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Strange Love: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Accept My Feelings 

 Shelby’s smart. Those words have echoed around my brain since I began forming 

memories. Everybody’s in agreement: I am intelligent. Great. Now what? Well, if I’m so smart, 

then I better have something to show for it; I started gathering information on anything and 

everything that I could possibly absorb. I approached nearly every event in my life as if I were 

delivering a PowerPoint presentation on it. Job interview? Please see slides A-F on reasons why I 

would make an excellent server/administrative assistant/customer service representative. 

Favorite color? Turn your attention to slides G and H for reasons why blue, and cool colors 

specifically, are better for your brain and how they help you to relax. This strategy has been 

relatively successful, or at least that’s what I’d been able to tell myself. As I came to find out, 

there are some gaping holes in my knowledge. Evidently, there’s another way of approaching 

things, a slightly less-objective strategy, and that is to think with your feelings. I don’t have a 

single slide on feelings. She’s so smart.  

 At the age of 26 I moved back in with my dad and my stepmom, Rochelle, which, all in 

all, turned out to be a nice arrangement for all of us. It’s always the three of us– my dad, my 

stepmom, and me. The three amigos. We do all kinds of activities together, but one of the more 
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regular occurrences is family dinner. More specifically, we hold family dinner at a restaurant, so 

nobody is obligated to do the dishes afterwards. We talk about the day’s issues, our woes, our 

hopes, our dreams. It’s always a nice way to spend an evening, except the night it specifically 

wasn’t.  

 The entrance to the restaurant is a wind-tunnel of hot air to protect the patrons inside 

from the frigid outdoor temperatures. It’s size and low lighting always make the place feel 

intimate. We sat in the usual order against the bar: dad, me, then Rochelle, all in a line. The 

bartender knows us and greets us using our first names. Intimate.  

 “There’s no real way to tell what causes it, you know?” My dad was reacting to some 

extreme weather event– the most recent fire, earthquake, series of tornados, or something. He 

was animated about it, his hands moved with his words, “Everyone thinks something different, 

and there’s information coming out all over the place, so how can anyone really know?” 

 “Well, it’s a scientific consensus that climate change is due in large part to human 

activity. It’s as close to being a fact as something in science can be.” I smirked when I said this, 

as if I had interjected a groundbreaking piece of information into the conversation.  

 “What are you talking about? You can’t just say something is a fact when everyone has 

their own version of ‘facts,’” his tone became noticeably more brusque.  

 “What are you talking about? That’s not what a fact is. They aren’t perspectives or 

opinions. It doesn’t matter how anyone feels about them or thinks about them, two plus two is 

four whether you’re aware of it or not. It’s an objective—”  

 My dad was uninterested and unimpressed, “So show me. Show me your ‘facts.’ Cite it.” 
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 I could tell this conversation was headed in a bad way, but I was sure that if I displayed 

what I absolutely knew to be irrefutable evidence of human activity causing global warming, 

then, surely, he would see the light. So, I opened my mental filing cabinet labeled SCIENCE, 

checked under GLOBAL WARMING, and started citing my sources. 

 “Well, Alexandria Ocasio Cortez cites human activity as a major reason for climate 

change and—” These were the moments I lived for. I loved the opportunity to display how much 

stuff I know. These were the moments my chin and my horse were up the highest.   

 “That’s enough. You think that you can just steamroll everyone’s ideas and thoughts 

because you’re so smart. You just think you know everything,” my dad’s voice was filled with 

contempt.  

It felt like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room, like we were caught up in a dust 

storm. My stepmom knew better than to interject. She has always been the most empathetic of 

the three of us and could see clearly what was about to transpire. Her ability to sit quietly and 

refrain from wrapping herself up in these situations is nothing short of a superpower to me.  

 How dare he? Didn’t he know that knowing a lot of information gave me the exact right 

to steamroll others? To educate the masses? To instill wisdom into the hearts and minds of those 

around me? Of course humans cause climate change; just give me a second to prove it.  

I was furious at this point. I couldn’t believe his audacity. It was as if my dad was being 

purposefully obtuse.  

 “Whatever, it’s not my problem if you don’t know what a f–––– fact is,” and then I 

walked out of the restaurant. Well, stormed out.  
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I didn’t understand what was happening to my brain. I knew I was right. I knew I was 

right beyond a reasonable doubt. That didn’t feel like it was the point, though. Really, I was 

afraid to confront something that had been lurking around the recesses of my mind since I can 

remember: if my facts weren’t enough, then I wasn’t enough.  

I thought my value as a person was intrinsically tied to how visibly smart I was. This 

meant that I could study and learn and read to show everyone I had honestly earned the title. This 

was something I could control. Here you go, world, here’s the evidence. That kind of smart isn’t 

always applicable, though.  

That conversation exposed a long-standing crack in a system I pretended was perfect. No 

matter how right I may have been, I was absolutely devasted that I had gotten into a fight with 

my dad. Make no mistake, I was mad about the injustice of the whole thing, but what was really 

gnawing away at me was how rude I had been to him. It felt wrong. I walked the rest of the way 

home and then waited for my family to return like a sad dog confident this was the time its 

owner left forever. That night, I decided to do something unusual. I thought I’d talk to them 

about the way that conversation made me feel.  

I told my dad I was sorry. And that I loved him. That’s all that even matters.    

I thought my book knowledge was the most essential part of my personhood, but the 

ability to practice empathy and to be compassionate are far more important. I leaned too heavily 

into my academic prowess that evening, and I could have done irreparable damage to one of my 

most important relationships. Luckily, our family dynamic remains the same. That’s always been 

the most important thing, even if I didn’t realize it at the time.  
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So, I’ve added some additional information to my collection. I’ve got a newly renovated 

section of my brain space labeled WHY FEELINGS ARE ACCEPTABLE AND EVEN GOOD. 

It turns out that feeling justified in your anger just means you’re going to stay angry longer. It 

also turns out that doing the right thing might be even more important than being right. 

Somehow, I missed these lessons, but I would be a fool to attempt living without them. You see, 

I would sooner burn the entire brain filing system to the ground than do damage to any of my 

relationships with my loved ones. Smart.  

 

   

  

 


