap my mind around that either. It felt like Stephen King himself had penned the awful surrealism of this moment.


My mother, MiMa, requires special living arrangements to accommodate her electric chariot. After my father passed, I’d fantasize about how I could break her out of assisted Alcatraz and bring her across the country to stay with me. Unfortunately, the distance, as well as the physical configuration of my house—namely, the stairs—made that an impossibility, for which I felt such incredible guilt. In fact, grief and guilt were my constant bedfellows during this time—essentially the shittiest slumber party you could imagine.
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USE PAIN AS A STEPPING STONE, NOT A CAMP GROUND.


—ALAN COHEN





In retrospect, there’s no doubt that these tragedies were exacerbated by the pandemic’s isolating circumstances. I’d experienced loss, pain, and grief before, but I’d always managed to bounce back—often with the alacrity and impunity of a Teflon Don. This time, however, was different. Let’s be honest, simply living during the pandemic was and continues to be challenging at times. California embraced shutdowns and stay-at-home orders more readily than other areas. My children were schooling from home—not always with success, I might add. And given what happened to my father, I was tangoing a bit with an agoraphobic mindset. Even going to the grocery store seemed like throwing myself into an episode of Survivor during those early days.


You don’t realize how much you take for granted until it’s taken away. Simple joys like hugging, walking next to people, seeing people smile, eating out, and going to the movies, gym, church, library, or concerts were out the window. Even rites of passage were robbed of their glory, including graduations, weddings, birthdays, orientations, ceremonies, and holidays. Yes, we all did our best to improvise and compensate, but there was still a poignant nostalgia for what had been. I recall taking my daughter to her high school freshman orientation in August and lamenting her limited ability to socialize, meet new people, or even see people beyond their masks. Badass goddess that she is, she asserted, “It’s okay, Mom. Even with my mask, I’m really good at happy eyes.”


That comment took my breath away, not only for its sweet optimism but for the harsh realization that I had indeed lost my happy eyes. There was nary a twinkle to be found.


So, yes, whereas I had triumphed over adversity before, this little constellation of challenges took me down—hard. That gradual decline had gained momentum with no guardrails in sight. I lost my security. I lost my solo sobriety. I lost my happiness. I essentially lost myself.


There were a few gains as well. I gained, for example, a staggering income tax debt and took to bed when given the news. Not kidding. Pulled the covers over my head and everything. I also gained twenty pounds thanks to perimenopause, lazy thyroid, the sedentary lifestyle inherent to the pandemic, and plain ole depression. Note to future self: baking isn’t the wisest pastime during safer-at-home orders. I gained a rather disturbing chemical dependency, after finding that even the most diligently prescribed MAO inhibitors couldn’t breach the firewall of my anxiety and depression.


I was approaching rock bottom—a fact that was further underscored the day I realized I was walking around the house with my head down. I mean literally, not figuratively. Walking. With. My. F*cking. Head. Down. In the privacy of my own home. By myself.


This realization was a rude awakening. I couldn’t believe I’d let my circumstances defeat me in the way that they had. I know, I know, it’s winning the war that matters most and not any one battle, but it was still shocking. This wasn’t how I typically lived my life. I prided myself on taking the road less traveled, burning the ships, and choosing fire in the face of adversity.
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IF YOU’RE SEARCHING FOR THAT ONE PERSON WHO WILL CHANGE YOUR LIFE, TAKE A LOOK IN THE MIRROR.


—UNKNOWN





One day, I looked in the mirror and asked aloud, “Who are you?” I didn’t even recognize her. I’m not just talking about the extra twenty pounds, lusterless eyes, or unkempt, wiry eyebrows. I’m talking deep down. Inside. Fire-in-the-belly stuff, not belly-be-hanging-over-the-waistband stuff. Where’d she go? I mean, come on. Nobody puts Baby in the corner! And yet, I’d managed to not just put her in the corner but shove her into forced isolation in a super scary, dark, and dingy basement. WTF.


No, really. WTF.








CHOOSING FIRE
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I’ve always loved reading biographical stories of courage and bravery. Such great sources of inspiration, especially when in need of a motivational booyah. I’ve even used the phrase “burn the ships” as my can-do mantra when faced with obstacles—borrowed from Alexander the Great, undefeated in battle, considered one of the greatest conquerors of his time. His fabled strategy for winning one of his greatest battles was to do just that: burn down the ships. Literally. Upon reaching the impending battle’s shores, he ordered all their ships to be burnt down. Retreat and failure were simply not an option. He and his soldiers had to be 100 percent committed and fight like their lives depended on it, because they did. Talk about major cojones. I have long aspired to be like him.


