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For Dan
When my heart broke, you held a few of the pieces 

tightly in your grasp for a while and kept them safe. 
Then one day, you quietly offered those little pieces 
back to me. We trusted God to stitch all the pieces of us 
back together like a patchwork quilt . . . more beautiful 
than before. He took our broken hearts and our broken 
marriage and created a love and tenderness I never 
imagined. Today I’m so grateful for the things that 
broke me. That broke us.

It was all just a part of our becoming. Now ours is 
my very favorite love story. I’m so grateful to live this 
ordinary little life with you. I love you.
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9

this ordinary life

Joy comes to us in moments— ordinary moments. We risk miss-
ing out on joy when we get too busy chasing down the extraor-
dinary.

— Brené Brown, Daring Greatly

I used to think I wanted a perfect life. Needed a perfect life. 
For years I worked my tail off for it, actually. I suppose I was 
trying to drown out the little voice whispering in my ear for 
as long as I could remember, “There is something very wrong 
with you.” I thought maybe if I appeared perfect enough, I’d 
prove that voice wrong.

Then one morning, while on hospital rounds during my fam-
ily practice residency, the attending physician pulled me aside in 
the hall and, with worried eyes, asked, “Mikala, is everything 
okay?” I scanned my mind for an acceptable response. What is 
it we’re supposed to say?

I hadn’t been able to hide the panic from my eyes all morn-
ing. I couldn’t keep my attention focused on the questions and 
numbers and matters at hand, on all the hurting patients right 
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in front of my face. Because the night before, I found a black 
sock tucked up in the beams of our basement ceiling. My hands 
trembled as I unwrapped it and discovered evidence of just how 
bad things were with my husband. Pills and powders and other 
terrifying things. My mind flashed to our newborn asleep in the 
crib upstairs. And that next morning during rounds when the 
attending fixed his worried eyes on my panicked face, I longed 
to tell him. The truth.

I wanted to scream it, actually. “No. NOOOOO!!!! Every-
thing is not okay! Everything is broken! My husband. My mar-
riage. My life. It’s all falling apart. Addiction is overtaking 
us!” But instead, I softly replied, “I’m fine. Sorry. I’m just . . . 
tired, I guess.”

Ah. There it was. That’s what we’re supposed to say.

I didn’t tell anyone about any of it.
I didn’t tell anyone my husband was on drugs and my 

marriage was failing. I didn’t mention that I was floundering 
through my training to become a family practice doctor and 
it was choking the life out of me. Or that I was struggling to 
hold it together for my two little boys at home. I never relayed 
how desperately lonely and sad and scared I was— positive I 
was the only one struggling. And I didn’t tell a single soul that, 
deep down, I’d convinced myself there must be something very 
wrong with me.

Nope.
I didn’t mention any of my painful truth to anyone.
I just smiled.
I worked a little more and pushed a little harder. I pretended. A 

lot. I showed up wherever I went and talked about kids or work or 
mom stuff or clothes or paint colors for my kitchen or how many 
pounds I needed to lose. The more I fumbled along through life, 
the nicer my clothes were, the better my hair looked, the wider 
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my smile. And even though my life was crumbling down around 
my ankles, I strived that much harder to appear perfect.

Because isn’t that what we’re supposed to be doing down 
here? Isn’t our main job on earth to attempt to live the most 
perfect life possible? And wouldn’t anything less than perfect 
just seem . . . ordinary?

In truth, it felt like I was carrying a gigantic load. Picture 
me with six or seven or more big, heavy boxes of varying sizes, 
each slapped with a different label such as Motherhood, Wifely 
Roles, Addict Husband, Workload, Body Image, Self- doubt, 
Emotional Baggage. I stumbled around every day under the 
weight of this load, attempting to keep it all balanced and pre-
vent my stack from toppling over. I made sure each box was 
sealed up tight so no one could see the ugly contents inside, 
and though I felt completely overwhelmed and exhausted and 
afraid and alone, on the outside I pretended things were fine. 
Perfectly fine!

