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Dedicated to my friends and family. I say with conviction: I choose you and

I’m so glad we get to do life together.

Thank you for everything.
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Introduction

Beauty and bravery. Tough words, right? But they are the foundation of a deep life and are well worth cultivating. And learned skills they are. Even if you were never taught how to live with beauty and bravery, don’t fret. True, tending a life of purpose is no easy feat, and requires deep heart-work. But, oh, oh, it is worthy heart-work. A free heart is so joyful and light that it simply radiates beauty and bravery into the world. This is what we seek, to carry beauty, to be brave, to live with love and passion, and to let everyone know this: We are here. And for that, we don’t apologize.

Living with beauty and bravery are often one and the same thing, and sometimes they are polar opposites. Sometimes beauty requires bravery and bravery requires beauty. Sometimes bravery and beauty each require the deep-down not-so-pretty stuff of life. But we go there—for the beauty that comes afterwards, for the beauty that is found in the soul of the human spirit, especially in suffering. We show up. We do the work. We get some dirt under our fingernails and on our hearts because that is the stuff of life, too.

I will go, I will stay, I will cry it out and breathe through it, and I will be purposely present, and I will be passionately patient, hard as it is. I’ve been sifting through this idea of “passionate patience” in my heart. It comes from Romans 5:3–5, in the Message translation. I am here. No more lackluster living and loving. And I’m really going to try to cool it on the anxiety thing.

I want to be beautiful and brave.

There, I said it out loud.

A builder-upper, not fixer-upper. A brave-hearted giver, lover, daughter, sister, friend. A beauty-filled beauty-finder who celebrates life because I deem it worthy of celebration. Who lives a “happy-pretty-messy” life, as I like to call it.

I want to be someone who says it out loud. Someone who speaks. Someone who gives voice to the vulnerability inside me so that others can embrace their own brave.

I want to tell you something else, too. I want to tell you this: Your life doesn’t have to have a sad story. There are enough stories like that.

No one is hopeless. No one is utterly unloved. And if you feel like you are, come here. I will give you a hug, I will feed you, I will hand you coffee … just come.

I am a writer and I wish I could change the words of many stories we’ve lived. I wish the version in my head played out on the streets and we all stood amazed at the fact that sometimes there are pink clouds on a blue sky in August. But sometimes it rains for weeks on end and we lose heart.

I have been where brave was nowhere to be found, where beauty seemed a distant concept. I’m really nothing special. I’m half tummy flab and bad decisions, another half bad jokes and bad timing. But I found my way back to brave. You can, too.
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It’s time now. Time to open our hearts. Take it all in, take it all in and move it around our hearts like salve for the weary soul. May this book be your guide to a heart wide open, a balm for your broken bravery, and a siren call of the best version of you there can possibly be: beautiful, brave, happy-pretty-messy. Sounds good to me. You in?


What is Happy, Pretty, Messy?

“Happy, Pretty, Messy” is my life motto. It signifies my philosophy for just about every area of life … my heart, my style, my home. It is that extra “something” that some people carry with them. It takes everything in life, all the happy pretty things and all the messy things, and puts them under one banner: brave and beautiful. It’s a spring in their step, a little bit of a breeze that seems to follow them wherever they go. It’s a smile, always, and gumption, moxie, and grace for themselves and others. It’s my version of the French joie de vivre. A conviction that life is good and worth living, mess and all. It’s about bravery and stepping out on life’s uncertain terrain with certainty of one’s self. What a beautiful thing.

It is all about adding beauty to the small things of everyday life. It is about being open but retaining the slightest bit of mystery. It’s a way of being, a manner of self that offers beauty and intrigue at the same time. This is no easy trick to master, and involves a whole lot of self-confidence and assurance of one’s own beauty and bravery. But once you get it, you get it: Happy, Pretty, Messy. Yes, please.
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Calibrating One's Inner Self

“THINK OF ALL THE BEAUTY STILL LEFT AROUND YOU AND BE HAPPY.” —ANNE FRANK

We are fragile creatures, really. Sometimes we don’t even realize our hearts are broken. It is this funny thing that we can be torn apart inside-out and not realize it, not admit it to ourselves.

I have been there. I have gone down that road that leads to destruction. My boyfriend of two years died very suddenly one spring Sunday morning. It was a pulmonary embolism, a blood clot to the lungs, about ten minutes after I had seen him. We had breakfast together that morning and I sent him to his apartment across the street (we lived directly across the street from each other, isn’t that cute?) to get ready for church. He never came back to get me. He never came back.

