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Preface




A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN

The experiences, strategies, and reflections in this book are drawn from the personal life of the author. They are shared for informational and motivational purposes only and do not constitute professional medical, psychological, financial, or legal advice. 

If you are experiencing a mental health crisis, thoughts of self-harm, or any other emergency, please contact a qualified professional or your local emergency services immediately. In Canada, you can reach the national crisis line by calling or texting 988. In the United States, call or text 988.

The author is not a licensed therapist, counsellor, physician, or financial advisor. What worked for him may not work for everyone. Please seek qualified professional support for your specific situation.

The author and publisher expressly disclaim any liability, loss, or risk incurred as a direct or indirect consequence of the use or application of any information contained in this book.

This book shares one person's hard-won experience. Take what is useful. Leave what is not. And please, keep going.








  
  
Introduction




The Floor Is Not the Destination

I want to be honest with you before we go any further. This book is not for people who have had a bad week. It is not for people navigating minor inconvenience or looking for a motivational lift. It is for people who are on the floor. People who have been knocked down by something serious and are genuinely unsure whether they have what it takes to get back up. 

If that is you, you are in the right place.

I have been on that floor three times in ways that should have ended things. In 1986, I walked into a job site in the forests of northern Alberta and into a gas well fire. Burns covered over eighty percent of my body. Two of my coworkers did not come home. I spent months in a burn unit learning what the human will to survive actually feels like when it is tested past every comfortable limit.

In 2012, a stroke hit me without warning. I woke up unable to finish a sentence, unable to trust my own balance, rebuilding my mind from the inside of the damage.

In August 2023, I collapsed face-down on a beach at Okanagan Lake. An aortic dissection, a tear in the main artery carrying blood from my heart through my entire torso, had been slowly killing me for over a hundred hours before it was diagnosed. The survival window for that condition is roughly forty-eight hours without treatment. By every medical measure, I should not have survived. My cardiovascular surgeon told my family to prepare for the worst.

I am still here.

In between those three events I lived through seven years of a business that was failing, losing everything financial, and the long grinding work of rebuilding from nothing more than what remained. That kind of sustained loss is its own floor. Different from a hospital bed, but just as real, and in some ways harder to navigate because there is no medical team managing your recovery.

I am not telling you any of this to be impressive. People who have experienced genuine suffering are not impressed by credentials in suffering. They know it is not a competition. I am telling you where what follows comes from, because I think you deserve to know. These are not theories I developed at a distance from comfortable circumstances. They are things I learned from the inside of the hardest seasons of my life, tested under conditions I would not wish on anyone, and found to hold up when everything else did not.

There is one other thing worth saying at the outset. Many of the most serious tests I have faced came in the second half of my life. The burn was at twenty-seven. But the stroke came at fifty-three, the business collapse ran across my fifties, and the aortic dissection arrived at sixty-four. If you are reading this in your forties, fifties, sixties or older, and you are looking at a crisis and wondering whether you have enough left in the tank for another rebuild, this book is written with you specifically in mind. Not because the principles only apply in that season of life. They do not. But because getting back up in the second half of life is a particular challenge that deserves to be named honestly. You have more to lose. You have less patience for pretending. You have already survived enough to know that nothing is guaranteed. And you have more wisdom to bring to the work than you may currently believe.

The cultural message around you, often unspoken but consistently present, is that recovery in the second half of life is about managing decline rather than building something new. That the best chapters are the ones you already lived. That resilience at sixty is somehow different in kind, not just degree, from resilience at thirty.

I want to push back on that directly. My cardiovascular surgeon recently reviewed my scans, confirmed the stents are doing their job, and when I described my training schedule he said something I have thought about since. He said he wishes more of his patients told him about their gym routine instead of him having to be the one pushing them toward it. That is not a minor statement from a man who manages cardiac patients for a living. I am sixty-seven years old. I have two stents in my aorta and a history that should, by statistical probability, have ended me at least three times. What I have is the result of refusing to accept the floor as the destination. Not once, but repeatedly, over decades.

That is available to you as well.

Before we go any further, I want to speak directly to you. Not to the reader in general. To you, right now, wherever you are in this.

If you are just coming into your crisis, hours in, days in, maybe months in, and you picked up this book because someone handed it to you or you reached for anything that might help, then hear this: getting back up is not just for the person next to you. It is for you. You can do this.

Determine right now, in whatever part of you can still make a decision, that you are going to get back up. That you are going to take this one day at a time, one step at a time. That you are going to use every resource and every person available to you. That nothing and nobody is going to have the final word on your story.

Do not quit. Whatever you do, do not quit. Even if it looks impossible right now. Even if the voice in your head is asking what is the point. Do not listen to that. It is a lie. You can do this.

