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    For My Husband

 

Thank you for staying when life was heavy and for leading our family toward Jesus. You are my person, my steady, and always my number two.
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The night I tried to die, I remember feeling calm.

Not dramatic.

Not chaotic.

Calm.

The pills were crushed into a powder and mixed into a thermos with a hard seltzer, sitting on my nightstand like a solution. I had done the math. I had researched dosages.

Multiplied them.

Tripled them.

I wasn’t looking for attention. I wasn’t asking for help. I was ending a problem.

Me.

I got on my knees at the end of my bed and said a prayer I had prayed in different forms my entire life.

“God, I’ve made a mess of this.”

And then I swallowed the poison.

What I didn’t know as I laid back on that bed was that this wasn’t the first time I had braced for impact. It was just the loudest. The waiting had started long before that night.

Long before addiction.

Long before marriage.

Long before shame.

I had been listening for the sound of the other shoe dropping since I was a child. I didn’t know that had shaped my entire nervous system, or that one day, grace would fall heavier.
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CHAPTER 1

The Pause Before Impact
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I didn’t grow up waiting for good things. I grew up waiting for what would ruin them. Peace never felt like a destination. It felt like a pause—a brief, suspicious silence before impact. By the time I was old enough to name it, my body already knew the pattern.

Don’t settle.

Don’t trust the calm.

Don’t unpack.

Because when life had been quiet for too long, it meant something was coming. The other shoe was about to drop. It always did.

I became fluent in tension before I ever learned multiplication tables. I could read the air in a room faster than I could read a book. I could hear the shift in a voice, the tightness in a sigh, the silence that meant something wasn’t right. My nervous system lived on high alert.

I didn’t have language for that then. I just knew I felt safest when I was braced. When chaos hit, I didn’t fall apart—I straightened up. I absorbed the impact. I steadied my voice. I took care of whoever needed taking care of. I learned to function inside the fracture.

That kind of survival sharpens you. It makes you competent. It makes you independent. It makes you strong in ways people admire. But strength built that way has a cost. Because rest requires trust, and trust felt like the first step toward devastation.

So I learned to stay ready, to carry weight quietly, and to keep one eye on the door—even when everything looked fine. I learned early that calm wasn’t safety. Calm was warning.

And when you grow up believing impact is inevitable, you stop asking whether something will fall and start wondering how hard it’s going to hit . . . and whether you’ll be strong enough to keep standing when it does.
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CHAPTER 2

The Cigar Box
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My first clear memory is from 1989. I was seven years old, riding down a winding road to see my mother on her visitation day at rehab. The drive was only two hours, but to a little girl counting miles instead of minutes, it felt endless. I held an old cigar box I’d taken from my dad’s gas station. The box was packed tight with pictures, little notes—things I thought might matter.

Proof I was good.

Proof I loved her.

Proof she had something worth coming home to.

I pressed the lid down with both hands to keep it closed, afraid something might fall out before she saw it. I believed—with the certainty only kids have—that if I loved her hard enough, she would get better . . . that maybe she just needed a reason.

The building smelled like coffee and something I couldn’t name yet. Quiet voices echoed off the walls. Adults spoke softly—like loud feelings weren’t allowed there. I watched the door. I watched the clock. I watched everyone’s faces.

When my mom walked in, I studied her the way kids study storms, trying to tell if it was safe yet.

Did she look happier?

Did she look healthier?

Did she look like she missed me?

I handed her the cigar box and stood still while she opened it. I don’t remember what she said. I remember waiting—waiting for something to land inside me that felt like relief. It never quite came.

When it was time to leave, my baby brother wrapped himself around her leg and screamed. He was eighteen months old and desperate in a way only babies know how to be. My dad tried to pull him away. I helped—not because I wanted to, but because that’s what needed to happen.

His cries filled the room. My mom cried too. The sound felt too big for my body—like it might split me open if I let myself feel all of it.

We walked out without her. And somewhere between the door and the parking lot, something settled into place inside me.

If she couldn’t take care of him, I would.

I didn’t know that seven-year-old girls weren’t supposed to make decisions like that. I just knew someone had to hold things together.

That was the day I learned that leaving was normal.

I didn’t know it then, but that road would find me again someday.
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CHAPTER 3

Ten Feet Tall
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My dad was larger than life.

Strong.

Good-looking.

Charismatic.

He worked harder than anyone I’ve ever known and never acted like it was a burden. He was a farmer with hundreds of acres of cotton and soybeans, employing men who depended on him, and somehow still decided—on a whim—to open a gas station in our small town. Then he opened another one at the next red light.

He liked to say it all worked because he was a good businessman, but that wasn’t why. It worked because my dad loved people—all of them.

I grew up in those gas stations, standing on a step stool behind the register so I could reach, counting change back from a hundred-dollar bill in my head by the time I was eight. He paid me five dollars an hour in cash and had to force me to go home at night.

I watched him treat everyone the same—the men who put milk and diapers on a tab and the ones who walked in with wads of cash.

No difference.

Just people.

He let the local high school boys hang out in his parking lot on the weekends—the football team he loved so much—giving them a place to be when trouble might’ve found them elsewhere.

My dad was a pillar in our small town.

A protector.

He was joyful in a way that filled rooms, the kind of man who would rather make someone laugh than breathe. Everything I know about loving people without ranking them, I learned standing beside him at those gas station counters.

