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			For Jacy

			
				Tell the story of the mountain you climbed. Your words could become a page in someone else’s survival guide.

				Morgan Harper Nichols

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I am deeply touched that my book has found a spot on your reading list. Writing this—revisiting and trying to put into words the complex journey my family navigated—was cathartic, but also really painful at times. In our story, I candidly address suicidal ideation, substance abuse, self-harm, and other sensitive themes. If these topics stir up your own memories and vulnerabilities, I encourage you to be gentle with yourself and read with care. If you or someone you love are in the midst of tough and painful days, I urge you to reach out for all of the support you can. All my love to you and your family.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			If I had a dollar for every parent I have coached in my office who exclaimed, “I wish my child came with a map!” I would be unimaginably wealthy. Sadly for us, our children don’t come with any such instruction manual. We are thrown into parenthood’s stormy waters without an oar or a life jacket, leaving many of us lost at sea. We pretend we know what we are doing but this pretense leads us into murkier quicksands of doubt and anxiety. But when we surrender to the vast complexities and unknowns of this journey, we can begin to seek and accept the help we so desperately need to survive the inevitable overwhelm and anguish of the journey. In short: parenting is one of the toughest jobs in the world, and every parent needs help.

			Bearing witness to Kristina and her family’s journey is like riding the rapids alongside them, and it will help you navigate your own parenting tidal waves. By offering us an in-depth account of her most vulnerable and maddening moments as a mother of a child in anguish, she offers us a story as close to an emotional road map as possible, so that the next time we are in our own parenting hell our steps will be illuminated by recollections of her wisdom and courage.

			Every parent knows this truth: there’s nothing harder than raising a child. And we all know that it’s not just hard; it is often downright torturous—even traumatic. We know this truth but we pretend to the external world that parenthood is a walk in the park. The reason for this? We are ashamed to admit the brutal hardship of this journey. And why are we ashamed? Because our culture tells us that parenting “should be as natural as breathing.” So if we experience pain, hardship, confusion, or failure, the problem must be us. So obsessed are we with raising these otherworldly beings that we lose sight of any sense of normalcy, humanity, and, dare I say, gratitude for the ordinary. What we don’t realize is that this overzealous focus on excellence only leads us to feel great shame and unworthiness when our children (or ourselves) show any signs of weakness or frailty. This rigid expectation gets projected back onto our children, who then internalize a sense of self-loathing that spins into more inner disease. And the cycle of low self-worth perpetuates itself through generations.

			Our identity as parents feels all-consuming, especially when we place all of our worth on this role. So when our children struggle and this role collapses on us, we feel as if we have failed to the greatest degree. If we aren’t good at this, then what are we good at? Our entire sense of self, significance, and worth come into doubt. If our children experience failure and act in forbidden ways, then doesn’t this mean we have failed them and society? How can we show our face to the world? Who will understand our plight? The separation between who our children are and who we are as mothers especially narrows to the point of oblivion. This fusion and enmeshment creates further confusion and overwhelm for all involved. We and our children can drown in this relational entanglement, each of us desperately gasping for air.

			The fact is this: we all enter the parenting journey with great fantasies and expectations. We imagine picnics in the park, adventures at Disney World, and cozy bedtime rituals. We thought we would raise children who are cut from the cloth of great success, unparalleled achievement, and unrelenting happiness. So we work really hard from the start to help them shine brightly. We research the best options and enroll them in one activity after another. We push them to excel. No price is too high if it means our children’s future success. This is just the way we are conditioned to parent.

			But this outlook doesn’t factor in any other reality. The possibility that our children might be bullied, or be socially awkward, have learning difficulties, be anxious or depressed, turn to addictions, or want to commit suicide is the furthest thing from our mind. So when these unavoidable complexities emerge in our lives, we feel thoroughly blindsided. Because no one shares how ubiquitous, how unavoidable, these realities are, we end up believing that setback, pain, hardship, and peril happen only to us and because of us. We are therefore consumed by tremendous loneliness, guilt, and shame. And so then we hide our reality from others even more. This is the greatest cover-up operation of all time. More and more parents disappear in the isolation created by this grand charade of perfectionism.

			One of the main reasons I pioneered conscious parenting is to move us parents away from the delusion that we are supposed to be perfect and raise perfect superstars. I saw how pernicious such an ideation was—for both us and our children. For parents, this effort pushes us toward unrelenting control. We feel it is our duty to micromanage our children’s every mood, choice, and behavior. This constant striving creates within us the onus to feel responsible for their every outcome. What pressure indeed! And if we feel this pressure, let’s try to imagine what this pressure does to children who feel burdened by our obsession to excel, succeed, and “be happy”; what do we imagine our children feel when they realize they cannot be who it is they authentically need to be but instead must be an instrument for our well-being? How is this child supposed to feel safe and free to develop in tune with their own inner knowing? Impossible, isn’t it?

