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			DEDICATION

			 

			I dedicate this book to the ones who helped create my story.

			Mom, for being my foundation that never shook;

			Daddy, for loving me even when I didn’t;

			Matt, for always being there;

			And Bentley. You brought me to life, and made this life worth living.
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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			I always wanted to write a book, but I never imagined it would happen quite like this. Writing has always been my own private passion, a way of expressing feelings and thoughts I didn’t know how to share with others, or simply wanted to keep to myself. Back when I was a teenager, before my life started tumbling toward where it is today, I used to love spending my nights alone in my room, listening to music and writing. I’ve always been a bit reserved, never one to express all of my thoughts out loud. Through written words, whether it’s the lyrics of a favorite song or my own poetry, I can let my feelings take shape. But still, for years, I kept it all mostly to myself. Until now.

			To some of you, it might sound strange for me to speak of myself as if I’m a private person. Over the seven years leading up to the publication of this book, I’ve lived large parts of my life on camera as a subject of MTV’s documentary series 16 & Pregnant and Teen Mom. If you’re one of the millions of viewers who got to know me as “Maci from MTV,” you’ve seen a lot of me through camera lenses (and perhaps in the pages of magazines or gossip websites). But no matter how “real” a documentary tries to be, there are always differences between the way things look on camera and the way they actually are. I know that’s true in my case. When I saw myself on screen for the first time, I was surprised by how calm I appeared on the surface in situations that I remembered as total chaos. Over the years it became clear to me that I wasn’t able to show a complete view of my story through my appearances on camera. I wondered if, without meaning to, I had misled people into thinking teen motherhood and all the struggles that came with it were easier for me than they actually were. 

			That’s why I wanted to write this book. Because a journey like mine looks much different from behind the wheel, and for me, the whole truth flows much more easily onto a page. This is the best way I know to shed light on the real feelings, conflicts, challenges, and victories I wasn’t able to communicate in front of the cameras, or even, sometimes, in front of my closest friends and family. This is my way of showing what was really happening beneath the surface of “Maci from MTV.” 

			This is the story of a regular teenage girl who found herself with a life she never expected -- two lives, to be exact. From the moment I found out I was pregnant at sixteen years old to the birth of my son Bentley, from my troubled engagement to Bentley’s father to the downfall of that first love, from struggling with overwhelming loneliness to reclaiming my independence, the journey was long, hard, and packed full of lessons.

			It wasn’t until I began writing this book that I realized just how much I had learned and how much I had to share. My only hope is to let you see what things were really like for me during those crazy years. Not only as a teen mom, and not only as an MTV celebrity, but as a young woman struggling to find her own strength, maintain her independence, and establish a positive, happy life, even in the midst of overwhelming challenges and intimidating odds. 

			If you’ve been in shoes like mine, or if you’re in a place where you could be, I hope you can share in the lessons I learned without having to learn them yourself the hard way. I hope my story helps you not to feel as alone as I often felt. And if you’ve never been in my shoes, even if you never will be, I hope it helps you understand what it’s really like to walk this path, for me and for so many others. 

			Finally, I want to thank you. To those of you who have been following my journey all these years, thank you. Thank you for taking an interest in my life, my journey, and my story. Thank you for wanting to understand. Thank you for giving me the chance to show you, as best I can, what it’s really like to be Maci.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1:

			LIFE BEFORE LIFE

			 

			At sixteen years old, I was not looking for a relationship. Finding a boyfriend was so far down on my list of things to do, it didn’t even have its own number. All around me, my friends and classmates were getting their feet wet in their first real relationships. Some were casual and some were serious, but they all seemed to involve a lot of drama. Fighting, cheating, codependency, jealousy, obsession — pretty much the full spectrum of unpleasant emotions, and as far as I could tell, most of them weren’t even in love! To me it seemed like the majority of people in high school were getting boyfriends or girlfriends because it was just the cool thing to do. And I just didn’t think it was a good look for me.

			Back then, I liked being alone. Not all the time, or anything. My days were full of social activities from softball to cheerleading and hanging out with the same big group of friends I’d had since middle school. But at night, I was happy by myself at the computer, looking up new music, reading lyrics, and writing poetry. I could literally do that for hours. There was no blank space in my life begging for a relationship, and I was happy not to risk looking like a dumbass with the wrong boyfriend. I was doing just fine on my own.

			Not only that, but I wanted to do just fine on my own. I always preferred to take care of my own business. I can probably thank my mom for that. When I was growing up, there were three or four occasions where she went out of her way to show me how to do some kind of “guy thing,” like fixing a leaky pipe or changing a flat tire. I remember each time it happened because of what she said: “I’m teaching you how to do this so you’ll never need a man to do it for you.” It doesn’t get more practical than that. Of course, if a man wants to help, that’s great. But you can’t be sure he’ll be around for every flat tire. Or even that he’ll know what to do any more than you do.

