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INTRODUCTION


MADE TO THRIVE, NOT JUST SURVIVE


There are certain things about my childhood that I’ll just never forget: The fact that dogs weren’t allowed to roam our house until after I was grown and gone (really, Mom and Dad, that’s one you could have given in on sooner). Decorating the house in black for my dad’s thirtieth birthday, as if thirty is even close to old. And getting to swim in an indoor pool in second grade wearing just my Wonder Woman Underoos because my parents didn’t bring swimsuits to a family reunion in January. They got the Coolest Parents Ever award that day! But it still doesn’t make up for the dog… I’m just sayin’…


On the flip side, there are plenty of memories that are forever burned into my brain that I wish I could forget. Sometimes the events didn’t even last that long, but still, decades later, they’re crystal clear in my mind, for better or for worse. Moments of such acute pain, betrayal, or heartbreak that my mind seems to be retaining them for eternity.


You name it, it probably happened to me. But I’m certainly not the only one. It’s still shocking to me how many sharp-looking, seemingly unaffected, have-it-all-together people come up to me after they hear my story and tell me theirs is so similar to mine: Trying to satisfy an unpleasable spouse. Abuse, not always physical, but mental and emotional. Divorce. Cheating. Abandonment. Addiction, or the results of living with someone who is addicted. Rape. Molestation. The sudden passing of a loved one. Bankruptcy. Rejection. Depression. Or even just getting stuck in a cycle of self-sabotage after you’ve tried SO hard to break free.


I realize I just dropped a lot of heavy words on you. We were just getting to know one another, and then I go and hit you over the head with a laundry list of my trauma! I did that on purpose, though, because for a lot of us these are all-too-familiar experiences. Ones we don’t like to talk about. Life has yanked so many of us around just like that. You’re humming right along and—BAM—something comes way out of left field and threatens to take you down. Maybe the specifics of our circumstances differ, but we’ve all found ourselves in that moment where we feel sucker-punched by life.


I have encountered so many people—from bikers to bankers, young girls to grandpas—all sharing different scenarios of a past that has left every one of them in the same place: insecure, unsure, hurt, scared, or just plain defeated. So many wounded people are out in the world doing their best to try to erase the past from their memory, but there seems to be this hole deep in their soul.


Some people run as fast as they can from it. They change jobs, relationships, and friends. But really, is it possible to run from something that seems to be a part of you? Some try to survive by burying their pain in alcohol or drugs, prescription or otherwise. Others try to defeat their past or prove it wrong by working day and night to show they’re winning in life now, but no win seems big enough. Or a completely different approach is when people try to cope by dodging any situation that could lead to hurt again, keeping everyone at arm’s distance and avoiding relationships, yet aching to be loved.


If that description brought someone in your family to mind, or if YOU came to mind, you’re in the right place. Why don’t you pull up a chair and we can chat for a bit, okay? Because I’ve lived through this battle and tasted the sweetness of victory. And it’s not just me. I’ve been privileged to have a front row seat to the lives of thousands who’ve faced the pain from their past, fought the giants in their minds, and won. But if you’re sitting there in the middle of your pain and heartbreak, the idea of victory can feel pretty far away, even downright impossible. So what does that victory I’m talking about feel like? It’s pretty simple. It feels like freedom, baby!


The kind of freedom that comes with the capacity to breathe again. That weight on your shoulders (maybe the kind you didn’t even realize was there) is finally gone and you can stand tall once more. You can fully love someone instead of holding yourself back out of the fear that comes from constantly having to protect yourself from the inevitable moment when you get betrayed by someone you thought you could trust. You can actually feel and experience good things, from forgiveness to restoration to happiness. That’s what freedom is: knocking down the walls that were so tall and wide they kept just as much good out as they did the bad.


Where does the war for freedom happen? Between your two temples. Who knew such a little bit of space could cause such a riot and make what should be a happy life more of just an… existence. If you’re tired of just existing, if you’re ready to feel again, and if you want to change your life from feeling gray and flat to living in Technicolor, this is the book for you.


I’ve survived countless days that felt like I was surrounded by fog. I built impressively high walls that helped me dodge real relationships even when I was so lonely it hurt. I endured unfathomable shame and grief that threatened to swallow me whole. I slapped on a brave face that hid my envy when other people genuinely laughed and smiled. Those days are over.