I assumed that if I shared my real, messy, broken self with 
the world, people might not like me. People might judge me. 
People might talk about me behind my back. People might not 
want to be my friend. My real self, living this very real life, was 
too embarrassing. So every day I did my best to pretend.

Until eventually it all broke down.
My husband went to drug rehab. Again. And it became un-

deniably clear he was either going to get better . . . or die. Sud-
denly, all the boxes I was balancing came tumbling down, and 
my ugly truth spilled out all over the ground. In what felt like 
utter defeat, I dropped to my knees and began sifting. I raked 
through the pain and brokenness and sadness and fear and 
hurt and lies, and though my hands were cut and bleeding, I 
delicately began to pick up the pieces.

Only this time, instead of shoving my pain and brokenness 
back into boxes and sealing them all up tight, I chose something 
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revolutionary. I decided to stop pretending, and I stepped out 
into the world as me. The very real, messy, mostly ordinary me 
living this very real, messy, mostly ordinary life. And what hap-
pened next came softly. Slowly. Almost imperceptibly at first.

One little story, one hard truth, one authentic moment at 
a time, I learned to extend my hands and offer my pain and 
brokenness and truth for others to see. At work. In relation-
ships. At Al- Anon meetings. Through my writing. And in re-
turn, people began trusting me with the contents of their own 
boxes. Now, every day I do my best to hold it all with tender 
hands— people’s broken and sharp parts, their pieces with fray-
ing edges, all their fear and self- doubt and guilt, their sickness 
and loss and pain.

During that season spent picking up the pieces, I discovered 
our pain and brokenness isn’t something to be boxed up or 
hidden away. It’s something to be borne. Together. And if we’re 
paying attention, we’ll find Jesus right there, shouldering it all 
and loving us through it, and offering grace and mercy and joy 
and helping us find beauty amid the rubble. Somehow, when I 
stopped striving and pretending, a beautiful life of connection 
and love and faith had room to emerge. And now I know.

“Perfect” is pretend.
I had been chasing the wrong thing all along! What I really 

want, and what I still so desperately need, is an ordinary life. 
A real, hard, lovely, ordinary life. With a sober husband and 
a whole herd of kids in a messy house. With days spent as a 
stay- at- home mom driving back and forth to school and sports 
and activities, then yelling at everyone to hang up their bags 
and put away their shoes. With a chubby tummy and tank tops 
and my flip- flops in our cookie- cutter house on an ordinary 
street in an ordinary neighborhood. With friends and church 
and love and neighbors and books and tomatoes in the garden 
and Truth and our poorly trained dog, Fern.
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So this book is about that. About becoming ordinary.
I’m taking my stories out of the boxes for all to see, and the 

pages that follow are the story of my truth— my journey toward 
surrendering “perfect” in order to really live this good, hard, 
ridiculously imperfect, heartachingly beautiful, ordinary life. 
It’s the story of becoming me. My becoming.

More than anything else from reading my story, I’d love 
to have you join me. But please know, my story doesn’t mean 
you have to stay with your spouse. Or leave. It doesn’t mean 
you have to quit your job or chase some new passion or have 
another baby or move a thousand miles away from home. This 
isn’t a How- To book. In fact, you might find my story to be a 
mostly How- NOT- To guide to life. But I hope you’ll see it as 
an invitation to stop pretending. And be you. Listen.

Can we tuck fear aside and unpack our truths for others to see?
Can we stop trying to carry our brokenness and pain alone 

and dare to ask for help?
Can we show up not as our best- appearing selves but as our 

truest selves?
Can we remember to pray every single day for guidance and 

love and support?
Can we hand our backbreaking load over to Jesus and put 

on His yoke instead? After all, His “burden is light.”1

Can we silence that critical inner voice and believe we are 
imperfectly perfect enough?

Can we realize that “perfect” is pretend after all?
You see, every day we have a choice. We can either spend 

our days on this earth striving for more and pretending to be 
perfect, hiding all our flaws and imperfections, and never really 
connecting or feeling seen, or we can choose to be real. Then, 
with open arms and true love and authentic connection, maybe 
we can finally discover the incredible gift of a startlingly or-
dinary life.
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PA RT  O N E

And I choose ordinary. What about you?
Won’t you grab my hand? Let’s decide to live and breathe 

and work and love wherever God has placed us. And let’s share 
our one precious, beautiful, ordinary life . . . together. I’ll be 
me. You be you.

