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			This book is dedicated to my momma. (I’ve spelled it wrong since seventh grade, but you’ll always be my momma.)

			As I sit down to write this dedication, it’s one day before the one-year anniversary of your accident. Since you’ve passed away, our lives have changed drastically. It’s been a year of growth; it’s been a year of pain; it’s been a year of joy as well. It’s been very humbling. Without all you’ve done the past twenty-seven years, and even this last year, I wouldn’t be able to do what I’m doing today.

			This is dedicated to you for giving me, Austin, and Ryan—and everyone in your life—your all. If all of us could be half as loving as you were, the world would be a much better place.

			Love you and see you on the other side.
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				PROLOGUE

			

			April 2017

		

	
		
			Holy shit, how did I end up here?

			I’m somewhere in the middle of West Texas, miles from anyone or anything. For hours, I’ve just been driving, with no real destination, while my dad sleeps in the passenger seat next to me. Around us there’s nothing but desert—just sand and sky for as far as I can see.

			I can’t believe how much things can change in twenty-four hours. Yesterday, I was strapping up my helmet and pads and hitting my last practice before the final game of the Spring League. Everything seemed fine with my girlfriend, Mariah. All I needed was one more good game to receive an invite for the start of NFL training camp. Then, during my first play of that last game, I dislocated my left shoulder—my good shoulder. It started out okay; I caught the ball, I hit the cornerback, I got the yardage. Then some dude came around the side of me and slung me down to the ground. When I fell, I landed on my shoulder and it popped right out of place. I’d had injuries before, but never like this, at such a critical moment. In an instant my football career, the thing I had dedicated so much of my life and energy to, was over.

			My dad had been sick but came to Austin to see me play. As soon as the game wrapped, Pop looked at me sulking off the field and said, “Let’s drive.” We both knew my hopes of an NFL career were over. And just like that, we hit the road. That’s how I came to find myself here. Wherever here even is.

			I can barely lift my arm over the steering wheel, but by this point in my life, I’ve had so many shoulder issues because of football injuries that I barely notice the pain. I was raised according to my pop’s philosophy: “You go to the hospital when you’re dying.” I can tell this shoulder injury isn’t good, but it isn’t an emergency, so for better or worse, I’m not going to pay it much mind.

			My dad is making me do most of the driving. He’s had some health issues in recent years, so he can’t move around well, and he isn’t much for driving anyway. He’s slept most of the way since we left Austin, so I’ve been alone with my thoughts for a few hundred miles. I think about football, about my relationship, about my future, which in this moment feels like it’s over before it’s even begun. I think of all the ways I’ve messed up. I’ve rarely had cell service, but when I do, I try to call Mariah. She doesn’t answer. I can’t process that our relationship might be over, too.

			I drive west for hours, until we find a place we can spend the night. It’s not much of a town, really, just a tiny hotel and a gas station, surrounded by miles of nothing.

			In the hotel room, on an uncomfortable bed, I don’t sleep much. I wake up feeling defeated—about my arm, about my relationship, about my football career being over. Up until this point, my whole identity—my whole life, really—has been defined by football. My high school and college experiences, the friends I kept, the way I spent my free time—all of it orbited around football. For as long as I can remember, I’ve always been “T.C., the quarterback” or “T.C., the star athlete.” If I don’t have that anymore, then who the hell am I?

			I head out to the hotel parking lot and sit down on one of those little bumpers they put at the end of a parking spot. As I’m sitting there, waiting for my dad to finish getting ready, Mariah calls me on FaceTime. She hasn’t spoken to me at all since the game, ignoring my texts and calls for more than a day. Knowing something is wrong as I pick up my phone, I brace myself for a hard conversation. But when I see her face on the screen, I can tell it’s worse than I thought.

			“Tyler, I can’t do this anymore.” It’s the first thing she says.

			I’m speechless.

			“You’re not being a good boyfriend.”

			I try to think of a way to respond. But I’m so tired from the drive and a horrible night’s sleep, and I’m so upset about my shoulder, that I just stay quiet. The simple truth is: She’s right. I’m not. And I know it. For a long time leading up to this, I’ve been a terrible boyfriend to her. I’ve been immature, and I haven’t dedicated myself to the relationship in the same way she has. For the last few months, I’ve been treating her wrong, talking shit to my buddies about our relationship, looking at other girls on social media, not putting energy into her or giving her support. She deserves so much better than what I have been giving. And yet, this moment still comes as a shock. A devastating one.

