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"A refreshingly raw, contrasting perspective on the foolproof idea of motherhood." --

POPSUGAR"By turns painful and funny... A searingly candid memoir." -- Kirkus"Far from your

cookie-cutter story of addiction . . . [I'm Just Happy to Be Here] describes Hanchett's journey to

recovery and sobriety in imperfect and unconventional ways." -- BustleIn this unflinching and

wickedly funny memoir, Janelle Hanchett tells the story of finding her way home. And then,

actually staying there. Drawing us into the wild, heartbreaking mind of the addict, Hanchett

carries us from motherhood at 21 with a man she'd known three months to cubicles and

whiskey-laden domesticity, from judging meth addicts in rehab to therapists who "seem to pull

diagnoses out of large, expensive hats." With warmth, wit, and searing B.S. detectors turned

mostly toward herself, Hanchett invites us to laugh when we probably shouldn't and to rejoice

at the unconventional redemption she finds in desperation and in a misfit mentor who forces

her to see the truth of herself.A story of ego and forced humility, of fierce honesty and jagged

love, of the kind of failure that forces us to re-create our lives, Hanchett writes with rare candor,

scorching the "sanctity of motherhood," and leaving beauty in the ashes.
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on EcstasyThe first thing I did when I found out I was pregnant with my first child was head out

to the balcony of our one-bedroom apartment and smoke a cigarette. It wasn’t even a real

balcony. It was a gray stoop barely big enough for one unwatered plant, a dusty mat, and a

twenty-one-year-old in vague denial. I would have preferred outright denial but found it

impossible, having just peed on two sticks offering no ambiguity.My plan was to formulate a

plan out there on the balcony before informing the father, who was my boyfriend of three full

months. We shared the apartment, but I made sure I was alone that afternoon, protected in

isolation, so nobody would see me cry, or rage, or decide to handle the situation silently. I was

never the kind of person who wanted company in moments of vulnerability. I never wanted a

concerned friend to pat my head and smooth the hair off my forehead while I puked or cried. I

wanted to lie in bed in solitude, where I could turn my head to the wall, stretch my legs out, and

rise again smiling, while the world slept soundly in its room.The last thing I needed was a

loving and emotional man celebrating the seed in my womb before I knew how I felt about

it.Moments before, I had stared at those double lines with detached curiosity, a sort of numbed

awe, as they popped up without hesitation in what seemed like a “fuck you” pink. I figured there

could still be some mistake, so I took another test, and upon the second neon positive, pulled

up my jeans, walked through the living room and onto the balcony, grabbing my Camel Lights

and lighter on the way. I allowed my condition to sink one inch into my brain, where it hovered

like a storm cloud creeping toward me. I knew it would shower me in panic, and soon I would



feel it pouring down my arms and into my shoes, but those first moments felt liminal, half-real. I

emboldened them with a cigarette. One more cigarette in the line of a thousand before it, a

meaningless action of my same old life. An action of the nonpregnant.Nothing to see here,

folks. Just another woman on a balcony having a smoke.That February afternoon was cool and

bright, and as I watched the cars do nothing in the parking lot of our apartment complex, I

thought about being a senior in college, my job as a waitress, and the few months Mac and I

had been together, most of it grayed and hazy from alcohol, fast and romantic and possibly

fake. I thought about how he would respond if he were there.He would smile a soft smile.

“Wow,” he would say, “I love you so much,” and his eyes would fill with grateful tears as more

supportive words crossed his lips. He would study my reaction with his huge brown eyes. He

would look as if he had waited his whole life to hear those three words.I am pregnant.I took a

drag, inhaling I could have an abortion, but exhaled the startling realization that I would

not.And with the thought, the cigarette grew foul between my fingers. I stamped it out beneath

my foot and wondered how the fuck I had ended up here again. I understood the physiology of

pregnancy. I did not understand how that wasn’t enough.In my defense, the first one was an

honest mistake. I was eighteen, in my first semester of college, and had spontaneous,

unprotected make-up sex with my long-term boyfriend. I knew immediately I would not have

that baby, and I did not feel guilty about that decision, though I suspected this made me

something of a monster. I felt sadness, but at that age, in that life, I mostly felt relief. We had

sex, and yes I happen to have a uterus and ovaries hell-bent on reproduction, and our act was

neither smart nor mature, but it was his fault too. My defense was that of a petulant child, but I

had no interest in spending my whole life paying for a five-minute interval of questionable sex

with a man who could walk away if he felt like it.As I stood on the balcony, I wondered again,

Who the hell gets pregnant accidentally more than once?I stared at the horizon and shook my

head in disgust as I traveled the recesses of my brain looking for answers, recalling only a

woman in my freshman comparative literature class. She had told me, “Getting an abortion is

like getting your teeth cleaned.” When I raised an eyebrow, she explained, “It’s just something

you have to do.” She was in her thirties and married to a local rock star. She had bad teeth,

three children, tattoos, and that haircut of the ’90s where bangs were cut stupidly short in a

band right against the forehead. I respected her.Her teeth cleaning theory sounded erroneous

if not downright depraved, but her nonchalance convinced me I would be alright, and that I was

even perhaps not quite as foul as I had believed during my trip to the clinic that week, feeling

like a slut and regretting with my whole heart those minutes in the dorms.Apparently this is a

thing women do.That seemed true. I did it.But I would not do it now.And it didn’t feel like the

fucking dentist.Back inside, I stretched out on our quilt-covered couch, clicking my tongue at

Fatboy, the giant black-and-white cat we inherited from Mac’s childhood. When feeling

particularly affectionate, Fatboy would turn his head and glance at you from across the room.