God restored my life. All of it. I find myself in places with opportunities that were on my “ain’t no way this could ever happen” bucket list. I’ve lived more than twenty years in a healthy, happy marriage. I help pastor our church. I travel and speak at conferences around the world with thousands of people. I’ve met presidents and been given seats at tables that still make me tilt and literally scratch my head (and then catch myself doing it and pray no one saw and wondered if I have dandruff). I was told people wanted to hear what I had to say, and was asked to not only write a book but also develop a television show that went international.


I’m not saying this to brag. I’m saying this because I need you to know it doesn’t matter where you are today. The depths of your wounds do not determine the height of your future. What happened, happened. We can’t deny the past, but we must not allow it to determine what lies ahead. Because what your future holds for you is a full, beautiful, abundant, loving, purposeful, blissful, thriving life.


How do I know? The Bible told me so!


John 10:10 AMP says, “… I came that they may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows).”


Are you tempted to doubt you could have that kind of life? It was possible for me, and it’s possible for you. There’s a victory you can win in your mind, in your soul, in your very spirit that will change everything. Every. Single. Thing. This victory will wake the dream that has fallen asleep in your heart. It will arouse the warrior within you to face your future. It will open the door of possibility to the life that you were destined to live. You might have taken a beating in your past. The scars you’ve got are deep, and the pain might still be so real that it takes your breath away to even think about it. But that’s not where your story ends. It ain’t over, baby! Not by a long shot. I know you’re tired of fighting, but how about just one more round? It’s time to stop doubting and live the incredible life that God planned for you since the beginning of time. Today, we stop just trying to survive. Today, we begin to fall in love with the process of becoming the very best version of ourselves. Today, we begin to THRIVE!


I want to invite you on a journey of transformation. I want to take you by the hands and look deep in your soul and ask you to believe again. I want to take the pain of my past and put it on display so that you can get to the promise faster. I want to invite you to let go of your past. Let God work in you in a way that will blow you away to the point that one day you have to physically introduce yourself to yourself—because you are so different. Transformation isn’t only possible, it’s promised. Survival isn’t supposed to be your normal, it’s a pit stop on the journey to thriving. I’m going to invite you into my dark places to show you the way to the light. But I can’t make you do it. You’re going to have to pull up your big-girl panties and give me and God a chance. If you’re sick and tired of being sick and tired, then it’s time. Are you ready to take the first step toward the future God has for you? Let’s go!


WARNING: The hazard of reading this book is that life change is imminent. It is impossible to walk in the realization of who you are and not do something about it. This is about to get exciting!














CHAPTER ONE


YOU SAY IT’S YOUR BIRTHDAY


START THE JOURNEY WHEN THE CANDLES GET BLOWN OUT


It was my birthday. But this wasn’t like any other birthday; this was my first married birthday ever. We had been married a total of three whole weeks, and home from our honeymoon only two weeks. We didn’t have a lot of money, but that was all right, we were living on love! I couldn’t wait to celebrate another year on this earth with my new husband, even when the day didn’t start off great. The Oklahoma City bombing had happened that morning, and it filled every news channel all day long. Nothing but total destruction, rubble, confusion, and tears. I had no idea how prophetic that disaster would be.


My first husband and I worked for the same company, where I was a marketing director and he had all the right medical initials after his last name. I left the office before he did that day and planned on primping before he got home for whatever secret birthday surprise he had dreamed up. He was taking longer to get home than I thought. At first, it made me a little crabby.


Why did I have to wait on my birthday? I’m hungry! Oh, wait! He’s only taking so long because he’s putting something really fun together!


Six o’clock turned into seven, and then eight. Once it got past ten, I realized this couldn’t be right. I called his parents, my parents, then our closest friends. When that didn’t tell me where he was, I reached out to friends we weren’t so close to. Everybody had heard from me, and no one had heard from him.


My mind started racing. What could be going on? Had he been in a car wreck? I pulled out the phone book and started crossing off hospitals as I called each one checking for his name, but I came up completely empty. I stopped waiting when I saw it was one o’clock in the morning, and that’s when I called the police. There weren’t any calls or reported accidents with anyone matching his description, and it was “way too early to file a missing person report.” They treated me like I was dumb! That just added anger and frustration into the mix bubbling in the pit of my stomach.


