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      “Let go of the past, but keep the lessons it taught you.”
— Chiara Gizzi







“Sometimes you don’t know how strong you are until being strong is the only choice you have.”
— Bob Marley
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  Foreword



Brad and I met in 7th grade — the “meh” year of middle school. As I reflect on this time of life, I would describe Brad as quiet and steady. Brad held presence without needing the room’s attention; he was welcoming and not abrasive, funny and respectful, and memorable and mysterious. 

Shortly after the end of middle school, my family relocated to a town approximately 30 minutes away. This was the time before cell phones, Wi-Fi, social media, or even home computers, resulting in lost connections with many people from my childhood and young adolescence. When smartphones, Wi-Fi, and social media became prevalent in our lives, we reconnected with friends and acquaintances from the past. During this time, connecting via social media was exciting and fun, not littered with divisive politics or social judgments. 

Social media reconnected Brad and me and helped close the time gap a bit. Through social media interactions, I was invited to witness the joys of Brad getting married, buying a home, pursuing higher education, and expanding their lives with fur-babies. Sadly, I also became aware of his struggles with substances, history of trauma, and the hardships in his life.

Ironically, although I would call Brad a friend, I couldn’t have told you about the hardships he endured as a child and young man. Brad held himself with confidence, a quiet steadiness, a welcoming smile, all while facing devastating hardship outside the walls of school. In the egocentric years of adolescence, I was completely unaware of the events happening in Brad’s life that were shaping him and how they would intersect with our lives together.

As you will read in this heartfelt book of strength and vulnerability, Brad endured and persevered; he shares it in hopes of bringing readers on their own journey of acceptance and self-healing. Brad paints a picture with words and opens his heart to the hard-learned lessons of both himself and his wife, Bonnie. Brad found a partner in healing in his wife; together, they love and support each other through trauma, imperfection, and acceptance. It is an honor to invite you to join them on this powerful journey as well.
— Shelly Ketelhut
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  Reader’s Note



This book is based on real experiences, honest reflections, and lessons learned along the way. It isn’t meant to prescribe anyone’s life or replace professional advice. Its goal is to offer perspective, encouragement, and a little tough love when it’s most needed. Some chapters address complex or sensitive topics. If any part feels overwhelming or triggering, please prioritize your well-being. Take a pause, step back, or discuss it with someone you trust. Above all, remember we’re not doctors, lawyers, or therapists. What you’ll find here isn’t professional advice but stories, ideas, and tools that have helped us (and others) manage challenges. Take what resonates, leave what doesn’t, and always seek the support you need for your health, safety, and peace of mind. Throughout this book, you’ll find a few readers’ notes, meant to inform or advise caution, as the material ahead may cause emotional distress for those who have experienced trauma. 








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




When people read about the challenges I’ve faced or the stories I share in this book, they sometimes assume my entire life has been chaotic. The truth is, it hasn’t. Like most people, my life has been a mix of good, bad, and everything in between. There have been moments of laughter, friendship, and purpose that shaped me just as much as the painful ones.

Growing up, I wasn’t always lost or struggling. In school, I played sports, wrote poetry, and spent time with friends. I learned the value of teamwork and discipline through experiences like Boy Scouts, which gave me my first sense of structure and belonging. Two things that would later become essential for finding stability in life.

My mother worked very hard and did everything she could to raise me right, and looking back, she did a remarkable job. My stepdad also had a profound influence on me, showing that real strength isn’t about toughness; it’s about consistency, integrity, and doing the right thing even when no one is watching.

This book is not a traditional memoir or a self-help manual. It’s a reflection of what it means to be human: flawed, healing, and still standing. It moves between two perspectives. Some chapters come from my journey and lessons learned through struggle, loss, and rebuilding. Others share Bonnie’s story, which deserves to be heard from start to finish. The abuse she endured was only part of the daily reality she lived through, but it offers powerful glimpses into what survival and strength genuinely look like. Her honesty reminds us that healing doesn’t come from hiding but from truth.

Bonnie’s path hasn’t been easy, but it’s filled with grace and redemption. One of the most powerful moments in her journey was reuniting with her mother after years of estrangement. That reunion was more than a family moment, and it was a testament to forgiveness, patience, and love finding its way back through the cracks. Her courage to tell her story beside mine gives this book its balance and heart.