But that day, he folded up in the crook of my knees and stared up at me, as if he knew things

were heavy.I took a deep breath, looking around the apartment, the carpet so bland I couldn’t

tell what color it was, the kitchen and bathroom floors a yellowed linoleum with pastel blue

squares, ripped up and black at the corners. The cabinets were a 1970s brown with gold

handles, and metal mini-blinds hung above a box air conditioner in the window that would

sputter along against California’s Central Valley heat. That summer, we moved our mattress

beneath the little box, creating a pocket of decency between the white walls. Our television sat

on boards and cinder blocks. It was the kind of apartment that never felt alive or permanent, but

Mac and I were kids and in love, and it was ours.He was nineteen and I was twenty-one.• •

•I was right about Mac. He did smile through tears and say all the lovely things I suspected



he’d say when I told him I was pregnant, but the next day he added, “If you don’t have our

baby, I can’t stay with you.” I considered telling him about the moment I knew I wouldn’t have

an abortion, but instead I merely nodded. I wasn’t ready to speak the words, “I am having a

baby.” I was stretching the liminal gray a few days longer.When he spoke those words, he didn’t

read my face to adjust his tone. He was not afraid of my response, or conflict, and there was no

subtext. It was merely data to inform a decision. If his statement had been a threat, an

attempted entrapment, I would have left immediately on those grounds alone. Fuck you for

even trying to get me to stay, I’d have thought.But that’s not what he said, and I knew it,

because he said it with warm acceptance in his eyes and mouth and forehead—the way he

looked at me when he said everything, even when he yelled and postured and I thought maybe

I hated him. Or, perhaps that’s why I hated him, because he seemed capable of only adoration,

and even in his anger he was devoted and irrationally loyal. It made me feel a little sick.I get it,

man. You can’t withstand the resentment you’d feel toward me if I didn’t have our baby.But he is

not why I had her. I was always going to have her and I knew it, though I didn’t know how to

explain that I knew. I didn’t understand yet that motherhood is a lot of knowing without

knowing.But I knew her. She was already made.I was afraid of having a baby. I was afraid of

committing to him like that. I was afraid of what my parents would say, but Mac misread this

fear as indecision. I had her because she was meant to be here and I was meant to be her

mother, and I believed that in the same way I know the sun will rise. I had her because the

moment I knew of her, she existed, like a strange new friend who moved in and wouldn’t leave.I

told myself I was about to graduate from college, that I wasn’t that young, that Mac was going

to be a good father—and I loved him, or thought I did. In this way, I rearranged the facts, the

furniture of my life, to accommodate my new friend.Two weeks later, Mac peeked his head over

the curtain while I showered and said, “It’s going to be a girl.”“I know,” I said, and laughed. How

weird we are, I thought. Clairvoyant. So in love she’s already shining through—through the

blood and walls of my body.We thought of names. We thought of Aurora and Leah and Althea,

but one day while I waited for customers to arrive for dinner in the restaurant where I

waitressed, I flipped through a magazine and found an article about Ava Gardner.We settled on

Ava Grace, as if anything could be more beautiful.• • •I told my mother I knew she was a

girl; she didn’t think that was strange at all. When I asked her what the hell I was going to do

with my life now, she said, “Well, honey, you’re going to have a baby.” Her simplicity and perky

use of the word “honey” shot red annoyance down my spine.My mother’s perpetual optimism

made me wonder if she existed in some sort of sociopathic love cloud. As a young girl, I joined

in her optimism, jumped on the “it’s going to be great!” train with glee, but over the years, as

each new beginning almost never turned out “great,” I realized her outlook was as much

fantasy as it was hope. It was a story to justify rushing headlong into another disaster, the

same thing we’d done for years. Businesses. Marriages. Personality improvements. Diets. It

was always going to be different this time.It was an old, raw burn, and her sweetness still

stung.The moment she mentioned relationships, mine or hers, somewhere in me the memory

of my former stepfather stirred, the way we moved in and out of his house like a vacation rental.

