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Dedication

To my Jolie and Jace, who motivate me to be the best version of myself
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Preface

I was in the downstairs master closet with my two children, Jolie and Jace, one kid huddled under each arm. Tornado sirens were going off all over Nashville. Tonight would be a disaster. Just north of us in Kentucky, a tornado was supposed to touch down and tear through a small town. For all we knew, it was headed our way next.

I didn’t hesitate, my fingers moving to the only name in my contact list I knew to call.

“Hi,” I said a little shakily, just as My Ex picked up.

“Jana,” he said. “Are you and the kids in the safe spot?”

“Yes.” I felt better instantly, as I knew I would.

We had signed divorce papers a year ago, so why would I call the man who I was 100 percent certain had ruined my life? The man I blamed for breaking up my family? The man whose cheating and lying was a permanent blemish on my career?

You might wonder why I didn’t call anyone else.

I called because I was scared. In fact, I was terrified. In moments like this, My Ex was our rock. He was my anxiety blanket, and I trusted that he would have the answers and that he would protect the kids and me like he always did in the past. This wasn’t the first time a tornado siren had gone off and we huddled as a family in a closet. But, this time, our foursome was down to three. I felt the ex-husband-sized hole at that moment, and I know the kids did too.

Jolie, Jace, and I still lived in the house where our marriage played out. It was the place where My Ex and I got back together after his first infidelity came to light six years earlier and where we vowed to try again. It’s where we fell apart once more, doubled down on our commitment, renewed our vows, wrote a book about the experience, and celebrated its success and our own. It’s also where we had our last fight, and, finally, where I signed the divorce paperwork a year later, just down the hall from where I sat huddled in the closet now.

As the kids fought for the phone, hoping to hear their dad’s voice, I held on. I was silent, and so was he. I wondered if he wished he was there with us. I let that thought arrive, and then I let it pass.

“It’s really eerie out,” he said.

“It is . . .”

There was so much more I wanted to say, but instead, I said, “I’m scared.”

“You’re okay. Just stay in the closet,” he said.

So much went wrong between My Ex and me. Our marriage suffered from the same issues that plague many relationships (believe me, I receive more direct messages confirming this than I could possibly count), but our suffering was for the world to see. My Ex’s sex addiction and recovery, followed by a series of relapses, was covered widely by the media. We never shied away from discussing our problems or our decision to stay together, so when the marriage fell apart, the shame was immense and all-consuming. I was cast as the eternal victim, and he, the perpetrator. These two roles neither captured who we really were nor gave us a chance to evolve beyond them.

After the divorce was finalized, I had to face the failure of the longest relationship I had ever been in. I suffered financially, as I had to spend almost half my money on a settlement, legal fees, and child support for My Ex. It was also the first time I was separated from my children since they were born.

“Will you stay on the phone with us until it passes?”

“Of course,” he said.

At that moment I wanted the four of us to be together. I wanted to say I wished he was with us. But I didn’t. I left it out for a good reason. There was no use treading old ground or bonding over trauma. There was no use stating the obvious. There was no going back now. He knew that, and I knew that too. A silent understanding.

“Tonight scared me too.” He paused, then said, “And it made me miss my family.”

I knew he meant it, that he felt the same emptiness that we did. Somehow, this realization that we each felt the other’s absence and could admit it without desiring physical closeness confirmed that there wasn’t a drop of romantic love left between us. But there was a chance now for something even better: respect, consistency, kindness, forgiveness, and growth.

As I looked at Jolie and Jace, giggling and smiling now that their dad was on the line, the closet experience now feeling more like a game than a desperate attempt at safety, I could see that clearly much went right between My Ex and me too. That was undeniable: My kids are perfection, and they were raised with love all around them. Although that love had fizzled out in My Ex’s heart and mine, it still lived in them.

After another moment, the sirens stopped. We all said goodbye and hung up. Then the kids and I, exhausted and ready for sleep, emerged from the closet.

There are truths and lies in every relationship story, and they are impossible to capture accurately from just one perspective. My relationship with My Ex (who I refer to as “My Ex” throughout this book to keep things simple, protect his privacy, and hopefully make it clear that this story isn’t about him, but me) is a tangled mess of memories, experiences, dreams, sacrifices, and compromises.

