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Introduction



WHAT’S YOUR “IT”?


Okay, so let’s be real, y’all.


And I don’t mean “let’s share safe surfacy socially acceptable stuff.” Like, I’m so over that. And we’ve all done it. In small group on Wednesday night, or the Zoom Bible study, or even coffee dates with friends. The topics that are like “I just feel like I should be spending more time in my devos.” Or “I should really try to be more organized and stay ahead of laundry, so it doesn’t consume me.” Or this one: “I should really start working out more because these other moms are seemingly finding time for self-care and it’s probably important.” Or “I’m just a stay-at-home mom, so I should try to pursue something on the side so I feel like I’m contributing more.”


Nah, girl. Let me paint the real scene for you: I’m sitting here with no makeup on, greasy hair that hasn’t been washed since last Saturday probably because #momlife, and in the same yoga pants I’ve worn the last four days in a row. But I’m across the couch from you, eye to eye, about to dump all my deepest insecurities and the lies I tell myself every day, a bunch of reasons I’m not enough. See if any of these hit home for you too:




I’m too broken to love again.


I’m too broken to be loved again.


If I tell myself I’m okay, I can be okay.


I can get through hardship on my own.


I don’t need other people.


God shouldn’t use someone as messed up as I am.


I don’t deserve to be used and to see my dreams become reality.


Because of my platform, I need to have my life together. People are watching.


If I can control my surroundings, I will feel secure.


If I can measure up to what I think people want me to be, I’ll be fulfilled and happy.


My achievements are what make me influential and valuable.


God will only bless me if I’m walking in His way.


I can be who people need (or want) me to be.


What I do makes me who I am.


If my body looked that way or I weighed less, I’d feel comfortable in my own skin.




My guess is that you probably either resonate with some (or maybe even all) of those things or you’re going, Geez, girl, you got ISSUES (tell me something I don’t know).


For real, though, that list? It pretty much sums up the things I’ve told myself for most of my life. Just rereading it now makes me tired. Like, it’s exhausting. And the thing that every freaking line of that fifteen-item list has in common can be boiled down to two words: false expectations. Soul-grinding, depression-inducing expectations I’ve placed on myself or allowed to be placed on me by the world.


So, no. I’m not a have-it-all-together author standing up here writing to you down there. And really, if I’m being honest, I’m not even qualified to write a book telling other women how to think, live, or feel. So, breathe—because I’m not going to should on you. Culture does that to us incessantly. I’m not going to be another echo chamber getting all up in your business telling you what you should do, be, or think. And besides, we do that enough to ourselves every day. Amiright?


Before we dig in, I want to let you know why I decided to write this book in the first place. I honestly felt like it was a culmination of a lot of hard years colliding with the courage to finally share my story in hopes it might help someone else… maybe you. In fact, a couple of years ago, before the idea to write it was ever born, a friend asked me how I would describe my life over the last decade or so in one word. I hardly even had to think about it before I saw the word come to mind in bold letters: hard. Don’t get me wrong; there have been plenty of incredible mountaintop experiences that I will carry with me for the rest of my life, but so much of the last dozen years resembles a pattern of long, dark seasons strung together by occasional bright ones here or there.


So one of the reasons for writing was for my own health. I needed to get out of my head and heart and get down on paper what I had been through, what I had learned, and where I wanted to go. For me. From there, I started to realize that the more I told my story—the story you are about to read—the more stories I received from people like you who resonate with it. By simply sharing my pain and being as open and vulnerable as possible, I made a connection with other women (mainly) who, like me, desperately wanted out from underneath the suffocating pressure of performance and expectation. Just like the title says, they, like me, were over it.


Over the guilt.


Over the shame.


Over the second-guessing.


Over the self-hatred.


Over the pervasive need to be perfect.


Just. Over. IT!


In some ways, this is more a narrative than it is a “teaching” book. I’m not a therapist, pastor, or counselor. In fact, my hope is that as you read my story, it will be more like sitting under a blanket across from each other on the couch talking over a cup of coffee. Just sharing our stories, our hopes, and our dreams like best friends.


Right up front there’s something I need you to know. I was raised in a very loving, tight-knit family. My parents were—and are—incredible people who’ve truly loved me unconditionally every step of the way and have given me space and freedom to step into my true self. They’re still my husband’s, Caleb, and my best friends on the planet. And they are phenomenal grandparents to our two boys, Emmett and Beckett, and our daughter, Collins.