But mostly, I remembered her suffering and how I thought I could fix it, how the solution was

perfectly clear to me, how everybody said I was “very mature for my age.” My mother used to

say, “I don’t know how you see the things you see, Janelle.”I didn’t either, but I wished she’d

see them too, because I was tired. And even at twenty-one, I was still tired, perhaps more tired

than I’d ever been, and I had long since stopped believing in her dreams.And yet, I always

called her first, to bathe in the optimism she turned toward me, too, toward the person she

believed I could become. I needed that. I needed to believe things were going to be different



right around the corner. That sick hope was infectious, seeping into me whether I wanted it or

not, and as much as I distrusted it in her, I clung to it like a drowning woman, because at least

it was something.“But how do you know, Mom?” I didn’t mask my irritation.“Because you are

going to be fine, sweetie.” I wanted to throw up.She must have told her mother right away,

because the next day Grandma Joan called and said, “You know you don’t have to marry this

guy just because you’re pregnant,” and my jaw hit my flip phone. I wasn’t anywhere near

marrying Mac. I barely knew him. I am merely going to have his baby, Grandma.Being a

woman born in 1930, Grandma Joan of course assumed marriage, and I assumed she would

push marriage. She was in her seventies and a Mormon woman who had made her husband

dinner every night since they were married at eighteen, and if she was not home in the

evening, she prepared the food and put it on the counter so all he had to do was heat it up. He

had been the quarterback of the high school football team and she had been the new girl in

town—and a cheerleader. It was a movie, and yet true. They still held hands when they sat on

the couch together, and they flirted like teenagers. He was sure old Benny at the post office

was waiting for him to “kick the bucket” so he could swoop in on Grandma.She would smack

his leg, roll her eyes, and say, “Oh, Bob,” with exasperation and a kiss in her eye.At family

functions in her home, all the women would bustle around the kitchen for hours preparing

dinner for thirty while the kids played in the basement and the men watched football in the

living room. After dinner, all the women would bustle around in the kitchen for hours doing

dishes while the men watched football in the living room, and the kids ran around in the

basement. By the time I was a teenager, I wondered what the hell was wrong with these

people. But I loved being in the kitchen, where my mother and three aunts talked and cooked

with the chatter and laughter of a lifetime of sisterhood, occasionally popping out to rescue a

screaming baby, talking of report cards and breastfeeding and wayward teens, of Grandma’s

silly ways and how she really should sit down, she’s tired, but she never would. When she

finally did, my uncles had begun barbequing on the deck outside and nobody played in the

basement anymore.I sat with the men, too, as babies crawled around their laps, each of their

faces illuminated with the television screen as they watched sports, speaking of things I didn’t

understand, like “downs” and “bad calls” and “finals.” I felt honored when they spoke to me, a

little nod to my sport-less existence. I understood their acknowledgment of me was a quick trip

beneath themselves, a little jaunt to a place less sacred. They were, after all, the ones who got

to do nothing while groups of women worked on their behalf.Although the kitchen was warmer,

and had better conversation, sometimes I would sit at the dining table between the living room

and kitchen, so I could watch both ends and refuse to commit.At twenty-one, I joined the

women in the kitchen for good, though I had always promised I’d never be like them. “I’m not

going to get married until I’m thirty,” I’d say as a teenager at our annual Christmas party, “and I

won’t have a baby until thirty-five.”“Good job,” my aunt would nod. “Just don’t rush it.”“Of course

not,” I’d answer, irritated that she’d even consider the possibility of me ruining my life with an

unplanned pregnancy at a young age.I was the youngest of my cousins to have a baby.People

surprise you, though, especially when they’re old and sick of the bullshit, and I saw Joan anew

the day she called me, after fifty-five years spent with my grandfather. While she spoke, I

wondered how many women of her generation married terrible men because of unexpected

pregnancies, and then stayed because of more. I felt myself, for an instant, counted among

them.“Thank you for your concern, Grandma, but it’s different with us,” I said.I may be in the

kitchen like the rest of you broads, but I am different. I could not articulate how, exactly, but I

knew I wouldn’t end up washing dishes while the men watched other men slam into each other

on brightly lit screens. It seemed archaic and absurd. I would demand freedom, even within the



confines of pregnancy. I suppose that, too, is something women “just have to do.”If I had to

guess, I would have said my future would unfold more along the lines of my paternal

grandmother, Bonny Jean. She was an intellectual, a fiery Christian Scientist, and natural

skeptic who believed in God but not doctors, grassroots journalism, and stockpiling

mayonnaise in case there was another Great Depression.She grew up behind the stage with

her parents, who were traveling actors. I once attempted to explain “gay people” to her

because, you know, as a relic she wouldn’t understand such things. She spun around to face

me in her house robe and said, “I grew up behind a vaudeville stage in the twenties. You think

any of those people were straight?” I never tried that shit again.She had five children from 1945

to 1955. They were raised largely by her father-in-law while she ran her newspaper, which she

and my grandfather purchased in 1956. Bonny Jean would attend every local city council

meeting, critiquing what she saw in scathing weekly editorials, which she would often dictate

over the pay phone in the city council hallway. She once fought the head of the San Francisco

plumbers’ union, a man with rumored Mafia ties, who was trying to take over her small town’s

water council. When she broke the story and refused to back down, he threatened her. I once

asked how she managed to fight a man like him as a woman in the 1960s. She said, “Oh, that

was easy, honey. I was not afraid of him. The truth is a strong defense.”When I told her about

the pregnancy, I thought I heard a touch of sadness in her voice, despite her congratulations,

because for a split second, they sounded like condolences.The hardest person to tell was my

father. I was barely old enough to handle him knowing I had sex, and yet I had to tell him there

was an actual human growing in my body, deposited there by the sperm of a man. Telling him

felt something like bra shopping with my mother at fourteen: uncomfortable in a deeply