And here is the one thing I want you to hold onto right now, before any chapter, before any principle, before anything else in this book: you have the power of choice. That has not been taken from you. Use it.

Every chapter that follows is a tool. Some chapters will apply to your situation more immediately than others. Take what is useful. Come back to the rest when the season calls for it. Let's get to work.








  
  

Chapter 1

You Are Still Here





Before anything else, before strategy, before practical steps, before any of the advice in the chapters that follow, there is one foundational question worth sitting with honestly: is there still something in you that wants to keep going? Not in the abstract. Concretely. Is there a reason that matters enough to build on? 

That desire is not automatic. It does not arrive on its own or sustain itself without attention. It has to be fed. And the thing that feeds it, consistently, in my experience, is having a reason that is larger than your current circumstances.

In the burn unit in 1986, I could not move without pain. I could not speak without pain. I could not do a single thing for myself. The medical staff did everything. What I could control, and it was genuinely the only thing I could control, was whether I cooperated with the process. Whether I chose, in the smallest ways available to me, to keep going. That is the will to live in its most reduced form. Not heroism. Not exceptional courage. Just the daily decision to keep saying yes to the process of surviving.

There was a moment in that burn unit that I have never forgotten. My breathing had become dangerously shallow. I had gone somewhere dark and distant, somewhere that felt very far from the world of the living. What pulled me back was a voice. My mother's voice, calling my name with a steady, urgent persistence. That voice was a thread back to the living world. I followed it. When I opened my eyes, she was sitting beside the bed, leaning toward me, refusing to let go. I have thought about that moment many times in the decades since. Sometimes the will to live is entirely your own. And sometimes it is someone else's refusal to release you, offered at the exact moment you need it.

What gives people the will to keep going

For most people, the deepest anchor is relational. A spouse, a child, and a parent. A close friend, someone they are not willing to leave, and someone who needs them to survive. That relational anchor is one of the most powerful forces in human endurance that I know of. When your own suffering becomes too large to push through for yourself alone, the thought of someone who still needs you can carry you through what nothing else will.

After the aortic dissection, when the darkness in the ICU was most complete, the thought that kept surfacing was not a general desire to live. It was specific people, Leanne, my sons, my daughter, a son-in-law, and a daughter-in-law. The faces of people whose lives were bound up with mine. That specificity mattered. A general desire to survive is weaker than a specific person you are not willing to leave. If you are looking for your reason to keep going, go specific. Name the person, picture their face, and that is the anchor.

For some people the anchor is purpose. The conviction that their life is not finished, that there is something they are still here to do. A contribution not yet made, a message not yet delivered, and a wrong not yet made right. This kind of purpose-anchor often emerges through the crisis itself. The very thing that knocked you down can become the thing that shows you clearly what you are still here for.

For me, underneath both of those things, is faith. The conviction that I am part of a story larger than my own suffering, and that the God who made me is not finished with me. That overarching conviction has anchored me through every crisis I have faced. There are seasons when even the relational anchor loosens under the sheer weight of pain. There are seasons when purpose feels invisible. But the conviction that my life has meaning beyond what I can currently see has not loosened once, through any of it.

The particular challenge with a later life crisis

I want to say something directly about the season many readers of this book are in, because the will to keep going is complicated in a specific way when you are in your later years facing a crisis.

When you are twenty-five and something devastating happens, the will to survive is almost instinctive. You are near the beginning of what you expect to build. Everything still feels ahead of you. But when you are fifty-five or seventy-three, the landscape is genuinely different. The children are grown, the career has peaked or changed, and the relationships you counted on have shifted. Some of the people you expected to share your later years with are already gone. The question in a crisis is not simply whether you want to survive. It is what you are surviving for. That is a harder question, and it deserves a real answer rather than a platitude.

Here is what I have observed, in my own life and in the lives of people around me: the people who get back up in mid- life and beyond are almost always people who still have something they have not yet done. Not necessarily something large or dramatic. Sometimes it is as simple as wanting to be present for grandchildren who are coming. Sometimes it is a book that has not been written. Sometimes it is a relationship that has not been repaired, an apology not yet given or received, a conversation that has been postponed long enough. Sometimes it is the deep and growing conviction that there are people behind you who will need what you have learned, and you have not yet found a way to give it to them.

The crisis, as terrible as it is, often does the work of clarifying which of those things actually matter. Some of what it strips away needed to go. What remains when everything non-essential is gone tends to be exactly the things worth surviving for.

Again, find your reason, name it, and write it down if that helps. Not a general statement about wanting to be well. Something specific, someone specific, and the more concrete the better. That is what you come back to on the days when everything else fails.

