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			Real Words from Real Moms

			
				“Thank you for being such an honest and true voice for so many moms out there.”

				—Jen K.

				“You help me get through the days when I am not sure what I have gotten myself into and when I question if I am cut out for motherhood. Thank you.”

				—Heather B.

				“Thank you for allowing me to see the truth that has been staring me in the face and for giving me the strength to move forward with what is best for my children and me.”

				—T.E.

				“Your writing helps me feel less alone and often gives me the little boost I need to dig deep and keep going.”

				—Jenifer J.

				“Thank you so much for showing me that I’m normal, that mothering my children is an imperfect science of trial and error, and that it’s okay not to be perfect. Thank you.”

				—Heather W.

				“Today you bring tears to my eyes. You make me feel like somebody gets it. Somebody understands.”

				—Becky R.

				
				“The wisdom you share is life changing and gives me hope in the days when I need it the most.”

				—Kristi B.

				“When I read your honest reflections, I hear an assuring voice whisper back, ‘You are not alone.’ Suddenly, my hope is renewed, and I’m able to go back to what I do best: loving my people. You have an extraordinary gift for putting into words what it means to accept and embrace the messy, hard, beautiful, sacred moments of motherhood.”

				—Rachel M. S.

				“I am constantly riding the roller coaster that is motherhood. Thank you for your compassionate and enlightening words of strength, wisdom, and inspiration.”

				—Tash M.

				“Your words have spoken straight to my heart. There have been times when they’ve been my primary encouragement.”

				—Jessi H.

				“Sometimes your words are what keep me going when I’ve hit the wall of patience, energy, and self-confidence.”

				—Kathy S.
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			The Guide

			Over the past five years, I’ve lived what I’ve jokingly called a public private life. As you’ll read in this book, living the private spaces of my life in a public forum was antithetical to the “me” of most of my life. But going through great changes and having others see and read about the progress has resulted in some very common questions:

			
					
					How in the world did you change your life?

				

					
					What steps did you take?

				

					
					How did you manage change and being a mom?

				

					
					How did you discover happiness?

				

					
					Where did you get the bravery?

				

			

			As a result, in the book process, I’ve spent a good year examining my past seven years. I didn’t let any nuance sit by the wayside but rather dug deep into the details—the emotions, results, choices, and mindsets that led to me reclaiming my life. I mapped my world—the inner and outer struggles as well as the times of failing and success. Those details?

			That’s what this book is about.

			But I need you to know from the start that this book is not a linear, chronological story of my progression from poverty to my life today. Instead, it is about the mental determination, the process, the challenges, and the how behind great change.

			It’s your guide and the answers to those common questions.

			You will discover the agreements you’ve made about yourself, the excuses you give, and why your reality is what it is. But it doesn’t have to be what it is. If you dare, if you decide to walk this path, to disrupt patterns that keep you stuck, all while in the midst of motherhood, I can guarantee you that your future will be different.

			
			That is the brave art of motherhood.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part 1

			 

			STUCK IN THE GREAT TENSION

			
				
					“Be brave,” says my spirit.

					“Wait,” says fear.

					“Have courage,” says my soul.

					“Not yet,” says worry.

					“Dare,” says my heart.

				

				—Rachel Marie Martin

			

			Dear Brave Warriors Journeying Life with Me,

			Last year I was in Washington, DC, standing in the front of a room, holding a mic, speaking to a roomful of moms. As I gazed around the room at all the women looking for a word of hope, at all the moms pushing little ones in strollers in the back, at the women daring to dream, I decided to veer from my set script and tell them what was on my heart.

			I shared a story of a mom who had seven kids and had the IRS knocking on her door. This mom had less than fifteen dollars in her checking account, but she also had a dream, a target of change, and an old netbook computer her parents had given her for Christmas.

			I told those moms how she started to write, to dare to be real, and to spread a bit of hope. I spoke about how she suffered through a divorce and lost everything, yet in the losing, she found herself again. I explained how she got knocked down and how she stood back up, over and over.

			
			I shared how she found happiness again.

			I shared how she made a new agreement about worth.

			And then I introduced that room of moms to the mom of my story.

			Me.

			Tears fell freely that afternoon. But they weren’t tears of sadness; they were tears of hope. I took a risk to voice my story and found a bond with a roomful of women who also wanted the realness of hope. It started as a ripple and began to rush from woman to woman. We all got it; we all knew our fight; we knew we weren’t alone. The more I shared, the stronger the rush of hope spread.

			I knew that was why I told my story and why I’m sharing it here.

			My story has worth.

			Yours does too.

			Embrace your story. Share it with others.

