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PRAISE FOR OUT of the GRAY, into the LIGHT



OUT OF THE GRAY, into the Light proves that miracles are possible when we maintain unwavering faith and put forth extraordinary effort. This book is a must-read for every parent and any person facing seemingly insurmountable adversity as Amy shows us how we can tap into the limitless power of the human spirit that is within all of us.

—HAL ELROD, Author of The Miracle Morning, Updated and Expanded Edition

STORY DRIVES TRANSFORMATION, and this book is not only a remarkable account of Amy’s journey but also a great inspiring account for each of us as we write our own story. It reminds us that, in the face of life’s most challenging circumstances, the bonds of love and the strength of the human spirit can help us transform suffering into triumph and sorrow into joy.

—DR. JILL CARNAHAN, MD, Your Functional Medicine Expert® and Bestselling Author of Unexpected: Finding Resilience through Functional Medicine, Science, and Faith

AMY’S BOOK TAKES you on an emotional journey through the depths of adversity and the triumph of the human will. With grace, resilience, and unwavering determination, Amy chronicles the harrowing experiences she faced in her fight for survival and her unwavering commitment to stand up for her daughter.

—JUSTIN DONALD, #1 Wall Street Journal and USA Today Bestselling Author, Founder of The Lifestyle Investor, Host of The Lifestyle Investor Podcast

OUT OF THE GRAY, into the Light by Amy D. Post is an incredibly moving account of every parent’s worst nightmare and the courage to hold on to hope in the darkest moments. Amy’s unwavering advocacy for her daughter’s health and her determination to face her own overwhelming fears are courageous and inspiring. Out of the Gray, into the Light is proof of resilience. Amy’s enduring love, commitment, and grit will capture readers. Her raw story reminds me how powerful our human spirit can be under the most challenging of circumstances.

—AMBER VILHAUER, CEO of NGNG Enterprises

MY WIFE DIDN’T WANT to write this book. She dug her heels in and wanted to refuse what God was bringing her. But God knew what was best and began working in ways she hadn’t expected. Writing this book was the most difficult thing she has ever done. It was a bittersweet but healing process for my wife. She needed to heal and compartmentalize what she had been through over an eight-year journey with our daughter and then fighting her own demons. She needed to forgive herself and turn thoughts of fear into strength. God knew the journey before she did. It wasn’t easy. I saw my wife’s highs and lows, and I knew God was working in her. She is the strongest person I have ever met, even if she doesn’t think so.

—ERIC POST, Amy’s husband

TAKE A JOURNEY “out of the gray” with a determined mother as she overcomes the fear and darkness of her child’s diagnosis. Hope arises when the family unites by leaning “into the light” as a daughter is on the precipice of life and death. This transformational story perfectly illustrates how one’s struggle strengthens a life as she preserves her daughter’s life.

—DR. EDDIE WELLER, Founder of Getting Weller, Author, Philanthropist, Speaker, and Entrepreneur








[image: Out of the Gray, into the Light: A Mother Stands Up for Her Daughter and Herself in a Fight for Survival, by Amy D. Post. A Memoir of Advocacy and Hope. Forefront Books]






TO MY HUSBAND, ERIC

I am so thankful to be your wife. You have stuck with me through incredibly tough times, events that could make the most dedicated couples waver and hit rock bottom, not once but too many times to count. You continue to get back up with me—every time—and for this I am grateful.

TO MY CHILDREN, ZAC AND MADISON

I am a proud mother to be able to watch you both grow up to be strong, independent, faith-driven young adults. I am so proud of who you have become. It is my privilege to be your mother.
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Never fear shadows.

They simply mean there’s a light shining somewhere nearby.
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Ruth E. Renkel








A NOTE TO THE READER [image: ]


I am not a medical professional. I am—first, foremost, and for the time I am given on this Earth—a mother. When I speak in upcoming pages about the choices I’ve made, I am not giving medical advice. The only actual advice I offer is to love fiercely and listen closely to what God is telling you to do. Ask questions. Do research. In the end, when you come up with the direction you want to go, know that it’s the one decided by you… the one that is right for you and your family. Follow your gut and don’t look back; it’s the only way to get through the storm.






