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Introduction

You can go to hell without moving an inch, just focus on what you lack.
You can taste heaven without leaving earth, just rejoice in what you have.

—James Clear

Folks are usually about as happy as they make up their minds to be.
—Widely attributed to Abraham Lincoln1

I have this vivid memory from a few years back. It was a Saturday morning,
I had gotten to sleep in a bit, Nate had taken the kids to Dunkin’ Donuts and
brought me back a hot coffee with cream in it, and we had no set plans for
the day. I changed my bedsheets (I relish in fresh sheets, so this is a chore I
don’t mind doing), tidied up the kitchen, and sat on the back porch while
the kids played in the yard. There was a general sense of contentment
around the entire morning. I had a home I loved, a family, a hot coffee, and
come evening I would be slipping into fresh bedsheets. I had it all.
And then, I opened Instagram.
The first photo that came on my screen was of a lifestyle blogger sitting on

her own porch (much nicer than mine), wearing the cutest outfit to garden
in (I was in an old T-shirt and pair of running shorts). I clicked to her story
bubble to find a photo of her coffee cup on her pristine Carrara marble is�
land, followed by her children playing in the sweetest little outfits. I looked
into my own yard, where my children looked like feral cats in mismatched
pajamas, almost all of them in hand-me-down crocs. Photo after photo
showed a life just one step nicer than my own. And that’s when the spiral
started.
Her porch is larger than mine. Her clothes are nicer than mine. Heck, her

children’s clothes are nicer than my clothes. Her kitchen is always so clean
and beautiful.
Her life is just a little bit better than mine.
I bet she is just a little bit happier as well.
And just like that, my perfect little Saturday morning was robbed from me.

And it only took forty-five seconds and the quick tap of an app.



I know this sounds dramatic, but I am sad to say it’s the reality of how I’ve
spent so many of my days. I’ll be feeling good about myself, and one photo
can completely knock me over. Everything I thought was enough is no
longer so. I see someone with a standard of living slightly ahead of my
own, with an appearance of being able to afford more than I can or travel
more than I can, and I get jealous. I believe they are happier. I want the gi�
ant kitchen or the lake house. I would even settle for the cute gardening
outfit.
But then I keep scrolling. There’s been a horrific earthquake in Haiti. Their

houses have little to no infrastructure, and the entire country is in shambles.
I see photos of children who look like skeletons and a cry for people to do�
nate so they can get clean water.
And just like that my balloon is smacked into the air again. I am the lucki�

est woman in the world! I have a house with four walls. I have clean water.
My children are fed. I live like a queen. I don’t need a cute gardening outfit
when these people need water. I abandon my Amazon search for new gar�
dening clogs and donate money to the Red Cross.
You see a tragedy, and it completely shifts your perspective. You no longer

loathe your body when your close friend finds out she has cancer; you’re
just grateful to be healthy. You hug your own children extra tight when you
read about another shooting, so grateful they made it home that day. Seeing
lack and loss in others puts your own abundance on full display.
And this is how we live, floating in a sea of people, bobbing up and down,

depending on who we are around.
I know deep down that if I were given the opportunity to trade places at

random with someone else in the world, the answer would be no every sin�
gle time. It’s too big of a gamble. Over half the world lives in poverty. I am
in the top few percent . . . why would I ever risk that? I can even take it a
step further and ask if I would want to trade places with any of those top 1
percent, and the answer is still no. My life is too specific and precious to
trade for another. But if it’s so specific and precious, why do I so often find
myself wishing for more?

This was the tension I lived in for years—knowing my life was a gift, yet
also constantly struggling and comparing it to others. I confused minor in�



conveniences with calamity and wants with needs. I looked to the left and
right, gauging my joy by how well my life stacked up to others. I had such
an incredible life, yet I would still go to bed discontent. Sure, there were
short Band-Aid fixes that would work for a while. I would get off social
media for a bit or have something amazing happening in my own life, but I
knew I wanted something more permanent. As a Christian, I knew that deep
peace and contentment were found in Jesus, but I also saw myself and so
many others struggling with how this played out in the day to day. I craved
action steps. I wanted someone to tell me what I could do when my mind
was in a mental hole, someone to take the shovel I was digging deeper and
deeper with and hand me a ladder to climb out. If this struggle was a sick�
ness, I would never want to fight it without prayer, but I would also not turn
away the medications the doctor prescribed. I needed both, working to�
gether, to bring healing.
For the better part of the last decade, I have run an Instagram account and

blog called Naptime Kitchen, where I post everything from kitchen tips and
recipes to thoughts on motherhood and how to get rid of pinworms. The
content really runs the gamut, and for that reason, it has allowed me to meet
tons of women in different life phases. Some are young moms looking for
potty training tips, some are fresh out of college looking for easy recipes,
and others are empty nesters reliving those crazy toddler years through my
stories. I have had the privilege of understanding the tension between a life
you are grateful for and a life you are discontent with on a larger scale. I
have read thousands upon thousands of comments and messages from
women also caught in this comparison trap. Many are living lives very
similar to my own, struggling with a sneaky desire for a life ever so slightly
better than the one they have. In all the effort to try to keep up, they are ex�
hausted and desperate for more normalcy online. They want to see messy
living rooms and cluttered kitchen counters. They crave unfiltered faces and
unfinished spaces.
During my journey to enjoy the life I have, Nate and I watched the movie

Free Solo with our kids. Free solo climbing is a form of rock climbing
where the climbers do not use any ropes or harnesses. The movie follows
Alex Honnold, who, at the age of thirty-one, completed the first free solo
climb of El Capitan, a vertical rock formation in Yosemite National Park
that is three thousand feet from base to summit (if you need a reference,
that’s over twice the height of the Empire State Building). If Alex were to



have fallen, that would have been it for him. No ropes or harness to catch
him, just a long fall to his death. He trained with safety ropes to catch him
but with the mindset that his life depended on getting it right, because if he
was going to climb without ropes, his life would literally depend on it. But
the climb was worth it to him; it was worth risking his whole life for.
It wasn’t just the physical challenge that drew Alex in. It was also the

process: the grace and athleticism that making the climb required, the men�
tal toughness to not only memorize what would work best but also keep
trying each time he failed during practice, the beauty of the rhythm he ex�
perienced as he moved his hands and legs to the next hold or ledge, the
connection and oneness he felt between the rock and his body. For him,
there was a physical element as well as a spiritual component. An element
of conquest (“I will risk my life to get to the top”) and an element of love
(“I’ve never felt more alive than when I’m climbing”). Just because it was
hard didn’t mean it couldn’t also be fun. And each time he failed, it made
him all the more hungry to succeed, to figure out what he had done wrong,
and to learn from it for next time.
As we watched, I was struck by the parallels I saw between Alex and what

I wanted for my own life. For Alex, climbing the mountain was the chal�
lenge, but the mountain also provided the substance (the crevices and
footholds) for him to hold on to. The more he studied the mountain, the
better he climbed. The more he studied the mountain, the more he loved it. I
saw my own life taking on this metaphor: Life can feel like climbing a
mountain, but it also provides the very substance (people, experiences,
mindsets, and faith) to enjoy the climb.
As he trained, Alex made mistakes; he would climb one way only to real�

ize that, if he stayed on his current path, he’d never reach the top. So, he’d
backtrack and try a new path. I would likely make mistakes and have to
backtrack to the beginning, renaming what mattered to me or figuring out a
better way to get where I wanted to go. Sometimes Alex simply got stuck
and had to hang on for a bit until he could make a new plan. Likewise, I
would get stuck and have to sit and remember the right way to proceed or
come up with a new plan entirely. But as I watched Alex do this impossibly
hard thing—and love not just the end result but also the process of getting
there—I wanted it for myself. I wanted to feel the grit of a hard-earned,
ragged and worn, well-loved life.



And so, I started making small mindset shifts and practical applications in
my life to fight back every time I caught myself comparing or feeling dis�
content. Those shifts became my footholds as I climbed. New attitudes
slowly began to take root, blooming into a life I wouldn’t trade for the
world.
In the writing process, I confessed to my book agent, Lisa, that it seemed

foolish for someone like me to write a book on the topic of loving one’s
life. I grew up in a loving household, went to a great college, married an
attorney, have four amazing kids, and own a home. My life has had very
little hardship. Lisa kindly looked at me from across the table and said,
“And yet, you still struggle to love your life.” She’s right. And my guess is
that many of you have walked a similar path to mine. Our needs are met,
our children are fed, we fall asleep in warm, cozy beds, and yet we still
compare our lives to others’ and wish for more.
One sneaky sentence I see playing out in the lives of so many women I

love, as well as in my own life, begins with three simple words: “I just wish
. . .” It’s subtle. You’re not looking for a total life overhaul. Most things are
totally fine. You just wish your house was a little larger, your bank account
a little fatter, your thighs a little slimmer. If your kids were just a bit more
well-behaved or your spouse a bit more thoughtful, then . . . then life would
be perfect. I know this well because it’s a phrase I have used all too often
myself. Unfortunately, what I’ve found over time is that while it’s not
monumental, these little bits of discontentment can eat away at me over
time, causing me to miss out on the sweetness of everyday life right in front
of me, the ability to “taste heaven” as James Clear writes. So many times I
have wanted to shake a friend and yell, “Look at how incredible your life is
—you are wishing it away!” Through this writing, I have realized how often
I needed someone to grab my own shoulders, look me in the eyes, and say
those words right back to me.
Some of you who pick up this book are going through something legiti�

mately horrible. There might be pain and wounds that require much more
care than anything I could write on these pages. You might have a child in
the hospital or a cancer diagnosis or be in a financial crisis. Much of what I
write likely will not meet you where you are. If I were you, I would feel
legitimate anger over someone like me complaining when life is seemingly
perfect. But I think that’s the issue: So many like me are actually living
pretty wonderful lives, if we would open our eyes to see it.



This book is not a memoir but rather a working journal. It contains stories
from my own life and practices that have helped me to climb the mountain
of loving my life and keep from falling. I do not write as an expert but
rather like an alcoholic would write about alcoholism. I have experienced
the struggle; I know discontentment and fighting for joy firsthand.
And that’s why I wrote this book. Because we all need this reminder. I

know it’s true, because I’ve met you in my DMs, on the playground, in the
carpool line, and at the dinner table. Women fighting quiet battles of com�
parison and discontentment that are crushing their happiness and leaving
them questioning who they are. Women who go to bed at night feeling
overwhelmed by their calendar and underwhelmed by their everyday life,
“just wishing” for something more, something different.
And yet. You know you already have enough. So how do you move

forward?
Like me, you want to stop waiting for the bigger kitchen, the smaller dress

size, and the better-behaved kids before deciding to embrace the climb up
your own metaphorical mountain. It’s possible, and I know it’s possible
because I’ve seen it happen in my own life.

This book tackles the ten biggest “I just wish” statements I have found
women like you and me whispering over the dinner table to our girlfriends
or perhaps whispering only to ourselves. I’ve struggled with all ten of them,
and I know how they can each steal my contentment in sneaky ways. I’ll
share my stories, but I won’t leave you empty-handed. At the end of each
chapter, I’ll give you practical steps that are helping me, plus a mindset shift
to drive the point home. I have written the mindset shift in the first person,
as a way for you to see yourself in it, almost like a daily affirmation. They
are short sayings I have not mastered but deeply need—sayings I am
preaching to my own heart. If you, like me, want to love the life right in
front of you more, I hope this book helps you get there, one small shift at a
time.



1 In 1914, Dr. Frank Crane wrote an article for the Syracuse Herald. In it, he wrote this quote, cred�
iting Abraham Lincoln with saying it. It’s never been verified by any other sources.



CHAPTER 

1
I Just Wish I Had 
a Bigger Kitchen

There is the great lesson of “Beauty and the Beast”; that a thing must be loved be�
fore it is lovable.

—G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy

Over the last ten years, Nate and I have lived in three homes. Our first home
was a duplex in Durham, North Carolina, on this tiny little hidden street
right near Duke’s campus. We knew the owner, and with a verbal contract
to care for all the lawns on the entire street, we lived in a two-bedroom,
two-bathroom apartment for $500 a month. It was a steal! We could walk to
Duke’s campus and Dunkin’ Donuts, and nearby there was a super nice
apartment with a pool I would sneak into in the summer (I learned if you
walked straight in with lots of confidence no one would dare question you).
The weekends required a lot of manual labor, but otherwise it was awe�
some. Nate was in charge of the push mower, I was on the rider, and we tag
teamed the weeding. The only downside was in the fall, when I kid you not,
I would have a full breakdown when we had to rake and blow fifteen yards’
worth of leaves. I have a vivid memory of me crying in the street, blower in
hand, attempting to subdue the leaves into a pile. Needless to say it was not
working.



Our kitchen in that first home had linoleum floors, plastic countertops, and
enough grease in the vent above the stove to fry a Thanksgiving turkey.
Before we moved in, Nate and some friends went in and attempted to clean
the place as best they could. We didn’t live together before getting married,
so this would be the first place that we shared an address. Our friend Mason
rented a carpet steamer, John Mark and Kelby set to work on the greasy
stove with a can of Coca-Cola, and Nate did his best to try to make the little
duplex feel like a special first home for us. Once we moved in, I painted the
kitchen a bright and happy robin’s-egg blue and stocked it with all of my
new wedding registry items. It was old and a bit dingy, but it was all mine.
For two and a half years, that little duplex was home, and it was in that

outdated linoleum kitchen that I first started to take pictures of the food I
was making and post about it. It’s also where we brought our firstborn, John
Robert, home from the hospital, and I learned the valuable lesson to prep
the food before the witching hour. He would nap twice a day, and during
that time, I would try out new recipes, scouring the internet for “cheap but
fancy” fare. I fell in love with butter and garlic, perfecting the panini (a.k.a.
a fancy grilled cheese), and making twenty variations of cowboy caviar. We
were less than a mile from Kroger, and I would go multiple times a week,
shopping what was on sale or grabbing a specific ingredient for a recipe I
was dying to try. I remember making risotto for the first time on an ex�
tremely cold day in February. We were watching the news and seeing the
absolute mess of cars on I-40; so many people were stuck trying to get
home. And there we were, snowed in, with hot risotto and a bottle of Trader
Joe’s Two Buck Chuck. We felt like millionaires. Eventually, we were
forced to move out when a large developer bought the whole block to tear
down all those tiny duplexes for a new, shiny apartment building. Strickler
Lawn Services would no longer be needed.
From there we found a rental house on Cornwallis Road in Durham. It was

a three-bedroom and had a kitchen that fed into a large living room com�
plete with dining area and laundry room (a whole room for laundry!). The
floors were now hardwood instead of carpet, and we had a fenced-in back�
yard. It was fourteen hundred square feet and felt like an absolute mansion.
My parents bought us a picnic table for Christmas, and I remember many
nights sitting outside on the back patio eating dinner. This house was locat�
ed on a busy road, so my dad built a tiny wooden gate that allowed us to
lock John Robert in on that front porch to keep him contained. Every single



afternoon we would sit on this porch and wait for the school buses to start
passing by. I would usually hear one before it came into view and would
begin chanting, “Bus . . . Bus . . . Bus,” getting louder and the words com�
ing more quickly like the theme song of Jaws. As it passed we would both
cheer and clap, and then we would wait for the next one. John Robert en�
joyed this, and I was so thankful for an easy activity to help pass the time as
we waited for Nate to get home.
Once Nate finished law school we moved to Charleston, South Carolina,

for his first job as an attorney. John Robert was two, Scout was six months,
and I was desperate to be closer to family. We bought a home in West Ash�
ley with the nicest kitchen we had ever experienced. The countertops were
granite, the cabinets white with soft-close hinges, and the stove was gas (A
gas stove! Just like the professional chefs I watched on TV!). I was so ex�
cited to get into the space. Nate’s firm had paid for both packers and
movers, and the day the moving truck arrived at the new house, both of my
mom’s sisters were there ready to help us move in. My aunts unpacked my
entire kitchen for me, putting things away as best they could and assuring
me I could move anything that wasn’t where I wanted. They could have put
my plates in the drawer underneath the stove for all I cared; I was over�
whelmed and grateful for the help.
It’s been six years in that same kitchen, and while I have certainly moved

some things around, it has essentially stayed the same. And while I do love
it, it is not large enough to hold all of my cooking tools. My salad bowls are
in a cabinet in the living room, all the foil and extra Tupperware are in a
cabinet in the laundry room, and my food processor is down the hallway in
a cabinet. While I know where each item is, were someone to go looking
for the Instant Pot, it would likely take them hours to locate it. It’s comical,
really. Aside from the bedrooms, I think there is at least one kitchen item in
every single closet in the entire house.
As our family has grown, we have maxed out every square inch of this

house. We put on an addition and reworked bedrooms. I have spent count�
less hours thinking through the best function for each and every cabinet.
Here’s a secret: I believe deeply in helping people love the homes they are

already in. In enjoying their space and not pining for more. In having that
space work and function for them. And yet, I still wonder if my life would
really be more enjoyable if I just had a bigger kitchen.



There’s a quote hanging on our wall with lyrics from the chorus of Doug
Stone’s song “Little Houses” all about how small homes are the places
where love thrives.
When I see that quote hanging on our wall, I would now say that there are

much larger things at play to make our family close than the size of our
walls. But for years those words were the balm I needed to feel like the
space we had was great. The quote was a way for me to justify our tiny
quarters, a way to quell my envy toward those with homes larger and more
aesthetically pleasing than mine.
Maybe you have felt this way too, and I want you to know I don’t think

wanting a bigger kitchen is silly or superficial. Most of us want many of the
things I will write about in this book—a thriving marriage, more money, a
tighter friend group, etc. But for many of us, the kitchen stands for the
comfort, beauty, and contentment we all desire. Social media shows us
beautiful, sparkling kitchens with happy kids standing at the counter mak�
ing homemade cookies with Mom. This whole thing about the kitchen
matters, because it’s one of the things that can stand for so much more than
it really is. It’s seen as the “center of the home,” the heartbeat of the family,
the communal space where everything from homework to meal-prepping
happens. Somehow, a beautiful kitchen has come to stand for a beautiful
home, beautifully plated dinners, beautifully planned parties, a beautiful
family, and a perfectly beautiful life. A spacious kitchen is not going to
solve all of life’s problems, but when it’s 5 p.m. and the kids are screaming
at your feet and you’re just trying to get dinner made and on the table, that
extra space sure does feel like it would make life easier.
I have always been fascinated with how spaces function. I love design and

beauty, but functionality is my sweet spot. While I enjoy any HGTV show,
Tiny House, Big Living is my favorite. Seeing how they get the most use out
of such a small space is extremely satisfying to watch. Last summer I
bought a new interior design book filled with page after page of the most
gorgeous homes you could imagine. I bought the book to get inspired be�
yond the basic function of our home. I wanted to see how the designer
chose to decorate. When I opened its pages, I saw gorgeous houses with
custom drapes and cabinets, spacious kitchens, and entire guest suites.
Strangely, I didn’t find myself comparing my own home; I felt separated
from the designer’s work. She is a skilled interior designer; her clients have
thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of dollars to put into their summer



lake homes. I could admire the pages, knowing this designer was showcas�
ing what she does best in homes that were immaculate. These homes were
larger than mine with larger budgets than mine. Opening a book made for
the purpose of interior design felt like stepping into a story. It’s lovely, but
it’s also not my life. It’s too far out of reach to compare, and for this reason,
I was able to enjoy it.
Somehow, that separation does not translate to life online. Perhaps it’s the

proximity of photos of people I do know bumped up so closely to people I
do not know. My brain starts to get jumbled and confused. I don’t remem�
ber having these feelings when watching MTV Cribs. Sure, Busta Rhymes
has a hot tub in his kitchen, but he’s Busta Rhymes! Once the era of MTV
Cribs ended, we had reality TV like Keeping Up with the Kardashians, but
I still wasn’t silly enough to actually compare myself. I am a Strickler; she
is a Kardashian. We are not the same.
There used to be a section in US Weekly Magazine entitled “Stars! They’re

Just Like Us!” showing famous people doing “normal people things.” Tay�
lor Swift grocery shops, just like me! Mark Zuckerberg walks his dog, just
like me! Beyoncé takes her kids to the movies, just like me! (I cannot con�
firm if the entire movie theater was cleared out and this was a private
showing, but in that moment, Beyoncé felt normal.) And that’s what we
love about it. These people that have felt so far beyond us appear normal,
even if only for a brief paparazzi shot.
Social media tends to do the opposite. It takes fairly normal people and

catapults them to the strange realm of quasi famous. My mind struggles
here. It’s easy for me to know I am never going to have the life of Julia
Roberts. But what about this other mom of four out in Colorado? We seem
similar enough, but her house is three times the size of mine and her coun�
ters are spotless. To be fair, this isn’t really a social media issue, it’s a me
issue. I just think social media exacerbates it. It opens me up to hundreds, if
not thousands, of new people to keep up with, new homes to get a peek in�
side. This was not something my grandmother dealt with. She likely saw
the homes of close friends, and she would have seen homes of acquain�
tances even less often. I, on the other hand, see the homes of complete
strangers on a daily basis.
Space is really very relative when you think about it, and it usually is only

part of the equation. It’s space plus location that gets you to cost. A three-
thousand-square-foot house outside Charlotte, North Carolina, costs less



than a thousand-square-foot apartment in New York City. There are people
living in rural South Carolina who own land the size of Central Park, and
there are people in Montana whose land is larger than the state of Delaware.
So while space has a lot to do with wealth, I do think it is something en�

tirely different. Some people will sacrifice space for location, and others are
going to sacrifice location for space. For many (myself included), you move
into a home thinking you’ll move out in a few years, but then you fall in
love with your neighbors and can’t imagine leaving, or the interest rates get
so high you’re stuck. So, you rearrange and add on and vow to be a mini�
malist to make it all work. Space is also very relative to who you live
around. My friend Lindsey lives in Queens with her family of four in a six�
teen-hundred-square-foot apartment. The living room is the kitchen which
is the family room. But it’s got two bedrooms! In Queens, that’s a luxury. In
Queens, Lindsey has a ton of space. However, if you put Lindsey’s family
in that same apartment in Charleston, people would say they were too
crowded and should move.
For me, space has always been deeply tied to my anxiety. When I am anx�

ious, I crave more space as an escape. I want clear counters and minimal
visual clutter. My body is having trouble breathing and thinks that what it
needs is literally more room to breathe. Paradoxically, when I am anxious, I
do not want to be alone.
The house I grew up in was large, and when I was in sixth grade we did a

big addition on one side, essentially giving my parents their own wing of
the house. As a parent, I absolutely get this. They wanted some space, a
place to retreat to at the end of long days with four children. This renova�
tion also meant I got my own bedroom and would no longer have to share
with my sister. As nice as it was to have my own bedroom, I was easily
scared and wished my parents’ bedroom was closer. They were on the other
side of the house, and I was very skeptical they would be able to hear my
screams should kidnappers come to take me.
As nice as that renovation was, I remember on multiple occasions missing

the smaller space we once shared. I missed sharing a sink with Anna to
brush our teeth and sneaking into Albert’s room when I was scared. In col�
lege, I stayed with my friend Courtney and noticed that all the bedrooms
were on the second floor of the house, snug and close together. I loved how
safe and cozy it felt. What’s funny is that Courtney definitely wished for a
larger house; where I saw closeness she saw crowdedness.



When we first moved to Charleston and became a part of a church, I re�
member getting invited to an Easter egg hunt with a bunch of ladies from
the church. I was new and therefore didn’t know many people, but I was
told we were going to “Meg’s house on James Island” and given the ad�
dress. Meg was a mom of four, and from all I could see on the outside she
was a very cool, well-known woman in the church. I do not know what I
was expecting when I got to the house, but this was not it. Meg was in cut�
off jean shorts and a T-shirt. There were kids everywhere using every single
outdoor toy she had. When I went inside, Meg’s house was floor-to-ceiling
bursting with life and chaos. There was an entire gallery wall of her kids’
artwork in mismatched frames that poured down the hallways and into the
family room. The kids’ rooms were not particularly tidy or themed in any
way. There were posters and blankets and stuffed animals each representing
what that child loved. But the kitchen is what struck me the most. Meg had
a tiny kitchen. The cabinets were filled to the brim, the fridge was a stan�
dard side by side, and there was barely enough counter space to make din�
ner, let alone space for an island and barstools. This was not the quin�
tessential hosting house you see in the magazines.
Around lunchtime, Meg brought out a Chick-fil-A nugget platter for the

kids, and then, from her tiny little kitchen, she prepared one of the best sal�
ads I have ever eaten. Lettuce reached the brim of the giant wooden bowl;
there were pistachios and segmented oranges bursting with flavor. There
was fresh avocado and the creamiest, dreamiest dressing I have ever tasted.
It was heaven. Other friends had brought their own additions to the meal,
but all I really remember was that salad.
I left Meg’s house with a new resolve to love my home and make it my

own. To fill the walls with artwork and allow the kids the freedom to make
their rooms whatever they wanted them to be. It’s strange how much I
wanted my home to feel like Meg’s home. It wasn’t perfect or neat or tidy,
but it was welcoming and warm. It was a place I felt I could exhale and al�
low my kids to enjoy. It was a feeling—like her entire home was surround�
ed by some sort of “this is unashamedly who we are” aura. I knew what she
had created didn’t require a massive renovation or new furniture, but it did
require work. She had to take a metaphorical sledgehammer to the stan�
dards of what her home was supposed to be and instead lean into what she



wanted it to be. This was something I could tell she had done because she
was happy to host, not once apologizing for the state of her space. In Meg’s
eyes her home was not separate from her family but rather a living, working
representation of who they were, and she loved inviting people into that. It
reminded me of my dad’s sister, whom we call Aunt Ellen. When my
grandfather passed away, my grandmother slowly got to a place where she
couldn’t host Christmas morning anymore. During this time, Aunt Ellen’s
home became the new meeting spot for Christmas morning. It was also
during this time that the Freemans were seriously starting to procreate. Each
year, there would be more babies and toddlers, slowly wreaking havoc on
her home. Despite the onslaught of toddlers, Aunt Ellen was always beam�
ing from ear to ear. I have told her multiple times how welcoming her house
is, how cozy and safe it feels. It’s not that she doesn’t have nice things or
lives in disarray, but she seems to regard her stuff lightly. It’s like she
knows that nothing is so irreplaceable it is worth fussing over (or at least
nothing in easy reach of a toddler). She has this ease about her the entire
time we are there, encouraging us to sit on the sofa and have some of her
famous pimento cheese.
I have seen this same desire in my own parents. When they started having

grandkids, they knew they wanted to see them often, so they started to make
a home that reflected that desire. They turned one of the bedrooms into a
nursery, complete with a crib and changing table. They stocked the house
with diapers. They even bought a baby monitor. When the toddlers started
potty training, they bought a toddler potty. While their home still has a ton
of beautiful things in it, Mom moved her most treasured pieces out of the
reach of small hands and cleared the coffee table of breakable items. Their
home reflected the season of life they were in and what their desires were,
and it worked. Now, on any given day, you can find one of my siblings at
my parents’ home, the adults conversing in the kitchen while the grand�
children play in the playroom or on the play set my parents installed. All of
these homes have something in common to me. They reflected the season of
life each person was in and were functioning in a way that best served the
people living in them. The space was serving the people who lived there,
rather than the people feeling like they needed to serve the space. Meg’s
kids felt celebrated by those walls filled with their artwork. I felt welcomed
into Aunt Ellen’s cozy living room. My kids beg to go to Berber and Pop�



pa’s house. All of these spaces created feelings we long for: welcoming and
belonging.
With this in mind, I started to focus more on how my home functioned

than how it looked. I started to ask myself Is this working well for my fami�
ly? instead of Does this look like the cover of a magazine? And slowly, as I
worked to create a space that was unashamedly ours as opposed to what I
thought home was supposed to look like, it became more lovely to me. The
more we lived in our home, the more it reflected who we were and what we
valued. My home felt like a hunk of wood I was whittling away, carving
and scraping what didn’t work to make room for what did. The more I
shaped it and made it my own, the more I began to love it. Over time, I be�
came convinced that a home has to be loved to feel lovable. A house has to
be used to feel like a home.
Years after this initial realization, we had two sets of friends and their kids

come and visit us in Charleston. One family stayed at our house, and the
other at an Airbnb close by. It was unseasonably warm for November, and
we had the most gorgeous day outside. Then the temperature dropped dras�
tically, and by Saturday it was cold and rainy, and our house became the
hangout spot for the weekend.
At one point, every single surface had stuff on it. Cups galore, dirty dishes,

countless socks missing their owners, shoes on the floor, and dress-up
clothes in every room. My small kitchen quickly became Grand Central
Station for drinks and pizza and more snacks than any one person could eat.
We made margaritas to sip alongside chips and queso. We cooked bacon
and eggs for breakfast and threw together peanut butter and jellies for
lunch. We used up every single rag wiping up water spills from the kids,
and we finally got smart, switching to Solo cups and a black Sharpie to keep
the cup usage manageable.
We really could have used more space. In that moment I genuinely wanted

a giant countertop with ample barstool seating. I wanted a second floor to
banish the rambunctious kids to. I wanted to apologize to my friends for not
having more room for them. But the more I look back on that weekend, I’ve
realized the space I had in no way deterred from the richness we felt being
together. My home was doing exactly what it was made to do: It was hold�
ing people and their mismatched socks and their cups. It was being dirtied
and tidied and dirtied again. In all its imperfections, there it was, doing



what it did best: bringing people together, feeding them, and sheltering
them (quite literally) from the storm.
As a mom, it’s a sweet freedom to suddenly see marks and spills as signs

of life instead of annoyances. And when people come to your home, you
realize, “I don’t need to apologize for these things. I do not live in a muse�
um. I live with five other humans, four of them under the age of nine. There
are going to be handprints on the walls and scratches on the floors.”
Over the summer, we had a photoshoot at the house to take pictures for my

website. There was a professional photographer and a person specifically in
charge of lighting. Those two made my kitchen look absolutely dreamy, and
I love how the photos turned out. However, the moment they were gone, we
took all the hidden things needed for our everyday life back out. The gro�
cery list came back out of the drawer, and kids’ cups went back on the
counter. The coffee maker was set out along with the blender. Photos and
the kids’ report cards went back on the fridge. And as much as I loved the
clear surfaces we had for the photos, there was something comforting about
the items we use so often being put back where they were needed, when all
the things that made our kitchen unique to us came back out of hiding.
Ironically, the things that I started off saying gave me anxiety also brought
comfort, I think because they are the very things that make my home my
home. The things that give me belonging.
I still struggle with the size of our home, especially our kitchen. And if I

am honest, I think I will always believe it would be easier if we just had a
little more space. I am currently learning how to decorate and have a nice
home but not allow myself to be consumed by it. I am learning how to have
nice things while also having a place where my kids feel free to relax and
unwind. I am not sure how this will pan out, and it will likely require a lot
of give-and-take on both sides, but I think that’s ok. Our home is a tool we
are all learning to use. There are ways we need to respect it and ways it’s ok
for it to get dinged up a bit. Those marks are signs it is doing its job well.
The more we use it, the more we love it; it is beautiful because it is used; it
is lovely because it is loved.

MINDSET SHIFT: My home is a tool that reflects the season of life I
am in; it can create feelings of welcome and belonging no matter the
style or size.



MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. If you struggle with your space, I want you to know that is not silly. Our space

has an incredible effect on our lives. It’s home, after all. We live and sleep and
eat our meals within these walls. Your kids live here and want to have friends
over. Also, getting more space doesn’t happen overnight. If your space really is
feeling overly stimulating or cluttered, consider getting a few large bins and
removing as much of the clutter as you can. Leave it in the bins, and only take
things out as needed. After six months, see what remains and if you missed any
of the items. If not, consider donating.

2. Kelle Hampton (@ETST on Instagram) did an eye-opening activity in 2022
when she went through some of the most beloved movies and TV shows of the
last twenty years and specifically looked at their kitchens. In each one, the
things you noticed the most were how homey and unique they were. Most were
not huge, and none, save for that of Amanda Woods’s pristine California kitchen
in The Holiday, was especially neat or tidy. But it seems even that was making a
point. Amanda Woods’s life was falling apart, and despite her clean kitchen and
massive home, all she wanted to do was escape. As you watch some of your
favorite shows this year, take a look at the kitchens. What stands out most?

3. The kitchen is one area of the home where I really believe you are fully al�
lowed to stretch the boundaries. I keep extra food containers and rarely-used
cooking utensils in the laundry room. I know where to find them when I need
them, and they aren’t taking up my precious kitchen space. Remember, your
home is yours to use however you need. The Crock-Pot really can live in the
hall closet if there’s no cabinet space left.

4. Something I have come to embrace is small corners of my house where every�
thing feels calm and put together. Myquillyn Smith (author of House Rules, The
Nesting Place, and Cozy Minimalist Home) calls this “one sane space.”1 For me,
that’s my bedroom. I make my bed every morning, and I know, at any given
time of day, I can walk in there to a made bed and a small leather chair in the
corner that looks out the window. When the rest of the house feels chaotic, that’s
my beloved corner, my one sane space. This week, look around your home and
decide what your one sane space could be. If you don’t have one, seek to create
one! It doesn’t have to be large or elaborate—just a corner you can go to when
you need a little sanity.

5. It is so easy to get caught up in photos of pristine homes with matching bed�
ding and correlating wallpaper. While those things are wonderful, I challenge
you to begin to think of your home less like a photo and more like a tool. As



you go about your day, take note of all the many ways you use it in a day. The
basket by the front door that is the perfect place to house keys, the painting in
the kitchen that makes you smile, the cutting board and knife always within
arm’s reach to slice an apple and some cheese. Each and every time you use a
part of your home, you are honoring it. You are allowing it to do what it was
made to do.

1 Myquillyn Smith, Cozy Minimalist Home: More Style, Less Stuff (Zondervan, 2018), 80.



CHAPTER 

2
I Just Wish I Was 

a Better Mom

You have to do your own growing no matter how tall your grandfather was.
—attributed to Abraham Lincoln

Yet everybody thinks of changing the world, and nobody thinks of changing himself.
—Leo Tolstoy, Three Methods of Reform

I am currently entering a phase of parenting that feels completely foreign
and overwhelming to me. My older two are only eight and six, but the
emotional roller coasters we ride have already begun. I feel like we’re on
the smaller rides at the theme park; you know it could be bumpy and twisty,
but you’re not going fully upside down yet. The full-body harness and 360-
degree loops where your stomach drops out and you lose all sense of which
way is up will come with the teen years, just you wait.
The hard part is how different these emotions feel from the little years, and

how much less control I have in the situation. This isn’t tears over a toy or a
snack Mom said they couldn’t have. No one is dropping to the floor kicking
and screaming. But it’s also much harder to know what they are actually
upset about. Are mood rings accurate? If only.
The other morning, my oldest two were making muffins, and at some

point, Scout started to sing an annoying song that bothered John Robert. He



asked her to stop. She didn’t. He asked again. She persisted. So, naturally,
he kicked her. I saw the whole thing and told him he needed to go be in his
room for a bit until I came to talk to him. That meant he would not get to be
the one to take the muffins out of the oven (a task only he was old enough
to do and relished in). I figured this would be much like any other discipline
moment. I would go talk to him about how we never use violence against
others. He would apologize to his sister for kicking her. She would apolo�
gize for not listening to him when he asked her to stop. We would each eat a
muffin. Boom. Super Mom doing what she does best over here, keeping
everyone together one scuffle at a time.
That is not what happened. When I went into John Robert’s room, he was

furious to the point of being completely irrational. He would not talk to me,
did not want to talk to his sister, and essentially had that wild look in his
eye you usually only see in rabid animals. He traipsed away from me while
I was midsentence . . . and that was when I yelled. I took him by the arm,
walked him back into his room, and told him I would come back in a half
hour. Essentially, he was in time-out.
I went back to getting the girls breakfast in the kitchen while, unbe�

knownst to me, John Robert was in his room packing a bag and writing me
a note that read, “You do not need me here. No one will miss me.” He was
going to run away. All that in the span of one hour, which started with the
wholesome, memory-making opportunity of banana muffins.
I am not sure what I should have done. Looking back, I know I shouldn’t

have yelled, but should I have put him in his room for a half hour? Was
there a different or better tactic I could have used? I really tried to listen to
why he was upset and enter in. I told his sister in front of him that what she
did was wrong as well. I told her that she needed to apologize. I was gentle,
but also stern. I felt like I was being the referee everyone needed, and it still
all went up in flames. Where did I go wrong?
There are things about the way my mom parented us that were really good

and helpful and other things I want to do differently. But in the moment,
when the adrenaline kicks in, it is so hard to know what I am doing from a
place of wisdom and what I am doing out of spite or anger. What am I do�
ing because I choose to, and what am I doing because that’s the only way I
have seen it done? I’ve heard the joke that you should start a savings ac�
count now for all the therapy your kids will need when they’re older be�



cause of the way you parented them; I am beginning to believe it’s not a
joke.
Dr. Becky Kennedy’s online parenting account on Instagram skyrocketed

during Covid, and for good reason. She would start her videos with simple
role-play. For instance: A mom asking the child to clean the room, the child
claiming they had done so, the parent noticing it wasn’t clean and then try�
ing to decide how to respond.1 These videos went viral because the situa�
tions felt so familiar, and every parent was desperate for help. She also gave
scripts to use with word-for-word ways to dissipate an escalating situation.
To the strung-out, exhausted, trapped-at-home mom, these scripts felt like a
beacon of hope. They held an “if you do this you won’t royally screw up
your child” promise we all desired. We were all home with our kids, wanti�
ng to know if the way we were handling the situation was the best way. We
were looking from left to right, clueless, hoping we were making choices
that wouldn’t land us with those huge therapy bills years later.
This next phase of parenting feels hard and scary in ways much deeper

than the little years. The stakes feel higher. Their memory lasts longer. I
could say something that could really hurt them, creating ripples that affect
them for years to come.
No pressure, Mom.
Early on in my Instagram career, I had an evening when I made a salmon

dish for the kids. I had bought the salmon from the frozen section of Whole
Foods and was so pleased with the way I had prepared it: a teriyaki glaze
sprinkled with sesame seeds and steamed rice and green beans on the side. I
showed the process on my Instagram, including the salmon I had purchased.
Within an hour, I had multiple messages telling me I really should be using
wild-caught salmon; farm-raised salmon were fed a worse diet and was
therefore worse for my kids. Some went so far as to say that salmon was
harming my children.
There I was, a young mom with two young kids, being told by strangers on

the internet my meal of salmon (salmon, for crying out loud!) was un�
healthy. I needed to do my research when it came to feeding my children. I
also needed to make sure to give them lots of fruits and veggies, but make
them organic. I needed to teach them how to eat what I serve but also not
force them to eat—I wouldn’t want to create habits that could form an eat�
ing disorder down the road. I should let them eat sweets (food freedom!)
but not too many (sugar is poison) and watch those snack choices while I



was at it. After all, as their parent, I was the person responsible for these
decisions. How I fed them mattered, creating ripples that would impact their
health for years to come.
No pressure, Mom.
One of my biggest regrets in life is quitting piano lessons. That’s dramatic.

But I really do wish I could play the piano. I have this dream of me sitting
down casually at a friend’s house and playing Chopin from memory; my
very own party trick. Our house would have a special spot by a window for
our piano, and my precious children would be serenaded by their mother
before bed. What a Renaissance woman I would be!
I took lessons back in middle school but did not have an ounce of natural

knack for the ivory keys. Funny enough, my mom also took piano as a child
and had little to no talent (I believe her piano instructor finally told her she
really should just quit). I gave it a good year of my life before telling my
mom I didn’t enjoy piano at all, and she was completely fine with me quit�
ting. I was already playing sports and, being one of four children, I am sure
she was a bit relieved to have one less thing to shuttle me to weekly.
What I loved was playing basketball and volleyball. Looking back, I had

no future in those sports. I was decent, but you were not looking at a D1
athlete. But that’s where my passion was, and so that’s what I stuck with.
My mom would drive me to weekend volleyball games in the most rural
parts of South Carolina, spending her entire Saturday sitting in a giant
gymnasium and sleeping in a crappy hotel so I could play in the two-day
long tournaments.
Now that I am an adult, I really wish I would have stuck with piano and

maybe let go of basketball a bit earlier in life. Piano feels like something I
could still enjoy, whereas I rarely pick up a basketball. But hindsight is, as
they say, twenty-twenty, and like I said, I really wasn’t good at piano. My
mom probably knew that I didn’t have a future as an athlete, but she was
willing to give of her time to let me play because I loved it. After I joined
the travel team, I am sure she would have preferred a weekly piano lesson
to those two-day volleyball tournaments. But should she have pushed me to
stick with piano? Maybe she was so quick to let me quit because she too
had a bad experience learning piano. Perhaps had she stuck with it, I would
have stuck with it. It’s hard to say. Maybe I would have been great and so
thankful for her persistence. Maybe I would have done lessons for two more



years, barely improving, and still quit, losing two years of both my parents’
time and money and having a lot of fights in the process.
Herein lies one of a million small decisions my mom made, each decision

creating ripples, shaping me into the person I am today.
No pressure, Mom.
We live in an area where the conversation of where your child will go to

middle school feels equivalent to where they will go to college. Nate did
not grow up this way. His hometown had one public school, and that’s sim�
ply where everyone went. Rich, poor, Black, and white were all at the same
school. In Charleston, we have zoned public schools and a myriad of char�
ter and magnet schools. Each year, there’s a system called “school choice,”
where you basically put your name into a giant hat along with thousands of
other kids and hope your child’s name gets pulled for the school you want.
It’s a total crapshoot. Some schools are great for elementary, but the middle
school has a poor reputation. For others it’s the opposite. Since we have a
child entering fourth grade, the topic of middle school is top of mind for
everyone. There’s public school, and there’s private school. There’s charter
schools and magnet schools and, heck, even boarding schools. You want
them to have a good education. You want them to meet different kinds of
people. You don’t want to have a forty-five-minute commute. You want
them to have friends that carry over from elementary school.
Whether we make the choice or the zoning makes the choice for us, where

your child goes to school will affect them, creating ripples that will deter�
mine their future.
No pressure, Mom.
“Babies don’t keep.”
“You only get eighteen years with them.”
“You will miss this.”
“Cherish every moment.”
I know time passes. I know my kids are going to grow older. Their

squishy, soft baby feet will turn into smelly teenager feet. They will go from
needing me every moment to needing me every so often. And one day, they
will move out. Sure, it’s absolutely exhausting and demanding, but it won’t
last forever, so I better cherish every moment. I better soak it all up. Other�
wise, I’ll regret it for years to come.
No pressure, Mom.



As much as I loathe that last paragraph, it is where my biggest struggles
lie. I don’t lose sleep over Skittles, much less salmon. I don’t really stress
about what activities the kids quit and which ones they stick with. I feel
confident we will be ok in the quagmire of school decisions. At the end of
the day, my biggest fear is regretting not being with them more; I believe
those other worries will work out if I am there for them—if I just make sure
I am around and present. My biggest struggle is what my role as mom
should look like: What things do I give my time to, and what am I ok to
miss? What are the nonnegotiables in this role, and what things are specific
to our family and my children?
I grew up in a household where my dad worked and my mom was home

with their four children. She packed the lunches and carted us to various
practices and activities. She managed the household and cooked dinner. I
loved all the ways she was present for us growing up and saw her role in
our family as something to aspire to. Her job was being our mom; her days
were largely dictated by the needs of her four children. What I didn’t realize
was that I had formed a framework for what motherhood looked like with�
out really asking if that same framework was best for my own family.
While I had been running Naptime Kitchen since my firstborn was six

months old, I still heavily considered myself a stay-at-home mom because,
well, I was. If the kids had a doctor’s appointment, I was the one to take
them. I did the school pickups and drop-offs and dentist appointments.
Anything that happened between the hours of eight and six was my job,
because Nate was at the office. And while there were plenty of days it was
extremely difficult, I also felt a sense of pride and power for who I was in
that role. I was Mom. If the kids needed something, I was the primary per�
son they would ask because I was the one with all the answers. Was there an
extra bottle of ketchup in the pantry? Did we have more toilet paper? Did
we pick up cupcakes for the class party? I had all of those answers; I was
lord of the household.
After Nate left his full-time job, he started to take on a lot of the load

around the house, and while I was so grateful, I also felt a sense of panic.
Who am I now? Am I a working mom? Do my kids still come to me with
their needs? This all became exacerbated by the fact that our fourth child,



Alberta, absolutely favored Nate. If she was sad or tired, she wanted Nate. I
believed she loved him more than me because I wasn’t around enough.
I decided I would be there in every capacity as Mom but also expand what

was happening for Naptime Kitchen. This was bad for two reasons: First, it
wasn’t sustainable. It left me feeling guilty in both areas and constantly
tired. And second, it stunted the ways Nate really could help because I was
afraid of losing this part of my identity.
I don’t think men struggle with their identity in parenting in nearly the

same way that women do. I do not think that Nate felt guilt when he left for
work in the morning. He was leaving to go and provide for our family, and
that’s simply the way it had to happen. I, on the other hand, was afraid that I
would look back in twenty years and regret not being home more. I only get
them for eighteen years; my babies won’t keep. I am not alone in this ten�
sion. I know so many mothers who work and feel a level of guilt putting
their children in daycare. Likewise, I know so many mothers who are home
full-time and feel guilty because they are desperate for time away from their
kids.
Interestingly, I found that friends who came from households where the

mom worked did not feel the same guilt I was feeling; they had a loving,
caring mom who also happened to work. They did not see the roles of Mom
and working parent at odds with one another the way I did. Not to mention
the tons of friends whose moms didn’t have the luxury to choose whether
they worked or not.
I also realized that a lot of friends had husbands who worked from home or

had flexible jobs, allowing for more shared responsibilities in the house�
hold. They did not hold “motherhood as martyrdom” to the degree that I
did. And here is where I discovered a large reason this was so hard for me: I
wanted to do it all. To me, being a good mom meant doing it all. Sure, I
wished for Nate to be around more, I wished for more help, but I felt a deep
sense of pride in all that I did for my family. I did it. Me! And I wanted
praise and worship for it. I wanted people to look in and think, Wow! How
does she do it all? My worth as a mom became attached to what I did in�
stead of who I was. The funny thing about motherhood, however, is that
your kids do grow up. What you do for them does change; you want it to.
You want to raise children to become capable adults who no longer need
you. We mourn their flying the nest as we train them daily to be able to do
just that.



A few months into these motherhood-identity questions I was having, I
hung out with my friends Kristen and Lindsay. They each had two children,
and it was the first year that both of their children were in school full-time.
Both of these moms now had around seven hours a day kid-free. And you
know how both felt? Disoriented. Both were asking what they were meant
to be doing in this new phase of their lives. Lindsay was thinking of signing
up to be a substitute teacher or working with her husband on the adminis�
tration side of his business. Kristen was volunteering more in her children’s
classrooms and helping her parents more. Both could feel the shift in their
role happening and were left wondering how to fill the time. I have seen this
more and more: My friend Ruthie is now working at the front desk of her
kids’ school; Sarah just applied for an admin job. All are looking for ways
to fill a newly given void that school-age children allow, while wondering
what their role in this next phase looks like. I realized the identity crisis I
was having was one so many women face: Who am I outside of mother�
hood? I believe this is the same way many men feel when they retire. Who
am I outside of my work? The difference is that retirement tends to come
around sixty-five, whereas the shift in motherhood roles happens much,
much earlier.

I didn’t want to view my motherhood journey as some short-term project I
needed to suck every ounce of life out of. At this rate, I’ll be thirty-eight
when all my kids are in school; I’ll be fifty when my youngest goes to col�
lege. I didn’t want to put all my effort and energy into one focus and be left
floundering when my kids were no longer home. Despite the onslaught of
one-liners and books telling me I need to soak up every moment of this
phase, I didn’t want to center my entire identity around the job and tasks of
early motherhood. Sure, I wanted to cherish those years, but I started
thinking less about motherhood as one season and more about who I wanted
to be long after the kids were out of the house. I realized whether I was with
them for ten hours or one hundred hours, whether I volunteered for the field
trip or had to work that day, whether they were toddlers or calling me from
college, who I was could be a constant. My identity was not dictated by
how well I savored the little years or how well I checked all the “good
mom” boxes.



So many of the things I think add up to being a good parent aren’t what I
remember at all. Nate would be the first to say that his dad was far (far)
from the ideal parent. He made a lot of mistakes and died at the age of sixty
in poor health. Nate will laugh and tell you that, whenever he stayed with
his dad as a kid, he subsisted on oyster crackers and McDoubles. Nothing
was organic. There was rarely any fruit in the house. His dad was not
stressing over extracurriculars or school choices. However, when Nate gave
the eulogy at his father’s funeral, he shared that the one thing he was abso�
lutely sure of was that his dad liked him. Not just that he loved him, but that
he liked him. His dad wanted to spend time with him. If Nate called his dad
to talk about the latest Orioles baseball trade or Penn State game, he knew
his dad would be thrilled to answer. Nate would say this made him feel like
he could do anything and was likely the reason he had the confidence to
pursue many of the dreams he had. Because his dad liked him, he didn’t
fear messing up; his dad’s love was never dependent on how he did in the
first place.
While his dad was far from perfect, Nate’s identity was shaped by love.

While he saw his dad make a lot of bad decisions and pay the price for
them, he knew the confidence his dad had in him never wavered.
I do not have memories of my mom sitting down to play on the floor with

me as a child. She had four children in eight years. She loved us, but there
simply wasn’t a lot of extra time for one-on-one time. I don’t remember her
discipline style or the way we learned chores, but I do remember how she
spoke to me and the things that mattered to her. I have multiple memories
where I knew she was for me and that she believed in me. Countless week�
ends driving me to out-of-state volleyball tournaments. Countless trips tak�
en to look at colleges, renowned schools that I wanted to apply for and she
believed I could get into.
For as long as I can remember, my mom had this gorgeous pair of gold

huggie-style earrings with small diamonds in the center. They were timeless
and classic. Simple enough to wear every day but also fancy enough for a
cocktail party. I loved them and wanted them for my own, and I remember
on multiple occasions telling my mom this and her laughing at my request.
She would say, “Chyeah, right . . . keep dreaming, sweetheart.” And she
had plenty of reasons to respond this way. It’s not like they were sitting in
her jewelry box never seeing the light of day; she was still wearing them
often, if not daily.



The earrings became a joke of sorts.
Mom: “Kate, what’s on your Christmas list?”
Me: “Your huggie earrings.”
Mom: “Keep dreaming.”
This sort of banter went on for years. I had one child, then two, and Nap�

time Kitchen was turning from a small hobby into something bigger. As it
grew, I always felt weird about it. Influencer felt cringy. Creator a little less
so. (At least once this book comes out, I’ll be able to say author.) Within
seconds, I can broadcast what I am up to. People have seen me dancing in
my bathrobe and know what my bedroom looks like. It’s like an episode of
Big Brother got together with The Cooking Channel and made some sort of
crazy hybrid show centered around a person with zero credentials.
I say all this in jest, but if I am honest, it is something I have struggled

with ever since Naptime Kitchen became more than a hobby. I didn’t go to
school or get some degree to do what I do. I am not saving lives. There isn’t
a box to put this job into. It’s strange work that brings a sense of both pride
and insecurity. A “look at what I have built!” mixed with a healthy dose of
“what in the world have I built?” I tend to have an existential crisis about it
four to six times a year, usually involving tears and a needed intervention
from Nate.
What am I doing? Is this the best use of my time? Am I really helping peo�

ple? Am I embarrassing myself? And the biggest: What do people think of
me? More importantly: What do my parents think of me?
In May of 2021, I hit a milestone in the Instagram world—100K followers.

One hundred thousand followers. One hundred thousand individual people
following a space I had created out of boredom from a tiny apartment in
Durham, North Carolina. While it was a big milestone personally, it seemed
like a funny thing to celebrate. But not to my mom.
Once I hit that milestone, Mom planned a dinner at a fun taco restaurant

for my immediate family to celebrate. I was excited, and I also felt insecure
about it. What do my brothers think of going to dinner because their sister
has a lot of followers on the internet? Is this going to be awkward the whole
time? The day of the dinner my mom was at our house for a few hours to
watch the kids while I had a doctor’s appointment.
That evening, when I went to get dressed for dinner, there was a small box

on my bathroom vanity with a note.
I opened it slowly and burst into tears.



In it were the beloved huggie earrings.
It is hard to convey the depth of what I was feeling in that moment. Of

course I was so excited to have the earrings, but what I was feeling went so
far beyond the gift. The earrings marked what my mom considered to be a
huge milestone in my life. In this super weird job that few people under�
stand, with weird milestones surrounding followers, she had seen what I
had been slowly building for six years. She was proud of me.
We went on to have dinner at Taco Boy, complete with a homemade crown

covered in 100 Grand candy bars and a special sash. The waitress asked
what we were celebrating, and my mom proudly told her, “My daughter just
reached one hundred thousand followers on Instagram! You should follow
her. It’s called Naptime Kitchen.” While I am sure I felt slightly embar�
rassed by the whole thing, still living in the insecurity of what my job was,
something monumentally shifted for me that day. And for one reason: My
mom was proud of me.
Even though the waitress had gotten off social media because it was bad

for her mental health (just what you want to hear when you are out cele�
brating your job on social media), I didn’t care. My mom was proud of me.
And at the age of thirty-three, I needed that reminder more than ever.
While I felt awkward, she was declaring to anyone who asked that I had

done something great. That evening with my siblings and parents, chips and
salsa and margaritas all around, I felt bolstered to do what I do. I was be�
lieved in.
I likewise remember a time with my dad when he asked if I would consid�

er getting business cards he could hand out to his friends with my Instagram
handle on them. At the time this was hilarious to me, but it was another
small drop in the bucket of my parents validating what I was doing.
These memories became a post I would tie my kite to and allow the string

to go out from. Allowing myself to float a bit higher, to let the breeze take
me further.
At the end of the day, my mom had absolutely no idea what the outcome

would be for me and piano, or volleyball, or a million other twists and turns
that happened over the next twenty-five years. Those were all things she
couldn’t control. What she could control (what I can control) is who she
was as a person. When I look back now and think about the way my mom
raised us, I am much more aware of her personhood than the specifics of
how we were raised. In many ways, I wasn’t seen as special. I was one of



four, and we did almost everything as a pack. But in other ways, I was ex�
tremely special, because her love for me was so specific.
My mom and Nate’s dad are very different. How Nate and I were raised

was very different. However, we both received the same feeling from our
parents. In many ways, I wonder if the boxes our parents didn’t check were
a catalyst for our confidence. When you have to do things on your own
versus your parents doing everything for you, you stretch and grow. You
fail sometimes.
As a parent, this can feel scary to me. I want to be there for my kids. I

want to help them succeed. But maybe that doesn’t come in the form of
preparing only wild-caught salmon, volunteering in their classroom, or
having a perfect discipline routine. Maybe that comes in focusing on the
type of person I want to be, the character I want to have, and walking
alongside my child to help them develop their own character. This can ac�
tually be harder than checking boxes. I am asking myself, Who do I want to
be long after they are gone, and what do I want my kids to see me valuing?
But it also takes a lot of the pressure off. This isn’t something I have to nail
or do perfectly; I am improving and evolving and messing up and apolo�
gizing and, hopefully, teaching them to do the same.
There isn’t a perfect system, but while I cannot control them, I can control

myself. I am still so young in this parenting journey. I think a lot of joys and
heartache lie ahead. But I am realizing the best way to be a good mom is to
take the laser focus off motherhood as my primary identity. Instead, I want
to focus on who I am—who God says I am—and allow that truth to flow
into all areas of life. I guess, just like my kids, I am still growing up too.
When it comes down to the nitty-gritty of how I parent, I have started to

ask a few important questions to help me stay in my lane when making
choices. These questions have really allowed me to lean into my own iden�
tity as a parent and be ok when others excel in an area I do not. The three
questions I ask are these:

1. Are they in a different season of life than I am?
This allows me to get a better handle on how different our life stages are.
The difference between having three kids under five and three kids over five
is massive. Each season of parenting comes with its own set of joys and
difficulties, and comparing one to another is like comparing a football



player to a long-distance runner. Both train for their sport, but their training
is completely different.

2. Do they have outside help?
This can be tricky, because many women (myself included) struggle to let
people in on the help they have. It can quickly come across as pretentious (
“Look at me with all the help I can afford!”). While there are some who
want to flaunt that kind of privilege, I think the vast majority don’t. I also
think there is an underlying need to prove oneself in motherhood, namely
because there really isn’t an easy way to know if you are doing a good job.
For this reason, many women (again, myself included) don’t love to admit
they need help. In the same way each season of motherhood is different,
each person’s help and need for help are different. Some women have a
cleaner, others don’t mind cleaning because their kids are school-aged and
they have the extra time. Many women work outside the home and there�
fore require a nanny or daycare, while others choose to stay home. The
working woman might have the money but not the time, while the mom at
home might have the time but not the money. Some moms have both time
and money; some moms have neither. Some are close to family, while oth�
ers have none. There are so many factors going into everything from child�
care to the grocery budget, and there’s a 99 percent chance your circum�
stances are different from the mom next door.

3. Do they have the same values?
The third question is the one that I have personally found to be the most
helpful: Do we have the same values? This question immediately allows me
to take things off the “good mom” to-do list as I realize they simply do not
matter to me.
These recently played out while I was making breakfast for the kids. I

came across a popular homesteading blog where the mother had six chil�
dren and was pregnant with her seventh (yes, seventh!). She had videos of
her making from-scratch bagels for her offspring, while mine were eating
frozen waffles and Cheerios. There were many differences between us, but I
just kept thinking about all she was able to accomplish in a day. Taking care
of six children while pregnant, making their food from scratch, even milk�
ing a cow for crying out loud.



My first thought was to question my own capacity. Why am I unable to
care for my four, while she has several more kids (and chickens, and a
cow!) to care for? Why do my children eat frozen waffles while her children
feast on homemade bagels? In that moment, I stopped myself. I literally
said out loud, “Kate, she has different values than you do, and you have no
insight as to whether or not she has outside help.” I went about getting the
kids ready for school. I realized I actually have no desire to make home�
made bagels, nor to get milk fresh from a cow. While she has seven chil�
dren, I am content with my four. I do not actually desire the life that she
has. My face turned away from my phone to see Alberta looking up at me
asking for milk. I pulled the store-bought, pasteurized carton from the
fridge and poured some for her—really happy for my life.

MINDSET SHIFT: Instead of focusing on who I am only in mother‐
hood, I want to focus on who I am as a person.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. Who do you want to be long after your kids are out of the house? This question

has been pivotal for my journey in motherhood. When you focus on who you
want to be versus the minutiae of everyday motherhood, you are focusing on
something more permanent, which outlasts any one season of motherhood. I
want to be a person who is patient, who is quick to admit fault and apologize,
and who is present with the person in front of me. If I am a person who does
these things, I will also be a mother who does these things.

2. Run any motherhood standard you come across through a filter of questions.
For me that’s the three questions I shared above (Are they in a different season
of life than I am? Do they have outside help? Do they have the same values?). I
follow many different parenting accounts online, and one thing I constantly re�
mind myself of is that each account focuses on a specific area. I follow an ac�
count that is focused on at-home kids’ crafts, another about healthy food for
kids, and another on Montessori learning. Each of these accounts excels in a
specific area. If I am not careful, I can take on all of these different categories
and pile them on to create a standard I cannot and should not ever reach. Come
up with a few questions of your own to act as a filter to protect yourself from



unnecessary comparison or shame. In this same vein, unfollow any accounts
that make you feel shame for things that are not true moral issues. Things like
nutrition, schooling, and screen time are important areas that you as the parent
get to make decisions about, but be wary of any account that turns these deci�
sions into virtues.

3. Take time to reflect on your own parents. What did your mom do that you re�
member? When you think about your own standards for motherhood, are they
shaped by your own upbringing? Is that a good thing or a bad thing?

4. Something that has really freed me up is letting go of the notion that I want to
avoid any regrets in my parenting. When I start to live under the burden of
“Make sure you do the right thing here! You don’t want to miss this opportuni�
ty!” I start to feel crushed. My kids are growing by the second, and there’s sim�
ply too many recitals and sports games and field trip chaperone opportunities to
be at them all. Sometimes I will miss an event that was no big deal, and other
times I will miss something that, in hindsight, I realize was very important. But
that’s just it: hindsight was what made it clear. There was no way to know until
after the fact. Coming to terms with regret, and living that out in front of your
children, is a really healthy way to teach them how to deal with disappointment
and how to own our mistakes when we make them. I am also learning a deep
balm to regret is saying “I am sorry.” When I can see a mistake I made or know
what I said to my child was deeply hurtful and I go apologize, there’s a recon�
ciliation that takes place, a restoration that overpowers the regret.

5. Take time to sit down with your spouse and talk through what expectations you
have for yourself in motherhood. It could be that you are carrying more than
you need to and placing expectations on yourself no one has asked of you
(preaching to myself here—I love to feel like a martyr!). There could also be
some areas where your spouse could shoulder some of the burden. I remember
being so overwhelmed by all the laundry, and when I finally just expressed it to
Nate, it was such an easy thing for him to start doing a few loads on the week�
end. Your spouse is not a mind reader, and you are not a failure for needing
help.

1 Dr. Becky Kennedy, PhD (@drbeckyatgoodinside), Instagram, June 4, 2023, https://www.insta�
gram.com/reel/CtFXvS5ACSm/?utm_source=ig_web_copy _link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==.



CHAPTER 

3
I Just Wish I Had 
a Better Husband

When over the years someone has seen you at your worst, and knows you with all
your strengths and flaws, yet commits him- or herself to you wholly, it is a consum�
mate experience.

—Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage

A few years ago, Nate and I got into a large argument over a smoothie cup.
On that particular Sunday morning I had woken early, meal-planned, or�
dered the groceries, and got the kids dressed for church. I had also made a
smoothie. Nate had unloaded the dishwasher, reloaded it, took Alberta for a
walk, and gotten ready for church. Before leaving (which is somehow al�
ways rushed and stressful no matter how early we begin), he noted my
smoothie cup in the sink and asked if, in the future, I would wash it out and
not just leave it in there.
My smoothie cup was in the sink because I like to let it soak for a bit, al�

lowing the water to soften all the dried smoothie bits before I wash it out.
Otherwise, it takes much longer to scrub. I was not being lazy, I was being
reasonable. It was, of course, the practical thing to do.
What Nate saw, however, was that he had just gotten the sink clean five

minutes before, and there I was leaving a dirty cup in it. He had just gotten



the dishes done . . . couldn’t I see that?! What I saw was a man noticing one
small flaw and not noticing all the other things I had done that morning. I
had just planned all the food we would eat for the entire week and ordered
the groceries to make it happen . . . couldn’t he see that?!
I was frustrated and snapped at him. He was frustrated by how upset I was

at this small ask. I retaliated with a round of the silent treatment coupled
with Miranda Priestly’s “pursing of the lips” as we loaded the kids in the
car to head to church. We both felt misunderstood by the other and valid in
our own feelings. I remember my cheeks burning hot as we drove down
Calhoun Street, indignant in my stance on the matter.
When we got to church, Nate needed to rush to serve in childcare, and I sat

in the pew alone for the service. And in that space, I remembered for the
thousandth time why marriage is so very hard. To live with another person
and see their faults, and they see yours. To be misunderstood and misun�
derstand the other and continue to choose each other . . . it is hard. And yet,
all over the world, people willingly choose to pick one person to spend their
life with. Despite cultural changes, many of us continue to have an innate
desire to find one person to commit to for life.
While Nate is undoubtedly the most amazing man—and I am so grateful I

chose to marry him—I am embarrassed to tell you that I have spent a lot of
time in my marriage comparing him to others. I see a couple in church
where the husband has his arm around the wife, gently caressing her shoul�
der. Nate, on the other hand, has a solid twelve inches between us. I just
wish he were more affectionate. I see friends whose husbands know how to
cook amazing and elaborate meals. Nate makes a mean frozen pizza and has
even mastered sautéing chicken sausage, but he has also asked me questions
such as “What even is a rolling boil?” and “How will I know if the taco
meat is done?” I just wish he were more proficient in the kitchen. I have
seen firsthand what wishing away who my husband is can do to our mar�
riage. The complaints pile up like small pieces of tinder, and I’m standing
there holding a match.
Unfortunately, fire doesn’t pick and choose what it scorches. A piece of

paper in the trash and a precious family photo are one and the same to the
flame. Likewise, my “just wishing” leaves tiny singe marks on my marriage
as a whole. I have not been married long enough to say with any authority
what makes a marriage last, but I can share a few stories that have deeply



shaped how I think about Nate, stories which allow me to put down the
match and tinder.

The Presumption of Innocence
Our friends Grady and Tiffany had just uprooted their family and moved to
a new state in order to take over Tiffany’s family’s ice cream business.
Grady went from having a predictable nine-to-five engineering job to being
a business owner and ice cream scooper essentially overnight. All of a sud�
den, he had inventory to stock and employees to manage, not to mention
countless freezers to keep cold. The ice cream business doesn’t run on the
same hours as most other businesses. People want ice cream at the exact
moment you want to be putting your feet up: late at night and on the hottest
of weekends. Grady and Tiffany also had three children entering a new
school with their own social landscapes and friendships to make. To say
there were a lot of variables and a steep learning curve would be an
understatement.
I got to chat with Grady in that first year when a bunch of friends all met in

Raleigh for the weekend. I asked him how it was going, and how they were
surviving this massive lifestyle change. Grady told me that early on he and
Tiffany made a pact to give each other the absolute highest form of the
benefit of the doubt for that entire first year. If Grady was working late and
missed dinner, Tiffany should assume it was because he absolutely had to.
If she had to cancel a date night because one of the ice cream scoopers
called in sick, Grady should believe she wouldn’t have unless it was abso�
lutely necessary. If either dropped balls on the home front or the manage�
ment side of the business, the other was to assume they were both doing the
best they could. Basically for that entire first year of starting this new busi�
ness they knew they would both mess up a lot, and for that reason they
would need to forgive often and hold short accounts.
As Grady was telling me this, I realized how often I do the exact opposite

with Nate. I assume the absolute worst about him in the most innocent of
situations. He’s stuck in traffic and will be home late; I assume he preferred
to work longer in order to miss out on the four-to-six witching hour (it is
more than just an hour, unfortunately). He forgets to unload the dishwasher;
I assume he opened it, saw how full it was, and thought, Nope, I’ll leave
that one for Kate.



When I am quick to assume the worst about him, our marriage suffers.
Tiny weeds of bitterness begin to pop up where flowers should be. And the
worst part is that these stories I tell myself are built on a base of things that
are not even true to begin with. Nate knows I hate unloading the dishwash�
er. Nate does not mind unloading the dishwasher. Nate knows unloading the
dishwasher is a massive service to me. Nate knows I am generally in a
happy, more grateful mood when I go to load the dishwasher after breakfast
and it is empty. Nate likes when I am in a grateful and happy mood. Un�
loading the dishwasher is a small lift for him with a large payout.
So why would I assume that this man would purposely look at the dish�

washer and choose not to unload it? The more likely option is that he for�
got. And if he forgot, I should be very quick to forgive him, because I forget
things all the time.
In the judicial system (Nate is a lawyer, after all), there is something called

the “presumption of innocence.” What this means is that in trial, the defen�
dant is presumed to be “innocent until proven guilty.” The way to prove
someone is guilty is through evidence.
Nate enjoyed his job as an attorney, but it was very demanding and drain�

ing. He left early in the morning, always tried to make it home in time for
dinner, then worked most nights after the kids went to sleep. On a day he
was coming home late, I could be quick to assume he was working late on
purpose, that he would rather be at the office. Mind you, there was zero ev�
idence to support this. Every waking moment of the weekend he wanted to
be home and be with us; most weekdays he left work on time if not a few
minutes early to try to beat the traffic. It made no sense that after being at
the office all day, he would choose to stay there instead of coming home to
kids he adored and a home-cooked meal. He had done absolutely nothing to
lead me to believe he would choose his desk over a hug from his three-year-
old.
And yet, I can be so quick to proclaim him guilty. An objective judge

would see the situation clearly, but as a sleep-deprived, overstimulated wife,
I would hammer down that gavel every single time. Guilty! I do not know
why I am so quick to do this; why is my gut instinct for this person I love
and have chosen to spend my life with not the presumption of innocence?
Lately, this has happened a lot when it comes to Nate’s phone. If Nate

doesn’t answer when I call, I assume he does not care. Ironically, his phone
is usually on silent or in do not disturb so that he can be more present and



not constantly distracted by notifications (we really are caught by conflict�
ing priorities when it comes to technology). I want him to be completely at
the ready and undistracted when I call, but also completely dialed in and
attentive when I am talking to him in person. Also, it should be noted that I
miss his calls all the time.
A few years back Nate got into a horrible car accident on the Ravenel

Bridge in Charleston. He was cut off and spun out before slamming into the
guardrail of the bridge, bringing oncoming traffic at 5 p.m. to a standstill.
Following all of this, he kept calling me, but my phone was inside. Finally,
he called a neighbor who walked over to let me know what was going on.
Despite my not answering his call at the time he needed me the most, he
was calm and told me that he needed me to come and get him. As I drove
over the bridge, I could see the fire trucks and blue lights and the massive
line of cars backed up, trying to get home. And all I could think about was
how I didn’t answer the phone when he kept calling.
When I finally was able to pick him up, he did not chew me out. I apolo�

gized profusely, and he simply said, “It’s ok. You didn’t have your phone on
you.” Obviously, I felt terrible. I had missed my husband’s call at one of the
times he most needed me to answer. But him chewing me out, making me
feel worse for something I already felt regret over, would not have helped
the situation at all. Instead, he forgave me. He knew that I would never ig�
nore his call on purpose. There was no evidence to support that claim, and
therefore he wasn’t angry with me. In that moment, he presumed my inno�
cence, and that one act made all the difference.

The Good Stuff
There’s a scene in Good Will Hunting where Sean Maguire (played by
Robin Williams) is in his office talking with Will Hunting (played by Matt
Damon). Sean is the therapist charged with the task of helping mathematical
genius Will get back in line while on parole. In one therapy session, Will
tells Sean he has a girl he really likes, and Sean asks about a second date.
The conversation goes like this:
Will: “But this girl is, like, you know, beautiful. She’s smart. She’s fun. She’s dif�

ferent from most of the girls I’ve been with.”
Sean: “So call her up, Romeo.”
 Will: “Why? So I can realize she’s not that smart? That she’s . . . boring? . . . This

girl is like . . . perfect right now, I don’t wanna ruin that.”



Sean: “Maybe you’re perfect right now; maybe you don’t wanna ruin that. But I
think that’s a super philosophy, Will. That way you can go through your entire
life without ever having to really know anybody.”1

Will loves the idea of the girl he is with. He would rather keep a distance
and maintain her perfect image than risk getting to know her better and
learning her flaws.
Sean touches at a deeper shame we can only assume Will feels about his

past. He was in and out of foster care until he turned eighteen, never having
anyone love him and stick with him besides his friend, Chuckie.
There’s a long pause. Will knows that Sean is being sarcastic, but he’s not

convinced getting to know this girl is worth the risk. Sean then breaks into a
story about how his deceased wife used to fart when she was nervous. They
both burst out laughing, and it’s the first time in the movie you see Will
truly laughing with Sean. He is enamored with this story of Sean’s wife.
They are both cackling to the point of having tears in their eyes as Sean
remembers a particular time she farted so loud she woke both the dog and
herself up. And then Sean goes on to tell Will that that’s the stuff he
remembers:

Wonderful stuff, you know, little things like that that happened. Those are the things I
miss the most, the little idiosyncrasies that only I knew about. That’s what made her my
wife. [ . . . ] People call these things imperfections, but they’re not. Oh, that’s the good
stuff. And then we get to choose who we let into our weird little worlds.2

We all, for better and for worse, have two sides. We have the side we
present in public, and the side that lets our guard down to show who we
really are. I call the latter the life “behind the curtain”—it’s those parts hid�
den from public view. You don’t have to live with someone for long before
you see the behind-the-curtain part of their life, the weird-little-world side.
I do not know what my friend Lindsey’s husband, Josh, does when he

wakes up in the morning. I do not know if he stays up late or wakes early. I
also do not know what his biggest dreams are or what keeps him up at
night. I do not know any of these things, but Lindsey does. She also knows
the complexities surrounding his family dynamic and what college was like
for him. Lindsey is let in on all the oddities that make Josh tick. In turn,
Josh is let into what makes Lindsey tick. I know the forward-facing side of
Josh, the part he chooses to show around other people. But Lindsey, she
knows the man backstage. When we get to know someone, to really know



someone, we get let in behind the curtain. It is one of the scariest places to
be, and also one of the most sacred.
When you see someone behind the curtain, for who they really are, it’s as

if you are seeing them without clothes on. Sure, sex is the physical side of
this in marriage, but the emotional side is just as, if not more, important. All
the layers we put on in public to be loved and accepted are stripped away
behind the curtain. Nate gets a front row seat to my meltdowns and my in�
securities. He gets the brunt of my wrath when I am on my period and sees
me at my weakest moments when I lose it on the kids. But he also sees me
in my deepest moments of joy and laughter. He was there to see me become
a mother, and he likewise sees the excitement on my face when I come up
with a new recipe. He sees me late at night, sitting in the bathtub, laughing
as I rewatch Friends for the twentieth time. When you’re behind the cur�
tain, you get to see it all.
In his book The Meaning of Marriage, Tim Keller writes this:
To be loved but not known is comforting but superficial. To be known and not loved is
our greatest fear. But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot like being loved by
God. It is what we need more than anything. It liberates us from pretense, humbles us out
of our self-righteousness, and fortifies us for any difficulty life can throw at us.3

Marriage requires us to love the person behind the curtain. It asks us to
attempt to love someone as Christ loves us. It is very hard to remain self-
righteous in marriage for long, because that other person gets a front row
seat to your weakest moments. Even as I write this book, I have personally
been in one of the most demanding seasons of my life. My children are at
ages where two have high physical demands and two have high emotional
demands, I have work projects that require my attention, and everyone still
has to eat. When I am my most stressed, I do not jump on social media to
broadcast a meltdown. Nope, those are reserved for Nate to enjoy. I want to
say “Lucky him” in jest, but in reality I do think it is “Lucky him.” He gets
to see all of me, the real me.
In marriage, we get the opportunity to see someone fully and love them.

Likewise, someone sees us in all our flaws and loves us. Nate knows what
motivates me and what my deepest fears are. He is the one there when I
uncover a new depth of insecurity inside myself. He knows the nakedness
of my heart. In a plan only God could design, he also knows my naked
form. Nate sees my undressed, postpartum body when I feel like a shell of
who I once was. I, likewise, see his “dad bod” as it ages. If only those two



twenty-four-year-old babies on their honeymoon had any idea the perky
breasts and six-pack were not there to stay.
But this is the beauty of marriage. You get to be the one let behind the

curtain. You get to be the one who shows the gospel to your spouse. As
Timothy Keller writes, “The gospel is this: We are more sinful and flawed
in ourselves than we ever dared believe, yet at the very same time we are
more loved and accepted in Jesus Christ than we ever dared hope.”4 You get
to portray acceptance and love not based on performance, and in turn an�
other preaches the same to your own heart.
When Nate and I had been married almost ten years, I went through a dark

season of daily intrusive thoughts that Nate was going to leave me for an�
other woman. This had nothing to do with how he was treating me but
rather came from a deep insecurity that who I was at my core was unlov�
able. The demands from our four kids and my job felt overwhelming, and
Nate was often getting what little I had left over. I found myself asking him
to pick up the slack I couldn’t and feeling disappointed in myself for not
mustering enough to do it all. I knew I was not at my best, and the lie I was
believing was that Nate loved me for what I could do for him, for how I
served him and our family. The voice in my head whispered, You know you
aren’t good enough. And soon enough he will realize it too. And then, he
will leave you.
I knew that, if I told him, his first instinct was going to be to feel defeated,

to believe he had been doing something to cause me to feel this way. I
asked my close friends for advice, and my friend Molly said something that
will forever change how I view marriage. Molly shared that Nate, as my
husband, could be an agent of healing in my life; he could combat the pat�
terns of achievement so deeply ingrained in me simply by loving me when I
am not achieving anything.
This was a breakthrough for me. I knew from our vows that Nate was to

“love me like Christ loved the church.” To me, this meant to love me no
matter what. But what Molly helped me to see was that in loving me, Nate
could redeem the lies I had listened to about who I was. In drawing me
close when I felt unlovable, Nate was reminding me of God’s love. He
wasn’t just loving me for who I was, his love could change who I was. His
love, as a reflection of Christ’s love, could free me from believing I had to
work to be loved.



One night after the kids went to sleep, with tears in my eyes and my voice
trembling, I told him what I had been envisioning. I told him I needed him
to remind me often that he wasn’t leaving, and to hug me more than most
people would find necessary. I hated myself for telling him, for being so
needy, but I needed to know that he, like Jesus, doesn’t throw in the towel
when life gets hard or I am no longer fun, interesting, or pretty. While Nate
is not Jesus and can never fill the void of acceptance I crave, he could be an
agent of redemption pointing toward Jesus as real redemption. He can love
me both in spite of and because of what is behind the curtain.

Unfancy Romance
Romance with young kids is so hard. I feel like the bar gets super low, and
before you know it, watching a thirty-minute show with a bowl of ice cream
is a new standard for a wild Friday night. Back in college, I was part of a
Christian campus ministry. During the summers we would attend a six-
week program called Summer Project, where we would go live in a motel in
Orlando, Florida, learn about Jesus in the mornings, and work at Disney
World in the afternoons. True story: During my college years I spent two
summers working at Disney-MGM Studios (now Hollywood Studios), two
summers working at SeaWorld (this was in the prime years, back when
trainers swam with the whales and the Blackfish documentary had not made
its way to Netflix), and one bonus summer working at one of the country’s
busiest Chick-fil-As, located (not surprisingly) right outside the gates to
Disney World.
All of the boys’ rooms (consisting of four to five guys) were located on the

first floor of the motel, while all the girls’ rooms were on the second floor.
We lived in tight quarters, but those summers were the most fun of my en�
tire life. One thing everyone looked forward to was the Sunday night group
date. Every Sunday night was open, and oftentimes a boys’ room would ask
a girls’ room out on a group date for that free time slot. Everything, from
the way the boys’ room asked the girls’ room out to the actual date, was
always extremely fun and elaborate, and the cheesier the better. Gestures,
like a poem recited to the girls while they sat on their balcony, were not
uncommon.
Back on campus, many guys continued the theme of group dates, but no

longer in a group setting. I think on the whole, this was awesome; it taught
the guys a lot about planning for a date. They learned to be intentional and



thoughtful. Unfortunately, this high bar made for a lot of disappointment
early on in my marriage and also perpetuated the lie that all dates need to be
planned and executed by the man. Not only did elaborate dates take a heck
of a lot of time to plan, they also required extra cash we did not have. We
were no longer in this fun college fantasy with a bunch of our friends where
the only responsibility was to show up for work. We had jobs and bills to
pay. Within two years, John Robert was born, and Nate started studying for
the LSAT. The next thing we knew, we had two kids while he attended law
school.
Dates became a breeding ground for disappointment. Eventually, Nate told

me my high standards were killing him, and he was right. I also realized
that I actually liked planning the dates. I had fun ideas and way more opin�
ions on where we should go. I also had a lot more mental margin than Nate.
The physical demands on me were high, but the mental stimulation from a
toddler and newborn was lacking. Nate, on the other hand, sat at a desk with
few physical demands but very high mental demands. I started planning
more of our dates. I would book a restaurant and find a sitter. I would put it
on the calendar.
The Cheesecake Factory was our place. We would eat dinner, splurge on a

piece of Adam’s Peanut Butter Cup Fudge Ripple Cheesecake, then walk
over to Barnes & Noble to look around until it was time to head home. And
you know what happened on those dates? Romance! Nate and I alone,
without our children, usually with a stiff drink and lots of carbs. Even after
moving to Charleston and having to say goodbye to the Cheesecake Facto�
ry, we still find ourselves gravitating to a Barnes & Noble to end a date
night. While we have not been married long, one thing I have noticed is that
seasons ebb and flow. Sometimes one person has more bandwidth to make
the plan. Sometimes the budget or childcare constraints make dates few and
far between. But the romance comes in the time together, not in keeping
score of who is planning it or how elaborate it is.
The last five years have felt a bit like drowning. I remember so many times

feeling like I needed a life raft from Nate, only to realize he was right next
to me treading water. We are both dog tired; the kids are a lot right now.
Romance feels different in this season. A swanky restaurant every so often
is wonderful, but Nate picking up the toys after the kids go to sleep, or me
taking the time to pack his lunch for work feels more romantic than any
meal.



One thing that I think can be hard about marriage is that as a culture we are
most likely going to talk about our spouse’s biggest strengths and greatest
weaknesses. But there’s a ton of really amazing mundane acts happening in
the day in and day out of life that go unnoticed. The unloading of the dish�
washer, the peck on the cheek as you leave for work, the quick text letting
you know he was thinking of you. So many small intricacies that make a
marriage, inside jokes and memories only shared between a husband and
wife.
If you type “define romance” in your Google search bar, the first definition

it gives is “a feeling of excitement and mystery associated with love.”5
Dating shows like The Bachelor and Love Is Blind are highly entertaining
because of the emphasis put on romance (well, and drama, if we are being
honest). Everything goes great for the couple in the dating phase, away
from real-life demands like doing the dishes and paying the rent. These
shows center on the excitement and mystery, and it can be easy to watch
and think, Gosh, I wish my husband would take me to a private beachfront
dinner in Cancun; he is such a dud. But when these couples are faced with
what real love demands, they often give up. The beachfront dinner in Can�
cun was fun, but she doesn’t like sharing a bathroom, or he doesn’t like her
spending habits.
I absolutely still want fancy romance. But we have gotten a lot better at

unfancy romance. Romance that is committed to the chaos of it all, together.
Romance that sits with a spouse as he says goodbye to his dad for the very
last time. When you can feel his heart breaking and cannot fix it but prom�
ise to be with him every day as it mends. Romance when I fall asleep on the
couch, and he covers me with a blanket. Romance when I buy his favorite
chips at the store, or when he makes the coffee in the morning. Romance
when I apologize, and romance when he accepts my apology. Romance that
you build a life on.

“For Better, For Worse”
Nate and I said the classic marriage vows you think of when you think of a
wedding. “For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in
health.” That last set always conjures up a tragic scene for me—Nate or I in
a hospital bed. We have just been told we are paralyzed or have cancer. It’s
a miserable image, but when you are young and infatuated, you think, Of
course I would do anything for this person. The other phrase is equally im�



portant; it says “to love and to cherish.” Were one of these awful situations
to play out, I am not only to stay with Nate out of duty, I am called to love
and to cherish him. This could get a bit more difficult if bedpans or feeding
tubes get involved. Lord willing, we never have to face a tragedy of that
caliber, but you better believe we live and die each and every day by the
vow “for better, for worse.” I, Kate, take you, Nate, for better and for worse,
in both your strengths and your weaknesses. To love and to cherish . . . for
better or for worse.
For better or for worse, we are called to love the whole person.
One of my best friends, Lisa, is married to one of the most high energy,

enthusiastic people I know. Alan, whom we all affectionately call “Babes,”
has been one of Nate’s best friends since childhood, and we struck the
jackpot when two people we loved dearly got hitched. Lisa and I laugh
about how very different Nate and Babes are. Babes requires very little
sleep and is always up for a fun experience. Nate loves a quiet evening and
a reasonable bedtime. On New Year’s Eve, when all of us were hitting a
wall and ready for bed, Babes was popping champagne to fuel us until
midnight. Nate and I still laugh thinking about how once the ball dropped,
Babes asked Nate if he wanted to go out to the local bar down the street.
Mind you, we had eight children eight and under asleep in that house, and
the next morning Babes had a seven-hour drive back to DC. But Babes was
having fun with one of his best friends and didn’t want the night to end.
When all four of us were in the early years of marriage, I was lamenting to

Lisa about some way that Nate wasn’t what I wanted him to be in some
scenario. Lisa very gently replied, “Kate, you can’t have it all. You can’t
have a man who is well planned and also super spontaneous. You can’t have
someone who is an introvert and also an extrovert. The things you love
about Nate are the very things that make him Nate. To ask him to also be all
of these other things would be to ask him to no longer be the things you
love about him.” She went on to speak about her own husband, saying
something along the lines of, “I love Alan’s spontaneous spirit. It’s one of
the things that makes our marriage as fun as it is. In the same vein, I can’t
also expect him to be perfectly planned and organized. It would essentially
be asking him to have a split personality.”
A split personality works well for a serial killer, but it’s likely not who you

want to be married to. The very things I love about Nate, things like his
mind, his love for reading, his even-keeled demeanor, do not go hand in



hand with someone who is also impulsive and highly emotional. Being
married to someone who checked all of those boxes would likely leave me
exhausted and confused.
Four children later, the fact that Babes requires little sleep is one of his

greatest strengths for Lisa. He can work till midnight and still have the
ability to wake early with the toddlers. He can take the night shift with a
newborn. He is also one of the most fun people to travel with because he
will research out-of-the-box things for the entire group to do. As I write this
book, Nate’s love for reading has been the biggest blessing to me. Every
single chapter was first edited by him. He also perfectly balances out my
anxiety, his logic quelling many of my irrational fears. For better and for
worse, Nate is a whole person. I cannot take only the good and leave all the
bad, nor would I want to. Half of who he is would be missing.

Compounding Interest
Compounding interest is something I can still scarcely grasp. In short, when
you deposit money, it earns interest. Over time, the interest also earns in�
terest. If you put $5 into the bank at 20 percent interest, at the end of the
year you will have $6 ($5 plus the $1 of interest). The next year, you aren’t
gaining 20 percent interest off $5 but now off $6, which will gain a higher
interest. Imagine you opened an account for your child when they were
born and deposited one thousand dollars, and it earned 10 percent interest
yearly. If they took the money out at age sixty-five, they would have
$490,370.73. Because the initial number grows yearly, the interest does as
well. The biggest component for compound interest is time. Two people can
invest the same amount of money at the same interest rate, and the one who
invested their money earlier will have a larger sum simply because the
money has had more time to compound.
At the age of thirty-five, I can hardly imagine all the intimacy that comes

with getting to know another person over decades. I know my dad as Dad,
but I don’t know college Robbie, or just-out-of-grad-school Robbie, or
brand-new dad Robbie. My mom does, though. She knows each life tucked
beneath the one above it and gets the privilege to see each iteration of who
my dad has become. Our lives are like a Russian nesting doll, with each
past experience hidden beneath the next. Nate knows all those iterations of
me. I like to think that each year or season adds a new layer, and the mar�
riage compounds because it houses not only this new layer but all the layers



beneath. The love is not based on one new thing but rather on years and
years of shared experiences. When you choose to be patient, or give grace,
or invest in a romantic trip, it not only produces gains for that year but gains
for the marriage as a whole. The investment compounds year over year.
When I think about it that way—that I get to see each new layer of who
Nate is becoming and also be well versed in the layers beneath, that each
year could compound on the one before it—growing old with someone feels
exciting.

“You Too?”
There’s a quote by C.S. Lewis on friendship that reads as follows:

Friendship arises out of mere Companionship when two or more of the companions dis�
cover that they have in common some insight or interest or even taste which the others do
not share and which, till that moment, each believed to be his own unique treasure (or
burden). The typical expression of opening Friendship would be something like, “What?
You too? I thought I was the only one.”6

What has helped my marriage more than anything is my friends. I am ex�
tremely lucky to have a small inner circle of friends from college, who have
known me for well over a decade. These are the type of friends you call
when you’ve got a body in the back of your trunk and need someone to help
you dig a hole. That small inner circle gets a front row seat to the ups and
downs of my marriage, and I take that same seat in theirs. No topic is off
limits. Everything from date night ideas to painful sex postpartum is shared
there.
Just this past year, all of us were able to get together for a weekend away,

and within two hours we went from laughing till our stomachs ached in a
“sex highs and lows” tell-all to crying as each shared the thing in life that
currently felt the hardest. The beauty in these friendships comes in sharing
both the good and the bad. These friends can celebrate with me when things
are going well because they also know things aren’t always going well. We
feel normal and understood in our messy, weird feelings because we all
have them.
This past year, we all sat around as one friend confessed through tears that

she was afraid she and her husband were giving so much effort to the rais�
ing of their children that they were losing the romance their marriage once
had. She expressed her fears that when the kids head off to college, she and
her husband will look at each other and have nothing in common anymore,



that the romance will be gone. As she spoke, multiple friends expressed
similar fears in their marriages. While no one had a perfect answer, there
was so much peace to be found in realizing others felt similarly, that she
wasn’t the only one. And spoiler: Every single friend has difficulties in her
marriage. Every single one has complex feelings around sex. Every single
one has a complicated relationship with her aging body.
I have managed to make friends locally who fit this bill. In a newer rela�

tionship, I usually test the waters by throwing something more vulnerable
out there to see how she responds. Some are quick to understand and share
in turn; others nod and smile and eventually change the subject. Sometimes
the latter interactions are awkward, but I never know until I try, and more
often than not the other person has something to share and they are looking
for a friend to confide in. As women, we so deeply want to have it all to�
gether. We fear that sharing a weakness will alienate us, when I have found
it actually does the opposite. The few times I have chosen to go a layer
deeper and share something more vulnerable about my marriage on Insta�
gram, the comments come pouring in. They are all under the same umbrella
of “Wow, I thought my husband and I were the only ones who fought about
small stuff like this or struggled with that.” All have the same refrain of “I
am glad I am not the only one; it makes my marriage feel more normal.”
There are so many women out there desperate for this kind of intimacy in
friendship, so many women believing they are isolated in marriage strug�
gles that are anything but unique.
Having deep, meaningful friendships helps my marriage because it re�

minds me that I am not alone. The struggles I face are not my own unique
burdens. I am reminded that others struggle like I do, and I don’t have to
hide the hard parts of my marriage out of shame. More often than not, when
I put myself out there, I find a friend who says, “What? You too? I thought I
was the only one.”7

MINDSET SHIFT: Marriage allows me to see the full personhood of
my husband—the deep stuff only a spouse can know. This means I get
a front row seat for the good and the bad, just as my spouse has a
front row seat for me. When we daily choose each other, give the pre‐
sumption of innocence, and love the whole person, over time our love
not only grows but compounds.



MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. The Presumption of Innocence: Is there an area in your marriage where you are

holding back the benefit of the doubt? Is there a lie you are believing about your
spouse that there isn’t good evidence to support?

 2. The Good Stuff: Make a list of some funny things about your spouse that you
love. Maybe share that list on your next date. Take a little time to reflect on all
you know about your spouse. Think about all the seasons of life you have been
through together, and dream about all the seasons to come.

3. Unfancy Romance: Who in your marriage has more bandwidth right now? Are
there things your spouse is doing that are trying to convey romance, even
though it might not appear that way? How can you communicate this to them?

4. “For Better, For Worse”: What are some qualities you love about your spouse
and also some pain points? Are the things you love at odds with the pain points?
Are the pain points areas that you are personally strong in?

5. “You too? I thought I was the only one”:8 Who is a friend you can trust? Make
a point to confide in that person this week about your marriage and how it’s go�
ing. Are you lacking friends to confide in? Don’t be afraid to make the first
move in friendships that go deep and allow you to know and be known in the
area of marriage. Whether it’s a phone call with a best friend who lives far away
or a coffee date to get to know someone better, I really believe you will find that
if you make the first move in vulnerability you will discover far more people
who feel similarly to you than feel differently.

1 Good Will Hunting, directed by Gus Van Sant, written by Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, (1997;
Miramax, 1998), DVD.

2 Good Will Hunting, Van Sant, DVD.
3 Timothy Keller with Kathy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage: Facing the Complexities of Com�

mitment with the Wisdom of God (Penguin Books, 2011), 101.
4 Keller with Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, 44.
5 “Define romance,” Google Search, accessed July 17, 2024, https://www.google.com/search?

q=define+romance.
6 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 65. The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis

copyright ©1960 C.S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Extract reprinted by permission.
7 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 65. The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis

copyright ©1960 C.S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Extract reprinted by permission.
8 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 65. The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis
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CHAPTER 

4
I Just Wish I Had 

More Friends

We sometimes choose the most locked up, dark versions of the story, but what a
good friend does is turn on the lights, open the window, and remind us that there are
a whole lot of ways to tell the same story.

