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    To my daughters Aliannah, Aleeah, and Adalynn:

    When I was lost you helped me find my way.

    You are my reason for everything in life.


    



    To Lindsay Rielly, Larry Musnik, and my MTV family:
Thank you for supporting me when I needed it most.


    



    To all those who have endured

    childhood abuse of any kind:

    You’re one decision away from a different life.

    I believe in you.

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    God grant me courage and hope for everyday

    faith to guide me along my way...

    and grace to accept what life gives me to do.


    —Helen Steiner Rice
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    Prologue


    Waking Up from a

    Long Nightmare


    I keep having the same dream over and over. I’m at the bottom of a deep dark pool of water. I feel a heavy pressure weighing down on my ribs. I need to breathe, but I know instinctively that I can’t give in to the urge to gasp for air. Way above me in the distance, I can see a single ray of light piercing through the blackness. I know I need to swim to that light if I want to breathe again—if I want to see my babies again. I kick my legs and pump my arms with all the strength I have in my body. I’m a strong swimmer, but no matter how hard I push against the water, the light above me keeps getting dimmer and farther away. Something—I can’t see what—is holding onto me, pulling me down deeper and deeper. I panic and open my mouth to scream for help. I feel my lungs spasm as they fill with water. I realize with terrifying clarity that I am drowning. I reach out into the darkness, searching for something to grab onto that will keep me from falling into the abyss. There’s nothing out there but darkness...


    I start to realize something is really wrong with me when one of the executive producers tells me that I couldn’t keep my eyes open on camera. The crazy thing is, I didn’t even know I was that out of it when they were filming. I’ve been taking a lot of medications, but I’m not a drug addict. After they botched my spinal tap when I was giving birth to my youngest daughter, the hospital discharged me with refill prescriptions for Hydrocodone, Oxycodone, and Tylenol 3, but what really knocked me out was the Diazepam. My doctor prescribed it to calm the free-falling anxiety I experience every time I try to wrap my mind around the stack of medical bills piling up on my kitchen counter. With all the doctor appointments I’ve been juggling for Ali, my oldest, I never had time to schedule a follow-up appointment to figure out why I’m still in so much pain, so my dad has been hooking me up with the same medications.


    Some mornings the spinal headaches are so intense it’s a struggle just to get out of bed, but I have three little girls I need to take care of. I keep taking the pills so I can get up, get the twins ready for school, look after my youngest, and face the daily reality of my oldest daughter’s diagnosis with a rare form of muscular dystrophy—without completely falling apart. At first, the medications helped dull the pain in my body and my mind, but at some point, they stopped helping. Now, I’m starting to think they might be part of the problem. I just want to feel normal, but I’m either in so much physical pain that I can barely stand, or so foggy from the pills that I look like a junkie. I try taking half the dose, and then a quarter. My doctor keeps telling me that my body will regulate. I’ll adjust to the medication and not feel so groggy. The puncture that’s leaking spinal fluid into my body will eventually heal and the headaches will go away. Deep down, though, I wonder if I’m so broken there’s no medication in the world that can fix me.


    I don’t know how I got to this place. Sometimes I look around and I don’t even recognize my life. It feels like one minute I was a sixteen-year-old cheerleader with dreams of going to college, and then someone pressed fast forward on my life. Now, I’m a twenty-two-year-old single mother of three, sifting through the wreckage of two failed marriages and trying to figure out how I fucked up my life so badly. I’ve made so many mistakes I’ve lost count. They keep piling up, like pebbles in a jar, until there’s no room left for the person I used to be—or hoped I could become.


    I’ve almost forgotten (or maybe I just don’t care anymore) that my life is being recorded for a reality television show and edited for maximum drama. The show has been a part of my life for so long now it’s hard to remember what it was like before I had a camera crew following me around, or producers dictating which parts of my life make it onto television and which parts end up on the cutting room floor. I don’t really have a choice anyway. I agreed to live in this fishbowl. Between the mortgage on our house, Ali’s medical bills, and the money I naively kept lending my dad to help him get back up on his feet, I need the income.


    I try to stop taking the medications, but my whole body aches like I have the flu and I feel like I’m going to puke. I tell my mom that I don’t feel right. I stay at her house for a few days. She and my stepdad, who’s an RN, try to help me wean myself off of the medications. They give me Imodium for the nausea and Tylenol for the body aches. It helps, but I can’t hide out at my mom’s forever. I go check on my dad, and as I’m leaving, he presses a couple of pills into my hand. I don’t want to take them, but I’m in so much pain. I need to keep it together in front of the cameras. I have to pretend I’m okay. If I slip up, even a little, it could give the twins’ dad ammunition he could use to get custody of them.


