

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

THIS ONE IS FOR RYAN.





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

I Call Bullshit

What to Do Today

    1. Identify the New You

    2. Stop Questioning Your Suffering

    3. Let Go of Guilt

What to Do Tomorrow

    4. Try on Another Perspective

    5. Change Your Mind About Getting Better

    6. Hack Your Courage

    7. Show Up

    8. Get Real About Your Finances

What to Do Forever

    9. Be Surprised by Resilience

  10. Cling to Your Good Habits, or Make Some New Ones

  11. Choose Joy Even When Life Sucks

  12. Reimagine Your Future

Hold on to Hope

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Rachel Hollis

Copyright

About the Publisher





Prologue

THREE DAYS INTO EDITING THIS BOOK, MY MARRIAGE ENDED.

A sixteen-year marriage to the father of my four children. An eighteen-year relationship with my best friend. The foundation of my life, everything that once was, crumbled between one breath and another.

This book isn’t intended as a confessional, as a recounting of the how and the why this seismic shift in our lives had to happen. I honestly don’t know that I’m capable of unpacking that and still staying upright—I’d like to believe that someday I might be strong enough to examine exactly where the fissures took hold, where every small disconnect eroded and made inroads over many years until they cracked us in half, but today is not that day. Like so many couples, we patched over the cracks with kids, with work, with the parts of us that did work. We looked great from the outside because our friendship has always been a tangible thing, even to strangers—but friendship and a romantic relationship are two very different things. Eventually, we became two very different things and that disparity meant that something had to give.

Which is where I find myself today: something had to give.

And it did.

I set out to write this book because I have survived crisis and grief many times and I believed I might have something to share that could help others walk through it. I wrote the first draft as a sort of Sherpa, believing I could help guide you over the mountain of grief. Now I find myself back inside grief and editing from an entirely different perspective than the one from which I wrote. I’m no longer a Sherpa, leading from the front—now I’m also trudging through it with you, which means this book has the unique duality of a creation both outside and inside of pain. As someone who lives by a plan, who has imagined in detail the next two decades of my life and how they might play out, I can honestly tell you, I never planned for this. Honestly? The fact that I didn’t see this or plan for it makes me feel like an idiot. I will add a bit more honesty to this introduction and tell you something in confidence. I considered pushing this book away or scrapping the idea altogether. I didn’t think I was ready—I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready. I questioned whether I could teach and learn at the same time—because this lesson, this work, feels like the hardest I’ve ever done.

Even though the words were written, even though I believed they could be helpful to someone—I knew it was impossible to keep this book in its original form without acknowledging the fresh destruction I find myself in. And the idea of writing about something so new goes against everything I have believed about my work. There’s an old expression that says we should teach or write or share only from our scars, never from our wounds, and I have lived by it. Meaning, I have been intentional about never processing the hard parts of life with you but instead have only ever shared what has been effective for me after I’ve done the work.

But here we are.

Everything feels fragile and scrubbed raw. Everything feels unreal and uncertain. Everything feels absent of all that matters and simultaneously too big to carry.

And so, I sat with it, and prayed and journaled and obsessed and prayed some more. I didn’t have the words for anything eloquent and so my prayer became a plea, became the same two words over and over. Help me.

These were the only two words I could think.

I was asking for God’s help as I moved forward day by day. As I made decisions. As I answered the questions my children asked. As I faced the changes in my work. As I sat with my husband and we talked about the future. As I contemplated how to finish this book. And so much more.

Help me. Help me? Help me!

I prayed unceasingly and always aloud, falling back on a childhood superstition that if I didn’t speak the words out into the ether God might not hear. Those two words became a litany, became lines in a journal, became the last thing I said before falling asleep at night and my first thought upon waking. And somewhere through the darkness of all that was, if not an easing of the pain, at least a seed of clarity.

My work has always been honest. Whether approved of or ridiculed, my books have always been a big offering of my truth in the season they were written. To remove that truth from my work now would be too great a loss in the midst of so many others.

So here we are, you and I, standing in the midst of pain. Some of us are trying to make sense of the scars of our past. Some of us are holding gaping wounds together with hands that tremble and shake. But we’re still here. Together.

I believe we are strong enough to do the work of healing, even if at times the effort makes us feel weaker than before we began. Don’t fear your own weakness, fear drowning in despair for the rest of your time on earth because you were too afraid to confront your pain. In the following pages I will try my best to do just that. I will examine the pain and break it apart and laugh at it when possible and cry over it when necessary, but I will not—not ever again in my life—cover up my pain to make other people more comfortable.