I knew I wasn’t being stupid. I knew something was definitely wrong. It was my birthday, and my husband had been on his way home from work when he disappeared into thin air. Suddenly I felt like the wind was knocked out of me—could he be having an affair? Is he with another woman right now, on my birthday (or technically, the day after my birthday, since it was two in the morning by this point), just a few weeks after we said our marriage vows? I looked around the room, frantic. I told myself over and over again to breathe and that he hadn’t run out on me for another woman. I tried the hospitals again. Nothing.


Tears, anger, panic, fear, tears again—okay, let’s be honest, sobbing. I paced around the dining room table with the gray wireless phone with the antenna in my hands, ready to pick it up at a moment’s notice. I looked at the clock. 3 a.m. Why wasn’t he trying to call me? And he hadn’t paged me. What could be happening that stopped him from even paging me?


I sat down for a minute.


I got back up.


I paced some more.


I sat down again and…


When I finally opened my eyes it was daylight. Where was I? Where was my husba—The question was an immediate punch in the gut when I didn’t see him in the room with me. Was he still not home? Every emotion I felt the night before immediately rushed back in the form of a lump in my throat, tightness in my chest, and tears in my eyes. I ran to the window and separated the blinds so that I could look into the driveway. It was empty.


I’d just used all my vacation days on my honeymoon, so I did my best to pull myself together and head to work. What would I say when they asked how we celebrated my birthday? What would I say if he didn’t show up for work, and they asked me where he was?


I was a zombie. I don’t remember what was said, who I said it to, or how they reacted. Two more days passed, and I found myself at home on a Sunday night, on the couch, literally unable to move as I stared at a black TV screen. I didn’t need to turn it on; the images in my head were enough to keep me busy.


The sun had set, and the sky was almost dark when the door suddenly flung open so hard that it crashed into and actually through the wall behind me! Then my husband charged into the room. It freaked me out so bad that I found myself flying off of the couch. Still not sure if and when my feet hit the floor.


I didn’t know whether to be scared, mad, sad, happy, or relieved. And I never got a chance to figure it out. All I was able to get out was a single question: “Where have you been?”


He rushed up into my face without a second to spare and started yelling at me.


“It’s none of your business! Where have you been?” He flipped the script in an instant, railing accusations at me faster than I could answer.


My mind was spinning. Where had I been? I’d been curled up in a ball on the floor, alone on my birthday, calling the same numbers over and over again looking for him!


I didn’t get any answers from him. Just threats. Then, before I understood what was happening, he grabbed me. It hurt! Fear and panic started racing through my veins as my heart started beating a mile a minute. He flung me aside like a rag doll, told me to mind my own business, and headed for the shower, locking me out of our bedroom. I was scared, confused, and hurt. What was I supposed to do now? I didn’t even know where to start, so I called his mom. Wrong move.


He was infuriated that I would “drag his parents into this.” I tried to explain myself. I tried to tell him that I had spent days alone, fearing the worst, but nothing got through to him. That was when our first physical fight started. That’s when I learned it was the first time he’d used crack cocaine.


Happy birthday, Nicole!


I wish I could say it was a one-time thing. I wish I could say he sobered up, cried, apologized, and it never happened again. But that was just the first in a long cycle of drugs, abuse, regret, recovery, relapse, more drugs, and then more abuse…


Initially, I thought we could work through it together. After a relapse, he’d come to me with sad, repentant eyes, promising to do better, and I’d melt in the face of so much pain from the man I loved. Then I’d forgive him and welcome him back. We’d have a few great days, and then inevitably he’d start the cycle all over again, sometimes even throwing ambulances and rehab into the mix. It all seemed to fall apart so quickly. I would think everything was fine. That it was finally over. And then he’d disappear for days at a time, draining our bank account and maxing out our credit cards.


After the cycle repeated several more times, even adding police and entirely useless restraining orders into the mix, I realized my number one responsibility was to keep my son, Austin, safe. I was alone, I was heartbroken, I was bankrupt, and most of my earthly possessions had been sold off by my husband for drug money. For all intents and purposes, my life seemed utterly… hopeless.