Imagine if we took that scorched-earth, no-turning-back, your-life-depends-on-it approach to every obstacle we encountered with 100 percent commitment, 100 percent of the time, and never half-assing it. Oh, what a wonderful world it would be. I have embraced this philosophy throughout my life—sometimes not always by choice, to be honest.


In my early thirties (think idealistic ingénue with pre-child-bearing hips), I was part of a company startup in an industry riddled with not just five-hundred-pound gorillas but good ole boy five-hundred-pound gorillas. This, of course, was many years before any type of #MeToo empowerment or actual repercussions for discriminating, bullying, or just plain shitty behavior in the workplace. The stories I could tell—many in that network would be unemployable by today’s standards and professional guardrails.


These men didn’t take too kindly to a li’l gal, too big for her britches, trying to play in their schoolyard. In those early salad days, we were frugal by necessity. We ran lean and mean. For one of our first national trade shows, we had an itty-bitty booth simply displaying our products on clothed tables, with no fanfare or chichi effects and surrounded—swallowed really—by the huge trade show exhibits of the five-hundred-pound gorillas replete with stages, seating, and sound systems. It was quintessential David and Goliath, and the only slingshot I had in my possession was my voice.


So, risking a carnival barker persona, I stood on an egg crate without microphone or fanfare and began a motivational rahrah that rivaled Oprah Winfrey on the famous day she gave away 276 Pontiacs to her studio audience—“You get a car! You get a car!” In this case, it was our product. Who doesn’t love a freebie? We quickly became a gathering hotspot, and the crowd’s excited chants echoed throughout the trade show floor. I could only take stage once an hour, as I had to nurse cough drops and spray Chloraseptic down my throat in the interim to soothe my horribly abused vocal cords. I was vying against the loud music blaring from the neighboring sound systems. But I wasn’t about to let a little hoarseness and discomfort stop me.


The crowds grew larger and larger in anticipation of my giveaways—until, a few hours in, I was approached by the trade show general manager. I needed to stop my egg crate jubilees because all the magillas around me were complaining. “And they did pay significantly more for the space, blah, blah, blah. You understand, Beth, right? Great, thanks so much.” In other words, thanks for playing, but it’s time to cash out and let the big boys play.


Like clockwork, a very large crowd gathered at the top of the hour. Joining them now was the trade show GM and his staff, I guess to make sure I behaved. I didn’t know what to do as I took to my crate. My palms sweating and subdued in tone, I informed the crowd of the reprimand by management. I explained how we were upsetting the competition with our boisterous enthusiasm and had to cease and desist from our hour of power get-togethers. The crowd booed their outrage and dissent. I told them that I could either go gently into the night, not make any waves and be a good girl, or I could go out in a ball of fire, consequences be damned.


I paused, briefly looked down, and then fiercely raised my arms in a victory salute and shouted, “I choose fire!” Clearly, I lean toward the dramatic, but it was an inspired Eva Perón–like moment. As you can imagine, the crowd went bat-shit crazy, the rallying cries of which could be heard throughout the convention center. It. Was. Awesome.


Whether it was our indefatigable spirit, commitment to product quality, or both, that company took off. Fast-forward seven years, and I was now chief brand management officer, not only for our little engine that could—and did—but also for the two largest industry gorillas that had formerly been our competition.


My point? I had a history of burning the ships. In fact, I could credit most of my professional and personal triumphs to that mindset. So, what the hell had happened to me? Yes, 2020 had been ripe with heartbreak, but how had I let myself become its roadkill? This wasn’t a hill I was willing to die on. I couldn’t recognize the girl in the mirror, but she was still in there. Of that much, I was sure. It was time to get back on my feet. It was time to live again.


It was time to once again choose fire.








CAN YOU POINT ME TO THE HAPPINESS AISLE?


[image: ]




Given my liberal arts studies, I was familiar with the law of polarity. I started googling what could potentially be the opposite of clinical depression. I mean, I had to find out. I wanted to go there because I just knew here sucked. I was determined to do whatever it took, whatever was recommended, whatever worked to move the needle from rock bottom to mountaintop.


One of the first hits to my frantic search was the term “chronic happiness.” Again, WTF. I had a degree in psychology and yet never heard of such a far-fetched quixotic notion. Was that a thing? Was there a psychological paradise lost from which I’d banished myself? I started reading, googling, reading, googling. I was like a possessed Alice going down the keyboard rabbit hole in pursuit of my own wonderland—shopping for happiness.
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WHEN YOU HAVE EXHAUSTED ALL POSSIBILITIES, REMEMBER THIS—YOU HAVEN’T.


