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“Marissa Nehlsen masterfully transforms traditional financial advice into a profound life strategy. Live Life Rich is more than monetary guidance—it’s an actionable blueprint for personal transformation.”

—Kelly Resendez, EVP of GoodLeap, cofounder of Gobundance Women, bestselling author, and international speaker

“Live Life Rich is a master class in financial clarity, empowerment, and purpose-driven success. This book is the ultimate roadmap to abundance.”

—Joanne Hession, founder and CEO of LIFT Ireland

“If you’ve ever dreamed of achieving financial freedom while staying true to your purpose, Live Life Rich is your master class—read it and live it!”

—Jason Thomas, PhD, CFA, professional investor, and founder of one of the fastest-growing investment management firms in the US

“Marissa’s genuine care for your success shines through on every page, lifting you with her wisdom and encouragement.”

—The Gardiner Brothers, five-time world champion dancers, content creators, and speakers

“A powerful fusion of motivation, inspiration, and actionable strategy. Live Life Rich is more than just a guide to achieving wealth—it’s a blueprint for lasting success, fulfillment, and purpose.”

—Dana Burkhardt, vice president and head of business consulting of AssetMark, Inc.

“If you’re looking to build financial freedom without sacrificing your core values, Live Life Rich is a must-read.”

—Lauren Johnson, performance psychology advisor, coach, and speaker

“I can’t even begin to tell you how much I’ve learned about finances from Marissa Nehlsen. She’s changed my thinking—which is changing my results. You need to read this book!”

—Charlie Wetzel, writing partner with John Maxwell and author of Answer the Call: Developing the Writer Within You

“Marissa provides a transformative roadmap that bridges the gap between transactional success and meaningful wealth creation.”

—Dr. Eric Peoples, keynote speaker, executive leadership educator, CEO, and founder

“Keep turning pages, and you will keep finding keys to financial freedom. Marissa serves as a master guide to abundance—without all the unnecessary baggage!”

—Joshua Finley, speaker, author, and coach

“If you’ve ever wondered how to turn financial chaos into clarity and control, Live Life Rich will guide you every step of the way.”

—Daniela Nica, entrepreneur, founder of MentorMind Method & Braindology, and cognitive scientist

“Marissa’s tax strategies are something every person should know. With her profound wisdom, she simplifies the most effective financial strategies—everyone should read this.”

—Kelly Price, entrepreneur and servant leader

“If you’ve ever dreamed of achieving financial freedom while staying true to your purpose, Live Life Rich is the book for you. Marissa breaks down complex ideas into actionable insights that can transform your business and life.”

—Dianna Kokoszka, entrepreneur, author, speaker, investor, former CEO of Keller Williams International Realty MAPS Coaching and Training, and current CEO of Dynamic Growth Collective, DKBusinesses, and Coaching Consortium
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To the amazing JaJaCon, aka my mother, Connie Philipenko. You taught me how to be victorious and never a victim. You showed me how to live out love and to lead my life with faith, knowing that I am always enough and never too much, and that I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. Thank you for being a model, a guide, and an incredible light in my life and in the lives of so many.

I also dedicate this book to every warrior-spirit entrepreneur who desires and works daily to live life rich. If just one life breathes easier today because you exist—you have lived a rich life. Well done.






FOREWORD

The greatest reward for a leader is to see others succeed. And that is exactly what Marissa Nehlsen does every day. She has been a dream maker for countless people, and through this book, she’s going to do the same for you.

I’ve had the privilege of knowing Marissa for many years. In all my years, I have met few people with the same level of financial wisdom as her. Her journey from a passionate entrepreneur to a powerhouse business leader has been nothing short of inspirational. As a Maxwell Leadership Certified Coach, Marissa has not only embraced the principles we’ve championed but also elevated them with her unique vision and relentless drive.

If you asked me today, “What book should I read to get the highest ROI?” I would name this very book. In Live Life Rich, Marissa has designed a comprehensive road map to help entrepreneurs and business owners navigate the complexities of achieving true financial freedom and fulfillment. In these pages, you will discover a clear vision for business, finances, and life, making your complex decisions easier and more manageable.

