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MY COMFORT

EVERY GOOD THING

THANK YOU FOR TEACHING ME MY BELOVEDNESS
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Introduction

You Have Permission (and So Do I)

This is not the book I planned to write.

I planned to write as a woman who had survived unimaginable trauma but lived into a mostly happily-ever-after. I planned to write from scars rather than wounds. I planned to walk with you down a path I had already traversed.

I planned for my husband to be alive.

I never planned for a week at the beach to end with organ donation paperwork. I never planned for Lee to be out with most of our kids, playing in the sand and water, as he had so many times before, when a wave hit him hard enough to slam his head to the ground, immediately breaking his neck, severing nerves controlling the lungs and heart, and causing enough swelling to cut off his airway. I never planned to go from the beach, shins still covered in sand from kneeling beside him as paramedics worked to do all they could, to the hospital and then back to the beach house as a widow rather than a wife. I never planned to have to tell my six children that Daddy was dead. I never planned to answer all the hard questions that would come in the following days and weeks and months (and years, I’m sure, though we aren’t there yet). I never planned to say goodbye when we were both only thirty-seven years old.

I never planned to live so many stories I’ve written in these pages.

He wasn’t even supposed to die before me. My health is complicated; his wasn’t. When we talked about the future, we both assumed I would die first. I was going to leave him, not the other way around.

But not in our thirties. Not when we had so much more left to do together. Not without seeing our kids grow up and become who God created them to be. Not right after a major promotion for him and a book deal for me, the first of many, I hope. Not with plans to visit Ireland again and to start a new stage of life together when our youngest turned eighteen the year we would turn forty-eight. We were going to do so many things.

As for me, I was going to write this book from the safety and stability of our relationship.

I can’t write that book anymore. That book died in the ICU in Wilmington, North Carolina, when Lee did. Parts of it will survive the edits and rewrites, just as parts of his body live on: his heart in the chest of a man in his forties, his liver in a lawyer and husband in his seventies, and one of his kidneys in the body of a mom of five in her forties who loves cooking and yoga, a woman with whom I’d probably be friends if we met in a casual setting. (Well, maybe. I like eating and wearing yoga pants, so that’s nearly the same, right?)

The first draft of my manuscript was almost done, and then it wasn’t. It was rich and true and beautiful. But this grief I carry changes everything, so I found myself reworking almost everything. With such a catastrophic loss, there’s a before and after.

My before draft didn’t match my after reality.

This is not the book I planned to write, but I’m giving myself permission to write the book I need to write. I’m giving myself permission to show up with my words to you, my dear reader, and to tell the truth, even the messiest and most shattered pieces of it. I’m giving us all permission to come to these pages with all of ourselves because every bit of who I am and who you are matters.

* * *

Life forces bravery on us all at different times. Something catastrophic happens, and any way of continuing in the after is a brave path.

Maybe it’s a diagnosis. A breakup. An epically or ordinarily bad day. A death, maybe of a person, maybe of a dream, maybe of the life you always imagined but would never get to live. A kid waking up in the middle of the night covered in vomit, and you have to be the grown-up. A moment in which you feel like you’re chickening out because you’re saying no to something and you’ve forgotten that no can be the bravest word when a yes is expected. A natural disaster leaving you with pieces from before to bring into this after existence. A global pandemic in which the best after scenario will still be cataclysmically different from any before.

Maybe it’s actually something amazing and good and saturated with joy, but the newness of it all means that moving forward is terrifying, which means that each step must be brave. Moving somewhere new. Coming out. A child entering your life. A child moving away for their next stage in life. Something you created going viral. Someone who loves you growing closer. A windfall. A new job. Leaving a job you hate.

The world is made of stories, and yours is part of that. Your brave is being real in a world that shouts, “Be yourself,” followed by, “No, not like that!” Your brave will bring mistakes because brave spaces aren’t meant to be safe spaces or comfort zones or perfection prisons. Embracing the brave that is yours will mean you might let others down, but you’ll learn that’s better than letting yourself down over and over.

To be clear, bravery is never meant to be an excuse to be a dick. Some people will use it that way, but that’s not really brave, y’all. That’s a jackass in a unicorn costume, one that looks something like bravery but is just hiding what’s underneath. The costume doesn’t change the core, and eventually the jackass makes itself known.