I get it. I get that it’s really hard to do life with a broken heart. Sometimes nigh impossible it seems, and many deem it so. I mired in those thoughts for a while, realizing what drives people to vices, to madness, to self-destruction. Empty-hearted, quicksand grief that makes you want to spill your guts. Instead, we run until we puke, cut until we bleed, drink until we die enough ourselves. Grief is not pretty. It’s pretty darn ugly and exposes the underbelly of your psyche. It hollows you out, blinds you, binds you up, and spits you back out.

Then you’re supposed to do life like nothing happened. Like love is still here. Like light still looks bright. Like there are other colors than black and white and gray.

Tragedy happens to the best of us. It happens to all of us. It is part of life. I’m not sure we can even distinguish between the good times and the bad times because there are just times. There is just life. Just minutes and days and they are good-bad-ugly-beautiful-overwhelming. There is just life, with all its fears and failures, all its foibles and funny sense of humor, and a bit of poetic justice to keep us on our toes. A heart has to search to set itself aright just about every moment. There is an equilibrium we have to choose. A balancing point, a weight transfer where things even out and we decide to call life in all of its gutsandglory: enough. What I have is enough. This moment is enough. This place is enough. Even more than that, I am enough.

I won’t lie, I spent the first three months in bed after Jason died. The grocery store made me feel incomprehensibly lonely. The roads were too chaotic and dangerous. People could make me quake and shiver at the slightest look. Friends came to bring me food, wash dishes, hold my hand. To sit by me as I stared silently or rambled on about details I couldn’t comprehend. I gave in to the grief for a while. I don’t begrudge anyone that. Grief will take you under one way or another, at one time or another, so I figure it is best to just give in when it wants to come and let it go when it wants to go. For me, that was three months of solid checking-out from life. I didn’t write a word, didn’t work, didn’t shower except to cry at the scent of his bodywash before putting on his sweatpants again and snuggling his teddy bear to my chest. I did grief. Did ugly-cry-mourning.

And one day I noticed it was summer. It was summer. How cruel and curious a thing it was to me, to realize that the seasons had changed. But I realized it was more than simply a metaphor, it was my mid-July moment of truth. I had a bit of breath in me now. A bit of strength, as I started eating again. Junk food, but it was calories, and I had lost so much weight it wasn’t hurting. I knew, deep inside but palpably, that if I continued to give in to the anxiety and grief, I would never recover. That I would die inside, and in essence two of us would have died for no reason. Instead, I wanted to live for two. How could I waste a beautiful summer afternoon in bed, not knowing if I am guaranteed another?

I changed paths. I summered, in both healthy and unhealthy ways, but I was getting it out. Processing it. I bought too many new swimsuits. Made myself go to the lake and swim every evening. Invited myself over to friends’ houses for dinner. Borrowed cats and dogs and my friends’ babies for snuggles. Went to the drive-in, just for me. Said yes to things I normally would have said no to, like rock climbing, rappelling, and zip lining. Went sky diving, rocky mountain climbing, 2.7 seconds on a bull named … no, wait, that’s a song, not my life.
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I just want to say that it is worth it to go through what I call the “hard heart-work” of “adulting.” I know how difficult it can be. Because it is difficult many neglect it, which is a grave mistake. When we don’t deal with tragedy in our lives it truly kills a part of us. If it doesn’t flat-out kill us, we become so deeply hurt that we build walls and gates and put up barbed wires. It’s just what we tend to do, this twisted self-protective thing that only ends up hurting us. Did you know when you put barbed wire around your heart, the barbs cut into your own heart just as deeply as they cut into others, if not more?

Hearts take a while to catch up to tragedy. Remember that. Shock is real, and the stages of grief are real. We go through the stages of grief in big and small ways for many things in life. For loss of friendship, church, community, family relationships, jobs, commitments, and the list goes on. And we have to get back to brave each time. Or slowly, over time, the little stones in our paths become giant stumbling blocks, and eventually, boulders blocking us in entirely.