Through Marissa’s guidance, you’ll learn how to make money work for you, ensure its preservation, and multiply it effectively. Marissa addresses essential aspects of financial planning—from minimizing tax burdens and safeguarding against common pitfalls to building a robust network and preparing a lasting legacy. Her advice is practical and actionable, rooted in real-world experience, and designed to help you achieve the freedom and fulfillment you seek. Another way to put it—she leaves no stone unturned.

Marissa’s not just sharing theories; she’s offering battle-tested strategies that have helped her and countless others achieve financial freedom and business success. Her ability to simplify complex financial concepts and present them in a relatable, actionable manner is truly remarkable.

As someone who has witnessed Marissa’s journey firsthand, I can attest to her authenticity and dedication. She’s not just a leader; she’s a visionary who genuinely cares about helping others succeed. This book is a reflection of her life’s work and her unwavering belief that with the right mindset and strategies, anyone can achieve financial freedom and live a rich, fulfilling life.

Whether you’re a seasoned entrepreneur or just starting on your business journey, say hello to your new life of freedom. Marissa Nehlsen has laid out the path—now it’s up to you to take the first step.

Warmest regards,

John C. Maxwell

#1 New York Times bestselling author, founder of Maxwell Leadership






START HERE You Are More Than Enough and Never Too Much


Money. What does that little five-letter word mean to you? What kind of emotions, memories, and stories does it stir up for you?

For most, money and fear go hand in hand. Fear of not having enough, fear of losing it, fear of failing to keep up with others. I don’t think I need to be an expert in psychology or human behavior to tell you that operating or relating to anything primarily through fear is not going to result in much good, especially if you want more of it.

If fear doesn’t dominate our thoughts about money, then we’ve at least grown up with mixed messages about it. Some of us were taught that money is the ultimate measure of success, while others were taught it’s the root of all evil. One of the biggest traps in life, especially in the world of money, is comparison. We’re constantly comparing ourselves to others—people who seem to have more, live better, achieve faster. Social media makes this even worse. We see the highlight reels of other people’s lives, and it’s easy to feel like we’re falling short. We believe that more money will bring us more love, fun, or meaning. To some extent that may be true. Taking your loved ones on a dream vacation, buying nice things, or building schools by donating to charity can totally enrich your life.

But no amount of money can ever quell your fears until you learn to accept and love yourself for who you are. See, money can buy a roof over your head, put food on your table, and provide for you and your loved ones. But it can’t fill the deeper voids in your life. It won’t heal broken relationships, give you a deeper sense of purpose, or quiet the inner critic who tells you you’re not enough. Money solves money problems—and rarely anything more or anything less.

I remember the moment this really hit home for me. I was sitting in my house, a beautiful place I had bought after my divorce, furnished with all new things. I had a glass of red wine in my hand, surrounded by what looked like success. But despite everything, I felt empty. I had gone through a divorce, my kids were struggling, and I was alone. Money alone couldn’t solve those problems. It couldn’t fix the pain inside me or bring back what I had lost.

It’s important to talk about this before we dive headlong into this journey together because if we don’t define and improve our relationship with money, more of it will not help. I like to say that for most of us, especially entrepreneurs, our relationship with money is kind of like texting someone who has no interest in you. You know the feeling—you send a perfectly crafted message, full of charm, wit, maybe even a little vulnerability, and then… nothing. Crickets.

You sit there, staring at your phone, thinking, Maybe they’re just busy. So you try again, putting even more effort into it. You work overtime, sacrifice weekends, skip meals (OK, maybe not meals), all in the name of “hustling.” But what does money do? It leaves you on “Read.” It teases you with just enough to keep you hooked but never quite delivers the full commitment you’re after.

You chase it, flatter it, rearrange your whole schedule to accommodate it, and it still ghosts you at the end of the month. Worse, it has no problem popping up unexpectedly—usually when you’re least prepared—demanding attention, like, Oh, hey, you need new tires, and by the way, your taxes are due. You bend over backward trying to make it happy, but no matter how hard you work, it always feels like you’re the one doing all the chasing, while money’s out there playing hard to get. I know I can’t be the only one who has felt this way.