Reader, you are not the jackass.

Most of us have been told who we are is bad or wrong or less than others, maybe by parents, maybe by faith communities, maybe by rarely or never seeing someone who looks like you as a main character or on a magazine cover or in the White House or in the classroom. Living brave requires us to know ourselves and give ourselves permission to be that person, not the version others have handed to us like a unicorn costume. Unicorns are awesome—don’t get me wrong—but you being you is more majestic.

I’m a Christian, and I frame living brave for myself through the lens of my faith as “becoming all of who God made me to be.” I know that might sound triggering to those of you who have experienced religious trauma. For me, though, it works because I’m clear in my mind that God’s self-proclaimed representatives are not God.

When we’re brave, we’ll make some people unhappy. But we aren’t meant to become all of the person [fill in the blank here] thinks we should be. You have permission to deviate from that path, but that’s not an offering from me. It’s already yours; it was given by your Creator and cannot be repossessed by anyone else.

You are you. I am me. And that’s how it’s supposed to be.

As an example, I know you might be mildly annoyed by the title of this book because, yes, it is grammatically incorrect. Per the rules of the English language, “living bravely” is what’s proper. I’ll explain the reason for the title, even though I’ve learned that being brave can be as simple as deciding other people aren’t owed an explanation for every decision. It can be brave to answer, “I’m me, and this was my choice,” without anything more detailed than that.

When my (now dead) husband, Lee, was in elementary school, he always thought he was in trouble. “Walk quietly,” the teacher would stage-whisper to the class. “Come along quickly,” if they were too slow. “Listen carefully,” if they weren’t. None of those exhortations were uncommon in school settings, but Lee heard them differently than the rest of us did. He heard, “Walk quiet, Lee,” and “Come along quick, Lee,” and “Listen careful, Lee!” Every phrase sounded like he was being singled out from everyone else.

So many of my present-day brave stories come back to Lee. I was living bravely before I met him, of course. He didn’t make me brave.

But now? I’m living bravely without Lee, which is another level of impossible.

I’m living brave. No “-ly,” because no Lee.

* * *

What do you need to give yourself permission to be or do? (You don’t have to linger here long, just start your brain engine on that question for now.)

As I wrote in the beginning, I’m giving myself permission for this book to be completely different than I had planned, having written most of it before I became a widow and single mom of six at age thirty-seven. I had plenty of content already, but now everything is tinted with the death of my husband who won’t turn thirty-eight or thirty-nine or eighty-nine along with me.

Remember when memories turned a bit blue in the film Inside Out when Sadness touched them? That’s real. Every part of who I am and how I live brave is colored by saying goodbye to Lee and then telling our children the horrible news and then learning how to exist without him.

But hear me loud and clear on this: comparative suffering has no place in living brave. Just because my personal permission slip is weighty enough to have become an international news story doesn’t mean your permission slip means any less. No, your struggles are real. So are mine. That’s all we have to honor, rather than trying to medal in any sort of Oppression Olympics. The hardest thing each of us is facing doesn’t have to be put on a scale to decide who has it worse. No, we survive and thrive together in our common humanity. Together, we collectively bear the weight of what it means—the horrible and the wonderful—to be human.

* * *

I threw away a children’s book last week. It was a book about bravery, where the lesson was that being brave means saying or doing the hard thing.

I threw it away because I didn’t want my kids to learn the lie that bravery is always saying yes and never no. Bravery isn’t always flashy. Sometimes bravery is walking away. I want my children—and you, my reader—to know courage comes in many forms.

This book will be about giving ourselves permission to be brave without following any cultural script for what brave looks like on a big screen or in headlines. Sure, brave can be lauded and public, but brave can also be the quiet act of doing the next best thing.

In the first part of the book, we’ll explore survival as brave, granting ourselves permission to take hard steps (chapter 1) and face necessary grief (chapter 2).

Next, I challenge us to reject the idea that speaking out is always the brave choice. Instead, choosing your voice—including when to use it and when not to—is brave, with powerful words (chapter 3), not keeping secrets (chapter 4), and hard truths (chapter 5).