			She dumps me, right there on FaceTime while I’m sitting on the ground in a parking lot in the middle of nowhere. When I hang up the phone, I feel like I’ve been beaten up—now emotionally as well as physically. I look up at the little two-story hotel where we’re staying and feel a knot rising in my throat. All I want is to go home and go to bed, to put a blanket over my head and never come out. But instead, I’m stuck driving through the middle of Texas with my dad, on a road trip to absolutely nowhere.

			When we get into the car, I tell him what happened. He starts to laugh.

			“Well, you got me beat, son,” he says. “The Dolphins cut me on a Wednesday, and my girlfriend cut me on a Friday. At least I had two days to recover. But you got hurt and then dumped the very next morning!” I’ve heard the story before, but now it hits home a little more than it used to. The parallel is so striking; I can see why he’s laughing.

			After a few miles on the highway, my dad falls asleep (again) and stays that way for most of the drive. From Austin, where we started our trip, it takes us nine hours to get out of Texas. I spend most of that time trapped in my own head.

			How can I get Mariah back?

			Where did it go wrong?

			Who am I if I can’t play football?

			How did I get here?

			What the hell am I going to do with my life?

			I get deeper and deeper in my thoughts. As we drive, farther and farther west, I am more miserable than I’ve ever been.

			Our first stop outside Texas is White Sands, New Mexico. I put on a brave face. I take pictures and post them on my social media, trying to pretend everything is okay. But the truth is, I’m completely heartbroken. I need advice on how to move forward. My dad and I don’t talk much about relationships, this one with Mariah included. I’m the oldest of three brothers, and since my dad and I don’t usually get too deep in our conversations, I’ve never had a built-in role model to ask these kinds of questions. From a young age I learned to keep my feelings to myself and figure things out on my own.

			We drive across New Mexico, through Arizona, all across the Southwest. It’s the ideal road trip. The drive through this part of the country is gorgeous, but I’m not able to enjoy myself. The landscape is beautiful, some of the most stunning scenes you could imagine, but it’s like I can’t really see it. My mind isn’t there.

			Every night, I call Mariah and beg her to talk to me, to take me back, to give me another chance. Every night, she says, “No, Tyler. I can’t.” It goes on this way for a week.

			Finally, my dad and I arrive in Utah. I’ve already been here—I had visited once the year before. On both occasions, the scenery takes my breath away. The bright rock formations belong more on Mars than on Earth, and the sky is just so big. My dad hasn’t been anywhere out west before, so the whole trip I’ve been telling him, “We gotta go here. You’ve gotta see this. You’re not going to believe it.” Our final stop is Zion National Park, which might be the most beautiful place in the country. It’s the most stunning place I’ve ever seen, at least.

			I come from Florida, which is beautiful in its own way, but it’s nothing but flat. Completely flat. (The closest thing we’ve got to a mountain is a garbage dump.) You’ve got your blue waters and your green trees; its beaches are the best in the world. But it’s truly nothing compared to the awe-striking beauty in the West. The whole landscape is so bright and clear, and the scale is absolutely massive. There are mountain faces bigger than whole cities, and wide-open skies. You’ve got your blues and greens, but you’ve also got your reds and oranges, and every color in between. It’s breathtaking, like nothing else I’ve ever seen in my life.

			Once we get into the park, my dad hangs back on the ground while I decide to hike Angels Landing, which is considered to be one of the hardest hikes in America. With a really steep drop-off, it’s also one of the scariest. Now is as good a time as any to mention that I’m deathly afraid of heights. I’m the biggest wimp; I can’t handle them at all. But the scenery is so captivating and beautiful that I can’t resist the promise of the view from the very top. To be fair, it’s more out of ignorance than bravery that I decide to hike it. At this point I don’t fully realize how high this route will take us or how narrow the path becomes in some places. Something else I don’t yet know? This is about to be one of the most pivotal moments of my life.