That said, it’s not wrong to want more money, because how you use it determines whether it serves you or controls you. So, what if money isn’t something to fear, worship, or chase? What if, instead of being the destination, it’s simply a tool?

When you look at money this way, it becomes less about what you’ve got and more about what you can do with it. Now, you may say, “That’s easy for you, Marissa. You have money!” Actually, the lessons in this book are ones I learned before I got to a place of financial freedom. I truly believe that learning these lessons are why I was able to reach and surpass my goals.

Business is one of the greatest personal, spiritual, and emotional development tools we have. It forces us to grow, to face our fears, and to stretch beyond what we thought we were capable of. I want to touch on something that many entrepreneurs experience but rarely talk about: you can be great at business and still feel like you’ve got a hole in your boat. You might excel at growing your business, closing sales, or marketing yourself, but if you don’t have a plan for managing your money, it will eventually catch up with you.

I’ve seen this time and time again with entrepreneurs who are incredibly talented in their fields. They’re bringing in revenue, sometimes substantial amounts, but somehow, the money seems to disappear. It slips through the cracks because they don’t have the financial systems or discipline in place to ensure that their money works for them, not the other way around.

Business acumen and money acumen aren’t the same thing. You can have all the business savvy in the world, but if you don’t develop the skills to manage, invest, and grow your money, you’ll always feel like you’re running uphill. We’ll explore how to build those money systems and habits so that the financial success you achieve in your business is sustainable and aligned with your personal goals. Because no matter how good you are at your craft, if you don’t take control of your money, it will take control of you.

As you read through this book, you’ll notice that I speak to entrepreneurs at various stages of their journey. The truth is, regardless of where you are, financial and business planning require a deep understanding of your unique situation. Entrepreneurs come in all shapes and sizes, and your approach to managing and growing your business will vary depending on the phase you’re in.

For those of you just starting out, building a business can feel both exciting and daunting. You may be a solopreneur, working from your kitchen table, or perhaps you’ve just hired your first team member. At this stage, the focus is on figuring out how to get clients, generate consistent income, and manage your cash flow. You may still be finding your voice in the market or testing which products and services resonate most with your target audience. I’ll cover some broad strategies to help you establish the foundational elements that will allow you to grow sustainably. These are steps every entrepreneur needs to take, but they’re especially crucial in the early stages when your decisions can shape the entire trajectory of your business.

As your business moves into its next phase, you might feel that you’ve found your footing, but you’re ready to scale and grow. This stage can be tricky because the decisions you make here will determine whether your business thrives or plateaus. You may already have a steady stream of income, a small team, and a client base that’s growing. But now, you’re facing the challenge of scaling up without sacrificing the quality of your services or burning yourself out.

We’ll talk about financial planning, team-building strategies, and systems that allow for growth. We’ll talk about how to streamline operations, automate certain processes, and ensure you’re using your financial resources wisely to fuel expansion.

For those of you further along in your journey, you may already have a fully established business that’s profitable and running smoothly. You’ve mastered the art of delegation, built a strong team, and set up systems that allow your business to run, even without your constant involvement. But what’s next? At this stage, many entrepreneurs start thinking about legacy—how they can build something that lasts beyond them and possibly transition their business for sale or succession. I’ll share insights into wealth management, long-term business strategies, and even succession planning. This part of the book focuses on leveraging your business as a tool to build generational wealth and ensuring that when you eventually step away from it, your business continues to thrive.

By addressing these different levels, my goal is to empower and equip you with the knowledge and tools to succeed. Entrepreneurs often evolve through these phases, and your needs will change. But having a solid understanding of where you are will help you navigate the challenges and opportunities that come with each level. The journey might look different for each of you, but the goal remains the same: building a business that serves your life and allows you to make an impact.


THE POWER OF CREATING SPACE

I’ve been an entrepreneur nearly my entire working life. I’m all for working hard, setting intentions for growth, and building businesses that make the world a better place. Like you, I’ve logged long hours and endured many sleepless nights. I’ve heard the advice to “slow down” countless times throughout my career, especially as an entrepreneur. But can I be honest with you? Slowing down is not always an option. Entrepreneurs are wired to move fast. When payroll has to be met and your employees and their families depend on you, slowing down doesn’t feel like an option.