—THOMAS EDISON





Many references to chronic happiness are about being happy despite some sort of condition—a chronic illness, aging, etc. That wasn’t the context I was seeking. I wasn’t interested in finding happiness in response to something challenging; my original quest had morphed into something bigger than the moment. I wanted to peel back the onion even further and transcend circumstance. I was interested in happiness just for the sake of happiness, in its purest form.


I love, love, love the smell of babies. I know I’m not the only one—but I’m obsessed. When my girls were tiny, I loved to inhale my little swaddled burritos of joy. They were so pure, so unsullied by anything. If purity had a fragrance, it would be that of a newborn. Maybe that’s why I always wore Love’s Baby Soft perfume as a young teen, so that I could exude that baby-fresh scent for as long as possible. I was interested in that type of happiness. Pure. Unadulterated. A baby-soft kind of bliss.


And I wanted to know, once I’d grabbed hold of that happiness, how I could encourage it to grow. If my depression could grow to Incredible Hulk–like proportions, surely I could do the same with my happiness—and do so with intention. I’m talking committing, 100 percent, to the practice of being happy AF.


I needed to fast-track this road to redemption for many reasons: to be the best mother and role model for my daughters; to love myself as much as I loved them; to be about others; to fit into my jeans; to once again dance in my kitchen.


It was time to get at it, 2020 be damned.








POSITIVELY PSYCHO TO POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY
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Much of historical psychology is rooted in disease, pathology, and treatment, often through a negative lens. As such, there is a plethora of naysayers, scholars, and research studies that eschew a deliberate pursuit of happiness. According to these researchers, happiness is largely determined by genetics, circumstance, or, even worse, chance. Too bad, so sad, right?


We then have the opposite faction, firmly grounded in fairy dust and drinking a bit too much from the woo-woo fountain: “Believe, and it will be.” I wish I could insert my favorite eye-roll emoji here as that little guy can emanate more disdain than the most cutting prose. Clearly, my analytical nature can’t take this Fisher-Price type of happiness theory either; I’m more of a moderate.


This is what I do believe: Nothing is possible without faith.


My ex-husband, baby daddy, and purveyor of a new wife I like even better than him has a favorite Bible verse that he has ingrained in those around him: “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” I love that. For me, it’s not merely statistical data but also the substance of things not seen—the possibility of yet—that guides my happiness journey. A balance of science and belief. Make no mistake, any strategy suggested herein is grounded in research, but don’t discount the power of your beliefs. As the saying goes, “Whether you think you can or think you can’t, you’re right.” I would encourage you to “be right” about things that serve you. If you believe that intentional practices will help your happiness flex, then you’re already halfway there.
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EVERY EXPERIENCE, NO MATTER HOW BAD IT SEEMS, HOLDS WITHIN IT A BLESSING OF SOME KIND. THE GOAL IS TO FIND IT.


—UNKNOWN





Thankfully, there was a welcome perspective shift in the late 1990s when positive psychology was introduced into the professional vernacular. [1] This school of thought encourages a focus on flourishing human function and not simply the treatment of pathology: to improve and not just repair, making good even better in pursuit of our best life. A slew of studies emerged from this psychological theory that offers hope and statistical support that happiness isn’t merely random or predetermined. Seek and you shall find, right? Hallelujah! Suddenly, optimal human functioning was given a seat at the table.


What you focus on grows. Since my quest was about being happy AF, I decided I would play exclusively in the schoolyard of optimism and possibility. I drank from the fire hydrant of positive psychology and voraciously read articles, research papers, and books on the topic. Much of it was stuff I already knew—but I desperately needed a refresher course. A grief/depression/anxiety spiral can do that to you. It can make you forget everything you know to be true. I needed to remind myself that I was a queen and to straighten my f*cking crown.


For me, happy was now a verb, and I was going to verb the shit out of it. But there would be no crystal-froufrou ideology for me; I needed my happiness pursuit to be grounded in data and science. Luckily, modern positive psychology has produced compelling research on the efficacy of happiness pursuits, and I immersed myself in this work. Researchers determined that three primary factors affect chronic happiness levels, and only 10 percent of happiness is determined by external circumstances. [2] Genetics (50 percent) and intentional activities (40 percent) make up the primary pieces of the pie.