But juxtaposed with that, however, was the conservative cultural bubble I was raised in. Evangelical, embedded with a lot of silent expectations—like, I was born into this invisible river of expectations. If you were raised in a Christian environment, you will probably relate to some or a lot of my story. Yes, I did learn about a Jesus who is real and loving and whose love for me is unconditional. And at the same time, another subtle but very different message was at play: If you do the right things, say the right things, and act the right way, you will prove yourself to be a “good” Christian and God will not withhold from you His blessings.


Was that message preached from the pulpit? No. Did my parents raise me to believe that? Absolutely not. But the conservative American Christian culture that shaped me most certainly modeled that message. And it had a deep, lingering, and damaging effect on me (as you will see).


But I want to make something crystal clear—this is not an ax-grinding, “why the church is terrible” book. Not even a little bit. I have a deep love for the church to this day. But this is the story of a girl who came to believe—wrongly—that her worth was measured more by who she was, not whose she was. And I was shaped by an unspoken set of rules and standards of conduct and behavior.


So, yes, conservative Christian culture had its flaws and laid some of the groundwork for the expectations I tried to live up to initially. But you want to know what it’s grown into? You want to know what else has spoken into the silent expectations us girls are hit with every day in real time? The current culture we’re living in now. The curated, Photoshopped, idealistic culture that screams at us and hits us from every angle, everywhere we turn.


The messages are loud and clear. Today’s culture tells us exactly what we’re supposed to be: what our bodies should look like, where our beauty and worth lie, our level of success based on what we can offer the world, how we should interact with others, and what our relationships with them should look like. It tells us what to eat, what to wear, how to carry ourselves, how to raise our children, what makeup to use, how often we should work out, and what our goals should be.


The world is very clear about these expectations—do everything and look good doing it. Be a perfect career woman, wife, mom, daughter, friend, sister, and so on. Balance it all with grace and ease. Be attractive, but not too sexy. Be confident, but not too loud. Pursue your goals, but also raise perfect kids. Work out and eat right, but be comfortable in your own skin. Don’t let anyone take advantage of you, but be accommodating and polite no matter what. Look put-together, but don’t be vain.


Like, here’s an example of one of my typical “working-day-in-the-life” schedules of this usual stay-at-home mom:




6:00 a.m.: Wake up an hour before the rest of the house. Wash face. Drink coffee in quiet peace.


6:15: Work out.


6:45: Take a shower without a tiny audience asking for a million things (actually wash hair).


7:00: Wake the children, who slept peacefully through the night.


7:30: Make a well-balanced breakfast that everyone eats happily.


8:00: Hair and makeup team arrive to prepare for video shoot while children play independently and quietly on their own.


9:30: Put the littlest baby down for her nap without a fight.


10:00: Kiss the toddler boys and grab clothes for shoot and head out the door on time and prepared for the day.


12:00–4:00 p.m.: Shoot series of music videos that go smoothly.


5:00: Arrive back home to happy children.


5:30: Cook another well-balanced meal that said children eat without arguing, then clean it up.


6:00: Play with children and read books together.


7:00: Bathe children, brush teeth, and sit and talk about the day.


8:00: Pray and kiss children good night. They all fall asleep and need nothing.


9:00: Pour glass of wine and take an Epsom salt bath.


9:30: Have passionate, great sex with husband after a riveting conversation about life and the future with him.


10:00: In bed, lights out, children sleep through the night.




PSYCH! Here’s what it actually looks like on days that I’m working (video shoots, recording days, etc.):




6:00 a.m.: The children are awake well before me—screaming on the monitor to come get them up (after I’ve been up twice already during the night to nurse one who still doesn’t sleep through the night).


6:15: Bring all the children to bed with me so I can nurse one while the other two jump on the bed between Caleb and me as we try to squeeze in ten more minutes of dozing.


6:30: Peel myself out of bed and drag my butt to get coffee while all the tiny children make their needs and demands known.


6:45: Deny them candy for the first time in the day (It’s not even 7 a.m. yet, guys!) and settle for throwing a Lärabar at them so I can drink my coffee in “peace” for three minutes and try to wake up while they watch Daniel Tiger.


7:00: Listen to the children make more demands. Say no to candy for the second time.


