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			BECOMING
BULLETPROOF

			 

			The first time I stood up in front of a crowd of people I didn’t know and spoke about my life was when I was just seventeen years old. 16 & Pregnant had just aired on MTV and a guidance counselor at a local Catholic school had gotten in touch and asked me to come speak to a group of her students. Of course I said yes, but I had absolutely no idea what I was getting into.

			I walked into it thinking that talking about my experience of getting pregnant at such a young age would be beneficial to these girls because I was a peer talking with them and not at them, but I quickly realized that it wasn’t that simple. It was very intense because I was taking on this serious, taboo subject—especially for an all-girls Catholic school—and as soon as I started speaking I began to doubt myself. I remember standing up there on the podium, in this gym full of girls (some of whom were older than I was at the time) and immediately my confidence evaporated. To them, I was just another teenage girl and I could almost feel them judging me—everything I said, what I was wearing, my hair, my mistakes, my life. I spoke about my high school and my experience with relationships, the fact that I was a virgin before I met Ryan, how I got pregnant. But even as I was speaking, I could feel myself shutting down; it was like I could hear myself talking, but the words were coming from someone else.

			Afterward, I realized that if I was really going to help people I had to learn not to give a damn about what anyone thought of me. What did it matter if most of them were judging me, if my truth helped even just one girl in that gym? After that I spoke at a few more local high schools, and from there, as I got a bit older, I started speaking at colleges and universities all over the country. I would share my story with the audience and often I would realize, as I was telling them about some difficult or painful experience, that I had never talked about it or shared what I had gone through with the people closest to me. By talking and writing about my life I learned to examine myself and my choices, to reflect on my actions and learn from my mistakes. Sometimes it’s easier to be vulnerable with strangers than it is with the people closest to you, and once you do open up you realize that you are not alone and that people don’t think of you or react to you differently. You learn to accept yourself.

			I had a similar experience watching myself on the show. In stressful situations, I would shut down and then later, when the episode aired, I would watch myself and not even remember saying certain things or reacting a certain way. So by watching my actions from the outside, and having that distance and objectivity to reflect, I was able to learn and grow. 

			Over the years, I have gotten a lot of feedback on social media or at talks and book signings, some negative but most positive and encouraging. The comment that stands out the most is when people say to me, “You make it look so easy; you don’t let anything affect you.” Although I get that it was meant to be a compliment, at first this made me feel a bit defensive because nothing about my struggles has been easy. Then I realized that, although I may have helped some people who thought, “If she can do it, I can too,” I wasn’t revealing my whole truth. I was only showing them the Teflon exterior. I feel pain and fear and self-doubt, just like everyone else. Yes, I am strong, but I wasn’t just born that way. I’ve taken lessons I’ve learned from my parents, friends, and role models and used them to rise above the challenges I’ve faced. 

			No one is born with all the answers; becoming “bulletproof” is a journey, and there certainly will be bumps along the way, but it is a path worth taking because it leads to a stronger, happier you. In this book, I share with you the wisdom and life lessons I’ve acquired over the years. I am by no means perfect, nor is my way necessarily the right way, but as I decided years ago, if my truth can help one person then my story is worth telling.

			 

			–Maci

		


		
			Chapter 1

			DECLARATION 
OF INDEPENDENCE

			“I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by the lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick ass.”

			–MAYA ANGELOU

			 

			One thing you learn quickly, when you find out at the age of sixteen that you are going to be a parent, is that you can either give up on having your own life and depend on others for support, or you can work your ass off to finish school and get the education and qualifications you need to become an independent, fully-realized, adult human being. This process is really just called “growing up,” but when you’re a teen mom you don’t have the luxury of waiting until your twenties to figure it all out.

			After I found out I was pregnant, I finished out my junior year at my high school, went to summer school, and then I enrolled in an accelerated program so I could graduate before my due date. I remember walking into class on that first day in August, feeling terrified because it was an adult high school, and I was not an adult. There were people there who had children, and kids who had gotten kicked out of regular high school—it might as well have been called Second Chance High. I was petrified because I didn’t know what to expect and I was humongous. I couldn’t even sit down properly because the chairs were the kind with desks attached and my belly was so huge I couldn’t fit into them. I got through it and graduated on October 8th of what would have been my senior year, and then Bentley was born on October 27th.
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			My high school graduation. From left to right: Sharon (my mom), me, Bentley, and Leanne (my aunt/mom’s sister).

			 

			The following January, when Bentley was about three months old, I went back to school for an associate’s degree in Media Technology. One of the nicest things I hear from people who know me from Teen Mom is that they are impressed that I graduated high school and got a degree by the age of twenty-three, but I don’t feel like I’m finished with my education. I plan to go back to school and get my bachelor’s. I’ve always been taught that education, especially for a woman, is a valuable tool for achieving independence. 

			 

			Being a young mom means that we met a little early, but it also means I get to love you a little longer. Some people said that my life ended when I had a baby, but my life had just begun. 

			You didn’t take away from my future; you gave me a new one.

			–UNKNOWN

			 

			My mom and dad were teen parents. They were seventeen when they had my brother, Matt, twenty when they had me. After my brother was born, my mother went back to school to get her GED, and then after she had me she went back again, this time to get a degree in Business Administration. Three-and-a-half-years later, at the age of twenty-four, she had earned her bachelor’s degree on the Dean’s List, all while working full-time and raising two young children. If you ask her what motivated her to work so hard, she will say, “I never wanted to have to depend on anyone for anything.” 
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			Mom’s college graduation, 
1995. I was 4 and my brother, Matt, was 7.

