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“The terrible truth is that I felt lost without the control that Russell had imposed on me for the nearly six years that we were married. Disturbingly, I missed that control. I didn’t know what to do once I had no one there to tell me how to dress, act, and behave; what to want; and who, even, to be. In some ways, I missed the abuse. I missed the pain. I missed being scared. Not because I liked feeling any of that. But because it was the life I had become accustomed to, and without anyone to be afraid of, to apologize to, and to cover for, I felt completely lost.”

—TAYLOR ARMSTRONG
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NOT EVERY FAIRY TALE HAS A HAPPY ENDING….

Reality hit Taylor Armstrong hard one tragic evening last August when she found the body of her estranged husband, Russell, hanging in his California home. Fans across the country were shocked at the horrific news of his death and even more shocked to discover that behind the glittering “reality” of Taylor’s life on The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills lurked a painful story of emotional and physical abuse that she had been terrified to tell.

An estimated 80 percent of domestic abuse victims remain silent, suffocated by fear and relentless self-doubt. For Taylor, it was the threat of financial ruin and finding herself alone with her young daughter that kept her tethered to her volatile husband. But after a ferocious roundhouse punch from Russell fractured her face, resulting in reconstructive surgery, she finally made the brave decision to walk away from a man she loved and a legacy of physical abuse that she first encountered as a child and that haunted her throughout her adulthood.

To the outside world, the Armstrongs lived like royalty, throwing lavish parties—including a memorable tea party for their daughter’s fourth birthday—and mingling with their privileged Housewives co-stars. It was impossible to hide the cracks in their marriage from the cameras forever, though, and their darkest secrets slowly began to seep through the gilded façade.

With searing honesty, Taylor candidly examines her difficult journey from the abusive home in which she was born to the low self-esteem that kept her constantly on the run from herself, to the tumultuous marriage that ended in suicide, and ultimately to her realization that only by sharing her moving story could she help other women.
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Prologue

I was lying under a black blanket in the back of my Escalade. My heart raced as my assistant, Julie, backed out of the garage and tore through my Bel Air neighborhood, trying to outrun the paparazzi who had been camped out at my house for the two weeks since August 15, 2011, when we’d found the body of my husband, Russell Armstrong, following his suicide.

How did I get here? I thought.

My husband, and the father of our child, was dead. I had been able to sneak out of my house only three times since the discovery, and then, only to plan and attend his cremation and funeral service at Forest Lawn Cemetery in the Hollywood Hills. Since then I had tried to return to Forest Lawn to intern his ashes, but the media crush had been too intense for me to do so, and his internment had been postponed indefinitely.

I needed to put Russell in his final resting place so I could start to feel some closure after what had been an excruciatingly difficult year, most of which I had spent trying to hide the reality of my life from the cameras taping my reality television show The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. And now I found myself literally hiding from the paparazzi, who couldn’t seem to get enough of the tragedy that had consumed my life. I’d spent those past two weeks inside my house; I was surrounded by attorneys and advisers, grieving family members and friends, trying to process my loss and make it manageable for my five-year-old daughter, Kennedy, while also trying to manage the financial and legal fallout of Russell’s death.

With Kennedy now staying at my mother’s house in Orange County, I had decided that Julie and I should go to Palm Desert for a few days of fresh air without the fear of being photographed. I felt such relief as we got far enough away from the city that I could climb out from under the blanket, scramble into the front seat, and ride comfortably as a passenger, like a normal person.

And then, several hours later, as we pulled up to our hotel, I realized that it would take much more than laying Russell to rest to give me anything like closure. I had spent a weekend at this same hotel earlier in the summer with Russell and Kennedy, and the memories came rushing back. That trip had been in the days leading up to my fortieth birthday, when Russell hit me so hard he gave me an orbital fracture beneath my right eye that required reparative surgery; before I told him he needed to move out; before we began the process of divorcing and trying to figure out how we could still be a family for Kennedy and Russell’s two sons, even if we weren’t married; before he hung himself.

I had hoped that getting away from the demands of my life in the city for a few days would help me to shake the sick, lost feeling that I’d had inside since Russell died. I knew that part of it was shock at the sudden and violent nature of his death just when I had thought everything in our lives was starting to improve, and that part of it was the sadness of losing someone I had loved so much. But I was also beginning to understand just how complicated my grieving process was going to be. There was so much to come to terms with.