			I hadn’t understood how steep this hike would be, but once I start climbing, it’s too late to go back. For a lot of the time, there’s no real trail, which makes it even scarier. With every step I take, I’m more anxious about how high up I am. I’m profusely sweating; I’m breaking out in hives. Every few seconds, I think, I can’t do this. I should turn around. I have to go back. But the higher up I get, the more incredible the view becomes. And so, maybe foolishly, I push on.

			My progress is slow, and I’m still freaking out, so I decide to take a break. I start chatting with this guy who looks like he knows what he’s doing.

			“How much farther up?” I ask him.

			He says we still have hours to go, a fact that he seems excited about. All I can think is, Oh great. I tell him I’m from Jupiter, Florida. He can’t believe it.

			“One of my buddies is from Jupiter!” he says. “He’s farther up the mountain.”

			It’s so random—Jupiter is not a big town—that I figure it must be a sign. I keep on rolling.

			When I get higher up the mountain, I meet the guy’s friend, and he recognizes me. It turns out he’s my aunt’s next-door neighbor, and we instantly hit it off. It’s a strange coincidence, and it immediately makes me feel more comfortable, like I’m not alone. I decide to follow his group, tailing them as we head up, higher and higher. They’re sailing up the mountain, and I’m barely keeping up. I’m totally drenched with sweat, from both the hike and my nerves. I feel like they’re skipping as I’m crawling, but still, it’s great to have something to keep me going.

			At this point, I learn two lessons. The first is that if you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to go far, find someone to go with you. Having other people there doesn’t just help me face my fear of heights but also gives me the support and motivation I need to keep going.

			The second lesson I learn is that if I want to make it all the way to the top, the only way to get there is to just focus on taking one step at a time. Whenever I look off to the side of the trail and see how far it is to the ground, I immediately panic. If I so much as glance beyond my path, I start shaking.

			So, because I have no real choice, I keep my head down. I don’t let myself get distracted. With each step, I think to myself, The next good thing, the next good thing, the next good thing. This becomes a mantra I always carry with me. If I keep my head down and put one foot in front of the other, both literally and metaphorically, I’ll get where I need to go. No matter what you want to accomplish, the more you focus on each small, good thing, the more good things will follow.

			With every step I take, I feel my confidence building.

			I know it sounds cheesy, but my life changes on my way up that mountain.

			At the foot of the trail, I had never felt more broken and lonely. But by the end, I’m a different person. When I finally make it to the top of the mountain, I feel strong, like I’ve accomplished the impossible and overcome a real fear. It’s not that the hike itself is such a big deal (although, to me, it was)—people make that climb every day. It’s that I’ve taken a monumental step in believing in myself. If I can do this, I realize, then I can do anything. Just by taking it step by step, putting one foot in front of the other.

			At the top of the mountain, I play this song, “Remedy,” by Zac Brown Band. It’s a beautiful song, about how you get what you give:

			
				I’ve been thinking about the mark that I’ll be leaving

				Been looking for a truth I can believe in . . .

			

			As I look down, my first thought is, Holy shit. I’m up here. I made it.

			My second thought is how incredibly gorgeous everything is. I can see the giant bus I arrived on that carries tourists around the park. On the ground it was huge, but from up here I have to squint to make it out. As I scan the park and take in the epic scale of the scenery around me, it makes me appreciate how big the world really is and how small we really are. All my problems, which seemed so huge back on the ground, suddenly feel so little. Sometimes, that perspective shift is all you need.

			I stay up there for three full hours, taking it all in. At one point, I feed a chipmunk some nuts from my backpack, like something out of a Disney movie. (This seriously happened. At Zion, the chipmunks are so fat, because everyone feeds them. Which I guess you’re not supposed to do. But I digress.)

			I know in my heart that I was meant to go on this hike. I needed something to make me want to keep going. I was in the dumps. I was feeling so hurt, so lost, so empty, but now this accomplishment has given me that feeling like there is something more to this life. It’s given me a shot of confidence when I sorely need it. I force myself to realize that I’m more than just a football player. My value isn’t determined by the mistakes I’ve made or what I have or haven’t done yet. I have a lot more to give, and from this moment forward, I’m going to do better.

			• • • • •

			The road trip with my dad lasts for fourteen days.

			From then on, the number fourteen haunts me. For a while, it seemed like everything happened on the fourteenth of the month.