What I’ve found to be far more effective is creating space—space for creativity, space for listening, space for refueling. This might mean stepping away for a few minutes to breathe, going on a walk, or taking a retreat to clear your mind. It’s about carving out moments to be present and reflect—without losing your forward momentum. By doing this, you’re not just making time for rest; you’re allowing yourself to return to your work more focused, energized, and aligned with your purpose.

I’ll share a bit more about this in chapter 10, but Costa Rica has become a place for me to retreat, to find clarity, and to reconnect with myself and God. During one painful season of my life, I was there on a private beach, walking up and down, feeling like I was at the edge of myself. During these walks, I played a song over and over called “Oceans” by Hillsong United. The lyrics spoke to my soul: “Spirit lead me where my trust is without borders / Let me walk upon the waters / Wherever you would call me.”1 I realized that trust was what I needed more than anything—to trust that I was not walking this journey alone and that there was a purpose for all the pain, all the confusion.

The most powerful moment came when I walked back up the mountainside. As I climbed, I saw two white stallions appear, one on either side of me. It felt like a divine message: I go before you; I stand beside you. It was a reminder that I wasn’t alone, even in the moments when I felt lost and afraid. Later that night, fear crept back in. I heard footsteps outside my room and thought someone was coming to harm me. Grabbing a kitchen knife, I pulled back the curtains, ready to defend myself. But when I looked outside, there was no attacker—just one of those majestic white stallions standing in the moonlight, as if to say, I’m still here. I still stand with you.

Sometimes, the message has to be repeated before it sinks in. But once it does, it changes everything. Fear doesn’t disappear overnight, and trust isn’t a onetime decision—it’s a daily practice. I’m positive there have been times you’ve been afraid you won’t have enough money or won’t be able to provide for yourself or loved ones. But the real change happens when we take control of our relationship, both with money and with ourselves.

Whenever I face my own hang-ups about money or myself, I try to ask myself, What would love do in this situation? Over the years I’ve learned that love would tell me to let go of the fear, to trust that I am enough, and to use my money not as a measure of my worth but as a tool to live out my purpose. This didn’t happen overnight, so I’d like to share my “secret weapon” to how I changed my relationship with money—and myself. It’s a vital practice: “I Am’s.”




THE POWER OF “I AM’S”

“I Am’s” are simple declarative affirmations about who you are and who you want to become. When spoken consistently and with intention, they have the power to shift your mindset, unlock your potential, and align your actions with your goals. How we talk to ourselves shapes everything—our decisions, our beliefs, and ultimately our destiny. The words we use to describe ourselves become the truths we live by.

Neuroscientists have found that our thoughts create neural pathways that influence our behaviors and habits. When we consistently speak positive affirmations, we start to rewire our brains for success, empowerment, and growth.2

Begin by thinking deeply about who you want to become, then write out your “I Am” statements. Speak them aloud every day. This is not a onetime exercise. It’s a daily discipline, a ritual that will shift your mindset, transform your relationship with money, and ultimately shape the course of your life.

Let’s get started with the power of “I Am’s.”


	
Think About These Things: Who do you want to become? What do you want to be said about you? What do you stand for? The key here is not to focus on who you currently are or what your life looks like right now, but who you know deep down you were meant to be.
Every transformation starts with a vision of what’s possible. Take a moment to get still and ask yourself these questions: Who is the most powerful, aligned, and abundant version of me? What does that person look like, act like, and believe? This vision will guide the affirmations you create.



	
Write It Out: We create everything twice—once in our minds and then in the physical world. I like to think of my pen as a magic wand. Every word written is a step toward becoming that person you envisioned. You don’t need to be a wordsmith here; just get started writing things out. For example, your “I Am’s” might look like this:

	I am powerful.

	I am kind.

	I am generous.

	I am worthy of success.

	I am capable of achieving my dreams.

	I am loved.

	I am forgiven.

	I am abundant in every area of my life.



The act of writing these down is a way to crystallize your intentions. You’re creating a road map for the person you want to become, and each statement acts as a milestone on that journey.