			The lesson stuck with me. Maybe even to a fault. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been quick to say, “I can do this. I don’t need you to do it for me.”

			It was working out pretty well for me at sixteen. Life was good. I lived in Chattanooga, where I was born and raised. My parents were high school sweethearts who had their first kid, my older brother Matt, when they were just teenagers. I was born a few years later. My parents were younger than a lot of my friends’ parents, and they seemed even younger together. I remember watching them bicker and squabble in the kitchen, acting like they were still two feisty teenagers in love. Hilarious and so cute.

			We were a close family. The four of us were constantly together, going camping or taking trips to the beach, and every night we sat down at the dinner table together. I’m always thankful for those family dinners, where we had an hour to sit and talk to each other about our days and what we had going on in our lives. It helped to keep us close and bonded as the years went by. We’re not the types to be up in each other’s business all the time. Growing up, as long as I was respectful and followed the rules, my parents trusted me to be myself and do my own thing.

			Chattanooga was a great place to grow up. It’s a beautiful place, all mountains and trees and slow-paced Southern charm. People are nice and laid-back, and there’s always something to do outside. As a kid I was always outdoors, usually either riding dirt bikes or playing softball. I was obsessed with softball. I started playing softball when I was just four years old, and it was love at first practice. By the time I was ten, it was a year-round occupation. Since I didn’t have real plans to play in college or beyond, it was a passion with an expiration date. High school graduation would be the end of my softball career, so I was extra passionate about it, because I didn’t want to waste a minute of the time I had to play the game while I was young.

			As for dirt bikes, there wasn’t much of a future for me in that passion, either. But I had another interest I hoped to turn into a career: cooking. When I was little, I used to watch the Food Network instead of watching cartoons. I begged my parents to let me use the stove before I could even reach it properly, so I could make myself fried okra for an afternoon snack. Every time I saw one of the chefs on TV making something that looked really good, I’d make my mom take me to the store so I could get all of the ingredients and try it out. Pasta dishes were easy for me to understand, and as I got older, I got into desserts and learning to make cookies and cakes from scratch. I was lucky enough to have at my high school a home economics class, which I’m not even sure exists anymore. I was always on the roster, and by the time I was a junior I was making plans to try for the culinary program at the Art Institute of Atlanta. I did a big school project that involved working in a restaurant, and I went down to the school to take a cooking course. I had everything all lined up.

			All in all, I felt like I had things under control as a teenager. Who needed a boyfriend?

			But we all know how it goes. Famous last words.

			Blame it on dirt bikes. That’s how I met Ryan, in a roundabout way. There’s a whole social network surrounding motocross. The same people gather over the years at local tracks, and the same crowds travel from state to state for different events. Faces become familiar, even friendly. One day I learned there was someone who wanted to get friendly and familiar with me. His name was Ryan, my friend Abbey told me over the phone. He was best friends with her boyfriend. All of them spent time at the local motocross track. Ryan had seen me there several times, and he’d been asking around about me.

			“This guy likes you,” Abbey said. “He thinks you’re really pretty.”

			“Oh, really?” I went straight to MySpace, which was how you stalked people in those days. I was pleasantly surprised. Ryan was older, and he was seriously good looking.

			“We should all hang out sometime soon,” Abbey suggested.

			“Sure,” I said. Yeah, yeah. I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend. But the sight of Ryan didn’t exactly make me want to run for the hills, either. You can’t blame a girl.

			Curiosity (or human weakness) aside, I was still iffy on the idea of dating. Honestly, I was just afraid it would turn out to be a pain in the ass. But as it turned out, Ryan was hard to resist. From the first moment we properly met in June, he gave me all of his attention. And I was careful not to lead him on. I made it clear that I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get involved with anyone. But he took it in stride. We spent more and more time together, usually in groups of friends, and his eyes were always on me. Even though I wasn’t giving him the kind of relationship he wanted, his focus never wavered. There was no game, no drama. He just liked me, and so he kept trying. And trying. And trying.

			I had to admit, it was cute.

			Ryan was a nice guy with a charming attitude and a little bit of an edge. He came from a good family and he knew how to treat people well. And he was older, so he had an atmosphere of knowing who he was and what he wanted that I found appealing. There was no question I was attracted to him, and his effort was hard to ignore. Little by little, my reservations about high school romance started to thaw. A few months in, I realized it was time to admit that I had feelings for him, too. By the time October rolled around, we were officially a couple.

