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INTRODUCTION


I’LL NEVER FORGET THAT DAY. It was a Wednesday. April 27, 2011. But for the grace of God, that would’ve been the date etched on my family’s tombstone for the rest of time. Instead, that’s the day our life began anew.


We were home, studying for the next day’s final exams. First Avenue in Tuscaloosa. It was a quiet street of older homes occupied by graduate students, young families, and retirees.


My husband, Wesley, had returned to the University of Alabama to earn his MBA. I had also returned to our alma mater, pursuing my JD from the University of Alabama School of Law.


Those challenges were hard enough on their own. We, however, have never been ones to do things the easy way—or, necessarily, the conventional way. So, there we found ourselves both back in school with a newborn and a toddler.


Bennett, our daughter, had just celebrated her second birthday nine days ago that Wednesday. Ridgeway, our son, hit the 12-month mark 13 days before that.


Two of my three younger sisters, Janie and Jackson, were at the house with us that particular afternoon, as was one of my closest friends, Rob. Being from Coffee County in southeast Alabama, we were no strangers to severe weather. On March 1, 2007, Enterprise High School was hit by an EF4 tornado. Nine people, including eight students, tragically lost their lives. My youngest sister, Norma, was in class, but my dad checked her out of school and took her home before the tornado struck. My mom was substitute teaching at the school that day. She and my cousins were there when it happened. Thank God they survived as well.


Needless to say, we already took tornadoes seriously in the Boyd household on April 27, 2011. To add to our heightened awareness, Wesley’s hometown of Cullman had been hit by a tornado that very morning. His two brothers, both fearless, big men, witnessed the destruction firsthand and reported what they had seen to Wesley. We were tuned into the threat of severe weather just hours after. When iconic Birmingham meteorologist James Spann said to get to our safe place now, I thought we were ready. Thinking of what we were taught in school about disaster preparedness, I suggested we shelter in place in a small hallway toward the back of our house.


We got there, but Wesley said that spot did not feel right to him.


He led us to a bedroom, to a small space tucked between two closets. James Spann’s voice on the television called out our neighborhood. The threat was real—and it was headed right for us. It was at that point Wesley’s days as an offensive lineman for the Crimson Tide and the New England Patriots really came in handy. We were surrounded by the two closets on opposite sides, with a wall to our backs and open space leading to the rest of the room in front of us. Wesley quickly blocked that opening with a large bureau, then he folded a mattress, held it over his head, and gathered the four adults, our two babies, and our beloved new puppy Dosh in tight beneath his six-foot, eight-inch frame. We could hear what sounded like a freight train approaching in the distance.


The power went out. James Spann’s voice was gone. I cradled Ridgeway in my arms while Jackson held Bennett. You could start to feel it.


Seconds felt like hours, and what must have been just a minute was a lifetime.


To this day, I still struggle to explain what it sounded like and what it felt like in that short eternity. Try to imagine being in a washing machine, with a rhythmic “chug, chug” roaring around you. The air was sucked from the room as by a vacuum. Our ears popped as we sang “Jesus Loves Me” to try and calm the kids. They didn’t cry during all of this.


Finally, a flash of light emerged. We could feel air again.


I could see why when I looked up. The storm-scarred sky was the only thing above us now. The roof was gone.


Wesley moved the bureau, and we could see our home was gone, too.


The spot where I initially suggested we take shelter, what used to be a hallway, was decimated. The wind had violently funneled through it, blowing a door through its hinges and then sweeping up through the roof into the dark expanse above. There is no doubt that we all would have lost our lives if we had not moved.


Thankfully, we only sustained one physical injury from the tornado. At some point in the quick chaos, Wesley had put the mattress down. He said later that he was mentally preparing to catch any falling trees with his bare hands. Instead, he ended up just getting hit in the head by a Bible—one that was not ours. To this day, we do not know whom that Bible belonged to, but one thing was for sure: the good Lord was trying to tell him something. As Wesley will tell you with a chuckle now, the message was received loud and clear.


It was time for us to wake up.


Most of our house was totally destroyed. It was a complete loss. Our two vehicles were demolished. Most of our possessions were gone or unsalvageable. But none of that mattered.


We had everything we needed. We had our health, our lives. Our loved ones were safe. Our babies were unharmed. And we still had the opportunity to raise them.


We knew that we were blessed.


The tornado that tore through our home killed 64 people in Alabama, including a neighbor and a total of 44 people in the Tuscaloosa area. Our hearts broke for the families of those who were lost that day. That could’ve been us. By all logic, it should’ve been us.


We knew the answer to the question, “How are we still here?”


God.


It was the question, “Why are we still here?” that we had to answer.


Each and every day since then, we have woken up trying to answer that question through how we live our lives.


I’m here to tell you that every single day is a gift. How we use each day matters. How we use our opportunity at life matters.