shameful, yet unknown way. Everybody has sex. Everybody gets boobs.Still, somebody please

kill me.I had always felt my father saw me as a kid who was going to do something impressive

in life, who was going to become a lawyer or doctor or at least make a lot of money. Instead, I

was joining the Mormons in the kitchen. I knew he wouldn’t say it, but he would be

disappointed in me. He knew how many times I had stood at family functions declaring my

plan, and he knew I never consciously abandoned that.It’s hardest to fall in front of those

you’ve convinced, through years of tone moderation and personality suppression, that you are

not the type to falter.• • •I stopped smoking and drinking immediately after my balcony

denial, which felt wholesome and deeply mature, despite Mac’s and my decision to move out of

our apartment and into his parents’ house on their ranch. They lived in a dome-shaped house

about ten miles outside of Davis, California, the clean, well-manicured town where I went to

college and met Mac.Davis boasts the second-highest per capita number of PhDs in any city in

the nation, and a special tunnel for frogs so they don’t get killed on the road. The town is

teeming with students, artists, and intellectuals on bicycles, but also suffers from an epidemic

of highly educated, splendid liberals. I learned to spot and avoid the latter from a distance of

approximately one hundred feet, having had many years’ practice. The problem is not that

they’re liberal—surely one can learn to live with that—it’s that they can’t quite understand why

a person wouldn’t dress her child in only organic cotton, or shop solely at the co-op, where

they sell nineteen dollar olive oil pressed from olives grown on blessed trees in sacred Native

American valleys.These are the kind of people who call gentrification “restoring the

neighborhood” and spend four years on a waiting list for a $1,500 a month preschool while

claiming to deeply understand the plight of the underprivileged. Davis is the kind of town where

everyone breathes social justice via diversity stickers on their Priuses, but many citizens

request that the kids from the Mexican enclaves surrounding the town simply stay in their

schools. It’s not about race. It’s just…you know…let’s talk about public radio. Do you support it?



It’s kind of my cause. That, and the ACLU.Most of the mothers in Davis were married, in their

late thirties, and living in $700,000 houses when I showed up at age twenty-one, unmarried

and pregnant. When I realized nobody would talk to me at the park, having dismissed me

immediately as some sort of teen-pregnancy situation, Mac and I bought a pink diaper bag

with a giant rhinestone Playboy bunny on the front. It was my subtle “fuck you” to everyone who

wouldn’t talk to me anyway, and it almost convinced me I didn’t care.I turned twenty-two that

March and finished my last semester of college in September of 2001, two months before our

baby was due. Mac worked at his father’s slaughterhouse on the ranch, and our bedroom was

where Mac had played with Hot Wheels and G.I. Joes as a boy, and hid his weed at fifteen. We

shared the home with five other people: his parents, two sisters, and his sister’s boyfriend. All

the bedrooms were upstairs and opened into a shared center hallway, kind of like Foucault’s

panopticon only without the glass. His family was kind and relaxed and pretended we weren’t

kids about to have a kid, but I felt exposed and watched—too close to people who weren’t quite

mine, humans I knew but didn’t understand, and whom I was still trying to impress. They were

family, but I didn’t want them to see me naked, or notice I stunk up the bathroom or yelled at

their son. I self-regulated, even though there was no guard in the watchtower.We bought a crib

and an oak dresser, which we wedged together in a corner of the bedroom. I lined each drawer

in lavender-scented paper with tiny pastel pink flowers on it, and I bought clothes from Baby

Gap and Gymboree and Marshalls. I bought most of them in “newborn” size because they were

the cutest and least expensive. I didn’t know they were discounted because babies outgrow

them in twelve minutes.We had a keg of beer at our baby shower, and Mac came because we

were “too in love to be apart.” I received about seventy-five various bath items because when

my stepmother asked, “What do you need for the baby?” I answered, “Bath items.” I didn’t know

you were supposed to “register.” I didn’t have any friends telling me about pregnancy or babies

because only losers had babies this young. And I never hung out with losers.My pregnancy

was like living in a dream, a sort of ethereal fantasy ticking by in nebulous form. While my belly

grew, I spent my days petting hand-smocked outfits with embroidered ducks and imagining our

little threesome. Mac and I played pool at my local university’s student union, and I wasn’t even

embarrassed of my belly. I wasn’t embarrassed of my age, or Mac’s lack of career, or that we

lived in a room in his parents’ house. Those things weren’t in the dream.But I couldn’t help but

feel inklings of shame as I walked to class during that last semester, when I barely fit in the

desks, because the sidewalks and grass and offices on campus were the places where women

like me rarely succeeded, and nobody was impressed with expanding uteri. These were PhDs

and MAs and lovers of Derrida. They could see right through me: I was the kid who lost, the girl

who failed. As I walked I remembered maybe I was going to be more than this, but then I

thought of Mac and the baby girl to come. I thought of that love and squared my shoulders.We

went to peaceful birthing classes and breathed together and when Ava came it was fast and

insane and Mac sat by me and held my hands and never broke my gaze. The nurses said we

were the most beautiful birthing couple they had ever seen.I wasn’t surprised. It was the only

way it could be.• • •I met Mac for the first time in my living room the night before