			Having a boyfriend was nothing like what I’d feared. We had the most easygoing relationship in the world, although we did spend much less time together than a lot of couples our age. Ryan was already out of school and had a job as a diesel mechanic. He worked the night shift during the week, so our only time to meet was in the afternoon when I was out of school. We’d meet somewhere nearby and grab a bite to eat at Sonic before he started his shift. And on the weekends we’d go ride four-wheelers, get dinner, go to the movies, or hang out with friends.

			We were in the honeymoon phase, and it was good. We were that annoying, over-infatuated couple our friends rolled their eyes at. It was a total rush. We had no conflicts, no trust issues, no mind games, no arguments. We also weren’t talking about the future. But I didn’t see anything wrong with living in the moment. We were in love. We were happy. And our chemistry was off the charts.

			I have never been a promiscuous type, but I wasn’t a prude, either. I didn’t fool around with anyone, but I talked about sex with my girlfriends like any normal teenager. I didn’t plan to wait for marriage, but I had my own standards in mind. I just wanted sex to be on my terms. I didn’t want to do it until I wanted it so bad I couldn’t stand to say no. I didn’t want to wake up the next day and regret having sex. I wanted a situation where the idea was so attractive to me that I’d be afraid to wake up and regret not having had sex. That was my standard. I wanted it when I wanted it, and not a second sooner.

			I was into Ryan. Plain and simple. It was the first time I’d ever felt such an immediate, undeniable attraction to someone. It’s funny how that happens. There are so many nice, attractive people you meet in your life and never feel particularly drawn to. But then once in awhile, someone comes along and it’s almost like a shot of love potion. There’s no rhyme or reason to having such a strong feeling about someone you don’t even know yet. I was too young to figure out how much was love and how much was lust. Then again, I don’t know if anyone can really tell the difference right off the bat. Whatever the science behind it may be, sparks flew between Ryan and me and I loved it.

			I never felt pressured into sex. If anything, it was the other way around. Things were passionate between us, but when we started to get ourselves into hotter and heavier situations, we’d ease up by shifting into conversation. “I’m okay with it, you know,” I’d say. “If it happens, it happens.” But he didn’t want me to do anything that I’d regret. I’m sure there was an element of chivalry involved. At the same time, I wondered if he was a little afraid I’d lose some of my good girl appeal if I slept with him. Purity can be a turn-on, you know, just like modesty.

			But after three or four months of dating, I didn’t give a damn about either one of those. My hormones were racing and I couldn’t take it anymore. My only condition for losing my virginity was that I wanted to be sure about it. Well, now I was sure. Completely sure. And once it was done, I had exactly zero regrets. We were young and in love, and we had a lot of fun.

			I never drank a sip of alcohol in high school. I never smoked cigarettes. I never did drugs. But I might have gotten a little high on life when I was with my boyfriend. We took full advantage of our time together at every chance we got. And we felt more attracted to each other than ever. We couldn’t get enough of each other. The time we spent together seemed more intense. Since we couldn’t enjoy ourselves fully with our friends around, I started seeing him more alone, which always feels more meaningful, in a way. Our relationship felt deeper because of it, or at least I thought so. At any rate, I had no complaints. I felt like I had it all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2:

			10 LESSONS I LEARNED FROM MY MOM

			 

			1. Live up to your own standards, even when people underestimate you.

			 

			Since my dad was usually with my brother at motocross or wrestling events, my mom took care of me and softball. This was one of many lessons she taught me during those drives to and from tryouts, practice, games. My biggest challenge in softball was that I was very petite and always playing with bigger, stronger girls. There were times when even though I was the more skilled player, coaches would pass me up for someone with an intimidation factor. On one hand I was always being told that I was really good, and on the other hand that I was too small to play the game. It was a constant struggle to maintain my confidence, but my mom would hammer it in: “Don’t listen to them. You know how good you are, you just have to stay focused and keep showing them what you can do.” Instead of being discouraged, I gave it my all and left softball feeling accomplished.

			 

			2. Try your best not to be the reason someone is upset.

			 

			It may be a cliché, but my mom taught me to treat others the way I want to be treated. I’ve always tried as hard as I can to be kind and respectful, and I do believe it’s why I’ve so rarely had to deal with anyone bullying me or being mean. What makes it easier to be kind is that she taught me to think about the reasons people might have for their views and behavior. You never know what someone else is going through when they get home. Even if they’re being mean to you, you don’t have to stoop down to what they’re doing. Nobody wants to be mean and unhappy. Everyone has their own struggles, and even if you don’t know what the problem is, you should always try your best to make sure that it isn’t you.

