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			To Graham:

			This book would never have been written if it weren’t for your sacrifice and passionate support of my dreams. Thank you for championing me so selflessly and for loving us all so well. Thank you for your perfectly timed comedic relief and for never taking me too seriously. Thank you for being my home. I love you.

			To Malachi:

			I am so proud of you and so proud of the way you run after your dreams. Keep having fun, turning up the music so I can hear your car coming from a mile away (literally), and going after life with your whole heart. Stay confidently in your lane; it will take you there.

			To Scout:

			I love you, my cave son. I love that you never remember to bring your shoes anywhere and are a passionate connoisseur of the tuna melt. Keep being you because you’re fantastic (and hilarious).

			To Oaklee:

			I love your creative and gentle nature, and I also love your fierceness and your fire. Don’t doubt yourself for a second; you are magic.

			To Haven:

			I love your wild. Keep taking up lots of space. Your voice and your passion inspire me. You are a beautiful, sparkling, colorful whirlwind, and I’m here for it.

			To Mom and Dad (Chuck and Susan):

			Thank you for being such beautiful inspirations to all of us.

			To Josh:

			The only one who was there for all of it and inspires me to this day with his ingenuity and good heart. I love you, brother.

			To Benji and Aubree,

			who have become family. Thank you for being our adventure buddies.
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			Confessions of a Big, Gigantic Failure (Who Learned to Love Herself as She Is)

			I don’t know about you, but being perfect never worked for me.

			Some people are probably cut out for it. Martha Stewart, maybe? Daniel Tiger’s mom? The queen? But not me. I’m naturally messy, naturally undetailed, naturally scattered, naturally feely.

			I was aiming to be the MVP of my household for a while. I was going to be so organized, so on top of it, so good at using the cute planner that I’d purchased. Then my garbage cans got repossessed. I didn’t know that was a thing, but it is. I forgot to pay that bill, and one morning I woke up and they’d taken them back. The county was like, Take that! Welcome to consequences, you no longer deserve a city trash can.

			I tried hard, but my flaws kept showing up anyway, like a stain on the carpet that keeps coming back every time it dries. Turns out I’m better at just being me, a woman in her late thirties who has lost about nine hundred debit cards, gets grumpy with her kids and husband sometimes, hyperventilates when she laughs hard, loves ranch dressing, and only shaves her ankles in the wintertime. I’m a mess, but I’m me, and I like myself better this way (I can say that now). It was like I’d been wearing jeans that dug in and also made me feel angry. Then I realized I could buy new jeans—or better yet, leggings.

			The truth is, I don’t think I ever really wanted to be perfect, not really. I wanted to belong, and I was convinced to my core that the reason I was lonely was that I wasn’t doing “it” right. I wasn’t talking right, living right, eating and exercising right, and if I just did better, I wouldn’t hurt so much.

			Can you relate?

			I’ve been writing for hundreds of thousands of women (plus about ten dads, five grandpas, and the occasional internet creeper) for nearly a decade now, and this is what I’ve discovered:

			We are really, really hard on ourselves.

			We imagine there is a standard we must live up to. Said standard is also certifiably impossible. We also sort of know this, and it doesn’t help.

			We believe that if we just “did better,” “worked harder,” “were less messy/flawed/human,” our life would be infinitely better, and we (and everyone else) would like us more, therefore giving us the belonging we want so desperately.

			We compare way the heck too much, and social media has not helped us in that area.

			We have things that we think are wrong with us specifically, and us only (or maybe like one or two other losers). We basically think we are one in a million, but in a bad way. We think this about big things (no one I know struggles to be patient with my kids like I do) and small things (no one’s fridge crisper looks as disgusting as my fridge crisper).

			According to my research, there are a few things that make us feel better:

			Learning that someone else’s crisper has rotten vegetables in it. (Bonus points if you assumed this person was more together than you.)

			Learning that every single one of us has some version of the crisper. Maybe it isn’t buying-then-avoiding-produce specifically, but it’s something.

			You guys, good news:

			First, I currently (like right now) have a rotting bag of sliced bell peppers in my crisper. I imagined I was going to make fajitas. I was a different person then, full of dreams and possibilities. I did not make fajitas (I would have, but I forgot I ever wanted to do that), and now here we are. The peppers are soft enough to make me gag and never cook them, but they’re not moldy enough for me to throw away without guilt. Naturally, I’ll need to let them become three times as disgusting before I can part with them.