Now, I also know that not many people on this planet get the stark type of wake-up call that I did—the type of singular moment that causes reflection on the very meaning of life. I want you to do me a favor as you’re reading this. Take a step back and ask yourself the same questions I ask myself daily—“How am I using my life? What’s my purpose?”


I did not arrive at the answer to that second question overnight. In fact, it’s the journey to finding your answer that can be the most rewarding.


For me, I came to know that service is my answer. I never imagined what form that would take, and even now, I am unsure what form it may take in the future. I just know that I need to use the time God has given me to do more. With the opportunity to raise my two babies in mind, lifting up the next generation became my purpose.


The way each of us chooses to live our life impacts someone, whether it’s ourselves or others. I want to use my time for not just my children, but for children across our great nation—and for their children to come. For girls like my daughter, for boys like my son: I want to preserve the foundational building blocks that have made our country so special and help grow opportunity for their future, so they can use their life to the fullest—and in the most meaningful, rewarding way. I want them not just to live, but to live out their American Dreams.


In this book, I hope to share some thoughts on navigating life and its many challenges by looking back at mine. What you’ll find in these pages are the same lessons, ideals, and values Wesley and I are using to raise our children. The words you’ll read and the stories I’ll share form a memoir of sorts, experiences I’ve told thousands of students across Alabama about over the years—from commencement addresses, school assemblies, and class visits to Girls State and Boys State.


Now, I know that everyone’s life story does not read like mine. Our journeys are all different. We each have unique backgrounds, experiences, and memories. Life can be messy—and that’s ok. Certainly, as technology has evolved and times have changed, there are aspects of my formative years that young people today no longer experience at all or must grapple with in an alternative way.


However, what binds generations of Americans together—despite the inevitable churning waters of change—are the values and principles upon which our nation was founded. These are the beacons of light that radiate from that shining city on a hill, drawing the eyes of the world and guiding the hearts of humanity. They are the moral pillars of our society, and we must not allow them to be eroded by the harsh sands of time.


I am a walking testimony that life is fleeting and that we can never lose sight of what’s most important. And in both the most gratifying and most challenging parts of life, ask the Lord and He will walk with you.


For the young person in your life, or for the young at heart who want to spark their own new lease on life, I hope this is a book that empowers, that motivates, and that helps you to do more.


Life is a gift. I’m happy to share it with you.















CHAPTER 1



A Leap of Faith


“FOR EVERYTHING, there is a season.”


With those words in early February 2021, US Senator Richard Shelby announced he would not seek re-election in the 2022 election cycle. Instead, he would retire after six terms in the Senate, leaving an open Republican primary battle for the seat in Alabama.


Immediately, the question became, “Was it my season?”


The buzz among the political chattering class seemed to be that I would run for the seat, no doubt about it. That was their expectation and their assumption. The Associated Press article on Senator Shelby’s decision to retire immediately named me as the first likely candidate to jump into the race. To everyone but my family and me, it was a foregone conclusion that I would be a candidate for the United States Senate.


Although that was the decision I eventually made and the rest is history, I can assure you it was far from inevitable. In fact, I had decided against running. Multiple times, really. The weeks and months following Senator Shelby’s announcement were a decision-making roller coaster. I was in. Then out. Back in again. Totally undecided. Definitely out, right? There were days I could have flipped a coin, and there were days in which I was resolute—in competing directions, depending on when you caught me.


A lot was racing through my head and on my heart. My compass throughout this process was my faith, my family, and my friends. I prayed about it, and I prayed about it some more. There were countless conversations with family members, from Wesley to my parents and my sisters, as well as with my mentors and friends.


There was also a persistent tug from inside me, hoping that God would let me take the easy path—that God would allow me to stay in my comfort zone. Wesley and I each had jobs we never dreamed we would have growing up in Cullman and Coffee Counties, respectively. We were both from more rural parts of Alabama and never could have imagined enjoying the professional and financial success in which we found ourselves at 39 years old. At the time, I was president and CEO of the Business Council of Alabama, and Wesley was working for Alabama Power Company in applied innovation. We knew that to run for the Senate would necessitate us both resigning from our jobs. I prayed for Wesley’s heart and mind to guide us, and—to be honest—a part of me quietly hoped he would shut this down and steer us away from jumping into the race. Instead, he was a rock throughout the process and my biggest, most consistent encourager.


What I knew I would be jumping into was anything but comfortable. An incumbent, veteran congressman from North Alabama was already in the race with a built-in war chest, expected millions in PAC support, decades of experience running for office, and the 45th President’s endorsement. I had never run for elected office before and was, to the public, a complete unknown. Meanwhile, as the polls so coldly highlighted, he had nearly universal name identification, and the combination of these factors made most political wonks assume that he could not be beat.