	
Speak It Out: This is where the real magic happens. You must speak these “I Am” statements out loud, consistently, until they become a part of you. There’s a reason why the phrase “I Am” is so powerful: it’s a direct statement of identity. We must shut down the negative stories we’ve been telling ourselves for years. Every time you catch yourself with a negative thought or statement—I’m not good enough, I’m not smart enough, I’ll never succeed—replace it with a positive “I Am” statement.
When you say things like, “Money doesn’t come easy” or “I’m always struggling,” you’re speaking that reality into existence. But when you shift to positive, empowering affirmations—“I am financially abundant” or “I am worthy of wealth”—you start to change the script.



	
The 61-Day Challenge: For the next sixty-one days, speak out twenty-five new “I Am’s” every morning. Repeat them with feeling, believing that each statement is a step toward becoming the person you want to be. If you catch yourself saying something negative during the day, counteract it by immediately declaring ten positive “I Am” statements to retrain your brain and shift your mindset.





If you don’t take control of fully stepping into the person you can be, no one will. Friend, you are powerful. You are worthy. You are more than enough. And if you’re ever stuck on writing an “I Am” statement, memorize this one and say it to yourself every day: “I am more than enough and never too much.”

I can’t wait to start this journey with you so that we can set you on a course to live life rich!








[image: ]

1 When the Vision Is Clear, the Decisions Are Easy


There’s a good chance that you’re one of my favorite kinds of people. How do I know? Since you’re reading this book, you likely either own a business or are looking to start one. That means you’re an entrepreneur, or at least on your way. I love entrepreneurs.

During my decades as a financial strategist, I’ve met entrepreneurs from all walks of life and every industry imaginable. We’re a crazy bunch! But we’re also smart, resilient, resourceful, and won’t take no for an answer. We put in the work to grow more than our businesses; we put in the work to grow ourselves. I’ve rarely met people who were more into personal growth and development than entrepreneurs, because at the end of the day we know we are responsible for the results of our business. We’re the generators that power the engine of the economy. We give people jobs, help them provide for their families, fix problems, and spark ideas that move humanity forward.

Entrepreneurs are a rare breed.

Entrepreneurs are the hope of the world.

For that reason, I truly believe that the world needs you rich.

Yet for far too many of us, success comes at the expense of our own sanity. We’re overextended, burned out, and often the worst boss we’ve ever had. Seriously, when was the last time you gave yourself a few weeks off? Recently I looked up the definition of entrepreneur because it gets thrown around so easily these days. The Oxford dictionary defines it as “a person who organizes and operates a business or businesses, taking on greater than normal financial risks in order to do so.”3

Greater than normal financial risks.

That describes nearly every entrepreneur I’ve met, to a T.

When it comes to money, it can feel as if we’re lining everyone else’s pockets except our own. We carry all the risk, suffer countless sleepless nights, and wonder if we’re trapped in a prison of our own making. This isn’t the vision most of us had when we launched our business.

So what do we do when the going gets tough?

What any good entrepreneur does, of course! We grind, sell, and hustle. We make things happen because if we don’t, no one else will. But you already know how this story ends because you’ve lived it many times. More sales, longer hours, or the latest productivity hacks won’t cut it. Neither will a bigger house, a new spouse, or dropping exorbitant amounts of cash on a collection of sparkly shoes. I’ve done at least two out of those three (none of your business which ones), so I won’t be throwing rocks at anyone. No judgment here!

Speaking of rocks, I’m not sure if you’ve ever heard of rock picking, but it was a big part of my life growing up. When you’re one of eight kids on a North Dakota farm, the powers that be will find anything to keep you busy to keep the farm running. If you’re not familiar with rock picking, it refers to literally picking rocks out of a field so that large machines called cultivators can chew through the winter-hardened soil to prepare it for seeding. As you might imagine, it’s not a good idea to have rocks hidden in the soil while twelve-inch blades chomp through it.

While my farm days are long past, I still spend a good deal of time rock picking, just now with entrepreneurs. I help people like you identify the hidden things that can break the machine that is your business. Just like on the farm, if the machine breaks, you may not have any food for the coming season.

Rock picking may sound boring and tedious (it is), but you should know this about farmers: the best ones plan everything. Planting and harvesting schedules, equipment maintenance, seed varieties, water usage—everything. Planning is a must because any number of things can go wrong: pests, rotting soil, “acts of God,” supply chains shutting down—the list goes on and on.