—Shauna Niequist, Bittersweet

There have been two points in my life when I felt like I was completely
starting over with friendships. The first took place when I left for college. I
burned a lot of bridges leaving high school, foolishly choosing to hang out
with my boyfriend at the time instead of investing in my girlfriends. I ar�
rived at UNC-Chapel Hill knowing no one, and that first semester, I spent
every weekend I could at one of two places: I would either drive to Char�
lotte and stay with my aunt and uncle or drive off campus and go read at the
Borders Bookstore on 15–501. By the grace of God, they let out-of-state
freshmen have a car, and that was my ticket away from campus. While most
students lived for the weekends, I dreaded them. Weekdays felt scheduled
and safe. I had classes to attend and homework to do. But come Friday
night, the realization that I had few to no plans would set in. I would go to
the dorm common area and see large groups of people hanging out, so many
freshmen having known each other from high school. The freshman dorms



all had outward-facing hallways with sand volleyball courts at the bottom,
and every so often I would get up the courage to try to join a game to make
a friend. College was supposed to feel like freedom, but I was trapped by
loneliness.
I was the outsider. People had their groups, and I was the one trying to

break in; I was the one who needed a friend. Eventually, I rushed a sorority
and joined a club or two and made friends on my hallway, but I can still
remember the pit in my stomach every Saturday of that first semester. I had
all the time in the world and no one to spend it with. I was accepted to the
school, but I did not feel any true sense of acceptance. I was homesick,
crying myself to sleep those first few months.
By sophomore year, I finally had people to spend that time with, and over

the next three years those friendships took on deep roots. There was a rich�
ness and depth that can really only happen in the vacuum that is college.
Living together, walking to class together, staying up all night studying to�
gether. College is a greenhouse for friendships. Like many of our friends,
Nate and I stayed around the area where we went to college for six years
after we graduated. Four of my college besties got married within a year of
me, and we all navigated those early seasons of marriage together.
What I remember most is how absolutely broke we all were, yet how fun it

was to be in that phase together. We all had rental apartments, secondhand
furniture (which juxtaposed immensely with the brand-new cookware from
our wedding registries), and lots of free time. Nate and I were offered a
hand-me-down couch from friends who were given the couch from their
parents’ basement. It was at least fifteen years old, but all we had to do was
drive it two miles to our duplex, and it would be ours. We were going under
the speed limit, cautiously inching our way, when one of the couch sections
caught wind and fell off the truck, smashing down on Hillsborough Road.
For the next four years we would use that same couch with a gaping hole in
the back, patched with duct tape. We would get together with our friends
and eat cheap food on shiny new platters while sitting on mismatched fur�
niture patched with duct tape, and no one cared.
After Nate graduated from law school, we left those friends back in North

Carolina to be closer to family, and it quickly became apparent that while
we were suddenly family rich, we were friendship poor. You might have
expected me to have had lots of high school friends to reconnect with, but
in truth I had none. I was starting over, navigating the mom-friend territory



for the first time, and found myself alone at the park way too often. I
quickly learned these sorts of friendships took much more time to grow
because they involved one million more interruptions. One minute you’re
attempting to cross the line into vulnerability, and the next you are cut off
when a child falls and scrapes their knee. There’s blood, you have to pause
and get a Band-Aid, and just like that, the moment for connection has
passed. If college friendship was a greenhouse, making mom friends was
rocky soil in a dry climate.
I decided to cast the friendship net as wide as I could and just see which

ones stuck. I would casually meet someone at the park, inquiring about the
age of their child. As we got to talking, if they seemed nice and lived in my
general area, I might ask for their number, telling them I would text them
should we come to the park again (little did they know I was at that park
every single day). When they left, I would pull up the notes app on my
phone and write down everything I remembered from our conversation.
“Christina—son, Jacob, 15 months—husband, Dan, in medical school—
from Ohio.” I was a straight-up stalker when it came to those little notes.
Had any of them ever seen it, they likely would have reported me. But you
better believe the next time I met Christina she would be so impressed that I
remembered her husband’s name and asked when her parents would next be
visiting from Ohio. Maybe Christina would become a good friend, maybe
not. Either way I got one less lonely park date out of it.
Eventually, a few started to stick. One park date led to two, and eventually

a meetup at the aquarium. Maybe you hit second base (lunch at Chick-fil-A)
or even third (dinner at one of your houses, where your husbands met for
the first time). If the men also got along, you knew you had a home run:
couple friends!
After our fourth child, Alberta, was born, I was in way over my head bat�

tling awful postpartum anxiety. My friend Kristen, whose child attended the
same elementary school as our son John Robert, offered to bring him home
from school for me. That day, when she dropped him off, I walked out with
my hair a mess, spit-up on my shirt, and still in my pajamas. It was 4 p.m.
Within the hour she sent me a text saying she would bring him home every
single day for the next month. Apparently my 4 p.m. pajamas and general
lack of hygiene were sending an SOS signal. In a lot of ways, this one-sided
favor made me uncomfortable. I could not repay her (literally, my car could
not fit both her children and my own), and I felt deeply indebted to her. She



assured me it was easy for her; she had an extra seat and was going to the
school anyway. A few weeks later, another friend in the neighborhood of�
fered to take Scout and Millie to preschool for me. She happened to have
two extra car seats in her car from a weekend playdate and said she could
easily grab them. One time turned into a week, and the next thing I knew
she offered to take both of my girls to and from school every single day for
the rest of the year. Like Kristen, Lindsay said she had extra seats and was
going that way anyway. This felt small on their end, but for me it was
monumental. I was again in a situation where I couldn’t repay the favor.
Most of my life I had been in a place of being on the giving side of a

friendship, or at least where the balance felt equal. You have my child for a
playdate? Ok, I will have yours next week. I feel much more comfortable
there. The receiving-only side was foreign. The balance felt off, and I was
left trying to figure out how I could even the scales. In this case, I was the
“weaker” friend; I was the one with the dirty hair in need of help. Before
these encounters, I would have told you friendship happens when you put in
the effort and work. When you instigate and make the secret note on your
phone and record the details. What I didn’t realize was that what I saw as a
charity case (me) in need of rescuing, they saw as a friendship. Their help
was creating a friendship between us.
Because Kristen and Lindsay brought my kids home from their respective

schools every single day, I saw them every single day. We had touchpoint
after touchpoint, small conversation after small conversation. In the dry
ground of mom friends, those daily pickups and drop-offs were the water
and sunshine needed. Kids can be so good at making friends, because they
have no shame going to play at the same house day after day. As adults, we
feel there are social rules we need to abide by; we don’t want to come
across as needy. But in reality, there is a need! Friendships do require some
form of investment; there has to be time and mutual touchpoints to make it
work. In adolescence, the initial investment is massive. You get hours and
hours together that allow for you to remain close long after the proximity is
gone. There is a deep well of shared experiences to draw on. In adulthood,
it gets trickier. In this case, I learned that sometimes being the one still in
her pajamas at 4 p.m., the one willing to accept help, can make room for
friendship to grow.



When it comes to accepting help, no greater gift comes to a new mom than
the meal train sign-up. If you are not from the south, the concept of a meal
train might be foreign to you. In essence, it is an online sign-up where your
friends near and far can sign up for a day to bring you a meal. They can
personally deliver it, have it delivered, or send a gift card. The point is to
space out the meals and allow the receiver to know in advance who is
coming and what they are bringing. It is genius, really. Instead of bringing
five lasagnas all at once, those who sign up can choose from the days you
have listed and can see if you’ve already got two lasagnas on the way. And
how can they see if you’ve already got two on the way? The public list that
everyone with your link can see shows just how many meals you are re�
questing sign-ups for and which have already been claimed. And herein lies
my insecurity: the public sign-up list.
When we had John Robert and Scout, we were living in Durham, North

Carolina, where so many of our closest friends still lived. Those friendships
spanned the better part of a decade, and the meal train sign-ups came flow�
ing in. I think I sent my friend Maggie over thirty emails of people I knew
who wanted to be able to sign up to bring us some food. My mom came up
to stay with us for the first week after having John Robert, and she was
blown away by the meals being dropped off. So much so I remember her
telling me that was something she was most looking forward to after Scout
was born: the food she would get to eat from the meal train! And I was just
as pleased. Look, Mom! I have so many friends! Ah, the sweet, delicious
security found in a casserole.
Millie was our first baby born in Charleston and my first glimpse at having

a meal train not around my closest friends. But I was rational. We had only
been in Charleston a year, and I wasn’t super concerned that I only had a
few friends at that point. Friendships take time, and we hadn’t been there
that long. I was well cared for by family, but my expectations were low on
the friendship side of things. However, by the time we had Alberta three
years later (four years after moving to Charleston), I no longer had time as
my excuse. All of a sudden, my meal train became this barometer to mea�
sure how many friends I had made. And the worst part: Everyone else could
see it too.
So I did what any irrational woman with erratic postpartum hormones

does: I put very, very few dates on the sign-up. Wait, you may be thinking,
you had a newborn. Didn’t you want as many meals as people were willing



to bring? One would think. But my tactic was to put very few dates, hoping
that they would all be filled, and I would feel (read appear) to be loved. On
one occasion, my friend Ruthie texted asking if she could bring a meal on
one of the days I didn’t have listed on my meal train. Of course I said yes.
And then you know what I did? I went on to my meal train and added that
date and put in her name. For no other reason in the world than for people
to know, “Hey! FYI. Ruthie does love me. She is bringing me a meal. She
considers me a friend.” You do not need to tell me how ridiculous this is. I
am embarrassed for myself as I sit here typing it. But the way I saw it, if I
only put a few slots, those few slots could be filled, and I would set up a
protection against people seeing empty spaces on my meal train. Empty
slots, in my mind, equaled empty friendships. Friends I should have made
by now but hadn’t. They were a beacon for all the internet to see: Poor
Kate, she really doesn’t have many friends.
As silly as this scenario may sound, the insecurity was very real and was

touching on something much deeper: I longed for good friends. Sure, I had
a large Instagram following, but did people actually like me? Did people in
my real life want to spend time with me? And while those few slots (many
filled by family members) on a meal train might have looked to the world
like I had friends, I knew it was a facade.
My ego was as fragile as the newborn I was holding.
Scout and Millie recently started taking a weekly gymnastics class, and at

Scout’s first lesson, we saw a group of six or seven girls walk in, all in
matching two-piece gymnastics outfits, high ponytails, and with glitter on
their cheeks. It was obvious to me that these girls likely did competitive
cheerleading together (glitter on the cheeks paired with high ponytails being
the dead giveaway) and had a shared history. As I watched Scout watching
them, my heart ached. No one was being unkind to her, no one was really
even leaving her out, but she could sense there was a bond there that she
was not part of, shared experiences she didn’t share. It was her first class, so
she mainly focused on the mechanics of trying to do a back walkover, but
that night as she was going to sleep she asked me if she, too, could get a
two-piece gymnastics outfit. Deep down she knew that she might not have
the shared history or get the inside joke, but she could at least try to look the
part.
I wish I could tell her that friendships get easier, but I think her hardest

years are still ahead. She could get lucky like my cousin Mary Ellen, who is



still best friends with the girls she went to high school with. But more than
likely her friendships will take a lot of twists and turns. She will make
friends, lose friends, grow apart from friends, fight with friends, and find
friendship in places she didn’t expect. My prayer for her is that she would
find one friend she feels secure to confide in and be herself around. A friend
who knows who she is and isn’t afraid to call her out when she’s being un�
kind or on the verge of a bad decision. But I get it. In the moment you don’t
think so much about who the friends are, you just want to be included. You
are willing to shape and mold who you are to feel like you belong.

I still struggle with wanting to feel included. To me, inclusion feels syn�
onymous with belonging. FOMO, or the fear of missing out, is really
FOBLO . . . fear of being left out. A fear that someone might remember me
and actively choose not to include me.
Recently, Nate and I got dinner with two of our good friends, who had the

incredible opportunity to take a month to travel with their two daughters. A
trip just the four of them down the Intracoastal Waterway with few set
plans. What a dream!
Upon their arrival back in town, Nate and I were anxious to get dinner and

hear all about their adventure. We wanted to know what places they loved,
where they hoped to go back to, what went well, what didn’t, etc. We
grabbed dinner at a new French restaurant on our side of town, and I started
hammering them with questions before the bread and butter were even
placed on the table. As we sipped cocktails and devoured the details of this
incredible time away, something they said in the conversation pinged me, a
point I had heard another friend make less than a week before.
When recounting what went well, they said, almost in unison, “It was just

so nice to have no social obligations or plans. No place we needed to be at
any certain time . . . to simply miss out on things.”
This grabbed my attention because less than one week earlier, I caught up

with my friend Ashley, who had likewise taken extended time away with
her family. When I asked her what she loved most about it, she said just
being with their immediate family, with no places they needed to be or so�
cial obligations. To be “off,” with no expectations on them. Again with
those words: social obligations, plans, expectations.



“It felt like that first month of Covid when no one was doing anything, and
we were all strangely ok with it. No one expected us to be anywhere,”
Ashley recounted. “We had so much time and no set way we needed to fill
it.”
In both of these stories, there was a reason my friends missed out on social

obligations; they were physically too far away to be asked to come. And
that reason freed them from any feeling of guilt in regretting a party. They
were out of town; no one would fault them for missing plans.
But I think there is a deeper freedom still: They were not only released

from any guilt but they were also simultaneously released from the insecu�
rities that come along with being left out of social invitations. Maybe they
saw a group photo of friends at brunch. They could reason that no one in�
vited them because they were out of town. There may have been Instagram
stories of all the neighborhood ladies taking their kids to the pool. That’s
ok, they couldn’t have gone anyway; they were on vacation at the beach.
They weren’t excluded; they simply couldn’t be there. Their sense of self-
worth could stay intact.
Missing out is so much less painful when it’s on your own terms. Maybe

we should all just start taking month-long vacations. If only.
This concept came up again a few weeks later: I got to catch up with a

friend, who I’ll refer to as Laura, who was visiting from out of town. She
was part of a tight-knit group of people who lived extravagant lifestyles
with packed social calendars, and over coffee Laura told me she was so
very tired. So much so she dreamed of moving. To Laura, physically relo�
cating her entire family to find some respite felt easier than saying no to
social invitations. But we both knew she would never actually move. The
fear of missing out outweighed the desire for slowness and respite. Her
sense of belonging was tied to her showing up for any and all social gath�
erings. She was afraid that if she stopped going, she would stop being in�
vited. If she slowed down, she might lose her friends.
And while I can look at Laura’s situation and shake my head, I know that I

am more like her than I realize. And herein lies the complexity of it all:
We want more margin, but we also want more plans.
We want more time for rest, but we also want to be included.
We want to say no, but we also want to be invited next time.
When the COVID-19 pandemic started, I think the majority of us, aside

from first responders, really didn’t know what was going on, and certainly



no one was thinking it would last as long as it did. That first month was
scary and stressful in so many ways, yet it was also weirdly enjoyable. We
all had the same excuse to cancel any and all plans. We all had ample time
to . . . well, do nothing. Work from home! In pajamas! People were out
walking with their dogs and their kids in the middle of the day, waiting for
their sourdough to rise.
America collectively exhaled. No one was having a fun get-together with�

out you, because no one was having a fun get-together period. There truly
were no plans. And I think that’s why my friend Ashley likened her time
away to that first Covid month. There was much-needed rest that came
when the obligations disappeared, when the fear of missing out disap�
peared. Scrolling Instagram no longer brought get-togethers you weren’t
included in but rather from-scratch baking and Wordle scores.
But no one is trying to go back to lockdowns and restaurant closures. After

two months of it we were all itching to be together again. And I think sum�
mer of 2020 brings us back to the complexity of being a human.
We loved the margin, yet we missed having plans.
We had more time for rest, yet we became restless.
We didn’t have to say no, yet we missed the invitations.
I feel the tension of it too. I love a night at home with no plans and like�

wise feel insecure when I see a photo of friends at a place I wasn’t invited
to. I want free nights with no plans, but I want them on my terms.
I still struggle with this. There are tight-knit groups that I am on the out�

skirts of and countless birthday dinners I am not invited to. While I still
communicate daily with my college besties, they are not physically nearby.
In some ways, Naptime Kitchen has become a protective bubble I can hide
my ego in: I didn’t get invited to that, but it’s ok, lots of people on the inter�
net appreciate me or, more narcissistically, when my ego feels especially
bruised, I don’t even need their friendship; I have strangers on the internet
who love me.
Friendship is hard, and the internet has only made it more so. I think of all

the studies showing how detrimental it is to middle schoolers and teens, and
all I can think is how it’s equally detrimental to moms sitting at home,
drowning in diapers and desperate for friendship. If that’s you, I want you
to know your feelings are completely valid. Being left out is extremely
painful, because it can eat at the core of your identity, leaving you wonder�
ing what you need to change about yourself to be included. Am I too loud?



Too boring? If we moved to a closer neighborhood, would they invite me
then? It quickly becomes an identity issue. “If it’s not you, then it must be
me.”
Because belonging is such a heart desire, I can often forget to think with

my head. I jump to conclusions and berate myself for not being more lik�
able or soft-spoken. But I have come to realize that friendship is an area
where stepping back and thinking with my head is invaluable.
When I am in my right mind, I recognize I can only be a good friend to a

certain number of people. Right now, there’s a very small handful of friends
who, if tragedy struck, I would drop absolutely everything for and fly to
wherever they were to be with them. And I would say there’s a very small
handful of friends in my life I would expect to do the same. The people
pleaser in me wants to be everyone’s favorite, but I cannot be everyone’s
favorite. I am learning to remind myself it’s ok to not get invited on their
girls’ weekend. They only make houses so big, and it’s hard to get a dinner
reservation for a large party. As much as I want to be included, I have to
remember that other friendships can flourish when I am excluded, the same
way my own flourish in a smaller setting.
It took me a really long time in life to get here, and I would say it’s still

something I can feel insecure about. I want everyone to invite me to every�
thing, because that would make me feel like everyone liked me, and there’s
nothing I enjoy more than the love and admiration of people. But popularity
and admiration are poor replacements for real belonging. The movie Mean
Girls did a really good job of juxtaposing the two: Regina George has a ton
of people who appear to be friends and is known to be the most popular, but
no one actually knows her. In contrast, Cady Heron has two good friends.
Two friends that welcome her and know her and aren’t afraid to confront
her. To the rest of the school, Regina is rich in popularity, but Cady is the
real winner. Cady has true friends.
I titled this chapter “I Just Wish I Had More Friends,” but as I write, I am

realizing that the deeper feeling I am searching for is belonging. Whether I
have one friend or twenty, what I want to feel is that there is a place for me,
that people want to know me and be known by me. I want to be included, to
be loved in a way that is separate from that of a partner or a spouse. I need
someone to help when Nate and I are in a dry patch, arguing often and un�
able to see our own mistakes. I need someone who I can confide in when I
am feeling really down at three months postpartum and having dangerous



ideations. I need someone to hold my hand, look me in the eyes, and lov�
ingly tell me I have been acting like a spoiled brat. A busy social calendar
or full meal train are great, but they are not the best barometers for
friendship.
When I feel left out or wanting for more friends, I want to do a better job

of asking myself why this is. Chances are, I am not actually desiring more
friends, I am wishing I belonged. Chances are that being left out likely has
very little to do with me in the first place; so many things that I take per�
sonally are actually circumstance-based and have very little to do with my
self-worth. But on the flip side, I know that being a better friend can start
with me. If I want to feel included, I need to make the first move to include
others. If I want a friend to be honest with me about something hard, I have
to be honest with her. There are some friendships that won’t make it, and I
have to be realistic about my own capacity to be a good friend and realistic
with my friends in their capacity as well.
With that lens, if you were to ask me if I want more friends, the answer

would be no. Not because I don’t think there are a million wonderful people
who I could be friends with, but rather because I know wanting more
friends is a Band-Aid for what I really need. I don’t want to go wider, I
want to go deeper; I need to go deeper. I need one good friend, a friend to
enter the dark places in my heart, to “turn on the lights, open the window”
and help me rewrite “the most locked up, dark versions of the story.”1

MINDSET SHIFT: What my soul needs is not more friendships but
deeper friendships. When I find myself wanting friends to belong to, I
can start by making sure my friends feel a sense of belonging with me.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. When was the last time you had a deep, heartfelt conversation with a good

friend? If this is something lacking in your life, what is the roadblock, and how
can you make it happen this week? (Note: I am not asking you to throw a party,
I am simply suggesting having one conversation with one friend.)



2. If you are feeling left out by a friend, have you talked to them about it? So of�
ten feelings are hurt due to simple miscommunications. Is there a conversation
you need to have in the upcoming weeks? Personally, some of my deepest
friendships are the ones that have included the harder conversations. Those
conversations have led to more trust and better communication overall, and in
turn, a better friendship.

3. On a heart level, it’s helpful for me to remember that I am not the center of the
universe, much less my group of friends. Plans will go on without my being
present. The night will be fun without me. As hard as this can be to hear, it’s a
good thing. Little good can come from believing that I am the life of the party.

4. On a thinking-with-your-head level, so many plans I am left out of likely came
down to logistics. It’s harder to make reservations for a large group. Many
restaurants don’t have seating for more than eight to ten. Sometimes I will not
be included, and it might just come down to table size. As fun as a large gather�
ing can be, a small dinner with a few can be such a gift. When you always in�
clude everyone, it’s hard to go deep with anyone.

5. Deep friendship requires a lot of bravery, but I sincerely believe that as we go
deep with others, we open the door to true acceptance and belonging. Maybe it’s
initiating that first stroller walk to the park or the margarita after bedtime or be�
ing the first to admit that your marriage is having a hard time. Whatever it may
be, be the one to make the first move. You might be surprised at the depth of
friendship that can start to take root.

1 Shauna Niequist, Bittersweet: Thoughts on Change, Grace, and Learning the Hard Way (Zonder�
van, 2010), 79.



CHAPTER

5
I Just Wish I Looked Better

“How old are you, please?” returned Tangle.
“Thousands of years old,” answered the lady.
“You don’t look like it,” said Tangle.
“Don’t I? I think I do. Don’t you see how beautiful I am?”

—George MacDonald, “The Golden Key”

Recently, Scout had a morning where she was completely preoccupied with
what to wear to school. Mind you, her school has a dress code, but it is so
loose I honestly wish they didn’t have one at all or went for the full uni�
form. It has just enough guidelines to be annoying but at the same time not
enough to allow the kids to look in any way, well, uniform. On this partic�
ular Thursday, Scout wanted to wear a white shirt to school. She did have
one white shirt, but it had a collar. She wanted one without a collar. Of
course this was my fault. How dare I not have a white shirt without a collar
at the ready for her! Many (many) tears ensued. When it was time to leave
for school, she was a wreck. By this point the white shirt fiasco had esca�
lated into not being able to go to school at all. Gotta love kids and their big
feelings.
I decided to keep her home for an hour and take her in late. Nate left with

John Robert to get him to school and took the two younger girls with him,
leaving Scout and me alone at home. After some dancing and a few hugs,
she started to open up about why she didn’t want to go to school. Appar�
ently, the girls in her class had started a new game at recess called “the cool



girls club,” and whoever was dressed the coolest got to be the cool girls
club captain. Through eyes blurred with tears, Scout told me she had never
gotten to be the captain. Apparently, she was never dressed cool enough.
Did I mention she was six years old and in the first grade? The first grade!
At six years old, my daughter was already starting to understand that there
are cool clothes and not cool clothes, and that cool girls wear cool clothes
and if she wants to be the cool girl she better be wearing the cool clothes.
And as I sat there, having so much empathy for my daughter and anger over
the situation, I realized how similar it was to my own—how similar it has
always been to my own.
For all of my life, physical image—be it the clothes I am wearing or the

body beneath them—has been the main way I have compared myself and
looked to get ahead.
This is something I have rarely shared online for two reasons: one, who

wants to hear about body struggles from a size two? “Oh, poor you, Kate. Is
it so hard fitting into your standard size clothing? Must be a real challenge
being able to walk into just about any store and find clothes that fit. Cry me
a river.” And two: it feels deeply personal. Even someone who shares her
life online daily has boundaries for what people know about her. But this is
a book, and you paid good money to read it. If body image is a struggle on
the mountain climb to loving my actual life, then I think it’s important that
you get the full, unedited (pun intended) picture.
When I was in high school, I asked a friend if I could borrow her shirt, and

she told me she was afraid I would stretch it out. In that moment, I realized
that she saw us as different sizes. I was the larger of the two of us, and I
would hurt her clothes if I wore them. I was “too big” for them. Over the
coming months, I realized more and more that size mattered, and it was a
number most people wanted to go lower, not higher. The number on the tag,
along with the number on the scale, held power.
I felt so much shame about my body after my friend’s comment that I

made a pledge of sorts to myself. No one was ever going to be able to say
anything like that to me again. Why? Because I was not going to be the
“bigger girl.” I started eating less and working out daily. Every day of my
sophomore year, I would pack a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a bag
of carrots, and after school I would come home and allow myself a one-
hundred-calorie pack of Oreos. Then I would go to the gym and work out
for one to two hours. And you know what? The weight fell off. (I was also



sixteen and had metabolism on my side.) And people praised me for it. I got
more comments like “Kate, you look so great!” than I ever had, and I rel�
ished in them. Unfortunately, you cannot maintain the lifestyle I had created
without a lot of work, and sadly this lifestyle consumed my thoughts for my
junior and senior years of high school.
There’s a famous quote on humility that reads, “Humility is not thinking

less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less.”1 If that quote is true, then I
figured I was the least humble person on the planet. I was that awful word
the Bible uses and Carly Simon sings about: vain.
But as I wrote this chapter, I wanted to make sure I had it right, and so I

looked up the definition of vain. A Google search for “define vain” de�
scribes it as “having or showing an excessively high opinion of one’s ap�
pearance, abilities, or worth.”2
But the more I thought about that definition, I realized I was less vain and

instead something a bit more sad and pathetic. It’s the words excessively
high in that definition that made me realize what I struggle with is less
about vanity and more about comparison and self-worth. Do I measure up?
Am I as pretty or thin or smart as (insert other females in the room)? Ugh.
As I write those words it actually sounds even more pitiful than enjoying
the excessively high opinion of myself vanity would bring. I wasn’t vain, I
was insecure.
Looking back at photos, I was so very thin. And all I can remember is

loathing my body. Picking it apart, hating myself for not having a six-pack,
and being obsessed with the size of my jeans. Body size became the ulti�
mate barometer for worth. My skin could be breaking out and my hair in a
moppy, greasy bun, but if I felt thin, I felt powerful. I cringe as I write this
because I do not want people to know I care so much about what I look like.
I want my beauty to appear effortless. Who, me? Beautiful? Wow! Thank
you, I hadn’t even noticed!
The body issues I was experiencing in high school followed me right into

college like a bad habit. Thankfully, two things happened in that next
decade: I took a class where we were assigned to read a book called The
Body Project, and I lived in a tiny apartment in Washington, DC.
The Body Project by Joan Jacobs Brumberg chronicles female body image

standards from the invention of the mirror to the printing press and so on. It
explains that, for the longest time, women rarely had access to see what
they looked like. Eventually, homes started to get mirrors, which allowed a



woman to see her own face. These mirrors, however, were still fairly small
in size, and rarely did someone have one that showed her entire body.
Women were likely still comparing themselves to one another, but only to
those in close proximity. Then came the printed advertisement. As they
grew in popularity, newspapers began to run ads for things like a women’s
dress shop. This ad would have a photo or sketch of a woman wearing the
dresses for sale. Slowly, the shift started: What was printed in the paper was
what a woman should look like. What happened next is pretty obvious: Ads
in the papers grew to ads in magazines that grew to ads on billboards and
now to ads on screens. But going back, I remember how much I thought
about that very first step: the mirror. There was a time when the most a
woman could know about what she looked like came from catching her
reflection in a window. Surely she didn’t notice her wrinkles; she likely
barely knew what color her eyes were.
Fast forward eight years to 2016. Nate and I had been married four years,

he was doing a summer internship for law school, and I was pregnant with
our second child. This particular internship took us to Washington, DC, for
six weeks, where we decided to splurge on the rent and live downtown next
to George Washington University’s campus. While Nate was at work, I
pushed a then-fifteen-month-old John Robert all around that city. We saw
the Smithsonian museums, the White House, and the Kennedy Center. We
grabbed treats at Georgetown Cupcake and walked along the Potomac. It
was like living in a dream. One cool thing about downtown DC is that
stores are just sort of interspersed right around office buildings. We might
be walking down a street and come across a boutique or department store
squeezed right between two law firms. We were essentially broke at this
time (hello, law school and splurging on a cool apartment), but I did find
myself popping into Nordstrom Rack from time to time to check the clear�
ance section. On one occasion I found a pair of shoes that I knew I would
need to try on with long pants to get a better picture of how they looked. I
bought them and headed back to our tiny apartment to try them on. When I
got back, I threw on some jeans and searched every single closet, nook, and
cranny for a full-length mirror. It was then I realized that our apartment had
one mirror: a medicine cabinet bolted high above the sink in the one bath�
room. I could barely get a glimpse of my growing stomach, let alone my
shoes.



In that one outfit instance, I found the lack of mirrors to be a bit frustrat�
ing, but as the summer went on, I realized how completely wonderful not
having a bunch of mirrors around was for me. I was newly pregnant, in that
weird stage when no one really knows and you just look bloated, but I had
little to no opportunities to criticize my body. I would look at myself in the
morning when brushing my teeth, and then I would go about my day, rarely
seeing more than my reflection in a giant office building window.
That particular summer, Nate actually split his internship between two

firms: One in Charleston, and the other in DC. For the first six weeks we
lived with my parents in Charleston. Their house has a giant fifteen-foot-
mirror right at the entrance that is absolutely beautiful and really makes a
statement when you come in the door. I remember, however, how often in
high school I would use that same mirror to criticize and critique my body
before leaving the house. My bedroom at my parents’ house also contained
a full length mirror, along with a mirror in the bathroom. It was very telling
for me to have these two locations juxtaposed within a few weeks of each
other. One contained countless mirrors, and the other contained just one.
Over those next six weeks in DC, I would fall in love with having very few

mirrors around. Sure, there were a handful of times I really wanted to see if
my shoes went with my outfit, but for the most part I absolutely loved it. I
realized what a distraction mirrors were for me and how much happier I
was to have fewer of them around.
When we got back to Durham, I intentionally got one of those cheap mir�

rors that hangs on the back of a door so I could close it off and only use it
when I needed it. A few years later when we moved to Charleston, I decid�
ed to order a large, full-length mirror. I wanted that lovely large mirror aes�
thetic I saw everywhere online. It arrived, and I leaned it against the blank
wall I would pass every single time I headed into our office. It might sound
silly, but after about two weeks, I knew I hated it. Nate even made a com�
ment, saying he didn’t love seeing a giant reflection of himself every time
he entered the office. So, I returned the giant mirror and got a smaller one
from Home Goods that now sits in the corner of our bedroom. In order to
see myself in it, I have to physically go to the other side of the room and
stand in front of it. That large wall that leads into the office now has a giant
print hanging on it, which Nate and I both agree is so much more enjoyable
to look at than our own reflections.