To underscore that reality, I saw a poll at the time in which he was above 60%, while I was at 2%. Keep in mind that pollsters will tell you that any average Joe can stick their name on a ballot and automatically start with 4%. So, my 2% was truly extraordinary, just not in a way that inspired confidence.


This was a steep hill to climb. As I consulted with friends and political consultants, it became apparent that the general consensus was that the challenge was essentially impossible. At the same time, people warned me that opponents would attack me personally, along with my family. I was told it would ruin my career. I was told that if I ran, I would be a sacrificial lamb.


However, despite all of the conventional reasons why it could not be done and all of the risks and drawbacks associated with running, I felt the call to serve. I knew it was the right thing to do, and I knew what was at stake.


The hardest part of taking a leap of faith is that final step or two, right before you pass the point of no return and jump.


I think oftentimes when we pray for guidance, we are not prepared for what forms God’s answers may take. Mine were delivered during this process through my children, Bennett and Ridgeway.


Their responses were especially fitting, because at the time—on top of everything else—I was grappling with particular tugs on my heartstrings as a momma. I knew running would mean being away from my kids more. It would mean missing some of the little moments of them growing up, like braiding Bennett’s hair in the morning or running carpool from Ridgeway’s football practice. I would have to miss some big ones, too, like watching them play their cross-town rival or not being home to hug them when they have a challenging day. I didn’t want to miss any of it. I knew it would be a sacrifice as a parent, and I was praying for particular guidance on navigating this cost.


Ridgeway came to me during our family’s spring break trip to DeSoto State Park in Fort Payne. We were in a small log cabin at the time, when he very seriously asked if he could “speak to me privately.” Equal parts intrigued and anxious, admittedly feeling a little like I just got called into the principal’s office, I obliged. He sat me down and proceeded to launch into a rather direct presentation on why he thought I needed to run for the US Senate.


This was definitely a proud parenting moment. He had a very thoughtfully laid out, exhaustive list that could fill several of these pages. They ranged from heart-warming, such as he wanted people to know what a good mom I was, to wise-beyond-his-years tactical reasons, like he thought my advocacy for small businesses during the pandemic would be the perfect launching pad for the campaign. He felt strongly that I needed to talk about work ethic, discuss where I came from, and tell my story. Can you believe this? My boy was 10 at the time.


I listened intently to the presentation. It was so thoughtful and well-prepared that I asked him if I could take out a pen and paper to take notes. After he wrapped up his pitch, I was candid with him. “I can’t argue with any of your reasons why I should run. But, buddy, this is a really hard thing.” I didn’t go into every drawback or doubt with him, but they all raced through my head again. Mom and Dad would have to step down from our jobs. No one thinks we can win. Our family will be attacked in the press and online. We’ll be alone.


“Politics is ugly. People can be really nasty. It’s a bad business these days,” I did tell him. Of course, he had the perfect answer—one that I now use to motivate more people to run for office themselves.


“That’s because not enough good people are in it.” We can’t keep doing the same thing while expecting different results. If good people are not in the arena, why would we expect the outcome to be anything but bad?


That was one push, and one answer to my prayers.


The second came from Bennett a couple of weeks later.


We were at home, and she was a little more to the point than her younger brother.


“Momma, you have to run.”


No presentation here, just the bottom line.


“Baby, I appreciate the confidence in your mom, but I don’t think you understand—this is a really hard thing.”


She did not hesitate, and with a twinge of southern, pre-teen sass in her response, I no longer felt like the adult in the conversation.


“Well, Momma, doesn’t God call you to do hard things?”


Those words transported me back to spring 2011. It was days after the tornado ripped through our home and took most of our earthly possessions from us.


Our vehicles were totaled in the storm, of course, so I was driving a car borrowed from a family member at this point. I had Bennett in the back in a new car seat, which a friend was kind enough to give us after the old one met the same fate as our vehicles. We were cruising along, when Bennett asked me, “Where did Jesus go?”


My first reaction was of pure happiness. Here I am, with my firstborn—having just turned two years old—asking about Jesus. There are a lot of days as a young parent when you don’t feel like you’re getting it right, but in that moment all the low points melted away from my mind. I must be doing alright at this parenting thing. My little girl was asking about Jesus!


Smiling as I said it, I told her that Jesus did not go anywhere—after all, He is always with us.


That answer did not cut it.


“Where did Jesus go, Mommy?”


“Nowhere, sweetie—He is in our hearts. He’s always with us.”


Now, I think you’ll probably relate that when a toddler doesn’t think you’re on the same page, they will get you there very adamantly.


Bennett, locking onto my eyes through the rearview mirror, tried a third time.


“No, Mommy. Where. Did. He. Go?”


At this point, my proud parenting moment was in the distant past.


I pulled the car over onto the shoulder. “Bennett, did you see Jesus?”


“Yes ma’am. He played with me and RoRo (what she called Ridgeway) during the ronato (that’s two-year-old for tornado). He was with us. But he just went bye-bye, and I want him to come back.”


