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Praise for The Luckiest


“Kelly Cervantes is a truth-teller, full stop. I’ve seen the truth of her life and watched her fight for joy in the middle of heartbreak. She doesn’t flinch from grief—instead, she invites her reader into the messy, beautiful reality of becoming. Rebuilding identity, love, and purpose when life doesn’t go as planned. The Luckiest is a raw, grounded, and deeply human book. In these pages, Kelly isn’t just offering a story—she’s offering a hand in solidarity. Take it.”


—Mary Katherine Backstrom, national bestselling author of Holy Hot Mess and Crazy Joy


“It’s rare to find a companion who is raw, real, vulnerable, nonjudgmental, inspiring, and truthful all at once. In Kelly’s The Luckiest, I found this companion. As a mother, daughter, partner, sister, and person trying to navigate what it means to live a full life amidst heartbreak, I turned to The Luckiest for wisdom and reassurance, and I’m so much better for it. The Luckiest is for any of us who need to feel seen in our own strengths and insecurities.”


—Myra Sack, award-winning author of Fifty-Seven Fridays: Losing our Daughter, Finding our Way


“The Luckiest is a beautifully layered memoir that captures what it means to live through love, loss, and reinvention. With unflinching honesty and deep emotional intelligence, Kelly Cervantes reminds us that our scars—visible and invisible—can shape a life of meaning, resilience, and grace. Her story is a powerful reflection on the tenderness and tenacity it takes to keep going, even when the path forward is uncertain.”


—Dr. Shoshana Ungerleider, internal medicine physician and founder of End Well


“This stunning memoir lays bare the raw truth of becoming a mother, losing a child, and coming to terms with the fact that control is an illusion. It’s a fearless, deeply human story about the power of hope, how grief reshapes us, and what it takes to find ourselves over and over again.”


—Jessica Fein, author of Breathtaking


“Once again Cervantes offers the reader the gift of insight that comes only through holding great pain—that joy and hope are always tucked next to the names of your beloveds on the acknowledgement page of every album, book, and program of your life. Though we know that heartbreak of various kinds is inevitable in a full life, Kelly reminds us that it’s worth it to do it all anyway.”


—Meghan Riordan Jarvis, LICSW, author of Can Anyone Tell Me: Essential Questions About Grief and Loss


“The Luckiest is heartfelt, brilliant, and revelatory. Kelly’s writing has this rare, extraordinary quality of making you feel completely seen while simultaneously offering a glimpse into a world drastically different from your own. I found myself crying from how deeply I was moved, only to burst out laughing in the next breath. Her comedic timing is flawless and her insights hit home. Kelly’s story will leave you with a renewed appreciation for life and for the people who make it so meaningful.”


—Amy Shoenthal, bestselling author of The Setback Cycle
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For the cherished companions whom we are lucky enough to have hold our hands.


And for all my hand-holders, but especially Mom, Dad, and Miguel.









How I picture it: We are all nesting dolls, carrying the earlier iterations of ourselves inside. We carry the past inside us. We take ourselves—all of our selves—wherever we go.


—Maggie Smith, You Could Make This Place Beautiful










INTRODUCTION



My favorite day of the year isn’t my birthday, Christmas, or any other holiday for that matter. I can’t even predict when it will occur. Typically, it’s a day in March or April, one of the first days when I can step outside in a T-shirt or just a light jacket. The sun is shining, and my light-deprived skin hungrily absorbs the vitamin D.


Growing up in the Midwest and spending most of my adult years in the Northeast, I know pleasant weather at this time of year is not yet permanent. A late April snowstorm is always possible—a tulip’s survival is as much a credit to the gardener’s skill as the weather’s temperament. But that only makes this first sign of spring, this whisper of summer, that much more precious. To indulge in such a day is a privilege I don’t take lightly; my fortune at being able to do so only adds to the day’s wonder.


I began celebrating days like this during my college years in Boston, bucking my rule-following ways to play hooky from class and walk the Freedom Trail or sneak into a game at Fenway Park. As my responsibilities have evolved, so have the ways I observe this day. Years have gone by where I’ve barely noticed it at all.


“Have you been outside yet today? It’s beautiful,” my husband says, leaning against the door of my office.


I look outside at our sun-soaked New Jersey driveway, the first of the perennial wild pansies sprouting at its edges.


This will not be one of those years.


“Anessa, want to go on an adventure to the park?” I ask my four-year-old daughter.


We find a path to explore. The creek we walk by is full from the recent rain and lined with trees that are beginning to flower, pink buds dotting their branches. We tiptoe past turtles, necks outstretched toward the sun, and watch red-breasted robins feast on bug buffets amidst the tall grasses.


Anessa skips and twirls several feet ahead of me until she comes across a playground in a clearing.