			 

			My mom has always been a role model and symbol of independence for me. So whenever someone tells me that they’re impressed by what I have achieved at such a young age, despite the obstacles life has thrown at me, I can’t help but think I still have a lot of catching up to do compared to what my mother has accomplished. She has never let anyone or anything define her or stand in the way of her independence.

			This is a value that she has instilled in my brother and me our entire lives. From the time we were in grade school, she expected us to have a certain amount of independence and to be responsible for ourselves. When I was in middle school, Matt and I rode the same bus to school. We were expected to wake ourselves up, get ready and be in the driveway at 6:42 to catch the school bus. It rarely happened that we actually missed it, but there were many mornings that we’d be sprinting down the driveway and by the time we got on that bus we’d be totally out of breath. On the rare morning that we were just late enough to see the bus driving off, Matt and I would play rock-paper-scissors to decide who would tell mom. Somehow, it was always me that lost and I’d have to make the dreaded trek back up the driveway to the house to wake mom up and tell her we didn’t get on the bus.

			“One thing!” she’d say, fuming as she’d grab her car keys and throw her coat on over her pajamas, “I expect you to do one thing for yourselves and that’s get on that bus.” We would pile in her jeep and she’d pull out of our driveway like NASCAR, chase down that school bus, and get the driver to pull over and let us on. We’d get on that bus with our heads down, totally humiliated, but absolutely determined never to be late again. She’s a force, our mom, and I am grateful to have had her as my role model for how to be a strong independent woman—not to mention a fierce mother.

			 

			“I think the girl who is able to earn her own living and pay her own way should be as happy as anybody on earth. The sense of independence and security is very sweet.”

			–SUSAN B. ANTHONY

			 

			Learning to support yourself (financially and emotionally) is fundamental to achieving any kind of success. When it comes down to it, you only have yourself to fall back on, so to thrive in the world it’s important to be able to handle whatever life throws at you on your own. But, being independent is not something that comes naturally to everyone. I’ve watched so many people around me go from being dependent on their parents to being dependent on their partner, without ever developing the life skills necessary to stand on their own two feet. 

			Just like no one is born bulletproof, no one comes into this world independent; it’s a collection of skills that must be learned. The younger you start the easier it will be, but it’s never too late to teach and old dog how to be independent. 
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			LIFE LESSONS

			According to a Bank of America Better Money Habits poll of 18- to 26-year-olds, 39% said finally achieving financial independence is what would make them an adult. When asked what they wish they had learned more about in school:

			•	43% said they wished they had learned how to invest;

			•	40%, said how to do taxes;

			•	26%, said how to manage monthly bills;

			•	21%, said how to save for retirement.

			Source: time.com
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			Oh Captain, My Captain

			True independence begins with being secure in who you are and in what you believe. It is much more beneficial to listen to the voice inside you than to allow yourself to be influenced by others. Being in control of your own life and your own choices can be terrifying, but it is also empowering. Remember: when you are the captain of your own ship, you are in control of the destination. 

			All too often we make the mistake of relying on others to make us happy, but this kind of dependency can be fatal to a relationship. The truth is: No one can make you happy. Putting your happiness in the hands of a significant other, thinking this will bring you fulfillment, is not only misguided, you are more than likely becoming a burden to your partner who in reality cannot “complete you.” Learning to find happiness within yourself, will not only make you stronger, but it also will prevent you from repeating a pattern of staying in dysfunctional relationships because you are afraid of being on your own. 
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			“Who needs a man when you can load your own dirt bike onto 
the truck?”

			 

			Trust Your Instincts

			The road to independence is paved with decisions you have made on your own. It’s one thing to ask your friends to weigh in on your outfit of the day, but do you really need to consult with the group on every decision you have to make? Is it time for a career change? Should I end things once and for all with my on-again-off-again boyfriend? Would I look good with bangs? These are questions only you can answer, and looking to others to make those choices for you could have disastrous consequences—the least of which is having to spend six months growing out your hair.

			 

			Party of One

			A big part of being independent is being comfortable with yourself, but when was the last time you went to a movie or out to eat on your own, or just spent some quiet time in your own head. Being on your own is not the same thing as being alone. Spend time with yourself. Enjoy your own company—after all, if you don’t why should anyone else?
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			REASONS TO BE MORE INDEPENDENT

			1.	Independence = self-esteem. When you believe in your capacity to deal with any challenge and trust yourself to be competent in the situations you confront, it will increase your self-esteem. A boost in self-esteem, in turn, gives you a more positive outlook on life. 

			2.	Don’t be a burden. If you are capable of meeting your own needs, you will never have to depend on anyone else for help. 

			3.	Helping others. It is not bad to need help—everyone needs it at some point—but with independence comes the ability to care for yourself and the people around you. People learn to trust you and look to you for help, instead of the other way around.

			4.	Financial freedom. Having the skills to work and earn a salary that allows you to provide for yourself and prepare for the future is critical to overall happiness in life. If you depend on another person for financial support it gives that person power over you. Financial uncertainty is frightening; financial independence is empowering.

			5.	Social independence. The key to healthy friendships is a balance of give and take. Being a socially independent person means letting go of relationships that drain you and surrounding yourself with people with whom you have mutually supportive relationships.
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			The true value of independence is that it leads to freedom and sustained happiness. If you are dependent on another person (whether it’s a family member, a romantic partner, or a friend) you create a debt with that person and you give them power over your life. The debt that dependency creates doesn’t just have to be financial. You can be financially independent, but socially and emotionally dependent on other people. Breaking free of that debt and becoming truly independent is hard work, but the benefit is measured in the freedom to pursue your own happiness.
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