Farm life and business life aren’t so different. The difference is that unlike farmers, many entrepreneurs don’t have a plan and often just shoot from the hip. If that’s you, you may have been able to get to this point without much trouble. Thing is, you can go only so far making things up as you go along.

You need a plan, so where do we start? Throughout the coming chapters I’m going to provide you with a ton of worksheets, diagrams, checklists, and scripts that you’re encouraged to work through. You can download them for free at liveliferichbook.com.

Don’t just read this book, do the book.

I also encourage you to keep a journal. The word journal originally meant a written record of the experiences on a journey. A well-kept journal can be a vital part of your growth and can redirect you toward your goals when you go off course. One of my favorite things to do is to go through some of my older journals because they really show how far I’ve come. Trust me, documenting your journey is one of the best gifts you can give your future self.


TELL ME WHAT YOU REALLY WANT

When meeting with first-time clients I often quote the famous line from the Spice Girls song: “So tell me what you want, what you really, really want.”4 If the song gets stuck in your head now, it might not be a bad thing because being honest about what you want is the first step to getting where you want to go. The age-old quote often attributed to Lewis Carroll still rings true: “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will get you there.”

Before you tell me that you just want to retire and sit on a beach all day, let’s be straight with each other: you’re not going to want to do that for longer than a few days. If you ask those who have retired to beach life, most of them will tell you it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. For goodness’ sake, you’re an entrepreneur! You probably had ten ideas this past week that could all make a million dollars that you want done by yesterday. Many of my clients who have more than enough money to retire (some for several lifetimes) are really looking for their second or third acts in life, they just don’t know it yet. More than beach time, they want significance, fulfillment, and meaning. The good news is, you don’t have to wait until retirement for those things. You can experience them now, while on the journey.

So what do you really want? Right now, it might simply be “to be debt free,” “to have a million dollars stacked in my nest egg,” or “to find the perfect assistant.” Let’s go a bit deeper than that, shall we? Because if you dig beyond the answers to those questions, you’ll often find what you’re really looking for. You’ve got to be clear on what you want. Why?

When the vision is clear, the decisions are easy.

People spend far too much time and effort trying to make the right decisions (especially around money) instead of aligning themselves with the vision they have for life. It’s time to reclaim that vision.

Let’s start with this simple exercise. This might seem a bit random, especially for a book about money, but stick with me.

You spend so many of your days running around like your hair is on fire. It’s time to revisit some of your best days and point your life toward having more of those best days. Think back to three of the best days of your life. Then jot the answers to these questions for each of those days:


	Where were you?

	Who was with you, if anyone?

	What were you doing?

	How did you feel?

	Why did you feel this way?

	Do you want more of this kind of day?

	What can you do to have more of these kinds of days?



With these days in mind, take some time to think about the vision you have for your ideal business and life. You might be surprised at what you find.

My profession has allowed me to meet some very wealthy people, but it isn’t their money that impresses me, it’s their mindset. Most of them come from very humble beginnings. They will all tell you that money can be replenished after being lost. Time cannot. The mindset is that every single day is either moving you toward your goal or away from it. Here’s one challenge I want to lay before you right off the bat: never waste a day.




NEVER WASTE A DAY

To never waste a day doesn’t mean that every day is going to be one of your best. Some days are just a grind. I’m not one of those “wake up at 4:00 a.m., jump into a thirty-degree-Fahrenheit cold plunge, crush a two-hour workout, and chug a breakfast shake” people. I love my sleep and could definitely make healthier choices than knoephla for breakfast (it’s a North Dakota “cheese button” dish). But when my feet hit the floor every morning as I roll out of bed I say, “I get to choose this day!” If you have a plan, that means every single day can move you closer to what you really want. Even the hardest of days can still be one day closer to what you want.

Never wasting a day is one of my hardest lessons learned. In 2013, I went through a divorce and spent my days “recuperating” by hiding in bed and binging trashy TV shows. One night my sister Mellie scolded me, saying, “Marissa, it’s nine o’clock on a Friday night. You’re sad, lonely, and depressed. Get dressed; we’re going out.”