To my sister, brother, and me, our dad was steady and unshakeable—ten feet tall and bulletproof. My dad was my safe place. If I couldn’t count on anyone else in the whole world, I could count on him. 

It wasn’t until I was older that I understood how much of that strength was a mask.

Before I ever existed, my parents lost two baby boys—buried in tiny caskets, their lives separated by years but bound together by grief. My mother never recovered. Depression and substance misuse followed her into the years that came after. Whenever she disappeared, my dad always found her in the same place—lying on top of the boys’ graves.

And still, he smiled for us.

He carried grief that never lifted and showed up anyway. I learned how to mask from him. I learned that tragedy could surround you and still not be spoken.

If this was what survival looked like, I would learn how to do it well.
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CHAPTER 4

Friday Nights and Faith
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My grandparents’ house was our safe place. Every Friday night without fail, we spent the night there. It wasn’t a special occasion or a reward—it was just what we did.

Week after week.

The moment we pulled into their driveway, something in my body settled. 

My shoulders dropped.

My breathing slowed.

I didn’t know the words nervous system back then, but mine recognized safety when it found it.

The screen door always slammed a little too hard behind us. The house smelled like hairspray, coffee, and whatever my grandmother had cooking. The television hummed with a Braves game somewhere in the background, and my granddad’s voice carried easy and calm through the house. I never felt responsible there. I didn’t feel watchful or on guard. I just felt . . . light. It was the only place in my childhood where rest came naturally.

They were my dad’s parents—the only example we had of what a stable, faithful marriage looked like. Their faith wasn’t loud or complicated. It was steady, woven into the rhythm of their lives like breathing.

Predictable.

Grounded.

My grandmother was everything. She was always put together.

Hair done.

Nails done.

Lipstick on.

She was self-made, was married to a World War II veteran, and owned her own shoe store in our small town. She carried herself with quiet confidence that made you stand a little straighter just being around her.

In her world, faith wasn’t something you performed. It was something you lived. Church wasn’t optional. Prayer wasn’t symbolic. Love wasn’t conditional. It just existed.

My granddad was the calm to her order. He was the most easygoing man I’ve ever known. He let us paint his toenails and roll his hair with curlers as long as he could watch the Braves on Friday nights. He sat there unbothered, smiling through whatever chaos we created, content just being surrounded by family.

Together, they made a home that felt safe without trying.

At their house, I learned things without realizing I was learning them—that a small pool with a big hickory bush nearby could feel like paradise—that Vienna sausages mashed onto a saltine cracker could pass as dinner—that you could love the same man for sixty years and still mean it . . . that grief could exist in a home without stealing its joy.

I learned that getting your hair and nails done wasn’t vanity. It was self-respect—that teaching was honorable work—that green beans could taste a little like heaven—that prayer actually changed things—that Scripture wasn’t just words on a page. It lived inside you if you let it.

Most of all, I learned what consistent love felt like.

I didn’t understand yet why their house felt different from mine. It would take me years to realize that peace felt unfamiliar because my body wasn’t used to it. I just knew my stomach didn’t hurt there. I didn’t have to read the air. I didn’t have to anticipate what version of someone was waiting behind the next door. 

God lived at my grandparents' house—even when His name wasn’t spoken. And though I didn’t know it yet, my grandmother’s steady faith would become one of the anchors I would return to long after childhood was over.

Every Friday night, like clockwork, I was reminded that somewhere in the world, love didn’t have to be earned and faith didn’t feel heavy.

For one night each week, I got to rest.
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CHAPTER 5

The Horn Means Church
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Every time the church doors were open—Sunday mornings, Sunday nights, Wednesday nights, and any other time that mattered—my grandparents would pull into our driveway in their big Chrysler grocery-getter and honk the horn.

No knocking.

No waiting.

That horn meant one thing: you better get out the door.

Church wasn’t a question, and it wasn’t optional. It was simply what we did. I’d grab my shoes and hurry outside, already knowing there was no negotiating with that sound. Riding with them felt the same every time—steady, familiar, safe. I sat beside my grandmother, smelling her perfume, while my granddad drove with one hand on the wheel like he had all the time in the world.

I didn’t feel forced.

I felt included.

Like I belonged somewhere that didn’t change.

Church itself was predictable, and for me, that mattered. I knew the order of service, the songs, when to stand and when to sit. I knew the way the sanctuary smelled—old hymnals and polished wood. I made friends there. It felt safe in a way few places did, and I didn’t realize yet how much I craved anything that felt steady.

When I was eight years old, I walked down the aisle and “got saved.” I was baptized soon after. I did it because my friends were doing it—because it was the next step—because it was what you did when you belonged.

I didn’t fully understand salvation yet. I didn’t understand surrender, grace, or what it meant to follow Christ when life got hard. But I understood togetherness. I understood safety. I understood being part of something bigger than myself.

At eight years old, that felt close enough to God for me to step forward. Looking back, I realize I met church long before I met Jesus. And still—it mattered. Because sometimes, belonging is the first doorway faith walks through.
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CHAPTER 6

Brace
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There were very few times my dad allowed us to ride with my mom. Her alcoholism made the rules clear, and most days, he stood like a wall between us and what he couldn’t control.

But one morning, that wall wasn’t there.
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