			Well, this is why the conscious parenting model debunks this entire delusion of parental control and challenges parents to burn it down. Conscious parenting understands that we as parents can be in charge of our children, for sure, but we cannot be in control of them. It reveals that no matter how “good” we try to be as parents, “bad” things can still happen to our children. Instead of shaming ourselves for these inevitabilities, conscious parenting teaches parents to connect to themselves and their children from a place of deep healing and empowerment. And Kristina’s journey eloquently links the principles of conscious parenting with her lived experiences as a mother in real time.

			Conscious parenting upholds that our children are on earth not to fulfill our fantasies and expectations but instead to live in a manner that is authentic to themselves—even if this looks contrary to our agenda for them. As parents learn to honor and celebrate their children for who they are and unconditionally accept them—no matter what they might be struggling with—the relationship between parent and child thrives. Of course, in order for the parent to arrive at such a place of emotional and psychological maturity, they need to have “raised themselves” into an inner state of acceptance and wholeness.

			We parents don’t realize how our actions of care and concern can actually feel stifling and controlling to our children. We believe we are acting in the best faith and are puzzled, even hurt, when our children don’t receive our actions as such. They reject us and often withdraw from us—the very consequences we thought we would avoid with our “care.” This causes us to be frustrated with them and lash out through blind reactivity. Inevitably, we arrive at an emotional impasse. Only when we are able to go inward and realize that much of our care and concern emerges from our own childhood fears around imperfection and unworthiness can we stop projecting our fears onto our children, which in turn releases them from the pressure to act in ways that make us feel better about ourselves. Instead of constantly feeling the burden of managing our expectations, our children can discover their desires and manage their own expectations.

			Kristina’s inner transformation articulately speaks to how the traditional parenting approach fueled by fear, shame, and control simply does not work and can in fact backfire and make family life much worse. When Kristina began to focus on her own inner healing, she was able to see her son with the empathy, sensitivity, and compassion he so desperately needed from her. While before she viewed his behaviors as being reflective of who she was as a mother—and therefore took things personally, causing her to be emotionally reactive—she later learned to separate her emotional state from her son’s behavior. As she began to un-enmesh her identity as a mother from who her son was, she was able to actually see him in deep and profound ways. The more she was able to resist taking things personally, the more inner space she had to recognize and respect his needs with greater precision and care. The space to see clearly freed her from blindly reacting to him out of fear and from a place of powerlessness. She learned to inculcate the confidence to pause and allow him to experience all his feelings, even the ones that scared her. He felt safe. And just as all children do when they feel safe, he began to blossom.

			Kristina’s ability to share the darkest, most vulnerable moments on her son’s path toward wholeness is the most rewarding element of this book. Because she takes us so deep into her private inner spaces and shows us their raw, unfinished, and imperfect crevices, she boldly normalizes those same spaces we hold within ourselves and don’t dare reveal to the world. Because she so authentically exposes her own inner demons, she gives us the confidence to do the same. Our common humanity lies in our pain. I always say that pain is the greatest portal to our inner transformation and awakening. Tragically, most of us run away from the pain in our lives, burying it under addictions or distractions. Yet, when we accept pain, as Kristina did, we allow it to transform us and open ourselves to a greater sense of maturity, wisdom, and courage.

			Let these pages lead you to a deeper place within your heart and soul as they did me. Thank you, Kristina. Thank you to your beautiful son, who shares his courage to heal. Such is the power of one mother’s story of her darkest moments; she shines a torch during our own and allows us to find our way to light.

			—Dr. Shefali Tsabary

		

	
		
			Lie #1 
I Can Fix This
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			I’m looking straight at my son’s face and yet I don’t see him. I’m staring into his blue eyes, the eyes that have been so full of curiosity, full of laughter, full of energy and love, and yet somehow they’re empty now. I see the bloody scabs on his knuckles. He’s been punching the shower tiles again, trying to feel any pain other than the pain of depression and anxiety. I approach him slowly and wrap my arms around his body, now taller than mine, that same body that was placed in my arms fifteen years ago when he made me a mother for the first time. I hold him tightly, I can hear his breath, I can feel his heartbeat, yet he’s not here. I want my son back.
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			Luka, my firstborn, is the best surprise of my life. I was a year and a half into my marriage with his dad, and we were not planning on having children yet. Nevertheless, I found myself crouched in a closet on the phone with the nurse who’d given me a pregnancy test a few hours earlier. She tells me that I’m going to be a mother. Immediately the tears come. And so does the deep, deep love for this child I have yet to meet.

