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			Introduction

			Everyone’s life, no matter who you are, is filled with struggles. I genuinely believe that life will always be hectic. Balance is all about finding your calm amidst the chaos.

			The struggles in life came early to me in the form of an abusive mother whom I haven’t spoken to in decades. Born from the beauty of that struggle came my desire to break generational trauma and not continue that same cycle of abuse with my children. All the while, I was healing my inner child.

			My story began writing itself many years before that life-changing moment of finding footage of Gabby’s missing white van and becoming friends with Nichole, Gabby’s mom. My soul was cracked open in an incredibly tragic way a decade prior. However, I had no idea then just how connected and intertwined Gabby’s story would be with my heart and soul.

			So many things have happened for me on my “highway to happy,” and this book has been waiting to be written for a very long time. Every struggle I’ve grown through in my life has led me to where I am. Along the way, I have learned valuable tools to help find my calm in the chaos happening at that time. By using these simple steps when I need them, I can find clarity in any overwhelming moment, and I want to share them with you.

			I want you to be able to manage your big emotions of anxiety, fear, grief, dread, abandonment, and so many other debilitating feelings whenever you need to.

			Aside from the cost of this book, everything I recommend and share with you is completely free. It won’t cost you a penny to live a life of contentment and joy every single day. I want to be upfront, and I must stress and warn you that it’s not going to be easy, but it will absolutely be worth it.

			I’m writing this book because I want to be a beacon of light, illuminating the path to your own inner freedom.

			(You can follow our journey here on our channel and become part of our family: https://youtube.com/@beingbethunes?si=4ZNul9eZplVS93qf.)

			If you want to share with me directly, I would love to hear from you. Have a win you want to share in a safe space? Please tell me! Need to vent in a secure place that won’t be public? I’d love to be that for you. Sometimes we all need a place to feel what we need to feel without big emotions attached to it. Please email me (onmyhighwaytohappy@gmail.com) because your voice matters. I want to make sure you feel seen and loved, so please send a note any time.

			[image: ] jenn

			P.S. I’m so grateful you’re here.

			P.P.S. I can’t wait to see how far you grow.

		

	
		
			Highway to Happy: Get in the Driver's Seat of Your Life by Embracing Your Own Emotions

			What’s a “highway to happy”?

			A “highway to happy” is a visual that I use to help aid my mind in finding balance in my life.

			For many years, my days were filled with anxiety, anger, resentment, grief, guilt, shame, frustration, sadness, worry, terror, abandonment, criticism, and frankly any other heavy emotion you can feel.

			These emotions ranged from mild to severe, and I had absolutely no idea how to manage any of them. Typically, I took them out on those whom I loved most by yelling and screaming. I had so many emotions happening at once, I was immediately thrust into overwhelm, and all those combustible emotions would explode at once. I imagine the Jenn back then wasn’t easy to live with on many occasions.

			So, how did that Jenn get here, writing this book about managing emotions? For that, we must go several exits back on my Highway to Happy.

		

	
		
			May 18, 1987

			This highway exit is the one where I exited my mother’s womb, taking my first breaths into this world.

			My mother was in labor for nearly twenty-eight hours before she had an emergency C-section. From the moment she held me for three long months, I cried and cried and cried—because I had colic. There were many times when my mom told me I should be grateful she didn’t murder me as a baby. My mom wasn’t really a patient woman.

			I guess I should confess that I haven’t had a great relationship with my parents. It’s not for lack of trying, and I can firmly say that it’s for the best. Looking back from where I am now in my life, I have clarity. I see my parents’ trauma in how they raised me. My parents’ trauma came from my grandparents and the way they raised my parents. These same behaviors have endured for generations without each generation ever realizing it was happening.

			For me, it all comes down to choices. We all have them. In every single moment, we have choices to make. We make them based on what we think is best for ourselves in whatever season our current selves are in and how much trauma is unhealed.

			Basically, we are all unknowingly doing our best with what we have in every single moment. Maya Angelou once said, “Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better.” If we’re intentional with our growth, we recognize when a repeat trigger of heavy and combustible emotions comes up. If we are on our highway to happy, we dig into our trauma to figure out where these big emotions are coming from. When we see which trauma is causing the trigger, we can identify it; accept that it happened; and grow forward to make healthier choices, essentially releasing the trauma and the heavy emotions that accompany it.

			I don’t resent any choice that I’ve made over the course of my life. I understand that I was doing the best I could with the knowledge, awareness, and emotions that I had in that particular moment.

			And you are too.