Halloween, thirteen months before Ava was born. I was living in a converted garage in a house

I shared with four eighteen- and nineteen-year-old males I had found in a newspaper. Three

months before I responded to their “roommate wanted” ad, I returned home from a year

studying abroad in Spain. I tried living with my mother up north in Mendocino, California, and

found a job waitressing, but got fired after two weeks for counseling the owner on how she

could improve her business. I found myself bored, embarrassed, and broke, so I moved back to

Davis in the fall and began waitressing at an “Asian fusion” restaurant and drinking too much.I



had long before decided I could not live with women. They were too complicated. They needed

things like talking and support and genuineness. I needed things like rum and Coke and

silence. So I asked those boys looking for a roommate if I could move in, and they said yes

immediately upon hearing I could legally buy alcohol.Three months later, a man I had never

seen before sat stoned against our living room wall, next to the television. He had a beard that

stuck out in every direction and a head of hair that looked exactly the same. It was as if

somebody had taken a donut of three-inch-long black curly hair and popped a face into the

center of it. He was a high school friend of my roommates’, a newcomer, thin and tall and quiet,

and I would not have noticed him at all had he not said something witty. In our house of

drunk eighteen- and nineteen-year-old man-boys, nobody was saying anything witty. I beamed

my eyes at him from across the room in curious surprise and locked them with his. They were

the kindest eyes I had ever seen. I remember that moment exactly as it happened, in slow

motion, as if it were a scene in a Meg Ryan movie. The Eye Lock. His were deep brown with

eyelashes that carried on ridiculously, but it was their gentleness, their steady calm, that made

me want to know more.So naturally, I decided to get him drunk and shave his beard off to

assess his jawline. He drank Bacardi out of the bottle until we ended up in my roommate’s

bathroom. I borrowed a razor and went to work on the facial hair while he called me “Mary,”

eventually passing out facedown on my futon. He woke up the next day at dawn to go work at

the ranch, hungover, after just a few hours’ sleep. I had never seen anybody get up that early

and go to work in that condition. Except me.Mac was a worker, I learned, and highly attractive

without the hair donut. I was intrigued, and since that day happened to be Halloween, I figured

we should probably head over to Chico to take some drugs and fall in love. Before he could get

out of my room that morning, I said, “Hey. Want to go to Chico tonight? It’s crazy on Halloween.

Everybody’s loaded in the streets.”“Yeah,” he said, smiling. “Let’s do that.”I remember the way

the gray morning light fell on his face as he buckled his belt and pulled on his shirt, and I

wondered if he’d kiss me. He didn’t. We hadn’t touched at all other than my fingers against his

face and my shoulder pressed against his chest as I shaved. He seemed indifferent to me,

which made me wonder if perhaps I was already in love. It wasn’t until he walked out my

bedroom door that I realized I had just committed, in the heat of mad passion, to dressing up in

a goddamned costume.I barely knew how to dress myself as myself. As a child, my idea of

fashion was pairing a green print with a green solid and brushing my hair. In high school, I wore

jeans, Doc Martens, and tight white v-necks intended for boys, until my father suggested I “try

a little harder.” After that, I’d walk into Gap or J. Crew and buy an outfit featured on a

mannequin, figuring that must mean the clothes matched.Dressing as somebody else was an

unbearable enhancement of an already agonizing lifelong struggle. But for Mac I wanted to

appear confident and cool, so I cradled my hangover, drove thirty minutes to a costume store

in Sacramento, and eventually selected an ensemble that could only be described as “slut

Egyptian.”On my way to Sacramento, my former boyfriend of three years called to ask if I

wanted to see him that night. He and I used to hang out together in Chico, but we hadn’t seen

each other in a year. I was struck by the synchronicity, and strangely sensed that the choice I

made in that moment would alter the course of my life, but I dismissed the thought as

ridiculous. It’s just a Halloween. I suppose somewhere I knew if I saw my old boyfriend I would

return to him, because he was safe and comfortable, and the sound of his voice said, “I’ll still

have you if you’ll have me.” But there was something about Mac, his quiet strength, the way he

cinched his faded leather belt that morning.I told my old boyfriend, “I’m sorry, I already made

plans,” and then turned up the Grateful Dead on the stereo and rolled the windows down as the

October sunset called from across the farmlands.• • •My costume consisted of a beaded



headdress and beaded crop top that highlighted my impossibly flat midsection, which I believed

needed toning. I paired the beaded top with blue silk pants—because I had blue silk pants—

and then I ate some ecstasy. That pill was the key accessory to my outfit, for mine was always

a problem of perception. I knew I’d look exquisite as soon as I was high. No longer a scared girl

without sartorial confidence, I would be a devastatingly attractive woman prancing in

beads.While sitting on a park bench that night in Chico, watching drunken masses of college

students flop down the streets, I told Mac’s buddy, “I think I’m in love with your friend,” but I said

it loud enough for Mac to hear, because it had been 24 hours and I was tired of the bullshit.