But that’s not where this story ends, and I’ve shared my past with enough people to know that I’m not only telling my story here. Whenever I share this story with others, people always stop me with tears in their eyes and tell me they’re somewhere in that cycle. Then they start to pepper me with questions.


How? How do I get out? How do I get whole? How do I get over it? How do I trust again? How can I ever love again? Is there happiness somewhere after this? And how do I possibly find it?


In their eyes I see fear, sometimes terror, emotional exhaustion, defeat, confusion, and the tiniest glimmer of hope. But most of all… I can see their primal instincts kicking in. First order of business, survive! Live to fight another day!


Hope. That’s the one I lock in on.


Hope is my favorite. It’s a small word with big connotations: expectation, confidence, optimism, belief, assuredness. Hope was the buoy that kept me afloat during those years of pain, and later, the powerful current that helped me swim forward. And then, ultimately, it was the surge that shot me out of the water to higher ground.


When my marriage/world/self-respect started falling apart, hope took the form of believing my husband when he told me he was sorry and would never do it again. In other words, I had hope in him. I was floating through, trying to maintain survival.


When plans, furniture, and promises kept getting broken, I tried my best to put it all back together. I made excuses for my husband’s behavior, supported him through treatments and relapses, and tried to fix or replace all the things he ruined. I had hope in myself that I could handle it. It was like trying to swim against a strong current, trying so hard to make forward progress.


When my husband’s addiction spiraled completely out of control, to the point it threatened the health and safety of my son and me, when his violence and wrath left us terrified and bruised, and when the law didn’t protect us—I knew I could no longer put my hope in the capabilities of man. I had to put my hope in the Lord.


I’d like to think that my hope had been in Him the whole time, but deep down I knew all my eggs weren’t in His basket. My hope was spread too thin. I’d given too much credence to too many things—my husband, myself, the success rate of treatment, fairy-tale endings—and it all fell short in comparison to the omnipotence of the great I AM.


When was the last time you gave your hope away to people or things that inevitably let you down?


It takes hope and determination to look at the circumstances and believe that God can change the seemingly unchangeable.


Survival is the mentality “If I can just make it through.” But TRUE hope is hope that becomes faith. Now (not tomorrow, not next week, not when we finally get good news). Now faith is the substance of things HOPED for. It’s the evidence, the proof, where the rubber meets the road, that we believe that even when a gun is in our mouth (more on this later in the chapter). God can still do a miracle and not only get us through what we are dealing with right now, but get us to the preferred purpose, life, calling, and future that God decided He wanted for us from millennia before we were born.


The Alpha and Omega didn’t try and figure out what to do with you once you showed up. You showed up because God knew EXACTLY what He wanted to do with you! God is intentional. And unless you are the very first mistake God has made EVER (ugh, and you are not), then He is intentional and didn’t create you “just to get by.”


Faith is the vehicle that hope rides on.


“Now faith brings our hopes into reality and becomes the foundation needed to acquire the things we long for. It is all the evidence required to prove what is still unseen” (Hebrews 11:1 TPT).


It’s like our hope is at a train station of survival. Not lying on the tracks waiting for a train to run us over (I may have watched one too many cartoons as a kid), but actively and expectantly pacing for the train of faith to arrive and take us to our intended destination.


It’s the foundation of survival and not letting this moment, memory, or beast-trying-to-master-me get the best of us. But instead, allowing hope to take us to faith—and faith in God that He will not only deliver but restore and make us WHOLE.


It’s a lot to remember when the steel end of the barrel of a revolver is in your mouth and the other end is in the hands of someone who is either still high, and highly aggravated. Or coming down, and highly aggravated.


It seems like hope wants to grow wings and fly away. That’s what doubt and unbelief will tell you as they try to bully their way in. But it’s a lie!


On a night that will forever be etched in my memory, my ex arrived home and all the chicanery that came with him, as a drug addict, was in full effect. But that night topped all nights. As I was sitting on the edge of the bed begging and pleading with him after I had been cornered in our bedroom, he pulled out a revolver.


