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Dedication

To my loving husband, Nick, and our

three beautiful babies, Camden, Brooklyn, and Phoenix:

everything good in my life is because of you.
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Justin Coit


My family is everything to me. My husband, Nick, and my three children, Camden, Brooklyn, and Phoenix, have filled my life with more love than I thought possible—and more messes than I’d like to admit! My days, like for most families, are a nonstop juggling act of kid extracurriculars, working, whipping up a healthy (or—let’s be real—quick) dinner, and the occasional but essential date night with my husband.

When I became a wife and then a mom, I remember continually seeking advice about how to handle the beautiful chaos that is life. I sought guidance from friends, siblings, and coworkers because I didn’t have a mom by my side to pass down motherly wisdom. How should I handle an irate toddler while I’m trying to bake the perfect chicken enchiladas—all while holding on tightly to my sanity and even more tightly to my glass of wine?

Here are the facts. My mother disappeared from my life when I was nine years old. Long story short (which, by the way, is a phrase that drives Nick crazy, since I like to talk and my stories are rarely short): It was August of 1990, and the Gulf War was just beginning. My dad was on active duty in the air force, and my brother and I were living in Turkey with my mom and stepdad, who was also in the military. I guess it’s safe to say that my mom had a type. Anyway, one day I was in my fourth-grade classroom, and an announcement came over the loudspeaker asking us to drop to our knees and pray for our military. We were told we were getting evacuated back to the United States for safety while our military family members stayed behind. We boarded a cargo plane back to America.

Back in the US, my mom ended up on my dad and stepmom’s doorstep. My dad was away serving our country, so my stepmom, Donna, answered the door, and my mom asked her to take care of me and my brother until she could get back on her feet. Donna agreed (I mean, what was she supposed to do?), and after that, my mom showed up once a week for the next couple of weeks to take me and my brother to lunch. By the third week, she was MIA.

There were no letters from my mom in the weeks that followed. No calls. My dad lived in fear that my mom would show up and take me and my brother back, since she had legal custody. Perhaps for this reason my stepmom kept her distance emotionally. But my mother never came back. I secretly lived in hope that one day she’d show up and I would have that role model I always wanted. She did show up once, when I was in sixth grade, and she took me and my brother to see The Bodyguard, starring Whitney Houston. Going to that movie was the last time I would truly feel connected to her and loved by her. The main song from the film, “I Will Always Love You,” haunted me for years! When I started acting, in my twenties, and I needed to cry for a part, I would sing that song in my head.

My mom disappeared again until one day in 1998, right after I won Miss Teen USA. I was eighteen years old, and I was at my grandmother’s house, in Florida, when the phone rang. After the very first “Hello?” I recognized my mom’s voice. I nearly dropped the phone in shock. The sound of her voice after all those years paralyzed me, and I could barely breathe. After some awkward greetings, she said she wanted to see me. Regardless of how nervous I was, she was my mom, so I agreed. I told her I’d be in North Carolina later that summer and that we could meet then, since she was living near there. And that was that. We hung up, and I went back to being Miss Teen USA, with a future date to see a mother I had dreamed about being with for almost a decade.

Later that summer, the big day came, and there she was, standing at my hotel room door. As soon as I saw her I realized how terribly I had missed her (despite everything!), and I suddenly hoped that this was the beginning of a “normal” relationship—one in which I had a mom who would love me and answer all my questions about life, love, guys, fashion, our family history, secret recipes, her amazing jewelry. You know, typical mother-daughter stuff.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that we wouldn’t be sitting down for deep and meaningful life lessons anytime soon. She hadn’t traveled to my hotel room to congratulate me. She wanted to know how much money I had won as Miss Teen USA. She asked if I had won a car.

I was crushed. It was everything I had feared, deep down. You might think I’m crazy, but I did end up giving her money. I gave her pretty much everything I’d won, because even at that age, I felt I would always regret not helping her out, and based on our history I knew it would be the last time I would ever see her. And it was. That was the end of my dream of having a perfect mom come back and save the day—and save me. I would have to be my own guide through life.

Eventually I pulled myself together, wiped away the tears, and got back to building a life. I vowed to make it special, make it my own. I came to realize that experiences like this wouldn’t break me. I mean, I had already survived a lot. Like having to ask my dad how to use tampons. Talk about mortifying! And wearing a white dress to a friend’s wedding (because no one told me not to) and then being completely embarrassed when the caterers kept congratulating me because they thought I was the bride. I had to learn to cook on my own and discover ways to be a great parent despite not having had a loving mother who led by example.