Come on. Let’s be ordinary. On purpose.

PA RT  O N E
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surrendering 
“perfect”
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ONE

widen the circle

As a child, my Cabbage Patch doll was a hand- sewn imitation 
made with so much yarn hair that she tipped over whenever I 
tried to make her sit on her own. “That’s not a real Cabbage 
Patch!” my cousin scoffed.

I was so embarrassed.
When kindergarten rolled around, I was thrilled when my 

mother bought me a bright pink Cabbage Patch backpack with 
the half- face of a Cabbage Patch Kid and yarn pigtails sewn to 
the front. On the first day of school, I boarded the big yellow 
school bus with my empty pink, very authentic Cabbage Patch 
backpack dangling down my back. I smiled at the camera over 
my shoulder, feeling so proud. And I vividly remember on the 
last day of kindergarten rifling through that now- tattered pink 
backpack and pulling out my report card on the bumpy ride 
home from school. My eyes raced down the neat little column 
of boxes—A, A, A, A, A. Whew! I breathed a sigh of relief. 
Straight A’s. Here was tangible proof I was doing life right. 
Perfectly, even.
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Years later, at the final interview for my first real job as 
a family practice physician, I wore my best slacks, a ruffled 
floral blouse, and some pointy- toed shoes. I curled my hair 
in waves that framed my face and completed the outfit with a 
leather briefcase I had borrowed from my mom. I wanted to 
look professional, but that briefcase was completely empty. 
Still, I summoned my greatest confidence and strode into the 
conference room with the empty briefcase swinging by my 
side.

A few moments before the meeting began, the HR represen-
tative leaned over and quietly whispered, “Mikala, you should 
negotiate for $10,000 more.”

I looked at her quizzically, and she just smiled. When the 
corporate guys came in to review my final contract, I asked for 
$10,000 more, and as I signed my name on the line, I saw the 
HR rep give me a small wink.

I felt just like a little girl dressed up in fancy, grown- up clothes. 
Just like the little girl riding home from school on a bumpy yel-
low bus. I glanced down at the amount written on the line in 
my contract and exhaled a shaky breath. Six figures. Here was 
tangible proof I was doing life right. Perfectly, even. I pushed the 
thought of my husband living in an addiction recovery house 
right out of my mind. Then I tucked the contract into my empty 
briefcase and walked away.

It seems my journey toward becoming ordinary did not pro-
gress smoothly or easily through a series of childhood life events 
from which I deduced important life lessons in order to learn 
and grow and figure out life. But rather, through a number of 
repeated stumbles and falls. Leaving me constantly with blood-
ied knees and wondering why in the world everyone else received 
the manual about how to do life while I was kept in the dark. 
Pretending. Like when you’re not in on an inside joke but when 
everyone else laughs, you laugh too.
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Growing up, what other people thought of me was absolutely 
essential, and I did everything I possibly could to act just right 
and follow all the rules— to fit in. But you know what the tricky 
part about that was? The rules seemed different everywhere I 
looked.

I learned very early on that teachers and parents and grown- 
ups really needed me to follow a specific set of rules. I suppose 
it made them feel better and more successful as teachers and 
parents and grown- ups if a child could figure out how to look 
just right and talk just right and act just right and appear, well 
. . . perfect. So, I did that. I chased perfection. But it seemed 
as though my peers had a whole new set of standards I needed 
to follow.