Let’s do this. Mac was shy. I was not shy. I had no problem barging into your life and demanding

a fixed place in it. Right now. Step aside, assholes. Slut Egyptian has arrived.At my house later

that night, and after taking more ecstasy, I dropped my head onto Mac’s chest while we lay on

the floor and planned our lives together. I suggested we have four children: two biological and

two adopted. (I was going to save all the children.) He told me about his two sisters and a pot-

bellied pig on their ranch who couldn’t fit through a fence. He chuckled so hard my head

bounced on his chest and I looked up to see him grinning while he described the pig balancing

on his belly trying to push himself through.I remember thinking only an excellent and loving

man would tell a story about a pot-bellied pig getting stuck in a fence. It made him laugh. It

made me want his babies.“Mom, I think I met my future husband,” I told her the next morning

while circling the lawn, possibly still high, definitely smoking a cigarette and squinting under the

morning sun.“He’s from a ranch around here. Really kind. I think his parents might be

Republicans. He gets up and works every day at five a.m.”“I like the sound of him,” she said,

and I took a stunned drag off my smoke, because my parents hadn’t liked the sound of most of

what I’d been saying for the previous eight to twelve years. “He really sounds like a good man

for you.”Within a few days I was bringing Mac meatball sandwiches while he worked—chasing

unruly chickens with goat blood in his ear, butchering animals and cutting meat, smelling of

lanolin and yesterday’s Captain Morgan. He wore thick canvas pants or overalls with rubber

boots over them, and ripped, bloodstained T-shirts and old button-down flannels, layered up to

keep him from the cold or block him from the sun. After work, he smelled so intensely of animal

guts and lanolin I could hardly be near him, but I watched him from afar and thought, My God,

he’s tough. Still, it was some ineffable tenderness that made me wonder if he was even human.

He was a ranchman with tattoos and piercings, and he wasn’t even a Republican.I had never

met a man like him. A man so classically macho without the machismo, a country boy without

the puffed-out chest of country boys. Where was the posturing? The guns? The huge truck with

a “Piss on Chevy” bumper sticker?Mac didn’t even watch sports. He drove a small, dented red

truck, sang songs from Broadway musicals, and whistled to himself in the shower. But he could

punch the hide off a sheep in three minutes and work eight hours without a break in a frigid

slaughterhouse. He would fall asleep every night ten seconds after his head touched the pillow,

and I would watch him. He was always so, so tired.My roommates told me I had somehow

landed the best man in the world, and the only person they were ever truly afraid of in high

school—not because he was mean, or a fighter, but because he was the kind of person who

would break a bottle over someone’s head if necessary. He wouldn’t like it, but he would do it.I

saw that. I saw loyalty that defied reason and ignored facts. I saw loyalty that was decided.

Etched. Right there in the bones, and that was what I needed. I needed a love that couldn’t see

me.We were never a decision. We were already made.In January, three months after we met,

we rented our apartment together. A few weeks later, on Valentine’s Day, he pulled out a ring

as we returned home from dinner. He killed the engine and opened a little box. I smiled,

knowing what was about to happen. “I’ll marry you,” I said, “but put that thing away and ask me



again. This is not romantic. This is a parking lot. And you have to ask my dad first.” I was a real

stickler for tradition.So he asked again, after we knew I was pregnant, this time in the middle of

the restaurant where I waitressed. He walked in with flowers, wearing a dress shirt and tie. The

restaurant was packed with a Friday night dinner crowd when he got down on one knee and

asked. I said yes, and everybody cheered. We were engaged and I was pregnant with our love

child and in the movies this was all going to be quite perfect.And it was. Even the nurses said

so.• • • �For two days in the birthing center the dream went on. Our baby girl slept in my

arms and nursed while our friends came and went. We took a thousand pictures. Mac slept in

that chair “bed” and I dressed my baby girl in outfit after outfit, all scented, all carefully chosen,

while I wondered what the fuck happened to my vagina and how I’d ever pee again. One of the

outfits was pink and fuzzy on the inside with a white bear on the front. It made me think of the

nine months and several days of perfection I had just experienced—until I stepped outside the

birthing center as a mother, and the rest began.My story wasn’t untrue. It was simply

unsustainable.2Stop Drinking When Your Lips Go NumbI did not start on that balcony. I did not

wake up one day dropped into a life of pregnancy, cigarettes, a three-month-old relationship,

and an almost college degree. I built that, one moment at a time, while I thought I was building

something else.I probably began on a two-week trip to Honduras when I was sixteen years old,

which I heard about one day in my public speaking class. I attended an all-girls Catholic school

in Santa Rosa, California, in the middle of vineyards, where winery owners and their offspring

lived. The trip was “an opportunity to learn about the rainforest and conservation,” but more

accurately it was a chance to send privileged kids to a “third world” country to learn guilt,

American exceptionalism, and how local ignorance caused the destruction of the rainforest (as

opposed to, say, global capitalism).I did not know this, nor did I care. I was simply aching for

something new.My mother worked in the school’s kitchen for my discounted tuition, so the trip

made little sense in the financial context of our lives, but I presented it to her as a situation

deciding my continued survival, as only a sophomore with a vision can. My mother leapt in my

support as she had always done, my grandparents donated to the cause, and, somehow, a few

months later, I was stepping off a plane into a wall of humidity.In the Tegucigalpa airport, I

watched men in green camouflage uniforms pace the halls with machine guns in their arms.