I don’t claim to be able to tell you what to do with your own relationships. I can barely make sense of my own at times, let alone know what could be going on with yours. When I wrote my first book, The Good Fight, with My Ex, I thought I knew what was best when it came to relationships. In the book, we wrote about what we went through to save our relationship, but the truth is, some of the choices I made weren’t really in line with how I felt. Looking back, I can see how I was trying to convince myself that the work we were doing was helping our relationship, and that I was making decisions that were in line with my best interests. I thought if our story helped other people, that our issues would just magically go away or wouldn’t look as bad. Problem was, the more we tried to help others, the more depressed we became, knowing we were still struggling and our relationship was not getting better.

These days, I only know the truth of my own life. I see the details clearer, examine them with more compassion, and am confident in my ability to choose next steps for myself in a way I never did before or when I was married to My Ex. I am confident only in myself these days—in my path, my quiet reflection, my God, my stillness, and my ability to give and feel joy.

This book is meant to capture a year of these details of my life—how I moved from signing divorce papers in a state of hysteria and devastation to sitting in a closet with my kids during a tornado siren, on the phone with My Ex, feeling satisfied in the knowledge that we had no more storms to fight.

This book isn’t a tell-all about a failed marriage, nor is it a how-to guide to relationships. It is not meant to advise you to take the same actions I did, but to show you how I evolved over the course of a year—sometimes for the better, sometimes not.

I also discovered that the seemingly opposing feelings of loss and liberation can exist at the same time. I do hope this book helps you see that while the loss of something may cause pain and create wreckage in your life, it can also make you feel lighter and freer as you work through it. They say a person grips the tightest before letting go, and boy did I ever. But the joy on the other side of letting go is worth it. I’ve found that to be true in my life, and I believe it can be true in yours.





Introduction

It’s Over

In February 2021, My Ex, our two children, and I were spending a little over a month in Vancouver, Canada, where I was filming a movie. COVID-19 mandates were still in place and a two-week quarantine was enforced by the Canadian government and production. We were in lockdown, forced to spend every moment together on the property. We had a tracking app on our phone that made sure we stayed on the property of the house, and food was delivered to the door. So we became a four-person bubble.

We were staying in a precious farmhouse on a property lined with beautiful trees. I remember seeing the place on Airbnb and falling in love with its rustic yet cozy feeling. I thought, “Now this is where we’ll make some great family memories.” Little did I know that the only memories I would have from that trip would be spilled Cheerios all over the floor, slammed doors, sleepless nights—and a painting of a cow. We’ll get to the cow in a minute.

My Ex and I traveled a lot for work, and we were always good about making every new place we stayed feel like a home. But not this time. We tried. Boy, did we try, but no amount of trying could solve our problems. We were both frayed from COVID fears, and frustrations about our marriage were at a boil; by the time we got to this “tranquil Vancouver vacation home for a family,” there was no chance the place would feel like a home, despite our usual efforts. The description of the place was spot on, but the walls of our marriage were crumbling, and there was no fixing them now.

One night during our second week at the house, my husband was upstairs, stomping around out of anger. We had just had a fight. Our Zoom couple’s session had gone south. Looking back, quarantine in Canada seems like a cruel joke we were playing on one another: we were isolated and on the brink of a meltdown for two weeks while we insisted on continuing our couples therapy sessions on Zoom. What were we thinking?

This fight was about a five-hundred-dollar watch My Ex had just bought. I had become angry about the number of boxes arriving at the house, and the new hobbies he was picking up that were costing us a lot of money. I come from a scarcity mindset, a childhood where we didn’t have much, and I have the type of career where recurring paychecks are a long time coming. Seeing money fly out of our accounts in a time of so much uncertainty, in addition to the fact that neither one of us worked steadily the previous year, was really making me panic. We needed to rein in the spending, so we had agreed to go on a budget. The problem was, only one of us stuck to it.

Here is how the Zoom conversation went after I confronted My Ex about the watch:

“What does it matter?” he asked, getting defensive.

I said, “It matters because, yet again, you can’t respect one boundary that we set in place.”

“It was a watch for five hundred dollars. Big deal, Jana.”

“I get that, but the budget was something we set up to do together. By you not following the plan, once again it feels like you aren’t respecting me.”

Our therapist, his head moving back and forth as if he were watching a tennis match on TV, observed the fight in silence. I didn’t need the therapist’s help in deducing My Ex’s motives, though. I was hip to why he did what he did at that point. The watch buying was just another metaphor for his resentment of feeling controlled. The budget only highlighted the fact that he felt he was in a cage, without freedom. Meanwhile, I was begging for respect, dependability, and teamwork in our relationship.

It wasn’t long before My Ex stood up abruptly, left the room where we were having the session in a fury, and slammed the door behind him, leaving our therapist and me staring at each other in silence. I felt so alone in that tiny space, especially with our therapist three thousand miles away. I was so embarrassed; I could barely look up at the screen long enough to hit “end call.”