			 

			3. If you want things to turn out well, you better work for it.

			 

			My mom had my brother when she was seventeen, but didn’t let it stop her from getting her GED. She had me at twenty, and worked full time. By the time she was twenty-four, she graduated from college with a Bachelor’s Degree, on the Dean’s List. (There’s a picture of me, my mom, my dad and my brother at her graduation, her with her crazy perm!) She was able to build a career while raising a family, and thirty years later, she’s set to retire from the same job she started with. From a teen mom perspective, that’s as inspiring as it gets. Anytime I wanted to slack off in school or felt like I just couldn’t handle all my obligations, I’d think “Mom got it done, and she did it fast, and she did it without a TV show. And if she did it, I can do it.”


			4. Learn how to be independent, and never forget.

			 

			It’s not just about men, but in all areas of life. It doesn’t matter how much people are willing to help you or how much you appreciate it. You should always work to be capable of handling problems yourself before turning to others for help. Not only does it make you a more confident and well-rounded person, but it gives you the strength to make choices even when they might mean losing a measure of comfort or assistance you’ve become dependent on. Besides, if you’re surrounded by a wonderful group of friends, family, and a great partner who would all race to your side should you need them, wouldn’t you want to know that you’re just as capable of helping if they need you someday?

			 

			5. Respect yourself and know your worth.

			 

			This comes from both my mom and my dad, and what I learned from their relationship. They had their struggles and arguments, but there was always a level of respect between the two of them. One was never scornful or dismissive of the other’s feelings or views. When my mom felt she wasn’t getting an equal level of respect, she demanded it, and my dad paid it. It helped me understand that if you don’t demand that level of respect, it can easily slide away. Watching them interact with each other, I saw that she was demanding it and he was man enough to give it to her. So at the same time, I learned from my dad that that’s what I needed to look for in a partner. It’s thanks to them that I know my standards for how I’ll accept being treated and spoken to.

			 

			6. You always need a back-up plan.

			 

			She’ll know what that means.

			 

			7.  Don’t say it’s impossible until Mom has tried it.

			 

			I don’t know how many times it was seven in the morning before a softball game and I couldn’t find my socks. I’d comb every inch of my room and turn it upside down before I’d go downstairs swearing I’d looked everywhere in the world. She’d say, “Really?” And then she’d sigh, walk upstairs, and find my socks in two seconds. It always blew my mind. It wasn’t just socks. If I feel like I’ve looked everywhere for a solution to a problem and I still can’t figure it out, I know my mom will suggest something I haven’t considered and make it seem like the most obvious thing in the world. Also, years later, I was getting my son ready for baseball practice and he swore his socks were nowhere to be found. I asked, “Really?” And I sighed, walked in, and found them in two seconds.

			 

			8. You can be a parent and a friend.

			 

			People always say you should be a parent and not a friend, but my mom always seemed to have the perfect balance of both. I always thought of her and respected her as my mom. But I could also talk to her about things that some teenagers would only talk to their friends about. I always felt like even if she might not want to hear what I had to say or she wasn’t thrilled to have some awkward conversation with me, I knew I could be open without her judging me or being angry. She always knew when to listen as a mom and when to listen as a friend. Because of that, I know to constantly make sure Bentley knows that he can come to me and talk to me about anything at all without feeling like what he thinks, feels, or says is going to change  how I feel about him. My mom always kept a line of communication open in a very nonjudgmental way, and she’s my best friend to this day. Frankly, when I want to spend the day drinking beer and talking and having a good time, I go hang out with my parents.

			 

			9. Your lipstick only looks as good as the words coming out of your mouth.

			 

			It’s another cliché to say that inner beauty is more important than outer beauty, but I’m glad my mom never focused on my appearance. She let me dress the way I wanted to. If I wanted to wear makeup she let me, and if I didn’t want to wear makeup, she had nothing to say about it. She was never the type of mom to say, “Why are you wearing that? It’s ugly.” If I wanted to put on my brother’s Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles tee shirt with some pink shorts and two different shoes, that was fine with her. She was way more concerned with the kind of person I turned out to be on the inside, and so that’s what I learned to care about, too. I think I look better with makeup, but I don’t think twice about going without it. But I will freak out if I think I’ve acted in a way that makes me look like a dumbass.

			 

			10. When you find a good partner, let him be a good partner.

			 

			For all she taught me about being independent, she also taught me to let people in. And that includes your romantic partner. You should never feel like you can’t live without a man, but when you do find a good one, you have to let him be good. You don’t have to keep proving yourself all the time or reminding him that you don’t need him. Let him take care of you and let yourself enjoy it. That’s what he needs if he loves you, and that’s what you should appreciate in a partnership. Be independent, but don’t be too stubborn about it for your own good.
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