And neither should you.

This book is my work as much as it is yours. Let’s do it together.





I Call Bullshit

Can we all just take a minute?

Can we just—I mean . . . what in the actual almighty world just happened? I mean, I’m assuming you’re not just reading this book for the hell of it. I’m assuming you grabbed it (or someone grabbed it for you) because you’re feeling like the main event in a butt-kicking contest. I assume you’re here because some part of your world (or maybe the whole of it) got turned inside out and you’re trying to find your way back. So, before we run into what to do to change anything or help anything, let’s take a second and call bullshit.

Seriously.

I know it’s not polite. I know it’s not what “good girls” do. Good girls don’t call bullshit. In fact, good girls don’t even know the word bullshit. It seems everyone would prefer that when we’re hurt or scared or uncertain that we don’t bother anyone else with it. Or at least keep our feelings at an “acceptable” level. “Yes, we know your world is burning down around you but do please hold on to the propriety and stoicism of that quintet who continued to play even as the Titanic went down.”

No. Not here, my friend. This book, this time together, this is our sacred space. This is an opportunity for you to be real and raw and to hold whatever negative emotion you have about whatever you’re going through. I won’t judge you . . . I literally can’t even see you right now. We’re about to talk about some hard things and every single chapter from here on out is about trying to help you get through the place you’re in. But . . . it’s going to be impossible to move forward if you can’t first acknowledge that it sucks mightily that you’re here in the first place. So, can we just say it? Can we just call that thing you went through what it is? Can we just agree that it’s unfair or unjust or harsh or just awful? Feel free to use whatever descriptive words you can to call this what it is. Be sure to add in cuss words too if the spirit moves—after all, it’s not like anyone can hear your inner thoughts. It’s just me, you, and the reality of that thing you went through? It’s the fucking worst.

Yep. I said it. Two cuss words in play and it’s not even chapter one. But you know what, so what. Right now, in this exact moment in my life, I’m so sick of the words I’m sorry I could punch something. When my brother committed suicide, everyone was sorry. When we lost those twin babies we had loved and hoped to make part of our family, everyone was sorry. When my marriage ended, everyone was sorry. I appreciate the sentiment and the prayers and the well wishes but here’s something only people who have gone through hard things understand—other people being sorry only adds to your pain. When people say they’re sorry the polite response is “It’s okay” or “I’m fine” or some other inane platitude to make the other person feel safe to be around your misery. I’m not okay. I’m ten thousand different emotions, none of which I want to handle in a polite way right now, and I don’t think you should either.

So, let’s acknowledge that this sucks.

Then, let’s go one better. Let’s acknowledge how frightening this is and how hard it is and how much we wish it weren’t happening—and let’s allow ourselves to be deeply disappointed by the unfairness of it all. Oh, I’m sure you’ve had all kinds of feelings about the state that you’re in, but when crisis happens the emotions that swirl to the top are big and violent in their consumption of us. Disappointment seems a small word and feeling by comparison, but at its core what it means is that someone or something has failed to live up to your hopes or expectations.

Maybe your partner disappointed you. Maybe your child disappointed you. Maybe the economy came crashing down just when you were starting to make strides in your finances, and it’s disappointed you. Maybe life disappointed you because what you hoped for and dreamed of feels impossible because of loss. Maybe all of this feels like just another disappointment in a string of many. And maybe, if you can allow yourself to be honest about what it feels like for you, instead of pretending that you’re strong enough to ignore the negative emotions, you’ll actually be able to overcome them and move forward.

Have you ever covered old paint? I know I’m terrible at transitions, but just go with me for a minute. Imagine that you’ve just bought a little bungalow in the suburbs of your favorite city. If it’s L.A. that bungalow costs you a cool million, if it’s Minneapolis you got it for $153,000 using your used Honda Civic as a down payment—either way, imagine that the bathroom in your new little bungalow is a hideously shiny avocado green. And for clarity, this is not freshly cut avocado green . . . this is that weird poopy green color the avocado turns when it’s gotten more than six minutes of access to oxygen. You’re so excited about your new home but the poopy green avocado bathroom is the first thing you want to change. You think it’ll be easy. You think you just need to pick out a fabulous new color to spread over the top of that offending shade of rotting produce. So, you go get all your supplies and you turn on some music and putrid avocado gives way to the fresh off-white of Swiss Coffee with each glide of your roller brush. You’re so proud of yourself. You covered up that offending shade with something that’s much more appropriate, much more you. Every time you walk by your darling little bathroom the color of a newly laid egg, you feel deeply satisfied with yourself.