Now, here I was, thinking Wesley and I singing to the kids during the tornado had calmed them and kept them from crying. Nope. He was with us.


The faith of a child is an incredible thing. Fast forward to Bennett’s words in spring 2021, almost exactly 10 years to the date later, and everything connected in my head.


Too often, we think of faith in the abstract. Instead, we need to remember that He literally will walk with us when we ask.


God does call us to do hard things, and He walks with us through it all. I knew what I had to do—and that we would not be alone.


While nothing about the task ahead became easier in that moment, everything became clearer.


We sure didn’t know what the end result would be, but we knew it was time to get off the sidelines and enter the arena. Game on.


We came to terms with paying the costs of running. It helped by thinking of the costs of not running. This is something we can lose sight of in life, but the price of inaction—including the price of silence—can be astronomical, while the reward is nonexistent. Doing the hard thing is not only the most rewarding, but it’s often the least costly in the long run. We have to remember that nothing good in life comes easy. And, from experience, I can assure you that you appreciate it more when you earn it.


We also can’t lose sight of the fact that there is never a perfect time to take on a hard thing. If you’re waiting for a flawless moment to undertake a challenge, it’ll never come. Your arena may be very different than mine, but having the courage to step into it is no less important. We need a lot of good people doing a lot of hard things in every community across our great nation. Stages of life come and go, but there will always be an excuse of why you shouldn’t do a hard thing.


It was a hard thing, but now I’m Alabama’s first elected female US Senator, the youngest Republican woman ever in the US Senate, and the only Republican mom of school-aged kids in the Senate—a perspective that I believe is vitally important.


The bottom line in our calculation was this: if our generation does not step up and fight for the next generation, our children might not have anything left to fight for when they have children of their own.


Wesley and I looked around at the America in which we were raising Bennett and Ridgeway, and we didn’t recognize the country that we know and love. The nation in which we grew up just three decades ago radiated optimism, strength, patriotism, pride, purpose, and possibility. While not much time has passed, a lot has changed—and much of it not for the better. I think parents in every corner of our nation are seeing the same thing, which is igniting an awakening of a political movement, from school boards to the US Senate.


It was morning in America when I was born in February 1982.


I am deeply proud of where I come from. Enterprise, Alabama. Coffee County. It’s in what we call the Wiregrass—southeast Alabama right above the Florida panhandle and bordering Georgia.


I still to this day vividly remember what one of my dear friends since childhood, Stephen, told me my freshman year of college.


“Just promise me this: no matter where you go and what you are able to achieve, never ever forget where you came from.”


I haven’t. And I never will.


The Wiregrass, and particularly Coffee County, is a military community with deep roots in agriculture and fueled by Main Street small businesses. Faith, family, and freedom are the values ingrained in you from an early age. I am a fifth-generation Coffee countian and would not change that fact for the world.


My own family’s experience runs the gamut of what makes it such a special place to grow up.


Growing up outside the gates of Fort Rucker (which was renamed Fort Novosel in 2023), home to US Army Aviation, we would hear helicopters flying overhead at all hours. That noise, to me, has been synonymous with the sound of freedom for as long as I can remember. However, I also witnessed firsthand the price of that protection. Going to school with children who had to move every few years or who had a parent serving overseas—some of whom never got the opportunity to return home—also deeply instilled in me that the sacrifice of our military service members extends to their entire families.


My paternal grandfather, PaPa, went to Marion Military Institute and at age 18 was drafted and served in World War II, deploying to France as an MP a few months before VE Day. He left the Army after WWII ended but would then rejoin for the Korean War, in which he served as a platoon leader and was involved in some truly brutal conflicts on the front lines of the fighting. Following the armistice in 1953, he transitioned into the Army Reserve. He would serve as the commander of Enterprise’s local Army Reserve unit until he retired at age 60, having achieved the rank of captain.


It was his father, my paternal great-grandfather, who started a modest family hardware store right around the time the Great Depression struck. He soon sold boat motors and, later, boats. He opened up a funeral parlor, too—in his own home. Those small businesses stayed in our family for generations. When I was growing up, my dad ran the hardware store and the boat dealership, and he helped out at the family cemetery when needed. In all, he would work either six or seven days per week to provide for our family, grow his business, and ensure my sisters and I had the opportunity to thrive. My mom was an instructor at—and became the owner of—a local cinderblock dance studio and would pick up shifts substitute teaching when all four of us were old enough to be in school ourselves. Hard work and selflessness were my parents’ nonstop MO.