I attempted to blend in. Everywhere. I tried to fly a little under 
the radar in every single social situation. I followed whatever 
rules were set by whichever particular group I happened to be 
in at the time. I became a chameleon. The ultimate people- 
pleaser. I could be sporty or cheery or intelligent or sweet. And 
I managed to make it work. Mostly. I’m pretty sure if you asked 
anyone from high school or college, they’d have no idea what I 
am talking about. But can you relate? Writer Shauna Niequist 
has this to say of pushing and proving and people- pleasing in 
her life- giving memoir, Present Over Perfect:

I’ve always trusted things outside myself, believing that my own 
voice couldn’t be trusted, that my own preferences and desires 
would lead me astray, that it was far wiser and safer to listen to 
other people— other voices, the voices of the crowd. I believed 
it was better to measure my life by metrics out there, instead 
of values deeply held in my own soul and spirit.1

I never believed I had anything to offer. I was somehow 
under qualified to be the expert on even my own life. So I did 

I followed whatever 
rules were set by 

whichever particular 
group I happened to 

be in at the time.
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everything I could to please the crowd. Everyone outside my-
self. And the truth was, I spent my entire life feeling like I was 
standing on the outside of a giant circle looking in.

To me, the inside of the Circle meant being beautiful and 
cool and popular. The inside of the Circle meant true belong-
ing and represented all the things I constantly pretended to 
be. Every morning I left the house with the sole intention of 
keeping one foot inside that coveted Circle. I had the right hair. 
I wore the right clothes. I participated in all the right activities. 
And for me, nothing worked better to keep me inside that Circle 
than having the right friend— someone with a spot secured right 
in the center of the Circle.

I found a friend just like that in middle school. She was little 
and cute and outgoing and confident and bubbly. She seemed 
to know everyone . . . and everyone liked her. Everyone wanted 
to be friends with my best friend in the whole world. And I 
got to be her lucky sidekick.

I spent my days with her riding bikes to the pool or rolling 
through the Wendy’s drive- through on our rollerblades. She was 
how I met older boys and tried alcohol and hitched rides home 
from the mall and went to parties where I discovered what pot 
smelled like. I felt eternally lucky to be her best friend. And my 
beautiful friend seemed to accept and love the real me. Plus, 
she made me cool.

The summer before high school, the two of us made a list 
of acceptable boys to date using some strict criteria (like hot, 
popular, older). So naturally, when Dan Albertson started 
calling me, I ditched my friend for him. After all, he was 
on our list! And he was further inside the Circle than even 
my adorable friend was . . . he was smart, popular, hand-
some, athletic, and older. He was the kind of  popular kid 
who knew everyone’s name and waved to every single person 
in the hallway. He was cool, confident, and kind. Plus, he 
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could drive! Every one liked Dan Albertson. And I got to be 
his lucky girlfriend.

I didn’t intend to ditch my best friend. Not really. But it wasn’t 
long before I devoted every free moment to my new boyfriend, 
and the closeness with my best friend sort of floated away over 
time. I completely ignored how much this probably hurt her, 
and I spent the rest of my years of high school on his arm. He 
made fitting into the Circle easy for me. Next to him, I didn’t 
have to pretend. I was sure it was love. I eventually married him, 
so maybe it was?

Dan was the perfect accessory to my perfect life. I was a 
straight- A student (until that devastating B in calculus), a can-
didate for the prom court, salutatorian at graduation, and fol-
lowing my senior year, I went on a full- ride academic scholar-
ship to the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, where I would 
be pre- med. All the teachers and parents and grown- ups were 
so happy!

On the flip side, I also rode around a lot in cars with older 
boys and tried pot and hung out at house parties drinking Zima 
and had sex with my boyfriend as a teen. Oh, and I lied. A lot. 
My parents almost always thought I was at the dance. All my 
peers were so happy!

I struck the ever- elusive balance in life. Perfect exterior. Per-
fect accomplishments. All while managing to please . . . every-
one. But in truth, I lived with this little bit of fear and dread 
that one day people would notice I didn’t really belong in any 
of it. I felt different. I wasn’t perfect, actually. I was . . . ordi-
nary. And I wondered constantly when everyone might realize 
I didn’t really belong in any kind of Circle. I wondered when 
someone might expose the real, very ordinary me and shove 
me right out.