Each chapter in this book is meant to stand on its own. Some stories include timelines or dates where context matters, while others explore moments or lessons that don’t need a specific time to have meaning. Bonnie’s story follows a more chronological path, while mine often moves between reflection and experience. This format allows each story to breathe naturally, connected by theme rather than bound by time.

From the time we’re children, we’re taught to chase something called normal. Normal grades. Normal families. Normal lives. It becomes a quiet standard that few of us ever question. But as we grow older, we realize that normal is just a story we’ve been told. A myth that convinces us to hide the parts of ourselves that don’t fit neatly into it.

For a long time, I tried to blend in to survive. At school and work, that meant staying quiet when I wanted to speak. At home, it meant pretending I was fine when I wasn’t. Maybe you’ve done that too, smoothed out your edges to fit into spaces that weren’t made for you. The trouble is, the more we pretend, the more disconnected we become from who we truly are.

This book is for anyone who has ever felt out of place. For anyone who has wondered if they’re too much or not enough. It’s for those who carry silent battles behind a strong face, and for those who have been told to toughen up when what they needed most was to be acknowledged.

The stories you’ll read here aren’t polished theories or perfect resolutions. They’re real experiences — messy, sometimes painful, but always honest. Some may feel familiar. Some may challenge you. That’s the point. Healing isn’t linear, and there’s no single formula for it.

At the end of each chapter, you’ll find two short sections: a Reflection and a Reader’s Reflection. The Reflection offers a brief insight into the chapter’s more profound meaning. A summary of what life taught me through the story you just read. The Reader’s Reflection is for you. It’s not about finding the correct answers but taking a quiet moment to connect your own life to what you’ve read. These questions are gentle prompts meant to spark thought, honesty, and personal truth. If they are too painful to answer, then feel free to skip. There’s no rush. Read at your own pace. Journal if something stirs emotion or curiosity. Pause when it feels heavy. Healing and understanding rarely happen all at once. They may need to happen one reflection at a time.

If you take anything from these pages, let it be this: You are not broken. You never were. There is no such thing as normal. There is only you — growing, learning, and changing. And that is more than enough.

REFLECTION:

When I first started writing this book, I didn’t know what it would become. I just knew I needed to make sense of everything I’d been through. Maybe it would help someone else do the same. I spent years chasing what I thought was normal, trying to fit into boxes that were never meant for me. It took time to realize that normal was never the goal; being real was. The truth is, we all have moments we hide and stories we carry that shaped us in ways no one else could understand. The stories that follow are pieces of that reminder, one honest chapter at a time.

READER’S REFLECTION:


	What does “normal” mean to you right now, before reading this book?

	Where in your life have you felt pressure to appear fine when you weren’t?

	When have you hidden a part of yourself just to fit in? Did it cost you anything?

	What would it feel like to finally stop chasing normal and start accepting who you really are?

	How open are you to seeing your story differently by the time you finish these pages?









I

No One Is Normal







  
  
  My Family Life Explained

  
  




I cannot recall how many times I heard the phrases “You are not normal,” “That is not how a normal person would do it,” or “Why can’t you just be normal?” while I was growing up. I had a pretty rough start in my early childhood. My mom and dad were high school sweethearts, and they were happy when they first met. Unfortunately, I joined the party early in the relationship. My mom had me just before her eighteenth birthday, when she was a high school senior.

For my mom, it was about getting out on her own and finally having her own space. She was one of seven children (eight, if you include a brother who passed just after birth) who grew up in poverty in cramped living conditions and had just enough food on the table not to have seconds if you didn’t eat fast enough. For my dad, there was partying, drugs, and gambling in his blood, and he wasn’t going to deny his right to do those things. He had four siblings who all grew up without a father. His own father left his mother when she became pregnant while he was overseas. Abandonment and instability ran in his family.

My mom and dad tried to make it work, but he couldn’t get out of the self-destructive lifestyle that consumed him. They divorced before I had any memories of my father. He then started dating a woman with severe mental health struggles. We called her Sybil. Fun fact: The name Sybil originates from Greek mythology, where the Sibyls were prophets who spoke with various voices, uttering predictions in an ecstatic frenzy. That was a fitting nickname. 

She always disliked my mom because she had it in her head that my mom and dad were having an affair. She harassed and stalked my mom, and it got so bad that coworkers walked her to the car. My mom would see her parked outside of places, and she would always show up everywhere. I can’t imagine being stalked and harassed to that extent, feeling so afraid, uncertain of when or if they’re nearby. My mom relocated us halfway across the state, away from all our family. I am sure I would have done the same thing to get away from the situation. Uprooting was a pretty traumatizing event for me, as I was 4 or 5 at the time, and they were all I knew. It was exactly like how every movie portrayed a family moving. It was my mom and I driving away, and the people in the mirror getting smaller and smaller. Eventually, they were gone.