A few days later you decide to take a long, hot bubble bath to soak your aching muscles after all the work you’ve done on the house. You get the water to the perfect bath temperature—hot enough to turn your whole body lobster red—and then you slide down and lie there long enough that your fingers and toes are shriveled until the prints could no longer incriminate you at a crime scene. As you stand to get out of the tub . . . you gasp in horror when you see it. All around your newly decorated bathroom, that fresh coat of paint is bubbling up. Your walls have the complexion of an eighth grader in the throes of puberty. What on earth? You reach out and touch one of the biggest bubbles and it breaks, revealing the offending avocado it was before. What just happened?

Well, in home remodel terms, what just happened is that you tried to put a fresh coat over an old coat but didn’t do anything to make sure the new paint would stick. Also, the original paint was likely a high gloss, making it incredibly difficult to cover. On top of an improper application, you then created a perfect storm for the destruction of your project with both heat and moisture from your bath. Your bathroom makeover never stood a chance.

What does any of this have to do with what you’re currently living with? Nothing at all. The paint has nothing at all to do with what you’re going through, but it’s a perfect illustration for you trying to pretend that you don’t have negative, ugly feelings about what’s happening when you do. Or even better, maybe you’re allowing yourself to process the feelings that are allowed and acceptable but covering up the ones that might make people think less of you.

If we tiptoe back over to the paint analogy for a second, the right way to have remodeled that bathroom involves both sandpaper and a coat of primer. Said another way, you first have to dig into the offending layer, then you have to add another layer of work to make sure the next layer sticks.

Hello! Is this thing on??

If you want to move forward, be honest about what’s going on even if it’s only to yourself. When the world basically shut down in the spring of 2020 due to the pandemic there was so much disappointment and grief but there was also a weird comparison of misfortune going on that made nearly everyone I know feel like their disappointment was petty and small.

It wasn’t small and it wasn’t petty. It matters that you’re disappointed because you matter.

All our poor seniors who lost their last year in college or high school. All those kids who were looking forward to prom or finishing out the basketball season. My fifth grader! My poor fifth grader was so excited to “graduate” fifth grade even though you and I both know fifth grade graduations are lame. Bless his heart. But in quarantine, all the parties and plans or whatever other cool things they do for fifth graders in Texas—those were all gone. He was sad and just because there were seniors in high school and seniors in college who were also sad for bigger life events, that doesn’t take away Sawyer’s right to feel disappointed himself.

Then there were all those couples whose weddings had to be canceled or postponed or maybe the wedding still happened, but it was on Zoom. A ZOOM wedding!! In the name of all that is holy! You are allowed to be disappointed. You can be excited about your partner and your future and still be bummed as hell that you didn’t get the chance to do the sparkler send-off you’ve been planning for months. Don’t come at those sweet disappointed brides! Did you have to get married on a freaking computer? No?! Then shut it!

In the midst of all that, our country saw yet another heinous crime against an unarmed Black man. Folks took to the streets, for all the right reasons, to protest the brutality. To cry out for all the lives that had been taken and for hundreds of years of systematic oppression in our country. It was necessary, and it was powerful. It was also a time for those of us who have not felt the sting of that pain to think long and hard about our actions and words. It was time for change, and the fact that we still need it is the ultimate calling of bullshit. I felt disappointment in my country, in myself, in the fact that hatred still runs so deeply and fear still rules so many people’s lives. This was a different kind of disappointment, one I and so many of us felt in our bones.

So . . . I’d like you to save yourself some time. I’d like you to admit to yourself the truth about what you’re feeling about whatever you’re going through even if the emotions don’t feel polite. You are human, you are not perfect, and as far as I know, you’re not the Dalai Lama with his infinite wisdom and equanimity. Though if by chance you are the Dalai Lama, What up, Your Holiness, I’m a big fan! Please consider leaving an online review!

Stop trying to cover up your emotions, or, frankly, anything you don’t like about yourself or your feelings, with a new coat of paint. You want a remodel? You want to build something new of your own design? That is absolutely possible and I’m the biggest believer you’ll ever find in your ability to do that. But in order to do that, you’ve got to be real. You have to allow yourself to truly feel what you feel before you can feel what you’d like.

So now that we’ve acknowledged how we really feel—disappointed, sad, scared, maybe even angry, what can we do? Are we stuck here forever? No. Not stuck, but for a moment, we must be still. When I was younger, I would have done everything in my power to rush by a season as awful as this one. I would have worked too much or drank too much or distracted myself in every way possible rather than acknowledge my pain. But now I know better. Now, I am still. And I allow myself to remember.