7:30: Finally convince myself to turn off the TV and make them play and do something that uses their brains.


8:00: Hair and makeup arrives, and I’m still scrambling to find a bra and pants.


8:30: Hair and makeup starts on my very tired face, and we get interrupted 3,238,795 times by children needing various things (one needs his butt wiped, one needs a boob, one needs another snack). Say no to candy for third time.


9:30: Baby is fussy since she was up three times the night before. Pause hair and makeup to pacify baby.


10:00: Finish hair and makeup. Scramble to find clothes and shoes and jam them into a bag. I’m already running fifteen minutes behind schedule and should’ve been out the door at 9:45.


10:15: Grab youngest baby and diaper bag and rush out the door (can’t leave baby at home because she’s nursing and can’t be left with a nanny yet).


11:00–4:00 p.m.: Shoot a series of videos with littlest baby in tow, so we get interrupted eighty-seven times.


4:30: Finally wrap the last video and load up and out. Put baby in car seat for forty-five-minute drive home while she screams because she didn’t nap the entire day.


5:15: Finally get home with screaming baby. Unload the car. Come inside to two other crabby toddlers (because 5:00 p.m. is the witching hour) demanding dinner (and, of course, candy).


5:30: Pull out hot dogs and mac and cheese and call it dinner—which no one eats after asking for dinner.


6:00: Everyone is in meltdown mode. Early baths. Children ask for snacks (and candy) for the 22,342nd time that day. Turn on a show for testy kids again while I change into sweats and take bra off again.


7:30: Finally wrestle the children to bed, but walk up the stairs four different times for various other needs and demands (water cup, bathroom light on, dropped a paci, final hail Mary attempt at candy, etc.).


8:30: Collapse on couch. Husband pours me a glass of wine. We try to talk and connect, but I’m falling asleep.


9:00: Peel self off of couch to brush teeth and fall into bed before being awakened at 2:00 a.m. to nurse the baby.




You guys. This is what a work day actually looks like for me.


It’s exhausting, isn’t it?


Like, it’s not great. I want to be able to do it all and do it all well. I want to be able to work, be a mom and wife, connect with friends, and have time for self-care—but how? On most days it’s impossible. I wind up falling into bed before 10:30 p.m., utterly exhausted, defeated, and feeling inadequate on all fronts. I just can’t live up to all the expectations I feel every day. It’s crippling.


Anybody feel me here?


But I’m here to tell you guys I’m learning—and starting to break free from the feeling of being weighed down by it all.


Before we dive in further, I am going to give you a few major spoilers here—but I think it’s a good jumping-off point:




Spoiler #1: There is an answer to the question Can I ever break free from the expectations and pressures I’m hit with all the time? And wait for it—the answer is, yes, you can (but not by yourself).


Spoiler #2: The path you take to get over it—whatever it is—will probably look a hell of a lot different than you think. (Sorry. But it’s true.)


Spoiler #3: You can’t do this alone. We were never meant to journey through life alone. So asking for help—whether it’s in counseling, or confiding in a friend or mentor—is not weak. It’s brave. We need one another.


Spoiler #4: You’re already loved. And you’re already enough. Just as you sit in this moment right here, reading this. Having dreams and goals of being the best version of yourself is great, but not at the expense of losing your true identity. Your true identity lies in the fact that you’re already loved, valuable, and treasured by the One who created you.




Close your eyes and think of your “it” (don’t roll your eyes at me, just do it for a minute). The thing you’re leaning into that’s sucking the life out of you. The expectations you’re trying to live up to but you’re failing miserably at. Maybe it’s what other people think of you. Maybe it’s a betrayal. Maybe it’s a dark secret you’re keeping because you have to look like you’ve got it together. Maybe it’s a broken relationship. A crippling death. A diagnosis of disease. A lost dream. An addiction. A body image issue. Maybe it’s a past regret that keeps you up at night. If you’re anything like me, it might be several “its” strung together… I mean, you read my list. But they eat at you. Take up space and energy in your heart and mind. You can’t shake them. You can’t seem to break free of them.


Because the truth is: We’re human. We’re multifaceted. We’re messy, and most of us have lots of issues—very rarely is it just one. So, I’m here for it. Hit me with your list. I promise you’ll get the full story of mine and the consequences of them the more you read on.