They were terrifying, but my teachers explained they were “protecting us.” As we approached

the yellow school bus that would cart us around for the next week, my friend Gloria asked, “Are

those bullet holes?” and I looked up with delight at the black spider punctures around the bus.

They were indeed bullet holes. My God, I thought, how exotic!Sweaty and giddy and wearing

fanny packs, we shuffled into the bus and drove in what appeared to be the wrong direction on

a highway into thick vegetation. We spent the next week hiking in the wet, green rainforest

behind a man with a machete, who whacked a path in front of us while teaching us about local

plants, animals, and indigenous populations. We dove into glistening swimming holes below

warm, white waterfalls until we broke for naps on shaded rocks. We ate lychee nuts, beans,

rice, and tortillas at every meal, every day. The other girls complained of the monotony, but I

loved watching the Honduran woman who made our tortillas in a clay oven. I would wave at her

and smile and she would wave back, but never move from the oven’s face. I felt we were

experiencing something sacred when we ate her food, something old and vital. It never

occurred to me that she never seemed to leave that spot in front of the roaring oven, cooking

for a bunch of wine country kids.Nearly every day we would take an excursion in the bullet-hole

bus, and every time we did, we would for reasons unknown pick up a lady with a cage of

chickens. If our bus got stuck in the sand, the driver shoved palm fronds in front of the tires

while we lined up behind the rear bumper and pushed with all our might. When our bus broke



down completely, the driver walked down the road a few hundred feet, bought a Coca-Cola in a

tall glass bottle, reclined against a bus tire, and took a nap. We just sort of waited there,

dumbly, while he snoozed, wondering what our next move was. Drink a Coca-Cola, I thought,

that’s the next move. So I did. The other kids refused, for fear the bottle was washed in unclean

water.We drove by people living on cardboard, sweeping dirt floors, riding ten to twenty in

backs of trucks. I saw a young girl taking a shit in the street. I felt enlightened. I watched the

poverty with a distant gaze, as if it were occurring in a fishbowl on the shelf. I was too young to

see real suffering, too ignorant to understand my country’s contributions.One day on a hike in

the rainforest, I accepted our guide’s suggestion that we try eating termites out of a tree “for

protein.” I stuck a stick into a small hole in the bark just as he had done and ate the few unlucky

bugs that wandered up. He was correct; they were crunchy and tasted like sap. I was the only

girl who did it, and I was disgusted as their little bodies crunched between my teeth, but I

wanted the other girls to wonder at my bravery. I wanted to shock them with my valor. But

mostly, I wanted to not be bored. At sixteen, I was already bored: with school, church, my

family, my little job at a local pool’s snack bar. I needed some damn escapades.We spent the

second week on Roatán, an island in the Caribbean with dirt roads, a plumber who stopped by

occasionally from the mainland (whether or not your shower was broken), and where the mail

came every two weeks by way of Florida. We spent our days there snorkeling above the

Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, learning about its fish and destruction, and how urine soothes the

burn of jellyfish stings.Before we left the United States, we attended ominous meetings with

our parents in which the teachers described in somber tones how dangerous Honduras could

be for American children.“They will steal you, and then they will kill you because your

passports are worth more than you are.”“They will steal you, and they will rape you, and you

will not come back.”

Stephanie, WhenCrazyMeetsExhaustion, “Mental health issues and addiction are not

prejudice. I really want to write something profound and meaningful that expresses how I feel

about this book, about Janelle's experience. I want to use exactly the right words that evoke

exactly the right emotion, and leave no detail out, but truthfully? I'm having a hard time.

Because how do you review someone's life? Some other of the reviews had no problem

passing judgement on the author's LIFE, and while I'm sure it's comfortable in their ivory

towers, Janelle was willing to put herself out there for the benefit of others. THAT is a great

story.The bravery it takes to share the ugly underbelly of the broken mental health system and

addiction and abandoning one's own children? This story is a gut-punch because it's so true.

It's raw, and if you're not ready for honesty to stare you in the face, you're not ready for this

book. Those who are upset with how "vanilla" Janelle's life was prior to falling into the abyss

have missed the entire point. Mental health issues and addiction aren't exclusive; there is no

poster child for bipolar disorder or postpartum depression or cocaine addiction. Janelle could

be any one of us--or any one of our family members or friends. The difference between the rest

and Janelle is that she's telling her story instead of rotting in the ground because of

it.Rosemary carrots.Motherhood fails.Rehab.Windshield wipers.Whiskey benders.Water births

like the sunrise.Abandoning your children.Good News

Jack.Homelessness.Redemption.Dissatisfaction.Honesty.Love, loss.The dark humor

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/kZkYl/Im-Just-Happy-to-Be-Here-A-Memoir-of-Renegade-Mothering


juxtaposed with the severity of Janelle's situation made me laugh, then feel bad for laughing. I

held on to the little glimpses of hope the way I imagine she and her family did, only to be fooled

again and again by the ruse of addiction. Even on the other side of addiction, she embodies

this restlessness many of us have experienced in early Motherhood, and she doesn't apologize

for wanting MORE. She loves her children and while she is finally able to delight in the

seemingly small, like parent-teacher conferences, she makes no apology for lusting after

intellectual stimulation, five minutes to herself, or a break from the monotony. What begins as a

story like any of ours, morphs into something straight out of the movies, and eventually rounds

out the edges--but make no mistake: the edges are still there.A straight-talker, no-bullshitter,

Janelle writes her blog in the same way. I highly recommend both Renegade Mothering and I'm

Just Happy to Be Here if for no other reason than to read a woman who has been to the black,

found her way home, and somehow continues to make us laugh as she exposes her darkest

moments and most frightening thoughts.(I was fortunate enough to receive an advanced copy

of the book--grab your copy today!)”