In a culture in which being a lone hero is presented as brave, it’s countercultural to give ourselves permission to trust, even though that might be the bravest choice of all. Living brave, after all, requires us to decide what we believe (chapter 6) and evaluate how, when, and if we trust others (chapter 7).

Yet we can’t be truly brave unless we are bold enough to take care of ourselves, recognizing that our desires are important (chapter 8), our feelings are good information (chapter 9), and health matters (chapter 10).

The next part of living brave is the hardest for me. As a survivor of abuse and a grieving widow who lost my most precious relationship with the speed of a wave, being in relationship with others feels too vulnerable. That’s precisely what makes it brave, as we endure hard conversations (chapter 11) and choose our own family (chapter 12).

Finally, hope is brave. The conclusion consists of one chapter about whether hope still exists (chapter 13), with a handful of essays that explain why my answer is still yes: because we don’t know it all, because none of us is broken, because we all belong, and because the light still shines.

None of this will look the same for everyone. This isn’t a self-help book full of prescriptive how-tos. I’m a fan of those books, but living brave isn’t about rules or fitting in. Living brave is about research, both the published-in-journals kind and the survived-in-struggles kind. I’m bringing all I have to this book: my grad school research in inclusive education, my childhood secrets of abuse and sex trafficking, my lifelong obsession with trauma studies, my identity as a disabled woman, my lessons learned as a mom of six kids from three continents by birth and adoption, my late-night literature reviews of medical data available for any of my or their chronic conditions, my shock and grief when our beach vacation turned to tragedy, my intensive-enough-that-I-should-have-earned-a-degree-by-now hours in therapy, and my body’s and psyche’s personification of the word “rare” even when all I wanted was sameness.

Is this a memoir? Is this a work of creative nonfiction? Is this based in social sciences or life experience? The answers are yes, yes, yes, and yes. But more than anything, this book is an invitation. There’s a blank page in front of all of us. We can live into it, imperfectly and bravely and with inevitable failures but also terrifying joys, or we can keep staring at it, passing over the pen so someone else can write our story for us.

I’m the first kind of person, and I think maybe you are too. Only you can decide that. Living brave is no light task, and some of the stories I’ll tell are hard to read, so before the first chapter, I want you to pause for a moment:

Breathe in for four counts,

hold that breath for four counts,

breathe out for four counts, and

hold again for four.

This is called box breathing, and when I do it, I draw a box with my finger in the air: up as I breathe in, to the right as I hold it, down for the exhale, and to the left as I hold that. Then I begin again.

For my kids, we have boxes made with blue painter’s tape on the walls throughout our house to give a visual cue and tactile process for their own box breathing.

I’m teaching you this as a way of equipping you not only for life but also for reading this book, because I’ll be sharing sometimes about being forced to live brave in the most disturbing of circumstances. In hindsight, this is a strategy that might have been handy on the first page or two as I shared the story of saying goodbye to the life I thought I’d be living and the book I thought I’d be writing.

Let’s do one more box: inhale up, 2, 3, 4, hold to the right, 2, 3, 4, exhale down, 2, 3, 4, hold to the left, 2, 3, 4.

Now that you’ve steadied yourself with this simple but effective strategy, it’s permission slip time. What do you give yourself permission to do or be or think or anything as you join me in living brave? Write or draw it, or tell a friend, or choreograph an interpretive dance about it if you’d like.

Once you’re done with that, let’s go,

with permission to be eager or afraid,

tentative or reckless,

skimming these words or fully committing to them,

writing expected stories or ones we never could have imagined,

and anything in between.





There is no such thing as a “safe space” –

We exist in the real world.

We all carry scars and have caused wounds.

This space

seeks to turn down the volume of the world outside,


and amplify voices that have to fight to be heard

elsewhere,

This space will not be perfect.

It will not always be what we wish it to be

But

It will be our space together,

and we will work on it side by side.