Reflections have an incredible effect on a person. In the world of editing
apps and Instagram filters, they are one of few things that give us an accu�
rate view of what we look like. On the one hand, this is a very good thing.
We need to see ourselves outside of a screen. But on the whole, in every
season of my life when access to a mirror has been limited, my life has been
the better for it.
Nate didn’t like the mirror in the office for a very different reason than me,

and it’s funny how God often has us marry someone who so perfectly com�
plements our own struggles. Nate is one of the least physically self-aware
people I have ever met. Mentally, he is sharp as a tack. He cares to know
what is going on in the world; he reads daily and sees the value in knowl�
edge. But when it comes to physical appearance, the man couldn’t care less.
I don’t mean to say he doesn’t shower or brush his teeth, but he is truly not
concerned with current trends or if he has a six-pack at the beach. His dis�
dain for being on trend is almost to the point of bucking anything deemed
new and cool, and sometimes I want to slap him for it. However, his own
lack of care has always challenged me because of how much I do care. I
didn’t want the giant mirror because I am overly concerned, and he didn’t
want it because he thought the space could be used for something much
more useful than his own reflection.
While what Nate saw in the reflection wasn’t a struggle for him, he did

have a life event that pushed him to get into better shape. When Nate was
thirty-two, his dad passed away suddenly. He had complications from a
surgery that his organs could not recover from. Unfortunately, his dad had
never taken care of himself, and had he been in better shape, he likely
would have made a recovery or at least been eligible for a second surgery.
He was sixty years old.
This massive loss served as a wake-up call of sorts for Nate, not for the

sake of looking good, but because he wanted to live to meet his grandchil�
dren. Nate decided on a goal: He wanted to lose ten pounds over the next
ten years. When he told me this goal I made fun of him for months. Ten
years? What is the point in that?
In Nate’s mind, if he could lose ten pounds over a decade as opposed to

gaining somewhere between ten and thirty, he would be all the better for it.
Because the goal felt so small, he started small. He began to run one mile
every morning. Never more, just one mile. After about a year of this, he
decided to add in ten minutes of yoga (mostly to help improve his mobility



for his golf game). Somewhere in there he decided to stop snacking late at
night and made a goal to not eat past 7 p.m. Around six months later, he
opted to nix the weeknight bourbon and only have one on the weekends.
Mind you, these small changes happened over a three-year period. And over
that time, he lost over twenty pounds. In three years, he had met his goal
and then some, but not in the way people tend to think.
His goal being so small and incremental was why it was so successful. He

didn’t attempt to start running, doing yoga, fasting after seven, and nixing
the weekly drinking all at once. Each decision came in its own time, usually
after another decision had become a fully formed habit.
I found this especially challenging because it went so deeply against the

way I choose to do things. I am much more grand, more all-or-nothing.
Why train for a 5k when you can try for a marathon? That’s my motto. The
problem is a marathon is much, much more intimidating. It’s easier to talk
yourself out of a ten-mile run than a one-mile run. Small habits are easier to
say yes to, and therefore easier to maintain. It’s now been five years since
Nate started his morning run habit, and Monday through Friday you can
find him on his one-mile loop. Maybe he will run longer one day, but he
says he’s really content with the mile. The way he sees it, if he’s still run�
ning a mile a day and doing yoga at forty, he’ll be better off than most of
the men his age.
I have started to think about my own health journey more like that: as

something I want to continue over the long haul versus a quick fix for a
certain body type. Maybe it’s aging, maybe it’s a better perspective, but I
have found myself thinking more about what will allow me to feel good
over the next five years rather than focusing on what will make me look a
certain way in the short term. I joined a high-intensity gym when Alberta
was around eighteen months old, and while the workouts were killer, I
knew in the long run they weren’t the best for me. I often felt on the verge
of injury, my knees ached, and I left feeling completely depleted as opposed
to energized. I feared that what, in the short term, burned a ton of calories
was going to hinder my ability to run or play with my grandchildren one
day. The short-term benefits weren’t worth the long-term cost. Like Chan�
dler Bing from Friends, I marched right in there and proclaimed, “I wanna
quit the gym!”3 I still exercise every morning, but in a way that feels much
more sustainable. Do I have a six-pack? I most certainly do not. But I feel



healthy and strong, and if John Robert wants to play a game of pickleball I
can do so without limping.
Nowhere in my life have I felt more hypocritical than in how I act when it

comes to aging. I have wrinkles around my eyes and sunspots from being a
young girl who spent too much time at the beach armed with nothing more
than a bottle of baby oil. The skin around my knees is starting to pool like
an elephant’s ankle, and don’t even get me started on adult acne. My phone
has become a place I struggle with more now, because daily it acts as a
mirror for me. I get on Instagram stories and immediately see my own face
in the selfie camera. I am aging. I don’t think it’s helpful to see my face as
often as I do, and I understand why so many slap a filter on to soften the
reflection staring back at them.
Somewhere in the last few years my arms and legs started to get these mi�

nuscule bumps on them. I went to the dermatologist and she suggested a
lotion to help, and it works, but it’s yet another step added to the ten-step
regimen. This last year I also had a laser treatment done on my face to help
with acne scarring. The treatment was as expensive as it was painful and
left my skin flaking off like some sort of reptile for the days that followed.
For a week, I looked like a lizard woman caught in mid-transformation.
While I do believe the treatment helped, within twenty-four hours of the
skin peeling off and the fresh baby skin appearing, I had two new pimples.
New marks on the skin I had just paid a small fortune to have renewed. In
so many ways, this desire to look young and untouched by the effects of the
world, things like wrinkles from smiling and sunspots from warm days
spent outside, feels like trying to fill a bucket with a hole in it. I plug one
hole, and a new one sprouts. It’s my very own game of whack-a-mole, each
new spot or ailment something I try and smash down, just for two more to
pop up.
Part of me wants so badly to make peace with my body and age gracefully,

to welcome the wrinkles with open arms and be ok with how I look even if
people around me are not doing the same. I want to be able to detach my
self-worth from what I see when I look back in the mirror. Recently I was
listening to an interview between Julia Louis-Dreyfus and Jane Fonda. The
podcast is called Wiser Than Me, and in it, Julia interviews successful,
powerhouse women who have gone before her. Women she, quite literally,
considers to be wiser than herself. Listening to the episodes has been very
eye-opening for me, to hear what Jane Fonda has to say at eighty-five, or



what Sally Field has to say at seventy-seven. In the episode with Jane Fon�
da, Jane admits she regrets getting plastic surgery. “I wish that I had been
able to grow old at peace with my face, but I wasn’t able to, and I don’t feel
good about it. It’s not real, but I can’t do anything about it now.”4 It’s easy
for me to see Jane and judge her, to think she only looks the way she does
from surgery. But as I get older, I empathize more with where she is coming
from.
I swore off Botox for years, and now I find myself at quarterly injection

appointments. I like the way it takes away the wrinkles; I love how tight my
forehead feels. But it’s also something I struggle with. For years, I hated
Botox. I hated how it made the playing field so uneven. Some are aging,
while others’ faces are, quite literally, frozen in time. I thought, Aging
would be so much easier if we all agreed to do it together, like making a
pact with your friends not to give the kids cell phones until they turn six�
teen. But we all know how that goes. One mom cracks and her kid has a
phone, and now all the moms feel the pressure to give their kids one as
well. Here I am, getting my face frozen. In some of my social circles, I am
the last to try it, and in others I am the proverbial mom handing her kid a
cell phone at age ten. Every day I love how it looks, and every day I wonder
if I am putting my hard-earned money into furthering the lie that women
need to age in such a way that it barely looks like we are aging.
I have heard the advice a million times, “When you are older you will re�

gret caring so much about what you looked like,” but that is so hard to be�
lieve when you are twenty-six and everyone is caring about what they look
like. In Julia Louis-Dreyfus’s interview with Sally Field, Julia asks her what
advice she would give to her twenty-one-year-old self, and Sally shares this
same sentiment: “I would say, you know, don’t worry about your thighs that
much . . . I was always so worried about weight.” Dreyfus goes on to ask,
“Is there anything you want me to know about aging?” Sally says that
“there is a sense in society that you should feel ashamed for being old” and
that it is specific to women. She continues, “No matter what I do, my waist
is just going to thicken. I can’t make it not. I could starve myself to death
and then I think, I don’t want to starve myself to death anymore. It’s just
what age is doing and my body needs to react like this and I will still keep it
healthy and I will still do what I can, but I have to constantly keep myself
from [ . . . ] shame creeping in.”5



It’s funny how critical I can be of my own face and yet so gentle toward
my mom’s face. She is sixty-five, let her hair go white in her late forties,
and has never done any antiaging facial treatments. To me, she is absolutely
beautiful, and she looks the age she is. She has freckles and wrinkles and
laugh lines. Her face and her body tell the story of all the years she has been
on this earth. When I think about eighty-year-old Kate, I want her face to
likewise tell a story of a life well lived, not a life spent fussing over her skin
or her pant size.
While this struggle remains, the more I age and the more I listen to women

much older and wiser than myself, the more I am coming to understand this
is simply a battle I will not win. I can see how slippery the slope becomes
when wanting to reverse the time clock. Botox turns to filler. The creams
and serums only get more complex and expensive. It’s an uphill battle that
is ultimately lost. Maybe I will have stopped by the time this book comes
out, maybe I won’t. It’s a strange butting of desires.
When I think about what Sally Field said, I also want to fight against any

shame that would come with aging. Shame comes when you feel like you
have done something wrong or foolish. When I think about growing old, it
makes no sense that I would feel anything wrong about that. There is noth�
ing criminal about growing old. If you were to meet a friend for coffee and
notice the crow’s-feet around her eyes or sunspots, would you think any less
of her or demand some explanation for why she looks the way she does? Of
course not! You would see her body as a physical vessel showing all the
marks of the life she has lived. You would never ask, “Why do you have
wrinkles?” You know why she has wrinkles! The same reason you do: be�
cause you are getting older and your body tells the story of all the years you
have lived. As I write this, I have a tan from being in the sun all summer
with my family. That sun exposure will likely result in more aging to my
skin, but I wouldn’t trade those warm days in the sunshine for anything.
Your body is a living thing that reflects the experiences that make up your
life; the day it stops aging is the day you stop living.
As I sat there with Scout, weeping over her desire to be captain of the cool

girls club, I realized we were twenty-eight years apart but fighting the same
battle. Clothing, wrinkles, the number on the scale . . . it all boils down to a
common lie, a never-ending desire for a perfect body that does not exist this
side of heaven, and a shame we should not feel.



This is an area I am still processing. I don’t have the answers to aging
well, but I do think the first step comes in welcoming it. Maybe it’s the
wisdom that comes with getting older and learning from those much older
than myself, maybe it’s having fewer mirrors around, or maybe it’s com�
mitting to sustainable goals. One way or another, more and more I am
coming to peace with my body. The high school version of Kate is still in
there, but she’s much quieter now. I think she’s tired, and desperate to show
her own daughters a different, better way.

MINDSET SHIFT: My body tells the story of the life I have lived, and
that is nothing to be ashamed of. I can come to peace with my body,
even as I age.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. For a period of time, experiment with removing unnecessary mirrors from

where you live. Why does this help? You simply aren’t looking at yourself or
being given the opportunity to body check nearly as often. Have a full-length
mirror somewhere where you can give your outfit a look-over before leaving the
house but not in a primary location that you pass often. For me, that’s the corner
of our bedroom. I have to walk to the other side of the bed to get to it and never
pass it by accident. Have a smaller space? Consider getting a full-length mirror
that hangs on the inside of a closet door. That way, you can close it off when
you want to.

2. When considering any goals around health and body image, ask yourself, “Is
this sustainable?” That was the key to Nate’s goal. It didn’t overwhelm him be�
cause it was small and sustainable. If you want to start exercising, ask what
would be a sustainable goal, and begin there. Maybe it’s simply ten minutes a
day. Over time and in different seasons, what is sustainable could change, but
you need your habitual goals to feel attainable, or you will likely get discour�
aged or burn out. You want your health to be for the long haul, so make sure
your expectations and practices are ones that can last.

3. Unfollow social media accounts that cause you to struggle with body image.
This one was big for me! I was following a few exercise-type accounts, which
would constantly cause me to compare or feel like I wasn’t doing enough. Be�



cause of the way social media works, I never really knew when this content
would pop up, and if I wasn’t in the right headspace, it would really affect me.
Unfollow or mute these accounts, and only visit their page on your own terms,
if at all.

4. Have one trusted friend who you tell when you are having a hard time. Not
because they know the right words to say, but because sometimes when we
simply say something out loud, we take the power out of it. This person could
be your spouse, but I would suggest a friend, if possible. Not that you shouldn’t
talk to your spouse about it, but I think they could feel pressure to tell you what
they think you want to hear, as opposed to a friend, who may give you more
solid truth to stand on.

 5. Take a moment to think about yourself as a grandmother. What do you think
will matter the most to you then? Likewise, think about your own grandmother.
What do you remember about her as she aged?

1 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For?, expanded ed. (Zondervan,
2012), 149.

2 “Define vain,” Google Search, accessed July 15, 2024, https://www.google.com/search?
q=define+vain.

3 Friends, season 4, episode 4, “The One with the Ballroom Dancing,” written by David Crane,
Marta Kauffman, Andrew Reich, and Ted Cohen, directed by Gail Mancuso, aired October 16, 1997.

4 Jane Fonda, “Julia Gets Wise with Jane Fonda,” interview by Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Wiser Than Me,
audio podcast, April 11, 2023, https://open.spotify.com/episode/3Lhq0WfFyOGa1O5w8MxRzb.

5 Sally Field, “Julia Gets Wise with Sally Field,” interview by Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Wiser Than Me,
audio podcast, March 27, 2024, https://open.spotify.com/episode/1tY1EmZmXCUhYjqwCy7ECo.



CHAPTER 

6
I Just Wish I Had 

More Money

Most people are wired to seek status and success, not necessarily happiness. It’s re�
markable to watch someone fight back against that trend. From the outside they ap�
pear frugal. But in fact they’ve rejected what the world tells them they should want
and looked deeper, finding their happiness elsewhere.

—Morgan Housel, “Frugal vs. Independent”

As I write this, Nate’s car is struggling. It’s a 2014 Subaru with windows
that don’t roll down and zero of the latest safety features. It runs fine, but I
am fairly certain this Charleston summer is about to kill the AC. I have
spent a lot of time online looking at cars to replace it (it’s Nate’s car, but
really, it’s a car we drive interchangeably whenever someone goes some�
where without the kids), and I keep coming back to the same questions.
There’s a used luxury-brand car selling for the same price as a brand-new

non-luxury car. The used car has more miles on it and is less up-to-date, but
it’s also a luxury car. It’s pretty, and it has that symbol on the front to let
everyone know it’s luxury.
Both cars cost the same, but I am attracted to the luxury car, and I continue

to ask myself why.



There are few things I have spent more time in my life thinking about than
money. But likely not in the way you would imagine. It’s not an obsession
with how to get it but rather a constant question of what role I want it to
play in my life. It is not even so much what I want to spend it on, but rather
what I want it to say about me—what I want the things I buy to say about
me. Who I am in relation to money. What I would be willing to spend
money on and what I would deem frivolous.
The car is one example, but it represents a larger trajectory I come back to

about where my life is and where it is headed, about where my values lie.
Do I value the luxury logo even though it has more miles and fewer fea�
tures? Do I want it because I genuinely think it’s better or because it’s
deemed luxury? Do I care if people see that I drive a luxury car? What am I
hoping to convey about myself through someone seeing me drive it? Is that
what I want to convey?
Living in my head is exhausting.
My complicated feelings toward money started early. I grew up in an af�

fluent family in Charleston, South Carolina. Charleston itself is already
considered to be a very wealthy place, so to be wealthy in Charleston really
puts you a tier above. I had everything I could want and was very aware of
money and status. Before we go on, I realize this might rub some of you the
wrong way, especially those for whom finances are a real week-to-week
struggle. And for that reason, I almost didn’t say some of the things I’m
going to say in this chapter. But when I started writing this book, I vowed to
myself that I would be as honest as I could be. So I’m going to tell some
stories that might feel uncomfortable, but I think there are some lessons
here for all of us—no matter which financial tier we fall in. I hope you’ll
stick with me.
In middle and high school, the girls I hung out with wore nice jeans and

drove nice cars and had nice purses. There was a fixation on having what�
ever the newest, nicest items were. In junior high, it was all about jeans. I
have a strong memory of my dad being so excited to take me shopping for
my birthday. Sixteen was a big age, and he told me I had $200 to spend
with him. He thought we had a fun afternoon ahead of us. I, however, al�
ready knew I wanted to go to The Copper Penny on King Street, and there I
spent the entire $200 on one pair of jeans. My dad shook his head, our day
of shopping being over in a half hour. But at sixteen years old, I knew what



nice jeans were and that I wanted them. To my sixteen-year-old self, these
jeans were luxury. These jeans were status.
Fashion is an area where you can’t often see a big difference between pre�

mium and luxury brands. Premium brands are known to offer higher quality
and better performing products. Many people might buy a premium brand
product not for any sort of status symbol but because they genuinely think
the item is better quality or has more features to offer. Premium would be
buying a new bag because it genuinely has more pockets and better fea�
tures, versus buying one simply because it has a special monogram stamped
all over it. Luxury brands do offer a good product, but it is usually not of a
quality that justifies the higher price point. The price point is associated
with the exclusivity and status one feels in owning the product. I can say
with full confidence that my jeans did not offer me $120 more utility than
an $80 pair of jeans, but they had this squiggly line on the back and a small
red tag on the right butt pocket that let people know they were Sevens. At
sixteen, I don’t think I so much understood that nice jeans conveyed wealth,
but I knew they conveyed status and popularity, both of which I cared
deeply about.
This fixation with nice things continued throughout high school. I didn’t

see it as an issue, but rather, it was the air I breathed. When friends wanted
to go shopping, we went to King Street. Arguably one of the wealthiest
shopping locations in the entire southeast, King Street had everything from
Gucci and Louis Vuitton to more mainstream brands like American Eagle
and Abercrombie & Fitch. My junior year, I got a job working at the J.
Crew on King Street and would spend my paycheck almost entirely on
clothing using my precious employee discount.
Since money was so closely tied to how I measured myself against others,

it should come as no surprise that money was one of the biggest ways God
drew me to himself. When I was a senior in high school, I was driving a
new car in my nice jeans, without a financial care in the world, and I was
miserable. The dopamine rush from a new outfit no longer hit the same. I
was bored and restless. I started to turn toward other unhealthy pursuits like
being as thin as possible and going to parties. Everything was fun for a
while (except the trying-to-be-super-thin part, that was miserable), but
within a few months I would feel empty again. Looking back, I completely
understand why drugs are such an issue for kids with money; drugs fill a
place where they feel bored and restless, a place no physical item has satis�



fied. These individuals don’t dream of saving their money to get nice
things; they already have nice things, and it still isn’t enough.
It is important to me that you know where I came from, because it’s likely

the biggest factor in how I view money now. I had what so many people
wanted. I had money and the security it offers, yet I felt completely inse�
cure. I didn’t have a clue what I needed, I just knew there was a void that
money and what it bought couldn’t fill. The desire for joy and purpose be�
yond money and what it could buy was so obvious it felt visceral to me. I
became a bit jaded by the entire idea that being rich brought happiness.
Don’t get me wrong, there were a ton of amazing things I got to do and
places I got to see because we had the money to do so. Money undoubtedly
opened doors for me that otherwise would have been closed; I just knew at
the end of the day that money and what it offered was not the answer.
College was where I had my concept of money blown wide open. I went to

UNC-Chapel Hill, which coming from out of state felt both expensive and
impressive but for many in-state residents was an affordable state school.
On a Friday night, my roommate asked if I had a pair of jeans she could
borrow (why is so much of this chapter about jeans?!); I told her I had some
Sevens in the closet. (Reminder: In high school my expensive 7 For All
Mankind jeans represented both status and style.) My roommate responded
by asking if I cared which of the “seven pairs” she borrowed. She had never
even heard of the brand, let alone owned a pair. It turned out status symbols
only work if people recognized them. Over the next three years, I would
realize that the financial bubble I had grown up in was not the norm, and
that there were a million micro levels between the words poor and rich. I
would come to understand that money was incredibly complicated, and
people’s relationships with it even more so.
Also while in college, my grandmother sent me a check for $100 with a

note that said, “In case you need a little Christmas, right this very minute.” I
was so excited! When you are a broke college student, $100 feels like a
golden ticket, and her phrasing in the note made me know it was meant to
treat myself to something. I knew I wanted a new bag for travel (wow, this
whole chapter is jeans and bags), so I went to a few stores to try them out. I
labored over which to get, researching and price checking. I eventually
landed on a Mountain Smith hiking bag that I still have to this day. I used it
in college (things like Chacos and cool hiking bags were very in at UNC-
Chapel Hill), and then later, after Nate and I were married, I used it for our



trip to hike the Grand Canyon. I loved that bag. I appreciated it because I
knew it was nice (at least nice by my broke-college-student standards) and
because it was what I had used my precious “right this very minute” money
on.
I can tell you right now what Nate would have done had he received that

same check: He would have saved it. And therein lies one of the hardest
marriage battles we have: the spender versus the saver. If ten years of mar�
riage has taught me anything, it’s that there are virtues and flaws to both
ways of thinking, and ironically, that the spender and saver act like each
other when they are in a healthy headspace.
Allow me to explain: In stress, the spender feels like they can never get all

the things they want. There simply isn’t enough money for all the things
they desire. In stress, the saver feels as though they can never save enough;
there is never enough to provide the security they are looking for. Ironically,
the spender in health acts more like the saver. They realize they don’t actu�
ally need everything and are fine to go without, and in doing so they save
money. Likewise, the saver in health acts like a spender. They know they
will never be able to save it all and can feel the freedom to let go and loosen
the grip on their finances a bit.
After Nate and I got married we worked for a Christian college ministry

for a few years, followed by Nate starting law school. Even then we were
set on starting to save money, but the earnings were minimal. Basically,
Nate would work a summer law internship that would pay him well, and we
would live off that money for the rest of the year. I shopped at Trader Joe’s,
with the goal of our weekly groceries costing around $80 to $100. Our
birthday lists were extensive and often included things like a new frying
pan, gift cards to Starbucks, or new towels.
I knew that my grandfather was concerned about our finances. He would

slip money in the mail to me, and on a number of occasions called just to
make sure I had what I needed. More than one time he sent a card in the
mail with a $50 bill and the words “It is time for you to come home” writ�
ten on a piece of his stationery. The $50 wasn’t a bribe; it was gas money to
get me home. On one funny occasion, I had a ton of extra breast milk in the
freezer and the prospect of selling it came up. All we could think about was
how hilarious it would be if my grandfather found out. We would laugh out
loud with my mom at the thought of my grandfather calling her in a fit,
saying, “Berta, she’s selling her milk!”



While I never ended up selling my breast milk, I learned a lot about using
coupons and the power of stretching a dollar. We started asking the ques�
tion, “Can we go one more day?” and would ask it often to see just how
many days we could go between grocery runs. We drank Trader Joe’s Two
Buck Chuck and used our student IDs at the movies long after the date read
they had expired.
Here’s the thing: Our needs were high, but I think we were just as content,

if not more so, in that season. We were extremely rich in the area of friend�
ship. There was something beneficial about not having everything we
wanted; there was joy to be found in wanting something and not getting it
right away. As our bank account grew, the excitement over a $100 check in
the mail lessened. That $100 didn’t hold the same value it once had. Herein
lies the law of diminishing marginal utility. The more money I had, the less
joy each dollar was able to bring me. It’s not that more money was bad, it
just didn’t equate to more joy like one might expect.
Money is extra tricky, because it’s not the money itself that traps us. We

have seen when a nation’s currency gets devalued and becomes worthless.
Physical money is flimsy paper and coins, but it’s what we can get with it
and what it represents that makes it valuable. This makes it very different
from other loves. You love someone and get married, not for what it can get
you, but because they are the person you want to be with. You have chil�
dren, not for what they can get you or say about you, but because they bring
you joy. Money is different; money is simply a currency to get what we
really want.
It’s good for me to look back and remember seasons of surprising con�

tentment that arose even when money was tight. Those seasons remind me
that we don’t need to constantly move the goalpost when we hit a financial
goal. Have you heard of that phrase? In football, the goalposts are fixed at
the back of the end zone, and the goal of football is to reach the end zone
and score a touchdown—but imagine if they kept moving. If they kept be�
ing pushed further back, you would keep working down the field but would
never score a touchdown.
When it comes to money, it’s the equivalent of never feeling like you have

enough. Maybe what you want is to afford a decent house and a car for your
family to drive, but then once you get those things, the goalpost moves.
Now you want a larger house, or a house in a nicer neighborhood. You no



longer want the average car, you want a luxury car. Wealth is built by not
allowing your lifestyle and spending to expand as your earnings expand.
Not moving the goalpost seems easy, but it’s sneaky and difficult. You

slowly start to be able to buy better clothes and more expensive groceries,
and you eat out more. Maybe you really can afford a better car or take on a
heftier mortgage. You can, so you do. And it doesn’t happen all at once.
You don’t go from spending $2,000 a month to $10,000 overnight. It’s slow.
Like the proverbial frog boiling, the water around you continues to heat up
one small degree at a time, until the next thing you know you’re spending
ten times what you used to.
Unfortunately, you are not ten times happier, because contentment does

not work like we think it will. It’s like a mirage on the horizon, ever so
slightly out of reach. And if what we want is ever so slightly out of reach,
oftentimes the money to make it happen is ever so slightly out of reach as
well. If my spouse just made a little more money, if bonuses were just a
little larger this year, then we would really be happy.
In his book Fooled by Randomness, Nassim Nicholas Taleb tells a story of

a well-to-do lawyer (Marc) living in New York City with his second wife
(Janet) and three children. He works all the time, makes half a million dol�
lars a year, and is able to afford all of the wants and needs for his family.
Unfortunately, the apartment building they live in on Park Avenue is also
the home to Wall Street traders and corporate executives who make ten
times his annual salary. Despite making more money than 99.5 percent of
Americans, in this apartment building, Marc and Janet are at the bottom.
Taleb describes the social treadmill: “You get rich, move to rich neighbor�
hoods, then become poor again.” He goes on to explain that while he wishes
Janet’s knowledge that she and her husband are among the top 1 percent of
Americans would satisfy her feelings of inadequacy, “becoming more ra�
tional, or not feeling emotions of social slights, is not part of the human
race.” Taleb believes what would actually make Janet happier, at least when
it comes to comparison, would be to move to a neighborhood where they
are some of the most wealthy.1
Going off Taleb’s story, I agree that, on the whole, people with nicer

houses in average neighborhoods are happier overall than people with av�
erage houses in nicer neighborhoods. Why? Because the person with a nicer
house surrounded by less nice houses has a perspective that says they have
more than enough, whereas the person living in the less nice house in a



neighborhood of super nice houses has a perspective that they are lacking.
Your perspective is formed by what you are living around.
One unfortunate side effect of the internet is its power to broaden your

“neighborhood.” With access to photos and videos across the world at your
fingertips, you can surround yourself with “neighbors” who have much
more disposable income than you (or at least look like they do), and all of a
sudden it can feel like you are lacking. You’ve got a bunch of rich friends
you don’t even know and a goalpost that needs moving to keep up.
In writing this book I did a little research on “Keeping up with the Jone�

ses” and learned that the phrase actually originated from a popular comic
strip titled, you guessed it, Keeping up with the Joneses. One particular strip
summed up so well what I believe many of us so often feel:2

It’s that small little phrase that I so quickly believe: “She gets something
out of life.”
I believe that because another person has a larger house, a nicer kitchen, or

a better car that they are getting more out of life.
I know money can’t buy happiness, but I still find myself just like Clarice.

Money might not buy happiness, but it might just buy me a little more than
I currently have.
As luck would have it, if I am Clarice, then that makes Nate Aloysius P.

McGinis. But in our version of the comic Nate would respond with some�
thing along the lines of “Tough luck, Clarice.”
In his book The Psychology of Money, Morgan Housel writes, “People

with enduring personal finance success—not necessarily those with high
incomes—tend to have a propensity to not [care] what others think about
them.”3 Sounds easy, but I think this is very, very hard, especially for
women. My daughter Scout is seven, and I already see her looking around,
wondering how she measures up to those around her. Add in the millions of
dollars put into advertising to make her believe she needs more clothing,



better skin care, and nicer things, and it’s no wonder money is such a
struggle.
Again, Housel writes this:
The hardest financial skill is getting the goalpost to stop moving. . . . Modern capitalism
is a pro at two things: generating wealth and generating envy. Perhaps they go hand in
hand; wanting to surpass your peers can be the fuel of hard work. But life isn’t any fun
without a sense of enough. Happiness, as it’s said, is just results minus expectations.4

I think of that phrase “generating wealth and generating envy,” and the
picture that comes to mind is a scene from Indiana Jones and the Temple of
Doom, where the floor and ceiling are closing in on him. Above, you have
the need to generate wealth, and the floor rising up is envy . . . both getting
closer and closer, with me in the middle about to get crushed.
So how can I be on social media and also manage those expectations?

How can I love my own life and not envy the lives of those around me? I
honestly wish there were a magic bullet to make this easier, but unfortu�
nately, I think it is part of the human condition. But we don’t have to throw
our hands up in the air in defeat; we are stronger than that. We have the ca�
pacity to do better, to find contentment in what is.
When I look back on my life, I can see that there is greater happiness to be

found in living off less and giving away more than there is in accumulating
wealth simply to consume it all personally. There is good that comes from
not buying anything you want at any given time. Dare I say it makes you
more happy, more grateful, when you do finally get something you waited
for. The value of the item increases in the waiting and wanting; our curren�
cy gains value again. I think when we decide not to move the goalposts, we
push ourselves toward loving the life we have right now. The life right in 
front of us. And at the same time, when we do get things, we enjoy them all
the more because their value has increased.
One of my favorite quotes by Shauna Niequist reads,
I’m learning, slowly, a rhythm of feasting and fasting that brings a rich cadence to my
year. I use the word fasting loosely, as an opposite term to feasting—permission and dis�
cipline, necessary slides back and forth along the continuum of how we feed ourselves.

The weeks between Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day are a feast. I love the traditions
and tastes of the season—sweet potato biscuits with maple butter, Aunt Mary’s raisin
bread, toasted and topped with melting sharp cheddar slices.

And then in January, fasting gives me a chance to practice the discipline of not having
what I want at every moment, of limiting my consumption, making space in my body and
spirit for a new year, one that’s not driven by my mouth, by wanting, by consuming.



Fasting, I find, starts as a physical act, but it quickly becomes spiritual: Am I slave to
my appetites? Am I ruled by my hunger? Do I trust that God meets my needs, or am I
impatient and ravenous, needing to meet them all myself? The rhythm of flavor and feast
and celebration during the holidays, tempered by limitations and structure in the new
year, draws me closer to God, more dependent, more connected, more grateful for his
presence.5

I think you can very easily substitute money for food in this text. We can
practice the discipline of not having what we want at every moment, of not
hitting the Buy Now button on Amazon the moment someone posts a link.
We can live a life that isn’t driven by wanting and consuming, and in so
doing, I think we can find a deeper joy, a more lasting contentment. I cannot
tell you how many times I have clicked Buy Now with the hopes that the
item that comes will all of a sudden make me cooler. Countless items hang
in my closet, rarely worn, because I saw someone pretty wearing them and I
thought the items would make me feel pretty. I have wasted so much money
in an effort to figure out who I am, stupid enough to think a new shirt could
give me the answer.
I do wonder if many of us are actually more content than we even realize.

That so much of what we think we want is more a giving in to what the
world says should matter. A nicer, bigger, better fill in the blank. I wonder,
if we really stepped back, if we would see that the life we have is one filled
with extreme happiness and the sacrifices to get more money would not
equal the increase in joy we expect to come.
I am still unsure what I will do about the car I wrote about at the beginning

of this chapter, but I know in the end it’s not really about the car at all.
Money never really is about the item itself. But the more I think about our
life and our values and where we want the goalpost to stay, the less power I
want money and what it represents to have a hold on me. I am realizing that
the more I fight to enjoy the current house, or jeans, or family trip, the less I
feel a desire for a nicer one. What I have is actually enough.

MINDSET SHIFT: I will not allow the spending or decisions of others
to move my goalposts. When I have clearly defined parameters for
what matters to me, I can spend money wisely, while also realizing
money is not the key to happiness.



MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. Take some time to really think about your life and the goalposts you have in

place. Have they moved significantly over the last few years, and if so, how do
you feel about it? (Note: Moving goalposts is not always a bad thing! However,
it’s important to notice if they are moving without you even being aware of the
change or to keep up with others around you.)

2. Creating a budget and sticking to it can be a powerful way to not only save
money but also increase the value of the money you have. When you are forced
to say no to certain things you desire, they become more valuable, and if you do
finally purchase them, they likely bring more happiness because you had to wait
to get them.

3. Consider doing a spending fast, or even just an Amazon fast. Add things to
your cart, but do not purchase them for a month. At the end of the month, go
and look at the cart and see what items you don’t actually want or need.