			Second, it’s true. We all (every single last one of us) have our version of the crisper.

			What’s your crisper? What’s your version of “I struggle to be patient with my kids”?

			
				Do you have a hard time making friends? You’re introverted and you’d rather keep to yourself, so you do.

				Do you wrestle with anxiety or depression?

				Do you put yourself on the back burner (like the farthest back, nearly out of reach)? You want to prioritize yourself, but you don’t even know where to begin.

				Do you have shame around your marriage because it just hasn’t turned out the way you expected and you’re not sure how to fix it?

				Do you have something you’re battling silently? Something you’re scared to talk about because you’re pretty sure no one would understand?

			

			We don’t need to share our deepest secrets and fears with everyone, but we can intentionally look for other women who are safe and ready to handle them. We can present a more real, more authentic version of ourselves to the world.

			I’ve learned that when we share our less-than-put-together selves with other women, we offer them keys to freedom—and we step into freedom ourselves. There is power in our corporate messiness, more power than we ever could have imagined.

			The answers we’re looking for aren’t in the crisper, and they’re not in the next fad diet we’re considering, either. The answers lie in leaning into our flaws and our gifts. They’re in inviting belonging through our own risk and vulnerability; in living with purpose in our own way. Not our neighbor’s way, not our friend’s way, not our celebrity idol’s way, and not even fit-debbie-45 on Instagram’s way. (I made that up; sorry if there is really a fit-debbie-45.)

			The answers are in us already. They’re in wearing shoes that fit, in letting ourselves be ourselves, and in accepting that we’re a lot—a lotta mess, and a lotta great, too.

			My in-laws owned an old farmhouse just off the highway in Creston, Montana, for over thirty years. My mother-in-law, Marie, made it beautiful all year round. She planted a Canadian maple that turned bright red in the fall, lilacs that bloomed in the spring, and flowers that exploded out of boxes and beds whenever the soil was thawed enough to plant in. The summertime brought nightly dinners at a long picnic table with linen tablecloths and pitchers of sweet tea.

			It was a landmark to everyone who drove by. A tire swing hung from one of the tallest branches of massive cottonwoods in the front yard, and vines clung to the lattice by the kitchen windows. In the winter every ridge of the roof was lined with twinkle lights. When you walked up the front steps, you could smell Marie’s fresh-baked chocolate mayonnaise cake. Candles were always lit, and carefully chosen antiques and textiles pulled you in with their warmth.

			It was beautiful but not curated. There were half-finished projects in front of the shed and tools that got forgotten on the porch step. There was a pile of papers on the hutch and socks and laundry on the bottom of the stairs, which the kids always forgot to take up. It wasn’t perfect, but that made it better. It was a scene you could place yourself in, not like that house you visited as a kid that was beautiful in a magazine way, but your mom whisper-commanded in your ear to please not touch anything and for the love, use your napkin at dinner.

			It was home. Not just my in-laws’ home, but home to every person who walked through the doors. It was the kind of home you could laugh in, be rowdy in, and make mistakes in.

			In the center of their kitchen was a long red table. It was worn with scratches, scuffs, and warped edges that paid homage to thousands of shared meals and lively conversations. Anyone who ever walked through those doors remembers that table. They might not remember what they ate or what they talked about (unless it was that mayonnaise cake, because it’s life changing), but they remember how they felt. They felt welcomed. They felt like they belonged. The proof covered their refrigerator: family pictures and cards held by clunky magnets from people all over the world who had once shared a meal there. They all said the same thing: Thank you for treating us like family, and We want our house to be just like your house.

			My first time in their kitchen, I was eighteen years old, and Graham and I were still hanging out “as friends.” There were always extras at their house: someone who needed a place to stay for a while, friends who had become family, someone from church who just happened to drop by at dinnertime. Place settings were pushed closer and closer together, and extra chairs were brought from the basement. Someone wheeled in an office chair, and I squeezed onto a bench between Graham and one of his sisters, trying not to bump anyone with my elbows. The room was alive and vibrant as everyone shared stories, laughed, and shouted to please pass the bread. Marie glowed with joy and laughed louder than anyone as she put hot trays on the table. Someone spilled their drink and no one cared except to laugh while the party continued and a rag was tossed across the table. The drink was refilled without so much as a pause.