I can still close my eyes and smell peanut harvest season. Nearby Dothan, the largest city in the Wiregrass, with a population of about 50,000 back then, is known as the “Peanut Capital of the World” and hosts the annual National Peanut Festival. However, it is Coffee County that is home to the area’s oldest peanut processor, run by the Sessions Company. The home in which I grew up, where my parents still live to this day, is close to that peanut mill. The time of year when farmers would dig up the peanuts and let them dry for a couple of days in the fields before gathering them has a distinct smell that never fades from my memory. You can hear it, too. The mill would run peanut dryers during all hours of the day and night during harvest season. Peanut wagons would haul up and down every road in the county, from field to mill to market.


The peanut industry speaks to Coffee County’s grit and resilience, too. Before 1915, cotton was the primary agriculture staple in the area. That all changed when boll weevils, a type of pest with a specific hunger for cotton, devastated the crop and the economic livelihood in the region. Yet, the people of Coffee County adapted, innovated, and overcame. They soon realized that the sandy, porous soil of the Wiregrass was very conducive to peanuts, and the rest was history. The City of Enterprise even erected a statue known as the Boll Weevil Monument in 1919 to celebrate the hidden opportunity with which the pest had presented the community.


Sometimes when life gives you pests, you make peanut butter.


I spoke at the centennial celebration of the Boll Weevil Monument in Enterprise a few years ago. That may have been the biggest fanfare-filled event the city has ever hosted. But what more is there to celebrate than God’s faithfulness? I am immensely proud that my hometown is filled with the type of people who live the words of Proverbs 3:5-6.


Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.


My paternal great-grandmother, MiMi, helped found the small church we attended growing up—First Presbyterian Church of Enterprise. It sits right off the main road, proclaiming its enduring simplicity, heartfelt hospitality, timeless truth, and loving fellowship. I can still remember having homemade peanut brittle right after church every Sunday, brought by one of the congregants for others to enjoy. And even though it was good, no one’s peanut brittle holds a candle to my Aunt Pam’s.


The Wiregrass is a place where the concept of family runs deeper than biological family and where bonds aren’t defined by genealogy. It was small enough that everybody knew everybody, at least a little bit. That also meant it was not just your own parents who would teach you right from wrong—someone else’s mom was quick to correct you if you were out of line, and we were all the better for it. It is also the kind of place where friends become family.


I know that was true with my best friends growing up—Sally and Katie. These are the kinds of relationships that last life’s seasons. Sally and Katie would end up being two of the three people to sign their names on the Federal Election Commission paperwork to formally launch my candidacy for the US Senate in 2021, almost 21 years to the date after we graduated high school.


When I remember growing up, what immediately comes to mind is my family pond house. This is where some of my earliest and fondest memories live.


It is on a plot of land that has been in the Boyd family going back to my great-great-grandparents. It started out as working timberland, then it was an active farm a couple of generations ago. The land surrounding it is still largely farmland.


At the pond house, the red clay sticks to your bare feet. It cakes the bottom of your boots and fills the creases in the leather. The smell of fish wafts up your nostrils, settling there whether you like it or not.


The pond house is where we would go every Sunday after church. It was where birthday celebrations were held, Easter eggs were hunted, and traditions were molded, like “Craft Day” the Friday after Thanksgiving every year. It was a place where generations of the Boyd family would gather. On Sundays, sometimes my parents would stay, and sometimes they would drop us off. My cousins would all be there. We were granted the freedom to be outside and be kids. The simplicity and joy associated with playing outside and entertaining ourselves for hours on end is a lost treasure. We did not hide behind electronic screens—we played hide and seek.


We snipe hunted when it started to get dark. Armed with only a stick and a paper bag, I would wander the woods for hours in search for those mysterious, fearsome “snipes.” My older cousins took me on these hunts. They warned me of the dangers posed by those scary snipes. For a while, I couldn’t quite figure out why the snipes were eluding me. As we moved through the trees, my cousins would point in a direction and say they just saw a snipe scurry by.


“There it is!”


“Where?!”


“Quick, look! Oh, you missed it. It went that way.”


I looked high and low. I even tried to be quiet and not move, in the hopes that patience would win the day. But I still couldn’t lay an eye on a single snipe. “I’m not very good at this,” I thought in dismay.


Eventually, I discovered the trick to snipe hunting: snipes don’t exist. Once I got the joke, it became my turn in the family cycle to help take my three sisters and younger cousins snipe hunting. It was a rite of passage and all in good fun.


We used our imagination and fostered creativity. We played on the tire swing for what seemed like forever. The world stood still, the only sign that time passed being the sun eventually fading from the sky. Getting dirt under our fingernails was the sign of a day well spent, and we’d come home smelling like we’d been outside all day, too.


But it was really the smells of fishing that take me back. We’d catch them from the pond, after digging up and hooking the worms and grasshoppers that we used for bait. We would scale the fish ourselves, so they could be fried on a pan for dinner. This is still a point of contention with my cousins, but I remember catching the biggest brim one day.