			From his very first breath, Luka is like fire. He is luminous and bright, intense and playful, creative and funny, sensitive and warm, with a mind of his own, the courage to always express what is on the inside, and a stubbornness that I know will both hold him back and help him soar. From early on, I can sense that this child will teach me and challenge me, and I want to stay open.

			Sometime between the ages of twelve and thirteen, I notice Luka’s disposition and behavior start to change, and I quickly diagnose him with the common human condition known as: teenager. Apparently, 100 percent of human adults were at one point afflicted by this condition. He seems to have all the typical symptoms: decreased patience with family members; mood swings; rolling of the eyes; one-word answers to most questions; isolating in his room; a shift from goofy, fun, and talkative to serious, negative, and quiet; frequent annoyance with simple things like me standing in my kitchen, me complimenting him, me saying good morning to him; and a general irritability directed toward . . . me. All of me. Every. Bit. Of me. When it comes to patience, my strengths lie elsewhere. But luckily Luka’s stepdad, my husband, Philip, is an overachiever in this area and I’m grateful he can help keep me centered.

			None of this particularly worries me. I’m almost proud! Luka excels at being an adolescent.

			I remember being his age, and I know that insecurities get much louder and aggressive in the teen years, so for Luka’s thirteenth birthday I wake him up with breakfast in bed and a video I put together. It’s a montage of all the important people in his life, one by one, saying something very specific they love about Luka. He sits in his bed eating Nutella-filled crepes and watching family members, friends, friends’ parents, and former teachers all showering him with love and reminding him how amazing he is. I figure every human could use a video like this at least once a year, but especially a teenager.

			Teenagers, the way I see it, are wearing a mask. It’s not a mask they’ve put on willingly or can remove at their own whim. It’s not a papier-mâché mask with fun, bright paint, but instead a mask made of hormones, complicated feelings, social pressures, insecurities, and stress. Underneath that mask is the child I know really well, the child with the same traits and the same heart that I’ve known for all the years I’ve nurtured and guided him, the child who, with each new year of his life, reveals to me more and more exactly who he is.

			Eventually, after some potentially turbulent teen years, the mask will come off. I will then celebrate. Red carpet, tiara, and all the trophies in the world for having made it through that extra-, extra-special stage of parenting. Until then, all I have to do is:

			
					
					For the sake of my sanity: remind myself at least sixty-four times a day that this phase will pass

				

					
					For the sake of Luka’s sanity: not rush him out of this phase

				

					
					For the sake of everyone’s sanity: put my child’s needs before my and everyone else’s unrealistic expectations

				

			

			Easy (said no parent ever).

			I really thought I’d be successful in raising teenagers. For a few years, straight out of college and before I had kids, I worked at a high school as an assistant theater director and occasionally substituted in various classes. I was in my early twenties, so because of the proximity in age with the students, and my playful personality, they felt very comfortable opening up to me and sharing personal struggles. I had so many deep conversations with these kids. I sat with a girl while she told me that she might be pregnant, that she was confused and terrified and didn’t know how to tell anyone but me. I had long conversations with various students who shared with me their stories of being bullied or pressured into activities they didn’t want to partake in, or struggling with an eating disorder, or living in a home full of chaos where the parents behaved as if they hated each other. I saw the stress and fear and pressure these students felt on a daily basis. I witnessed their extreme mood swings. I learned how much they just wanted to be seen and heard and valued.

			I have deep compassion for kids that age, because I had a hard time as a teenager. My family moved to the US from Croatia during the war there, when I was fourteen years old. Beyond all the typical teen insecurities and stress, I was also adjusting to a completely different culture and a completely different standard of what was cool and what wasn’t. I was trying to communicate my thoughts and feelings in a foreign language when I didn’t even know how to communicate my thoughts and feelings clearly in my native tongue, in a private diary. I was struggling to make friends who would be patient with me during my adjustment period, and on top of all that and more, I was feeling guilty that I got to leave war-torn Croatia while my friends were stuck back there. Everything felt complicated and messy and too much, and I felt misunderstood and lost and not enough.

			During those years, I felt anxious or depressed more often than I allowed people to see, but I didn’t even have the words for what I was grappling with back then. In the 1990s, I didn’t know anyone who openly discussed depression or anxiety or any type of mental health struggle. I don’t even remember hearing those words said out loud. If mental health was ever brought up, it was always in the context of those crazy people who need to be locked up in a psych ward.