I was alone. For the first time since Valentine’s Day 2005, Russell wasn’t in control anymore, and I was left making decisions that meant survival for my daughter, Kennedy, and me. The terrible truth was that I felt lost without the control that Russell had imposed on me for the nearly six years we were married. Disturbingly, I had found something comforting about having someone tell me who to talk to, how to behave, what to wear, and what to do. Now there was no one controlling the outcomes, or anything else in my life, and I found that making my own decisions was a burden I wasn’t prepared for. In some ways I missed the abuse. I missed the pain. Not because I liked feeling any of that, but because it was the life I had become accustomed to, and now it was part of everything familiar that was gone. Then, in the depths of my despair, I discovered a strength I wasn’t aware I had. As I cleaned up the mess left by a man I had come to realize I never really knew, beneath all of the rubble, I found myself. I found the courage to step forward and let my voice be heard. And for the first time in my life, I actually started to like myself. I started to live, love, and breathe the air without the stifling oppression that had dominated my life with Russell.

But it wasn’t easy. And I realized that I felt this way even though I had so much going for me—the best psychiatrist money could buy, who had made himself available to me around the clock throughout my separation and since Russell’s death; the support of the 1736 Family Crisis Center, a battered-women’s shelter at which I had volunteered for almost as long as I’d been with Russell; the love of so many family members and friends; the support of the millions of fans of The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills; the incredible opportunity that the show’s popularity gave me to communicate with others in my time of greatest need. I thought of the 4.8 million American women who are abused each year, and how many of them do not have anything close to the resources I had available to me. If recovery was this hard for me—a college-educated woman who lived in Beverly Hills and was fortunate enough to have means, and friends, and access to support—it must be excruciatingly difficult for others. I thought of how many of these women, like me, had witnessed domestic violence in their home growing up and went on to perpetuate the cycle as adults. I wanted to help them by telling my story and by shining the spotlight I had been given on the issues we all faced. I wanted to explain that I understood why 80 percent of battered women never file a police report or seek medical treatment, because I was one of those women until my husband injured me so badly that I finally felt justified in telling him to get out. I wanted to show them that although I had eventually found the courage to tell my husband he had to leave, the psychological fallout of his years of abuse continued to haunt me. The longer I had stayed in that relationship, the more damaging it had been to my self-esteem, and the greater my level of denial had to be every day.

Maybe I could help other women to leave sooner. And when they did get out, maybe I could make their healing process easier for them by letting them know that it was okay if they, like me, had complicated feelings toward their abusers that included love, and guilt, and pity, and that no one who hadn’t experienced abuse could understand. Maybe this book would help them by making them feel less alone, as well as by helping others to understand how complicated the issues really are. And then I thought of all of the girls and young women—like my daughter, Kennedy—who had witnessed some form of abuse growing up, but who were young enough that they still had a chance to heal themselves before reaching the age when they might make the kind of bad choices that would leave them vulnerable and lead them to experience their own abuse. Maybe I could reach them in time to break the cycle of abuse. Maybe I could speak to women with insecurity and self-esteem issues, like I had been plagued with throughout my life, and help them to make better choices than I had.

I had found my mission; to tell my story, and by doing so to explain who Russell really was—even with all of the bad, he was still my daughter’s father, and my husband, whom I loved very much. I wanted people to know his good qualities, too, and to understand all that he struggled against in his own tragically short life, which he had ended when he was only forty-seven. And I wanted to explain what our marriage was really like, and hopefully to create something positive out of all of the pain and loss I had experienced. I was going to use this book to answer the question of how I got here, so that hopefully other women would not have to learn the same painful lessons for themselves, and so I could end the cycle of violence—for myself, my daughter, and other women—and let the healing begin.



chapter one


Unworthy of Love

My earliest childhood memory is also my clearest childhood memory. In some ways, it’s the only one that really matters because it laid the foundation for who I am and everything that came later in my life.

I was two years old, wearing royal blue zip-up footed pajamas with white plastic feet and a white teddy bear embroidered on the left side. I was sleeping in my parents’ bed with my mom when my dad rushed in, yelling, and started punching my mom in the face. Shaking with fear, I jumped up on the bed. I pulled his brown, curly hair, desperately trying to get him to stop beating my mother, who was curled up at the head of the bed, trying to shield herself from his blows.

The carpet was seventies issue brown, and there was a red rotary telephone on a table by the door, but we didn’t call for help. We got away from my father and ran out the bedroom’s sliding glass door, and then my mom drove to my aunt’s house.