This was a very powerful revelation for me. It suggests that intentional activities offer the most promising means to increase and sustain levels of happiness. Intentional activities underscore choice! My happiness isn’t a helpless leaf subject to the capricious and often cruel winds of fate. It can be tethered to a tree of intention—of choice. Will, meet Way. How awesome is that? We get to choose happiness.


And I was ready to do just that.








CALL ME GRETCHEN
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I’m sure most of you are familiar with Edvard Munch’s expressionist work of art entitled The Scream. It’s his homage to the desolate anxiety inherent to the human condition. Apparently, he was strolling with friends at sunset and experienced an overwhelming sense of anxiety and exhaustion. As the sky turned blood red in its glorious farewell salute to the day, he “sensed an infinite scream passing through nature.” [3] That moment inspired and materialized itself into this eponymous icon of modern art. Such a profound description, right? Honestly, could any other artistic expression better embody 2020 than that? Not even close.


Ironically enough, it was my euphemistic scream that gave voice to the words you are now reading. Kinda cool, huh? “F*ck you, 2020” were the first words I typed. My middle school English teachers would be outraged, I’m sure, their rulers primed to rap my knuckles once again. But I like to consider myself the Helen of Troy of witty, practical wisdom. Hers was the face that launched a thousand ships; my “F*ck you” was the expletive that launched a thousand (okay, more than a thousand) words.


For some reason, recounting my journey from roadkill to redemption was important. I wanted to share the simple strategies that helped me escape from rock bottom. And once I started, the words poured from what felt like the floodgates of my soul. Corny, perhaps, but gutting yourself in black-and-white print can be even more harrowing than having lived it in Technicolor. Unsure where it was heading, I was willing to let the words lead.


One fine day, I was engaged in the never-ending job of chauffeuring my daughters. As I was carting my youngest somewhere and talking about something that I’m sure was very interesting, she interrupted me and said, “Mom, don’t be such a Gretchen Weiners.”


What? Since I couldn’t take my eyes from the road and eviscerate her with a scathing glance, I replied, “I beg your pardon?”


“You know, Gretchen Weiners from Mean Girls. She knows everything about everyone. That’s why her hair is so big. It’s full of secrets.”


Again, what?


“She pathetically tried to make ‘that’s so fetch’ a thing—a new slang phrase. Stop trying to make fetch happen, Mom.”


Umm, okay. In a not-so-subtle way, my fourteen-year-old was throwing some heavy shade my way.


I love and respect my daughters. Their fervent fight for inclusivity, activism, and enlightened perspective inspires and truly humbles me. They’re my raison d’être and best accountability buddies ever. But that does not preclude me from seeing them exactly as they are in those occasionally less-than-perfect moments when their impassioned beliefs strangle polite discourse—when their self-righteous smugness and “OK Boomer” derision for anyone over twenty rears its ugly little head. It’s totally annoying, especially since I’m the one who finances their hallowed little existences.


And furthermore, I was not about to have my fourteen-year-old Regina George me. I mean, come on. I saw Mean Girls before she was even born.


Ironically though, I rather did like the idea of championing a “happiness” happening—a crusade for hope. Was that so far-fetched? (Wink, wink or eye roll, your choice.) In that very moment, I decided that chronic happiness was going to be my magnum opus. I was determined to have something good come from 2020—to build a thriving lemonade stand on the foundations of the life lessons it had slapped me with.


And with that, my friends, the idea for this book was officially born, dropped by a snarky stork shapeshifting as my precocious teen. This inspired moment had the unshaven hair on my legs standing at full attention (in defense, your honor, grooming took a bit of a hit during the pandemic). I swear I could hear Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” in the background soundtrack of my mind—the motivational montage which morphed into a super mash-up with Rocky’s theme song “Gonna Fly Now.” A John McClane meets Rocky Balboa surge of inspiration—it was fire.
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YOU ARE ALLOWED TO BE BOTH A MASTERPIECE AND A WORK IN PROGRESS, SIMULTANEOUSLY.


—SOPHIA BUSH





The common usage of chronic is “persistent, constantly recurring,” most often in reference to an illness or something negative. I wanted this beleaguered little word to gain secondary fame as a ceaseless marathon of ooey-gooey awesomeness. In my ShangriLa of slang, chronic happiness came to refer to the constant state of play—i.e., specific habits, strategies, and mindset that keep you rooted in happiness.


Interestingly enough, I discovered during my research that “chronic” was also slang for good marijuana. Apparently, Snoop and Dre birthed the malapropism when partaking in some extraordinary hydroponic variety. Well, I wasn’t going to let that deter me in my quest for having chronic happiness happen. At least in their lexical usage, it means really, really good weed. And Snoop is dope. And apparently, I am Gretchen.


