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A LETTER FROM JESSICA

I didn’t appreciate how easy my life was until I was forced to start over. I was married at twenty-two. I had my first baby at twenty-five, my second at twenty-eight, and my third at thirty-two. My husband was a successful author, and I was a successful business executive with a thriving online business and publishing career. But everything changed when my husband told me he was gay, and we ended our sixteen-year marriage.

The uncoupling process and the trauma of what I experienced, both during and after the divorce, could have led to one of two results: I could have stayed stuck in my sorrow. Or I could rise like the phoenix, the mythical bird who was reborn from its own ashes and has come to symbolize change and growth.

I chose to rise. It wasn’t a conscious choice, but looking back, I guess I knew that it really was the only option. If my life was going to have to be made over, I was going to make it better. While I didn’t have control over what happened with my marriage, I knew that I had control over how I was going to respond and who I was going to become. I had agency over plenty of my story, and I was determined to be uncompromising in the steps I took to heal. I invested in hundreds of hours of therapy; poured into relationships with family, friends, and new partners; had new experiences; and changed my life. It wasn’t a singular moment of saying, “I am not staying in this.” Instead, it was a slow process. The process included taking many steps of going from being broken to soaring, and taking those steps positively affected every single aspect of my life.

I wouldn’t wish the pain I went through on anyone, but I believe that it is because of that pain that I have something to offer today. I don’t know what your story is or why you picked up this book. But in my eighteen years as a content creator and author, I have received heartbreaking messages from thousands of women in the midst of their own disappointments and battles. Women have told me stories of health challenges, loneliness in their marriages and friendships, unexpected challenges raising children, longings for different careers, sadness in their everyday lives, and so much more. Over and over, I have seen the same aches:

We long for connection.

We long for time.

We long for a dream not yet fulfilled.

We long for something extraordinary amid the mundane.

We long to feel fulfilled instead of disappointed.

We long to be cherished and loved.

In the past few years, in the wake of a painful divorce, I have uncovered each of those longings in myself and have been surprised and encouraged to see many of them fulfilled. It was hard, messy, gritty, and beautiful work. Some days I didn’t think I would get to the other side.

In these pages I am going to take you through the steps of my journey so that you might glean from my experiences. I am going to share the tools that helped me rebuild my life when it felt like so much of it had burned down. I hope I don’t make it sound like it was easy, because it wasn’t—it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

Your story is different from mine, but I believe that many of the methods I used and the wisdom that helped me can help you, too, no matter what you’re facing. I found wonderful resources to help me, and it is my hope that this book will become one more resource for you. There is something powerful in someone saying, Me too. I see you. I understand. Here’s one thing to try.

I believe we all have an innate ability to make our circumstances better, but we so often become too complacent or overwhelmed at the thought of changing direction or investing in ourselves that we stay in the comfort of the status quo. We go about our day, thinking that because this is where we are, this is where we have to stay. When my world was turned upside down, it gave me a blank page to dream, explore, and ultimately say, I can do things differently—better, smarter, faster, and wiser than I ever thought possible.

Honestly, if my husband hadn’t come out and we hadn’t divorced, I would not be the person I am today. I am much more emotionally aware, both of myself and of others. I have a much deeper understanding of trauma and grief and the way those experiences color our lives. I also have learned so much about business and finance. Nearly every area of my life has changed. It seems strange to say that I am grateful to be where I am today because of my divorce, but I am. That forced loss resulted eventually in a lot of good, though it took a lot of pain and work for me to get to a place to say that.

This book is one part memoir and one part self-help, and it is my hope that those two strands woven together will provide a guide for you to navigate your own journey of disappointment. As I wrote this book, I did a lot of research, including reading books on topics surrounding disappointment and growth, interviewing experts, and talking with others who have experienced challenging times. I believe that the combination of stories and practical wisdom, gleaned from my own experiences and research, will allow you to apply the lessons I learned to your own life.