			And cling to the hope that comes out of it.

			 —Rachel
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			Time Keeps On Ticking

			I grew up in the eighties. My kids think it’s epic how I lived during the generation they now deem retro. In fact, several years ago I flew cross-country to Seattle to visit my oldest daughter, Hannah, who was a sophomore in college. We hung out in her trendy local bakery, and as we ate crumbly gluten-free pastries topped with dollops of fresh whipped cream and sipped our overpriced espressos, she asked, “Hey, Mom, do you want to go to this cool vintage shop with me? I know you’ll love it.”

			I didn’t hesitate to say yes. I pushed my chair back and grabbed my coffee, and together we walked across the leaf-covered street to Hannah’s favorite store, while she rapidly talked about how much I would adore this place and all the amazing objects inside.

			As we wandered around the dusty shop, I observed something unexpected. In fact, I started to laugh as the reality became clearer. You see, her “vintage” store with collectible items that withstood time was not filled with the antiques I was expecting but was, in fact, filled with relics from my own childhood.

			I was now vintage.

			I spotted orange and lime-green Tupperware, the same as my mother once sold. Fisher-Price toys, the same ones I used to play with, now fetched a premium price. Cabbage Patch Kids, Atari game consoles, and other games I thought had disappeared lined the shelves. A wall of posters of artists I loved hung by bins of vinyl records, cassette tapes, and CDs. I flipped through them, past Huey Lewis and the News and Tears for Fears, and then saw one of my favorite tapes by the Steve Miller Band tucked in a stack. As I looked at the cover, the now poignant lyrics filled my mind: “Time keeps on slippin’, slippin’, slippin’ into the future.”1

			
			While I hummed the melody, I looked up at Hannah meandering through rows of my childhood now for sale. She was looking at neon shirts, and as she thumbed through the rack, her face scrunched up just a bit. I’d seen that face before. It was long, long ago on the hot summer night when she was born. Her tiny six-pound-thirteen-ounce self came into this world with that same scrunchy face. She was a feisty newborn, completely dependent on me, her rookie mom.

			I sighed heavily—the type of sigh reserved just for moms—and as she decided which eighties shirt was the best I wondered, Where in the world did the time go?

			She didn’t know I stared at her, but there she was, just a couple of years younger than I was when I’d first held her.

			I remember that me. I was feisty, full of dreams, full of hopes.

			Now there I stood, twenty years later, a divorced mom of seven kids, watching her and, in a way, watching myself. That sigh wasn’t just about how quickly she grew up, but it was also because of the clear image of my own passage of time.

			There is an unspoken tension in life. When we are young, we’re oblivious to it, unaware of the movement of time. But the older we get, the more we become aware of its constant ticking.

			Then one day in the middle of our life’s moving timeline, we become mothers, and that timeline that was once ours alone we now share.

			As moms, our time is fragmented, and we focus on our children. We stop documenting our own accomplishments and instead document theirs: a week old, a month old, a birthday, the start of school, the move to middle school, prom, graduation.

			
			With each new milestone, we have more to do, more to keep up with, more expectations to manage. And time keeps moving, keeps ticking by. It doesn’t slow down for hard times or for blissful moments or for times when we just need a break. Yet I cried when my Hannah turned one, because I felt as though I’d already lost a year of her childhood due to time’s tick.

			“Slow down, time, slow down,” I’d pleaded.

			But life gets busy, so busy that the appreciation of time’s movement gradually shifts to those days when we quietly chant under our breath, “I just want to make it through.” There are times when we can’t wait for the day to end, when the burdens and expectations keep piling up and there doesn’t seem to be enough of us to go around. There are days of slammed doors, cranky kids, and “I hate you! You’re the worst mom ever!” when we’re just trying to be the “good” mom. Next thing we know, we’re another mom in a march of moms who are going through the motions of motherhood, joking about the moments of peace we might get at the end of the day, cursing the homework our kids whine about, and telling one another we’ll join that kickboxing class when our schedules get less busy.

			We become so focused on getting through motherhood and doing for our kids that somehow we lose sight of all the mothering our mothers did during our own childhoods. Think of all the piano lessons, recitals, and orchestra concerts our moms went to for us. The soccer practices and cheerleading competitions. The constant shuttling to and from our high school jobs. They spent their precious time helping us grow and achieve our goals and skills and loves.

			The world was at our feet, and our moms helped and encouraged us to discover our passions. Yet when we become mothers, the focus of priorities shifts. Instead of continuing to pursue our dreams, we abandon them and copy what our moms did before us. We put ourselves on the back burner to help our children achieve their dreams, knowing the whole time that we’re only helping them achieve the dreams they have before they, too, become parents.