When I was a little girl, I saw the beauty of this, darlings:

I saw the call of the world being answered

By women with crowns on their heads and

Hearts on their sleeves, held on with superglue

So I took notes and bought myself a tube of this magic glue

These women taught me that when the road turns sharp and jars me

To bear up under courage, and find the signpost

For “Normal” and turn on my heels

To head the opposite direction

The way no one has dared travel yet

And say, “This is what I shall do today”

I head out into the world with pockets full

Of gold stars to mark the trees for the way

I will line the paths neatly with birch limbs

So others may follow in my footsteps

And find the journey slightly less arduous

For the knowledge that a friend with sure steps

Has walked this path before, too

I will dust my hands off and head toward town

For this sleepy village needs me to keep watch

While it rests, so I write words in a journal and plan

How tomorrow, I will stand under the sign that says

“Average” and I will turn on my heels and

Head towards “Astonishing”

As the dawn rolls in, I can put my feet up for a moment

And sigh

“I have spent all of my energy and I have done

A great many things and now, I do believe, I should

like some tea and perhaps a cookie.”



Dealing with Trauma/Hurt

There’s this thing about “pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps.” First off, I’m not sure what bootstraps are or how to use them to pull myself up. Instead, the image I keep in my head is those coffee-can stilts we used to make when we were kids, you know? Punch two holes on the side of each coffee can and string twine through that is long enough to make “handles.” And you have to manage this tricky pulling up and moving as one with the cans and the string and then do it all over again with the other foot. Now that I’ve got that off my chest, we can talk about this curious phrase in a little more detail: To pull yourself up by your bootstraps.
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I guess it means grabbing hold of our “handles” and working on that still-tricky thing of pulling up and moving forward at the same time, one foot in front of the other. My mom always talks about handles in life and how important it is to get handles on tough situations. What is this metaphorical life-handle, other than a way of tricking our mind into finding ways to carry things that are otherwise awkward and heavy? It’s a good image. My boyfriend died. Your husband left. Your kids are going crazy. How do you develop handles to help us carry those things? I think it comes down to a few things.

When Jason died I cried out to God for help during many, many sleepless nights. One night, I heard whispered into the dark room, clear and calm, “This is not meant to destroy you.” Those words changed things for me. I could tuck them in my heart. This terrible thing happened. It changed my life. It’s okay that I’m grieving. But I am still alive. I am still here. While this is part of my story, it is not meant to destroy me. Your story, whatever it may be, is not meant to destroy you. Grab those bootstraps, those strings-attached-to-coffee-cans, and let’s work through it.

1)   Admitting it happened or is happening. Denial is a hard-to-shake stage of grief. Being honest with ourselves is a difficult process. Grapple with it. Sit with the silence and the loneliness. You may need to talk to a dear friend or counselor to get here. This is okay too. You are being strong by getting help, by admitting to yourself the reality of the situation. I am so proud of you.

2)   Admitting it is affecting us. Life is tough. It affects us because we are human. We are designed to be affected, or we would be robots.

3)   Admitting it is okay that it is affecting us. Your life is changing or has changed somehow, quite possibly in a way you never imagined. That is hard to accept. Society gives us this misguided idea that if we just keep our head down and our schedule busy, and answer “How are you?” with “Fine,” we’re being strong. That is not true. Life change changes us. And that is okay. That is good.

4)   Boiling it down to what truly matters in the situation. Find the linchpin in the situation. What matters most? Your children? Your own safety? Keeping family relations intact? The details are surface dust. Get rid of the dust and see what lies below. Hold on to those things.

5)   Rolling that into a little mantra of sorts to carry with us. “Back to brave,” “Zen it out,” “Family first,” “Embrace change,” or whatever works for you. This is the thing you repeat under your breath to yourself as you drive to a difficult meeting. That you repeat to yourself while holding the hand of a loved one in the hospital. Write it on your heart, carry it with you.
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6)   Combining that with a good old-fashioned bag of tricks to keep us going. Finally, a good old-fashioned “bag of tricks” can keep us steady when we’re off-kilter in every other area of life. The basics come first: eat well, get enough sleep, and do gentle exercise. From there, it’s all little tricks. Here are some of my favorites:

Xylitol mints: I used to be addicted to Altoids’ strong peppermint oil that cleared my headaches, calmed my stomach, and refocused my brain. But my dentist was not thrilled because Altoids are made with real sugar and I was popping them like … well, candy. She turned me on to these Xylitol mints I can use whenever I need a mental or physical boost that are actually healthy for my teeth. Say what? Buy stock now, just saying.

Elderberry zinc lozenges: When I’m feeling run-down I tend to catch any cold going around. These elderberry zinc lozenges are a one-two punch, and they taste good, too.

Heating pad/hot water bottle: This calming and comforting old-fashioned remedy is like giving yourself a hug. Snuggle it up.