So, let’s be hope dealers.








QUITTER TWITTER
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As often the case with any vast undertaking (e.g., writing a book), the devil’s advocate will not miss an opportunity to hiss in your ear all the doubts, fears, and fateful what-ifs in hopes of curtailing your endeavor. I mean: Who are you anyway for anyone to even care about what you may have to say? Bear in mind, this was a mere sampling of the lovely words of discouragement as slights to my abilities, body (particularly my ass), creativity, lovability, age, mothering, etc., were also part of the diatribe. My inner critic is incredibly thorough, I’ll give her that.
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NEVER GIVE UP, FOR THAT IS JUST THE PLACE AND TIME THAT THE TIDE WILL TURN.


—HARRIET BEECHER STOWE





After spending an entire evening of wallowing in a soup of this relentless self-doubt—sprinkled with some wily hormones—I awoke the next morning feeling rather discouraged and ready to abandon ship. As I was mindlessly scrolling Instagram to numb out and self-soothe (not a recommended coping mechanism, by the way), a quote from Brené Brown popped up in my feed. Given that I was already a huge fan and had read several of her books, I instantly stopped mid-thumbing to read: “One day you will tell your story of how you overcame what you went through and it will be someone else’s survival guide.”


This was such a beautiful notion of paying it forward, removing any grandiose inklings of ego from the equation and instead focusing on what someone else may possibly gain from my story. It rendered the idea purposeful and far beyond any bossy autobiographical trope. I don’t believe in coincidences—never have. I believe I was meant to read those very words at that very moment and was being prodded to continue forward with my dream. So, I did.


Every single happiness habit I’ve adopted since beginning this journey is backed by clinical research. Its efficacy is irrefutable. None of it is rocket science, yet it’s one thing to know it and quite another thing to put it into practice—thus why New Year’s resolutions quickly peter out by the end of January. You know why the road to hell is paved with good intentions? Because intentions are diddly-squat. They mean nothing without action. If you merely read all the strategies herein and never put them into play in your life, you’ve wasted your money and your time. Keep doing what you’re doing, and you’ll keep getting what you’re getting.


Trust me. I didn’t always want to make the changes I needed to make either. So, if that’s where you are, I get it. Sometimes you really do have to fake it till you make it. There were days that I really, really had to grasp at things to put in my gratitude journal—it was a stretch. There were days I’d rather have been numbing with wine and sea-salt kettle chips than taking a walk outside or nourishing my body with whole foods. There were days I wanted to binge on Netflix under the covers instead of focusing on goals or a vision board. And sometimes it felt inauthentic. Until it didn’t. Much like the descent into depression, the climb back up the mountain doesn’t happen in the blink of an eye. It’s a process. It’s one foot in front of the other. Step by step. When suddenly, before you know it, the horizon comes into view.


And when it does, it’s glorious.








SELF-HELP VS. SELF-HOPE
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I adore words—the inherent beauty of language. Always have. As a child, I remember clocking six Nancy Drew books in one day. Books were the magical flying carpet ride for my imagination, hopes, and dreams. When I was in college, I worked part-time at a bookstore because of this love. During those halcyon days, I recall the droves of people who came into the store and headed straight for the self-help section located near the back.


I have a love/hate relationship with the term “self-help”—not because of the practice, mind you, but rather the stigma associated with the term. And I resent that stigma, to be quite honest. In my humble opinion, the stigma is propagated by small-minded cynics whose misguided superiority and lack of self-awareness will ultimately be their folly. They spew their derision toward any type of transformational theory through whatever bullshit platform that offers the loudest, jeering bullhorn.


When I see someone in the self-help section of a bookstore, I feel an instant kinship to them. I respect the fact that these individuals are not only open to optimizing their mind, body, or soul, but actively seeking it. I absolutely believe in the power of improvement, empowerment, and transformation, in seeking these for oneself, in doing the work. Studies suggest that people with favorable views of self-help books report greater life happiness. [4] And that’s what we’re here for—to be happy AF. So, while I may not like the vilified stigma of self-help, I realize this book falls under that umbrella. Do I wish we could rebrand the genre? Hell, yes. Something more along the lines of personal mastery, empowerment, or development, with the emphasis being strength as opposed to weakness—because isn’t self-help really just self-hope put into action?