From that point on, we moved around. A lot. It was mainly within the same city, but almost every year, a new school and address would be involved. I would try to fit in and make friends, but they wouldn’t last because we had to move again, and I would start at a new school. Part of the reason we moved around a lot later in my childhood was to get away from my mom’s abusive ex-husband (not my biological father or current stepdad). I tend to reference him based on the stereotype of the “drunken Irishman.” The embodiment of the violent and mean alcoholic. He used to drink, and by drink, I mean absolutely beat his liver into submission. He could polish off close to a case of beer in a night. He had a routine: he would get up, work out, work, and drink. 

I cannot remember him talking much at all. He would do these weird Ultimate Warrior-type growls and grunts (from the WWF, now WWE) and do this bizarre neck flex thing with the front of his neck, and it looked like an upside-down folding fan all splayed out. I have blocked him from my mind so profoundly that I can no longer remember any of our conversations. The more I think back, the less I understand what my mom saw in him. For a long time, I believed she stayed because she was afraid of being alone, but as I got older, I began to see it differently. Her fear was rooted in something much more profound. He could be cruel, and when he drank, that cruelty grew darker. She was afraid to leave because she had seen what he was capable of. I saw that side of him, too. Sometimes I got his wrath as well.

My mom and I moved while he was at work. We were temporarily free, but he kept trying to find us. They were both correctional officers, so he found out everything about her, including her new addresses. That is also why we moved around a lot. He would leave cheesecakes, cards, and flowers at our doorstep. I couldn’t eat it as we weren’t sure if he had poisoned it or anything. Being poor and not having much, this was a bit like torture. 

He ended up dating my stepdad’s ex-wife. My mom’s ex-husband and my stepdad’s ex-wife ended up dating. That doesn’t just happen. I am sure he stalked my mom, found out they were together, and tried to get back at her. He recently lost his battle with alcohol and died from liver failure. I felt bad for him and his struggle, as I know all too well the fight and strength it takes to get away from alcohol. As a person, he was not a good guy, nor someone I would ever mourn, and that is perfectly normal.

In my first year of high school, I found out that my mom and I were going to move to the country with her boyfriend. That was one hell of a transition going from a city kid to doing farm chores. The transition was miserable, but it taught me the value of work and that your day doesn’t end until you complete the tasks at hand. I think that instilled in me a work ethic that I am genuinely grateful for. I went from smoking pot, drinking, and doing acid before I even had a driver’s license, to being a transplant farmer. My first summer there was tough: no car, no friends, just farm work, and a man I had only met a dozen times before we moved there. They dated for a while, but my mom didn’t let me meet him until later in their relationship. Not sure if it was to protect me or hide me from him so I wouldn’t drive him away. My mom married him, and although he’s my stepdad, I call him dad. I wouldn’t be half the man I am today without him, and I am thankful he’s in my life.

The person who hasn’t been in my life, my biological father, never grew out of drugs, alcohol, and gambling. I still remember the few times he was going to pick me up so I could spend the summer with him in seventh and eighth grade. The first time, he was going to get me, but he called to say he couldn’t, citing car trouble. The second time, he was late, and I was getting antsy, so I took my suitcase and sat on the porch waiting for him to come. He never showed because apparently, he was “arrested” on his way to pick me up. I am not sure if he was or not. My dad was no stranger to jail. When I was very young, he went to prison for selling drugs, and some years later, he went to jail for intent to deliver and possession of a firearm by a convicted felon. He received eight years in prison. I visited him a couple of times and put in more effort to see him than he ever did for me. I was thrilled that he told me he would be there for our wedding, but in the back of my mind, I worried that something would happen, and he wouldn’t show up. My father would go on to die from drugs and alcohol two months before Bonnie and I were to be married. He ended up dying from drinking, doing Xanax, and smoking Suboxone. Apparently, people take the medication from the patches and smoke it somehow. 

He had moved into my half-brother’s apartment. They were huge hard-drug users. They were the ones who gave my dad Suboxone. He told them that he felt sick, and he started puking. He wanted to go to the ER, but they put him to bed, and he never woke up. They didn’t want to interrupt their night of doing drugs and risk getting caught. Apparently, Xanax and Suboxone do not mix, and he had a reaction from doing both and died. Usually, when someone like a parent passes in their life, it is devastating, but I felt nothing. I was numb and never felt like this man was my father. One last thing, he didn’t show up for.