As you read, I encourage you to keep a journal handy. You might find that you want to take notes or journal reflections about your own life and story. You also will find a series of questions and exercises throughout the book that were created to help give you perspective and consider opportunities for change and growth.

Of course, growth and healing experiences aren’t served well by a one-size-fits-all approach, but we can take what we learn from different sources and try it on in our own lives. Throughout the book, I will offer stories and ideas for things you can do to aid in your healing and growth. Sometimes the concepts will take some practice—after all, you didn’t learn to ride a bike when you first got on the seat and tried to pedal. Likewise, you might find yourself needing to practice what is shared in this book. For instance, I suggest you try journaling. If you have never been a journaler, you might need practice to determine what style is enjoyable and suitable for you and your personality. Or when I talk about therapy, if you have never tried therapy, you might find the experience uncomfortable at first. You might need the practice of attending sessions and opening up to your therapist. Eventually, though, with practice comes strength and knowledge, and knowledge gives us power to change.

I recently was talking with a friend about a challenging situation I was navigating. She said, “You have what it takes to get through it. Just think of who you are now compared to who you were three years ago, when you first got divorced. You are the same, yet completely different.”

That is what I want for you. To be the same, yet transformed. To be you, but better, different, and more whole. So many people, when they experience a great loss or disappointment, say, “This happened to me.” Period. But I believe that whatever has happened to you is not the end. I want you to say, “This happened to me, and…”

This book is the and. Bad things happen. Disappointments occur. Dreams are shattered. But those experiences do not need to be the end of the story. You can take control of your life, even in the midst of hardships, disappointments, and failures. Let me share my story and encourage you in yours.



XO,

Jessica
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	CHAPTER 1




	WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN BETTER THAN THIS?





“I’m gay.”

It was a Thursday morning around seven o’clock, and Matthew, my husband of nearly sixteen years, said the words I didn’t want to be true. We stood at the foot of our king-size bed, where we had made love and made babies, where we had confided secrets and dreams. But this was a secret and truth so big that it swallowed me whole. My heart pounded and I could barely breathe.

We’d been in marriage counseling for months, and he had said he was bi just six months before. Since that revelation, we had been wrestling, together and independently, about next steps. Looking back, we were already circling the drain. We loved each other and wanted to find a way forward together. But the force of the water was strong, and the likelihood that we could survive the spiral seemed impossible with this revelation.

“I’m gay, Jess,” he said again.

The words came out honestly, but quietly. I could see in his chocolate-brown eyes that he was sincere, sad, and relieved to say those words aloud. They were eyes I knew better than my own. And even in that moment, I loved him. Our three young kids were downstairs, and it was almost time to leave for school drop-off. I can’t remember what I said, if anything. I don’t remember much of the next hour, but I know that as I tried to drive to work, I felt like I might be having a panic attack. I recall my body shaking as wails erupted from my mouth, though no one was present to comfort me. By eight o’clock I had called in to work saying that I was unexpectedly sick. It wasn’t a lie. I was sick with grief.

I came home, walked onto my deck, breathed in a September breeze, and called my friend Jen. I wailed, moaned, and begged for wisdom. But this was uncharted territory, and I knew that no one could advise me on what to do. This would be my own wilderness. I remember thinking, Maybe this truth would make things easier. He had told me he was bi in the spring, and our next steps had felt tenuous for months. We didn’t know what that meant for our marriage. But if he was gay, we couldn’t stay married, right?

A few hours later, Matthew came home.

He sat on the couch and I crawled into his lap, the way a tiny child might. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck, and I sobbed in an unleashed way that I had never experienced. It was primal, deep, and unfamiliar. It was as if my entire body was in the depths of the despair, my howls guttural and full of pain. Matthew held me as I wailed in his strong arms, the ones that brought me comfort my whole adult life. He told me he was sorry and that he loved me. He told me he always would. I sobbed for what was and what was to come. I sobbed because I didn’t want to lose him. I sobbed for our kids, for me, and for him. I sobbed because I thought it would be better than this.