			It was a home and a table to do life at.

			Don’t tell, but I might have fallen in love with Graham’s family and that table before I fell in love with him. I was walking out of the loneliest years of my life, a season when I had sacrificed everything, even my health and well-being, for the sake of being what I thought was “perfect.” I was recently (and precariously) in my first year of recovery from an eating disorder, unsure if where I was headed was safer than where I came from. I dabbled in old habits, still convinced that was what it took to be wanted, to be chosen, to belong. It was the happiest surprise to find out that belonging actually happened in a farmhouse kitchen with homemade bread and thick chunks of butter. It was found in eating and sharing, laughing and talking. It meant showing up wholeheartedly with quirks and flaws and messes to find I had a seat at the table. I would discover later that it was found in creating belonging, not seeking it.

			Eating at that table invited me to a different kind of life, and I was all in, immediately. It was salvation for my very exhausted heart.

			In life, I think there are two kinds of tables. There is the kind made for tiptoeing around other people’s imagined opinions, full-face makeup, slapping a smile over our pain, and faking our way to a perceived acceptance. At that table, we’re told that we need to fall in line, follow the rules, hide our weaknesses, lead with our achievements, be fine when we’re not fine, and act impressive to gain acceptance. No matter how well we perform, no matter how successful we are at playing the part, no matter what important people we’re seated next to, it will feel empty.

			I don’t know about you, but I got tired of feeling like I was walking through a cluttered antiques store with a backpack on. (I’m picturing Kim’s Antiques from Gilmore Girls. If you know, you know.) It’s not a question of if I break something, it’s when.

			What if we flipped the script and this wasn’t actually a thing? What if life was for trying stuff out, breaking out in random dance, and making mistakes? I’d much rather life be more like a trampoline park, where tripping and falling just adds to the fun.

			Perfect is boring. Let’s not do that anymore. I know I don’t want to.

			This book is for every girl who has ever scribbled in her diary, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It’s for every mom who has ever thrown up her hands in despair, saying, “I try so hard, and I can’t seem to get it right.” It’s for anyone who’s felt like an outsider, unsure how she’d ever get in. It’s for every girl who’s ever gone on a crash diet trying to be a size she had no business being. It’s for every woman who has ever gone through a breakup and thought it was because she was too _______. It’s for every girl who has ever snapped at her family and melted into a puddle of shame thinking, Why can’t I just get it together? It’s also for a special, slightly more specialized group (spoiler, me): the kind who manages to lose their keys like twenty times a week. It’s for all of us. It might not be the crisper; it could be an anxiety diagnosis. Whatever it is, we’re in it together.

			This book is an invite to my table, the one Graham and I have built together. (It isn’t red, but it has spots of pen and paint from the kids’ art projects.) This table is meant for sweatpants and bare feet, good days and bad days, days when your makeup is on point and those when you’re rocking your dark under-eye circles. This table is made for real and it’s made for honesty. When you’re sitting here, you don’t feel tired from pretending, you feel refreshed from being known. It’s not perfect or curated, but it’s real, authentic, and warm (and I make killer tacos). I hope it feels the way walking into Marie’s kitchen for the first time felt for me.

			This book is both an invitation and the tools you need to invite belonging and live with purpose—but as you are already, not as someone you must strive to become.

			In each chapter, I will address one of the myths that keep us stuck in our own heads, drowning in perfectionism, filled with I’m-not-enough energy, and trying to fit in at tables we were never meant to sit at. Myths like: “If I’m rejected, I will die” (you will not, I promise), “It’s better not to try than to try and fail” (how’s that working for you? Great for me, too), and “I’m a junior varsity adult” (talking and drinking Gatorade is nice, but it’s time to get off the bench and play). Let’s throw out the whole mess and start over.

			Let me tell you a story (a lot of stories actually) of how I went from a girl who hated her flaws and was at war with her body to one who thinks her flaws are some of the greatest things about her.

			Ya ready?