“Mommy! I’ve never been to this playground before!” She drags me across the wood chip–strewn ground, as excited as though we’d stumbled upon a secret garden or magical kingdom.


The various play structures are crawling with children of all ages, from those just learning to walk to middle schoolers avoiding home and the studies that await them. Most of the adults present are seated on the weathered wooden benches surrounding the playground. Those with younger, less-coordinated children are shadowing more closely behind them as they learn to climb, spin, and slide—ready to catch them should they fall.


Within minutes Anessa has found a new best friend and is two courses into a tea party. I take a seat on an empty bench within sight of Anessa and work hard to stay in the present. The day is too beautiful, this future memory too sweet, to allow the ghosts and what-ifs of my past to take over my mind.


Anessa may never have been to this playground before, but I have. It’s been nine years and a lifetime since I watched my now-eleven-year-old son toddle through these wood chips. How naively hopeful I had been for a future that was never guaranteed. I close my eyes and ground myself in other sensations: the hard uneven earth beneath my feet, the slight breeze on my skin, children shouting, swings creaking. Suddenly self-aware, I open my eyes and scan the other mothers and caregivers, wondering what they see in me while reflexively assessing them.


Perhaps it’s my introspective state, but in each of them I find a bit of myself:


In the hovering mother, forever wanting to keep her child in a protective bubble.


In the working mother taking these minutes to respond to just a few more emails. Eternally locked in the Sisyphean struggle toward work–life balance.


In the lonely mother anxiously making eye contact with any adult who will hold her gaze.


Their role as mother is most visible in this setting, but I know they are more than their relationship to others. I try to imagine what I don’t see, what I can’t see. The people they once were, their prior selves nestled at various depths below the surface:


The freshly independent adolescent navigating the adult world with the grace of a stumbling toddler.


The increasingly confident young professional negotiating the corporate world just as she once steered her way through the social hierarchy of her high school’s hallways.


The grown woman struggling to let go of the false narratives she had absorbed as truth.


The grieving woman, forever reconciling her befores and afters, her luck and misfortune.


I wonder: Are we lucky if we escape life with soft skin and minimal layers? Or are we lucky to have the battle scars that show a life of survival and meaning?


I don’t actually know any of these women’s stories, and they don’t know mine. My perceptions are a self-reflection of my own past identities, experiences, and relationships. Once upon a time, while sitting on one of these very park benches, I had planned for a life very different from the one I now lead. For years, I felt that life had been stolen from me, but it was never mine to begin with. Control over anything beyond what we can emotionally or physically manipulate in the current moment is perhaps life’s grandest illusion of all.


A breeze rustles the tree leaves, bringing with it a familiar chill. I’m surprised to see how low the sun now hangs in the sky. Both are reminders of how fleeting and precious my favorite day can be.


“Anessa, it’s time to go, sweetie.”


Anessa resists, running from me, fully in the present without thought or concern for what is to come or what has come before.


I begin to walk away from the playground, a signal to my willful preschooler that I am serious about leaving.


“Mommy!” she yells from behind me.


I turn and smile, waiting for her to run up to me. She slips her hand into mine, and I give it a reassuring squeeze. As we head back past the birds, the budding trees, and the turtle-lined creek, I remind myself how, too often, I fail to appreciate the beauty around me.


But not today, this almost-warm, favorite, lucky day.
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CHAPTER ONE



The Special Daughter


I needed the red crayon—not orange-red, not red-orange, just plain red. The crayons were scattered on the beige carpeting in front of me, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Alice, our fifty-pound basset hound, had settled next to me. With all my eight-year-old strength, I tried pushing her out of the way to see if she was lying on top of it. Then I spotted it, the not-orange-red, not-red-orange, just-plain-red crayon. It had rolled under the couch, not under Alice—what luck! And thank goodness, because Alice wasn’t budging, and no other color would do for She-Ra’s cape. Laying on my belly, I outlined the Princess of Power’s costume in my coloring book before filling it in, being careful not to color outside the lines.


“Daddy’s home!” Mom announced from the kitchen, where she was making dinner.


“Daddy!” I yelled, greeting him from my place on the living room floor as he came up the stairs of our split-level house.


“Hey, Princess,” Dad said, leaning down to give me a kiss on the top of my head. “Nice coloring. Where’s your brother?” He freed his neck from the tie he wore to work each day and headed to the kitchen. Dad worked at Union Pacific Railroad, which was headquartered in Omaha, Nebraska, where we lived. He did something in marketing or sales, but I wasn’t sure what exactly.


“Hi there,” Mom smiled.


She looked perfectly put together as always. Her Mary Kay makeup was precisely applied, just like the pictures in the tutorial pamphlets she took with her to the sales parties she hosted. She had worked as a nurse until I was three. Now, I was pretty sure she just worked because she liked to have her own money.