“Now what?” I thought. My Ex didn’t want me to follow him. I knew he wanted nothing to do with me. His hiding spot was in the spare room, along with his iPad, so I assumed that’s where he had fled. Our two children were asleep down the hall. I would have to be up before sunrise tomorrow to be on set. I should’ve been sleeping, but I couldn’t go upstairs. I couldn’t go for a walk. I couldn’t take a bath, clean the counter, or watch TV. I walked to the living room, where I had found the only solace I could find in this house the last two weeks.

I was staring at the cow again. All I could do was stare at this damn cow.

Let me back up.

My Ex and I were no strangers to fighting. In fact, we had just released our bestselling book The Good Fight, which was about how to make a relationship work after infidelity, lying, and broken trust—which My Ex and I had done successfully. My Ex had cheated on me throughout the first year of our six-year marriage before I discovered the infidelities and was forced to upend the entire structure of our relationship. After all, we had a daughter, we were a family, and we still had love. My Ex went to rehab for sex addiction, got a sponsor, and stuck to a program. We worked through the issues together. We worked through relapses, deceit, and exhausting hours of therapy during recovery. It was a painful but incredible and life-changing experience to stay together when so many people would have ended the relationship. We did the work with compassion for each other and made it to the other side. We had broken the mold in that way. We were walking examples of hard work in our decision to stay together. More important, our ability to help other couples do the same made both of us proud. Ours was a story of redemption and hope, and we took the responsibility of helping other couples very seriously.

Why, then, was I staring at this painting of a cow in the living room? Why wasn’t I upstairs practicing what I was preaching in that book of ours—fighting with boundaries, communicating, and listening? Why wasn’t he doing the same?

I knew that if I went upstairs, I would be met with the same patronizing, mean, hurtful version of the man I married. No, I couldn’t go upstairs. A voice had started to whisper to me. Yes, I know how that sounds. I heard it loudest when I was staring at this stunning painting of a brown-and-white cow that hung on the wall of the living room. She had big, beautiful eyes and a serene confidence. That’s why I kept coming back to her, to hear that voice, the voice said, “Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

* * *

Vancouver had been a mess from the start. I had been keeping a journal about our relationship. I would write down the details of every day to help me determine whether we had a good day or a bad one. Literally. That might sound like an extreme way to evaluate a relationship, but I had to do something because I had started to question my sanity. I was busy. I was working. I was stressed out. I was coming home exhausted and feeling worse by the time bedtime rolled around. Seeing the day written out in black and white on paper helped me make sense of things.

Most days were summed up with one word: “bad.”

I felt like a prisoner with no chance of escape. Each night, when it seemed I had no choice but to confront my husband about our lack of consistency or mutual loneliness, or his selfishness or my selfishness, I would find my way to the painting of the cow. I’m not sure what pulled me to her. I like art as much as the next human with a heart, but this response was different from anything I had experienced before. Who was behind those eyes? I felt a spiritual connection I was desperate for when I looked at the painting, as if the cow’s eyes were speaking to my soul, and my soul was speaking back. Quarantine in Vancouver had me talking to a cow. We can all laugh at that.

I remember the sad truth of how I was feeling when I was talking to “Lucy” (yes, I named her). I was lonely. I felt hatred from my husband, and I was worried about how that hatred would affect my children and me. I questioned whether I had hatred growing in my heart too. The days were bad and getting worse, and that’s when the voice was the strongest.

“Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

“Jana, it’s over.”

But I wasn’t ready.

* * *

A few months after Vancouver, I was recovering from a breast augmentation at home in Nashville. I was still in a lot of pain, and I had a lot of physical limitations. I couldn’t lift anything heavier than ten pounds. In the bedroom, my laundry basket was filling up and getting heavier by the day. Finally, I started to drag and push it toward the door to move it to the laundry room. My Ex noticed what I was doing and offered to do my laundry.

This was a tough moment for me. In our relationship, I struggled to ask for help because when I did, he didn’t come through. I hesitated, but then decided to ask, to put into practice what my therapist had been telling me to do for the better part of a decade.

“That would mean a lot,” I said. “But if you could, please do it as soon as possible as I really need this surgical bra.”

“Not a problem. I’ll do it in the morning,” he said.

Fast forward to five o’clock the next afternoon: my clothes were still sitting in the hamper. I really needed this bra, but I didn’t want to push him, to try to control the situation. My feelings were bouncing back and forth between anger and disappointment. I kept saying to myself, “He said he would do it.” Finally, at seven, I went into the laundry room, and found my clothes, still wet, in the washing machine.