If you’re sick, you go to a hospital. If you’re injured, you go to rehabilitation. If you want to optimize, you go to a training/retreat. This book is essentially a rehabilitative training manual for the spirit and soul. It’s an integrated model grounded in science to whip your mental ass and mojo back into shape—a modern-day parable in which you’re provided with guideposts for your happiness journey. It’s storytelling laced with contextual how-tos, all backed by clinical research. Because that’s how we learn, really—through stories. Hopefully, you will laugh, relate, empathize, roll your eyes and, most importantly, come to realize that the quest for chronic happiness is attainable. It’s not a place; it’s a state of being.


So, who’s this book for, you ask? This book is for anyone who’s been knocked down. Who’s lost their way. Who’s had their ass kicked. It’s also for anyone who simply wants to better themselves. Who wants to be happier. Who wants to up their game. Who loves mountaintops. Because, honestly, who the f*ck doesn’t want to be happier?


We do this dance only once. Let’s master the steps and boogie our asses off.


Just sayin’.








ROAD TRIP, ANYONE?
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If you’re like me, you like to plan out your trips so that you know what to expect along the way—to ensure that you stop at the most important landmarks and truly maximize the trip.


This journey will be no different. No flying by the seat of our pants here; we’ll save that for Vegas trips and tequila shots. Being happy AF—and getting there in a reasonably efficient way—requires a predetermined roadmap.


So, what are the cool stops along the way? Think mind, body, and soul connection, as this is a holistic road trip. Otherwise, it’s like going to the gym and only working out one arm. We’ve got to take on the total package—from head to toe, from EQ (emotional quotient) to IQ (intelligence quotient), and everything in between. Each stop is necessary. Take in the beauty of each one—no drive-bys.




MIND







	
⦿ THOUGHTS: think, thank, thunk


	
⦿ NEUROPLASTICITY: the brain’s bionic superpower


	
⦿ RESILIENCE: bounce, baby, bounce


	
⦿ OPTIMISM: perception is everything







BODY







	
⦿ DAILY HABITS: stepping stones to greatness


	
⦿ STRESS RELIEVERS: happy endings all day long


	
⦿ PHYSICAL HEALTH: if you ain’t got it, you ain’t got nothing







SOUL







	
⦿ GRATITUDE/VISION: giving thanks for the here and now and the power of yet


	
⦿ FAITH: your heart, not head, is in the clouds


	
⦿ KINDNESS: random or purposeful acts; it’s all good for the soul


	
⦿ FOCUSING OUT: when in doubt





The chapters to come will build upon themselves, starting with the very foundational and moving up the esoteric ladder. The bullet points we’ve just run through are merely topical references as to what to expect, not necessarily when to expect it. For example, I consider gratitude a core building block for happiness, and that will be addressed early on.


At each chapter’s end, there is a “happiness check.” It consists of three tiers: a stretch, a challenge, and a double-dog-dare-ya. For each one, the most important question of all to ask yourself is, Do I feel happy?


Well, do ya? If not, don’t wuss out, okay? We’re crossing this finish line together. This journey is about being 100 percent committed to being happy AF. Nothing less. You’ll get out of it only as much as you put in.


I’ve done my part. Are you ready to do yours?
















CHAPTER ONE

The Art of Letting Go, Bouncing Back, and Being









DO OR DO NOT.


THERE IS NO TRY.


—YODA





The concept of tabula rasa (clean slate) has been the subject of philosophical discussions from Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas to John Locke and Freud. According to this theory, the mind is a blank slate at birth without preconceived notions, ideas, or biases. We begin full of possibility, with nary a scar to mar our smooth surface.
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After years of walking this earth, however, it’s doubtful that your canvas is still blank or pristine. Chances are it is filled with a lotta crap—some good, some bad, some serving no purpose whatsoever. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your own slate at this point? Is it a field of dreams or a haystack of horrors?


In my favorite movie/life analogy, Field of Dreams, Ray has a vision of a baseball diamond while walking through the cornfields on his farm. To realize this vision, he must destroy part of his crops. He doesn’t get rid of something bad; it is part of his livelihood. In fact, he risks financial ruin and ridicule to make space for this possibility. In daring to follow his vision, his dreams come true in more ways than one. It takes a certain type of bravery to let go of something fine or good enough to make room for the possibility of something great. It’s a bird-in-hand mentality; we tend to hold on to things with a clenched fist whether they serve us or not.


Other times, the obstacles to our dreams are not benign cornfields but rather malignant, thorny vines. Either way, sometimes we must burn it all down before we can see the glorious vistas of what could be—before we can rebuild. That’s kinda how I felt about 2020. My landscape was so riddled with cracks and holes—think Old Testament–style devastation—that I was constantly playing emotional whack-a-mole. And that kept me so busy that no matter how hard I tried, things only fell into further disrepair.