			
			What if you broke that cycle in your family? What if you decided to teach your children that those skills and dreams you fostered as a child are just as important for improving your entire life, and in so doing, you take moments out of your schedule to focus on you? I’m not suggesting that you no longer help your kids achieve their dreams; I’m suggesting that you do it alongside continuing to pursue yours. What if seeing you do that means that they, too, will pursue their dreams their entire lives?

			Just as Steve Miller sang, “Time keeps on slippin’,” we don’t have unending amounts of time to someday get back to doing what we dreamed of. Every tick of the clock is a minute further in our lives. When I first held Hannah in my arms, I felt as if I had an infinite number of ticks. Twenty-one years of the clock flipping over and over have since happened. And when I stood in that Seattle vintage store, I realized that the art of life, of motherhood, happens when we exhale and cherish today while we also seize the moment, the inch of time today, and move ourselves forward to reclaim who we are meant to be.

			For so many years I went through the motions. I got busy with motherhood, learned to accept reality as unchangeable, and existed. I didn’t have a fire to appreciate that inch of today. Instead, I took it for granted. You probably do that too.

			At a certain point, the inches will run out. Time will pass and the urgency to change will either shrink or disappear into lives where we settle. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want my college-aged kids to be sitting in their hip coffee shop, chatting with their friends about their mom, and saying, “Yeah, my mom, she was a good mom, but she settled.” Nor do I want to sit with my friends when my home is an empty nest and say, “I just don’t know who I am anymore.”

			
			You are worth not settling.

			But you have to decide not to assume that you always have tomorrow to do what you need to do today. I know you didn’t intend to forget yourself. I know you want to be happy. I know you want to fight for your heart. I know you want to rightly order your life. I know you want to have that deep bravery and sense of purpose. I know you want to rediscover your passions from your childhood.

			It’s not that we’re trying to forget ourselves. We just get busy.

			And it’s so easy to lose track of time in motherhood. It’s even easier to overlook the importance of our own hearts.

			I know I did.

			Stop saying, “I’ll get to that tomorrow.” That’s our first task for ourselves.

			You owe it to yourself, your family, your friends to live without fear and with wild abandon. You owe it to yourself to get to everything on your tomorrow list today.

			I am passionate about helping you ignite the fire of urgency in your life. I believe in you, I really do, and know that whether you have one child or fifteen, are married or divorced, are wealthy or poor, have direction or none, you can recapture time’s inches in life.

			You are worth fighting for each inch today.
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			Pay No Attention to the Mom Behind the Curtain

			I grew up in church. I was the good church girl, the good daughter, the one who rarely got in trouble, the one with good grades, the one always smiling.

			Church was also where I learned to hide.

			For many years I lived the life of the Pharisee who proclaimed her own goodness, while deep down I felt broken and battered. I knew I was pretending, yet there I was, telling everyone how my life was fine and giving advice to others, all while feeling trapped in my good-girl journey.

			I started this journey when I was about five. My parents were church planters. They not only started the church I grew up in but also were instrumental in founding the Christian high school I attended. For many years, this starter church didn’t have its own building, so we met every Sunday in an American Legion hall. We’d arrive early and enter a dark lower-level room that was in complete disorder with beer cans and cups scattered about, floors sticky with spills, and sometimes vomit outside the door. My job was to help set up metal folding chairs in neat rows before the churchgoers arrived.

			I was to take chaos and create order. In some ways I hid the reality of the place behind neatly lined-up rows and emptied beer cups. Church, even then, was a form of pretending.

			
			I remember the smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke that, no matter how well I ordered those chairs, would linger in the background. Outside of everything I did to hide the bones of the building, the smell would always speak truth. But despite the facility, every Sunday morning people would spill through the doors, grab their photocopied bulletin, find a seat, and worship in the transformed room. I tried to stay focused on the metal cross we’d put on the makeshift altar at the front of the room or the changing colors of the altar fabrics, yet sometimes as I shifted around in that metal chair, tucked in the middle row, I’d spy a plastic beer cup still holding the remnants of beer that one of the morning setup staff missed. More often than not, it would be on the shelf behind the altar, precariously perched and waiting to be knocked over, breaking the illusion of holy with worldly.

			On one side of the building, off the main room with the metal chairs, were creaky wooden stairs leading to another entryway. Everyone made a grand entrance or exit on those stairs due to their central location and creaky sound. Those stairs taught me to be the good girl—the one who never got in trouble, who never broke rules—because one Sunday when I grew weary of counting hidden beer cups or sitting and standing for the psalms, I started to fidget in that folding chair. I must have created enough of a ruckus, because I suddenly became the girl being taken out of the meeting area by my dad and up the loud stairs while everyone watched.