			I try to remember hindsight is 20/20. Of course, you can look back on your previous choices and see what you could’ve done differently. It’s okay to recognize it. It’s not okay to continue to criticize yourself for it. If that choice comes up again, you’ll know the right one to make.

			That said, here is my story.

			Even though my parents and I no longer speak, I recognize and understand that they made choices based on their own generational trauma, and they had no idea they were doing it.

			I was the first grandchild of the family; my grandparents absolutely doted on me. In fact, my Nan (my maternal grandmother) is one of my favorite relatives ever to this day.

			From ages one to four, I competed in beauty pageants. Yes, the ones where little girls are dressed in gowns intended for much older girls and fully-made up faces, so they can be judged by complete strangers. These events were very popular in the eighties—as was the hair, and at two years old, my mom was perming mine.

			I have always had thin hair, so back then, it was customary to get a perm for added thickness. I remember it took hours and smelled absolutely putrid. I’d have to sit on a hard little wooden stool while my mom would take an hour or two wrapping strands of my hair in perm rods. Then, she doused my whole head with the stinky chemical curling solution as I bent over the kitchen sink. Even though I had a rolled-up lengthwise hand towel as a barrier for my eyes from the pungent perm solution, it still burned them and made them water.

			I won a lot of titles. I’ll never forget when they announced I was “Little Miss Tampa.” It came with a six-foot high trophy, and my mother was beaming from ear to ear.

			Even at a young age, I wanted to make my mom happy. If I did the things that she wanted me to do, she would be nice to me. If I did one minuscule thing that was not what she expected, it was hell.

			The hell varied throughout the years.

			My brother came along when I was five and a half. During my mom’s pregnancy, she found out that she was expecting twins. She ended up miscarrying my brother’s fraternal twin, and I remember she took that hard. I didn’t fully comprehend it back then; I just knew I was sad, so she must be sad too. I’ve always been able to feel others’ emotions. Ever since I can remember, I’ve had tremendous empathy for every person I’ve ever met. I couldn’t wrap my head around what a miscarriage was until many years later when I had two of my own.

			As my brother grew, my mom would always make a joke that he ate his brother because he was so fat. I saw him laugh it off, but I felt his pain. That’s just the type of person my mother was; she insulted others to see their embarrassment and feel better about herself.

			The truth about our childhood is that my mother was, and still is, a very unhealed person. She’s the type of person you must walk on eggshells around because you never know when she’s going to be triggered and explode next. It was like living around landmines; you had to be vigilant with every step. Even taking the wrong breath could cause one of her triggers to detonate.

			She took a lot out on my dad and my brother as well, but it felt like I got the worst of it. Not only was my mother a gaslighter and a narcissist, but she was also immensely jealous…of me.

			From the stories I’ve heard, as well as my own personal experiences, I genuinely believe from the moment I was born that my mother hated me, and she wasn’t afraid to make me feel it.

			I’m about to tell you a story that I’ve heard several times, once even proudly told by my mother herself. Some of the versions varied slightly, but the theme is the same.

			When I was an infant, my mother and father lived with one of my uncles at his house for financial reasons. At the time, my uncle was a bachelor who pretty much came and went as he pleased, living his best life, as they say now.

			Early one morning around 4 a.m., my uncle was startled awake by my mother shoving a bottle in his chest, demanding though a clenched jaw, “Open this fucking thing now! I’m gonna strangle her!”

			My uncle groggily took the bottle, popped the lid right off, exposing the nipple. My mother went to snatch it from him; hearing me screaming at the top of my lungs, he said, “Give me Jennifer. I’ll feed her.”

			She shoved me into his arms and stormed out of the room. My uncle fed me, burped me, and then laid me on his chest, where I fell right to sleep.

			For many years, my mother made sure I knew how much of a burden I was to her as an infant. I had colic for the first three months of my life, and she never let me live it down

			From the moment I left her womb, I genuinely feel that my mother has seen me as a burden.

			My mom’s father, my Grampy, never held a baby until me. In fact, he left work and rushed to the hospital as soon as I was born. From the moment that he held me, I was the apple of his eye. My Nan has never hidden her favoritism for me from anyone. Nan has always loved and cared for me so incredibly deeply; she was one of the only people I can ever remember feeling proud of me.

			At the age of two, I taught myself to use speed-dial on our landline telephone. The rotary phone was out, and buttons were in! Watch out world!

			One afternoon, I remember my mother being utterly impossible; and that’s exactly what I told my grandmother after I dialed when she picked up the phone. “Mother is being impossible! Can you please come get me?”