One more thing before we start: Even if your list is enormous—as in, a Mount Freaking Everest of pain and heartbreak and darkness within you—there is hope, I promise. Trust me, I’ve been the girl who wanted to throw it all away once.


So make a deal with me. Will you open your heart up to at least the possibility of hope for where you’re at right now? Will you open yourself up to the idea that you’re already loved? That you’re already enough? That you don’t have to keep living under the paralyzing standards culture and society rub in our faces every day? That there’s a better way of living, learning, and loving if we only open our eyes and see our inherent worth?


More than anything, I want to thank you and encourage you. Thank you for trusting me enough to go on this journey with me. I’m just a little ol’ transplanted Midwestern girl telling her story—but in some ways, it represents all of our stories. And, yeah, I do want to encourage you. Even if you’ve been abandoned by everyone who’s ever loved you or whom you’ve ever loved. Because even then, you’re not alone. You’re already loved, and nothing you do can change that.


So cheers to this wild ride we’re about to go on together.













Chapter 1



ONCE UPON A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT


Would it be too clichéd to start off by saying that it happened on a dark and stormy night?


I mean, isn’t that how clichés become clichés? Because some universal truth echoes through them?


Well, it was. Very dark and very stormy. In every way.


My life was a disaster. Like, a natural disaster. There I was, twenty-three years old, living in a beautiful home in Nashville, dating attractive guys, being invited to freaking awesome parties—all while living out my dream of being a professional recording artist. I had finally made it. It’s what I had wanted my entire life.


Only, that dream had turned out to be a nightmare.


Growing up, what I absorbed in my spiritual journey was that if you prayed hard enough for something, and you behaved well enough to deserve it, God would give it to you because you’d worked hard to stay in His will for you. But that wasn’t my story as I drove through the rain. Because me? I felt nothing. Nothing and everything at the same time. I was hollow, and it hurt like hell.


A normal person would probably do some introspection. Change up their lifestyle. Some counseling, maybe. But me?


Enter Hurricane Kelsey.


She had a lot of movement, plenty of destruction, and very little direction or predictability.


When I’m feeling especially anxious or antsy, sometimes I find myself running from it all. This particular night my escape plan was to take a long, dark drive alone. So on that stormy night in 2012, that’s what I did. And even though I wanted to be pissed off and indignant, I was actually terrified. Filled to the brim with shame. I hated the person I had become.


I’ll never forget how hard it was raining. I don’t know if I recall it ever raining that hard since. The kind of rain that slaps across your windshield in sheets so violently that you’d swear the glass was going to shatter. That’s all I heard as I drove in silence with nowhere to go and no one on my side anymore.


The backroads of Nashville were empty. I liked it that way. So I drove around aimlessly, scared to death about what would happen next. Because I knew I had messed up for real this time. And I was pretty sure there was nothing I could do to fix it.


The it I was failing to fix was me—my entire life, really. I’d just recently graduated from college. I’d broken off a really unhealthy engagement to my fiancé, Chris (not his real name), and I was trying to put back together the pieces of my shattered life. I had nowhere to go and no bright future ahead of me. I spent that entire summer hopping from one metaphorically numbing drug to another. It was a summer of meaningless relationships, late-night bad decisions, and dishonesty.


My parents were terrified for me. They tried tirelessly to talk to me, to open the lines of communication and figure out why I was spiraling out of control.


But I kept to myself. They could never know about what Chris did to me. What I allowed Chris to do to me. At the tail end of that tumultuous summer, I was offered an opportunity to audition for a new Christian girl pop group in Nashville, and since I had nothing to lose, I decided to go for it. After making the group, I had moved to Music City to embark on becoming the Spice Girls of the Christian world.


I had such high hopes of erasing my past and starting over in Nashville, where no one knew me. I wanted to forget the pain I’d stuffed deep down for all those months. But it turns out, you can’t outrun your pain. It catches up with you, and it had followed me straight to Nashville. I didn’t get the fresh start that I was so desperate for.


In fact, my bad decisions picked up right where they left off, just in a new city. I partied. I went out. I drank. In fact, I was coming off another long weekend of binge-drinking and irresponsible sexual decisions.


It had been almost a year since my abusive fiancé and I had split, but I still drank on it. And drank some more. I medicated it with any distraction I could get my hands on.


Because I didn’t know what else to do with the pain. And here I was again—in another unhealthy relationship that I knew was bad for me and headed for nowhere.