The house at the pond has its own distinct smell. It’s an old-fashioned, small, dogtrot-style log cabin. The center has been closed in, where the breezeway once was, and some restoration has been done to maintain the original logs, which date back to the 19th century. Any time we were there, you would have family stacked on top of each other, but it was a happy, crowded feeling.


In many ways, I think the Wiregrass is representative of the American spirit and the American Dream—the dream that says if you work hard and seize opportunity, you can achieve more than your parents before you—and you can present your children with the same opportunity to surpass you one day.


The American Dream is not a superficial one. It is not about money or material wealth. It is about neither fame nor fortune. It is not even about outcomes—it is about possibilities. It comes down to the ability to achieve. And everyone’s ideal achievements are different. The American Dream is anchored on the premise that there is endless opportunity for self-advancement in the United States if you live out a set of timeless, foundational American values.


For perhaps the first time in American history, that dream is at risk.


Even with all of life’s valleys, through trials and tribulations, there is no doubt that I was incredibly blessed to have a loving family and caring community that ingrained in me the values that fueled my dream. Many American children today are not so fortunate.


Looking around, Wesley and I see the values that built our country slipping away. And we’re not alone.


Parents are fearful that our children will have less opportunities and less freedom than we did growing up. Opportunity is being replaced in society by entitlement. Our culture now bristles at hard work. Instead of working with your hands and building yourself up, it is growingly popular to simply stick your hand out and demand to be given something you didn’t earn. The country launched by the Declaration of Independence is facing a dependence-driven demise.


That’s not even to mention the erosion of how we treat other people. What ever happened to the Golden Rule? We seem to have lost the innate ability to disagree agreeably as a society—a negative development fueled by the social media age. This is further inflaming a devaluation of our fellow human beings; it’s easier to hate from afar, when you think of the object of your animosity as a username or a digital character rather than a person who has their own perspective, beliefs, and story. Ultimately, we’re losing sight of the reality that there is much more that binds us together than what divides us.


It is time to stand up and say, “Enough is enough.”


We live in the greatest nation the world has ever known, even on our worst day. And I believe that my story is proof positive that the flame of the American Dream still burns in our country’s soul.


Against all odds, this public-school girl from Coffee County—a daughter of two small business owners—is a US Senator. If that isn’t the American Dream at work, I don’t know what is.


But winning an election is just one example of the hard things we are all called to do. If we are going to preserve the American Dream for the next generation, we are going to need a team of parents, budding young leaders, and hardworking Americans to get off the sidelines. Everyone’s arena is different. Find yours. And step into the game.


Each generation before us has answered the call to defend the foundational freedoms and opportunity our country promises. It is our turn. It is going to be a hard thing. I won’t sugarcoat it.


However, I am more hopeful than ever before that each of us will answer God’s call, rise to this challenge, do our part, and get America back on track. Our children are our future, which is why our future is bright, despite the storms that cloud our view of the horizon. If we preserve our values, we will preserve the dream.


Remember, while this undertaking—and life itself—might seem like a lonely, uphill climb at times, God will walk with us. All we have to do is ask, with the faith of a child.















CHAPTER 2



From Failure to Finding My Way


WHILE GOD CALLS US TO DO HARD THINGS, it’s still scary. It’s human nature to be risk averse. When we go outside of our comfort zone, we feel anxious or even downright petrified. We all know that feeling in the pit of our stomach.


The overwhelming fear of failure can paralyze people from taking action. We’ve all been there. The doubts creep in our head and can reach a deafening crescendo that overtakes our best reasoning and instinct.


“What if I lose? What if I’m not good enough? What will people think of me?”


We are living in a time of great fear. The pressures of the digital age, and the ramifications of people being constantly online and on guard, permeate our daily lives. Worry wreaks havoc on our decision-making, our conduct, our relationships, and our communities. We can be so afraid of failure that the desire to elude failure eclipses our motivation to succeed. Many times, this only holds us back from the very pursuits that yield true fulfillment and happiness.


But facing the fear of failure is an obstacle as old as time. And the answer remains the same as it was at the dawn of humankind.


Just look at Moses. Before he told the pharaoh to let God’s people go, before he led the Israelites through the Red Sea, he was a man terrified to fail. When God directed him to Egypt, Moses was reluctant. He was sure that he would fail. He resisted and protested God’s call, proclaiming why he felt inadequate and asking God to send someone else instead.


Imagine if you had no filter for failure. Well, it’s possible. That filter is in your head—and only in your head—while the courage to tackle it is in your heart.


While failure is naturally uncomfortable, becoming comfortable with the potential of failure is a key to your future success. You need to embrace that you are not going to succeed every time and that failure is a necessary part of life. It is inevitable that you will try and fail. It is a cost we all must pay. It is unavoidable, so you should not try to hide from it. The trick is to be fearless of failure and learn by trial and error. And not all progress is seismic; sometimes it’s slow and steady. It’s incremental. But no matter what, it’s forward. This is how you grow, overcome, and thrive in the long run. Think of failure as the toll you must pay on the road to attaining excellence—to achieving your dreams.