MY IDENTITY

My whole adult life, my identity had been centered around the idea of being a wife and working mom. Matthew and I met when I was twenty and he was twenty-nine. We got engaged just nine months after we met, and we married a year later, just a few months after I graduated from college. Our love was fast and deep from the beginning. When Matthew came out to me, we had three children and I worked a full-time social media and marketing job in corporate America. I also had a thriving blog and social media presence, and we had been planning for me to leave my corporate job so that I could do that full time. It was my dream to be an entrepreneur and have more flexibility for my family.

For our entire marriage, Matthew had been a writer, and during the latter half of that career, we had worked together on launching his children’s book career. I saw his work as an extension of mine, and it was a joy to help him with everything from brainstorming to marketing. We shared life on social media, did interviews together on podcasts, took vacations as a family, and parented with intention. Our work and life were enmeshed more than the average family, and from the outside, it looked like we had it all.

It’s also important to acknowledge right off the bat that I’m a firstborn, type A, Enneagram Type 8, meaning that I am a take-the-bull-by-the-horns leader who likes to be in control. I am extremely capable and fill every day to the fullest. Matthew has often joked that I get more done from five to nine than most people do from nine to five. I love a plan and live and die by my schedule, to-do lists, and goals.

I’ve always been a planner, and, frankly, divorce was just not part of my plan.

I THOUGHT IT WOULD BE BETTER THAN THIS

Have you ever said that phrase to yourself—or one similar? I thought it would be better than this. Chances are, if you are reading this book, you have experienced something in life that went differently from the way you thought it would.


• The loss of a loved one

• The ending of a marriage

• An unfulfilling job

• A health diagnosis

• A financial hardship

• Feelings of loneliness

• Parenting challenges

• An accident or life-changing incident


Any type of this is valid. Your story, dreams, and feelings are true and worth articulating. And with those experiences of expecting something different comes an ache for something else. You may be reading this and find you are already very familiar with that ache, or you might have never paid much attention to it. Like people who live in cities with a lot of smog, maybe you don’t even realize what life could look like if the skies were clear. Similarly, the smog of disappointment can choke us and leave us desperate for something better. A life that includes unmet expectations and disappointments can create a haze of dissatisfaction that colors your everyday.

Sometimes, the disappointment isn’t inherently “bad,” but it is different from what you expected and, therefore, still brings up feelings worth acknowledging. I have heard parents say that they thought parenting would be really sunny and happy most of the time, and then they found that it actually is a lot more challenging, frustrating, and exhausting than they expected. I actually never said I thought it would be better than this until two years after my husband moved out. I certainly felt it. But when I finally said that phrase out loud, it was as if I had let the genie out of the bottle.

I remember when I first said those words. I was at my friend Lysa’s beach house for the weekend. She had invited me and another mutual friend and writer, Ann, to come and talk about book writing. I had shared that I was ruminating on a book idea and would love to flesh out the concept. Lysa and Ann are both accomplished writers, so I valued any insight they could offer. More importantly, they were close friends who had been close confidants during my marriage’s unraveling.

We sat on cozy chairs in Lysa’s living room, with the sun streaming in and the crash of the ocean’s waves creating a soundtrack for the morning. As we talked about the desire in my heart to help other women facing unexpected pain and disappointment in their journey, I said, “I guess I just thought it would be better than this.” Ann and Lysa both leaned in, and Lysa said, “That’s your book. We all have felt that in our lives.”

That simple phrase was packed with so much truth and understanding. It embodied my heart’s deepest ache, the unmet expectations I was facing for my love story, my family, and my life as a whole.

