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INTRODUCTION

Of Toasters and Humans

You are not a toaster. At least, if you are reading this, I am assuming you're not a toaster. I know appliances are getting smarter every day with technology, but I'm guessing they're still a long way from picking up self-help books.

Now that we've established that you're (most likely) not a toaster, here's why that matters. You're not a toaster because you can't break. Appliances break, windows break, KitKat bars break, coffee breaks (wheee! Puns!), but people don't break.

"But Dr. Jo," you say. "I feel so broken! I feel damaged and shattered and deficient. I feel like there is something inherently wrong with me, and if anyone ever found out what it was, they would despise me."

You feel how you feel—I will never argue about what emotions you may be experiencing at any given time. All emotions are valid. Even those that aren't attached to reality. 

However, here's the deal. Although you may feel broken and like every cell in your body is screaming that it's true, you're not actually broken. 

Read that through a few more times. That's right: you're not actually broken. You don't have to believe it yet, or ever. I just ask that you give me the rest of this book before you decide.

By the way, you might notice that I use "we" an awful lot in this book. I do that on purpose. I'm writing about common human experience, so it's likely that I've been there, that you've been there, and that your roommate who picks up this book when you leave it in the bathroom and their smartphone battery has died has been there. Hence, "we."

Because we're all in this, together. 


CHAPTER ONE

Why We're Having This Conversation

Sometimes people look at the word "psychologist" in my title and decide that I have somehow bypassed pain, sorrow, and anxiety and have a completely put-together life. That my floors are spotless, my checkbook balanced, and my mind a sunshiny meadow swept by sweet breezes that smell faintly of lavender. This gets even worse when they see "yoga teacher" and they start adding on a perfectly balanced diet of dark leafy greens and sustainably harvested nuts between my hours of daily yoga and blissful meditation practice.

What a load of B.S. I can't speak for all mental health professionals and yoga teachers, but I came to this work—was pushed into this work—by life events that ambushed me, overwhelmed my emotional and mental defenses, and mugged me in dark alleys.

And oh, boy howdy did they take me down. Way down. Like making deals with myself that if things didn't improve in the next five years that I would kill myself down. I'll spare you the whole list. Suffice it to say that I renewed that deal with myself twice between the ages of 15 and 25. Things didn't get a whole lot easier after age 25, but I felt more able to hang in there.

I tried so many things to make those awful feelings go away. I poured alcohol, cigarettes, ice cream, and pizza into that emptiness inside, hoping to fill the void for even a moment. I tracked my thoughts. I recited affirmations. I walked. I listened to happy music. I tried to look on the bright side of life. I checked out armfuls of self-help books from the library. I got a degree. Then a doctorate. I moved to other cities, other states. I broke off romances, bounced into new beds. I binged on French films, on marathons of reality shows. I read The Bell Jar and Prozac Nation and cried in recognition (when I wasn't beating myself up for being so unhappy when I had so much going for me).

Gradually other things crept into my awareness, like the concept of mindfulness. I was lucky enough to be able to access training and books through my job as a psychologist that let me explore mindfulness, which was a gateway to yoga, which was a door to other forms of being present and sitting with the tough stuff that life kicks up.

Along with all of those things, I owe immense gratitude to Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, which has the fun acronym ACT (pronounced like the verb "to act"). I took a training about ACT right before one of my dear coworkers was killed in an automobile accident while on the way to work, and it gave me the tools to navigate through that and its aftermath without completely falling apart. I continue to lean on these principles day after day both personally and in my work with my clients. My offerings to you here are deeply infused with the principles of ACT, so if you like them, I encourage you to seek out a therapist trained in ACT or some of the other wonderful self-help books based in ACT. I owe immense gratitude to all who have worked to develop this therapy and who have trained me, especially Steven Hayes and Robyn Walsh. You can learn more and access a directory of ACT practitioners at https://contextualscience.org/

We're having this conversation because I know you've been suffering. I know that you're getting tired of trying everything you can to make the pain stop, striving to get to some kind of peace in your life. I know that it can feel so scary to be in the world when everyone else seems to have it together and yet the seemingly smallest thing can launch a panic attack or a flashback or a paralyzing barrage of self-loathing and shame. I know staying at home, staying in bed, staying small gets really boring—and yet to try anything else can feel terrifying. I know sometimes you lose hope, and sometimes you don't dare hope for fear of being disappointed.

Dear, dear one, please hang on a little longer. Read this book. Try it on. I can't make anything go away, but I want to offer you what I've found that has helped me and many others be able to take the steps to start living, not just dragging ourselves from hour to hour. It's not going to be quick and easy
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