PROLOGUE [image: ]


For a long time, I believed the best hour of the day was the one when the world was waking up. First light. The end of dark. Sun rising. Promise all around. Anything could happen in a new day.

But this daybreak was different. This one was all about choices.

Speeding from my house in the sweet suburb of Chesterfield toward St. Louis I chose not to see the sun. Instead, I chose gray. The night felt more comfortable; it was where I lived around the clock. Whether the sun was coming up or it was high noon—all I saw now was gray.

My eyes glanced at the speedometer—85 in a 60 didn’t feel fast enough. I pressed my foot on the gas. In the rearview mirror I could see half my daughter’s face, where she rested looking out the window. Her face was so thin the bones were like tent poles, her hair thin and fine while it grew back from chemotherapy. This wasn’t what she deserved. This wasn’t what any five-year-old deserved. There wasn’t time to think of what I deserved, but in moments like this, the thought bubbled to the surface. Anger and desperation came at me from every angle. They weighed heavy on my heart. And so my foot turned to lead, pressing heavier and heavier on the pedal—90. 91. 92.

The other cars around us on the highway were starting to look like snails. What did those drivers know anyway? What did anyone know about us?

In the beginning, Madison and I had managed to make this drive from our house to the hospital rather peacefully, without any hint of anger or rebellion brewing. After all, I’m me—a person dedicated to making something out of nothing. The world hadn’t given me much to start with, but I had made lemonade, and I had been determined to pass that trait on to my daughter.

For Madison, no afternoon was boring. She loved swinging on our swing set and the ones at nearby playgrounds. She would swing all day if she could. She loved playing dress-up. She loved singing. Dance parties. Art projects. You name it—she was busy doing it.

I made sure I lived the same way. No hour of my life needed to pass without making something a little better. Work projects, my love for my husband, Eric, time spent with my son, Zachery. If things weren’t going great, the sun would eventually come out. I was sure of it. My motto was to put my chin up, work harder, pray, and wait.

Oh, but that was back in the sunshine days. Not the gray days. Not this day.

Ninety-three miles per hour.

“Mommy, are we driving too fast?”

“No, sweet girl, everything is just as it should be,” I told her. But even I didn’t trust the voice I heard coming out of my mouth, because I knew nothing was as it should be. After only two days home with Eric and Zac, we were going back to the hospital. Again. Maybe we would stay for four weeks, maybe more. Four weeks seemed to be the norm. The only thing I knew for sure was that it wouldn’t be quick. In the last two years, we had never had an easy in and out. There had been no pleasant surprises. No day when suddenly everything just worked out in our favor.

I feel it’s important to explain that so you can understand what makes a person’s world go gray; what prompts a person to race down the highway, almost daring the universe to take that final step and just put us both out of all this misery; what makes a person race toward a place she actually wants to avoid with everything in her. If hope can’t touch you, then danger can’t either. Everything I believed about hard work and good people and what’s fair and right had been thrown out the window. Maybe rebellion feels like a strange word to use, or a funny way to feel, but that day I remember rebellion seething through my system.

Being told where to be and how long to stay.

Rarely being talked to, and more often, being talked at.

From the first day Madison was diagnosed with malignant liver cancer, the lack of any good reason why.

The gene was supposed to come from her parents, but it hadn’t. Neither Eric nor I carried it.

The liver biopsy after the transplant was supposed to go off without a hitch, but it hadn’t.

That morning, I could feel my foot wanting to press down even farther, but I was starting to scare myself. My car was capable of hitting 150 miles per hour, according to the odometer, but I’d never pushed it to three digits. Maybe this gray Missouri morning was going to be the one when I made it happen. What more could go wrong? Was there anything at this point that I couldn’t handle?

Just one little press more, and I was up to 95. My heart started racing while I thought of Eric saying goodbye to Madison and me that morning. He knew as well as I did that we wouldn’t be back for a while. Also, like me, he’d run out of words to try and make it better. I wondered sometimes if he still saw sunshine, or if, like me, the days were mostly just gray. The old Amy definitely would have asked him that question. At the first sign of my husband feeling down or off, I would have wanted to know what I could do. But I was in no shape to be lifting anyone else from the depths back to the surface—I could barely keep myself there. All my energy was going toward keeping Madison alive.