It was time to embrace “Burning Down the House” as my anthem and call-to-arms. I was ready to choose fire and get back to living my best life, but first I had to make space for that possibility. I had to get rid of anything that was holding me back or that wasn’t serving me.


I had to Marie Kondo my life.


What’s holding you back? Fear of failure? Money? Time? Unworthiness? Lack of confidence? What do you need to burn down to build back better?


In my case, I had to rid myself of all the negative thoughts and beliefs of self-doubt that I had been feeding myself. It was a starvation diet for healthy self-esteem. But that negativity of mine didn’t go quietly. Having to feed on itself, it had morphed into fear of failure. Yes, I had been part of a successful start-up, followed by a lucrative acquisition, but what if that had been a fluke? Maybe I was a one-hit-wonder, and it was all a downhill luge from here. If I tried again and failed, it would be proof that I suck. Self-limiting beliefs are rarely relegated to only one aspect of your life. They are pervasive and wreak insidious havoc everywhere—career, relationships, family. Nothing is off-limits.
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EVERYTHING YOU WANT IS ON THE OTHER SIDE OF FEAR.


—JACK CANFIELD





Fear really is the longest distance between you and everything you want. The answer? Go the distance. I actually whispered that while I typed it, trying to access the Field of Dreams juju on your behalf. (You’re welcome.)


I needed to burn my fear the f*ck down. And fast.





LET GO OR BE DRAGGED
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Do you remember that Halloween when all you saw were little Elsas everywhere? The little blue gossamer gown and blond braided wig? It was like an Elsa apocalypse. Not surprising, considering Frozen garnered $1.28 billion in sales between 2013 and 2014. [1] “Let It Go” won the Oscar for best original song, and little girls adopted it as their anthem.


I was conflicted about that song, to be honest. On the one hand, I was thankful that Disney heroines had moved beyond the “Some Day My Prince Will Come” lament. On the other hand, Elsa’s let-it-go proclamation had a bit of a gnarly under-tone. I applauded the letting go of expectations to be true to your authentic self, but did that freedom require forced isolation in an ice palace? How was that winning?


After doing my homework, I get it.


The Harvard Study of Adult Development, one of the longest-running studies on happiness, has been following 724 participants since 1938. [2] In that time, researchers have found that certain personality traits are associated with increased levels of happiness as participants aged. Letting go is one of those hallmark characteristics. Not shocking, right? At some point, we’ve all struggled with letting go—whether that be a relationship, dream, habit, guilt, forgiveness, way of thinking, or grief over the loss of a loved one.
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IN THE PROCESS OF LETTING GO, YOU WILL LOSE MANY THINGS FROM THE PAST, BUT YOU WILL FIND YOURSELF.


—DEEPAK CHOPRA





The boogeyman of fear makes letting go difficult. The unknown is well, not known, and some perceive that as a black hole of nothingness instead of a white space of possibility. It’s almost easier to hold on to the devil you know. When channeling your inner Marie Kondo, letting go is integral to making space. It’s okay to grieve whatever you’re letting go of. I’m not suggesting you turn into a calculating narcissist without emotion. I would then have to date you (cue in canned TV audience laugh track; and don’t worry—that dating pattern was at the top of my Shit That’s Gotta Go list!). Seriously, grieving is part of letting go. It’s comparable to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s grief model in her studies on death and dying. [3] You often need to go through similar stages (denial, anger, bargaining, depression) before you can reach the stage of acceptance, which is your springboard to freedom. Think Sound of Music, spinning-with-your-arms-outstretched-amidst-the-majestic-mountains type of freedom.


If the superpower of acceptance and its resulting freedom aren’t incentive enough, I’m happy to negatively condition you as well. The longer you hold on to negative affect and let it linger, physical health and functioning suffer. Your immune system. Your cardiovascular system. Your digestive system. Chronic stress accelerates aging and is associated with premature death. [4] It’s a fact.


Want to be healthier? Want to live a full life? Let whatever you’re clinging to the f*ck go.


I get it. I really do. It’s hard to let go—to give up that perceived control. Hi, my name is Beth, and I’m a controller. I’m reformed, but that inner dominatrix is always lurking beneath the surface if I’m not vigilant. Even the thought of not having control could put me into a tailspin. But that’s the thing about control: it’s an illusion.