I dreamed of Mom driving us around in the pink Mary Kay Cadillac that the very highest-achieving salespeople were awarded. When I’d asked her when she would get her pink car, she’d said, “Oh honey, you have to sell a lot of makeup for that to happen, and then I wouldn’t be able to spend as much time with you. But when you grow up you can work toward getting any kind of car you like. You can be whoever you want to be and do whatever you want to do.” And I had believed her. Between Mom telling me I could achieve anything I set my mind to and Mister Rogers reminding me every beautiful day from his puppet-filled neighborhood that I was special, I accepted as fact that the only thing between me and greatness was personal effort.


Mom greeted Dad with a kiss before answering his question. “Cammie was playing outside with the neighbors, and then he fell asleep under the swing set,” she said. Cameron had stopped taking scheduled naps before turning two earlier that year. But every once in a while, a nap would sneak up on him, and he would fall asleep wherever he had been playing. “Kelly, can you please go wake up your brother, and tell him dinner is almost ready? Then you can get your and Cammie’s drinks for dinner.”


Back turned to avoid being seen, I rolled my eyes in response, but dutifully rose from the floor to awaken Sleeping Beauty in the backyard.


I had been so excited to have a younger brother. However, due to Cameron’s C-section birth, when I first saw my mother she was in the hospital bed with an oxygen cannula in her nose and an IV in her arm. Just like the people in the soap operas Mom and I used to watch together, right before they died and became ghosts haunting their ex-lovers. I’d burrowed my face in her armpit—all I could reach from beside the raised bed. I tried to be the strong big sister my family told me I would need to be, but I cried anyway.


Such a dramatic entrance for an ordinary little brother.


I opened the back door and hung onto the doorframe, swinging half my body outside. Just like Mom had said, Cam was sprawled in the grass like a giant starfish under our metal swing set, his Batman T-shirt hiked up to expose his toddler belly.


“Caaamerooon!” I yelled from the back door. Cam began to stir. “Wake up! It’s dinner time!”


“Hey there, sleepyhead! What would you like to drink with dinner?” Mom asked Cam as he barreled inside, knocking over Alice’s food bowl and scattering dog food all over the kitchen floor.


“I’m not Sleepyhead, I’m Batman!” he announced with his hands on his hips.


“Milk or water?” I asked. Cameron stared straight ahead as if he hadn’t heard me. “Milk or water . . . Batman.” I rolled my eyes again, this time not caring who saw me.


“Milk, please!” Cameron answered.


After dinner, Dad did the dishes and was responsible for making sure Cam and I bathed. Then he would turn on whatever baseball game was playing on basic cable and sit with me in front of our big box television with a spray bottle of Johnson & Johnson hair detangler while Mom put Cam to bed.


“And that 6-4-3 double play will end the inning,” the announcer said. The screen transitioned to a commercial.


“A double play is two outs,” I recited.


“That’s right, when a team gets two outs in a single play,” Dad confirmed, lightly tugging the brush through my hair.


I genuinely enjoyed watching baseball, but I also knew that Dad would always engage with me if I was asking about America’s, and his, favorite pastime. “But what do the numbers mean? 6-4-3?”


“All the defensive positions have a number. The pitcher is one, the catcher is two . . .”


While my father prioritized his relaxation, I don’t remember my mother ever sitting still for enjoyment. Maybe to read a book—maybe—and then only if her to-do list was completed. From her well-kept home to her ever-patient demeanor, from her meticulous handwriting to her not-a-hair-out-of-place appearance, my mother aimed for, and usually achieved, perfection. As far as I was concerned, there was Mom’s way and there was the wrong way.


Soon enough, Mom returned to the living room, Cameron now in bed. She immediately set about straightening the space, returning throw pillows to the couch and straightening blankets. “There is so much to get done before we leave on vacation next week,” she said.


“You call that a strike, ump?!” Dad yelled at the TV. It’s unclear whether he hadn’t heard Mom or was trying to avoid the to-do list he was surely about to be handed.


That summer, instead of our usual trip to Lake Michigan with my Mimi and Grandad, we were going to drive all the way to Portland, Maine, visiting family and friends along the way. However, I was the most excited for our day trip to New York City. Mom had told me about a giant whale hanging from the ceiling of the Museum of Natural History (I hoped it was a humpback, my favorite!), and we were going to climb all the way up to the Statue of Liberty’s crown.


With the living room straightened and my hair detangled, Mom turned to me: the next item on her to-do list.


“Okay, sweetie, it’s your turn for bed,” she said, coming to usher me down the hall to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I nodded in agreement and kissed Dad good night, his dark mustache scratching my skin.