As I have processed my own grief and talked with other women about theirs, I realized that this is a universal ache. We have such high expectations for life, but it usually doesn’t turn out the way we thought it would. It turns out that we all have our “I thought it would be better than this” circumstances in life. Life is beautiful and messy, and the only thing you can count on is that eventually things will go amok. Disappointment finds everyone. It isn’t if; it’s when. And it is what we do when those circumstances arise that makes or breaks us. We can choose to ignore the issue or deal with it just enough to survive, or we can really feel, assess, heal, and grow. The latter takes a lot more work, but it is worth it in the long run.

HOW TO NAME YOUR THIS

I can’t tell you how many times I have shared the title of this book with someone and their mouth has fallen open, their eyes have widened, or they have simply said, Holy cow, what a title! (sometimes all three). I think that is because we have all felt this way. Sure, it might not be your husband coming out that prompts it. It might be that you thought life would look different after being married for twenty years. It might be that you thought you would be in a different place financially at this point in your life. It might be that the trauma you experienced as a child still haunts you. It might be that you thought you would have a lot more friends than you do. It might be that a health diagnosis has radically changed your life in a negative way. It might be that parenting your children is very different from what you imagined. It might be that your work is not fulfilling in the ways you expected it to be. I can’t list all the possibilities, but I think you can see that disappointment is both wildly personal and still universal.

Whatever your this, it is important to name it so that you can move forward. You can’t heal what isn’t diagnosed, so being very specific about your pain points can help you heal and thrive even in the midst of hard times. Below, I am going to walk you through an exercise to help you do this. You will discover clarity and be empowered to be more compassionate with yourself and others in the naming and uncovering of your disappointment’s layers. It’s like an onion. When it is whole, we see a round vegetable, covered in a papery outside layer. There’s not much to it. We don’t know that it contains so much flavor and so many layers inside. But when we cut into it, that’s when we experience its depth—the layers of the onion, its scent, its taste, even the tears it can sometimes cause. Likewise, by doing this exercise, you will be forced to uncover the fullness of your disappointment.

To name your this, start by trying to determine the core expectation or ideal that you had. What did you think would be better? Imagine that your core expectation or ideal is the hub of a bicycle wheel. For me, the hub of the wheel was marriage (because I never thought it would end).

Next, consider other related better-than-this expectations extending from the hub like spokes of the wheel. These are other expectations that are unmet because of the disappointment that is the hub. There are no wrong answers here. Consider your core pain points related to your disappointment. It is critical to identify and acknowledge these spokes because they help you understand the breadth of your pain. You will likely have five to ten spokes. For each spoke, use this phrasing: I thought ________ would be better than this (because ________).
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Here are some of mine:


• I thought being loved would be better than this (because I did not expect love to include letting go of the person I was married to).

• I thought forever would be better than this (because I imagined it with only Matthew).

• I thought parenting would be better than this (because I wouldn’t be parenting on so many days by myself).

• I thought my financial future would be better than this (because divorce affects finances).

• I thought my forties would be better than this (because I didn’t imagine facing them alone and having to start over in so many areas).

• I thought our kids’ lives would be better than this (because divorce is painful for everyone).

• I thought my self-worth would be better than this (because it really tanked in the latter years of my marriage and immediately after my divorce).


Depending on where you are in your journey, this process may come to you easily, or you may find it daunting, painful, or too challenging to complete. If you find it too difficult, flag this section and come back to it. I know you will find it valuable, but it is okay to not be able to complete this exercise yet.

If you have completed the exercise, take time to process what your wheel hub is and what the spokes are related to that hub. Are there any themes that emerge? Are there pieces of your pain and disappointment that you have never faced? By acknowledging the breadth of your unmet expectations and pain points, you are able to better discover how to move forward and heal them.