Not a Glock or some other kind of semi-automatic gun where you have to pull back the slide to chamber a round. No. Six visible bullets. No holes empty for even a prayer’s chance at Russian roulette.


I can’t remember what I said that made him so mad. All I remember is that before I knew it, the gun was pressed into my face.


I know what people mean when they say the air was sucked out of them. I was too panicked to scream and too fearful to move. There was some kind of release in my tear ducts and uncontrollable tears streamed down my face, yet I don’t remember breathing—more the less sobbing.


Hope? How?


I mean, I don’t know that God can even…


CLICK.


The trigger was pulled, but no bullet came out.


He looked confused. I was baffled. Do I make a run for it? Why won’t my muscles move?


And that fast he turned the gun on himself.


Have you ever been at a place in your life that you thought, if that person died—I don’t think I would cry?


I thought I was there in our marriage. But the moment he turned the gun to his temple and started talking really fast about how he can’t handle this anymore and he was ready for it to be over, I found myself begging him to stay alive and try just one more time.


What was that?


Somehow, in that moment, I had found hope not just for me, but for him. A moment ago—actually one miracle of a bullet not firing ago—I would have been okay if he had never come home again.


And now? Now I wanted him to live more than anything in the world.


Hope gave me words. Hope gave me courage. Even when he pulled the trigger.


A second click in probably less than 120 seconds.


This time we both stopped breathing and locked eyes as no bullet came out of the gun. AGAIN!


Stunned, he lowered the gun. Hope got us to survival in that moment. Faith in God moved me in life to a place where I could thrive.


Hope, expectation of a coming good. Hope that I didn’t even know I could cling to in such a dire time delivered me into the realm of having received not just one miracle, but two!


Then faith, anchored by hope, allowed the gun to be put down, and a dangerous high to disappear. We collapsed in each other’s arms sobbing.


The temptation is to say, “We lived to see another day.” But God’s plan for us is so much bigger than just another day.


Joseph, overhearing ten of his brothers plotting to kill him, could have given up hope. He would have died never standing next to Pharaoh and leading Egypt as the second most powerful man in the world at that time. But instead, hope. He didn’t just survive, as trial after trial came, he overcame. And thrived.


Moses, having murdered someone in cold blood, let hope escape him for forty years as he sat back and considered himself unworthy. He hid and just hoped not to be found. He wasn’t worthy. But God doesn’t judge us on our worthiness, He judges us on our willingness.


Survival mode might keep you alive for another day, but the days may feel like the desert. Dry, dusty, hot, and unfulfilling. Forty days, months, or years may have slipped by in your life in survival mode. Don’t worry. It worked out for Moses and it can for you, too!


And once Moses began to hope again, when a fire started under him (and not just figuratively!), survival mode in the desert ended and God began to move him. He re-entered the “always there” plan for his life that was bigger than just him thriving. The entire Hebrew nation thriving again depended on him.


What if you holding onto hope isn’t just about you? What if it’s about Joseph’s family, all of the Israelites, being able to eat and live through a famine? Simply because Joseph didn’t stay down. What if it’s about an entire group of people who were oppressed being freed, because you cling to hope when hope looks scarce and end up leading the captives free?


I mean, it’s possible!


It takes many different forms. I am actually thriving right now because I didn’t stay down when an ex-husband did things that I think, later, even surprised him.


I’m not special. I’m just a product of hope being transported by the vehicle of faith to the land of thriving that I am not worthy of. I was willing to believe God was big enough to save a girl like me from a mess that was bigger than I could figure out how to get out of. Granted, it took me longer than I wish it had. But I did it! And it didn’t take forty years.


Hope in the Lord is what gave me the strength to eventually leave my husband. It was hard, scary, humiliating, heartbreaking, and exhausting. But when I finally surrendered to the Almighty and handed over all I had been trying to navigate, manage, salvage, and protect, He gave me the strength and peace of mind to catapult out of the riptide.


I had put my hope in Him, and in turn, He kept it alive in me.














CHAPTER TWO


THINGS I CAN’T CHANGE


DON’T LET THE FACTS DICTATE YOUR FUTURE


There are some things about me I just can’t change. There’s a lot that can be different in our lives, but some things we’re just always going to be stuck with. Like my height, for example. I am almost six feet tall. Yup. Missed it by about an inch. And no matter how much I love those cute pants at the store that are four inches too short for me or the long sleeves that stop a good three inches above my wrists, I can’t change the facts.