Keep your food simple and easy: In fact, I tend to eat the same things that I know fuel me well and settle easily when I’m upset. I keep a stash of good protein bars in my purse. I drink green juice like it’s going out of style (it probably will soon, but no matter).

The other basics: fluffy socks, a stuffed animal, bright pink-frosted animal crackers … basically embrace your inner sick child. I mean it.
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There is no scale for grief. It weighs what it weighs, and you carry it on your shoulders the way you carry it. The only way to eventually set it down is to get acquainted with it for a while and feel its weight. Become aware of your body, your emotions, and your spirit. Really take stock of what you’re feeling. Let it be uncomfortable. Let it hurt. The carrying is where the growth happens, and the setting down is where the freedom comes. Freedom is our ultimate goal, yes? Freedom from the pain, the past, and the pseudo-self we hide under when we’re hurt.

When I want to run back to bed because I’m sad, here’s what I do: admit I’m sad. Ha, just kidding, that’s step 5. First, I …

1)   Cry it out

2)   Eat a cupcake/donut/three bowls of cereal/ice cream/cookie dough

3)   Drink coffee at midnight

4)   Throw a grown-up temper tantrum, which involves texting everyone I can think of about how upset I am, then texting them how sorry I am for texting so many times

Then I admit I’m sad. But I think we get better at recognizing it every time we do it, and can eventually shave off a few of these bad decisions. We get more comfortable admitting our emotions. I’m not sure why it can be such a big deal to admit we’re sad, lonely, hurt. This is how we do life, happy-sad-lonely-full-empty-hurting-high; it’s always one or more. There is no need to feel bad about this. In fact, I’ve found that when I admit I’m sad, it opens the door for others to speak up about their own sadness.

Loneliness is often a big part of sadness, but thankfully that’s fixable. Loneliness is often self-imposed. It is my own tendency to isolate when I’m sad, and it is really the opposite of what I should do. But a body seems to resist this social medicine, and my bed calls to me stronger than anything else. Signing up for classes that I am paying for and enjoy helps me through times like this. The camaraderie builds and I find myself grabbing appetizers after improv comedy class or having a summer porch tea after meeting at a networking event.

I have no qualms texting friends, “Can I come over so I don’t take a nap?” or “Do you want me for dinner tonight?” They almost always oblige. Of course, I bring coffee so I am a welcome visitor. Then I snuggle their cats/dogs/children (and let’s be honest, usually drink a glass of port or wine with them after the kids go to bed) and go home feeling much better. I’ve been “family-d.” If you have your own family, call another family and see if they want to combine forces for the evening. Chances are everyone will be up for grabbing or making a few pizzas and letting the kids play while the grown-ups get a bit of adult conversation. This feeds the soul and isn’t selfish. Parents need time away, too. As adults, we have to be the guards of our own well-being.

There can be so much day left at the end of the day, you know? I’m not sure why, but it seems to be a fact of life that things seem more difficult after dark. I always cut myself a little slack when the sun sets. Turn down the lights and stretch gently. Put in your headphones and just sit in your favorite chair with your eyes closed. Try to relax every muscle in your face, and move down your body until your stress melts away. A heating pad or hot water bottle is a welcome friend for this exercise, especially during the winter months. Placed on the chest or stomach, it is very soothing. I prefer the weight of a hot water bottle to a heating pad, but finding the right one can be tricky. I like the soft, gently-ridged bottles, not the stiff, chalky ones common in most pharmacies. A heart-shaped hot water bottle is extra wonderful. These are generally kept by the orthopedic supports (inspiring, I know). A handmade rice pouch works well, too, microwaved to a comfortable temperature. The addition of heat along with the weight that mimics an embrace can bring restorative power to a few moments sinking into yourself.
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If you find yourself weary from the day and unable to stay awake to enjoy time to work on your own creative projects or time with your family or partner, try making hot chocolate or half-caffeine coffee after work or dinner. The low-level caffeine can keep you awake until a decent bedtime and add life to your evenings, especially during dark winter nights. Then, about an hour before bed, I like to take a cold or hot cup of Natural Calm. It’s a magnesium supplement that helps anxiety and sleeplessness. You can find this at your local natural food store. Tell them I sent you. They probably won’t care but it will make me feel good about myself. Kidding.