Tucked in my lavender sheets, I imagined our day in New York City—or as Mom, who had been born and raised in New Jersey, called it, the city. As excited as I was for the museum and the Statue of Liberty, perhaps the best part was that Cameron was being left behind in Philadelphia with cousins, and it was going to be a special day with just Mom, Dad, and me. Don’t get me wrong, I loved Cameron (still do!). But sharing the spotlight after six years of being an only child had been more jarring than I’d anticipated, and I was looking forward to a temporary return to the good ol’ days.


That said, I did enjoy having Cameron around to play house and school, and to dress up as the groom for the pretend weddings I planned with our neighbors. He usually did what I asked him to, which was more than I could say for my friends at school. I didn’t ask for much, really, just that people did what I wanted them to, when I wanted them to do it. My friends said that made me bossy, but how could you be the boss without being a little bossy?


In New York everyone was bossy, or at least that’s what it seemed like in the movies. No one told Peter Venkman what to do in Ghostbusters, and when they tried, the city was taken over by ghosts! (I’d made Dad promise we would not be going anywhere near the New York Public Library since the ghost librarian from the opening scene still gave me nightmares. I knew it was just a movie, but I wasn’t taking any chances.)


But even with specters out of the picture, I just knew visiting New York was going to be an exciting day, full of bossy people doing special things. And I couldn’t wait to join them.
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CHAPTER TWO



The Different One


I have a hard time differentiating between my personal memories from our trip to New York City and the secondhand memories I’ve pieced together from photographs and stories. Mostly, I remember being upset that it was a blue whale, not a humpback whale, hanging from the ceiling of the Museum of Natural History. But I also remember how different the people were that roamed the museum, climbed the narrow steps inside the Statue of Liberty, and strolled by our taxicab window. There wasn’t just every shade of skin, but also varied clothing styles, cultural influences, and languages. No two groups walked, talked, or held themselves the same way. Compared to Omaha, where my community was safe albeit sheltered, pleasant though homogenized, and where I had perceived sameness as valued, this unapologetic difference seemed rebellious and thrilling. It turns out it wasn’t just their bossiness that made New Yorkers special; it was also their differences.


Had we visited New York two years earlier, when I was six, I doubt that I would have had the same reaction to the city’s bustle and diversity. But by the time I was eight, I was already two years into the theater classes my first-grade teacher had recommended to my mother to help ease my shyness. In theater class, differences weren’t shunned but explored: our voices were encouraged, our imaginations were cultivated, and we were taught the value of coloring outside the lines. Classes turned into camp, which by middle school became auditioning for the community theater’s mainstage shows. I loved every aspect of performing, from the thrill of stepping out under the lights to the audience’s approving applause.


With every community theater production, there were a few weekday matinee performances scheduled for student field trips. These were the most exciting because I got to miss my morning classes, returning just in time for lunch. Typically, I performed in shows with a dozen other children, but in seventh grade I was cast as “The Doll” in Inspector Gadget. It was a forgettable part with only one or two lines, but I got to wear a padded suit and bright blue eyeshadow, and I was the only kid in the production. This was peak special.


After one matinee performance, to miss as little school as possible, I took my stage makeup off in the car instead of in my dressing room (I had a dressing room! It was shared, but still). With the visor mirror open, I began carefully removing the apple red from my cheeks and mouth, leaving the eyeshadow.


“You sure you don’t want to take it all off?” Mom asked.


“No, I like how it looks,” I said confidently. To be clear, I was wearing clown makeup.


After proudly presenting my note at the front office explaining my tardiness was due to a theater performance, I headed to the cafeteria to meet up with friends in the lunch line. It didn’t take long for the snickering to begin.


“Look at her . . . behind us . . .” a popular girl said, rolling her eyes.


“What is on her face?” her friend asked, laughing.


I shrank in the line, trying to hide, but more people were beginning to stare.


Cassie, one of my more assertive friends, said loudly enough for the entire line to hear, “It is so cool that you get to miss school to act on stage,” and I managed a weak smile of thanks.


As soon as I’d dropped my tray at our lunch table, I excused myself to the bathroom. When I was sure I was alone, I wetted the commercial-grade paper towel and began removing all evidence of my public shaming. The rough paper transformed my eyelids from a vibrant blue to a raw red. How could I have been so stupid? What was wrong with me?


Omaha was not New York.


WHILE I DESPERATELY wanted to be liked, I struggled to assimilate. I could dress the part, copying the trends worn by the popular girls, but there was this part of me tucked deep where I couldn’t squash it that needed to be different. It wasn’t just that I felt different and didn’t fit in (find me a middle schooler that doesn’t feel that way). I needed to be different, to stand out, to live up to the specialness my mom and Mister Rogers saw within me.