Failure is not the end of the process—it is an essential and healthy part of it. Ultimate failure only comes when you quit trying, yet success is achieved when you persevere through adversity.


I could write for days on end about times that I have fallen short. I once would’ve called those failures, but experience has shown me that they were really steps forward on the long, winding pathway to success.


These practice steps along the way range from public to private and span the journey of my life.


You might not guess it now, but my history of running for office is not exactly a spotless one. Sure, winning the election to the US Senate at age 40 was a big accomplishment. However, my initial forays into elections as a student ended very differently.


My first electoral failure was in seventh grade. That was the 1994-1995 academic year at Coppinville Junior High in Enterprise, which was originally built in 1960 shortly before integration as a high school for black students and called Coffee County Training School. Our band director at the time actually began teaching there in 1963 when it was segregated. He was at the school for the next 42 years. In 2017, that very same man, Mr. William Cooper, became Enterprise’s first black mayor. In 2018, Coppinville moved to a new facility that sits right off of Boll Weevil Circle, while the old school is now used by the local Boys and Girls Club—an organization that I believe has the power to change lives across this nation. The modern building boasts storm shelters in each wing and allowed my hometown to become one of the first municipalities in Alabama to implement shelters at every city school.


I can vividly and fondly remember some of those days at Coppinville nearly 30 years ago. Each of the six city elementary schools fed into Coppinville. It was the first time I had a locker. The school was essentially a long L-shaped hallway of lockers, with classrooms branching off of it. Back then, one of the biggest worries in life was memorizing—and then not forgetting—your locker combination. Everything hinged on what happened at those lockers.


Coppinville was also when I first remember notes being passed around in class—and in-between classes in the hallways. We’d fold them up just so, to where you had to pull on a tab to open and read them. Notes kind of took on the function of modern-day text messages. They were more intentional than texts, because you had to take the time to write them and then deliver them. This allowed you the chance to reflect on your words before “hitting send.” Plus, you were in the same room as the recipient and had to calculate the risk of the note being intercepted—or confiscated by a teacher. We’d have to be patient, waiting to quietly catch a classmate’s eye to successfully advance a note to the next link in the chain. And, like text messages today, notes were a convenient way for people lacking courage to break up with their significant other. By the way—don’t do that. It wasn’t cool then, and some things don’t change with time or medium.


We certainly did not have the state-of-the-art facility that houses Coppinville students now—the air-conditioned gymnasium, for one, would have been nice. But we had teachers, staff, and a community that gave us their best. They were dedicated to seeing us reach our full potential, and failure was a vital part of that process.


I ran for the student council that seventh-grade school year. I lost.


It was my dad who first spoke Winston Churchill’s words to me: “Success is not final; failure is not fatal. It is the courage to continue that counts.” He went on to explain to me that we must have the bravery to try, to fail, and to stand back up.


So, I did not let the failure, or the fear of a repeat result, keep me down for long. I attended Dauphin Junior High School in Enterprise for grades eight through nine. The school was in the same building as when my mom went to school there—and still is to this day.


Now, I hate to use the word hate. But those two years in eighth and ninth grade were rough times—and I hated it. The cute, gossipy notes of Coppinville’s seventh grade gave way to meanspirited threats at Dauphin. And lunchroom dynamics became all-consuming.


I remember walking into the lunchroom every day and worrying about who I would sit with. You’d enter the room and follow the cinderblock wall to the left, to the serving line against the back wall. The salad bar was on the opposite side, but I couldn’t tell you what that looked like. I missed the simple days of elementary school, where I looked forward to square pizza every Friday or even lasagna now and then. I’d pick a milk or a juice, both still served back then in a carton. But in junior high, the menu was completely unmemorable. It was the early adolescent drama that was all-consuming. The lunchroom was much less about eating and more about social life. I don’t think Dauphin was unique in this dynamic. In fact, ours was very likely similar to junior high lunchrooms all across this county.


I’d hope for kindness, as I anxiously searched for a welcoming place at a table. Who would let me sit with them today? Who would look away when I sought eye contact and permission?


I ran for student council again in ninth grade. And I lost again. The sting of losing yet another election and the fear of failure would keep me out of the game with regard to student government for the remainder of my junior high and high school years.


However, my belief in Churchill’s wisdom was tested even more rigorously at 18 years old.


Being a University of Alabama cheerleader was what I was supposed to do. It was my destiny, or so I thought. I even remember as a girl giving my dad this plaque that had a picture of one of the University of Alabama cheerleaders and saying, “This is going to be me one day, Dad.”


I did cheer starting in eighth grade and continued all throughout high school. I was American Cheerleader’s cheerleader of the month—and cheerleader of the year, landing me on the cover of the magazine. I was the National Cheerleading Association cheerleader of the year—and the World Cheerleading Association’s cheerleader of the year, two years running. Who even knew that was a thing?