My mom has told me that my dad was very jealous, and that when he was violent it was usually because he had made up a scenario where she had been with someone else. I can remember him yelling at her when I was just a little older. My mom had divorced him by the time I was three.

My mom moved us to an apartment, and from then on, she struggled. She and my father had been high school sweethearts, and she was only twenty-one when she had me. Though she was beautiful and thin, with blond hair and blue eyes, and so much going for her, she didn’t really date or have much of a social life. She had to work multiple jobs to take care of us, and I’m sure she must have been very lonely. She always seemed to be crying, and I felt guilty from a very young age for being a part of the reason why she was so unhappy. It seemed to me like she had been forced to waste her youth on taking care of me, and that if I hadn’t been born, her life would have been better because she could have been out really living. Obviously, now that I’m a mother myself, I recognize that my mother didn’t feel like that at all, but I carried that guilt with me for years.

No matter how hard things were, I knew it was better for us to be away from my father, and I never had a longing to be with him. He remarried quickly and started a new family, and I visited them enough times to see that he hadn’t changed. Even now, the vague memories I have of him fill me with dread. He used to always flex his muscles and have me hang from his arm to show me how strong he was. It didn’t make me feel safe, like my dad was there to protect me. I felt intimidated, like he was just letting me know what he could do if I made him mad. I also can remember him saying my birth name when he was angry—Shana Lynette Hughes—and I think this association is one of the reasons why I’ve always hated my name. I never felt like Shana Lynnette Hughes. And because I didn’t like who I was, or the life I’d been born into, I always felt like there was someone else I needed to be.

When I was in elementary school, I used to ask my teacher if I could trade names with my friend Melissa for the day, and I would write her name on my papers instead of my own. Melissa was my best friend in first grade, and I wanted nothing more than to be her—a normal kid from a normal American family that had two parents, two cars, a two-story house with a white picket fence, siblings, and a dog. When I went over to her house to play, I always felt different, like I didn’t belong there. I didn’t want her or my other friends to come over to my house.

Instead of my dream childhood, I had a single mom, and we lived on fish sticks and macaroni and cheese, and I was embarrassed about all of it. I was ashamed that it was just my mom and me, living almost like sisters. Not only that, but we always seemed to be moving, as my mom tried to keep on top of our finances. This transient lifestyle made me feel even more unsettled and insecure. I think this lack of predictability in my early years created much of the anxiety that has plagued me throughout my life.

It was hard for me to go back to school after breaks and hear about my classmates’ magical Christmases, with their whole family together at their big, festively decorated houses, and the summer vacations their families had taken from where we lived in Tulsa, Oklahoma to Hawaii or California. We could never afford any of that, and I couldn’t be home alone all day while my mom was at work. During my school vacations, I went to stay with my grandparents in Cherryvale, Kansas—Betty White’s hometown, which was so small it didn’t have a movie theater or a McDonald’s, and when my grandfather died a few years ago, we sold his house for less than $10,000.

My grandparents were wonderful people who did so much to help raise me, and I loved spending time with them, but I was also aware of how different this made me from the other kids, and of all I was missing out on. Part of me loved staying with them and never wanted to leave because it was such a simple life, and I could see that for them, it was all they needed to be happy. I think I wished I could be satisfied with that kind of existence, too. But my dreams were already much grander than that. From a young age, I wanted very much to travel and have the kind of big life I felt shut out from at the time. I really looked up to my aunt, who was single and worked in the music industry. She traveled frequently, had beautiful clothes, and lived what seemed to me like an incredibly glamorous life.

To make up for what she couldn’t give me as a single parent, my mom overindulged me in other ways. She threw me the most lavish birthday parties we could afford. I’ve had horrible nightmares my entire life, but especially growing up. My mom let me sleep with her every night. Even in high school, I slept with her most nights, until I went away to college. I know that all of this was her way of loving me, but now that I’m raising a young daughter of my own, I understand that children need structure and consistency to feel safe, and that the lack of either in my early life only added to my problems. The absence of consistent guidelines in our household actually amplified the instability and vulnerability I already felt from the abuse I had witnessed, the ensuing divorce, and my father’s absence.

In retrospect, I’m sure there were many other kids in the same situation as I, but I wasn’t aware of them at the time. This may have been because this was Oklahoma, which has always been a more traditional state. Back in the seventies, domestic abuse wasn’t discussed. There was no outlet or escape, and women and children lived in quiet fear. Divorce was less common, and there were probably fewer single parents there than there were in other, more progressive places. And it wasn’t just that I felt different because I didn’t have a dad who loved me enough to be a part of my life beyond the $150 a month he paid my mom in child support. I didn’t love or value myself, and I felt unworthy of love.