			We were all just considered screwed-up teenagers with screwed-up feelings we’d eventually grow out of. I’m not sure if a doctor would’ve diagnosed me with depression and anxiety, or if what I experienced was any more extreme than the average nineties teen, but I wonder how different my experience of young adulthood could have been if I had been in therapy. What if, at the time, I had someone who could have helped me process and organize the mess in my head, and validate all my weird emotions as normal ones? I’ve always felt like the world would be a better place if every human were assigned a therapist right at birth. You enter the world, and before they even cut the umbilical cord or place the hospital ID bracelet around your chubby little ankle, they hand you a business card. “Here’s your therapist’s number. Use as needed. In other words, use often.”

			So going into motherhood, I felt like my own experiences and my empathy for teenagers in general gave me a leg up in the parenting game. I genuinely believed that I would be at least average, but most likely way above average (maybe even valedictorian status), when it came to knowing exactly how to handle and support my children once they reached those intense years.

			But there’s a big difference between working with teenagers and parenting your own teenager.

			How does a mother, especially with her very first child, know when her kid is experiencing “normal” teenage hormones and when there’s something more serious at hand? It would be wonderful if children, or humans in general, were equipped with the ability to clearly assess and express all their feelings, thoughts, struggles, and needs, and even better if we, as their loved ones, could immediately understand and instantly know how to fix it all. But that’s a fantasy that has never and will never exist.

			Here’s how parenting Luka at this age looks from my end: We give him privileges. He betrays our trust. So we take away some of those privileges, which leaves him feeling trapped. With time, we slowly reintroduce some of the privileges, explaining that he can have even more freedom when he shows us that he’s trustworthy. He agrees, but then quickly betrays our trust again. And so the cycle continues. Fun, fun for everyone.

			And I’m just going about my parenting, thinking that my kid is simply more teenagery than most teenagers.

			As the cycle we’re stuck in grows more intense and wears us out, it starts feeling like denial and fear are each campaigning for my vote. They are opposing candidates, with very different views on what’s best for everyone involved, and each is trying to convince me to side with them.

			Denial’s main campaign message is: It’s not that serious. Most teenagers act like this and eventually grow out of it.

			Denial’s slogan is: Don’t panic. This too shall pass.

			Fear’s campaign message is: THIS IS THE WORST POSSIBLE THING THAT COULD HAPPEN IN ALL OF THE UNIVERSE!

			Fear’s slogan is: PANIC, PANIC, PANIC!

			And I’m the undecided voter who thinks both opponents seem a little unstable. I find myself agreeing with Denial one second and the next feeling very strongly that Fear will lead to more progress.

			Luka stops turning in school assignments and starts failing classes in subjects that he thrived in just a semester ago.

			Denial: School is hard at this age. He just needs a tutor to help him out every once in a while.

			Fear: ALERT. ALERT. ALERT. THE KID IS FAILING! GET STRICTER OR HE’LL END UP LIVING ON THE STREETS SOMEDAY!

			Luka buys a vape from a kid at school.

			Denial: It’s just nicotine. Teenagers and smoking? Not really breaking news. He’s simply testing boundaries, experimenting with something forbidden, imitating what other kids his age are doing.

			Fear: WHO IS HE? THIS IS NOT THE SON YOU RAISED! YOU’VE TALKED TO HIM ABOUT VAPING FROM A YOUNG AGE. YOU MUST PANIC! AND THEN PANIC SOME MORE. AND THEN GARNISH THAT WITH A HUGE DOLLOP OF FRESH PANIC.

			He starts hanging out with the type of people he didn’t respect before and becomes super focused on fitting in with them.

			Denial: Normal.

			Fear: HE’S GOING TO END UP IN PRISON!

			He starts lying daily.

			He stops taking care of his responsibilities.

			He’s regularly late to his classes.

			He’s being disrespectful to his teachers.

			He stops obeying our rules.

			He stops obeying school rules.

			He seems to have lost all empathy for others.

			He’s become meaner and meaner to his sister.

			He stops taking any accountability for his actions.

			He starts blaming everyone else for his actions.

			His attitude toward me escalates into lashing out in furious outbursts.

			His tutor quits.

			The tutor who we were PAYING A GENERGOUS AMOUNT OF COLD HARD CASH QUITS, because . . . (please refer to the preceding list).

			And through every single new change, Denial is screaming: He’s a typical teenager! And Fear keeps interrupting Denial with: THIS IS GOING TO END VERY, VERY BADLY UNLESS WE NIP THINGS IN THE BUD RIGHT NOW AND SEIZE CONTROL!

			I’m too flustered trying to figure out who to cast my vote for, or to even think
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