The roads I drove down were narrow and winding. Usually, I’d find comfort in that—in the beauty and peacefulness of the rain splashing on empty fields in the middle of nowhere. But not tonight. Every twist reminded me of the things I didn’t see coming. That no matter where I went or how far I tried to run, there would always be turns that I could never anticipate. I was afraid of the darkness that I knew lived inside me and felt it would never go away.


If you’ve ever been in an abusive or toxic relationship, you know the labels that come with them: Unworthy. Unlovable. Irredeemable. But you need to know up front that my reason for writing is not to tell you about that toxic relationship. Sure, that’s part of my story. But the main goal in sharing my story is to tell you what led me down the road to that relationship—and what led me out. Mostly, it was expectations inside my head that were either flat-out wrong or very, very skewed. Expectations about myself—who I thought others wanted me to be, and who I thought I needed to be.


As I drove that night, it felt like I had made it in the Christian music scene—but that still wasn’t enough, because I would never be enough.


I wasn’t well. The people around me knew it, I knew it, and I was too ashamed to go to God with it.


Earlier that day my manager had called me in. He was like, “Look. You have to get a handle on this, Kelsey. I don’t know what else to do. I can’t keep you on board if you keep acting out. I’m trying to help you. I need you to listen to me; I need you to listen to somebody.”


I think I mumbled something that resembled an apology, but we all knew I wasn’t changing anything. Then I took off in my car—and a dark afternoon turned into an even darker night.


Somehow, over the sound of the downpour, I heard the faint buzz of my cell phone. I fumbled to grab it and look at the caller ID: DADDY


Here’s the thing you need to know about my dad—he doesn’t get mad. Almost ever. I can count on one hand the number of times he has ever been so angry that he raised his voice at me. Add this night to the one hand.


I don’t even think I had even said hello before he started laying into me.


“Kelsey! What are you doing?! Are you trying to ruin your life? Did we not raise you to be better than this? What is your problem?! You better get yourself straightened out or you will lose everything. This is insane. Your manager is terrified, your mother is terrified, I’m terrified. Get it together.”


Then he hung up.


I dropped my phone and stared straight ahead, squinting. Because now I was battling the rain and my tears.


Kelsey, your dad just screamed at you. Now you’ve lost everyone. Good. Freaking. Job. Slow clap for your stellar character and judgment.


But honestly, I knew he was right. He was justified. He wasn’t demeaning—he was scared. And I got it, because I was scared, too.


Tears turned to sobs. Like, that real ugly cry where no sound comes out at first and then all of a sudden, it’s a tidal wave overtaking you. It’s so strong, you can’t catch your breath. I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white.


You know how some people have a rock bottom? Well, my rock bottom apparently has a trap door. And I had just fallen through it to somewhere so full of despair that I knew I’d never be okay again.


I’ve never been a suicidal person, but it crossed my mind in that moment. Steering wheel still in hand, the idea entered my mind.


Just veer off the road, Kelsey. Just drive straight into a tree, off a bridge, anything to end this sorry excuse for a life.


Then my phone buzzed again. This time I had to reach beneath the driver’s seat to get to it. I glanced at the screen: DADDY.


I didn’t know if I should answer. I couldn’t take any more. I really thought about letting it go to voicemail, but I didn’t.


“Baby.” My dad’s voice broke. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. We just want you to feel whole again. Please, let me help you. Talk to me. Just let me be your daddy, baby. Help me help you.”


Have you ever had a movie moment in your life? There’s a surreal quality to it. A moment that happens where it almost feels like you’re watching it from outside your body? That second phone call from my dad was a movie moment. It changed the trajectory of my life indefinitely.


For as long as I could remember, I had been living a life that was driven by what I thought other people wanted from me. I was trying to be… 


Who I felt like my parents wanted me to be.


Who the men in my life wanted me to be.


Who my church wanted me to be.


Who my friends wanted me to be.


Even who I wanted me to be.


I was failing, and it was literally killing me.


I know we don’t know each other personally, but I can say that I’m probably not the only person who has ever felt suffocated by the absurdity of expectations. Expectations took me places that Jesus never called me to. They led me into broken relationships, bad business deals, and bars.


My vain efforts to be everything to everyone brought me around people who weren’t interested in who I was but in what I did. Not how I could be friends with them, but how I could be an advantage for them.