Now that I’m an adult, I’ve been able to finally forgive my dad and really appreciate how hard my mom worked to provide for me in his absence. I’ve come to understand the significance of the fact that he was only twenty-one years old when I was born, that they were without resources, that he didn’t have the tools to make the marriage work or to be a real father to me. But as a child, all I knew was the trauma of the abuse I had witnessed, and the sorrow caused by not having a dad.

Unfortunately, my mom didn’t think to look for these warning signs because the window of abuse had been so small, and I didn’t actively miss my father’s presence in my life. And of course, I didn’t tell my mom what I was really feeling because I didn’t want to upset her or make things any harder for her. I don’t know that I could have articulated what I was feeling anyhow. So she had no idea of the crippling insecurities and deficiencies in self-esteem that were consuming my personality and that would haunt me throughout my adult relationships with men and eventually cause me to re-create the domestic abuse I had witnessed in my own life. Even if she had realized that I needed help, we didn’t have the means to afford therapy, which wasn’t exactly a common practice among the people we knew in Oklahoma at the time anyhow.

By not addressing my significant abandonment issues and low self-esteem, I was prone to trouble with boys from a young age. I needed constant validation from boys, and I began having long-term relationships as early as sixth grade. When my first boyfriend, Kevin, moved away after we had been together for a year, I was so shaken that I considered throwing myself in front of the school bus. The night when he left, I walked around my neighborhood in a pair of socks until there were holes in the bottoms. Of course, first love and its ensuing heartbreak are always particularly intense, but my personal history and psychological scars magnified my grief. It was as though I were being abandoned all over again, and it felt like the biggest loss of my life. And although I have to search my memory to recall this boy’s name now, at the time I was convinced my life was over. I was sure that I’d never meet anyone else, and certainly never care about anyone as much as I had cared about him. I didn’t want to live without him, but since my life did in fact go on, I had to find another boyfriend.

And so began a lifelong pattern: I always had to have a boyfriend. Without the force of a guy in my life, I became more insecure, nervous, and introverted.

In junior high, my mom moved us to Tennessee so she could take a job in the music industry. We moved back to Tulsa in eighth grade, and my new boyfriend in ninth grade, Jack, was the first boyfriend who made me feel bad about myself.

On Friday nights we often hung out at the high school’s football games. Even when Jack and I had made plans to meet, I always felt nervous as I approached him and his friends. I was desperate for any kind of acknowledgment from Jack, but he only looked away while making a joke about me to his friends. He was a cool kid, and that was his way of showing off, but it still hurt. Even though his behavior made me feel horrible about myself, I hung around, hoping for some kind of recognition from him. Instead of getting fed up by his meanness, it only made me want him more. Because I felt worthless, I thought the fact that he treated me as such must make him even more special and desirable. Whenever he pushed me away, I became desperate to do whatever I could to please him.

When pleasing him wasn’t enough to make him or any of my later boyfriends stay, I would literally run after them, crying.

“Please, don’t leave me,” I said, grabbing onto Jack’s hand as he tried to shake me off, a disgusted look on his face.

“Please, please, please,” I said to boyfriend after boyfriend, again and again, throughout my life.

It’s humiliating and painful for me to think back on behavior like this, but it’s who I was for years, including throughout my marriage to Russell.

Of course, the problem was that these kinds of relationships only lessened my tenuous feeling of self-worth even more. Because I didn’t believe there was anything worth liking about me, I always suspected that the guys stayed only because they felt bad that I was upset, and that they’d just have some new reason to leave next week.

Jack was kind of a wild kid, and I found myself experimenting with alcohol at an earlier age than I probably would have otherwise, because I felt a lot of pressure to be who he needed me to be. He also pressured me into going further than I felt ready for by telling me about a girl we were friends with who had done what he wanted me to do with one of our guy friends. When I still resisted, he teased me.

“If you’re too much of a baby, I’ll go out with someone else,” he said, turning away from me.

As he made a move to get up and leave me, I panicked and gave in. These moments occurred frequently after school because I was a latchkey kid, and some of my friends didn’t have parental supervision then, either. Looking back, I feel so lucky that none of us ended up in any kind of trouble. It certainly could have happened.