Throughout middle school, I tried on different friend groups like a toddler playing dress-up. It wasn’t until my freshman year of high school that I found the theater kids. My middle school hadn’t put on theatrical productions, but the high school did three shows a year and had a competitive speech and acting team. In the cast and crew and my teammates, I found friends who also yearned to feel special, and in our director and coach, Mr. Peterson, I found a second father figure who encouraged ambition and never asked or expected us to be anyone but ourselves.


The safe space Mr. Peterson provided was significant given how conservative and insular our corner of Omaha was at the time. As with many other Midwest cities and towns, a history of racial segregation meant that Omaha lacked neighborhood diversity, with communities coalescing along racial and ethnic lines. Aside from the occasional tournament or athletic event, my classmates and I rarely left our homogenous vanilla enclave.


At my already mostly white high school, everyone was expected to have certain other things in common as well. Every Tuesday morning, I either had to join in with or walk around the hundred or so kids that prayed around the flagpole. They weren’t praying in memoriam or anything; it was just a thing some students organized. On Wednesdays, there were no extracurricular activities scheduled after school because everyone attended their church’s youth group that day—myself included. Some of my friends even received promise rings from their significant others or fathers, the promise being to wait until marriage to have sex. I know there must have been kids who were doing things like drinking, smoking, and having sex, but I wasn’t friends with them. I never even attended a party in high school where there was alcohol.


Though, as I would learn, that didn’t mean attending parties came without social risk. “Kelly, truth or dare?” Lauren asked me, sitting up on her sleeping bag. It was sophomore year, and me and five of my girlfriends from school were circled up in our pj’s in Lauren’s basement. Our sleeping bags were fanned out behind us, the carpet before us littered with chip bags, nail polish, and teen magazines.


“Truth,” I answered. Typically, the safer choice.


“Will you have sex before you’re married?”


Ashley looked up from painting her toenails. Megan stopped eating mid-chip.


Should have gone with dare . . .


I knew Mom had had sex before marriage because I’d asked her, and as I’ve already established, Mom is basically perfect. Still, I hesitated. “Um, I don’t know, probably?” I answered, as noncommittal as possible.


My friends fell silent and exchanged looks for a few seconds. Then the shaming began.


“Don’t you want to stay pure for your husband?”


“What if he won’t marry you because you’re not a virgin?”


“You can only go to heaven if you wait until you’re married.”


I was mortified.


The irony of it all was that it was actually my church friends who were my “bad” friends. It was on a church mission trip that one of my friends came out to me. Another friend on the trip explained the basics of giving a blowjob—and thank goodness for that, because I was genuinely surprised to learn there was more sucking than blowing involved.


I was pretty sure being slut-shamed for even thinking about sex before marriage was a little over the top. I had snuck episodes of Beverly Hills, 90210, and those kids were doing so much worse. Mom said the show was inappropriate, though she had made an exception for the episode where Brenda has a breast cancer scare because I convinced her that one was educational (RIP Shannen Doherty). But even if 90210 was also an extreme, I figured the truth had to lie somewhere in the middle . . . right?


Despite the threat of scarlet letter pariahdom, I rebelled privately. My journals were filled with lists of the boys I had crushes on and what they had done that week to move them up or down the list. I played out scenes with my reflection in the bathroom mirror, fantasizing about how I would respond if one of those boys ever asked me out. But while my friends were imagining how many children they wanted to have, I was imagining the acting awards I would surely one day receive. Omaha may have been home, but even at fifteen I needed that to be just for now, not forever.


In the meantime, just to be safe, I kept my dreams in my journals and made sure everyone else saw me continuing to color inside the lines.


BY SENIOR YEAR, most of my more conservative friends had graduated. In their absence, I found myself leaning into new friendships, specifically with Courtney and Brittany. (Could you find three girls with more ’80s names?) While we had been friendly since middle school, up to that point we hadn’t spent a lot of time outside of school together. Now, between attending Friday night football games (a social must) and play practices, we began recording ridiculous skits with Brittany’s camcorder in my bedroom.


With Courtney and Brittany, I didn’t feel like I needed to keep my guard up in the same way I had with my other friends. We weren’t totally certain what we wanted to do with our lives, but we agreed that we wanted a career before starting a family. Instead of discussing our future children’s names, we talked about the countries we wanted to visit, the cities we might live in, the different kinds of people we would meet. None of us quite felt like we fit in in Omaha: Brittany had the worst case of wanderlust I have ever known, my ambition had long outgrown the confines of The Cornhusker State, and Courtney, well, she was Jewish.


“I got another note in my locker,” Courtney told me as we passed each other in the hallway between classes. “I think I’m going to talk to the principal about it.”