Maybe you’re like me and you’re over it. You’re ready to live your own life. To own your own life. A life that is free from trying to be an Instagram model or a Pinterest mom or a perfect preacher’s wife.


Trying to keep up with expectations is exhausting. It’s as exhausting and useless as trying to hide from God—you can’t do it. I don’t know where you’re at in life as you read this book, but I do know that in any and every season, expectations meet us there. Haunting us and taunting us—relentless in stealing our joy and our identity.


I’m a work in process, for sure. I am not writing from a place of arrival or all-put-togetherness. That’s important to know. I am also not a trained psychologist—there are many excellent books out there that provide professional advice on overcoming the issues I’ve struggled with: low self-esteem, shame, self-guilt, and people pleasing.


I’m writing because if my story can help you see, even in a small way, that your default position with God isn’t less, it’s more, then it’s all worth it. He accepts you and loves you more than you can imagine. Another cliché? Yeah, probably. But no less true. You are a pearl of great price, but maybe you don’t feel like it. I know I didn’t, particularly on that stormy night on the back roads of Nashville. My pearl had been through the mud—tarnished, abused, and tossed around.


My hope is that by the end of my story, you’ll be over the expectations. That you’ll be able to live confidently, love selflessly, and experience freedom like you’ve only ever dreamed of.















Chapter 2



THE HALLWAY


People have all kinds of responses to the things I do—especially on social media. Like when my youngest, Collins, was tiny, I’d put her in this dreamy little swing that gently swayed from side to side. Cut to: All the mothers on Instagram who have somehow managed to never put down their newborns, telling me that I’m ensuring Collins’s foray into future deviance by not attaching her to my person twenty-four hours a day. My DMs were smokin’ hot that day—and not in a good way.


As I’ve grown older and more confident in who God created me to be, I am less apologetic about the choices I make. But I won’t lie—I cried into a glass of wine that night. Mostly, I was pissed, but I was also hurt that someone would think I don’t love and treasure Collins with every molecule of my being. Because I do. Oh my Lord, I do.


I think that’s it—the fear of others’ reactions has held me back from telling many people the full story of my life of false expectations. Do you ever wonder what you would do if you weren’t afraid? My answer to that question—of facing one of my greatest fears—is writing this book. It’s telling you about the moments in my life that have caused me the greatest pain and the greatest shame. Why? Well, that’s a more complicated answer.


My reason for writing is to share my journey to overcome false, toxic, and debilitating expectations that nearly crippled and killed me. You know the story of the frog in the kettle? So you put a frog in a cool pot of water and slowly turn up the heat. You know what will happen? The frog will stay right there; it will literally boil to death. Why? Because the temperature changes so slowly that by the time the frog even realizes it’s in danger, it’s too late. (This is morbid, I know.)


I’m not super psyched at the idea of comparing myself to a frog, but it’s a pretty good analogy of what my life was like leading up to that dark night a decade ago—the night I almost drove my car off a bridge. And, yeah, my fall into darkness really gained momentum when I met Chris. But the water in my emotional and spiritual pot was already near boiling by that time.


Another way to look at it is that I was like a disintegrating star and Chris was the black hole that I was hurtling toward. I’d been disintegrating for some time, and it was inevitable that I would destruct. My relationship with Chris just happened to be a pathway toward my implosion.


I want to take a moment to say something here. If you saw the cover of this book and picked it up thinking it would be a lighthearted glimpse into the life of a girl weighed down by life’s expectations, I want you to know this story goes deeper than the surface level. So a little disclaimer: If you’re hoping to get a feel-good story on breaking free of those expectations, this book may not be for you. And that’s okay. Because the truth is that this story is messy, it’s dark, and it’s full of twists and turns.


Ultimately, it’s the story of a girl whose need to live up to others’ standards literally almost killed her. (And hi, I am that girl.) So read on, but know that it gets really ugly before the light shines again. I also want to be clear about something else—this is not a #MeToo book. There’s an element of that in my story. But it’s not what this book and the message are about. It’s so much more.


So here we are. Here’s the story of a girl who learned how to let go.
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I didn’t wake up one day and casually find myself being abused by the man I loved. I decided myself there. I behaved myself there. I grew to there. Does that make sense? Every part of my life up until that point prepared (or underprepared) my heart, my mind, and my spirit to become a victim and future survivor of sexual and emotional abuse.