Sarah MacLaughlin, “This book took my breath away.. It feels impossible to write a review of

this book that will do it justice. I was thrilled to receive my ARC and tore through it. It's raw. It's

real. Just when you think you know where it's going, you find out you're wrong. It's a bold

memoir. Janelle is unflinching and fearless. She stares herself straight in the eye and tells us

her isn't-always-pretty story.It's a story about growing up. First as a child, who faces her share

of adversity. Then as an adult trying to make sense of herself and her history. It's about

addiction and recovery and mental health, but so much more than that. Janelle grabs your

hand and takes you with her as she wrestles her considerable demons"right there on the mat.I

was equal parts appalled and inspired. Mostly by her bravery. This book shows us we can

embrace the paradox of being human. How we can all be wonderful and terrible, EVEN AS

MOTHERS.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Raw, honest and so damn good it will take your breath away.. It's been

awhile since I read something that devastated me as much as this raw, beautiful book but here

I am—recovering from the emotional trip that Janelle Hanchett took me on with her perfectly

executed memoir. While the book takes a much more serious, introspective tone than her loyal

followers have come to love on her wildly popular Renegade Mothering blog, I believe all

readers— seasoned and new fans alike— will undoubtedly find themselves falling in love with

how well written, heartbreakingly beautiful this story is.Janelle has crafted something so much

more than an account of her own addiction and the result is a book that anyone who is a

woman, mother, daughter, wife or human can relate to. Despite the fact that I am not an addict

myself, I found myself furiously highlighting an embarrassing amount of passages, nodding

along at the universal truth of what it means to find your way in this wicked world. Janelle’s

ability to cut right through the shit, straight to the heart of our ugliest truths is a refreshing

change of pace in a world of over filtered mommy blogs and sugar coated addiction memoirs.If

you are/were an addict, are the child of an addict, are married to or love yourself an addict: this

book is for you.If you have ever yelled at your children until your throat hurt and then turned

around and sobbed at the way their eyelashes touch their perfect cheeks just two hours later:

this book is for you.If you have ever looked around at the life you are living and wondered how

you ever signed on for something so mind numbingly boring: this book is for you.If you have

ever stood in a crowd of people who are supposed to be your peers and felt completely and

utterly alone: this book is for you.If there has ever been a time in your life where you are sure



you’ve been too ugly and too horrid to ever be loved ever again: this book is for youJanelle

Hanchett’s memoir is a love story, but not the one you’re used to. It is an ode to family and

marriage and motherhood, but without filtering out the ugliest parts of it all. It is a raw reflection

of addiction and a startling look at the lengths one goes to self destruct in search of the next

high. But above all else, I’m Just Happy To Be Here is a story of coming home again and again

and again and of the courage it takes to face your own bullshit straight on.”

Rhonda Linton, “It HAD to be written.... So much more than just a recount of addiction- it's

about being a mum, a woman, hope and fears, triumphs and crushing lows. Anyone that has

followed Janelles excellent blog will know her tone and expression and will devour this. It

needed to be said because it is so many of us. I could not look away, even when the tears

rolled. Beautifully written”

helen clayton, “Not another self help book. Just an account of a human being being a human

being. With all the pain and joy that carries with it. Love it. If you read Renegade Mother you

need this back story.”

Wendy, “Wow! What a a beautiful, powerful book!. This book was fabulous. As a reader of

Renegade Mothering for some time I have always loved Janelle’s writing. This solidly cements

her as a truly amazing human reading all she has survived. I would highly recommend his but

make sure you have some time free as I couldn’t put it down and read it in one sitting!”

Heather Allyn, “Honest and heartbreaking, ending with hope. Janelle Hanchett's honesty is all

at once heartbreaking and heartwarming. Her perspective on what it means to be a human

who struggles with addiction adds an incredibly important voice to the dominant cultural

narrative of motherhood, and who we can and cannot be once we become a parent.I read it

the first time in a little over a day, and then I read it again, slowly, to soak up all the strength

and wisdom that exudes from the pages.You will laugh, you will cry, and at some points you

might want to throw the book at the wall. For all the best reasons.Thank you, Janelle, for

putting your story and your work out there, I truly believe that by telling the truth in all its

hideousness and beauty, you have changed the world.”

Jen Anderson, “I love this book so much. I love this book so much. It is raw, real, and just

heartwrenching. I laughed, I cried, and devoured it in a few days. I applaud Hanchett's bravery

in sharing her story, and only wished there was more story! If you have ever read her blog, you

will love this book! Highly recommended!”
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