			Imagine I’m swinging open the door to my house. The music is too loud from my recent rage cleaning (yes, that’s 2Pac and Dr. Dre), and I still have a broom in my hand, which I throw to the side so I can welcome you in. I happily talk to you over the music like you can hear me (you cannot). You shout “WHAT?” and I realize my mistake, jog over to my speaker, and turn it down. I puff up one throw pillow. (I’m weird about my throw pillows, okay? The house could be burning down around us, but the pillows need to be right.) I quickly close a door and explain that I don’t really have a junk drawer right now, it’s more like a junk room, but the good news is if you need a snorkel or a hoodie for any reason, I’ve probably got one in there. I tell you that I’m making french fries (I don’t know, it just feels right). I pour us each a drink and we sit down at the table.

			Hey friend, I’m so glad you’re here.

			Let’s sit and talk for a while. How are you, and I mean really? (Please give me the long version with all the TMI, I’m here for it.)

			P.S. I don’t even hate kale that much. I just like things that taste good better.
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			Lies That Keep Us from Loving Ourselves as We Are

			(Or, Becoming an Imperfectionist)

		

	
		
			
				
					Lie #1: Today I’ll Be Perfect

				

			

			
				10/06/2019

				Dear Diary,

				I couldn’t find my keys again.

				After looking for an eternity (okay, ten minutes…), I was about to give up and resign myself to a life of biking forever. It’s fine, I can pick up all four kids from school on my handlebars. Graham asked me if I threw them away, which was offensive.

				They were in the trash.

				Love,

				Jess

			

			The high school doors loomed ominously in front of me, and I felt sick. I glanced behind me. Should I make a run for it? But a river of students flooded into the entrance, pulling me with them. Laughter, shouting, and the clanging of lockers opening and shutting merged into an indecipherable cloud of noise.

			I was the new kid again, and I wanted to be anywhere in the whole world but here. A group of gorgeous girls walked past me, their Abercrombie jeans hugging just below their hips, their long straight hair flowing behind them, and their perfume wafting over me like a secret they would never tell. I was suddenly hyperaware of my clothes and the way my hair frizzed instead of lying flat. I shifted the weight of my backpack on my bony shoulder, my T-shirt and pants still hanging off me, even though I was six months into recovery from a yearlong battle with anorexia. The bell rang and my soul left my body, the school spreading out in front of me like a maze. I couldn’t be late. It would just be one more thing to add to my list of screwups and things that were wrong with me.

			Jessica Cushman:

			
				Tall, but surprisingly bad at basketball (she blames her small feet). Five foot nine and size seven and a half shoe, in case you were wondering.

				Tries to blend in, but kinda sticks out in a bad way, like you might trip over her (again, very tall).

				Bad sense of direction and zero navigation skills (that’s why she is definitely going to be late to first period).

				Face turns bright red after any and all physical exertion. You might think she needs a hospital, she does not, it’s just her face.

				Organization style is “shove papers in bag, in drawer, in locker, and never throw anything away just in case.” Definitely doesn’t know where her class schedule is or where that sticky note with her locker combination went.

				Person she identifies with the most from 1990s rom-coms: Josie Geller from Never Been Kissed.

			

			The whole day felt like one of those dreams where you’ve lost your voice. The only thing more terrifying than class was the snack breaks between periods, when other kids congregated and I took laps up and down the hall as if I had somewhere to go so I wouldn’t seem like the friendless loser that I was. At lunchtime I hid in a bathroom stall, tucked my feet up on the toilet lid in case they checked beneath the stalls, and cried. The only outlet for my pain was tossing the sandwich from home in the garbage. I couldn’t control a single thing in my life except that sandwich. I just knew that the world wouldn’t hurt so badly if I were more. More what? Um, everything.

			Have you felt it? Do you know what I mean? I just wish I could hug you in the moment when you first experienced this, and I wish I could hug me, too. We were never meant to feel this way.

			Our stories are all different, but over the last decade of writing, I’ve talked to hundreds of thousands of women who struggle to accept themselves as they are. They struggle with feeling that they lack something, that they’re not quite enough, and that somehow (at the exact same time) they are far too much.

			It’s hard to be a woman.

			If we’re organized and driven, we feel bad that we’re not more easygoing and spontaneous. We wrestle with shame because we’re human in our parenting, friendships, and marriages, not superheroes who never make mistakes. We question our value because we don’t look like fitness models—and if we are fitness models, we still question our value and have deep insecurities over our hair or skin. Speaking of hair, we wish we brushed it more and remembered to clean the receipts out of the side-door compartment of our car, or we wish we weren’t

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				Step One: Break Up with Perfectionism
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