			About forty-five minutes later, my Nan and Grampy came pulling up to our trailer in their ’70s red Ford Econoline Van with a porthole window in the side lovingly named Ol’ Red.

			I don’t exactly remember what my mother was being impossible about, but I do remember that my Nan was my safe space, and she made me feel seen. She was always there, giving me the love I needed.

			When I was ten, we had to rush my brother to the emergency room. I remember that day as if it was yesterday. December 22, 1997. My brother’s equilibrium was off, and he couldn’t walk straight. He had also been vomiting off and on throughout the day. My parents made the decision to rush all of us off to the hospital.

			I recollect sitting in one of those old fiberglass metal leg chairs. I was swinging my feet back and forth as the words came out of the doctor’s mouth. “Your son has a brain tumor the size of a baseball on his brainstem.”

			Oh. This isn’t good, I thought. The silence made my stomach sink; you could hear a pin drop.

			My brother spent three months in the hospital having various surgeries and procedures, and then he went to rehab. While her sole focus was my brother, I was put on the back burner.

			I had just started soccer that year, right before my brother’s tumor. My mom never came to one single practice or game. My dad had to work, so my mom could stay at the hospital with my brother. He was able to drop me off at some practices while my friend’s parents brought me home.

			I felt abandoned and alone. Each Saturday, I’d have a different extended family member or my dad at a game for me. I was appreciative that they took the time to be there. However, I just wish my mom had tried to make it to one.

			My brother became her life. She doted on him twenty-four seven, and I just became an annoyance to her. My needs were too much as I entered my teenage years.

			Of course, understanding duality now, I see how terrified she must have been. Having already lost his twin, her surviving son now had had a life-threatening tumor. She was scared to her core that she was also going to lose my brother. I get why I was relegated to the back burner, but now, as an adult, I also know it wasn’t fair. The duality is accepting it all and realizing we are all doing our best at every moment.

			For the better part of two decades, my mother and I haven’t had a relationship.

			When I was growing up, my mother exemplified narcissism. When I was about twelve, I remember she began drinking heavily. She used alcohol as a tool to drown out her big emotions. She started out with wine coolers and soon dove into hard liquor. Narcissism plus alcohol: this combination was purely toxic.

			The biggest problem was she got really, really mean when she drank, but she didn’t see it. She thought it was “funny” and told me that I was too sensitive; I was the problem. She would give me the silent treatment for hours until I would come back to her, apologizing for what she said I did. I’d have to beg for her love. If I wanted my mother to give me any type of love, it was on her terms. Meanwhile, I was feeling more and more unloved by her.

			I was, relatively speaking, a “well-behaved kid.” I was never sent to detention at school because I was terrified of the outcome.

			I was expected to never question anything my parents said. I was to do what I was told to do, and anything else was unacceptable, and there would be consequences and shame.

			I grew up in a house full of controlling, blaming, shaming, and criticizing. If I did one thing out of line (which was anything above being a model child), I would be reprimanded by my dad. The day would go by, and then my mother would get drunk, sit me down at the kitchen table, and yell at me for several hours about the same incident, really driving her point home. Over and over and over she would say how I messed up and made me feel so ignorant for something as simple as forgetting to do the dishes.

			My early teenage years at home were hell. My mom would get drunk every night and fight with everyone in the house. Sometimes, it would turn physical as she would push and hit my dad. In her fits of rage, depending on the offense, she would slap me in the face as punishment. There would even be times she would yank my hair or my ear.

			On a few occasions, both my mom and my dad spit in my face with disgust, depending on the offense.

			Throughout school, I always had good grades and never really got into trouble. My parents took the authoritarian stance, and it was a “do as I say” mentality, or else.

			At sixteen, I had started dating a boy I had known from middle school with whom I reconnected by going into a McDonald’s for lunch one day. This particular day was a Saturday, and I had been working for my mom as her shampoo girl. My mom was a hairdresser, and she had me come in on Saturdays to shampoo clients and clean her station for her. I would get paid in tips from the customers I shampooed, and she would also give me a some of her tips for the day for working. I’d usually make around twenty dollars for the whole day.

			We never really had a lot of money, and my parents struggled to make ends meet each month, and most of my clothing came from outlet stores or Walmart. I took what I made at the salon to supplement my closet and shop at stores like Ross, where I could find name brands at a lower cost. I think that’s when my love of thrifting clothes and savvy clearance shopping truly began.

			Because of that fateful day
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