I left the laundry room to go to the bedroom, and that’s when I really processed my surroundings. The house was in complete disarray. There were delivered boxes in the foyer that needed to be opened. In the kitchen, food was on the counter, and utensils, plates, and cups were strewn about. The living room looked like there had been an explosion of kids’ toys and electronics. Throughout the house, it felt like everything had been left out for me to deal with.

I walked into our bedroom and sat on the bench there. My Ex and I were supposed to spend time together that night, to have one of our “intentional nights”—connecting and being present with each other with no phones or distractions—that we talk about in The Good Fight.

He said, “Are you ready to hang?”

I was tired and annoyed once again. I thought to myself, “See, this is why you don’t ask for help.” I looked up and gave a dismissive “sure,” which ignited My Ex. His response: “What’s your issue now?”

Once again, we began to argue, to do the passive and defensive verbal dance that we did so well that we could have patented it. After going around and around in our usual draining circles, I tried to end the conversation.

“I’m really bummed out that something I asked you to do wasn’t followed through with,” I said.

He replied, “I didn’t know you were such a fucking cripple.”

I said nothing. Defeated, I got up and walked to the laundry room. I could hear his footsteps behind me, though. Of course, he was following me. Of course, he couldn’t just apologize and admit wrongdoing. We also had a knack for not giving each other space when things got heated.

He stormed into the room, opened the washer, and started to throw the wet laundry at me, saying, “Here are your fucking clothes.” In trying to avoid being hit by the wadded-up wash my six-foot-five, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound husband kept hurling at me, I lost my balance and fell. Against my will, I started to cry.

In true Ex fashion he said, “That didn’t hurt. Get the fuck up.”

I stood up. In the past, I would have fought back and got in his face, but when I turned around to face him, I had no fight left. I looked him right in the eyes, but I found I had nothing to say. Instead, I ran to the guest room closet. It had become a familiar place I would find myself going to, to escape the reality of my situation. I often prayed that it would turn into a magical doorway that would lead me to a different time and place. I could hear My Ex storming around the house calling my name and saying, “Oh, boohoo. Go fucking cry.” That was his superpower: mocking me. And this was my superpower: hiding, wishing, and dreaming for some other outcome to our problems rather than the same old results.

I debated my next steps. Do I find him and apologize for overreacting and being upset that my laundry wasn’t done? Do I say nothing but have my body language be passive so he knows I am mad? Do I try to see if he can see my pain and empathize? Do I try to get an apology out of him that I know, or I think, I deserve? I sat there pondering my next step and replaying all the times I tried those things—and that they never worked. At that moment, though, I felt something I never felt before. I heard the same voice I heard in my heart a year ago in Vancouver. That whisper. A year ago, I wasn’t strong enough to end things. I would have marched into our bedroom, kicked him out, and we would have done the same dance that we always did. I would have fought to have him see why he hurt me. But today, all I could see before me were the manipulations, little insecurities, and grievances at play like moves on a chessboard.

It was then that I realized I had lost the purpose of why I was staying to play this game. I didn’t want to be married to this man anymore. I didn’t want to have clothes thrown at me or to be ridiculed. I didn’t want to be hiding in a closet in my own home from someone who is supposed to love me. I didn’t like how I felt—the heaviness of it all. I was sure as hell he didn’t want to be married to me either.

I was sure he hated me. I used to ask him all the time why he hated me. He never had a good answer, but I think he hated himself too. He created a giant black hole in our marriage that we both couldn’t get out of. At that moment, sitting in a dark closet, I had the greatest revelation of my life: Staying would hurt worse than leaving. I wanted out.

When My Ex gave up on the search-and-fight mission and the house was quiet, I opened the closet door and I crawled into the guest room bed to sleep. I prayed these simple words: “God, please just slap me in the face with it.”

And boy, did he ever.

That next morning, the house was quiet. Jolie was at school, and My Ex had taken Jace to a play space for kids. I had no messages on my phone, no “I’m sorry for throwing clothes at you.” Nothing. That wasn’t unusual, though. He would always start a fight by blaming me for the way I reacted to things. And for me I would struggle with saying I was sorry because the affairs were always the underlying stem of our fights. I had a harder time looking at myself because what he did was always worse. With most of our explosive fights, it would take two to three days before he would apologize genuinely for his part, and life would pick up again. Something about this day felt different, though, like a bomb was being lit.