Alive, Amy, keep her alive.

And she had been so alive. Even after the diagnosis, when she’d started having to spend weeks in the hospital, she found so many ways to laugh and be happy. There was the first birthday that passed when she was sick. We were still waiting for the liver transplant then, so I was living with a sense of anticipation, always wondering when the phone might ring with news of the lifeline for my little girl.

Even though she had this cancerous organ inside her, she had spent that birthday like the princess she was. Her close group of friends from her daycare had come to the house, all of them in pink, lacey, costume dresses. There were games and cake, and everyone had been smiling and laughing. I remember feeling the nerves then, but it didn’t completely eclipse the happiness. I remember the sunshine that party day, especially when Madison laughed. I remember one moment in particular, when she looked up and saw her brother and dad talking to each other while they leaned against the kitchen counter, and her smile got so big it took over her face. That was the smile I wanted back; I wanted to see her whole little being overcome with joy at being alive.

Alive, alive, alive, Amy. Keep her alive.

I swerved to miss a blue pickup truck that changed lanes right in front of me. I looked over, thinking I was going to give the driver a gesture like, “What are you thinking?” After all, it was daybreak in St. Louis on an average Tuesday morning; why wouldn’t everyone be daring death on their way to a children’s hospital?

But just then, when I was about to make my gesture, the driver of that old truck raised his hand in an apology wave. And something in me broke. I was four car lengths ahead of him in a matter of seconds, but instead of continuing to speed on, I began lifting my foot off the gas. To my surprise, as easy as it had been to press down, it felt just as easy to lift it up again.

From 98, down to 92, then under 90… I watched the speed drop.

Slowly I let out my breath.

I looked at my hands on the steering wheel. They were gripped so tightly it was like I was squeezing the life out of the leather. My knuckles were way too white. I let go of my grip so I could see my hands. Fingernails I used to work to keep perfect, now half-painted and completely ignored. That was okay. I looked in the rearview so I could see Madison again. She hadn’t moved her tiny face even an inch. She was still just watching the world pass by through the window. But she was breathing; she was with me. We were going to make it through the morning.

I felt grateful for the kind gesture of a stranger, and vowed—like the old Amy would have; some habits die hard, thankfully—that today I would also go out of my way to make a kind and unnecessary choice for someone I didn’t know. As that man had shown grace, I, too, would extend an unexpected olive branch to someone. There would be plenty of opportunities, I was sure. Hospitals have a way of presenting those.

With my car back at a more normal speed, my heartbeat slowed down. After a few minutes I could hear things other than my pulse reverberating in my ears. Madison’s breathing was regular and even, a picture of the warrior she had become. She’d lost that smile, but her strength had not wavered. People want to look to the parents as the sources of strength, but I knew the truth: she was the true rock here. I knew how I could show her gratitude for how hard she was fighting. It was simple, really: I would find some way to make her smile again.

Alive, alive, alive.

The exit for Children’s Hospital was here, and I took it without hesitation. Muscle memory is a powerful thing, and this was the only routine she and I knew anymore.

The drive down the parkway leading to the hospital was the only space for hesitation. That park on one side—green trees, pastures, the ice-skating rink that was just closing up after winter. Those were the things, the outdoor things, both Madison and I loved. In the great, wide outdoors was always where I had found it easiest to find God. And I needed Him now, maybe more than ever before. That was the space where I felt we needed to be, and the desire to pull the car to that side of the road was strong.

But I could see the hospital building in the distance, and we were expected to be there. As always, tests and tests had been scheduled for the day. That also meant lots of sitting would be in order. They never tell you that they schedule you for sitting, but it’s the one guarantee of the hours in the day. During every hospital day.

Madison and I would sit. We would watch movies. We would look out the windows at the park and the world that we had so recently been in, which at that point would be totally out of reach. I would hold her hand and try to make her think of things she loved, but I knew the view I would have of her face would be the same one I had now. Her cheekbones. Her right eye. The perfect slice of half her nose. It was the view of her looking away, toward what she wanted to return to so badly. I didn’t blame her at that moment, and I wouldn’t blame her later.