4. Next time you want to purchase something, pause and ask yourself why. It is
absolutely ok if the answer is simply because you want the item, but take a mo�
ment to dig a little deeper. Are you trying to keep up with a certain group or
trend?

5. Take some time to reflect on your own upbringing. How have the decisions
your parents made surrounding finances affected how you think about money?
(Were they spenders or savers? Was money a positive topic or stressful one?) If
you are married, how is this different from your spouse’s upbringing?

1 Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Fooled by Randomness: The Hidden Role of Chance in Life and in the
Markets, 2nd ed. (Random House, 2004), 139–43.

2 “A Great Help to Pa,” Keeping up with the Joneses, illustrated by Arthur Ragland “Pop” Momand
(Cupples & Leon Co., 1920),
https://archive.org/details/bub_gb_6QoNAAAAYAAJ/page/n19/mode/2up?q=great+help.

3 Morgan Housel, The Psychology of Money: Timeless Lessons on Wealth, Greed, and Happiness
(Harriman House, 2020), 106.

4 Housel, The Psychology of Money, 41.
5 Shauna Niequist, Savor: Living Abundantly Where You Are, As You Are (Zondervan, 2015), 15.



CHAPTER 

7
I Just Wish I Had More

Time

What is this life if, full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare.
No time to stand beneath the boughs
And stare as long as sheep or cows.
No time to see, when woods we pass,
Where squirrels hide their nuts in grass.
No time to see, in broad daylight,
Streams full of stars, like skies at night.
No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,
And watch her feet, how they can dance.
No time to wait till her mouth can
Enrich that smile her eyes began.
A poor life this if, full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare.

—William Henry Davies, “Leisure”

Someone asked me recently what was my biggest regret in life. . . .
“Being in a hurry. Getting to the next thing without fully entering the thing in front

of me. I cannot think of a single advantage I’ve ever gained from being in a hurry.
But a thousand broken and missed things, tens of thousands, lie in the wake of all
that rushing.”



Through all that haste, I thought I was making up time. It turns out I was throwing it
away.

—Mark Buchanan, The Rest of God

One of my deepest fears is that I will look back in twenty years and realize I
didn’t use my time well. This is followed closely by the fear that my chil�
dren would say I didn’t have time for them, that I was always too busy. That
I would look back and realize I wasted the one precious resource of my one
precious life. We all know the saying “We all have the same twenty-four
hours in a day.” This simple line seems to put us all on the same playing
field, as if we really do have the exact same options for how our time will
be spent. Of course, this is not the case. There’s a myriad of other factors
that play into what one can do with their time. Being born into poverty and
digging oneself out with countless hours working a minimum wage job
does not lend the same amount of free time as someone with ample re�
sources and a savings account. There are a million factors affecting our
time, and a million things jockeying for it. This free resource feels anything
but.
While Annie Dillard’s famous quote saying “How we spend our days is, of

course, how we spend our lives”1 can be helpful, it also haunts me. This
quote is a reminder that what I choose to do each moment strings together
to form hours. Hours form days, days form weeks, and so on. Before you
know it, a decade has passed. But for me, the days would pass, and I would
wonder what the heck I even did with the time. Did anything I accom�
plished add to how I want to spend my life? In her poem “The Summer
Day,” Mary Oliver writes,

I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?2

I love this poem. And yet I feel quite different from Mary. I need to meal
prep and fold the laundry and wash the high chair tray for the tenth time. I
want to be available. Really, I do. I want to have time for others. But there
are dishes to do and floors to vacuum and field trip forms to sign. There’s



too much to do in a day to allow for staring; I do not have the luxury of the
sheep and cows Davies writes about.
I have always considered myself to be an efficient and high-energy person.

I can get a lot done in a day with my cocker spaniel energy and ability to
multitask. This is my superpower. I habit stack like a ninja. I wake up
around the same time every morning, exercise, drink my green drink, make
a decaf coffee, help the kids with breakfast and getting ready for school,
and then eat an English muffin with peanut butter on it. This all happens by
8 a.m., and you could set a clock based on when each of these events occur.
I am a machine. In many ways, this level of discipline has served as a nec�
essary way to harness and tame my scattered brain and high energy. The
more I can commit to habit, the less space it takes up in my already frazzled
mind. Multiple friends have commented on my discipline, usually wishing
they had the willpower to do the same. By all outward appearances, this
level of efficiency is to be applauded. But deep down, I have wondered if so
much of what makes me tick has also made me hard. I might be the person
you want to call to help in a crisis, but am I the one you call when you need
a hug? These patterns are so ingrained in me that I can have a difficult time
pivoting when they get thrown off balance. While I love spontaneity, I want
it on my terms. I would not call myself interruptible.
The ability to get a lot done meant I could pack a ton into one day. I would

rush from household tasks to something for Naptime Kitchen to prepping
dinner to filming content, leaving little to no margin. Busyness was my drug
of choice, and at the end of the day I could lay my head on the pillow
knowing I got stuff done. This served me well for years—until it didn’t. I
started to burn out every few weeks. I would have a good cry session, sleep
in, then dust myself off and get back to the grind. This pattern went on for
months that turned into years. Work a ton, be tired, have a meltdown, crash,
wake up and start over.
When John Robert and Scout were toddlers I felt like I had all the time in

the world and nothing to fill it with. I bought a new calendar in January, and
gloom set in as I realized I had nothing whatsoever to put on it. We spent
our mornings surveying different parks or perusing the aisles of Target. I
wouldn’t have imagined doing online grocery delivery because that would
have taken away one of the few precious to-dos on my calendar. The gro�
cery list and meal plan felt like a beacon of hope, a purpose for me on those
long days.



I do not say this to demean the tasks of the stay-at-home mom. We had
clean clothes because I washed them and food to eat because I shopped for
it. Our home ran smoothly because I made it so. But at the end of the day, I
couldn’t check off a bunch of boxes for accomplished tasks. No one was
there handing out a gold star for my kids’ lunches. So, I started to cope by
keeping us busy. I felt like if we weren’t bored then I could at least feel like
we were doing things. I would rush us from the park to the kitchen for
lunch to playtime to naps, then back to another park to dinner to baths to
books to bedtime. I was like the contestants on Supermarket Sweep, franti�
cally running around the store shoving things into my cart, slamming into
walls as I raced to the register.
I am sad to say life really might have stayed this way till the kids graduat�

ed from college if not for the 2020 pandemic. The world completely shut
down and with it, so many of the activities I was using to fill our time. The
children’s museum was closed, along with the aquarium. No one was going
to the park; there were no more leisure trips strolling the grocery aisles. We
were all home all the time. We even created a makeshift office for Nate in
the laundry room, and I remember getting so frustrated when he would stop
the dryer to take a work call and forget to start it up again. Time was at a
standstill, but Nate still had to work, and I still had around thirteen hours a
day with three small humans.
The halt to daily life as we knew it acted as emergency brakes for the

freight train I had my kids on. We started to slow down, and it was in that
season that I adopted the phrase “Nothing but time.” Every day, I would say
it over and over and over to myself. Did John Robert want to stop and
linger by a pile of rocks on our morning walk? Go for it, buddy, we got
nothin’ but time. Did Scout want another book before naptime? Why not?
We got nothin’ but time. This saying became a balm for my hurried soul.
Hourly, I reminded myself we had all the time in the world, and I started to
see how much my kids enjoyed the slower pace. They colored longer when
I gave them more time to do so. They were more prone to want to go on a
walk when I gave them the space to stop and pick a flower.
Eventually, the world began to open back up and with it all the activities

and plans. As Naptime Kitchen grew, the earning opportunities did as well,
and by the time our third child, Millie, was one, we were a double income
family. A lot of the financial stresses we once had were gone, but we were
poor in another area: time. Our quality of life felt depleted and unsustain�



able. The kids were getting older, and we added Alberta to the mix. I re�
member looking at Nate when Alberta was around a month old and telling
him I did not understand why we were both making money if it meant liv�
ing the way we were. While I had the same amount of time, I had double
the demands on my time. John Robert and Scout would want to play a card
game at the very same moment Millie needed a diaper change and Alberta
was screaming in her crib refusing to nap. And that didn’t include all the
household demands. Opportunities for Naptime Kitchen were beginning to
pick up even more, and Nate still worked long hours as an attorney. He and
I felt like ships in the night, each answering the call of kids and work and
giving each other what little we had left over at the end of long days.
We both felt stretched to the point of snapping. Nate agreed, and we started

thinking through what it would look like if Nate came and started working
with me on the backend needs for Naptime Kitchen. He crunched the num�
bers, and we talked with trusted friends and parents. On paper, we fully ex�
pected to lose money. But living on budget was something we perfected in
those newlywed days, and the risk felt worth it. The trade-off of budgeting a
bit more for a better quality of life felt like a winning lottery ticket com�
pared to continuing the path we were on. In May of 2022, six months after
that initial conversation, Nate left his job.
To many, this looked crazy. Why would we ever trade the financial gains

of two incomes? Also, why would Nate leave his secure, consistent job with
benefits to come and work with me? In the end, it was simple: time. Nate’s
job was more consistent and structured, but it also came with more expec�
tations on when and where he worked. While working with me felt more
risky, it also allowed us to have more say on how the days were spent. We
got to be the boss of our time, and that felt like a bonus bigger than any
monetary gain.
This was incredible for our family, but unfortunately, it didn’t solve the

issue. You see, I am addicted to busyness. If you give someone who loves
being busy more time, they will fill it. I was a vacuum, sucking up all the
hours I now had with random tasks or projects or errands. I was stressed out
and constantly complaining about all I “had to do.” I remember on one oc�
casion seeing Nate outside reading a book of poetry and feeling both de�
spondent and jealous. Jealous because I wanted to be reading the book of
poetry, and despondent because I knew even if I had the time, I would never
sit down to read it.



Because for so many years his time was not his own, Nate had a very dif�
ferent outlook on how he spent his days. Prior to leaving his job there was
little time for reading. As an attorney, he charged based on time. He had
billable hours to hit, and bonuses if he went beyond those hours. Time was,
quite literally, money. Most nights he would stay up late drinking a bour�
bon, eating chips, and watching TV. I remember him being tired and my
suggesting he go to sleep earlier, and his response was so indicative of how
he felt: He said 8 p.m. to 10 p.m. felt like the only hours of the day that
were truly his. He woke up, helped get the kids ready, got himself ready,
worked a full day, came home to supper and bedtime duties, and then, fi�
nally, at 8 p.m., he could do something just for him. He said if he didn’t stay
up late, the next day would start just like the prior, leaving no time for any�
thing he enjoyed. Those two precious hours at night were his saving grace.
He made good money but was not free to take days off when he wanted.

Over time, he began to see the freedom of how you spend your time to be
the greatest flex and richest resource. Give him two options, one of working
himself to the bone living on his own private island, and the other leisurely
reading the paper in a moderate house in a normal neighborhood, and he
would pick the latter every single time. Nate sees the ability to sit down to
read a book for pleasure as the ultimate freedom. Where I see a full to-do
list as an identity, he sees it as a burden. Where I see time as something to
use up, he sees it as a precious resource.
Luckily, we are married. And at some point, Nate intervened. I do not re�

member what he said, but the sentiment was that he didn’t leave his job to
come work with me in order for me to lead a more stressful life. He asked
what needed to happen for me to stop feeling the way I was feeling. The
answer was not rocket science. I just had to physically make a point to slow
down my life. Easy, right? Unfortunately not for someone addicted to the
hustle. While I am not an alcoholic, I would imagine the feeling of stillness
for a person addicted to being busy might be similar to the feeling of
someone addicted to alcohol sitting in a bar. Your fingers start to twitch,
your mouth waters. You feel restless and irritable and alone in your
thoughts. A small taste of what you long for would help. Just one drink. Just
one extra item or errand on the calendar.
You see, I complained about all I had to do, but I loved all I had to do. It

had become a defining characteristic of who I was as a person. I didn’t
know who I was in the stillness, and to be honest, I was a bit afraid of what



I might find. What if I am uninteresting apart from what I accomplish in the
day? What if once I stop doing things for people, they don’t really love who
I am? These might sound silly, but for those of us who consider ourselves
an enneagram three, who we are outside of how we can perform is
terrifying.
Yet I knew my marriage and my children were going to suffer if I didn’t at

least try. And so, in the summer of 2023, I decided to take a month off from
posting online and attempt to recalibrate my life. To the outside world it
appeared as though I was simply taking a summer month to enjoy my fam�
ily and vacation. But Nate and I both knew I needed time away from “the
internet machine,” from the compulsion to pick up my phone and see how
people were responding to my latest story or post, from the impulse to film
everything I thought would be helpful to share.
We knew we would take a financial loss that month, but it felt necessary. I

needed to change the pace of my life, slowly applying the brake pedal to
come to a more sustainable speed. And it was not going to happen quickly.
The same way I didn’t crash and burn overnight, I wasn’t going to be fixed
in a day. This would be slow and steady. Like a ship with a hole that un�
loads crate by crate to try to lighten the load, each crate tossed overboard
bringing the hull up—inch by inch—until the fear of sinking subsides.
One particular area I knew efficiency had started to take over was in

cooking. Taste was no longer the top priority; I wanted speed and ease. I
needed simple and oftentimes ready-made. To be fair, I also had four young
children. Long laborious meals were not really in the cards, and they
weren’t going to eat 90 percent of it anyway. But cooking was also the area
where I used to come the most alive. The kitchen was the place I felt the
most like myself. I knew this was something I came by honestly. Almost
every memory I have of my own mom involved her in the kitchen. Each
time I drove home from college, I would find her there, apron adorned,
stirring or chopping something with the Food Network on in the back�
ground. This love for food and cooking was in my blood, but that love had
leached out of me.
I started July by ordering two new cookbooks. The first was Take It Easy

by Gaby Dalkin, and the second was The Comfortable Kitchen by Alex
Snodgrass. When they arrived, I took a special trip to Office Depot and
bought some new sticky tabs and sat on my back porch reading, marking
any recipe that looked good with a little tab. I found myself so energized as



I flipped through the pages, tabbing recipe after recipe. And there it was in
Dalkin’s cookbook: a homemade Nutella pie. Complete with homemade
Oreo crust and fresh whipped cream. I was in love.
That very weekend I bought what was needed and set to making the pie.

When I went to the grocery store, I looked for the pre-made Oreo pie crust
(why make it if I don’t have to? Oh, Kate . . . we still had a ways to go), and
I am so thankful they didn’t have it. Making this pie crust required me to
get down the food processor I rarely used and crush up actual Oreos. I
counted out the twenty-five cookies the recipe called for, stuck them in the
processor with the melted butter, and pushed the button. The Oreos were
pulverized to the most perfect sand-like consistency, with the addition of
the butter making it slightly sticky. I used my hands to press the mixture
into my pie crust and stuck this into the oven to bake for seven minutes.
While it cooked, I got to work on the filling. First, whipping the cream. It
had been years since I had made homemade whipped cream, and I forgot
just how lovely it is. The way you have to watch it closely, making sure you
whip it enough so that you don’t have soup and not so much that you get
butter. This recipe called for soft peaks, and I enjoyed showing the kids the
difference between a soft peak and a stiff one. I divided the whipped cream,
setting half aside for topping, and got to work on the cream cheese and
Nutella.
Using a hand mixer on a block of cream cheese and Nutella is not for the

faint of heart, but after a minute or so you start to get this absolutely deca�
dent, thick, milky-creamy-cheesy-chocolate filling. And then you get to do
the very best part: You add half of that fresh whipped cream in and watch
that thick, cheesy chocolate become light and silky smooth. You have to
wait for your pie shell to cool, and then you pour the Nutella filling inside.
And here’s the hardest part: It then needs to go into the fridge to set.
I do not have the cookbook in front of me, yet I can recount every step in

making the pie. It required my full attention and patience to wait between
the steps. This wasn’t break and bake cookie dough. This was slow, pur�
poseful work. This was measuring and waiting and cooling and filling. And
what came of that work was nothing short of absolutely delicious. I shared
the pie with my family and then kept the final few slices for myself. Each
afternoon I would cut a slice, top it with homemade whipped cream, and sit
on the back porch to enjoy. Because of the effort it took to make this pie, I



found myself wanting to savor the experience of eating it. Everything about
it from start to finish was glorious.
For years I had scoffed at people who made homemade pasta. Why would

they waste all that time and energy when ready-made is available? I get it
now. This is not wasted time. There is something being restored inside a
person when they make something from start to finish. Whether it’s a
bookshelf or soufflé, there’s an art to it that touches at a piece of who I am
as a human. I was made by a Creator and have an innate desire to create.
But I let myself become too busy for it. I microwave and get grocery deliv�
ery and buy items preassembled. None of those things are bad, but with my
life catapulting toward burnout, I was deeply in need of a change. And the
most basic, practical way I saw myself starting was by trading boxed soup
for a slow stew. Not every night, but more often. To force myself to allow
for more margin and time.
I wish I could say that summer healed me, but I am learning this propul�

sion to always be doing more, more, more is a part of my identity. My
hands are clenched around that to-do list so tightly that you literally have to
pry one finger at a time to get me to let it go. This goes for how our home
runs as well. For years, I didn’t really want Nate to bring me flowers. Not
because I didn’t like flowers, but because our house felt chaotic enough, and
I didn’t want another thing to care for or find a place for. In the summer, our
neighbors have an incredible garden, and the kids are constantly bringing
foliage into the house to proudly display in a mason jar on the kitchen table.
Much like the Nutella pie, flowers push at another pain point and challenge
me to let go and simply be. Our house does not have to have pristine sur�
faces to function well. No one is performing surgery on our countertops.
But when you are moving fast, there’s no room for excess trinkets. I was the
bull in the china shop, so I made a home without any china in it. I am
slowly training my heart to let the warmth in, the stems and vases, the ex�
cess items that allow my children to feel safe. Strangely, as I do so, I am
feeling my heart rate slow. My home feels familiar and lived in. I feel more
ok in who I am and the time I am allotted, more comfortable to not get it all
done. To miss out on things and let the carpet be dirty one more day. Some
days it is easy, and others it feels like the most painful of surgeries.
As I started to slow down, I noticed that everyone around me was also

feeling a general need to rush and get things done. This is nothing new.
Books like The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry and Chasing Slow weren’t



written for no one. Our culture loves hurry, yet we also long to be still. We
love the idea of the poetry book, but we don’t really want to sit down and
read it. All of my friends, from those who homeschool to those whose kids
are in school to those who work to those who don’t, would still say they feel
really busy—and with so many good things like children and church and
extracurriculars and friendships. Life can be really, really full of good
things, but I also think far too many of us are stuffing our calendars, so
rushed we can barely enjoy what’s in front of us. Overwhelmed by the cal�
endar and at the same time underwhelmed with life.
So what do we do to gain time? We can’t just not work or eat or live in

filth. But I don’t really think that’s what any of us are craving anyway.
Everyone loves a vacation, but after a week or so you start to feel stale. You
begin to itch for a little routine and consistency; you crave a walk and a
salad. We like having things to do and feeling like we are using the time
well; we just want a little margin. Margin, to me, is small slivers of vacation
sprinkled into our everyday lives. Too much margin and you can feel bored
or antsy, too little margin and you feel tired and frantic. I wish this was an
easy balance to strike, but sometimes it takes a season of too much busy�
ness to realize you need space to breathe, a season of treading water to re�
alize you were close to drowning.
While the decisions made around how to spend time can be difficult, I do

think a mental shift helped me win back my days. That shift came in seeing
time as a precious resource rather than an abundant one. Currency holds
weight because it is meant to be backed by gold. When more and more pa�
per money is printed, it cheapens the value of all money because the paper
is no longer backed by anything of tangible value. Print too much money,
and all money loses value. Time is funny; it isn’t something you can print
more of like money, yet it renews daily. It renews daily and is, at the same
time, a limited resource. Because it renews daily, it is something we can
continuously learn from. We are each presented with the same twenty-four
hours every morning until we die, and some days we will use the hours
much better than others.
There are so many demands on our time that we have no control over, but I

think many of us have more agency than we realize. Every single decision
you make has a cost, and it is up to you to decide if the cost is worth it. As
you start to value your time more, you can see what activities feel enjoyable
and worth the cost of time, and what things are draining and likewise not



worth the higher cost. To be clear, I do not do this perfectly, and it’s often�
times only in hindsight that I can see where a certain cost on my time was
not a good one. But like I said, time renews daily, and I can continually be
learning.
Most of the demands are the same as before. There’s still laundry and

dishes and extracurriculars. We still go from the park to dinner to bedtime.
But there’s more purpose, more fullness, in these activities now. I have
started asking how I can better enjoy the daily required tasks, and how I can
create more margin for the things I do enjoy. I have found it almost always
comes back to saying no more often—to valuing my time and what I spend
it on. Am I less social now? Probably. But the depth and quality of where I
give my time feels better than it has in years.
That last sentence feels iffy, because by the time you read this I could be in

another tailspin, frantically filling my days with senseless things. Let’s just
say I am in rehab. But time means more to me than it used to, and while I
can’t actually get more of it, I will fight like crazy to savor how I spend it.
Like a sweet piece of homemade pie.

MINDSET SHIFT: While I can’t get time back, I can learn from it.
Time is free, yet it also has a cost, and each day I can become a bit
wiser in how I choose to spend it.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. I think one of the most valuable things we can do is start to see time as a val�

ued, life-giving resource instead of something to simply fill. I know few have
time for homemade pasta every day, but I do believe these (on the surface) su�
perfluous acts are doing something much deeper for our souls. What is an ac�
tivity you have wanted to try but scoff at the time it takes? What would you
have to give up to make it happen?

2. I have started to focus on how I spend a period of time as opposed to what I got
done in that time. This might be a small shift, but it’s had some profound bene�
fits. For example, I am focusing simply on reading before bed and not on keep�
ing a running list of how many books I can get through. I am reading simply for
the sake of reading, not for any achievement I can get from it. Reading is for the



sole purpose of enjoying that time. Do you have hobbies like this that you could
enjoy simply for the purpose of doing and not for the end result?

3. Get a sheet of paper and write down all the things asking for your time. Then,
categorize them as necessary or optional tasks. (Note: necessities are things like
work, sleep, school, ordering groceries, etc. While your child’s soccer practice
might feel like a necessity, it is optional. More on this in point 4.) Take stock of
this list and rate what gives the most life to your family versus what is the most
draining. There are definitely going to be some draining things that have to stay,
but there might be a few that could be dropped. If you are rich in other areas and
poor in time, consider an area you could hire out help to some capacity.

4. If you have children, helping them learn to value their own time matters. It
could be that they are overextended, burned out, and need a parent to help them
pump the brakes. Maybe soccer has become something they are passionate
about and want to commit to, and they need to let go of something else to have
the margin and energy to do soccer well. You could do the same exercise in
number three with your child to help them see what they are giving their time
to. (Unfortunately, a large part will likely be school, and they might happily tell
you they are happy to cut that one out.) As you teach your child about time, you
help them learn to value it.

5. In the words of Peter Drucker, “There is surely nothing quite so useless as do�
ing with great efficiency what should not be done at all.”3 Are there things you
are fighting like crazy to make work in your schedule which really should not be
done at all? Are there tasks you put on yourself which no one is asking of you?

1 Annie Dillard, The Writing Life (Harper Perennial, 2013), 32.
2 Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day,” in New and Selected Poems, Volume One (Beacon Press, 1992),

94. “The Summer Day” by Mary Oliver reprinted by the permission of The Charlotte Sheedy Literary
Agency as agent for the author. Copyright © 1990, 2006, 2008, 2017 by Mary Oliver with permission
of Bill Reichblum.

3 Peter F. Drucker, “Managing for Business Effectiveness,” Harvard Business Review, May 1963,
https://hbr.org/1963/05/managing-for-business-effectiveness.



CHAPTER 

8
I Just Wish I Had Control

Of course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that
mean that it is not real?

―J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows

My uncle died in a car accident one week before I left for my freshman year
of college. He had flown down to Florida to purchase a used Porsche and
was driving it up I-95 back to South Carolina. We actually talked on the
phone that day as he was driving back and made plans for him to take me
out to a fancy restaurant the following Tuesday to celebrate my leaving for
college. I had just broken up with my longtime high school boyfriend, and
“Dog Dog,” as we called him, asked me for the details. I kept it pretty short
on the phone and told him I would fill him in at dinner. There was a typical
August-afternoon thunderstorm, and sometime in the following hours he
hydroplaned and hit a tree.
I remember exactly where I was and how my mom told me he had died. I

remember the grief on her face having just lost her brother, and the deeper
grief in hearing her talking to my cousins on the phone, who at ages twenty
and fourteen had just lost their father. My grandparents were out of town at
the time, celebrating their anniversary in Maine. My mom and her sister
Ellen flew up to tell them what had happened. When I asked my mom to
make sure I had the details right, she said she can remember every moment



of that day. More than anything, she remembered the huge smile on my
grandfather’s face, thinking his kids were there as some sort of anniversary
surprise. The devastation surrounding that situation was so tangible I can
still feel it in my stomach. My grandparents lost their son, my mom lost her
brother, and my cousins lost their dad. And then, less than ten years later,
those same two cousins lost their mother. It seemed as though the grief and
loss were being piled on them in giant bulldozer-sized scoops.
A neighbor down the street lost their four-year-old to cancer last year.

Were he alive, he would be the same age as Millie. They have four kids just
like us, and when I see their family on walks, there is this gap where you
know their second-born child should be. My friend Maggie’s mom, Nan,
got diagnosed with brain cancer, and Maggie found out on the exact day she
was throwing me my very first wedding shower. Nan would die a few years
later, cancer robbing her of time to come with her grandchildren, and rob�
bing Maggie of her mother in those early postpartum years when you long
for a mother’s help the most. You really don’t live very long before you
start to know people who have lived through absolutely awful tragedy.
Crashes and cancer diagnoses and heart failures come, leaving those left
behind with broken hearts of their own. And this is in America, arguably
one of the safest, most medically advanced countries in the world.
In contrast, my life has been really, really wonderful. Aside from my un�

cle’s passing, no huge tragedy has struck me personally. Nate lost his dad
suddenly in 2020, and watching him go through that was awful, but I have
not personally had something strike me in that same manner. Most would
call me lucky, and I am. But it has also left me in a constant state of waiting
for something terrible to happen, fearing some tragedy is lurking just
around the corner. Life can’t possibly be this good forever.
There was a popular sermon series during my college years where the

pastor was making the point that bad things are going to happen to everyone
in life. It was couched under a greater theme that all of life is suffering, and
we shouldn’t be surprised when the hard times come. God is not punishing
you; He is there for you in those hard moments and loves you. This was
meant to be good news. Unfortunately, what those pastors didn’t know was
that I was the last person who needed to be reminded that suffering hap�
pens; my anxiety had me searching for it around every corner.
What this belief ended up doing was making someone who had an amaz�

ing life they should be grateful for begin to hole up in fear. Just like the



pastor said: Bad things were coming for me at some point. Instead of living
in joy and gratitude, I crouched down in fear, eyes darting to try to catch the
proverbial shoe when it dropped.
My anxiety was peaking around the time Nate and I started seriously dat�

ing, and my biggest fear at that time was losing him to some tragedy. I kid
you not, when Nate was flying home from Asia, my father gave me a Xanax
to calm me down. Me, feet firmly planted in the soil, needed a Xanax for
the plane ride Nate was on.
And that’s the crappy thing about control: There are too many situations to

have a handle on them all. I couldn’t control Nate’s airplane over the Indian
Ocean any more than I could control the speed and rainfall that night my
uncle drove down the interstate.
I wish I could tell you that it got better after this realization, but children

only brought more areas for concern. And so I took the path of least resis�
tance to the emotion I knew best: anxiety.
I would borrow worry and stick it deep down in my pocket like a pretty

shell I found at the beach. I would put my hand in my pocket and feel its
shape. I memorized its every groove and crevice, thinking that if I came to
know the worry enough, live it enough, then my heart would be prepared if
such tragedy should ever come.
This is irrational on so many fronts. First off, the notion that worrying

about a tragedy will deter a tragedy is futile. Like Van Wilder’s rocking
chair analogy says, worrying gave me something to do, but it didn’t get me
anywhere.1 Second, I was putting my body through emotions it had no rea�
son to be feeling. Like putting myself through vigorous drills for a sport I
do not even play, I was an Olympic athlete in anxiety, and the training was
grueling.
But you know what fear doesn’t care about? Rational thoughts.
I had a friend tell me they recently heard of an awful story where a family

was hiking in California, and a mountain lion took their toddler who had
run ahead on the path. Yep, just jumped out and took the child. Poof. I did
some research online and never found the story. There were some attacks,
but no mountain lion child abductions that I could find. It should also be
noted I live in Charleston. There has not been a confirmed cougar or
mountain lion sighting in the state of South Carolina for over one hundred
years. But you know what new fear I activated? An animal taking my child
while we are out hiking. All from a third-hand story I was never able to get



any proof actually occurred. But just like fear doesn’t care about being ra�
tional, it also doesn’t really care if it’s happened to you. All it needs is a tiny
foothold in your brain to take root and begin to grow.
We have had some near misses hit closer to home. In the summer of 2021,

there was a terrifying instance involving Millie and a pool. It was exactly
the type of scenario that haunts your dreams as a parent, a too-close call that
woke me multiple times a night over the following weeks, replaying what
happened. We were all right there! We thought we had eyes on her. And yet,
how easily she slipped below the surface, quiet as a mouse; the hot asphalt
on my bare feet as I sprinted toward her; seeing her body suspended in wa�
ter, desperate eyes looking up at me, mouth gasping for air; holding her to
my body, thanking God over and over. It could have been so much worse.
Similarly, Nate was in a terrible car wreck a few years back that very well

could have killed him. He was driving home over the Cooper River Bridge
in five o’clock traffic and was cut off by another car. This caused him to
slam on the brakes and spin out of control, his car doing a full one-eighty
before it slammed into the guardrail of the bridge. Nate, sitting in his totaled
car, was now facing the onslaught of oncoming traffic during the busiest
time of day. By some miracle, there wasn’t a car in the lane next to him
when this happened, and the oncoming traffic had enough time to stop be�
fore hitting him.
I left the kids with a neighbor and raced toward the bridge. Since he was in

the lanes that come toward downtown, I had to cross the entire way over the
bridge northbound and then re-enter it going southbound in order to get to
him. The Cooper River Bridge is massive, spanning three miles across the
Charleston Harbor. I was only halfway across, and I could already see the
ambulances, fire trucks, and police cars on the other side. A cacophony of
lights and people and cars stopped as far as the eye could see, so many
likely annoyed to be stuck in traffic from the accident. And me, knowing
my husband was that accident. But I knew he was ok. I had talked to him. It
could have been so much worse.
There was a Sunday afternoon years ago, when we were living in Durham,

where it had been raining for what felt like weeks. It finally started to let up,
and people poked their heads from their houses like hermit crabs from
shells, so happy to see the sunshine. I was doing the usual Sunday chores,
putting a load in the laundry and grabbing fresh bed sheets, when a message
came through to our neighborhood group text from my friend Jessica:



“Does anyone know a little boy named Theo? Around nine years old. He
was just hit by a car up by the stop sign on Cornwallis.” There was only one
Theo in the neighborhood that I could recall, and he was nine. His little
sister had been in the nursery with John Robert. I knew his mom, Stacy. I
ran out to tell Nate, then got in my car to drive up to the stop sign on Corn�
wallis. I didn’t know what I was going to do, only that I knew who he was
and could help with any questions they had if they weren’t yet in touch with
Stacy.
When I arrived there were five police cars and an ambulance. I wondered

if this was what the scene looked like in Florida the afternoon my uncle
died. I was sitting in my car when I saw Stacy speed onto the street, eyes
white with fear. Luckily, Theo was fine. His bike was totaled, but he mirac�
ulously walked away from the accident with little more than a scraped knee.
It could have been so much worse.
John Robert is currently eight, and I am starting to see a desire in him for

some independence. He can ride a bike very well. He can swim. He has my
phone number memorized. Heck, he even has a GPS watch. He has shown
me in so many areas that he is responsible and trustworthy. And yet, I still
struggle with letting him go out on his own. I see kids his age riding their
bikes and not looking both ways or swerving as they ride, and I get nervous.
What if they aren’t looking, and a car hits them? What if the next message
on my new neighborhood group text has to do with another child on a bike,
and that child is my son?
We have been playing a lot of Monopoly Deal as a family, and while there

is some skill involved, like many card games, it is largely a game of luck.
Sometimes we will be midgame, Nate clearly in the lead, and there’s one or
two cards he needs to draw to win. He is playing smart, making good deci�
sions, but simply can’t get the card he needs. Scout plays a bit more reck�
lessly. She gets excited and lays cards quickly; she thinks only about that
one turn and not future moves. In a game, Nate can do everything right and
never draw the card he needs, while Scout can play recklessly and end up
getting a lucky draw to win the game.
Scout could win the game and be led to believe she’s a really good player,

when all she had was some good luck. Likewise, Nate could think he is a
bad card player when he was simply dealt a bad hand. Former pro poker
player Annie Duke calls this “resulting.” In short, if you’re judging the
quality of a decision from afar, you often judge the decision based on re�



sults. If it’s a bad outcome, you assume it was a bad decision. On the flip
side, sometimes you can make every right decision and have bad luck. We
ignore how much luck plays a role in the equation. The same way you can’t
believe you are awesome simply because you had a good outcome, you also
can’t believe you are a terrible person because you had a bad outcome.2
Nate isn’t a bad card player because he lost the game any more than Stacy
is a bad mom because her son was in an accident.
There are so many near misses in life, so many almosts and could-have-

been-worses. Legitimate opportunities for me to wring my hands in worry.
But I have to choose to fight for the bigger, better outcome: a life we love
and get to enjoy. How will Millie learn to swim if we don’t allow her in the
water? How will John Robert learn to ride his bike to school if we don’t
allow him to start with a loop around the block? How will Nate drive to
work if he doesn’t get back behind the wheel?
But the struggle with anxiety and how to deal with it continues. I hear of

the “good old days” when my parents rode their bikes without helmets and
came home at dark. There were no fancy watches or cell phones to check
in; there was just a general trust they were with their friends and would be
home for supper. I am fairly certain my dad was driving a johnboat around
the Charleston harbor at age eight, and I am guessing life jackets weren’t
required.
In one dinnertime conversation, my dad can reminisce about these good

old days, and by dessert someone has shared three awful stories they read
online. A child who drowned, a ten-car pileup on the interstate, and a teen
saved from an awful sex predator online are all discussed over warm
brownies and ice cream. Technology has given us so many stories at our
fingertips, opportunity after opportunity to read something and absorb a
new fear deep into our bones. We have become more street smart and at the
same time more scared to let our children play on the neighborhood street.
The area in life where I struggle the most with anxiety and control is un�

doubtedly travel. I do not love to travel. Actually, that’s not true. I love to
visit new and exciting places, to see new cultures and taste new foods. I
love to immerse myself in a world quite different from my own. I just don’t
love the process of physically getting there. Perhaps, I should say, I love the
arrival, but not the journey.
The hardest of all (you guessed it!): air travel. (Remember, I am the one

who took a Xanax with my feet firmly planted on American soil while Nate



was in the air.)
Stick me in a plane over any large body of water, and I’ll likely need

medication to stay calm. I am convinced the plane will have a malfunction
or there’s a terrorist on board. I wish I could say I was joking, but this is my
reality. Head darting left to right on the plane, looking for someone with a
burner phone (an unfortunate side effect of watching way too much Home�
land) and saying my end-of-life prayers at the slightest turbulence. Ratio�
nally, I know you are safer in a plane than driving a car. And yet, each and
every time I got on an airplane, I would believe deep down that it was going
to crash. Nate would assure me that a commercial airline hadn’t crashed in
over a decade, and I would look at him and say in a deadpan tone, “We are
about to change that statistic.”
In the last ten years, this fear took on a new form: highway travel. And

unfortunately, if you want to go just about anywhere new or see anyone you
love who isn’t nearby, you will likely be met with the option to take a plane
or drive a long way on a highway. I wanted to see my friends and not just
over FaceTime. I wanted to hug Nate’s family in Pennsylvania. I wanted to
go on a whale watch in Alaska and take the kids hiking out west. None of
these things were going to happen apart from some serious travel.
The last transatlantic flight I took, I was so stressed beforehand that I made

an end-of-life video telling the kids how much I loved them and texted it to
my friend Molly. (Molly is just anxious enough to not consider me a total
weirdo for making said video.)
Nate and I were set to go on a family trip to Italy with my grandmother,

sans kids. While anyone looking in would consider this trip a dream vaca�
tion, I was an absolute ball of nerves. I made that doomsday goodbye video
to send to my children should Nate and I perish and texted it to Molly, and I
had a general pit in my stomach whenever I thought about the trip. I was
dreading going to Italy! This is not how it should be. A few weeks before
we left, we met with our church small group, and during prayer requests I
mentioned my anxieties. One of the girls in the group, Maggie, said the
simplest line, which turned out to be completely profound to me, and I have
thought about it every single time I have flown since.
Maggie jested, “But what if you choose not to go to Italy and instead stay

home with your kids? And then, on your way to the aquarium, you get in a
car wreck on the exact week you would have been in Italy?” I know her
logic might feel morbid, but it was like a switch flipped in my brain. For



some reason the sense that I could just as easily die in my car freed me. It
made me feel like I couldn’t make a decision that would wreck my life; I
didn’t have that much control. We went to Italy, and I am so grateful, be�
cause five months later the pandemic shut the world down.
In January of 2022, after a solid two years of very limited air travel, I

knew I needed to get back on the horse. I booked a flight to Florida for a
girls’ weekend. It might not seem like much, but it was a starting point. And
then I booked another flight, and another, each time holding my breath as I
clicked Confirm on the screen. In the days before each trip, when the email
prompting me to check in early came, dread set in, and my nerves were in a
ball with each drive to the airport.
Then something very unexpected started to happen. Something was help�

ing me be less fearful when flying on airplanes. Something that, had you
suggested it to me a year ago, would have made me laugh in your face. It
wasn’t a pill or even a prayer.
That something: flying on airplanes.
The more I got on airplanes, the less scary airplanes began to feel. The

more I safely took off and landed, the easier it was to do it again the next
time. I was unknowingly putting myself through exposure therapy. With
each repetition, the fear and anxiety dulled. Dare I say I began to enjoy it. I
also realized I love airports. I love the hustle and bustle of a million people
going to a million different places for a million different reasons. I love that
bars are open at 8 a.m., and you can often order a cheeseburger for break�
fast. Time moves differently in an airport, and the change of pace was in�
vigorating. Something I feared for so long actually had a lot to offer me; I
just had to do it to see it.
Perhaps the reason things like daily car travel don’t feel as scary is simply

because I do them so often. It’s not that driving down the road is any safer
(statistics say the opposite), but doing it so much more often dulls the risky
feeling. I’m sure I was terrified the first time I took an on-ramp onto the
freeway in drivers’ ed, but now it’s become an everyday activity that no
longer causes fear in me. I have a handle on it; I feel in control. I love con�
trol. It’s like a cozy blanket, making me feel safe and secure.
But in reality, I am no more in control behind the wheel of my own car

than I am in the twenty-third row of an aircraft.
I just think I am.



I have this misbelief that as long as I am behind the wheel, as long as I
have the kids, as long as I have the power, I can make it ok. “I have got this
covered, God! Don’t worry about us. I can handle the day-to-day, you just
step in for the big things like flights and emergencies.”
And this got me thinking more about travel in general. I feel like there’s

one of two options: I can see how God is again and again sustaining me, or
I can begin to get a false sense of control and think I am the one doing it.
I also noticed that when I came home from an airplane trip, I found myself

extra thankful to be home—to be there to tuck in my children at bedtime.
But if my above argument is true, that I really am no longer in control, then
the level of gratitude to see them after a flight shouldn’t actually outweigh
the gratitude when we drive home from Target on a random Tuesday. The
mere repetition just makes it appear less risky. The reps make me think I
can do more of it on my own. But I am not doing any of it on my own! And
in recognizing that, I realize my trust in God should be ever present in my
mind.
He is not just there for the flight. He is there daily as we pack lunches and

drive to school. If I see Him in the routine reps, it’s easier to see Him in the
big moments as well. If I see Him as the one carrying us safely down the
street, it makes it easier to see how He carries that aircraft.
As I hopefully continue to fly more, I pray the reps don’t give me a false

sense of control but rather further reveal the reality that He is in control.
Find my seat, buckle up. Ask God to watch over this flight. Rep.
Visualize His hand under the airplane, holding it and guiding it to our des�

tination. Rep.
Feel the wheels hit the landing strip. Turn on my phone, and text Nate that

I have landed safely. Thank God. Rep.
Rep after rep after rep.
But not just on the plane.
Wake up, thank God for another day. Rep.
My kids are safely at school and there when I pick them up. God protect�

ing them. Rep.
Food in the fridge for dinner. God’s provision. Rep.
He is, ever and always, in the details.
Here’s something beautiful I have come to realize about control: It used to

be I only saw control as something that would ward off the bad. In this way,
I was missing so many good things that had happened in my life outside of



my control. I couldn’t control Nate deciding to transfer schools and ending
up in North Carolina. I couldn’t control the unseasonably warm New Year’s
Day we had in 2019, when my dad took us all out on the boat and we saw
over fifty porpoises, causing the kids to scream in delight. I couldn’t control
the fact that the car beside Nate was paying really good attention, slamming
on their brakes and missing his car the day it spun out on the Cooper River
Bridge. There were far more good things happening outside of my control.
Anxiety remains my deepest struggle and the biggest burden I carry.

There’s a real chance the other shoe will drop, and eventually the people I
love will die. But I think my biggest regret would be worrying about events
that never came to fruition, wringing my hands over ideations, when right
in front of me precious, incredible life is happening. The more good I notice
and realize is outside of my control, the easier it gets to loosen the grip I
have so tightly on how I believe my life should look. It’s like I am holding
the painting too close to my eyes, and if I would simply hang it on the wall
and step back from it, I could see the larger picture. I could see how all the
brush strokes, even the seemingly ugly ones, come together to make some�
thing beautiful—if only I would loosen my grip, take a breath, and step
back to see it.

MINDSET SHIFT: The biggest way I can conquer my anxiety is to
realize I have far less control than I think I do. The good news is that
control isn’t just about avoiding disasters; so many good things are
happening in my life outside of my control too! When I put my focus
there, my need for control dissipates. When I let go of the tight grasp
on my life, anxiety lets go of its tight grasp on me.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. To begin noticing how the good in your life works beyond your control, I can�

not suggest enough doing some form of gratitude journal. Whether you keep a
running list on the counter or simply think of three things before you go to
sleep, noticing how much good happens outside of your control has an incredi�
ble ability to loosen the tight grip you have on your life and those you love.



2. Visualize a photo album. What sort of pictures do you hope will fill it? Are
there places or people you hope have a photo in the album? Maybe it’s an an�
niversary trip you want to take or a sport that one of the kids dreams of playing.
So many adventures are possible, and it’s helpful to remember the bigger dream
that makes the risks worth taking.

3. If you do not have a will, I suggest making one. Do this long before you take a
trip, because if you try to do it within the same week of your travel, you will
have a massive anxiety spike. Ask me how I know! Having one allows me to
breathe easier leading up to travel, knowing the big, important decisions that
would need to be made should the worst happen have already been made.

4. What spikes my anxiety: caffeine. It catapults me to a breaking point much
faster than I would otherwise get there. If this is you, consider lessening or cut�
ting it altogether. What helps my anxiety: exercise. Exercise has been one of the
most transformative things I have ever done for my anxiety. I am very high en�
ergy and tend to wake up feeling like a kettle near boiling over, and early exer�
cise takes the edge off for me. I used to think exercise was a way I helped my
anxiety apart from God, but now I see exercise is a way God allows my body to
actively dissipate my anxiety.

 5. Back when Nate was in Malaysia and I had to take that Xanax, I remember a
conversation I had with my friend Tiffany. Tiffany lived her life with a lightness
I longed for. She just didn’t seem to wake up with the fear that something bad
was going to happen. I asked her, “How can you be so worry-free in life? What
are you doing that I am not?” Her response struck me as so obvious and practi�
cal I have never forgotten it, and it’s been one of the single most helpful pieces
of advice I have ever gotten when it comes to worrying for my family. She told
me that if one of those things were going to happen, it would be awful, but all
the feelings and grief would come then. But how much more awful would it be
to live my whole life worrying about these things and then get to eighty and
look back at all the things I feared that never happened, all the time and energy
wasted on scenarios that never came to fruition? Just like I did with my friend
Tiffany, find people in your life who you admire for their lack of fear and anxi�
ety, and ask them about it. Learn from their perspective and wisdom.

1 National Lampoon’s Van Wilder, directed by Walt Becker, written by Brent Goldberg and David
Wagner (Artisan Entertainment, 2002), DVD.

2 Annie Duke, “Episode 885,” interview by Steve Pomeranz, Steve Pomeranz Show, audio podcast,
August 15, 2018, https://stevepomeranz.com/full-show/episode-885/#1491939506885-c75ae4b7-



d2777ebb-168340a9-b26649df-bc25.



CHAPTER 

9
I Just Wish My Life 

Looked More Like Hers

You may get to the very top of the ladder, and then find it has not been leaning
against the right wall.

—Allen Raine

My favorite movie of 2023 was Greta Gerwig’s Barbie. I went with all the
women in the family on my mom’s side and left with a stomachache from
laughing so hard. It was not at all what I expected in the very best way
possible. The movie opens with a utopian world called Barbie Land. Every
Barbie is happy and content in who she is. Every Barbie has a role and feels
deeply satisfied with how she contributes to society. In one scene, a Nobel
Prize is handed out for journalism, and the Barbie who receives it joyfully
responds, “I work very hard, so I deserve it,” and all the other Barbies cheer
emphatically. No one is jealous. Narrator Helen Mirren gives us a snapshot
into all that Barbie has accomplished: “She might have started out as just a
lady in a bathing suit, but she became so much more. She has her own
money, her own house, her own car, her own career.”1 She has it all.
There are a few digs in these opening scenes that are extremely important:

first, Midge. Midge is Barbie’s pregnant friend, and Mirren notes, “Let’s not
show Midge, actually. She was discontinued by Mattel because a pregnant



doll is just too weird.”2 All the Barbies in Barbie Land have careers, but
none have the role of being a mother. Come to think of it, none are married
or have families at all.
All of this is meant to be satire, but these opening scenes pack so much to

think about. First off, there’s this world where Barbies have a role and pur�
pose and feel so wonderful about themselves. There’s also no comparison
or gossip. However, there isn’t any death, sadness, or cellulite either. There
are also no children or mothers from what we can tell (apologies to Midge,
who lives in an eternal state of third trimester misery). No Barbie has
stretch marks or a bad night’s sleep or the struggle between the demands of
home life and personal dreams. The worries in her life are as scarce as the
wrinkles on her skin.
Barbie wakes up and does the same sorts of activities every day. In Barbie

Land, nobody compares because in large part everyone’s life is actually the
same. Everyone has a purpose, and everyone feels fulfilled in their purpose.
Mail Lady Barbie delivers the mail. Pilot Barbie flies the planes. It’s all
very simple. Then Stereotypical Barbie (played by Margot Robbie) begins
to have strange things happen to her. She has “irrepressible feelings of
death,” her feet flatten to no longer be in the perfect shape for stilettos, and
cellulite begins to form on her legs. She is concerned about these things and
told to visit Weird Barbie, who is portrayed perfectly and hilariously by
Kate McKinnon. Weird Barbie tells Barbie she is going to have to go to the
real world and fix what is happening to her, but Barbie doesn’t want to go.
Weird Barbie’s response is simply, “Fine, get cellulite, I don’t care.” Barbie
screams in disgust, “No! No, no, no. No!”3 Barbie will risk it all to avoid
cellulite.
Social media can feel a bit like Barbie Land. It allows us a place to see the

fun side of people’s lives while often hiding the harder Weird Barbie side. It
allows for a series of pictures and videos highlighting accomplishments and
milestones, because that’s what we like to see. Who wants to post the pic�
ture at the beach where your stretch marks glisten in the sunlight? No, we
tuck those away or delete them, reserving the better angles for posting. You
don’t post the multiple tantrums your child had on the family vacation but
rather the photo of them smiling with their goggles and sun hat on. It’s a
highlight of pleasures without the pain. And I get it; I do it too.
I was looking through photos on my phone and came across one of Scout

from our trip to New York City when she was five years old. We ate, we



shopped, we soaked up all New York City at Christmas had to offer. We had
no responsibilities or obligations. The entire trip was just perfect. But on the
final night, Scout spiked a fever and was in bed by 6 p.m. What’s interesting
is that I really only remembered her getting sick from this one photo, and I
only took this photo to send to Nate. It wasn’t a trip highlight I wanted to
reminisce on. On every trip, I take photos of things I want to remember. I
post photos I want to memorialize. I’ve got rose-colored camera lenses.
Rarely do I have a desire to photograph the screaming child, the fight with
Nate, the acne, the boring toast I eat every single day. It’s not that those
things don’t exist, they simply aren’t what my brain wants to hold on to.
When I am not in a good headspace, I forget and instead think this tiny clip

from someone’s day encompasses their whole day. I then compare that clip
to my not-so-bad very normal day, and all of a sudden, I feel lacking. My
ordinary life isn’t anything special compared to their awesome day at the
beach. I compare the whole of my day to the tiny snapshots of theirs, and I
get a skewed view of reality on both sides. My day feels less-than, and
theirs appears robust with joy and fun, even if that isn’t the case. I cannot
compare the pace of someone running a one-hundred-yard dash to the pace 
of a marathon runner, but that is essentially what I am doing. I take their
fifteen seconds and put it beside my fifteen hours. It really makes no sense
when I think about it logically, but it’s hard to use good logic when I’m
sleep-deprived, in desperate need of a shower, and the baby just puked on
my shoulder.
But I do wonder if those less glamorous moments are all a part of the

larger best life I am hoping for. Creating a family includes baby puke.
Running a marathon includes training and blisters and early mornings. Even
a perfect day at the beach involves getting sand in my bathing suit.
I have a photo on my desk of me holding Millie in the hospital. She can’t

be more than twenty-four hours old. She’s so tiny and squishy and perfect. I
am also squishy. My eyes are swollen from lack of sleep, but also somehow
bright. I am wearing hospital grade underwear and a diaper to help with the
trauma my body went through to have this baby girl, and yet I am so in�
credibly happy. I am in so much pain; my hormones are an absolute wreck;
I am getting little to no sleep; I have this new creature that completely de�
pends on me; I am overwhelmed; and yet, I am deeply joyful and grateful. I
feel cracked open and at the same time whole.



When I first watched that opening scene of Barbie, I wanted it to be true
for women everywhere. I wanted to live in Barbie Land! But I quickly re�
alized I could not. I am married, I have a family I love, and I have hopes
and dreams outside of Barbie’s parameters. The things lacking in Barbie’s
world are many of the things that give life the most meaning. Arguing with
a spouse and swallowing your pride, working daily to make a marriage that
lasts. Saying no to many things you want in order to save money for a car.
Caring for your parents as they age. Coming home after work, tired and
weary, and gearing up for the second shift of dinner, piggyback rides, and
bedtime for your toddlers. These small moments of chosen suffering are
creating the life you have longed for: the fifty-year wedding anniversary, the
road trip, being with your parents, and making a family. Barbie Land, while
fun, feels a bit like a perpetual vacation. It’s enjoyable, but after a certain
amount of time even the beach becomes lackluster. It’s like a coffee with
too much sugar, saccharinely sweet. Drink too much of it, and you feel sick.
In order to not get caught up in the Barbie Lands of others, I have to know

what game I am playing. What I mean by that is I have to decide what mat�
ters to me in my life and what goals I am working toward. And the game I
play can change over time. When Nate and I were first married we put a lot
of effort into saving money in order to get out of law school with as little
debt as possible. We made decisions to win that game. When we saw
friends go on extravagant vacations or buy a new car, we had to remind
ourselves that was not the game we were playing. To do those things would
put us in further debt and actually make us lose the game that mattered the
most to us.
In the moment, this was not fun for me. I wanted money for clothes and to

not be so stringent at the grocery store. I saw people my same age with
nicer apartments and cars and taking better vacations, and I was bitter.
Whatever game they were playing looked a lot more fun than my own, and
I made sure my husband knew it. Looking back, I think this was a hard
season for Nate. He had an unhappy wife at home, angry she couldn’t buy
new trinkets at Target every time the season changed. A wife that made him
feel guilty for not making more money. Of course, in the long run, paying
for law school over Target trinkets was the right choice, but at the time I
was angry, and I took that anger out on him. I didn’t have a good handle on
what mattered and what we were working toward.



If I don’t focus on the game I am playing, I quickly lose sight of what’s
important to me. I was listening to an interview on The Lazy Genius podcast
between Kendra Adachi (the host) and James Clear (author of arguably the
most popular book on habits of all time, Atomic Habits). They were dis�
cussing Jerry Seinfeld and his dedication to never miss a day of working on
his jokes.4 Seinfeld has shared publicly that he has been successful at keep�
ing this streak going, and it’s impressive! However, you have to wonder
what cost it had in other areas of his life. There are things he had to say no
to in order to say yes to writing jokes daily. Kendra made the observation
that he really wanted to be a famous comedian, and so writing jokes every
day in a super strict manner was very important to him, arguably his highest
goal. And he did it! He is, after all, Jerry Seinfeld. But he knew the game he
was playing, and he dedicated hours to it for years in order to achieve it.
There’s a ton of hard days and training that happened in the background we
never saw, and a lot of games he likely lost. We see the success of his ca�
reer, not the time away from his friends and family, or opportunities he said
no to in order to say yes to honing his craft. He might have been letting
balls drop in a million areas, but this is the area that mattered to him—
practicing comedy every day was the ball he wouldn’t drop.

Seinfeld’s dedication reminded me of Warren Buffet’s teaching on the in�
ner versus the outer scorecard. “The big question about how people behave
is whether they’ve got an Inner Scorecard or an Outer Scorecard. It helps if
you can be satisfied with an Inner Scorecard.”5 Your inner scorecard is how
you personally define success, and no one can really answer if you have
been successful but you; no one can define success for you but you. In other
words, you know what game you are playing and what success looks like.
This isn’t the dealer’s choice; you set the rules.
I struggle so much with wanting to live by an outer scorecard. What do

people think of me? Do I appear successful? Do I dress in a way that says I
have my life together but also not like I am trying too hard? You can imag�
ine how dangerous this can get when living a life largely shared online.
When I do this, I am not playing by the rules of my game but rather by the
rules of someone else’s. An inner scorecard takes into account what I actu�



ally think is important. It’s a scorecard specific to my game. It measures
what a successful life would mean to me. When I think about my life in
those terms, about what I care about and not what others see about me, it is
much simpler. I want to love my family well. I want to have time for my
children. I want to be easily interruptible and fun to be around. I know we
also want to be in a position where it is easy to be generous when we come
across someone in need. This means we cannot live to the outer edges of
what we earn because we won’t have any to give away.
Let’s play this out. Nate and I buy a home that is outside of our budget and

stretches us financially. A friend buys a house well within their budget, be�
cause it is important to them to have financial freedom. Our house is both
larger and nicer than theirs. From an outer scorecard perspective, we might
appear more wealthy or successful than they are. We might be able to host
bigger parties or have a pool all the neighborhood kids love to swim in.
However, we no longer have the financial freedom to do a lot of the things
we want to do. We stress when it comes to hosting a party because of all the
extra expenses that come with having people over. We hear of a need and
want to help but are too stretched to do so. Our outer scorecard might look
great, but we are not doing well on our inner scorecard. Likewise, our
friends might live a much less glamorous life that no one is particularly
impressed by, but they do not have financial stress and can give without a
second thought when a need arises. Their outer scorecard might look less
impressive, but their inner scorecard is soaring.
Matthew McConaughey put his own spin on this a few years ago. He had a

production company, a music label, a foundation, an acting career, and a
family. He explained on the Daily Stoic podcast, “I’m making B’s in five
things. I want to make A’s in three things. I want to be an actor for hire,
have a foundation, and be a family man.”6 In other words, he knew he was
excelling on the outer scorecard, but his inner scorecard was suffering. He
was making B’s in areas he knew he should be making A’s. He was insanely
successful but not actually happy, because he knew he wasn’t really living
for what he knew should be most important.
Here’s how I want this to look in my life: Having a welcoming home is

something I really want to get an A in. Having a home that is clean and
perfect is something I am fine to get a C in. I am ok when a friend comes
over and sees my C-level tidiness because I live with four tiny humans. My
neighbor arrives home in a brand-new Lexus. Would a new car be nice?



Sure. But it’s not something that ranks high on my scorecard because there
are things I value more to spend my money on.
Sounds easy, right? In reality, this is really, really hard for me. I want a

welcoming home that is also clean. I want to buy the Lexus and have mon�
ey for the other stuff. I want to be a successful businesswoman and the
ever-present mom. I want to get all A’s, and it’s just not possible. There are
things I really want for my family and also things I want for my work, but
those things can often be at odds with one another. And all the goals also
come with a lot of pain and sacrifice, something we never see from Barbie.
You don’t see Doctor Barbie crying and stressed as she studies for the MC�
ATs. We really don’t even see Jerry Seinfeld’s struggles. Much like the In�
stagram squares, we see the beauty of the end result, but there is a lot of
sacrifice to get to the result.

I can also struggle to believe that happiness and success are limited re�
sources, like a zero-sum game. A zero-sum game means that whatever one
side gains the other side loses. By the grace of God, happiness doesn’t work
this way! There is enough to go around; life isn’t graded on a curve. God
doesn’t say He only has a handful of A’s to give out. My friend loving and
enjoying her life does not diminish my ability to do the same. There is more
than enough good to go around. Also, we might have completely different
inner scorecards. The real danger comes when I get fixated on someone 
else’s game, when I lean my ladder against a wall I never actually wanted to
climb.
When I think of my own inner scorecard, I know I want to give the best of

myself to Nate and the kids. I want people to feel like our home is a safe
place to come and sit and be welcomed and loved. I want to be a good sis�
ter, daughter, and friend. I want what the people in my real life say about
me to matter far beyond what people online say about me. I want what God
says about me to have the final say. This is much harder than it appears,
because something will have to give, and that something is likely the outer
scorecard. This is hard because that’s the card people see, and I care a lot
about what people think about me.
When Barbie visits the real world, her scorecard changes. The absence of

flat feet and cellulite no longer defines a happy life for her. Barbie—who



from all we can see has the perfect body, the perfect career, the perfect life
(the perfect outer scorecard)—wants to become human. She recognizes that
there is more beyond the perfection of Barbie Land; perfection no longer
defines success for her. Ruth Handler (the creator of Barbie) warns her that
being a human isn’t all it’s cracked up to be: “You understand that humans
only have one ending. . . . Being a human can be pretty uncomfortable. . . .
And then you die.”7 But Barbie wants it, because she wants a whole life.
The aging and the cellulite and pain are part of what make for a real, beau�
tiful life. What will happen for Barbie? That part we don’t know, but I can
assume she will get wrinkles, and have hard days, and cry, and maybe post
her highs on social media. She will no longer live forever, perfect in Barbie
Land. She will die. But she will die having lived a real, true life. She will
die, but she will have won the game that really mattered to her.

MINDSET SHIFT: One of the most powerful ways to fight compari‐
son is to define my game and what is on my inner scorecard. If I can
get serious about what matters to me, I can own my choices and stop
worrying about how I stack up on scorecards that aren’t even mine. But
first, I have to define what my game is, then fight like crazy to keep my
eyes on my own priorities.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. Take some time to sit down and really ask what game you’re playing. What

truly matters to you? What would a win look like? What things are on your in�
ner scorecard?

2. On social media, scroll with this lens: “What is this person seeking to remem�
ber and celebrate?” The sunset. The anniversary. The trip. The picnic in the park
where the baby miraculously didn’t scream the whole time. It’s one nanosecond
of their day. A blip they could be clinging to in an otherwise difficult season.
The moment I frame it that way, so much of the comparison and envy dissipates.

3. What areas of life are you wanting to get an A in? What areas would you be
happy with a C, or even a D?



4. Are there habits in your life you could focus on enjoying rather than only
looking to the finish line? For example: Is there an exercise you enjoy doing
versus only focusing on weight loss? Or is there a new skill you want to learn
that will take work, but the work could be its own form of enjoyment?

 5. In his book The Road to Character, David Brooks talks about the difference
between résumé virtues and eulogy virtues.8 Résumé virtues are the impressive
accomplishments, the things that set you apart in the job market. Eulogy virtues,
on the other hand, are the things people bring up at your funeral, the things not
written on paper: kindness and honesty, your character, if you were a nice per�
son to be around, if you loved your family well. Brooks says that résumé virtues
do matter, and there is likely a time in every person’s life where they focus
heavily on those virtues in order to build a career. But eventually, it’s the eulogy
virtues we all come back to. What are the eulogy virtues you want to be true of
your life?

1 Barbie, directed by Greta Gerwig, written by Greta Gerwig and Noah Baumbach (Warner Bros.
Pictures, 2023), DVD.

2 Barbie, Gerwig, DVD.
3 Barbie, Gerwig, DVD.
4 James Clear, “#348—Why Habits Don’t Demand Perfection with James Clear,” interview by

Kendra Adachi The Lazy Genius, audio podcast, January 8, 2024,
https://www.thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/jamesclear.

5 Warren Buffet as told to Alice Schroeder, The Snowball: Warren Buffet and the Business of Life
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2008), 32.

6 Mathew McConaughey, “Mathew McConaughey On Winning the Role of Life,” interview by Ryan
Holiday, The Daily Stoic, audio podcast, November 14, 2020, https://dailystoic.com/mcconaughey/.

7 Barbie, Gerwig, DVD.
8 David Brooks, The Road to Character (Random House, 2015), xi.



CHAPTER 

10
I Just Wish That 
Had Gone Better

If you think of this world as a place intended simply for our happiness, you find it
quite intolerable: think of it as a place of training and correction and it’s not so bad.1

—C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock

On the enneagram scale, I am a three (the achiever/performer), but I have
always identified greatly with the basic fear of a seven (the enthusiast). The
enthusiast’s basic fear is being deprived or in pain, and I would confess I
have spent a great deal of my life seeking to avoid those two things. I hate
all forms of fasting and physical discomfort. I barely wear heels, much less
take on larger discomforts. I’m happy to miss out on supposed transforma�
tional experiences like cold plunging and unmedicated childbirth. I am
constantly on the hunt for fun things for our family to do, often at the cost
of everyone’s energy (mine included) and will go to great lengths and make
impressive excuses to avoid suffering of any kind. And up until this point in
life, I have done a pretty great job with it. The problem with this way of
living is that it really isn’t very sustainable. One can only jump from one
activity to another for so long, and when you are chasing down fun, disap�
pointment is close at hand.