For months, Courtney and several other Jewish students had been finding notes in their lockers inviting them to a church youth group. In case the message wasn’t clear enough, several students had also told Courtney to her face that she was going to hell if she didn’t convert. The principal, who may or may not have agreed with the perpetrators, said there was nothing the school could do about it. Suddenly, the safe and pleasant, albeit sheltered and homogenized community I’d grown up in felt considerably less safe or pleasant.


Courtney was kind and thoughtful. She acted more like Jesus taught than many of the Christians I knew. But because she was born into a Jewish family, she was going to hell unless she disowned the people she loved and abandoned their millennia of beliefs and traditions?


Unable to reconcile the good in my friend with the scripture our classmates used to justify their condemnations, I turned to my parents and pastor.


“You can boil the Bible down to one rule: treat others the way you wish to be treated,” Mom said. “The rest is just examples of how and why.”


My pastor counseled that it was up to God, not individuals, who was saved and that God took deeds rather than just religious belief into consideration. These conversations helped console me—at least my religion didn’t think my best friend was going to hell—but now that I had started asking questions, I couldn’t stop.


How much of my lot in life—for example, the fact I didn’t face daily discrimination—was because I was born into the “right” kind of family, something that was entirely out of my control? Was that just luck? And why should something as uncontrollable as luck have any say in how people were treated, anyway?


I realized that maybe wanting to be special wasn’t such a rare thing after all—except instead of trying to earn specialness through good works and achievement, some people were trying to feel special by pushing others down. Maybe I had it wrong: instead of sameness being valued, difference was feared. And if that was the case, what was I really risking if I chose to color outside of the lines?


Without clear answers, and unable (unwilling?) to turn off the torrent of questions flooding my mind, I instead committed to controlling every aspect of my life that didn’t already rest in luck’s clenched fist. Starting with my future.
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CHAPTER THREE



The Codependent


Choosing control over luck meant even though I had stood in front of my mirror countless times practicing my Oscar acceptance speech, I would not be pursuing an acting degree. The limitless variables that determined whether an artist was starving or successful terrified me. Well, that and Dad didn’t want to pay for a BFA. I didn’t know what else I wanted to do, though. I still kept up with professional sports, so maybe something in Major League Baseball? Or on the business side of the entertainment industry? Who knew?! Not me!


All I knew was my very next step: after graduation, I was off to Northeastern University in Boston. I couldn’t wait to experience life beyond suburbia. Boston felt just big enough to be exciting but not overwhelming. Like New York City with training wheels. Courtney was also headed east for college, bound for a university thirty minutes outside of Boston. So I wouldn’t be completely alone out there. Instead of being terrified by the blank slate before me, I saw endless opportunity. Eventually, something would pique my interest or someone would see something in me, my path would unfold, and wherever it led I would overachieve every step of the way.


Everything was going according to plan. Right up until the month before I left for Boston, which would be a rapid-fire initiation into young adulthood. Amidst the excitement of getting my first cell phone, I also had my first introductions to debilitating anxiety and disordered eating. It began when my boyfriend of three months broke up with me. Sitting on my bed sobbing into my mom’s arms, I actually uttered the words “but he told me he loved me!” Heartbreak, I would learn, isn’t soothed by clichés.


That grief would pale in comparison, though, to the passing of a dear friend’s mother from cancer. This wasn’t my first exposure to death—my Mimi had passed away when I was ten—but teenagers weren’t supposed to lose their parents. This new reality disrupted everything I thought I understood about the way the world worked. And as is too often the case, it took witnessing this loss for me to realize how precious my own family was to me . . . and that I was about to go 1,500 miles away to a school where I couldn’t come home on the weekends if I got homesick.


It started as nausea whenever I tried to eat. At first, I truly believed that there was something wrong with my stomach. Mom took me to a gastrointestinal doctor, but after I choked down a barium drink and got some X-rays, my results came back clear. A few weeks later, my physical symptoms were lessening, but I quite liked the number on the scale and the new way I looked. This was the age of Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera, SlimFast and diet everything; there was no such thing as too skinny. By the time my pediatrician suggested that perhaps I was experiencing anxiety, I had already embraced the control I could exert over my body in the face of so much uncertainty.


The week before I was set to leave for college, Mom and Dad confronted me. “We’ve talked to your doctor,” they told me, “and if you don’t start eating and gaining weight, we are in agreement that we can’t let you go to Boston.”


Wouldn’t you know it? I was miraculously cured.


So with my anxiety and eating disorder neatly tucked away in my luggage and my brand-new cell phone in my pocket, I boarded a plane to Boston.