			On April 14, 2017, my dad and I started the road trip.

			Almost a year later, on February 14, I got the call that I had been cast on The Bachelorette.

			On March 14, I left for the show.

			On May 14, I came back home.

			I couldn’t help but notice. Whenever a pattern or a coincidence pops up, I always pay attention, because you never know where it can lead you. I do believe in signs. I believe that sometimes things happen for a reason, sometimes things feel meant to be, sometimes there’s a greater force acting behind the smallest details. I think in life, there’s a voice, or an instinct, or just a gut feeling that tells us there’s more, something bigger at play. You don’t always know the reason why. You may not even notice until way after the fact. But it’s important to pay attention to what the signs are telling you and to be open to letting them guide your path.

			My dad tells a story that illustrates this point. When he was twenty-one, he was home from college and staying at his girlfriend’s house when he woke up at three o’clock in the morning with a feeling that he had to go home no matter what. He had no idea why he woke up or why he had this overwhelming urge to rush back to his house, but he did. When he got there, he discovered his mom walking out the door. She told him she wasn’t feeling well and was on her way to the hospital. She died the next day.

			Sometimes, when something like that hits you, you don’t always understand it in the moment, but you have to pay attention to your feelings and the way things impact you as they’re happening. If something feels significant, even if you can’t understand why or how it could be, you’ve got to trust that instinct. That’s the feeling I got when I finished that hike. I just knew that it mattered somehow. It was a huge change in perspective and mind-set exactly when I needed it.

			Each day, I think about that hike as I get up and put one foot in front of the other. I’m still learning, still trying to reach that undiscovered peak in the clouds. But I’ve come to recognize that that’s okay; that’s what life is. It’s all an unknown. Even when you reach your goal, you get a glimpse of the beautiful view around you, and then you discover that there’s still more ahead. You’re going to have to keep on climbing.

			What I learned is to just focus on the next step—the next class, the next job, the next show, the next date, whatever it is. Approaching any challenge, or making any change in your life, can be as simple as hiking that mountain became for me, if you just keep putting one foot in front of the other.

			More than anything, that experience taught me that, over and over again, we find ourselves in situations where we don’t think we can succeed. Whenever I fuck up, it’s because I looked off to the side and got distracted or psyched myself out. Sometimes those big dreams, those overall goals, are scary. That’s because when you dream of the future, looking at the big picture can seem intimidating, can make you think you have to aim lower. But by taking on that challenge one small step at a time, anything is within reach.

			I learned a lot that day, clearly, but it was only the beginning. I’ve learned a lot more since. I’ve learned that I deserve more from myself, that I owe it to myself to consistently try my best. I’ve learned the importance of surrounding myself with the right people and giving back more than I take. I learned that rejection isn’t the worst thing. And I learned that as long as I give it my all, I can live without regrets.

			I definitely don’t have all the answers, and I’m learning more every day. But one thing I know for sure is that all of us have value and all of us are worthy of being treated equally and with respect. If you’re struggling to believe in yourself or to find your way, trust me when I say that I’ve been there. If you’re looking to break down toxic masculinity and take responsibility for your actions, I’ve been there. If you’re ready to find love and learn how to give value to another person, I’ve been there, too. These are some stories from my own life and the lessons they’ve taught me. Whether you’re currently at your rock bottom or looking down from the top of a mountain, I hope you’ll keep reading. Because you deserve the best, from yourself, your life, and your relationships. I hope I can show you what that means to me, so you can try to find it for yourself.
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				LESSONS FROM MY PARENTS

			

			Where I Come From

		

	
		
			For better or worse, the relationships we see as we’re growing up shape our ideas about love. Those early models can sometimes pave the way for the relationships we have (or don’t have) in the future. And I, like so many people, didn’t have a model relationship to learn from. My parents dedicated their lives to raising three great children, but when it came to their own marriage, they had a rocky, uneven partnership. When Shakespeare wrote, “The course of true love never did run smooth,” he might as well have been talking about them.

			Growing up, I had a mom who loved me, a dad who loved me, and two parents who loved each other. But their ways of showing their love for each other were not always healthy—not for them, or for us kids, who witnessed it. They were oil and water, and they feuded constantly. Watching their relationship, which was both unhealthy and yet based in love, gave me a very confusing image of what a loving relationship should look like.