Monitoring my cheating boyfriend on Find My Friends or constantly checking his call log was an absolute exercise in futility. I thought I had control over the situation when, in fact, it was controlling me—nay, consuming me. Being an internet and smartphone sleuth became my side hustle—an exhausting one at that. I couldn’t control what he did—or who he did, for that matter. Letting go of that relationship took more than one do-sido through those stages of grief, but on the other side of acceptance was exhilarating freedom. Sure, the sex may have taken my breath away (insert green vomiting emoji repeatedly), but now I can actually breathe again. Talk about waiting to exhale. I forgot what that felt like. Oxygen is the best “big O” out there; don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.


My advice? Keep an Oh-Hell-No litmus test handy. For me, my two beautiful daughters became the ultimate litmus test for my own life. I would imagine what my advice would be if they were ever in similar situations as young adults. If Oh-Hell-No immediately comes to mind, then it’s not okay for you, either. No do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do bullshit. It’s an effective accountability exercise. In a perfect world, I love and respect myself enough not to have to play the Freaky Friday mind swap to find my truth. I’m developing that muscle (so can you), but it’s still a viable fallback when in doubt. If you wouldn’t recommend something for your BFF, grown child, or loved ones, then it should be off-limits to you as well. Healthy choices are a twoway street.


Take inventory of your life, and identify what’s gotta go. For many, it’s the resulting space left behind that scares them into stuck submission. Rather than viewing it as a gaping hole of nothingness, embrace your tabula rasa. View it as potential and not a penalty. What would you like to put in its place? Write it all out—whatever that new masterpiece may be (partner, career, life change)—in detail. Be as specific as you can. It’s incredibly beneficial. (FYI, the power of “vision” is explored in greater detail in Chapter 4, as it deserves a spot of honor in your primetime lineup.)


Focus on what you can control: your attitude; your daily habits—diet, exercise, etc. Keep them healthy. Don’t underestimate the healing effects of gratitude. Focus on what you do have and give thanks for it. Gratitude is a total game-changer. Fall into the warm, supporting embrace of family and friends. A support system will help buoy you through the waves of grief.


My friends are the 911 on my emotional speed dial. One of my dearest friends, Sione, is my break-in-case-of-emergency friend. I can call him any time of the day or night, and he’d be there. No questions asked. He’s saved me from a night of crying into my pillow more than a few times.


Stop being a martyr thinking you must face it all alone. There’s nothing more beautiful than being lifted by the love of family and friends. It reminds you of what you do have and mitigates the sting of letting go.
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WHEN I LET GO OF WHAT I AM, I BECOME WHAT I MIGHT BE.


WHEN I LET GO OF WHAT I HAVE, I RECEIVE WHAT I NEED.


—UNKNOWN





Another effective letting-go strategy is to reframe the scenario. Shame and guilt are prisons of your own making and prevent you from moving forward, so rewrite the script on that failed pilot. Recreate the narrative through more compassionate eyes toward yourself and others. Forgive yourself and anyone else who needs a prison pardon. Forgiving my monogamously challenged ex was an extraordinary (with a capital “E”) challenge, not gonna sugarcoat it. I had to view him through a totally different lens. Not as a tormentor, purveyor of pain, or total POS. My beloved brothers have a go-to phrase for my exes—“F*ck him. He was trash.”—purloined from the movie Jagged Edge. (Gotta love protective brothers. I’m like a Jan, bookended between two hulks of righteous retribution. It’s awesome.) But someone’s trash can be another’s treasure, right? Perspective is everything. I had to view my ex as a treasured child of God, wounded, vulnerable, a work in progress. Just like me. I had to go through several pairs of rose-colored glasses to get there, trust me, but it was worth it.


Forgiveness really is the gift that gives back.


Letting go as an actual ritual also can be a powerful experience. Years ago, my friends and I had a burn party where we pitched our major let-it-go items straight into a bonfire. I threw in my divorce papers. It was liberating. We totally disco-infernoed our way to a happier space that night.


Stay in the moment. Get your ass out of the past. Only ghosts live there, and they will haunt the crap out of you if you let them. Practice mindfulness. Take a walk. Notice your surroundings—like through a child’s eyes. Even simple appreciation (not just gratitude) is associated with greater life satisfaction.


The technical term for this kind of appreciation is “savoring,” and studies have found it positively associated with high self-esteem, resilience, happiness, and life satisfaction. [5] Savoring has also been shown to improve depressive symptoms and anxiety. Why then waste the skill on only food? If you can savor your favorite pizza, how about trying a moment or two?


Children are masters at savoring everything. Watch and relearn. As adults, we’re so rushed trying to get a thousand things accomplished that we barely register our experiences, let alone savor them. Savoring requires slowing down and just being in it.
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