It helps to get ready for bed before I’m zombie-tired. Brush my teeth, wash my face, put on my pajamas … these simple tasks can feel overwhelming when I’m about to fall over. Don’t even begin to think about putting new sheets on the bed at 11:30 at night. I feel like a failure at life when I don’t have the energy to deal with an elasticized piece of fabric. This is easily solved with a little planning. I get ready for bed about an hour early, and often tidy the bathroom for the next morning. Then I get cozy and read the magazines that pile up, the latest library book that came in on hold, or do a bit of writing before I’m tired enough for sleep. This allows my brain to catch up with my body and get the “tired, going to bed now!” signal that brushing my teeth and slipping into pajamas send it.
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Fluidity of Identity/Back to Basics

My mom always tells me, “Go back to the basics, Natalie,” whenever I’m feeling hurt, distracted, or unsure about myself and my future. Sometimes, we can’t even remember what our basics are. We become disillusioned with life, work, disappointments, and stress, and we can’t even remember what makes us feel alive.

Our basic foundation of everything we do should be this: We are loved, and can love in return.

When we go back to these very basics of existence, our hearts are set right again. Everything unimportant fades out of our perspectives and we are able to focus on the truth in our lives. We are loved unconditionally. No amount of heartache, pressure, failure, or lost sense of purpose can undermine that. It never changes. Secondly, we are created for a purpose. We aren’t created to be the best baker of the preschool moms so we can feel good about our parenting skills. Nor the best lawyer in the courtroom so we can show everyone who told us we’d never be successful. We were created to live in freedom; otherwise, our purposes are pointless.

I know how easy it is to focus on our own desires. I like to be the best. It feels good to be well-loved by colleagues and admired by strangers. But it is empty praise without a purposeful heart.

Still, our hearts long to do something worthwhile. We wish to contribute. How do we find and define our purpose?

What is your passion? What makes your heart stir and feel alive? God created me with a passion for writing, baking, and dancing. But sometimes life is too busy for baking or dancing. Writing doesn’t come easily. I get distracted. I decide for a minute that I want to be a rock star or a hardcore hiker, not a writer and baker. But I never feel fulfilled chasing after gilded worldly dreams instead of listening to the voice inside me that says, “There is something more here for you.” Something deeper.
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What unique experiences have shaped and formed your years?

What have you loved since you were a child?

What makes you get out of bed in the morning?

What makes you smile even before you’ve had coffee?

These are your basics. They stick with you. They’ve formed you deep-down and will always be building blocks of your identity. If you’re feeling out of sorts, recalibrate by adding more of these things into your life and making them a priority.
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Yes, No, and Follow-Through

Calibrating one’s inner self means saying yes and no with conviction. For some of the smallest words in our language, they have some of the most complicated meanings to us, don’t they? Our hearts get tangled up in our throats when we try to say yes or no. Yes and no are a reflection of our self-worth. Some of us say yes too quickly, some say no too quickly. Both can be balanced when we use our yes and no with conviction. What do I mean by that? I mean being able to discern where the event in question fits into your life quickly and to assert that position with your response. Does this suit you? Does it excite you? Does it feel right in your gut? Is it one of your prioritized values? Does it serve someone you love and you’re willing to do it with joy?

In offices they use the “deal with it once” philosophy for paperwork, and the same idea can work here, with a “respond once” philosophy. When you trust your gut and stand up for yourself, you’ll be able to say no to tricky or sticky situations the first time, and right away. You will be able to say yes to worthwhile events and projects with your full commitment. It is emotionally draining to have to hem and haw and fret. Of course, some big things will require a consultation with a partner or a good “sleeping on,” but otherwise, respond once.

Once you’ve gained confidence in your yes and no, it is time to exercise your follow-through muscles. I don’t mean your muscle-through muscles, but this process may work those, too. This is follow-through on your yes or no. No one likes an unreliable, wishy-washy friend. It can be scary to be counted on. But it’s the only way to grow. Stick with your decision instead of changing it, whether yes or no, unless absolutely necessary. I know how hard this can be. I’m a starter and not a finisher when it comes to projects, ideas, and events. Follow-through is a muscle I have to consistently engage to keep strong. Finishing things is good for the soul. As silly as it is, I always get a sense of accomplishment from finishing the smallest things, like a bottle of shampoo or the last slice of cheese. It is magnified when it comes to ticking off grown-up things from the to-do list, especially if they involve making phone calls to insurance or any sort of medical appointment. Reward yourself. We may be adults but we still work well with the reward system and the old-fashioned carrot-on-a-stick.
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