Even after Jack and I broke up, and I dated several boys in high school who were nicer to me than he had been, I never felt that I could relax and be myself. I always went along with whatever they wanted me to do, including sneaking out of my house at night to join them. I know that in some ways this was just typical high school behavior, but because I didn’t have the strength or confidence to stand up for myself, it’s fortunate for me that those boyfriends were basically good guys, or else I could have ended up in some bad situations.

Sometimes my insecurity showed up in fairly harmless ways. I had two boyfriends in high school, John and Sam, who were into sports. I instantly volunteered to help out with the teams so I could be around them all the time. Then, when my next high school boyfriend went off to college, I always went up to visit him on the weekends. Supposedly I was staying with my girlfriends who attended the same college, but of course I went straight to his dorm room and stayed with him all weekend. Thankfully, he was also a really nice, respectful guy, because had he not been, I honestly believe I would have gone along with whatever he wanted me to do to maintain the relationship. That’s another time I feel lucky that I didn’t get myself into more trouble than I did.

At other times my insecurity led me to do things I wasn’t proud of then, and I’m even less proud of now. One time, I was on a church ski trip with a large group of kids, one of whom was my friend’s boyfriend. My friend wasn’t there, and her boyfriend made a pass at me. My boyfriend had just broken up with me. With my self-esteem at an all-time low, getting that attention from this other guy was more important to me than anything else. My need for his approval at that moment was so great that I was unable to honor my friendship by making the decision I knew was right. My girlfriend found out that I had been with her boyfriend behind her back, and it destroyed one of my closest friendships forever.

This was only one of the many ways I sabotaged my friendships when I was growing up. It was scary for me to be emotionally close to people, and I was totally incapable of creating or enforcing any kind of personal boundaries, so I always felt that the girls in my life walked all over me as much as the boys did. Finally, at some point in pretty much every friendship I had, I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t return phone calls; I agreed to go to the movies and then canceled at the last minute. Sometimes this was because I hadn’t really wanted to see that particular movie but had been too insecure to speak up. And sometimes it was because I felt so uncomfortable and nervous around other people, because of my constant need to please them, that I preferred being alone to facing the stress of even a friendly social interaction.

I never had the self-esteem to think that people could like me for who I was, and so it always seemed like so much work to keep people happy in the way I felt I needed to in order to maintain friendships. Not to mention that I’ve always been a total conflict avoider, so anytime a female friend became upset or angry with me, I would avoid the situation rather than talk about it. As I said, with guys I cried and begged them not to be mad and not to leave me. I think I was a disappointment to my friends growing up because I wasn’t dependable, and I honestly haven’t maintained many long-term friendships.

I couldn’t let people get to know me; because I didn’t like me, I figured there was no way they could like me, either. As far was I was concerned, I was damaged, imperfect, unlovable. And while I know that these almost sound like textbook descriptions of an abandonment complex, it also occurs to me that they’re in the textbooks for a reason.

My whole childhood felt very gray to me. Maybe that’s because Oklahoma isn’t exactly a bright, sunny place. While it’s beautiful in many ways—with its wide-open spaces—it was far from the lush, exotic locales to which I dreamed of escaping. In high school I became obsessed with fashion, and I papered the walls of my bedroom with black-and-white images from fashion magazines, trying to create the glamour I craved, which was in such stark contrast to my surroundings.

Although I adored fashion, I was also stubborn, so when our guidance counselor tested our career compatibility in high school, and my results led them to direct me toward the areas of fashion and photography, I felt offended because this seemed like a stereotypical direction for a girl. I decided to show them just what I was capable of and go in the completely opposite direction. At about this time I had a science teacher who really inspired me, and I decided to turn my focus to science.

Of course, doing things in reaction to other people is never a good idea, and by the time I’d earned my bachelor’s degree in biology, and entered a master’s program at the University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, I realized I didn’t know how I had gotten there, or why I had chosen this path. More than that, I also think I had been trying to prove that I could be good enough to be a nurse or doctor and fit into the kind of successful mainstream life I had always felt shut out from as a child. I realized, way too late, that I did want to help people, just not in a clinical setting. But that’s how badly I wanted to fit in as a teenager and young adult; I went so far as to choose a career that wasn’t right for me just to prove I belonged.

Of course, as a teenager, I didn’t have the money to indulge my love of fashion. But my grandparents were generous enough to send me an allowance every month, and I immediately bought the hottest, newest thing that everyone else already had. During my school years, Ralph Lauren Polo was all the rage, and it really was a big deal to wear Polo shirts to school. I had a limited ability to have those, but I did the best I could to keep up and look as good as I could.