Why am I telling these things to strangers? Every time I talk to someone about the past, I tell stories. The response I often hear is, “At least you turned out normal.” I am sorry, but even if you are Joe Bauers from Idiocracy and represent the center of the bell curve and entirely normal, you are still not normal. No one is Normal. No one is, because what is the measuring point of normality? When you look at the big picture and everything that encompasses a human life, there are hundreds of bell curves for every possible measurable scenario. We are compared on everything, from biological traits and personality to health and mental conditions, financial stability, and so forth. While we may be normal on one spectrum, we may not be on another, and so on. 

Everything my mom and I went through — the chaos, the instability, and the fear — shaped how I learned to adapt. It taught me that strength does not always come from safety or certainty. Sometimes it comes from simply enduring what you should never have had to face. My childhood was not normal by any standard, but that may be the point. It gave me a front-row seat to see how fragile people can be and how love, even in its smallest moments, can still exist amid the mess. I did not come from a perfect home, but I came from a mother who did the best she could with what she had. Maybe that is all any of us can do.

REFLECTION:

Growing up in chaos taught me that normal was never something to chase. It was a word people used when they wanted others to fit their idea of comfort. My parents were young and still learning who they were, and the instability around me left its mark. For years, I believed that being different meant being wrong, but I see it differently now. What I lived through didn’t break me. It shaped me. It gave me the understanding that there is no single version of normal, only the story each person carries and what they choose to make of it.

READER’S REFLECTION:


	What messages about love, worth, or being normal did you absorb from your family growing up?

	Which parts of your story were shaped by survival more than choice?

	How have you learned to separate your parents’ struggles from your own identity?

	What moments from your childhood still echo in how you see yourself today?

	If forgiveness feels complicated, what would simple acceptance look like instead?











  
  
  Life on the Farm

  
  




Growing up on a farm was not glamorous, but it built character. It also built a strong back and gave me a reputation for fixing almost anything to get back up and running. Downtime on a farm could be devastating as the weather changed every time you looked to the sky. Days started before sunrise, long before most people had rubbed the sleep from their eyes. While others were hitting snooze, I was putting on barn boots and heading to the barn, guided by the sound of the milking machines and the low bellow of impatient cows waiting for their breakfast. The cows did not care whether it was below zero or over 100 degrees. They still needed to be fed, milked, and cared for. The work seemed never-ending. Feeding calves, scraping walkways, sweeping feed, cleaning the barn, and milking cows filled most mornings and evenings, seven days a week.

There were days when the frost bit through my gloves, and the air burned my lungs and exposed skin so sharply that I wondered why anyone would choose this life. Then the sun would rise over the fields, and the smell of hay would mingle with the cold air. For a few quiet moments, the world felt still, and I understood why people stayed.

I learned to drive long before I had a license. My first lessons were not behind the wheel of a car but behind the wheel of a tractor. I learned to back wagons straight, hook up equipment, and work field after field. Those lessons taught me patience and precision long before I ever sat in a classroom.

Each season had its own rhythm. Spring was my favorite. It was the time when everything came back to life after the cold, harsh winter. On the farm, it also meant the season of thawing manure. Cleaning calf pen and bull pens happened almost daily, but sometimes the freeze of the winter air made that a challenge. In the spring, we would have an extra job of cleaning up the thawed waste that tested anyone’s stomach. The mix of excrement, urine, and hay that had fermented over the winter stung the nostrils like nothing else. It was the kind of smell that could make even the toughest person gag. Once the land dried, we tilled, fertilized, planted, and sprayed, hoping that Mother Nature would be kind to us.

Summer brought long days and hotter air. The humidity wrapped around you like a wet towel, and the hay fields seemed to stretch forever. We unloaded wagon after wagon, sweat dripping into our eyes and shirts glued to our backs. Some days it was so hot that you could have fried an egg on the concrete, although we never had time to test the theory. The hay always seemed to be ready on the hottest days of the year. Whenever the forecast called for hot and dry weather, I already knew what I would be doing. We also cut wood for the winter. We used to joke that firewood heated you twice: once when you cut it and once when you burned it.