As you process your wheel, have compassion for yourself. It is likely that a lot of feelings will rise up, including grief, frustration, and disappointment. In the forthcoming chapters, I will offer tools to help you define and move through these emotions. Know that you will be able to release hopes and dreams that are unmet or have shifted because of your circumstances. Once you release those things, you will be able to make room for new beginnings and learn from the experiences you have had so far. Releasing something is not forgetting or diminishing its part of your story but rather giving you the freedom to move forward into something new. Sometimes releasing occurs with forgiveness. Other times it occurs when we examine the circumstances that caused us pain. Still other times, it happens through the gift of time apart from the painful experience or unmet expectation. In life, we have the choice to remain bitter and unforgiving or to move forward with forgiveness and compassion for ourselves and others in our story.

THE BEST IMPERFECT CHOICE

After Matthew came out to me, we remained married for a period of time. Matthew didn’t want to get a divorce, and I didn’t either. We loved each other and also grieved the idea of how divorce would affect our kids and our time with them. Yet divorce was on the table because, even if we loved each other, how could we possibly stay married? Matthew had honestly shared his truth, and staying married felt unfair to us both. We explored the idea of a mixed-orientation marriage, meaning a marriage where people who have different sexual orientations choose to stay married. Some of the questions we grappled with included: Was it enough that I knew that Matthew was gay and that he had shared his truth with me? Could he be happy in a marriage to a woman he loved while also having desires that were unmet because of my gender? Could I be happy, as well?

No one knew what we were going through except for our therapists and a few close friends. We felt it was important to keep this discovery period very private. We didn’t need or want to have a bunch of people giving us advice. It would have been too much for us to carry mentally and emotionally, especially when we both were so fragile.

Despite counseling and trying to reconnect as a couple, nothing seemed to be working. Things would be going better for a couple days or weeks, and then I’d notice Matthew turning inward, clearly processing things apart from me. Things were tense, and we were often distant. I battled feeling like I was good enough in every way imaginable. After six months, we decided that we needed to separate. The week Matthew found an apartment, COVID-19 hit and the world shut down. He canceled his lease and we stayed married, living under one roof. I hoped that maybe a pandemic would draw us closer together. I started working from home, and our kids remained home from school. But instead of being one happy family, we were on eggshells constantly.

One spring afternoon, I sat with a wise older friend and said, “I just don’t know how to move forward. Every step forward feels like there could be negatives associated with it. How do I know what path to take?”

She gently said, “You must make the best imperfect choice. There are no perfect choices here or in life. Take the information that you have and make the best imperfect choice.” She then encouraged me to make a list of my options and what the pros and cons were of each option. Sometimes writing can offer us the clarity we seek in a situation. As I wrote, I saw that no choice was perfect, but the path I needed to choose and the steps I needed to take to get there became clearer.

I have thought about that concept of the best imperfect choice a lot over the past few years. It has become a sage piece of wisdom that I can grab on to when fear or uncertainty grip me. Letting go of perfectionism is freeing. For me, in my story, the biggest, hardest, best imperfect choice was divorce. My marriage became unsalvageable, and as much as I desperately wanted to hold on to the dream of being married for fifty years, of my kids being with me 100 percent of the time, I knew that the best imperfect choice was letting my husband go and starting much of my life over during a season when I thought I would be firmly rooted. I knew that Matthew’s freedom to be who he really was would bring freedom to me as well. I don’t remember the exact day, but I remember saying to Matthew, with tears running down my face, “I think we need to get a divorce,” and the way he slowly nodded in agreement, his eyes filling with tears as well. It was an imperfect choice for us both.

Perhaps in your story you have made imperfect choices or you have some to make. Every area of life requires them. I make them in parenting, my work, my health, and so on. But when an imperfect choice is the result of a disappointment, it often holds more weight. Sometimes, as you move forward with a best imperfect choice, it will feel like the wrong choice. You’ll wonder if you should have chosen differently. People will give their opinions, whether you ask for them or not, and you will feel doubt. In these moments, you must trust your gut. Your gut is your guide, there to protect you at all costs. She never steers you wrong. She always looks out for your best interests, and the more you really listen, the more confidence you gain from responding to her quiet whisper of Yes, you can, this is good and No, girl, slow down, think about this. I knew long before I said “I think we need to get a divorce” that we were going to get a divorce. My gut told me. And perhaps your gut is telling you what to do next as well.