Many of the women I look to, like Ayesha Curry, Reese Witherspoon, Kate Hudson, and Rashida Jones, do have a strong female presence in their lives. I admit I get a little jealous when I see Ayesha’s mom making her bone broth when she’s sick, Reese’s mom passing down all her Southern secrets, Kate’s mom offering loving advice for her lasting, happy partnership, and Rashida’s supportive relationship with her mom who is her biggest fan. But I’m also happy for them, because it’s a beautiful thing. Some of my friends have moms who taught them how to sew homemade Halloween costumes or handed them a secret recipe book that’s been in the family for generations, and I love hearing all of their stories and advice. What I’ve learned is that none of us have picture-perfect pasts, and we are all truly making it up as we go along. But our messy pasts don’t define our futures. They may influence them, but it’s up to us to make our lives just that—ours. Perfectly imperfect.

I’ve tried to turn each challenge in life into an opportunity, and, as it turned out, I have loved creating new family traditions. I didn’t realize that I had been creating a “life from scratch” until a few years ago. It all started with a dish I absolutely love, chicken adobo. This is a Filipino recipe, and my mom is a Filipina, so hello, Freud! I found comfort in this meal from my very early childhood, a time when I’d sit on my mom’s lap and eat the salty, savory dish. One Christmas a few years after I got married, I was standing in the kitchen with my friend Lauren, working on my chicken adobo. Lauren assumed I had learned the recipe from my mom and asked if she had passed it down to me. Since that was a hard no, I explained that it was a dish I had been googling and experimenting with for a few years, eventually tweaking it to make it my own. That’s when she said the words that would shift my thinking forever:

“Oh, so this tradition is starting with you . . .”

Her words had such an impact that I almost needed to hear them again. Yes! She was absolutely right. This tradition started with me, not my mom or anyone else. This was a recipe that my husband and kids would remember and that I could pass on to them, and maybe they’d pass it down to their kids one day. It was an incredible realization.

That’s what I hope to share with you in these pages: the feeling that you’re creating something unique and special for the ones you love, whether it’s a family Thanksgiving that makes November pure magic, the simple yearly gift-giving custom I share with my best girlfriends, or the date-night tradition Nick and I swear by that helps us stay connected despite endless kid birthday parties, school functions, and long workdays. These traditions mean the world to me and have shown me that I have the power to create the family I want to have, not the family I wish I’d had. I’m not gonna lie: at times, winging it has been tough, but it has also made me more resilient, more creative, and much more appreciative of the moments that really matter. It has taken me more than a decade to become the “perfect” wife and mom—and yes, I use those quotation marks with a heavy dose of sarcasm. Because none of us can ever be perfect, but we can create lasting memories—like making a cute Valentine’s Day treat for our kids each year or starting unique birthday traditions—that make our lives feel if not perfect, then inspiring, happy, and full.
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Look: no matter what our background or circumstances may be, as parents and partners and humans, we’re all making it up as we go—with the help of girlfriends, guy friends, and maybe even books like this. If you want to make a recipe from this book and add a sprinkle of oregano because it reminds you of your grandmother, go for it! If you want to tweak a holiday decorating idea as a tribute to your best friend, please do—I’d be honored. There’s no cookie-cutter way to go through this crazy, beautiful, chaotic life. We all love differently, we all think differently, and we all have to make it work differently. But traditions help bridge our differences and bring us together.

While my hope is that this book entertains you and makes you laugh, I also hope it helps you see that the future is yours to define. And most important, I hope it inspires you to write your own story, create your own traditions, make your own chicken adobo, and find connection through a life shaped, defined, and created by you—and shared with those you love.

So here’s to living Life from Scratch . . . on your own terms.




Part 1

Spring
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Nick grew up in Cincinnati, and I remember going to visit his family in early spring one year. It was sixty degrees outside, but everyone was wearing shorts and flip-flops, as if the thermometer read ninety-eight degrees (wink, wink). I was freezing, since living in Southern California spoils you when it comes to weather, but Nick explained that in a place like Cincinnati, where it really is freezing all winter, people throw off their jackets, slip into sandals, and start celebrating the minute there’s a sign that winter is ending and spring is in the air.

That’s what spring means to me—a new start, throwing off the old, and the excitement of sunshine and warmer days to come. Spring is jasmine-scented candles, dappled sunshine coming through the kitchen windows, buying fresh flowers for your home. It’s an exhale after the chaos and cold of winter. I feel more energized when the days are warmer and the sun goes down later, which might be why most of us are motivated to start working out or cleaning out our garages or getting rid of things we no longer need in the spring.

I hope these spring traditions get you organized, enhance your creativity, and inspire you to toss off your old heavy boots and put on a pair of breezy flip-flops as you celebrate new beginnings. Oh, and good food. Always good food.