By Beth Sprano










Part I

Surviving Is Brave




Chapter 1

Hard Steps

healing only begins

when

hurt is acknowledged

As I write this chapter, it’s fall of 2019, with my youngest child’s birthday coming this week and Halloween the next. My partner in all things died three months ago today. I miss everything about him: his smell, which never quite came out of T-shirts in the wash, the reassuring heat of his breath on my neck as I drifted to sleep, the rhythm of his heart when I laid my head on his chest, the safety of his arms wrapped around me. I wish I didn’t remember his unnatural facial movements or pale skin or barely there pulse as I knelt by his side on the beach while the paramedics tried to save him. I hate that a simple vacation day at the beach turned fatal.

I didn’t know how I would tell my kids Daddy wasn’t coming home. I didn’t know how to love them well through this nightmare, especially the kids we’d adopted who had already experienced the death of a parent. I didn’t know how to live as an adult, much less a single mom of six, without my best friend. I didn’t know how we would survive without his paycheck, how our extensive medical needs would be covered without his employer-based insurance, how my arthritic hands would open too-tight bottles and jars, how to pay the bills, or even what bills we had.

I did know that my inclination in times of stress is to isolate, to curl myself into a cocoon and not see light or life until I am ready to emerge again. I also knew that tendency wouldn’t lead to healing. That trauma response involves telling myself it will protect me, yet it separates me from human connection, from not only loss but also love. I needed every bit of myself, every bit of God, and every bit of our community to do any of the hard steps that would come.

My boss at the nonprofit I left in 2016 was a staunch believer in five-year plans. I hated them then. I hate them more now. If I were wearing a headlamp, my plans for now would only be the things in the light. Anything else can wait until I get there.

Doing all the paperwork so his organs could be donated was easy. Nothing else was.

I had to decide early on if I wanted cremation or burial, and the world flipped upside down. This was not what I should be deciding for my thirty-seven-year-old husband. My therapist wisely asked me about Ugandan traditions because three of our children were adopted at older ages from there, and that made the decision: cremation was taboo in their village, so burial it was. The other choices that week were harder—a casket, a vault for the casket, a gravesite, the clothes in which he would be buried, the details for the funeral—and I thought decisions would get easier in time.

They haven’t.

In Donald Hall’s exquisite poem “Distressed Haiku,”1 I found these truth-carrying words:

You think that their

dying is the worst

thing that could happen.

Then they stay dead.

Living while Lee stays dead is the worst and bravest thing, because now the past is bittersweet, the present is empty of him, and the future we planned was hard steps we’ll never take together.

My favorite president is known for many things: loving the Constitution, concealing a medical condition from the public, sacrificially stepping down during his daughter’s kidnapping, and saying, “What’s next?”

Yes, he’s fictional, but I don’t care. I think the world would be a better place today if President Bartlet from The West Wing was in the Oval. I’m not sure how, but I didn’t notice his habit of saying, “What’s next?” until my fourth or fifth time binge-watching the series. (Confession: I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve rewatched every episode. I’m not even a little embarrassed by that. I’m a little embarrassed for you if you haven’t seen it yet, so put down this book and turn on Netflix, okay? I’ll be here waiting for you when you’re done.)

His “What’s next?” signaled a transition: what happened beforehand mattered, but now it’s time to turn toward the next task, the next ask, the next action. Maybe I didn’t notice the common phrase at first because it’s how I often approach life, especially when all is well. I’m trying to learn to slow down and savor the victories, instead of immediately shifting to whatever challenge is ahead.

When I fail, though, I’m all about the postmortem. I mostly hate sports, but I am a pro at Monday morning quarterbacking. I excel in analyzing how the pieces could have fallen differently if only I did something different. If something went wrong, I generally blame me. For every person I love (and some people I’ve never even met), I’m a fabulous defense attorney. I have your back. I’m fiercely loyal. For me, though? I transform into the most vicious prosecutor.

Some of my closest friends know this about me. They know when it’s time to suggest a “What’s next?” sort of pivot. None, however, have ever been as precious or needed as Brenda’s “What’s next?” in March of 2004.

I was twenty-one and well into my first year of teaching middle school. Having graduated college at age twenty, I didn’t dare let any of my students know how young I really was. I had started drinking early in middle school and drank on and off—mostly on—since then. In my final year of college, I cut back. I saw risk factors for the alcoholism that ran deep in my family.