It was late spring of 2020 when we decided that the most loving thing we could do was proceed with divorce and for Matthew to come out to our family and friends. It felt terrifying, but we both had peace about the decision. Matthew’s coming out story is his to tell, but I will say that bearing witness to it was one of the most powerful experiences of my life. It was heart-wrenching and heavy to see the person I loved most in the world sharing something that had been so deeply hidden for decades.

In June 2020, Matthew moved out. It was a Saturday. I took our kids to spend the night at a family friend’s home, and when I got back to our house (soon to be my house), other friends were there helping Matthew move. It was a somber day. There’s nothing happy about seeing objects that were ours become his and hers. I managed to keep a stiff upper lip as the house became emptier, taking my heart with it.

We decided that Saturday evening would be our last night together as husband and wife. We were tired from the move, and though we both liked cooking, neither of us wanted to cook that night. We ordered Outback delivery because a steak dinner, even in takeout containers, seemed like the right choice. We watched a movie. I don’t remember what it was, only that it was a mystery/thriller. I remember lying on the couch with Matthew and thinking that this was the last time he would ever hold me like this. We then went to bed, falling into each other’s arms and becoming one for the last time as well. I was surprised that I didn’t cry, though I did the next morning when he got up out of bed without showing any affection toward me. No last hug. No last anything. He just got up, like it was an ordinary day. Of course, it wasn’t. We both knew it was going to be a terrible day. I think he was likely protecting my heart and his. Why make things harder? I stayed in bed a bit longer, not ready to say goodbye.

A few hours later, after friends had helped him move the big things from my house to his new place





WRITE THE NEXT CHAPTER










START YOUR OWN REVIVAL















Discover Your Next Great Read

Get sneak peeks, book recommendations, and news about your favorite authors.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Worthy logo]








Praise for 
I THOUGHT IT WOULD BE BETTER THAN THIS

“If you feel like your loss is too hard, too different, or too big, Jessica Turner is a kind companion. Her advice is hard-won and lived in, blending personal story with practical tools. For anyone in a dark tunnel who can’t yet see a light, this book is a candle—a reminder that hope is always an option and redemption may be closer than you think.”

—Emily P. Freeman, New York Times bestselling author of How to Walk into a Room

“Turner knows the brutal heartbreak of unexpected loss and calls upon the reader to keep going, encouraging them to manage expectations, call deep on courage, and to risk embracing change even when it means moving closer to the pain inevitably found inside transformation. This book is a must-read for everyone who has experienced loss and wondered, ‘What in the world do I do now?’”

—Meghan Riordan Jarvis, LICSW and author of Can Anyone Tell Me? Essential Questions about Grief and Loss

“I Thought It Would Be Better Than This offers the calm, gentle wisdom we seek in quiet times. You’ll learn to name your experiences and disappointments, grieve them, and find actional steps forward to heal and move on, empowered and clear.”

—Tia Levings, author of A Well-Trained Wife: My Escape from Christian Patriarchy

“A beautiful, honest, and practical guide for anyone who has found themselves facing unexpected hardships. Jessica’s story and hard-won wisdom lets us know we aren’t alone and leaves us with hope that even the most challenging things in life can lead us to beauty. A must-read.”

—Libby Ward, digital creator (@LibbyWard) and mental health advocate

“Jessica vulnerably offers a personal but universal guide to navigating life’s most painful realities. Both poignant and practical, this beautiful book will help heal your broken heart.”

—Katherine Wolf, author of Hope Heals, Suffer Strong, and Treasures in the Dark
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“This book will change your life! If you're wrestling with
disappointment, heartache, or the curveballs life throws at
you, Jessica Turner’s story will speak right to your soul.”

THC JG

—MEL ROBBINS, bestselling author
and host of 7he Mel Robbins Podcast
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