			Perhaps the biggest reason I haven’t had many long-term relationships is because, for much of my young life, I didn’t see a relationship that I wanted for myself. When you don’t have any positive role models for what a healthy relationship looks like, it can be easy to fall into a bad one, to imitate patterns, or, what seemed like the easiest option for me, to avoid having relationships altogether. For a long time, I struggled—and sometimes still struggle—to understand what a solid relationship should look like. Eventually, I found role models whose relationships I could look up to. But for a long time, in a lot of ways, I had to figure that one out on my own.

			That’s not to say I didn’t learn from watching my parents. I did; in fact, I learned a lot. They taught me the power of hard work, helping others, and never giving up. But as far as relationships are concerned, they taught me everything I didn’t want to be.

			My parents actually split up twice. The first time they separated, I was two years old. Even though I was a toddler, I have some memories from that time. Mostly I remember them fighting about things I didn’t understand. Even though I was too young to fully grasp what was happening, that situation caused me stress. When I got older and thought about it, I knew I never wanted to put my own kids in a situation like that. My mom and I moved four streets away, and for a time, we lived apart from my dad.

			Eventually, my dad bought this beautiful house on the water and said he would do whatever it took to get his family back. When I was around four years old, my parents got back together and had two more kids, my younger brothers, Austin and Ryan. We all lived in that house together, and for a while, it was paradise. Ours was the most happening, fun home there was. It was on a peninsula, with three-quarters of the property surrounded by water. Every Thursday through Sunday, it was the party house. Friends would come over, and we would all be together, partying and cooking out. It was so family-friendly. I remember how it felt—like we had nothing to worry about. We stayed there for nine happy years.

			But then when the housing market crashed in 2008, my dad, who was a builder, lost the house, along with everything else he had. (For a long time, my dream was to buy it back someday. But sadly, it was recently torn down.) After that, things got really rough. The second time my parents split, I was fifteen or sixteen. That time, it would be for good.

			Even when they were together, though, my parents weren’t models for a healthy relationship. For starters, in the past, my dad suffered from alcoholism and depression. He’s now in recovery, but when I was a kid, he would sometimes turn to alcohol when times were hard. He always supported us financially, but he wasn’t there for emotional support, for us or for Mom. There are some things that, for everyone’s sake, I’d rather not discuss in detail. But may it suffice to say that I’ve lived and felt things that I hope my kids will never have to experience.

			My parents put my brothers and me through some difficult stuff, but I know we’re not the only family to live this story. These can be challenging and consuming situations. Some people have to cut off contact with family members if this type of behavior goes on for too long; I can understand that choice. But for me, I’ll never stop being my dad’s son. I stand by his side because I also see his whole story. My dad had a hard life. He never had a father, he lost his mom at twenty-one, and then he lost his brother at twenty-five. Everything he did in life, from his school to his job to his family, was something he had to figure out on his own. It’s not an excuse for his actions, but I have a lot of sympathy for him. There were plenty of times when I wanted to say, “Fuck it,” and cut him out of my life. But in the end, he had an awakening and saw that he needed to get his shit together, and I’m glad that he did. Thankfully for us, for our family, it turned out okay.

			As I’ve gotten older, one thing that scares me is realizing how much our lives are all about perspective. So much of who we are and who we become boils down to how we look at things and what we take from any given situation. My perception of my parents’ relationship, and of our family as a whole, is so different from my brothers’ perceptions, because I’m the oldest and things happened at different stages of our development. Sometimes I fear they’ll fall into the same patterns my parents did or be afraid of relationships, even more than I have been. Being a role model for them is something I am constantly striving for.

			My parents would both tell me negative stories about the other one to try to get me to take sides. In high school, I took my mom’s side. She was like my best friend, because at the time she was the one who was always there for me. I was the star quarterback, and she was the mom who brought a fresh foot-long sub to my practice every day. But when I went to college, I started to side with my dad. I’d come home from school and see my brothers eating boxed mac ’n’ cheese while she was gone somewhere, and I would fault her for not giving them the same attention she had once given me. But I see now that wasn’t fair of me, and it wasn’t the whole picture. I didn’t see the struggles my mom went through. I didn’t understand that she just wanted love and support, too. She wanted to be treated the way she deserved to be treated. My dad worked hard to support everyone financially, but my mom wanted a partner who would share the responsibilities of raising a family, too. She always said, “He paid all the bills, but he never paid the attention bill.”