Immediately after graduation, I moved to Texas to start a new position, teaching middle school special education in Rio Grande City as part of Teach for America. When I turned twenty-one on our first day of training, I thought my drinking problems were over. I attributed all of my previous alcohol issues to being too young and breaking the law. Now I could drink legally, so I was sure that meant I would also magically be able to drink wisely.

That didn’t go so well.

Growing up as the youngest child in a house of alcoholics, I had a front-row seat to a lot of inebriated foolishness. I prayed through multiple drives with a drunk parent behind the wheel. My sister and I once convinced our older brother not to sleep in the driveway because birds might poop in his mouth. I couldn’t count the number of times I helped my mom stumble back to her bed or grabbed a blanket to tuck in my dad where he had passed out in his recliner. I swore I would never be like them. I drank, yes, but I was always going to drink smart. I set firm rules for myself to avoid ever being a burden on anyone else like they had been on me at times.

I had learned well in my childhood home to be a functional substance abuser, so I never missed school. As a teacher, I excelled enough to be featured in a teaching textbook for new teachers. I sang with the church worship team and served with the local chapter of the Jaycees and mentored a group of middle school girls once a week after the bell rang. I also danced on bars and took a lot of tequila shots and probably smelled like alcohol at times when I thought I didn’t. I lived and taught in a small town where the closest movie theater was in Mexico and the fanciest restaurant in town was the brand-new Denny’s. My weekend routine consisted of sitting with my roommate, Niki, on the patio of our house on the Rio Grande River, drinking whatever booze we had, and watching the Border Patrol drive back and forth. Life was good, or so I thought.

But then, the year I turned twenty-one, I started breaking all the rules. I started drinking stuff I didn’t even like because I wanted to be numb to the feelings starting to surface now that I was fully independent of my family. I drank alone more and more. I tried to restrict myself to one drink, but one always turned into six. By the time I broke my biggest rule—the vow to never drive drunk—I didn’t even know who I was anymore.

I kept on living my public life as if I were a teetotaler. No one at my Southern Baptist church knew that I drank, not even Brenda, my closest friend and coleader for youth group. I wrote my lesson plans and implemented them well. I showed up to service projects whenever I said I would. I basically lived two separate lives.

Those lives collided at a writing teachers’ conference in Austin. Our school sent a group of us on Thursday for the training, and then a handful of our fellow teachers from other disciplines drove up to join us once school let out for the weekend. Friday night, we headed to Sixth Street. Because I had never had a good fake ID and didn’t turn twenty-one until after I graduated from college, this was my first time barhopping in any significant way. I felt so grown up, which is almost always a good sign that you aren’t. By the time our science and history teacher friends found us, we were at our fourth or fifth bar. I’m not sure I can trust that recollection, though, because math can get hard for me after a few drinks. The number of drinks I had consumed was still-able-to-walk-but-having-trouble-not-falling-off-my-barstool. Even though I was already engaged to the man who would become my husband, I used my old college trick of letting the bartender eat from a candy necklace worn around my neck in exchange for free drinks. No, that act wasn’t dignified, but I craved alcohol like oxygen and lived on a teacher’s salary. I told myself nothing was wrong with what I was doing.

After I got my last drink, I sat at a pub table and closed my eyes until the room stopped feeling like a rocking ship at sea. When I opened my eyes, my friend Scott was across from me.

Well, “friend” might be too strong of a word. We arrived in South Texas through the same program, taught at the same school, and circulated in similar friend groups. I always got a weird vibe from him, though. Since I suck at small talk when I’m sober and lose all ability to engage in it when I’m not, I blurted out, “I don’t think you like me very much. Why is that? Did I do something wrong?”

He looked surprised. He paused to gather his thoughts, which he could do because he was a few bars and several drinks behind me. Meanwhile, I focused my energy on pretending to be more sober than I was and trying not to fall off my barstool. (I still wonder why bars have stools instead of chairs that keep your feet safely grounded once you’re snockered.)

“I do like you,” he started. My face must have broadcast my skepticism, because he backtracked. “I can see why you think I don’t. I’m confused by you.” He inhaled deeply. I waited. He began again. “I’ve never known a Christian who was intelligent, who thought through her faith instead of just feeling it and following others. I don’t know what to do with that. I don’t know what to do with you.”

He took a shot, maybe vodka. I pulled
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