I thought I heard her breath catch when I turned on the blinker for the parking garage, but it might have been my imagination. I hadn’t heard that when I was racing down the highway—even her one quiet question about the car’s speed hadn’t contained apprehension or fear—so maybe now it was just my imagination.

If any part of me had to work to ignore the sunshine and only see gray, the parking garage at the children’s hospital eliminated all that hassle for me. Cold, gray cement from floor to ceiling, winding five huge floors up—it was an outside view of how my insides felt. I’d spent the last twenty miles in feverish dismay at where we were going, but now that we were here the dismay suddenly shifted to sadness and acceptance. As I wound my way up the floors, I looked at each car, noting how many there were.

What was happening with their children? How long had they been here? What storms were swirling around them? Would they get to go home? No matter how much gray I felt inside, no matter how many more days passed before I got to see my daughter smile, I vowed I wouldn’t stop wondering and feeling for these other families. They were the answers to my earlier question. Who knew what it was like to race to a children’s hospital? They may not have raced like I had done that morning, but every one of them knew the desperation of having a sick child. Sadly. Heartbreakingly. Every one of them knew.

On the fourth floor I found a parking spot. I pulled in and turned the car off, and then I sat for a moment in the silence of the gray surroundings. No one else was walking around on the floor; it seemed to be just me and Madison. I looked again in the mirror at her face. The world wasn’t going by anymore on the outside, but still her face was turned. When I couldn’t take the silence anymore, I spoke.

“Well… we’re here. Are you ready to get out?”

No movement. No smile.

This wasn’t the Tuesday she deserved.

I wondered if I could stay in the seat and pick all the nail polish off my nails. If I should open my phone and check email. If procrastination would help her or hurt. Ultimately nothing could save us from what we had to do. The hospital doors were just across the way. Our suitcases—the ones we had stopped unpacking because we knew in just twenty-four or forty-eight hours, we would need them again—were waiting in the trunk. This time I hadn’t even bothered carrying them into the house.

“I think now it’s time for us to go,” I said. Trying again. Doing my best at a soft voice—the voice that communicated I knew how awful this was, even though I couldn’t know; I could never truly understand how difficult any of this was for her.

We might think gray is a color that covers everything—that if you are under the cloud you’re just under the cloud. But she and I had been side by side for the past two years, since the day of her diagnosis. I knew all too well that the gray of her storm was different from the gray of mine. We were walking through it together, but we weren’t experiencing it the same way.

I opened my car door, grabbed my purse, and got out. Then I popped the trunk and pulled out our bags. I went around to her door and slowly pulled it open. Even more slowly, I reached in to help lift her out of the seat. Whether she wanted the help or not, she didn’t say. But she came with me without a fight.

I put her on her feet next to her suitcase, then I squatted down to her level, and against the gray I was seeing and feeling, I forced a smile.

At least this time, I could speak the truth. “I love you,” I told her. She didn’t smile, but she heard me; I know because I saw the tiniest nod of her head.

We both put our hands on our suitcases and began to walk them in. Halfway to the doors, I started rifling through my purse, just to triple check that I had my phone. In the bottom of the bag was the desk calendar my grandma had given me twenty years before. Since she gave it to me, I had kept it close by, always careful to read the preprinted words of encouragement that headed each page. Now that the hospital was home, I took it back and forth. It reminded me of her, of strength in women, of where I came from and of what I have become, of all the places Madison might go.

The calendar had flipped open to a page in my purse. I almost had to keep myself from laughing out loud when I read the words printed there. A rebuke to my mood, a reminder that even if I couldn’t feel it now, there was life outside this gray:


“Never fear shadows. They simply mean there’s a light shining somewhere nearby.”



With my free hand, I took Madison’s and pushed through the door, wondering where that light was going to come from.






Chapter One ONCE UPON OUR TIME [image: ]


If you told me eight years ago that every story has a very specific point at which it begins, I would have believed you. There would be no good reason for me not to believe you.