Chapter 1

Out with the Old
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As soon as spring rolls around, I feel the urge to Marie Kondo my bedroom, throw open the windows, and switch out my evergreen-scented winter candles for lighter scents such as gardenia and lemongrass and—one of my favorites—vanilla lavender. A few years ago I saw a professional organizer on a daytime talk show, and some of his ideas transformed the way I organize everything, from my utensils to my candles. Yes, I organize my candles! What can I say? It makes me happy.

The organizer basically said, “Everything has a place.” It sounds simple, but most of us leave things scattered around the house, especially when we’re continually picking up after kids. He held up a fork and said, “What is this?” The audience members laughed. “Where does it go?” he asked, then answered his own question: “In the kitchen utensil drawer.” He was saying that everything has a place, and if you put all the similar things in a designated place, you will always know where things are. You will also know when you need more (or less) of them. And you won’t waste time looking for things, since they are in their appropriate places.

Right then I decided to organize my candles. I grabbed them from the bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, guest room, cabinets—basically all over the house. I couldn’t believe how many I had. It was a reality check for me. I now confess: I’m a candle hoarder. After that, I created a special candle cabinet, which saves me from rummaging in cabinets and drawers looking for a new candle. The professional organizer was right: I now know exactly where my candles are—and I know that I don’t need to buy a new one for about twenty years.

Not everyone shares my love of spring cleaning and organizing. It’s sometimes a struggle to get motivated when you’re staring at a messy closet and the phone is ringing and your kids are reminding you that they’re bored. But if you think of it as a yearly tradition, one that helps you declutter your life not just physically but mentally as well, it might just become something you look forward to. To quote Marie Kondo, “A dramatic reorganization of the home causes correspondingly dramatic changes in lifestyle and perspective. It is life transforming.”

If you’re still skeptical (or if you already love spring cleaning and just want a few new tricks to make it feel a little more fun), I have some tried-and-true tips to help you kick-start a yearly ritual that’ll make you feel rejuvenated, renewed, and restored.

Get Organized

I know for many of you, getting organized might sound about as fun as a trip to the dentist, but if you look at it as an activity that will help you feel lighter and more Zen, it won’t seem so torturous (I swear)! First things first: I’m a label girl. I highly recommend investing in a label maker so you can organize everything from your winter clothes to your holiday decor to your kitchen gear. Jumbled messes and clutter stress me out. Don’t get me wrong—I have mini messes and piles all over the place. But the disorder starts to affect my emotional state, and that’s why this process is so important to me.


LIFE FROM SCRATCH IN ACTION

Best Uses for a Label Maker

Snacks: I like to label bins with “Kids’ Snacks” so they can grab and go. It makes it easier for parents, plus the kids are learning to be self-sufficient.

Seasonal clothing: Winter sweaters, swimsuits, and so on.

Makeup: Separate lipsticks from eye shadows, concealers, and pencils.

Spices and seasonings: If you store them in glass jars, salt and sugar can look very similar and lead to some interesting mix-ups in the kitchen!

Laundry-room items: Putting everything in labeled bins helps keep the area looking tidy and cleaning products together.

Kids’ toys: Use colored label tape and write the toy category or color to help your kids learn reading. For example: I have labeled our toy cars by color in separate bins. The kids have fun and can always “find the blue truck”!

Kids’ clothing: Especially baby clothes, which they seem to grow out of within a week! I like labeling sizes for babies and clothes type for older kids.

Socks and T-shirts: This helps Nick keep organized, because we can separate things like nice crewneck shirts from concert tees and dress socks from sport socks.

Jeans: Skinny, high-waisted, boot-cut, and so on.

Travel items: For example, “Camden’s Pajamas, Socks & Boxers” is the label for one travel zipper bag.

Seasonal decor: This seems obvious, but even more detailed labels help. For example, “Santa Photos with Kids.” Or “Kitchen Christmas Decor” for that dinner party that you want to be festive.



When I thought back to the time when my love of organizing started, I realized I’ve been into labeling from a young age. Did you ever make mixtapes or CDs (remember those?) of your favorite songs? I made one of slow jams, another of love songs, and another I played when I was working out. I have memories of my mom labeling VHS tapes, too. The tapes came with stickers, and she would label each movie and then organize them not just alphabetically but also according to a pretty intricate numbering system. One of my chores when I was growing up was to make sure the videotapes were in numerical order with those number stickers that came with the blank tapes. So thanks, Mom, for giving me a head start on what would turn into a very serious labeling obsession.

I think of getting organized after the chaos of winter as a wellness activity. Put on some good music, make your favorite tea or pour a glass of wine, and start conquering the messes in your house, your car, your garage, your closet

Get the Kids Involved








Throw a Party



Declutter as a Couple


Box It Up
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Give Back



Reward Yourself


Vanessa’s Spring Cleaning Tool Kit
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