There are certain universal bothers that we as humans seem to unite
around. Two that come up in conversation most often are weather and traf�
fic. It’s always too hot or too cold or rainy or buggy or humid. Same goes
for traffic. No matter where you live or how small your town is, traffic to
one degree or another exists. Nate recently told me he hopes they never find
a solution to traffic because it’s one of few things left that everyone can
band together to complain about. Traffic and weather unite us, and I would
add one more to the list: unmet expectations. Though the circumstances
may all be different, everyone deals daily with things that didn’t go as
planned; everyone has had disappointment.
Licensed marriage and family therapist Randy Carlson says, “An expecta�

tion minus the reality of that situation will always equal disappointment. . . .
There’s only one of two things you can change, either your expectation or
reality, if you don’t want to have so much disappointment.”2
I am using the word disappointment as opposed to tragedy very much on

purpose, because I do not think I am the right person to write a chapter on
tragedy. I do, however, have a lot of experience in disappointment, mostly
because I am a pro at having grandiose expectations. Unfortunately, when I
experience something that doesn’t go as planned, my first desire is a do-
over. I do not want to manage my expectations but rather try my hardest to
alter the reality. When a do-over is not possible, despondency sets in. I also
wanted this chapter to focus on disappointment because I feel like it is
something we have all been through. Perhaps you even know someone go�
ing through a tragedy. Their pain makes you see how good you’ve got it,
and yet you still struggle with small inconveniences and things that didn’t
go the way you hoped they would.
Millie was our third baby and by far the most enjoyable postpartum expe�

rience. This was the first baby I had in Charleston, so family was nearby
and willing to help. Nate was working for a global law firm that offered
absolutely incredible paternity leave, and it was late September in Charles�
ton. By the time I came through those first two blurry weeks, October was
here, and with it, all the promises of the heat and humidity lifting in the
swamp that we called home.
There’s a photo of me with Millie in a baby wrap. I am standing on tiptoes

taking a photo with my nice camera over a plate of muffins. I do not re�
member this particular day, but looking back, all I can think is, Wow, Kate!



You felt good enough to make homemade muffins at two weeks postpartum.
I had hit the hormonal jackpot and found myself in a state of daily euphoria.
I remember one night in particular when Millie was around three weeks

old when Nate and I went on a date to an outdoor shopping mall. We went
into Athleta, where I purchased two pairs of pants that fit my new postpar�
tum body, we walked around, and then we ate loads of pizza at a little Ital�
ian restaurant. Millie slept like an angel in her little bassinet while people
paused at our table to ask about her, in awe that I was out and about and that
we looked so comfortable as parents. We were out with one child when we
really had three, I was buying pants that fit, and people were praising my
parenting. As you can imagine, this was a high moment in my postpartum
journey. A scene I saw myself repeating when baby number four came a
few years later.
Unfortunately, things with Alberta were very different, and I could tell

something was off from the moment we left the hospital. I was overly ner�
vous to leave my comfortable room on the labor and delivery floor, even
going so far as to ask the nurse as she was wheeling me out of the elevator
to our car exactly how much work it would be to readmit me and get me
back upstairs. Panic set in as we drove over the bridge, and I remember
crying hourly that first night at home with her. No monitors constantly
checking her vitals, no nurses checking in, just me and this new tiny, help�
less baby. My anxiety was through the roof, and I wasn’t exactly sure why.
You would think by baby four I would be a pro. I would know what to do,
how to nurse, how to get her to sleep, which pacifier to use. Instead I felt
like a first-time mom: overwhelmed and clueless.
In those first few weeks, a dear friend (who also had four children) offered

to come and bring me food. She told me she would be coming without her
children, and I remember feeling so relieved. The thought of having her
kids over (who were the same ages as my own and would play wonderfully
with them) completely overwhelmed me. The very next day, I had a friend
with three children bringing dinner, and I was in a completely different
headspace; I told her to bring her kids. The thought of her family stopping
by felt like something to look forward to, like something I could handle.
Within the span of twenty-four hours, I went from anxious and antisocial to
a welcoming hostess. This was also how I felt around outings. One moment
I loved the thought of going on a family walk or to the beach, and the next I
couldn’t imagine leaving the house. I couldn’t trust myself to make plans,



because within the span of a few hours I would regret it and want to cancel
them.
The weeks that came after gave me very little reprieve. Nate had started a

new job that didn’t offer paternity leave, so he headed back to work, and as
much as people came to help, I always had this sense that I was drowning. I
was exhausted and overwhelmed and on the tipping point of rage upward of
ten times a day. My emotions were a series of rolling hills that I had abso�
lutely no way of predicting. I could be cool, calm, and collected during a
toddler meltdown and then ten minutes later have a meltdown of my own
over a cup knocked over. Quite literally crying over spilled milk. I felt so
unlike myself, so hopeless. Which in turn led to ample guilt because Why in
the world would I be sad?! I just had my fourth healthy baby! How could I
be so selfish as to be sad when there are women out there hoping for one
healthy baby?

Postpartum depression and anxiety are tricky beasts, because you often
don’t realize you are experiencing them until they have passed. You don’t
know how low you are until you start to come up again. I didn’t know how
bad it all was until months later when I looked back and thought, Wow, that
was awful. I was not myself.
My nursing experience with Alberta was another struggle. Prior to getting

pregnant with her, I underwent a surgery called a ductectomy in order to
biopsy a small area on my right breast. This area showed up on a mammo�
gram followed by an MRI after my complaining of some pain around my
right nipple. The doctor was not overly concerned but said they wanted a
biopsy just to be sure. The only thing to be aware of was that this could af�
fect my ability to nurse should we have more children. He said it was pos�
sible the ducts would compensate or even potentially repair themselves. He
was hopeful, so I was hopeful. Plus, the greater need to figure out what was
going on and make sure it wasn’t anything serious far outweighed nursing
complications for a future baby I was not even pregnant with. The proce�
dure involved me being put under anesthesia and then having a surgeon go
in and cut a small area of my milk ducts right behind the nipple. The re�
covery absolutely sucked, but eventually all I had was a teeny scar, and I
went on with life. The biopsy came back benign (Praise God! Just some



thick scar tissue likely from earlier cases of mastitis), and I didn’t think
much of it.
Once Alberta was born, nursing started great, but within a week I knew

something wasn’t working. After coming home and having my milk come
in, we quickly learned my right breast (the one that had the surgery) was not
working properly. Imagine a six-lane highway, but four of the lanes are
closed. That was basically what was happening to the ducts in my right
breast. A giant milky traffic jam. Mastitis ensued. And then, about two
weeks in, my right boob just gave up. That thing was completely tuckered
out. It had nursed other babies, been through surgery, and then . . . poof, it
died. And so, my tried-and-true left boob took over. For the next two
months, I nursed Alberta on one side. I will say, the female body really is
amazing because my left side took over and got to work. However, you can
imagine how this was for my overall morale. My breasts were completely
different sizes. A raisin right boob and an engorged-watermelon left boob. I
was so uneven in anything I tried to wear, and I went so far as to go on
Amazon and buy these silicone breast enhancers in order to make them look
even. These came in a two pack and were definitely being advertised for
sexy twenty-year-olds to obtain optimal cleavage, but your girl stuck that
rubber chicken filet in her bra every day to give her right boob a fighting
chance at appearing normal.
It took about a month for me to realize this was no way to live. My left

boob was working overtime, the silicone enhancers were starting to smell
from the underboob sweat they were accumulating, and I was concerned my
breasts would forever look completely different. Not like twins, not even
like sisters, more like second cousins where one got the ugly gene. Many
meltdowns later, I finally stopped nursing completely, and we switched Al�
berta to formula.
To be clear, I had no issue with the idea of formula. The larger disappoint�

ment was in realizing my body was not able to do what I expected of it. I
had this dream of an easy baby, who I would simply nurse when she was
hungry, my body perfectly performing the task needed to keep my newborn
alive. Instead, I got multiple rounds of mastitis before finally surrendering
to formula. Looking back, it’s unfortunate that I was not better prepared for
what happened with nursing. The surgeon had warned me that nursing is�
sues could be a real outcome, and yet I still went in fully intending for
everything to go perfectly. I don’t know if I was too optimistic or had an



overinflated view of what my body could do, but in my mind, I had failed.
My body had failed. This marked the first three months of Alberta’s life.
Undiagnosed postpartum anxiety, mastitis, uneven breasts, and a mountain
of unmet expectations.
I mourned my postpartum season with Alberta, and sometimes I still do.

Partly because I so badly dreamed it would be different, and partly because
it was very likely my last. I still think about how different it was—how
much worse I felt—from when I had Millie, or even Scout. I was so disap�
pointed by it that, for a long time, I toyed with us having another baby just
so I could have another chance. I wanted an opportunity to alter reality; I
wanted that postpartum redo. It took over two years for me to accept that
postpartum experience for what it was and be ok with it. My expectations
weren’t met, it didn’t go as planned, and I likely wasn’t going to have an�
other chance to do it over.
My sister had her own disappointments in this area. Anna is honest-to-

goodness the strongest person I know. I remember back in middle school
she wanted a second hole in her ear and my mom said no, so you know
what Anna did? She went upstairs and shoved a needle right through her ear
(I am pretty sure I dry heaved watching her do it). Anna has always had the
highest tolerance for pain, and we joked at how easy childbirth would be for
her. She would be one of those people to accidentally birth her child over a
toilet thinking she was just having a large bowel movement. Anna was in
the room for three of my four childbirths (Covid protocols being the only
thing that kept her from obtaining a perfect four-for-four record), and even
after having a very front-row seat to all it entailed, she remained excited to
do it herself.
Anna wanted an unmedicated birth at our local birth center. She read the

birthing books, ate the right foods, and was genuinely ready for the chal�
lenge. This entire plan caused our grandfather (who would sit in the waiting
room during the birth of every great-grandchild) a massive amount of anxi�
ety (he wanted all his offspring to be born in a hospital with access to all the
doctors and medicine). A month before her due date, they learned the baby
was breech. Anna did all the things to try to turn him and was successful in
the process. Yay, back on track for the birth center! And then, the week of
her due date, he flipped again, and a C-section was scheduled. Anna gave
birth to her first son in a hospital with loads of medication and a large scar



to tell the story. While we were all so grateful, the birth and subsequent re�
covery were nothing like she’d hoped.
With her second baby, she opted to try for a VBAC (vaginal birth after

cesarean). She was so excited that day. Nervous, of course, but just so hap�
py the baby wasn’t breech and she could try for a vaginal birth. I was there
the whole day, watching as she labored for hours and hours and never
reached full dilation. She was in so much pain, which didn’t seem right for
someone I knew to be so strong. Something wasn’t right. At 11 p.m., after
laboring for twenty-five hours, the doctor on call came in to tell her they
thought it was best and safest for her and the baby to do another C-section.
He was stuck in the birth canal, and she wasn’t dilating enough for a safe
vaginal delivery. I was in the room when they told her, and my memory of
seeing the disappointment and devastation on her face still brings tears to
my eyes. She had labored for so long, and the end result was the same as
her first. At midnight they wheeled her back, physically and emotionally
exhausted, to perform surgery for a second time.
This was something Anna grappled with for months after birth, her painful

abdominal scar a daily reminder of things that didn’t go as planned. When
talking about it later, she said it had always been her dream to go into labor
and birth a baby, to do the act that would connect her to so many women in
history who had gone before her. The emotion she struggled with the most
was anger. Anger that showed up in the sharpest of pain around her incision
every time she needed to sit up in bed or use the bathroom. Anger that
whispered that her body had failed her.
In those weeks after Anna’s second delivery, I remember thinking how

incredible and brave she had been. Her body had not failed her. She was
still stronger than any woman I have ever known. She didn’t need any redo
to prove how incredible she was. But I could also relate to her anger and
feeling like her body had malfunctioned. We both had scars, hers on her
stomach and mine on my breast, which told a tale of something in our body
failing—scars to remember disappointments and grief. Like me, Anna’s
postpartum experience was not what she expected. Like me, she likely
wouldn’t get a do-over.
Our stories are just a few of thousands if not millions that end in disap�

pointment. And truth be told, while we didn’t have the experience we
wanted, we both have healthy, happy babies to show for it. On the one
hand, this can feel like we really shouldn’t complain at all. Compared to the



woman who has had a miscarriage or deals with infertility, we are lucky.
Our grief is laughable, cruel even, when compared with someone who ex�
periences a stillbirth. Our hard situations would be the best outcomes to
another. Where Anna sees a scar of a failed vaginal birth, another would see
a scar of a successful C-section. I have a scar on my breast, but I do not
have breast cancer.
As a Christian, I know I should expect disappointment. C.S. Lewis writes

this in A Grief Observed,
We were even promised sufferings. They were part of the programme. We were even told,
“Blessed are they that mourn,” and I accepted it. I’ve got nothing that I hadn’t bargained
for. Of course it is different when the thing happens to oneself, not to others, and in reali�
ty, not imagination.3

It’s that last line I most relate to. Suffering is not objective but rather ex�
tremely personal and subjective. Like Lewis says, “it is different when the
thing happens to oneself.”4
As someone on a journey to deeper gratitude and contentment in my life,

the idea of embracing disappointment feels at odds with that journey. How
do I make fun plans and be ok when they fall apart? The more I invest in
something, the deeper the pain when it doesn’t work out. Even now, I see
my own girls playing make-believe, and one is always the mother. When I
ask them what they want to be when they grow up, the occupation they
choose often changes, but their response always ends with “and a mother.” I
see them holding their baby dolls, and I know conception and birthing a
child are not things they are guaranteed. Having a healthy baby or feeling
mentally stable postpartum are not things that are guaranteed. Finding love
and marriage are not things that are guaranteed. Their expectations could
greatly overshadow their reality.
Sometimes we find unmet expectations in the unlikeliest of places. For the

Strickler kids, it was at the most magical place on earth. If you had asked
our kids the one place in the entire world they wanted to visit, they would
have said Disney World. They had never been and had barely even seen a
photo to have a concept of the place, but that is where they wanted to go.
So, after a few years, Nate and I made it happen. We gave it to them on
Christmas morning with a countdown calendar to our trip. Each day, one of
them would rip off the sheet, symbolizing that we were one step closer to
Mickey and all the fun and excitement that would ensue. Finally, in Feb�



ruary, we packed the car and drove the six hours to those shiny Orlando
gates.
And then, on the first day in the park, the kids didn’t love it. It’s not to say

that they hated it, but the lines were long, and the park was crowded. They
would experience a three-to-four-minute fun ride after waiting an hour to
get on it, only to realize they would have to wait again in order to ride it
again. They were overstimulated, and after a few hours, they were asking to
go back to the hotel pool. Disney World, with all its glitz and glamour, had
fallen short. The most magical place on earth wasn’t all that magical.
This was a hard pill for me to swallow. We had done so much planning and

spent so much money. We downloaded the Disney app and paid extra for
the fast pass system. There were so many details that went into this trip
happening. But if I am honest, I couldn’t really blame the kids. Disney also
fell short of my expectations.
And then, the icing on the cake: We ended our trip with a violent stomach

bug that had us packing up early to try to get home. It started with Millie
puking in Mexico at Epcot, then Nate’s stepdad hightailing it back to the
hotel room, followed by Scout leaving her lunch on the walkway in France.
Around the time I heard my father-in-law hurling (in the adjoining room)
for the fifth time, I looked at Nate and said, “I think we have to get out of
here. There are simply not enough toilets for us all.” Telling our kids (two
of whom were already actively sick) that we were going to pack up and
leave the trip early was absolutely awful. Their devastation was palpable.
This trip they had dreamed about and counted down for was ending early.
I remember feeling like such a failure. I had wanted this to be the perfect

family trip, and instead we were packing the car to leave, shoving the
clothes (and packing systems) I had prepared so diligently into random bags
to get us on the road. Thirty minutes into the drive home, John Robert
started to throw up, and an hour after that I got hit. I remember texting my
friends in all caps, “PLEASE PRAY THAT NATE DOESN’T START
THROWING UP SO THAT WE CAN GET HOME.” Miraculously, we
made it home, each child falling into bed with their respective puke bowl.
It would take a few days for me to realize that Disney was a life lesson my

kids (and I) desperately needed. Things would not always go as planned.
There would be things they hoped for that would be cut short or canceled.
They would get things they looked forward to that would not meet their
expectations. I started to realize my job as a parent was less about helping



them have the most fun in life and more about helping them navigate all the
disappointment that would come their way. I needed to teach my children to
hold the same tension I was struggling to hold: to enjoy life but expect
hardship.
Life is a bit like our trip to Disney World. There are a lot of shiny and en�

tertaining parts, but it’s also a bit crowded and dirty. There are things you
want to do, but the lines are long. Everything has a cost, and at the end of
the day it’s all pretty exhausting. Even Disney World, touted as the happiest
place on earth, left us wanting. You can make the best plans and pack all the
right things and still have a rough trip.
When my kids are sad, all I want is to make whatever is causing the hurt

go away. I want to remove the pain, to get them back to a place of happi�
ness. When they were younger, this was pretty easy. Most issues could be
solved with a stuffed animal or sippy cup of milk. Unfortunately, as they
have gotten older, I am realizing the things that bring disappointment are
outside of my control. Getting cut from the basketball team or being bullied
at school are not things I have a quick solution for. They are still young but
are already learning the harsh reality that life is not always easy.
But how do I teach them to love life and at the same time expect disap�

pointment? To be excited for Disney, but also to bring puke bags, just in
case. How do all of us practically live in a world that is deeply fallen with�
out becoming total cynics?
I wish I had a good answer to give, but to be totally honest, I am not sure.

The best way I have found personally to deal with disappointments has
been to bring them to Jesus and realize He has experienced the same. Jesus
walked on the earth and knows what it feels like to have people not like you
or to have an experience not go as you planned. When I remember I am
living in a world that is not what God wanted it to be, I can view my role as
someone seeking to help make it better instead of someone seeking to get
every ounce of joy out of it. When I remember that my time on earth is
small in view of eternity, the disappointments feel much more bearable. I
have also found that when I personally experience disappointments, it
makes me much more sympathetic to others going through a hard time.
No time was that truer than with Alberta’s sleep.
If there’s one thing I love, it’s sleep. Put me in bed before 9 p.m., and I will

practically squeal as I get under the covers. I don’t sleep in, but I love going
to bed early and waking up refreshed. To me, there’s no better feeling than a



6 a.m. wake-up after a full nine hours. I think most any mom would say one
of her top three desires is a full night’s sleep. This should come as no sur�
prise, because if there’s anything that steals your sleep, it’s kids. Now that I
have kids, I understand why the military uses sleep deprivation as a torture
tactic.
Our first three children were pretty amazing sleepers. We sleep trained

John Robert just like the Babywise book told us to, no matter how neurotic
the process made me, and he, living up to the obedient firstborn that he is,
slowly but surely gave in to his mother’s strict scheduling. Eat, wake, sleep.
Eat, wake, sleep. Like a good little soldier.
Scout was nicknamed “the best baby ever” because, honestly, she was. So

easy! She slept anywhere, napped anywhere. Put her in the carrier or the
crib. Leave the lights on or turn them off. She made having two kids feel
easy, because she was so easy. Millie was a second Scout. The only differ�
ence was that she actually slept longer than her sister! We joked that Millie
didn’t drop her morning nap, she absorbed it, sleeping most days from 7
p.m. till 10 a.m. If we had a morning activity, I would literally have to wake
Millie from her fifteen-hour slumber to get there. It was amazing.
At this point, as you can imagine, I thought I was the absolute best mom

ever. My kids slept. They went down as expected. Napped as expected.
They didn’t rely on weak crutches like a pacifier. They performed well be�
cause I, as their incredible mother, trained them to do so.
Then came Alberta. That sweet fourth child, who had already wrecked my

postpartum dreams, humbled me to my knees yet again. From day one she
was fussier than her siblings, leaving me clueless as to what to do. I was so
tired. I cried daily. None of the golden wisdom I had from my first three
seemed to work on this stubborn fourth child. We used the sound machine,
made the room dark, and used pacifiers. She simply did not want to sleep
when I wanted her to sleep.
Before Alberta, I think I secretly judged people who needed help getting

their baby to sleep. It’s not that I didn’t think they were trying but more so
that they must not be trying the right things. If they did the things I did,
their baby would sleep. Then, the things I always did, the tricks I prided
myself on, couldn’t get my own baby to sleep. Most days I was on the
couch sobbing, fussy baby in hand, sleep-deprived and desperate. I needed
help. I reached out to my friend Abby, who had built a career on helping
moms get their babies to sleep, to troubleshoot what to do.



Having to ask for help to get my child to sleep was one of the most hum�
bling things I have had to do as a young mom. Like I said, I considered
myself a pro. Alberta not responding to the methods that worked for the
others made me feel like maybe I wasn’t all that good at motherhood, and
this dip in confidence bled into other areas of my parenting. I would see a
mom with her baby happily in the wrap, while Alberta screamed every time
I put her in it, or a mom out at a loud coffee shop with her baby napping in
the stroller, when I could scarcely get Alberta to nap in a dark room with a
sound machine. I had already failed at nursing, and now I couldn’t even get
my baby to sleep. It absolutely sucked, and it ate at the very core of my
ability as a parent. Now, a few years removed, I can see how it was an area
where God was actually being very kind to me.
What I realized in the process was the pride I had in my own ability was

replaced with something much softer. Something more welcoming and
easier to hold: humility. Humility is the opposite of pride. When you are
hung up on pride, you can’t experience the freedom humility offers. Hu�
mility allows you to realize you don’t have all the answers and frees you to
ask someone for help.
Something else I came to realize was how much my pride was keeping me

from empathy. When you think you’re awesome, it’s hard to see someone
struggling and empathize with them. The moment I realized I didn’t actual�
ly have the ability to get my baby to sleep, I all of a sudden felt a deep sense
of understanding for others in the same boat. The thought They just aren’t
doing the right things was replaced with I bet they are trying everything
they can think of and it’s just not working. I could identify with their
disappointment.
My own disappointments led me to a softness for others I might not have

had if Alberta was a great sleeper. You can empathize with the mom in the
grocery store with the screaming child when you yourself have dealt with
tantrums. You can relate to someone struggling with depression when you
yourself have felt its hopeless grasp. Humility softens us. It is like a warm
blanket, ready to wrap around someone who needs to be understood.
As much as I want to shield myself from disappointment, and as much as I

want to protect my kids from it, I now know that it can be a universal soft�
ener. Suffering, even the smallest of kinds like traffic and a child’s sleep,
can be a glue to unite us all. It’s a gentle nudge to loosen the expectations I
have of this life being perfect and happy, and to be kind, knowing others are



going through the same. When I allow life to have its disappointments, my
delight is all the greater when things go well. Paradoxically, the disap�
pointments can allow my gratitude in life to increase and my empathy for
others to grow as well.

MINDSET SHIFT: Welcoming suffering not only deepens my grati‐
tude for when things are going well, but it also softens me to empathize
with and be kind to others, knowing they are likely going through hard‐
ship of their own.

MAKING IT PRACTICAL
1. Reread the opening quote by C.S. Lewis. What areas of your life feel hard but

could actually be an opportunity for training and correction?
2. Take on a redemptive worldview: When we see our lives as part of a greater

mission to make the world better, we look to add good to it but aren’t surprised
when things go badly. Is there an area where you have felt disappointment that
you could help another feel more joy? For me, I want to always have my eyes
open to other moms in a tough postpartum season. Perhaps in helping them, I
get the added benefit of healing my own postpartum wounds. Is there someone
in a tough season that you could make better?

3. If you are in a hard season, have you let people in your life in on it? Can you
think of one tangible way you could ask a friend to help you?

4. If you are in a thriving season, are there a few people you could offer to help in
some way? Think of one tangible, specific action step (ex: bringing a meal, do�
ing a carpool pickup, grabbing a load of laundry to wash and return), and text a
friend to offer that to her this week.

 5. Allow disappointments you face as a family to be teaching moments for your
children. This is a really helpful way to model managing expectations and has
so many life applications for when anything, big or small, does not go as
planned. Truthfully, I did not do this well at all after our Disney World puke
fest, but I would bet good money I will have another opportunity in the near
future.



1 C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1970), 52. God in the
Dock by C.S. Lewis copyright ©1970 C.S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Extract reprinted by permission.

2 Randy Carlson, host, Intentional Living, audio podcast, “Managing Your Expectations,” Intentional
Life Media, April 16, 2024,https://theintentionallife.com/broadcasts/managing-your-expectations/.

3 C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (United Kingdom: HarperCollins, 2001), 36–37. A Grief Observed
by C.S. Lewis copyright ©1961 C.S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Extract reprinted by permission.

4 C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (United Kingdom: HarperCollins, 2001), 36–37. A Grief Observed
by C.S. Lewis copyright ©1961 C.S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. Extract reprinted by permission.



CHAPTER 

11
A Life You Love

The Skin Horse had lived longer in the nursery than any of the others. He was so old
that his brown coat was bald in patches and showed the seams underneath, and most
of the hairs in his tail had been pulled out to string bead necklaces. He was wise, for
he had seen a long succession of mechanical toys arrive to boast and swagger, and
by-and-by break their mainsprings and pass away, and he knew that they were only
toys, and would never turn into anything else. For nursery magic is very strange and
wonderful, and only those playthings that are old and wise and experienced like the
Skin Horse understand all about it. . . .
“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to

you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REAL�
LY loves you, then you become Real.”
“Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.
“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real

you don’t mind being hurt.”
“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” he asked, “or bit by bit?”
“It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the Skin Horse. “You become. It takes a long

time. That’s why it doesn’t happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp
edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of
your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints
and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you
can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.”

—Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit

A few years back, I was looking for a specific photo of Scout when I had an
epiphany of sorts. I was scrolling through photo after photo on my phone



from the season of life when we were living in a rental house with outdated
appliances and a bathroom completely tiled in yellow.
I pulled out a photo of a toddler-aged John Robert, beaming from ear to

ear with a pile of bubbles on his head and that butter-colored tile in the
background. There was another one of me, nine months pregnant, lounging
in that same bathroom sipping a green smoothie in a bubble bath. I can re�
member the house only had one tub, and I would take out all the toddler
toys nightly in order to soak my aching back. We brought Scout home to
that house, and there’s a million photos of her napping with Nate on the old
brown couch our friends passed down to us (yes, the one with the duct
taped back from falling out of the pickup truck). There were photos of
meals I cooked on the old electric stovetop with the unreliable oven, friends
crowded around the dining room table with the mismatched chairs.
As I flipped through photo after photo, what I noticed more than anything

was the people. I am sure in those old houses I just wished for countertops
that weren’t Formica or a bathroom of my own. But in hindsight, those de�
tails fade away. What is left are the people and the memories, the richness
of each season. These photos offered me a clear moment of hindsight.
When I think about my life as a series of photos, I wonder what will matter
most to me. Who I want to be with in them, where we are, what we are do�
ing. I pray that what I look like or what I am wearing or what car I am dri�
ving will hold little weight compared to the people in the photos.
When I first gave the title for this book, the subtitle read “And Other Lies I

Thought Would Make Me Happy.” It was only after finishing that I went
back and changed it to the present tense. As I wrote, I realized that so much
said here is a working narrative in my brain, ideas and ideals I marinate on
often but have not yet mastered.
It’s a funny dichotomy to write a book on the subject of loving your life.

To some degree, I feel like a fraud. I’m thirty-five years old and am still
struggling with so much of what I wrote about. Perhaps there is something
to be said of being in the thick of it as I write. Time has not had the ability
to color my experience in a guise of wisdom. I am still working through
what game I am playing; I am still fighting not to catch my reflection too
long in the mirror or feel shame for my body as it ages; I am still grappling
with how to spend both my money and my days.
When I started this book, I saw the practical steps as something I could do

alongside God, with Him as the resting place for when the practical failed



me. But as I have written, I have come to realize God is much more hands-
on than I give Him credit for. He cares about the details I consider trite.
Sometimes my head is in a bad place and I’m wishing for a bigger kitchen,
and sometimes I actually just need to wipe my counters and load the dish�
washer. Both can be true. Where I saw the pragmatic steps as being outside
of faith, they are actually the nooks and crannies He provides. My practi�
cality is not outside of who He is but rather crucial to my ability to climb
and hold on. But it gets better: As a Christian, the promise of Christ sets me
apart from the risk of a free fall Alex Honnold faced as he climbed El Cap�
itan. When I slip and my entire body hangs suspended over the rocks down
below, God is the rope that catches me. When I lose hope, Christ is the
harness that holds me. I can lean back, take a breath, wipe the sweat, and
begin climbing again. His understanding and patience know no bounds.
I hope this book has brought some clarity and freedom to your own “I just

wish . . . ” thoughts. I hope that the more you look for all the ways things
work for good outside of your control, the more you are able to let go of
control. Whether you are thirty-five or sixty-five, there is so much joy and
goodness here for you now, and you don’t need to fret over past days spent
just wishing. Abundant grace abounds both now and on the days you find
yourself struggling (because we all have those days). More than anything, I
feel grateful to have gotten the opportunity to write, because it has forced
me to sit down and reflect on what matters to me. While not perfect, I do
feel much more clear on whose game I am playing and whose I am not. I
feel more confident in the friendships that I have, more decided on what I
want my children to see when they look at my life and my values. I hold my
inner scorecard close to the chest.
This is our one life, and we have more power than we realize for how

much we can enjoy it. If a certain chapter resonated with you, I hope you go
back and work through the practical steps and questions at the end. Maybe
you need to turn the mirror around for a month, or take a social media
break, or get a date on the calendar for coffee with a trusted friend. The
small shifts in how you go about your life hold weight. The habits and rou�
tines you create act as guardrails, keeping your eyes on what matters. And
as you live into that life—your specific life, the one precious life you have
been given—you find a contentment blossoming. You can abandon the on�
line shopping cart when you realize you are so much more than the clothes
you wear. You can love your husband better when you remember he is a



whole person with struggles and strengths just like you have. You can be
happy for your friends’ victories, knowing happiness is not a zero-sum
game.
My friend Caitlin shared the opening quote for this chapter with me as I

was writing this book. Essentially, the Skin Horse explains to the Velveteen
Rabbit what it means to become real. Becoming real happens when you are
loved for a very long time. It’s a slow process that isn’t for the faint of
heart. You can’t be too delicate; sometimes it hurts and leaves marks on
you. The Skin Horse is worn, with bald patches and missing hair, but he
doesn’t care, “because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to peo�
ple who don’t understand.”1
I want a life like the Skin Horse’s. A life that is real because it is loved. A

beat-up, well-lived, beautiful life that comes more alive as I love it. A life
so real it can’t possibly be ugly.
Don’t get me wrong, this is hard work. I used the mountain climbing

metaphor for a reason. But it is good, worthy work. A work that brings deep
satisfaction in the effort. And I believe wholeheartedly that with each day,
with each moment you grab hold and cling to where God has you and what
matters most in your own life, your grip strength will increase. You’ll learn
the areas that feel hardest to climb and get better at the practical ways to
work through them. And eventually, you will look way down and see all
those days of just wishing, but they will feel like a distant memory. You’ll
take stock of how far you’ve climbed, find a place to rest, and enjoy the
glorious view of the life right in front of you.

1 Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit: Or How Toys Become Real (1922; reis., Doubleday,
1991), 8.
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