			I was so embarrassed. I don’t think I even cared that much about what my dad said to me in that upper hallway. I hated the moment we walked back down those stairs and I stepped into that room, with everyone looking and with my little ego totally busted.

			In that moment, I began the good-girl act.

			
			I didn’t start behaving in church because I wanted to be the good girl; I started behaving in church because I didn’t want anyone else to hear those stairs and to think of me as anything other than the good girl.

			I became the good girl because I cared so much about what others thought of me. Maybe you are a good girl too, or maybe you wear some other mask that you hide behind. It’s another tension we live with—we believe it keeps us safe, but it also keeps us from living to our fullest capabilities.

			I spent most of my life trying to fix the outside, the story that everyone saw. But spending so much energy on that kept me from fearlessly investing in who I was really meant to be. When I got married and had children, I had another “allowed” excuse for turning off my own dreams and talents, and I dove in fully to being a wife and mom. I need you to understand that devoting yourself to your family is a beautiful, wonderful, and expected part of your journey. This isn’t about abandoning your life; this is about reclaiming it and being brave enough to live the real you.

			My marriage was a deep struggle. Finances were a continual issue, resulting in anger, passivity, and rejection. At first it was just the normal struggle of a couple starting out. But as the years went on and we sank deeper and deeper below the poverty line, our money struggles moved from normal to critical.

			However, I continued to make excuses and carry on as though all was fine, even as we endured a decade of debt collectors showing up at our door, having our truck repossessed, and bankruptcy.

			To the world, I appeared put together and happy, never letting anyone see the late notices, dozens of jobs taken and lost, and despair. These were the painful places of me screaming into a pillow in my room, hoping for a break, while my toddlers cried downstairs and the laundry waited to be folded.

			
			Often the tears were of shame and fear. I desperately wanted to let others in, to hear that I wasn’t alone, but I was afraid of what everyone would think. Have you ever felt that way? Have you ever experienced shame with regard to your story?

			Clinging to the masks, being afraid to admit what is broken, is isolating.

			I understand the lonely place.

			I also understand that the one thing you need to hear when you’re in that lonely place is that you will be okay. But okay might not be easy even though it is right.

			Some unmasked truth: My marriage of seventeen years ended. When I divorced, I also unearthed $65,000 of debt. I moved from being a homeschooling, stay-at-home mom to being a traveling, working, entrepreneur single mom.

			The good-girl act? This certainly wasn’t what I had signed up for.

			No longer was my life incongruent—like beer cups in church—but rather for the first time, there I was, exposed and vulnerable in my own story.

			
				THOSE MASKS SEEM TO SERVE A PURPOSE

				Prior to living in Tennessee, where I now live, I was a Minnesota girl. What am I saying?—I’ll always be a Minnesota girl. Our Minnesota house had cute white shutters and a nice porch out front. It also had this fantastic oversized garage attached to it. When my family first moved there, we emptied the contents of our old home into the garage and slowly moved everything we needed into the house. As with any move, when you fill a new space, you end up with things that no longer work, and since the garage was giant, I left the remnants in there.

				Over the years, however, that twenty-by-thirty-foot garage became my burden. What once represented freedom and space was crammed so tightly with stuff that I joked how I could have volunteered my garage for an episode of Hoarders. That’s the show in which professionals show up at a person’s home and the person meets them at the door, looks normal, smiles, and then opens the door to an overflowing nightmare of stuff. Mine was never Hoarders gross, but it was bursting. Joking about it made me feel better, as though I weren’t quite so out of control with the boxes. Oh, I could rationalize back then that it wasn’t that bad, that there was order to the piles, but I would have been excusing the reality. It may have been organized, but it was still mountains of things.

				
				For example, beyond the regular stuff from moving that we never cleared out, I saved almost all my oldest daughter’s artwork from ages three to five. (At one point I realized saving it all was ridiculous but still didn’t get rid of those boxes of preschool art.) This included crayon drawings on the back of church bulletins and scratches on napkins from restaurants. That artwork made it into a box on the top shelf of the garage next to a box of my college stuff, a box of wedding stuff, a box of artwork from my next daughter (Chloé), boxes with unpaid bills and statements, boxes of outgrown clothes, toys the kids no longer played with, and more stuff I boxed up, didn’t label, and no longer knew why I saved, yet there it was, taking up space.