WITH ITS MAZE of cobblestone streets (in which I would get countless stiletto heels stuck), Boston was a world away from Omaha. It was impossible to walk to class and not feel the impression of centuries of history. I was struck by how different New Englanders were from Midwesterners. How they favored bluntness and efficiency over politeness and niceties. How little they were concerned with religion and how much more they discussed their ethnic heritage—a detail I didn’t know about even my closest high school friends, though I could easily recite the church or synagogue each one attended. Once, I even went on a date with a boy just because I was enthralled by his Boston accent. I’m sure I got homesick in the beginning, but I never wanted to leave.


I made friends in my classes and treated my longing for home by befriending and watching sports with the boys who lived in the dorm room above mine. Sports were my water wings. I could tread out into social situations because I had SportsCenter to fall back on.


Still, by winter break, I was excited to return home. My only hesitation was around seeing the boy from my high school whom I’d been exchanging messages with for the last few months.


Back in the spring, when I found out that my senior prom date had been making out with another girl (we weren’t exclusive at the time, but I was still inexplicably enraged), I had accepted a new prom invitation from an incredibly unlikely source. Ryan was a popular athlete who never took an honors class and had zero extracurricular activities in common with me. We had been introduced by the one kid who both played football and did theater.


We had fun at prom together. Ryan was cute and incredibly goofy, but our wildly different social circles and the end of the school year prevented anything else from developing. But now we were both in college and growing into new identities away from the social constructs of high school . . . and we had been flirting online for months. Fun and harmless when I was a flight away—but now I was home again for break.


“Guess what?” Ryan asked me. We were sitting on my family’s couch watching a movie with Cameron on one of the sleepy days between Christmas and New Year’s.


“What?” I lifted my head from his shoulder to look at him.


“Chicken butt!” Ryan replied. Cameron burst out laughing. Ryan looked thoroughly pleased with himself.


I rolled my eyes and playfully punched his shoulder.


“Careful, Princess, I need that arm,” he teased, before kissing my forehead and shifting me back into his arms.


God, he was cheesy. But he also felt safe.


He bent his head down to whisper in my ear. “You have no idea how beautiful you are,” he said, quiet enough that Cameron couldn’t hear.


Sure, he was cocky, but that only made the contrast of his adoration that much more meaningful. To Ryan I was special; he made me feel special. After ringing in the new year together, we decided to give a long-distance relationship a try. An interesting choice going into our second semesters of college. But instead of feeling constrained by the relationship, I found it liberating—initially, anyway.


“WANT TO SKIP class and go for a walk?” Declan’s message dinged on my laptop screen. Outside, my neighbors were lounging in the sun-soaked courtyard, and a saxophone riff from a Dave Matthews Band song was blasting through an open window. In the distance, I could hear the crowd roar at Fenway Park—the Red Sox must have been playing an early season day game.


The weather had been getting warmer, the sun finally breaking through the grey of a long Boston winter. In the shade cast by Boston’s taller buildings, there was probably still a chill, but in the sunshine, I would soon discover my favorite day of the year.


“Meet you outside your dorm in two minutes.” I typed back. Omaha Kelly would never have cut class. But Boston Kelly was exploring boundaries and testing her free will. Especially now that she no longer felt the societally imposed threat of eternal damnation.


I had met Declan in one of my communication studies classes. He was from New England, a singer/songwriter, and proudly Irish. We bonded over our similar taste in music, from Ben Harper to David Gray. He taught me how to take a hit from a bong and then defended my innocence when his RA came to investigate the suspicious smell permeating the hallway. I could tell from the way I caught him looking at me that he would happily have been more than friends, but I was grateful he never pushed for more.


That afternoon we strolled aimlessly away from campus until we came across the Freedom Trail: a redbrick path cut into the sidewalk that winds its way through Boston’s many historical sites. We let the weathered bricks guide our way as we chatted about roommate drama, summer plans, and concerts we wanted to attend.


It was an absolutely perfect day spent with a new friend.


By the time I made it back to my dorm room, Fenway Park was quiet, and The Dave Matthews Band had been traded out for Nelly. I also discovered that my cell phone had died. After plugging it in, I woke up my laptop from its laser-lined screensaver and was alarmed to find a flurry of messages from Ryan.


Hey Princess! . . . Hello? . . . Where are you? . . . Why aren’t you answering your phone? . . . Are you ok? . . . Who are you with?


I’m so sorry! My phone died. It was our first warm day here. I ditched class and walked around Boston with a friend, I typed back.


What friend?


I spent the next few minutes promising Ryan that Declan and I were just friends, that nothing happened between us that day or ever, and that Ryan had nothing to worry about. He said he was being protective. Had I not still been a teenager, I might have questioned who he was protecting.


BACK HOME FOR the summer, Ryan and I were inseparable. Which was convenient—because as long as we were together, there was no need for Ryan to worry about me. If I ever felt concerned about his unwavering devotion, I didn’t let it distract me from polishing the glittering pedestal he’d placed me on.