			When we had the house on the water, my mom was the coolest girl on the block. She was a social butterfly, making tons of friends and getting the attention she always loved. Once we lost the house, she still craved that social interaction, but she needed to find it elsewhere. She started dating and had a few boyfriends once she and my dad were done. This new lifestyle choice was hard for me to accept at the time. I remember one time, when I was in college, I wanted to physically fight one of her boyfriends. He wasn’t my dad, and I didn’t get how she could be with anyone else. But it’s weird how sometimes little things can hit you and change your perspective. The first time I heard the lyrics to a Drake song, where he asks, “Who the fuck wants to be seventy and alone?” I was like, Oh shit. I got it. My mom was only after what we all want. She just wanted someone to care about her.

			After that point, I eased into accepting her boyfriend, Pauly. Eventually, I came to love the guy. They were together for eight years, and that was one of the first times I saw a healthy relationship in action. They took care of each other, and their relationship was built on trust and respect. I had never seen my mom happier. That helped me start to understand that romantic love can function in a positive, healthy way.

			Even after seeing what a healthy relationship looked like, I didn’t completely understand that my parents’ relationship was toxic until I was out of college. Before that, I just figured everyone had their problems. I thought arguing was how people communicated. But as I grew up and gained a greater perspective, I saw how unhealthy and damaging that was.

			

			• • • • •

			One night, a week before Christmas, I was getting ready to take my last exam to get my general contractor’s license. I called my dad to check in on him, and he told me his stomach felt like it was on fire. As a precaution, I told my brother to take him to the hospital, but I didn’t think too much of it. It’s not that I didn’t take him seriously; I’d just heard it a million times before.

			The next morning, I called to let him know that I’d passed my exam and was going to be a general contractor, just like him. I discovered he was still in the hospital, and his condition had only gotten worse. “Something’s not right,” he said. I rushed there and stayed with him in the hospital for the next three days. The doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him. That was enough for him. The doctors were trying to help, but he felt like they weren’t doing anything right. “Get me out of here,” he told me. So we did as he asked and brought him home.

			I sat by his open bedroom door all night, just watching him. He was really out of it. He couldn’t eat; he would throw up everything. He couldn’t really sleep. The next morning, he was weak and pale and barely looked alive. I carried him to the car and rushed him back to the hospital. They immediately brought him to the ICU and ran a battery of tests on him.

			The doctors discovered he had an infection that was starting to go septic. He was in so much pain that they put him in an induced coma. The next step was to undergo emergency surgery. When the doctors split his gut, they discovered that his small intestine had wrapped and knotted together, causing a blockage, and a portion of it had to be cut out. Because he was in the coma, I was the person who needed to sign off on his rights, which was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I did my best to stay strong for my brothers, but no matter how hard I tried to fight it, I couldn’t stop crying.

			My dad says he remembers being wheeled down the hallway and seeing the signs for hospice and emergency surgery. As they wheeled him closer to surgery, he saw a bright light and thought it was taking him to die. He says he tried to fight it off. He told it over and over that he wasn’t ready. Eventually, the light turned off.

			My dad remained in that coma for twelve days.

			During the daytime, I took over his business, keeping his construction projects running. I was already working on two different housing projects of my own, and with the addition of my dad’s work, that number suddenly bumped up to ten. I spent my days acting like nothing was wrong and forging his signature to keep it all going. (Eventually, when he came to, we told everyone what was going on.)

			Before my dad got sick, my parents did not like each other. They still had love for each other, but after their second split, they couldn’t be in the same room together. They would immediately bicker; they didn’t get along at all. But during my dad’s health struggles, my parents got close again. My mom did so much to help out with my dad, and they became best friends again. It was the first time in my life, at least that I could remember, when everyone was fully there for one another. It was so nice to see my parents care for each other, and it made life so much better. We were finally able to do things as a family again.