    I know the Internet trolls and gossip sites are going to have a field day when this season airs, but I feel so depleted that I’m beyond caring what I look like on camera or how it influences the way other people perceive me. I can already see the headline: “Troubled Teen Mom Leah Messer on Drugs as Second Marriage Collapses!” As cruel as the media and bloggers have been, the people who judge me the most harshly are the ones in my own hometown. But they have no idea what my life is really like—the humiliation of millions of people judging me for the stupid mistakes I made as a teenager, the heartache of failing at two marriages, the mind-splintering spinal headaches ever since my youngest was born, the loneliness of taking care of three little girls all on my own, the day-to-day reality of raising a child with special needs whose future is being eclipsed by a condition that I have no control over. They have no idea.


    When I think about Ali, I just want to know why this is happening to her. She is so sweet and innocent. She deserves to have the same future as her sisters. I want to scream at the world that it isn’t fair. I would never wish what Ali has on another child, but why her? Why did she have to be born into a body that won’t have the strength to run along the beach, do a cartwheel, or climb a tree? I’m so sad and angry all the time I can barely eat...or sleep...or breathe. I feel like I’m suffocating. When I close my eyes at night, the voice in my head gets stuck in an endless loop.


    Is it my fault?


    Is Ali being punished because I’m a bad person?


    Am I doing enough to get her the help she needs?


    Do I even deserve to be her mother?


    Maybe the girls would be better off without me.


    I don’t even remember getting into my car. I just know that I can barely see the road through the tears streaming down my face. I glance back over my shoulder at the three, crumb-covered car seats behind me. Except for Addie’s sippy cup, they’re empty. I do a mental check. Ali and Aleeah are with their dad. Addie is spending the night with Jeremy’s mom while he’s away working. It’s just me in the car.


    I press my foot down on the gas and watch as the needle on the speedometer goes from 80...to 90...to 110 mph. It’s dark and there’s no one else on road. I’ve driven down this stretch of Mink Shoals Hill a thousand times. There’s a steep cliff off the side of the road just up ahead. It would be so easy to drive my car over the edge. Then it would all be over. No more worries. No more failure. No more pain.


    Instead, I slow down and pull over to the side of the road. I turn off the engine and put my head down on the steering wheel. A lifetime of tears comes pouring out of the deepest part of my soul. I cry so hard I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stop. Then a thought cuts through the deafening static in my brain: My daughters need me. I take a deep breath and a calming stillness settles over me. It’s like I was in the middle of a violent thunderstorm, then suddenly the clouds parted and now everything is bathed in a warm light. I can see clearly what I have to do. My daughters need me. It would be selfish to abandon them, to leave them with the same void I’ve been trying to fill my whole life. For better or worse, I’m all they have.


    I need to be stronger. I need to get the hell out of here and fix myself, so I can be the mother that my daughters deserve.

  


  
    Chapter One:


    Daddy’s Girl


    All my life, all I ever wanted was to feel loved. For a long time, I wasn’t capable of searching within myself to find that love. So it became this big, empty void that I was always looking for someone else to fill. When I look back at my life, it’s so clear to me that I was repeating the same mistakes my mom made—searching for love in the wrong places, getting pregnant at seventeen, dragging my pain from one relationship into the next without ever stopping to unpack any of my baggage. I allowed myself to get pulled into that cycle because I desperately wanted to feel loved, and it took hitting rock bottom for me to realize that if I wanted something better for my girls, I had to learn to love myself first.


    When you grow up in a home that’s dysfunctional, you end up attracting dysfunction into your life because it’s all you know. I don’t remember my mom and dad ever being happy together. They must have loved each other in the beginning, but by the time I was two years old, their marriage had become completely toxic. I was five when they finally split up for good, and after that, we moved around so much I never established a stable home environment. My brother, Isaac, and my sister, Victoria, were too young to understand what was happening, but I was in kindergarten at the time. I took it really hard. My teacher called my mom to tell her she was worried about me because I had burst into tears when she asked me about the picture I was drawing of me and my dad.
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    What I remember most from the years before my dad spiraled into drug addiction and my mom kicked him out, is just feeling so close to him. Wherever he went, I wanted to be right there by his side, like his little shadow. When I close my eyes and think back on that period, I see snapshots of myself curled up in my dad’s lap, or him getting down on the floor to play with me. Like moments frozen in time. My earliest memories are of him preaching at our church in Queen Shoals, West Virginia. He worked a day job for a government contractor building bridges for the county, but his true calling was as a Baptist preacher. He knew the Bible like the back of his hand, and back then he was still handsome and full of charm. I remember my mom taking us to watch him preach at an outdoor tent revival in our town one time. I couldn’t have been more than three or four years old, but I have a vivid memory of him coming out onto the makeshift stage wearing raggedy pants and a shirt that was all torn up. I didn’t really understand all the words he was saying in his sermon, but I knew he was dressed that way to make a point: God loves all of his children, no matter what we struggle with or how imperfect we are.