I’ve heard people tell all kinds of stories before. I’ve told stories. When the children were young, and I read them books, all the stories—especially the fairy tales Madison loved—had very specific points where they began. They often start with Once upon a time.

So I’ve spent the last few months going through my life, wondering where our Once upon a time is. I’ve been trying to pinpoint the one very specific point in time at which this story begins. But instead of coming up with a place where this story—Madison’s story, our family’s story—starts, I have ended up in the place I so often find myself these days: full of doubt. I’ve started to suspect that every story doesn’t have an easy starting place. That not everyone has a point on the timeline where Once upon a time should go.

Doubt.

Full of doubt.

Doubting what so many others around me can easily believe.

If you told me eight years ago that doubt would ever be my go-to reaction, I never would have believed you. But I forgive that woman for her disbelief—she had no idea what she was about to live through.

You see, for most of my life, my motto was, “Life is what you make it.”

I used it as a motto because I believed it was true.

When I was spending my weekdays hustling around, selling products and meeting with clients, building the work relationships that mattered so much to me, I’d tell myself that the day was whatever I wanted it to be.

If I wanted to be successful, I could make that happen.

If I wanted to double my business in a year, it was up to me to deliver.

If I was at home, picking up one of the kids after a hard fall, I would remind them (more gently) that life is what they made of it.

Would they see the glass as half empty or half full?

Would they be victims who got tested, challenged by a hill they failed to climb on a bike, or would they be victors who pushed forward and up and got back on the bike even after they fell?

Even with routine, everyday things, like conversations with Eric about what we were going to eat for dinner, life was what we made it.

I wanted to make life good, and almost all the time, I was successful. Life was great!

But then I got to the point where I realized that saying, “Life is what you make it,” means believing that life will never throw you the kind of curveballs that can knock you down.

I watched as curveball after curveball came at us as if they were hitting each of us smack on our foreheads. They were all direct hits.

I still believe life is what you make it. In many cases, I think we can decide to look on the bright side, passionately pursue success, and become the victor. But it’s not the main truth—the life motto—I live by anymore.

Now my life motto is simpler. And because it’s simpler, it’s easier to follow. Because it’s easier to follow, it’s more powerful. I think of this life motto every morning, all through every day, and before I go to bed at night. I can look anyone in the eye—even parents about to walk through the hell I walked through—and I can tell them this truth with a clean conscience, one that is not overpromising but passes along what I live by: Listen to your gut.

Listen.

To.

Your.

Gut.

My gut is what God uses every single day as a rudder to steer my ship. I don’t doubt it. I don’t ignore it. I learned the hard way that if you don’t let the rudder move as it needs to, especially when you are in the middle of a storm, you end up in the rocks.

So when people say there’s one specific place to start a story, I know it would be easy to believe them. The people advising me are experts, and whoa, would I love to believe I can just hand some things over to experts, trust everything that comes out of their mouths, and call it a day. Isn’t that the easy life? When you let experts make all the decisions about what’s good and right?

But I can’t. My gut says I can’t do this story like other stories. My gut says I can’t let the experts tell me how to write this story any more than I could let the experts tell me what was best for Madison when she was sick. (And if I had, we’d probably still be locked in that hospital.)

My gut says I can’t just go through the timeline of life and find one beginning spot for the story that brought me to the low, low valley of racing along the highway, in such a dark place I did not care if I lived or died.

My gut says I can’t find a place that pinpoints the beginning spot for how our family had to go separate directions for two long years. With Eric and Zac going through the motions at home, in pain because they couldn’t be in two places at once, while Madison and I fought her cancer almost to the death in the hospital.

My gut says I can’t locate the very simple beginning for how I decided I wasn’t going to quietly file in and out of the hospital, follow all the rules, and continue doing what the doctors told me to do even as I saw it wasn’t healing my daughter.

My gut says I can’t pretend the storm just appeared out of the clear blue sky and suddenly began. That one day there was no rain, and the next day there was. And let’s be real: if I tried to tell you that, your gut probably would tell you something was fishy. You know the weather. You understand that storm clouds brew for a long time. Even on a cloudless day at the beach, factors are mixing in the atmosphere to create an environment where a storm can occur.