			After his time in the hospital, my dad didn’t drink anymore. He promised to make a change, and he committed to taking care of himself. At first there were a couple of times when he still drank here and there, but I sat him down and said, “Dad, you can’t.” Thankfully, he took me seriously. Of course, he still has struggles. He will always have to fight his alcoholism, and like many of us, he suffers from periods of anxiety and depression. But I’m so proud of what he’s been able to achieve, the strength he’s shown to ultimately save his own life.

			When I was twenty-six years old, for the first time since I was in eighth grade, we all spent Thanksgiving and Christmas together as a family. It was the most amazing thing, the realization of a dream I had always had for all of us to spend time together. That year we all had so much fun together. Pauly, my mom’s longtime boyfriend, was there, and everyone got along. We spent Thanksgiving in New York City, even going to the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. It felt like life had gotten to where it was supposed to be.

			But life can be incredibly unexpected. For years, my biggest fear was speaking at my dad’s funeral, and for good reason. I never expected that I would need to speak at my mom’s.

			Just a couple months after our holidays together, my mom unexpectedly passed away. It came as a huge blow to our entire family, something we’re still learning to cope with. What I do know is that I am so grateful for that last year, where we got to do everything together and enjoy one another’s company as a family. It was such a blessing that we were able to have that time together at the end. It felt like our relationships with one another had started to heal.

			My parents had a hard, hard relationship. But I know that despite it all, even though they couldn’t be together happily, my mom and my dad really loved each other. When they were married, they cared a lot about their relationship, but they had no idea how to express it, which I think is why they argued so much. They never poured themselves back into each other. At the end of the day, some people aren’t meant for each other. No matter how much they try, sometimes it’s just not possible to force compatibility.

			My parents had a lot of struggles, but for me, there was one big takeaway. Over and over I observed that when things got hard between them, they didn’t turn toward each other. When things broke down, they turned away and looked for support and solace outside their relationship—my mom sought out the attention of friends, my dad went looking for the bar. But that’s not how to handle your issues. You can’t run from them or ignore them. That only makes them bigger and bigger, worse and worse. If there’s one thing I want to do differently than my parents, it’s turning to my partner when we have an issue and then confronting it together. That way, we can keep on moving forward, knowing that we’ll go further if we’re climbing together. For me, I know “The One” will be the person I talk to when things are going perfectly and when things are going completely wrong.

			• • • • •

			Because of my parents’ relationship, I think, in some ways, my heart has been broken since I was a kid. That’s probably part of why I watched and loved R&B videos so much when I was growing up, because they showed me this dream of romance that was everything I wanted. Of course, there were the classics, like “Here and Now” by Luther Vandross and Boyz II Men’s “On Bended Knee.” They talk about being faithful and making promises and never letting go. I still love those songs so much. It might sound a little strange, but without a strong relationship I could look to as a model in my real life, these songs were what first taught me what romance was. They helped me believe that things could be different between two people who loved each other.

			My favorite artist was (and still is) the rapper Juice WRLD. I’ve listened to his songs after a lot of big moments in my life. His albums teach a lot about the trajectory of relationships. The first album is about heartbreak, the second one is about coming together, and the third one is about being in a good relationship and living that dream. In my life up to this point, I definitely relate to the heartbreak album the most. Sadly, I’m sure I’m not the only one who feels this way.

			“I’m Still” is one of my favorite songs, and I think it sums up where I’m at right now:

			
				I’m still flexin’ with my heart broken

				Got my heart open, I’m not high yet

			

			My first heartbreak was because of my parents. But there are lessons in everything, and I’ve tried to learn what I can from them. For a long time, I wondered, Why would I want to be in a relationship when they cause so much heartbreak? But over time, I came around to the realization that not all relationships cause pain.

			I still struggle with the idea of relationships. I worry that maybe I’m not enough. I worry that even if I find a good relationship, I’ll fuck it up. But we all have to face our fears eventually, and I’m at an age and a place in my life where I can’t make excuses for myself anymore. It can be scary, but I’m still putting myself out there, with the knowledge that I can do better than my parents did.

			In the end, my parents taught me some positives about love. They showed me a lot about forgiveness, about redemption, about friendship, and about family. I’ve seen how treacherous love can be when it’s mishandled and taken for granted. But I also know that anything good is worth fighting for. My heart is open, and I’m ready to try.
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