Grandpa and I liked our potatoes fried. My big brother Ryan and Grandma? They preferred mashed. We used to bicker over which kind of potatoes were better. The answer is still fried.

I didn’t remember that until now.

I love growing things in the dirt and wearing cutoff shorts.

I like walking across the grass in bare feet.

I like a cold glass of sun tea. I like when the ice melts so slowly it turns the cup into variegated shades of brown. I don’t mind when things get watered down.

I didn’t remember that until now.

I still don’t like tuna canned in oil—but I’ve eaten it twice this week because all your capital-T truths and must-haves were really only ever preferences.

I didn’t remember that until now.

It often takes a life-changing crisis to remind us which parts of our life are worth living. I had forgotten so many things in the hectic pace of life and work and being a mama and a wife. I was going a hundred miles an hour because that felt like the speed required to be all things to all people. That felt like the centrifugal force required to hold my world together and then, without permission, it blew itself apart.

I don’t do drugs, but damn did I wish I was a stoner during March 2020.

I remember one night I was making a frozen lasagna for our kids—the last of a stash we’d acquired before the grocery store ran out of all frozen foods because everyone was panic pandemic buying—and I was eyeing the cheese on the top through the oven window. Anyone who’s ever used the broil setting to blister their mozzarella knows that you can’t look away for even a second because that’s the exact moment when broil will smite your dinner. I stared it down through the looking glass for several minutes, and between one blink and another my eyes readjusted, coming into focus on my close-up reflection in the glass. There were my sparsely populated eyebrows—sisters, but never twins, no matter how hard I worked to shape them in my thirty-seven years. There was the beauty mark above my lips—I wondered if the term beauty mark translates into other languages or if this facial mole with an inflated sense of self is something unique to the English language. Finally, I peered into my own eyes. I thought about how people say you can see someone’s story there, the window to the soul and all that. I wondered what was visible in my eyes. I tried to look at them as an objective third party.

What is the story in these eyes?

If my eyes could talk, what would they say about this circumstance I found myself in? It wasn’t hard to see the message in my eyes—for all the strength and fortitude and positivity I fight for every day in my life and work, my eyes held a very different attitude.

This shit again?

That’s what my eyes were saying. My eyes looked world-weary and exhausted. My eyes looked sad. My eyes looked too tired to feel angry—my eyes have seen a thousand awful things in their thirty-seven years that let them know anger would be wasted in these circumstances. We’ve been here before, my eyes told me, and we know it’s going to suck. I’m worried for my parents and my grandma and for my world. How are we going to get through this?

I wish I wasn’t such an expert on living through things that terrify me. I wish I didn’t know so much about surviving trauma. I wish I didn’t feel like an authority on being strong for others while the world is falling down around us. There’s an old saying the patriarchs in my family used to throw out for just such a train of thought. You can wish in one hand and crap in the other . . . see which one fills up first.

So, there I was watching the cheese bubble up like a Stouffer’s commercial with one thought swirling around in my head . . . here we go again.

And yes, in my weaker moments, I did wish I could be a hippie living somewhere on a commune wearing maxi dresses and never brushing my hair and smoking so much reefer that I didn’t worry about what would happen to our friends and families and how much this would devastate our hospitals and our economy. In my more desperate moments I wished for escape.

But because I’ve been through this weird limbo before, because I’m familiar with terror, because I have walked again and again through pain and I am still here to write this down for you, I can also find peace in the storm. March 2020 and every unsettling week thereafter did not shake me loose from my mooring. Instead, I allowed the pressure of it all to anchor me more firmly into the earth. And even later, when the word divorce was finally said, when it dropped into our life like a grenade and everything exploded around us, I remained standing in the midst of the fire—consciously clutching the pin, choosing to let it burn rather than remain inside of something that was killing us both.

In times of chaos there isn’t room to wonder or worry about what comes next—what comes next doesn’t matter. When you’re trying to survive this moment in your life, anything longer than today seems impossible. And so, I don’t even try.

I’ve been here before, in this suspended reality. Only this time I choose to exist here without the fear that I will lose myself in the grief. I know we’ll get through it—that’s one of the most difficult parts about being a survivor. You understand that this will be just another hardship to add to many others. You understand that just because you’ll keep waking up each morning doesn’t mean that it won’t cost you something to keep going.

That’s the story my eyes were telling that day.

They knew that we’d all be just fine, but the history living in those eyes understood that being fine in the end would take a tremendous effort in the present. At times I sit with the pain because there is
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