My hair is brown, though I’ve occasionally tried to cross over to blond. My roots didn’t like that very much and always made themselves known. My eyes are as dark as a shark’s, not the pretty chestnut color I see in other people. Mine are dark enough to get lost in. And not in a romantic way, more of a cavernous way. I had green contacts for a while because I thought God made a mistake, but underneath they were still dark chocolate at their lightest.


I was born in Canada, which means a couple of things. This might bum you out, but I can’t be president (I know, I know, your “Nicole for President” signs are just for kindling now). It also means I was exposed to some super different—and, if I’m honest, super weird—customs during my first years of life that stray pretty dang far from American culture. Like how back in the day, Canadians used to leave their babies in their carriages (strollers for you Americans) outside the grocery store, while their grown-up selves enjoyed a child-free experience inside. Even in the winter!


When this gets brought up, my mom kind of brags, “But I left my dog, Dante, to watch over you while I was inside. Other parents didn’t even have that kind of presence of mind.” Geez, mom! Somehow, I am not totally comforted by the thought of my infant self being watched by nothing more than a dog. If you could see me right now, I’m rolling my eyes in the way that daughters do.


Despite the fact that I find it miraculous that I managed to make it to adulthood with a canine grocery store babysitter, I think a couple things came out of this pre-memory stage part of my life.


First, I love dogs. I mean LOVE them. They travel with me almost everywhere. You can get a glimpse of my dog-infested silliness on my Instagram and Facebook stories almost daily. If you show me a dog, within five minutes I will convince them that my lap is the most comfortable mattress they have ever felt and they should move right on in. No wonder I have this connection. I probably thought Dante was my lifeline!


Second, I live in Florida part of the year now, and we have a saying about me: “I was born in Canada but built for Florida.” I think I got so cold as a wee one waiting outside for my mom to finish her shopping trips that I still haven’t defrosted. If it’s eighty-five degrees outside and breezy, I’m wearing a jacket.


But just like my height, my love for dogs, and my internal thermostat, some things are set in motion before we can do anything about them. And some of those things we simply can’t change. It may mean that we have trouble finding clothes that fit correctly, and we hate the cold. However, some others can have greater, more far-reaching consequences than we might expect.


For me, that was my biological father giving me up before I was even born. I know, I kinda just dropped that on you like it was hot—that’s how it felt to me as well, when I found out!


My mom and biological dad met when she was just a teenager. She was freshly wounded by her parents’ divorce and her mother’s near-crippling illness, while my dad had just returned from fighting in Vietnam and was likely suffering from PTSD before it even had a name.


Two young pain-filled people… and baby makes three. I think it was just too much for my father, and I was rejected before I even left the womb. When I was three months old, I was unaware. When I was three years old, I didn’t care. But when I was ten, and twenty and thirty, that’s a different story.


I was three when the man I call “Dad” adopted me in the United States. He did all the paperwork, changed my name, and vowed to love me and raise me. I was a Canadian born in 1972 (you’re not doing the math to see how old I am, right? C’mon, focus here…) with a US birth certificate stamped in 1975 (three years later: #math) from a birthplace that was not even in the United States.


You can imagine how that turned into a whole thing when I tried to apply for a passport post-9/11. It seriously confused Homeland Security. They had questions, and rightfully so. What the heck happened? How do you have a birth certificate issued three years after your birth? How are you born in Canada with a US birth certificate? Where is your biological dad’s original birth certificate? Buddy, you aren’t the only ones with questions!


I was just a toddler when I was adopted, and I’m pretty sure I wasn’t in charge, so how in the world am I supposed to get the birth certificate of someone I have no relationship with? All I wanted to do was get a passport to go on vacation to Mexico, not revisit the pain of a rejection that I couldn’t understand, much less change.


Homeland Security was DEMANDING that I track down and call up my biological dad. Huh? Wait, even better, callous government guy, how about I just show up and say, “Hi, obviously I’m your daughter. I hate to hassle you, but I need your documents so I can get a passport. Have a nice day”? That was sure to go over like a lead balloon!
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