    I was sitting in the front row next to Victoria, who was barely out of diapers and more interested in fidgeting around in her chair than the wisdom our daddy was preaching on the stage. I turned around in my seat to look back at the crowd of people sitting behind us in rows of metal folding chairs. They were hanging on my dad’s every word, praising Jesus and calling out “Amen!” When I turned back around and looked up at my dad, he was smiling down at me. Even dressed in rags, he had a glow about him. He held out his hand, so I hopped off my chair and walked over to him. I can still remember, so clearly, the feeling of love that washed over me as he pulled me up on stage so I could preach to the congregation right alongside him. That’s the last happy memory I have with my dad. According to my mom, he fell in with the wrong crowd, starting smoking weed, and taking pills. The way my dad tells it, he hurt his back working construction and ended up getting hooked on pain medications. Either way, the end result was the same. He became a junkie who could barely take care of himself, much less his wife and children.


    I’m not sure my mom has ever gotten over her anger towards him. They met at church when she was sixteen and he was twenty-five. She saw him preaching and was totally in awe. Within a year, they were married and I was born. Nobody really thought twice about the age difference or the fact that my mom had a baby at sixteen. In her family that was just what you did. Growing up, her mother was more interested in making sure my mom helped her with the housework than how she was doing in school. Going to college or having a career wasn’t even a consideration. When you grow up in a really small town like ours, the goal for so many young people (especially for women) is to get married and have kids. You’re living on the poverty line and there aren’t that many options—so you just follow the family cycle.
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    Me, age four.
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    For my mom, getting married to my dad at sixteen was also a way out of her unhappy home life. Her real father left when she was a baby and her stepdad was a mean drunk who was physically abusive to her and my grandma. They never knew when he was going to snap and become violent. She lost count of how many times their dinner ended up on the floor after he lost his temper and slammed his fists into the table, or how many nights she cried herself to sleep listening to him and my grandma fighting when he came home late after a night of drinking. It always ended with him throwing my grandma against a wall or shoving her into a dresser. The worst story she ever told us was about the time she was playing outside while her stepdad was working on a gas-powered lawnmower. He told her to go and get him a wrench from the garage. When she brought him the wrong kind of tool, he got angry and threw the container of gasoline he was holding in her face. She wanted out of that life, and when my dad came along, he was this handsome, charismatic older man who seemed like the answer to her prayers. I think she truly believed that he was going to rescue her and they would live happily ever after. Instead, she wound up in the same toxic relationship cycle her mother was trapped in.


    The first time my mom divorced him was before Isaac was born. We were living in a mobile home on my grandma’s property and my mom had enough of my dad getting high, so she kicked him out and filed for custody of my sister and me. Then one day, while my mom was at work, my dad went to my grandma’s and told her he was taking me out to buy diapers. I was barely two years old so I have no memory of it. Apparently, instead of going to the store he took me down to the courthouse, filed a counterclaim against my mom, and got temporary custody of me. There’s a part of me that still wants to believe he loved me so much he couldn’t bear to be without me, but the truth is he was playing a game of tug of war with my mom. A few weeks later, out of desperation, my mom agreed to remarry him because it was the only way for her to get me back.
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    Maybe there was a part of her that wanted to believe he would change, but of course, he didn’t. My dad couldn’t hold down a steady job and she was constantly finding drugs on him. When she found out she was pregnant with his third child, my mom said she just sat on the floor and cried for hours. To make things worse, her doctor told her that the baby would have spina bifida, a birth defect where the spine doesn’t form properly, and recommended that she terminate the pregnancy. Even though she didn’t want to have another baby with my dad, she told the doctor, “I am not getting rid of my child. God gave me this life, and He is the only one who can take it away.” It turned out the doctor was wrong about Isaac. When he was born, he only weighed three pounds. At first, they didn’t think he was going to survive, but little by little he got stronger and he turned out to be a perfectly healthy baby. Meanwhile, my dad was more interested in getting high than meeting his son. When he finally got it together and brought me to the hospital to see my new baby brother, a bag of weed fell out of his pocket onto the floor right next to my mom’s hospital bed.


    That wasn’t even the worst thing he did that week. A few days after my mom and Isaac were released from the hospital, we visited my great-grandmother in Jackson County so she could meet the new baby. As soon as we got there my mom told my sister and me to “go sit in the living room and don’t move.” We sat down on the floor in front of my great-grandma’s television while the grownups sat on the couch chatting and watching the local news. When they got up to go talk in the kitchen, we knew not to get up and change the channel. If our mom told us to stay put that’s what we did because we knew if we moved, we were in trouble. We didn’t have much room to be children, so we sat quietly as we were told. Then, suddenly, my dad was on television. I remember seeing blue lights flashing on the screen, and my dad in handcuffs being put into the back of a police car.


    “Mommy
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