I couldn’t wait to move on. I couldn’t wait to grow up. I 
couldn’t wait to go off to college and get my degree and marry 
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my high school sweetheart and start my awesome career and 
raise my amazing family and live happily ever after. I just 
couldn’t wait to create my own Circle. I was tired of following 
everyone else’s rules. I was tired of pretending to belong. I con-
vinced myself that when I got married and started my adult life, 
the Circle would somehow disappear. I was sure there would 
be no more pretending as a grown- up.

But the Circle doesn’t really go away, does it? How disap-
pointing to realize that, even as grown- ups, we still do our 
best every day to pretend we have it all together in this life. We 
wonder with terror when someone is going to figure us out 

and expose our truth to everyone. 
We wonder when someone will real-
ize we don’t really belong anywhere. 
And we struggle every day to pre-
tend that we do! We try everything 
possible to keep a foot in the coveted 
Circle.

We strive for a well- respected ca-
reer. The right hair. Trendy clothes. 
The fancy house (beautifully deco-

rated, no less). Perfect prodigy children. Extravagant vacations. 
Family photographs in perfectly coordinated outfits (but not 
too matchy- matchy, of course). And every single success plas-
tered across social media.

SEE? LOOK AT ME! I BELONG! I’M IN THE CIRCLE!
It’s exhausting, isn’t it? All this pretending? I mean, aren’t 

we all just tired? Tired of smiling and faking and pretending 
and posturing and morphing and propping things up to look 
perfect??

Can I tell you something? Can I tell you what I’ve finally 
come to realize after all these years?

How disappointing 
to realize that, even 
as grown- ups, we 

still do our best every 
day to pretend we 
have it all together.

_Albertson_OrdinaryOnPurpose_AC_jck.indd   22_Albertson_OrdinaryOnPurpose_AC_jck.indd   22 11/9/21   11:00 AM11/9/21   11:00 AM

Ordinary on Purpose • Mikala Albertson, MD 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



widen the circle

23

Around the time my marriage was dissolving— right in the 
middle of all my pretending and striving and attempting to 
have my life together and carrying around empty briefcases and 
trying to be perfect—I looked inside the Circle I’d spent my life 
striving for. I really looked. I peered right into the middle of 
that Circle with fresh eyes, and I discovered something.

The Circle is empty.
Seriously. There’s no one inside the Circle. Not one single 

person.
Just like my pink Cabbage Patch backpack and the briefcase 

I borrowed from my mom, the Circle is empty.
In utter disbelief, I started looking around me and realized 

something else. We’re all out here. On the outside. Everyone. 
Every single one of us is standing around out here peering in. 
Attempting to get one foot across the line of that stupid Circle.

Now I know, I don’t have to pretend. And neither do you. 
Because the irony is, the Circle is pretend! We don’t have to 
push and prove and prop ourselves up— hiding our messy lives, 
forcing our plans, and putting all our energy into pretending 
to be people we’re not.

As Shauna Niequist has to say, “Now I know that the best 
thing I can offer to this world is not my force or energy, but a 
well- tended spirit, a wise and brave soul.”2

Isn’t that lovely?
So here’s what I’m proposing.
What if we just stopped? What if we stopped putting all our 

force and energy into pretending to fit in and following all the 
rules? What if we stopped trying to fill our empty backpacks 
and briefcases with straight- A report cards or six- figure con-
tracts? What if, instead of killing ourselves trying to get in, we 
lit the center of the Circle on fire and burned up all those ri-
diculous rules and expectations and lies and fake appearances? 
What if we decided to just be . . . ordinary?
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Maybe then we could join hands and create a circle around 
that fire. And we could roast s’mores. Maybe then we could 
sing songs and swap real life stories and laugh and really get 
to know one another in our beautiful, ordinary lives. Here on 
the outside of that giant bonfire. Imperfections and all. Then, 
if any others want to join, we’ll just open our hands to widen 
our circle and make some room.

Because out here, everyone belongs.
Everyone belongs.
Life becomes real and lovely and beautiful when we stop 

pretending and decide to live our hard, messy, very ordinary 
lives . . . together. Exactly as we are.

I don’t know, I think that sounds like one heck of a party. 
I think that sounds like one heck of a life. Want to join me?

I’ll grab the lighter.
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