I walked into our bedroom and decided to check his iPad. I went to his email and looked in the trash folder. Nothing. I went to the inbox. Nothing. Then I put the iPad down and looked out the window. It was almost as if I wanted to find something. I wanted a reason to get out; I was so tired of the life I was living. I looked down at the iPad and then clicked on sent messages. There it was. My reason. I found emails to another woman, sent from an account I had no knowledge of.

(Here’s a lesson for those trying to hide things: don’t forget to delete your sent messages.)

I immediately texted “911” to my best friend, Kathryn. She knew what that meant. Within less than an hour we were sitting together on a bench in the bedroom, waiting for My Ex to come home. The laptop lay on the unmade bed.

When I heard him walk in, my heart started to beat faster. I looked over to Kathryn and gave her one last look for strength and took a deep breath as I heard his footsteps rounding the corner.

“What is this?” he asked as he entered the room.

I looked at Kathryn and then at him. I said, “I need you to log into your fake email account.”

He replied, “I don’t have a fake email account. I’m sorry you feel that way.”

I stared at him. At that moment, I just felt sad. Like, here we are again. Here I am sitting in front of my husband and being lied to again, for the one-hundredth, maybe two-hundredth time.

“Get out,” I said calmly.

He was out of plays. He was caught and he knew it. He didn’t move. He just stood there staring at me.

I said it again, a little more forcefully.

And then I said it again, this time even louder, “Get out!”

Once he left, Kathryn asked if she should call the lawyers or whether I was going to do that. I told her I needed some time to think. I could see the disappointment in her eyes.

It is hard to explain what happened over the next few days, except that what went down was just more of the same. There were tears. He apologized for sending inappropriate messages to other women, swearing up and down that nothing physical had happened. That the fake email account was something he never ended up using. I pretended that I already knew everything and that I had direct messages to prove it, which drew out a bit more “truth” from him, even after he swore he’d told me everything. This time, I had the upper hand, although I never knew what to do with it when I had it. Having the upper hand was better than being derided and having my feelings minimized. But, was it better, really? When My Ex had the upper hand, he was cruel; when I had it, I felt disgusted and paralyzed because it meant that I would be lied to and gaslit again. These seemed to be my only two options for handling the problems in our marriage and they both made me feel so dead inside. Why were these my only two options?

Alongside a voice of reason was a voice of shame: we were New York Times bestselling authors of a book on saving a marriage. We even had another book—on trust!—signed up. We were the couple that could fight through anything, right? I felt like I was trapped in an open sea, just flailing my arms around. I was sinking. I had no life jacket, and there was no lifeboat coming my way. Did I mention I can’t swim? Can’t anyone see me out here? Surely y’all could? Now, when I look at archived stories on Instagram, I can see I was dying inside. Hell, I can see My Ex was too. We were both crying for an out with our filtered smiles.

Meanwhile, he said all the things he always did. He didn’t want me to leave, he wanted to make this work. He would never do it again. He truly had hit rock bottom—could I just give him one more chance? He was an addict, and he was getting better.

He even went as far as to tell me things he did during our marriage that I didn’t know about—to maybe garner some trust with me and to show me he was capable of being honest with himself. I asked him if there were any other truths he needed to tell me about my recent findings.

He said, “I have never been so honest in my life. There is absolutely nothing else, I promise.”

My gut knew better, so I dug in one last time.

The next day, after a night of crying and yelling and crying, he revealed that he physically cheated on me while he was working on his problems at a therapy retreat center more than a year earlier.

He was so sorry. It would never happen again.

This time was different. I didn’t have tears to cry. I didn’t yell at him at that moment. I already knew in my gut that he had cheated again. I just needed him to admit it. You see, I had heard a whisper of a way out of this situation back in Vancouver, and the whisper started in my own head and heart.

Despite all the obvious hurt of the cheating and lying, I couldn’t shake the laundry room incident most of all. At that moment, the whisper became a scream. I could see that none of this was about me. My Ex was always going to end up in a laundry room somewhere, throwing wet clothes at the person he claimed to love. He was always going to belittle her and rationalize his actions to make himself feel better about the lies he lives in his dysfunctional double life.

But I didn’t need to end up in that laundry room with him. Everything clicked for me in the laundry room—I needed to wake up. This was a cycle that was never going to end for him or us. However, it could end for me.

I didn’t leave our marriage seven years earlier when I found out about the first round of affairs because we had just had our daughter, our sweet Jolie Rae. I couldn’t imagine another woman being around my daughter or another woman getting the better, reformed version of my husband after he destroyed me. I didn’t want someone else
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