Pretending there’s one point where the story begins is too simple. It’s simpler than our family deserves. It’s simpler than you deserve. It would be too simple to be the truth.

My gut says you need to know who we were back when we thought life was only what we made it so that you can truly understand who we are now: fighters with one ear always tuned in to God.

I have one goal for putting our story into a book. By the end I want you to either know for the first time, or be reminded and reinspired, that you can live life tuned in to God as well. Calling it “your gut” is easier. “Instinct” works too.

Our lives changed in an instant when we got the diagnosis, but that wasn’t the one specific point where the story began.

We just don’t have that specific point in time. We do, however, have memories of a blow-up pool with a giraffe head at the front. When the pool got too full, the giraffe would spit extra water out. The kids spent hours and hours in that pool, having the time of their lives.

My gut says you need to know about those good times and that pool, what life looked like right before everything changed. So I’m going to listen to my gut and tell you more.
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The giraffe pool was in the backyard at the house in Brentwood. That’s how we often describe things in our family, by what house we were in when the memory happened. Maybe it’s because we’ve only lived in two houses, so it’s a very defined line in the sand.

There’s the house we live in now. And then the house in Brentwood.

We left the house in Brentwood just a few months before Madison’s diagnosis, so maybe that’s why the house dividing line works too. The house in Brentwood is before she was sick, and the house we are in now represents a life that knows more about what can go wrong.

We can get nostalgic for memories in the Brentwood house because they were untainted and happy. I brought both my babies home to that house. Eric and I learned to be parents there. For me, the sun was always shining on the house in Brentwood. I know that’s not true, but it feels that way.

When it comes to the giraffe pool though, I can be literal: the sun really was always shining on that pool.

The Brentwood house was two stories and built almost to the shape of a townhouse. Not quite as narrow, and we had a yard on all sides, but compared to the house we are in now, that house was a lot closer to our neighbors. It felt tight and cozy, and we had to make every square foot of our backyard count. Eric and I were always up for a challenge though, and we made sure that yard was a place the kids loved to play.

They were multiple ages when we lived there, but the years I remember most were when Madison was around two and Zac was about five. We had a swing set in the backyard, and there was also a rock-climbing area. It seemed like someone was always discovering a toy from the toy box that felt brand-new to them. They would get really obsessed and play with it all day long—the new favorite thing. Whenever the day was hot, the kids would come find Eric or me, begging to get in the pool, so we would put on our suits and race out to the pool.

In the house we’re in now, we have an in-ground pool, which is big enough for each of us to be doing our own thing. Swimming or reading or just floating, everyone has lots of space. But in the giraffe pool, it wasn’t that way. It wasn’t for adults. And when more than a few kids were in it, they were practically on top of each other. Of course, that was so much of the fun. The kids would splash around and would try to get more and more water to pour out of the giraffe’s mouth. It’s funny to think how Eric and I could spend so much time hanging out by that tiny pool, just watching and laughing with the kids, but we did. And we loved it.

A weekend day would often mean pool time. It would also mean the kids getting on their bikes—Madison’s was so tiny and had training wheels, and Zac was just mastering his big boy bike without trainers. Then they would ride up and down the street in front of our house. They loved those bikes. I have so many pictures of the two of them on those bikes, Madison standing proudly right next to her big brother. Everything he did, she wanted to do too. She wanted to be just like him.

There was a park not far from the Brentwood house, and we would often go there. We were also lucky to have friends in the neighborhood. It was the kind of place where a lot of young families ended up. The restaurants and grocery stores were easy to get to, and it was where dusk meant listening to other families grilling in the backyard, or you would see people out for walks and jogs. And you could get to the Greater St. Louis area without too much hassle.

The day care that Zac and Madison went to was close to the house in Brentwood, and it was one of the reasons we felt that house was so right for us. What were the chances that we’d end up with such a great place for our kids to go to school just up the road?