Thankfully, I became a cheerleader, which kept me out of a lot of trouble I might have gotten into otherwise. I had cheerleading practice early in the morning. And when we were preparing for the national championships, we practiced again after school until 5:30 p.m., which was closer to when my mom got home from work. And because our squad won a national championship in high school, and then another one in college, that opened doors for me to start traveling and have some of the adventures I had dreamed of for so long.

During the summer, I taught at cheerleading camps run by the National Cheerleading Association, and when we traveled, I found myself gravitating toward the older staff members I met. When I was eighteen, it made me feel safe to date someone who was twenty-two. I didn’t understand that it actually made me vulnerable to pressure from guys who were at a different place in their development than I was, and it also further alienated me from people my own age.

Another problem was that as I became busy with my own social life as a teenager, I was keenly aware of my mom’s sadness, and I felt guilty about leaving her alone. I could see that she was really struggling and didn’t have much of a life of her own, and this was really painful for me. It often felt like she was trying to be my friend because she was young and wanted to have fun, too, but I didn’t need another friend. What I really needed, more than anything else, was a mother.

Because I was a cheerleader and on the student council in high school, I think many people saw me as being very confident and secure. But inside I was really struggling. I felt totally out of control emotionally, so I sought to regulate my exterior reality as much as I could. I started controlling my food intake when I was in high school. Partially this was because we had a weigh-in every week during the cheerleading season. But I took my diet way beyond what was reasonable or healthy and struggled with my eating from when I was sixteen to twenty-three.

When I was in college, I used to wet cereal with milk, and then squeeze out all the milk and eat just the cereal. And then I had it down to a science where I could spread out one of those little packages of crackers stuffed with peanut butter to be the only food I ate throughout the day. Finally it got to the point where I tried not to eat at all. On days when we had weigh-ins, I also controlled my liquids because I thought of water as extra weight. I probably had exercise bulimia; I worked out compulsively, twice a day, and for so many hours that I often became injured.

Looking back, I can see what a horrible thing this was to do to myself. It wasn’t just about control. My feelings of self-loathing made me hate my body. And my fear of being alone made me worry that if I wasn’t physically attractive, I’d never keep a boyfriend. I couldn’t believe that guys could like me for any other reason. Because there was obviously nothing good enough about me to love on the inside, I had to make sure I looked good enough on the outside to be desired. Sadly, these were beliefs that would stay with me for a lifetime.



chapter two


Erasing the Girl I Had Once Been

While cheerleading in high school did nothing for my self-esteem or sense of direction, it did open doors when it came time to choosing a college. This was lucky for me, as I didn’t have any clear goals, and I seemed to drift wherever chance took me. My main focus and most of my energy were on having and keeping a boyfriend at all times.

I first went away to college at the University of Arkansas, but during my freshman year, my boyfriend was back in Tulsa, so I drove home every chance I could to see him. I guess I felt like I needed to be close to home in some respects, too. Not necessarily to be close to my mom; but because, as much as I felt a desire to travel, I was anxious and self-conscious outside of my limited comfort zone.

Later I transferred to the University of Oklahoma, where I continued studying science. The relationship I had maintained long-distance from Arkansas didn’t last, and I ended up dating my cheerleading partner instead. Again, he was older than I, and again, we soon became very serious. We moved in together, and even though I was at an age when many of my classmates were focused on going to parties and exploring life, I was already all about nesting and creating the kind of family life I had always craved. Although I continued to successfully create an illusion of stability and confidence in most areas of my life, I wasn’t able to fool everyone. One day, this boyfriend made an observation about me in passing that brought me up short:

“You’re going to have a hard time in your life because people see you as so secure, and you’re actually so insecure,” he said. “They treat you like a secure person, but because you’re so insecure, everything is just heartbreaking for you.”

At the time I tried to deny his insight, at least internally, but I think it was a pretty astute observation, especially for a nineteen-year-old college student. I’m still working on my insecurity, even today.

Unfortunately, this boyfriend wasn’t exactly prince charming, either. He cheated on me and then, when I broke up with him because of this, it took him a while to respect my decision and stop bothering me.

After that relationship ended, I started dating Scott, who also was studying science and who went on to be an orthopedist. He was just as sweet as could be, but we couldn’t have been more different. He was very straitlaced and lived the kind of structured life where he measured out his four-ounce chicken breast and vegetables for dinner and washed it all down with a big glass of milk. This was difficult for me to adjust to, coming as I did from such an unstructured household growing up. But as always, I became what I thought Scott wanted me to be and did my best to fit into his life.
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