When fear moves in

There is something that happens after a major crisis that almost nobody warns you about adequately. The old version of yourself, the one who knew what they were doing, who had a role and an identity and a track record, seems to have vanished. The fire took it, the stroke took it, or the business collapse took it. The diagnosis took it. Something did. And in its place is a person who is not yet sure who they are or what they are capable of.

That gap is where fear lives. Not the clean adrenaline fear of the crisis itself. That fear, as terrible as it is, has a kind of usefulness to it. It produces action. The fear I am describing is different. It is the real, grinding fear of waking up every morning without your former confidence. The fear that you will never get it back. The fear that the person you were before the crisis is the only version of you that was worth anything, and that version is gone.

I felt this after each of my three health crises, and I felt it during the business collapse as well. The character of the fear was different each time, but the essential shape was the same: the old version of David Miller had a known set of capabilities, a recognized role, a track record. This current version is uncertain. And uncertainty, over a sustained period of time, is exhausting in a way that acute crisis is not.

That fear is lying. But telling it to stop will not make it stop, and arguing with it logically will not quiet it either. The only answer to that kind of fear is movement. Not waiting until you feel confident again, because that is not how confidence returns in the aftermath of a real crisis. It does not return because you waited for it. It returns one small gain at a time. One thing you can do today that you could not do yesterday. One task completed. One step taken into the unfamiliar. One errand run, one conversation had, one piece of the former life either recovered or consciously let go.

You do not wait for confidence and then move. You move, and confidence follows. That is the only sequence that works. I have had to learn this in three different hospital beds and one failing business, and it has been true every single time without exception.

One practical note: you do not need a reason for the rest of your life. You need a reason for tomorrow. Hold onto that. The rest of your life is too large a canvas to think about when you are on the floor. Tomorrow is manageable. Build on that.

The identity question

There is a particular form of disorientation that comes with losing the role or the identity that organized your life for many years, and it is worth naming honestly because people are often surprised by it and unprepared for it.

When a significant crisis strips away your occupation, or your health, or your financial position, it does not only take the practical things. It takes the story you were telling about yourself. The man who runs a company has a story about who he is. The woman who has been a particular kind of professional for thirty years has a story about who she is. When those things go, the story goes with them. And standing in the absence of that story, without a clear replacement for it, is disorienting in a way that is genuinely hard to describe to someone who has not experienced it.

I faced this after each of my three crises, and I faced it in a sustained way during the business collapse. The man who had been capable and competent and in motion, who had a recognized role and a defined set of contributions to make, was temporarily unavailable. And the person who remained was uncertain in ways I had not been uncertain since I was very young.

What I found, over time and with some difficulty, is that the crisis was doing something to the identity question that needed to happen. It was removing the layers of the identity that were circumstantial, the things that were true of me because of what I did and what I had accumulated, and leaving something more essential. The question was not who I was because of the role and the business and the reputation. The question was who I was underneath those things. What was there when everything else was gone.

That is a harder question than most people want to face in ordinary seasons. But it is the right question, and the crisis created the conditions in which it could not be avoided. For most people I have talked to who have been through serious loss, the answer they found to that question was more solid than anything they had built on top of it. The essential self, the person you are independent of circumstances and role and reputation, tends to be more durable than the constructed version.

Finding out who you are when everything circumstantial is stripped away is one of the less-discussed gifts of a serious crisis. It is not a gift you would choose. But it is real.

And here is what I know to be true underneath all of it: the self that remains when everything else is gone is not an accident. God knew you before any of the roles existed. He formed you before the career, the reputation, the income, or the position that the crisis stripped away. The crisis did not erase you. It uncovered you.

“For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.” – Psalm 139:13–14 (NIV)

That is your foundation. Not what you built. What He made. The crisis cannot take that, because it was never yours to lose.

The track record you already have

Here is something genuinely under-utilized by people in the second half of life who are facing a serious crisis: the track record you already have of surviving hard things.

Most people who are fifty-five or sixty-five have already been through multiple difficult seasons. A previous health scare, a professional setback, and a financial difficulty. A loss that took real time to absorb. These earlier difficulties are not just history. They are evidence. Proof, if you will look at it clearly, that you have been here before and you came through.

When I was in the ICU after the aortic dissection, that track record was genuinely part of what held me. Not because the previous crises had been identical or because I knew how this one would end. But because I had been in places before that felt as permanent and as irresolvable as this one felt, and they had not been permanent. The stroke felt permanent at its worst. The business collapse felt permanent at its worst. Neither was. The aortic dissection had every statistical reason to be the one that finished things. But even in that darkest place, the track record provided a voice that said: you have been here before. Not here exactly, but somewhere this dark. And you came through.

Your track record says the same thing to you. Use it.

If you want to read the full account of what those early days in the burn unit were like, and what God was doing in that season that I could not see until years later, the complete story is in my memoir, Faithful Through Every Fire.