When I returned to college in the fall, I was determined to find a way to get Ryan to come east. Which was what led me to knock on the door of the athletic coach’s office. Looking over the coach’s shoulder in that windowless room, I directed him to pull up Ryan’s stats.


“His school is NAIA, not NCAA, so he can transfer and play immediately without breaking any collegiate rules.” I explained to the coach. “But he’ll need a scholarship.”


I had certainly grown more confident since starting college, but this was next-level ballsy, even for me. I didn’t know the coach. I didn’t even know anyone on the team. But I knew I loved Boston and had fallen for this boy—and that I needed to bring the two together.


So I did.


Ryan enrolled at Northeastern University to start the second semester of his sophomore year and was wearing a Husky uniform that spring.


In the early years of our relationship, Ryan provided me with all the verbal affirmation I yearned for, never letting me forget how beautiful I was and how he would always protect me. And at six foot three with washboard abs, he was easy to believe. But again, who or what was he protecting me from?


“I have a late practice, but I’ll call you when I’m done.” Ryan told me while walking me to my class one day. “Oh, and Mike’s having a party tomorrow. I’ll get the info tonight.”


“Is it cool if I bring Kristin and Lindsay?” I had new roommates this year, and chances were that if I wasn’t with Ryan, studying, or at a meeting for one of the clubs I belonged to, then I was with them.


“What if it’s just us, and then you can get to know the other girlfriends better?” he asked. This wasn’t the first time Ryan had pressured me to get closer with his teammates’ girlfriends and spend less time with Kristin and Lindsay.


“Just ask,” I said before standing on my tiptoes to kiss him goodbye. The confidence I derived from being with Ryan was intoxicating. It almost made me forget the control he was trying to exert over my life.


THE TYPICAL NORTHEASTERN undergrad attends college for five years, with the academic year evenly split between classes and “co-op,” aka internships—the idea being that by graduation, not only do you have a degree, but you also have two years of work experience. This was a major reason I chose the school. I had imagined it would be the perfect opportunity to try out different career fields, since I had been desperately trying to find anything that interested me as much as performing.


By my middler (aka third) year of college, my continuing lack of career direction and clear vision for the future had become a personal paranoia. Where was the path I had been so certain would eventually appear before me? Further complicating my need for rational, if not traditional, plans was that I had enrolled in an elective acting class. And then I was looking up local talent agencies. And then I was going on photo shoots and trying to pull together a modeling portfolio. And then I was right back to dreaming of sitting across from David Letterman telling him all about my new movie.


If Ryan didn’t like me spending time with people he didn’t know, he really didn’t like the photo shoots. When it came to my social life, it was easier to let Ryan exert control than to argue with him—and besides, I genuinely liked hanging out with his teammates. But when it came to my classes, extracurricular activities, and hobbies, like acting or modeling, I adamantly did what I wanted. That didn’t stop him from finding other ways to discourage me.


“You shouldn’t squeeze your ass like that, it gets dimply,” Ryan commented once as he entered my bedroom.


I had been lying across my bed naked, waiting for him. Face flushed, I quickly sat up and reached for the covers. Before then, I hadn’t noticed my cellulite.


“You should start doing calf lifts in the shower. It will give your legs more definition,” Ryan said one morning before leaving my apartment for class. Before that moment, I hadn’t thought much about my muscle definition.


And so it went.


I don’t remember Ryan critiquing my eating habits, but he didn’t need to. Between his comments about my body and my insecurities surrounding my future, I was once again finding comfort in controlling my calorie intake. So what if I told myself that I would stop trying to lose weight when I reached 115 pounds—and then kept going? So what if I was so hungry that I binged junk food and sweets at a holiday party and then found an isolated bathroom on campus to puke in? It was a one-time thing, I told myself, a rectified mistake—while remaining vague as to whether the mistake had been the bingeing, the purging, or something else.


After I nearly passed out at the mall with Ryan, he threatened to call my mom and tell her I hadn’t been eating. If my parents found out, I knew they would force me to come home immediately.


“Please don’t tell my mom,” I begged Ryan from a mall bench. “I promise I’ll start eating more.” As if to prove it, I took another bite of the pretzel he’d bought for me.


I kept my promise. The more I had tried to control my body, the more out of control my life had spiraled anyway. In place of food restriction, I allowed myself to become increasingly dependent on Ryan, not just for a social life but also for my self-worth.


Ryan had helped me to eat more again, so surely, I thought, that was a sign of how much he loved me, of how I could trust him. It would be years before I realized he had simply solved a problem he’d helped perpetuate. But at that moment, I loved him and he loved me and I loved being loved. Even still, I winced whenever he spoke about our future together. As I wrote in my journal, it felt at times like “Ryan and my heart were making plans without me.”
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