Before we get to the abuse, I have to start at the beginning. And I have a feeling a lot of you can relate to the story I am about to tell, whether you’ve been in an abusive relationship or not.


I grew up in a conservative Christian home—I was a pastor’s kid, in fact. And probably just like every other pastor’s kid on the planet, I always felt this invisible pressure to have it all together. Pressure to follow the (mostly silent) rules.




Rule #1: You don’t have to be perfect, but if you make a mess, clean it up ASAP. No one likes a mess, and people are watching.


Rule #2: Know all the answers. Know what you believe in stone. If you don’t, you’ll be easily swayed and pushed into darkness.


Rule #3: Be in the world, not of it. Like, love people but also don’t be around the wrong ones.




I’m most certain that it was never the intention of the role models and voices that shaped me to explicitly force on me this unspoken message of perfection. And I’m also open to the possibility that I could’ve misinterpreted parts of it along the way. But the fact is, what I absorbed was that at all costs, the most important thing was keeping my life on the up-and-up. To be “above reproach.”


I want to pause and make an important distinction here that will set the tone for the rest of the book: My obsessive desire to be “above reproach” slowly turned into making sure I simply appeared “above reproach,” which became the breeding ground for dishonesty and secrets. Why? Because for me, living above reproach was an impossible feat—but not living above reproach was not an option. A classic lose–lose situation, right? So instead of admitting that I could not do it (admitting I was, you know, human), I pretended that I could. Predictably, like all of us, I tried and failed.


Even though the ones who loved me would have helped me, I thought I was alone. I (wrongly) believed that if I admitted I was not above reproach, well, that would not be acceptable. That’s how shame took over my life: These messages (mostly unspoken) of always needing to look okay set me up for the toxic relationship I was about to plunge into. Yes, I made those choices and am responsible for them. I stood on that cliff and willingly took the jump. But there were a lot of false messages and beliefs in my head that influenced my decision to take the dive.


This book is not about the relationship—it’s about the inner world of perfectionism I lived in (and have battled to escape from) that made me an ideal candidate for disaster.


So instead of being given the permission to not be okay or put-together all the time, I simply kept the outward appearance in check, while the inside of me began a downward spiral because it couldn’t keep up. I just didn’t feel like there was a whole lot of room to be a mess.


Looking back, I can only remember a few times when I actually deviated from the rules. It was so important to me to be good. And based on much of what I was hearing at church and seeing around me, being good meant never getting in trouble. It meant never being the problem—never having a problem.


Again, this was my perception—in recent years as I’ve grown healthier and worked through a lot of my perfectionism, I’ve learned that these things were never the expectation of me in reality. Basically what I’m getting at here is that no one ever told me explicitly that I had to have it all together—but I inferred it through the actions and attitudes of the people who influenced me.


I can count on one hand the number of times I got in trouble growing up, because I was programmed to behave, to not make too much noise, or to never push (or even tap) the envelope.


The first time was when I was in kindergarten. And I did it on purpose.


I started noticing that every time a kid got into trouble in class, the teacher would send them into the hallway. And this is such an indicator of my future personality, but I had to know what was going on in that hallway. The hallway. A mystical place. What were these kids experiencing in the hallway that I wasn’t? Was it cool out there? Did fifth graders walk by and say hi?


Was there a party in the hallway that I was missing out on?


So, I made a choice. Circle time came, and I knew it was the perfect opportunity to put my plan into action. As soon as the teacher opened the read-aloud book, I started acting out. I rolled around on the carpet. I whispered in people’s ears. I mean, who even knows what I was saying? Probably just making wispy noises and being annoying. But it did the trick.


“Kelsey?” my teacher said, closing the book and looking at me with blatant shock. I never misbehaved. Never. And then, “Let’s go into the hallway.”


I was the master of the universe in that moment. I was finally going to see what happened out in the great, wild yonder of the hallway. I was completely giddy.


My teacher told me to sit with my back against the wall until she came back to get me. So I sat, just waiting for the magic to happen. And I waited. And I waited. And I waited.


Guess what? No, really. Just guess.


Nothing happened in the hallway. Literally nothing. Not a living soul passed by. And it smelled like dirty gym socks and pine-scented Lysol. I rocked back against the scratchy cement wall. Perhaps I miscalculated the level of fun being had in THE HALLWAY.
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