Fall was harvesting time. The air grew crisp, and the fields turned gold. This was when we learned what kind of year it had been. A dry spell, too much rain, a late spring frost, or an early fall could change everything. Farming was not like punching a time clock. What you made at harvest determined the kind of year you would have. Some years were good, but others were hard. There were years when neighbors chose to quit farming because the income didn’t cover the expenses. We were fortunate never to face that, but the fear was always at the back of our minds. Back-to-back bad years could hurt or even ruin the most tenured farmer.

Winter gave us a break from the fields, but it came with its own challenges. The Midwest cold tested everyone’s patience. When the temperature dropped, everything seemed to go wrong. The silo unloader would jam due to frozen silage. The cows’ water drinking cups would freeze, and pipes would burst. Outdoor bulk water tanks iced over, and barn doors froze shut. You learned to fix things fast or freeze while trying. Those long winters made you almost miss the sweat and sunburn of hay season.

There were moments on the farm that you could never forget. I once watched a vet perform surgery on a cow’s twisted stomach and install a plastic port in its side. It was fascinating and disgusting at the same time. You do not forget seeing the inside of a cow’s stomach up close. When the cows got out, it was chaos. We chased them down roads, into neighbors’ yards, or across fields, waving our arms and yelling like we were herding cats. Some followed, some didn’t, and others just stood there staring like they were in charge. One day, while I was scraping manure off the walkway, a cow decided to poop and sneeze at the same time. My arm and shoulder were instantly covered. My mom and stepdad laughed so hard that they could barely breathe, and I had to laugh too, once the shock wore off. After that, I learned a valuable lesson: never stand behind the business end of a cow.

When we finally sold the cows, it felt like the end of an era. There were no more 5 a.m. mornings and no more long nights in the barn. I know my parents, who spent more time working on the farm than I did, probably felt relief at not having the everyday-of-the-week grind without a day off. I thought I would feel relief, but what I really felt was a sense of loss. The barn was torn down shortly after. We still worked the land and planted crops, but the heart of the farm was gone. The dairy had given us a purpose and a rhythm that tied us together.

Farming taught me more about life than any classroom ever could. It taught me resilience, patience, and pride in a job well done. It also taught me that success is not measured by comfort. It is measured by the dirt under your nails, the sweat on your brow, and the honesty in your work. 

REFLECTION:

Looking back, I realize the farm gave me everything I needed to understand life. It taught me to work hard even when no one was watching, to stay grounded when things got tough, and to find humor in the mess. It showed me that hard work didn’t just build muscle; it also built character. The long days weren’t just about getting the job done. They were about learning discipline, patience, and pride in doing things the right way. When my parents sold the cows and tore down the barn, the landscape changed, but the lessons stayed. The rhythm of farm life shaped who I became, and even now, I carry those lessons into everything I do.

READER’S REFLECTION:


	What memories of simplicity or hard work have stayed with you the longest, and how has that helped you in certain situations?

	When was the last time you felt truly grounded in something ordinary?

	Has a significant change happened in your life, where you miss something from it?

	Who in your life modeled quiet strength or consistency that shaped your values?

	What do you miss most about the times when life felt slower, quieter, or more intentional?











  
  
  Coming Full Circle

  
  




I don’t remember meeting my grandfather on my dad’s side, but my mom told me that he met me when I was a baby. For years, I was afraid to reach out to him because I didn’t want to be rejected. Rejection had already carved enough scars into my life, and I did not think I could handle one more. I was told he had moved on, built a new life, and did not want any of the past family drama. My grandma tried to get him to claim other kids she said were his, but the timing didn’t add up since he was overseas. I grew up believing he did not want anything to do with me. I carried that feeling for years, and it kept me from trying.

In my early thirties, I worked up the courage to call him. I did not know what to expect, but when he answered, his voice was kind and familiar in a way that caught me off guard. He was genuinely happy to hear from me. That moment changed everything. I finally flew down to Tennessee to meet him, his wife, my uncle, his wife, their twin daughters, and their son. It felt surreal, like stepping into a missing piece of my life. Each visit after that built a bond that felt like it had been missing for decades. When I graduated with my master’s degree, they all came up north to see me walk across











REFLECTION:


READER’S REFLECTION:


	Who in your life do you wish you could reconnect with, and what would you say if you had the chance?

	How has time changed the way you see your family or your past relationships?

	What fears or assumptions have kept you from reaching out to someone who once mattered?

	When have you found healing in forgiveness, even if it didn’t come with closure?

	What does “coming full circle” mean to you, and where might that moment still be waiting in your own story?
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