It was a Catholic school called Carmelite. It was run by nuns who were the sweetest, most caring women we have ever met. Zac started out there, and then, as soon as Madison was old enough and ready, she joined him. One of the best parts of that school was the huge play yard that spread off the back of the property. Surrounding it were green rolling hills and huge trees, which made it feel like a magical playground was dropped in the middle of a gigantic park. The playground had several different playing areas, neatly separated by tables and benches or gardens or trees. These areas kept the playground interesting, but the kids were free to run from one area to the next. Zac would always come home with stories that included the playground. Once Madison started going there, she loved the playground as much as Zac did. She also loved getting to see him playing out there.

Because I’m in sales, I sometimes have to travel overnight. During that season in our lives, it was no different. I didn’t like leaving the kids, but I very much like doing a good job for the people I work for, so when it was necessary, I’d go. During those times, I’d call home each night, and it was almost always the same story: Madison, Zac, and Eric dancing around and singing songs as loud as they could, and Zac telling me what happened on the playground at Carmelite that day.

We had everything—absolutely everything—in those days. Like I said, I thought it was because we were making the best of what we had in life. Now I see it was God’s grace too. A gift of happiness.

From a giraffe pool to God’s grace, that’s a lot of territory, but it’s what I needed to share, and I know my gut won’t lead me astray. As for Eric and me, well, that story has a whole lot to do with God’s grace too.
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When I met Eric, I had started to think that maybe I wasn’t the best at love. I’d had some toxic relationships, but nothing worth taking our precious time to recount. All of us have either been in, or known someone in, a relationship that was going nowhere, so it’s pretty easy to picture what my dating life had been. There were reasons for why my relationships didn’t work out: I chose someone who wasn’t right for me, I worked a lot and wasn’t able to invest in a relationship, I liked to do my own thing without someone getting in the way, and on and on. I’d been in love, or something I called love, but it was never an enduring love. Nothing that was going anywhere. Nothing to bet a future on.

The good news was, I had a lot going for me. I was passionate and determined; I had big goals, and I stuck to them. I was intense in everything I did and had no reason to slow down. Remember, I was making life what I wanted it to be. I moved. Forward, forward, forward.

Operating at that speed meant that from the moment I woke up in the morning, I hit the ground running. One of my friends suggested to me that if I was interested in meeting someone new to date, maybe I shouldn’t always hit the ground running straight to the gym.

She said it gently, but the gist was, “No one wants to flirt at five in the morning. You’re going to have to flip things around and try the gym at five p.m.”

I remember thinking that I didn’t want to flirt at the gym ever, at five a.m. or p.m. But I knew I did want to meet someone special, and I was working my job so much, I didn’t know where else I might meet someone. So in the end, I took her advice. I flipped my schedule around and tried the gym during the five p.m. rush.

It was on one of those first days I went at that time that I noticed Eric. Boom, right away. He was there lifting weights with one of his friends. Eric looked great, of course, but that was secondary to why I was originally drawn to him. From that very first time I saw him, it was his smile. Eric’s smile isn’t just a smile that says he’s a friendly guy. It’s warm and inviting; it draws you in. It radiates kindness and safety and comfort. I don’t just say that as a woman who has been married to him for fifteen-plus years; I say that as a woman who was seeing him for the first time across a gym filled with people. I felt drawn to him, wanting to feel the warmth of that comfort.

He smiled at me that first day, and I smiled back. Then the day after that. Then every day for the week after that. Three weeks later, we finally talked to each other. I gave him my number, and we ended up going for dinner. I won’t say that I knew immediately we were going to get married and have children and spend our lives together, because my head wasn’t in that space then. Back then, I thought I didn’t want kids. I’d seen too much heartache up close and knew intimately how children could rip a parent’s heart out. But I knew the guy sitting across from me made me feel safe and secure. That his smile lit up the room. But even more importantly, his smile lit me up. I loved being with him, so I was with him more and more and more.

There’s a lot more to our story than that, but at the same time, there’s not. I think maybe that’s how the best love stories are supposed to be. Eric and I have always just loved being together, spending time together and hanging out. Once we got married, I thought that was it—we’d be together all the time for the rest of our lives. It was exactly what I wanted.
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