So, when it came time the April of my senior year of high school to try out to cheer at the University of Alabama ahead of my coming freshman fall semester, I was feeling good. I had done a little bit of special training in Birmingham to prepare for tryouts, and I even took on private lessons with a couple of the University cheerleaders. The travel around that was the first time my mom had been to Tuscaloosa.


Tryouts were in Coleman Coliseum, the 15,000-seat arena that is home to University of Alabama basketball and gymnastics. After applying to try out and being accepted, we made the journey to Tuscaloosa for the Monday through Thursday tryouts. My parents got a hotel room in town, and some family friends even made the trip to come watch me. It was a big deal to me, and people knew it.


At the end of each evening of tryouts, the names of those who advanced to the next day were read aloud for everyone(!) in the arena to hear. Those who were cut that day would find their names posted on a piece of paper. My name was called each night, until the last day.


I remember one side of the Coliseum looking about half full that Thursday. Final cuts were made. I didn’t make it.


And I didn’t make it in front of my family and friends. I failed to achieve a lifelong goal.


I will never forget that feeling. The plan I had for how I would spend my college days was not only gone, I knew there was no way for me to get it back. I was not only devastated because of what it meant for me, but I believed that I had let down my family, my friends, and my community. I wanted to be a source of pride for all of them. Instead, I felt like I’d failed them. And I was embarrassed.


After I made my way up from the floor into the bleachers, I thanked everyone for coming and then headed out the front doors. We went straight from Coleman Coliseum to the Arby’s just steps away across the parking lot. I recall being so hungry, but that was not the emptiness that hurt the most. I tried my best to fight back tears.


This kicked off a formative time period in my life in which I truly prayed the words in Luke 22:42. “Not my will, but Yours be done.”


I was praying those words on stage the summer between my senior year of high school and my freshman year of college. At the time, I was Alabama’s Junior Miss, and I was competing to be named America’s Junior Miss (now the Distinguished Young Women program). It was a nationally televised event, broadcast live around the country from Mobile. The eight finalists were lined up in front of the crowd, and the master of ceremonies was reading the results, with the winner to be named last.


Second runner-up—another finalist, not me. Down to the final two. Not my will, but Your will.


Runner-up—my name is called. Not my—oh. Ok. Really not my will, but Your will.


I thought I had meant every word of that prayer until my name was read aloud at that moment. I lost. I was devastated. I felt like a failure. And once again I felt like I let down my family, my friends, and my community.


It was time to fight back tears again. I returned to my host family’s home, where I had stayed for the two weeks of the competition. I felt torn. It was a real internal struggle. On one hand, I knew I should be grateful. I was trying my best to feel grateful—to truly be grateful. I knew it was not right to be fixated on what I didn’t achieve instead of what I did achieve. First runner-up was an achievement. In my head, I knew that. So, why didn’t it feel like it?


When my dad arrived, he gave me a hug—and that’s when the tears bubbled up to the top. The tug of war in my heart hit its peak. Something objectively good had happened to me. But it wasn’t what I wanted.


I couldn’t see it at the time, but God had a different plan. He had a better plan. It just happened to be a plan that entailed my failing some more before finding where I was supposed to be.


FRESHMAN FAILURES


Coming into my freshman year at the University of Alabama, I was already scrambling for belonging and purpose. Not making the cheerleading squad left an immediate void in my self-identity and self-worth and upended the vision of what my college experience would entail. And I was tossed right into the deep end of finding my own way from the day I arrived on campus.


I decided to enroll in the final session of the summer semester to get acclimated before the frenzy of the fall. On move-in day, I was actually flying back into Alabama from a photo shoot for a cheerleading magazine. Ironic, I know. My parents met me at the airport in Montgomery. One of them had driven my dad’s truck from Enterprise, while the other had driven my car, a black Firebird that I wish I still had today. It was packed to the brim with my stuff. My parents both had to work the next day, so they had to get back home. I was fighting back a flood of emotions, there were tears welling in my dad’s eyes, and my mom told me to suck it up. If I couldn’t do this by myself, she said, I had no business going off to school in the first place. They sent me on my way.


I joined a sorority, Chi Omega, after going through the rush process in August. I was a member of the Honors program and part of the inaugural class of Blount Scholars to live in Blount Hall—an experience designed to create a small, liberal arts college community tucked within the overarching university. Don’t get me wrong—I loved the Blount program and living in that dorm. It fostered conversations that were collegial and warm, while also challenging and elevating. Still to this day, some of my fellow Blount residents are my dearest friends. Election Day at the polls was made even more special when I was greeted by one of my Blount friends and her newborn. These people and my experiences in the program helped me hone my critical thinking and examine my own beliefs and worldview.
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