				I despised that garage. When I’d pull into my driveway, I knew what was behind that perfect white door. I was embarrassed by what was inside and worked to hide it from my neighbors. At times, I envied the open garage doors in my neighborhood and determined my neighbors must have it all together since they could freely open theirs without worry. It’s not that I didn’t have a clue how to fix it or how to let go of what was inside; I just was unsure of how to start and instead put the garage on the list of things to take care of “tomorrow,” when I hopefully would have more time and resources. I wanted it finished immediately and got overwhelmed by the seemingly infinite number of steps (which included opening that garage door) to cleaning it out.

				
				There was just so much stuff to deal with.

				Over the course of many years, I spent days sorting it, moving it, restacking it, organizing it, and attempting to control it. I knew exactly what I was going to donate and what I wanted to junk. Let me tell you, garbage hauling and junk removal isn’t always free or convenient. And because I didn’t have the money to pay for someone to come haul it away and because there wasn’t a free dump site, the stuff accumulated.

				There came a day when I no longer allowed my kids to open the garage.

				That should have been a sign that help was needed. I ignored the issue, believed it to be an acceptable reality, and made a new family rule: if the kids wanted their bikes, we would open the garage door about three feet, duck under, grab the bikes, and duck back out. This involved one of my kids standing at the garage door opener and opening and closing it for me while I shouted, “Okay! Push the button now!” But before we’d even begin our garage-door ritual, I would walk outside and assess who was around, and if the coast was clear, we’d begin the bike-removal process.

				I probably have scars from all the times I misjudged how low I needed to duck and ended up scraping the top of my back in my rush to avoid having neighbors see that space. If this wasn’t hiding, then I don’t know what is.

			

			
				HIDING ISN’T PAINLESS

				If you’re hiding, I know you understand. If you’re in a financial mess and a birthday party invite comes and you have to figure out a present—and your kid is complaining about the “smallness” of the present that you can’t afford but scraped together enough change to buy—it’s easy to snap. I’ve done it. I’ve screamed in the closet with a pillow over my face. Hiding frays nerves, removes the sheath and the buffer, and eventually traps us into doing irrational things like making rules that the garage door can no longer be opened.

				
				Now, if you had met me back in those married hiding years, you might have thought differently about me. You might have seen the house with the porch out front (which often held the bikes to avoid garage drama), the mom who homeschooled her kids (but was deeply exhausted), the mom with the Suburban (parked conveniently in front of the garage), the mom running from activity to activity never seeming frazzled (who drank so much coffee just to keep going). You might have seen me volunteering (because I felt I had to), serving cookies at church (my turn on the list), driving to ballet (where I volunteered)—always seeming as if I had the strength of an army (remember, the coffee).

				You would have seen what I wanted you to see.

				It was a grand act, a grand illusion, a space where I worked desperately to keep people from seeing the real me. In some ways, I was like the wizard in The Wizard of Oz when he yelled at everyone to “pay no attention to that man behind the curtain.”2 Well, my curtain wasn’t just the garage; it was all the masks I decided to hold up so I might fit in.

				Let me pull down the curtain so you can really see me. That home with the white shutters and front porch? That wasn’t our own but rather a home my parents bought for my family when we were out of options. Despite promising my parents the mortgage would come out of our checkbook, we never made one payment in ten years. Think about that. Ten years. Ten years of my dad opening his checkbook and writing a check to a mortgage company. But on the outside? You never would have seen that our beautiful house was not our own. You also wouldn’t have known that ballet, where my daughters excelled, was also given to us because we lacked money and that all my above-hinted-at volunteering, despite exhaustion and lack of time, was my trying to repay the debt and soothe my guilt. You wouldn’t have known that I was burned out from homeschooling but afraid of sending my kids to public school and that just thinking about it made me feel that I had failed. You wouldn’t have known that I begged and pleaded to get help for IRS audits but was pushed away. Just so you know, don’t ever run from the IRS. Call them. Hiding from them never works.

				
				There are so many variables to protect when you hide your life from others. Making sure your guard is always up is a scramble. Now, ponder this: Are we not taught that “the hide” is acceptable when we are young? We’re expected to put our best selves forward. We are told, “Put on your Sunday best,” “Get a new shirt for pictures,” “Make sure you hug Aunt Ruth” (when you knew she smelled of that superpowerful rose perfume that made you gag). As a result, we grow up and enter adulthood, keeping

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				LETTING GO OF THAT IMAGE
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“Rachel has an extraordinary gift for putting into words what
\ it means to accept and embyace the messy, hard, beautiful,
\ sacred moments of motherhood.”

—RACHEL MACY STAFFORD, New York Times best-selling
L author of Hands Free 4111112111 and Hands Free Life
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