Mellie is the outgoing one in our family, the kind of person who lights up any room she walks into. She dragged me to an old country bar, the kind that has creaky floors and smells like dollar beers and regret. As she hit the dance floor, a flock of guys immediately rushed around her. To be honest I was a bit annoyed, not at Mellie but more so because I felt like damaged goods. Divorce can do that to you.

Mellie kept doing her thing so I decided to head to the corner booth to wallow. (I swear, I’m way more fun to be around nowadays.) While walking across the bar, some dude asked me to dance. I’m pretty sure I did the “talk to the hand” thing and turned him down without even batting an eye. Five minutes later he came to my seat and asked me to dance again. This time I actually looked at him and, uh, dayum. This dude was built like a rock, six foot three, sparkling blue eyes. I didn’t know Thor lived in North Dakota.

Still, I turned him down. I just was not in the mood to meet anyone and wanted to get back to my Netflix and ice cream. A few minutes later Thor asked me yet again, and just as I was about to tell him off, Mellie locked eyes with me from across the bar, stormed over, and shoved me onto the dance floor with Thor. Thor’s real name was James, a former Army sniper who loved monster cars, big trucks, and Miller light beer. This man could dance up a storm and he taught me how to two-step that night.

We danced, laughed, and loved our way through the next few years. He was the kind of guy who texts you every morning saying stuff like, “Good morning, baby. Be the kind of woman that when your feet hit the floor in the morning, all hell shakes and says, ‘Oh crap—she’s awake!’ ”

James wasn’t just any guy—he was someone who, from the very beginning, made me feel seen and cherished in a way I hadn’t experienced before. He had this quiet strength about him, like something out of an old Western movie, where the hero didn’t say much but when he did, his words carried weight. He was strong, steady, and fiercely protective, but beyond that, he had a tender, thoughtful side that took me by surprise.

For one hundred days, James sent me a love poem every single morning. Can you imagine that? Every day, without fail, he’d find a poem online that expressed how he felt about me and text it to me. I still have them, tucked away in a file on my phone and iPad. Those poems were his way of telling me I was always on his mind, even when we weren’t together. And it wasn’t just the poems—he also sent me songs that made him think of me. Country songs, mostly, because that’s what he loved, but each one felt like a window into his soul.

One of the most touching things James did happened early in our relationship. I had never gotten my nails done before, but James researched the best nail salons and took me to get my first manicure. He didn’t just drop me off—he sat next to me, pulling up a chair beside the nail technician like he was overseeing a delicate operation. He wanted to make sure everything was perfect, that I was happy with the experience. About a quarter of the way through, he even leaned in and told the technician, “She needs to be really happy when this is done.”

It was sweet and a little funny because the poor guy doing my nails was a bit scared! When James stepped out to take a call, the technician whispered to me, “Is that man your husband?”

I laughed and said, “No, he’s my boyfriend.”

The technician looked at me with wide eyes and joked, “He’s very scary. I think he might kill me if you’re not happy!”

Of course, James wasn’t going to hurt anyone; it was just his way of ensuring I had a great experience.

There was also the way he connected with my family. My mom adored him, and he would bring her mint Dilly Bars from Dairy Queen because he knew they were her favorite. It wasn’t roses or grand gestures, but the simplicity and thoughtfulness of those Dilly Bars meant everything to her. To this day, she can’t eat one without thinking of him. These moments, these acts of love and care, were what made James so special to me.

James was strong, loving, patient, and clearly persistent. When he eventually proposed I was flattered but declined because I was scared to get married again. James took my rejection like water off a duck’s back. He said, “No matter what, you’re my forever girl. Just wear this in honor of my grandmother; it’s her ring. One day, you’ll say yes. I know it.” After confirming we were not engaged, I started wearing the ring.

Just a few weeks later, a call came from James that changed my life. He said, “Baby, I can’t walk.” I rushed over to take him to the ER where the doctors found an eight-inch tumor on his spine, neck, and back. The tumor was pressing on his spinal cord, making him unable to walk. It was such a serious situation that he had to be airlifted to Minneapolis for surgery first thing in the morning.

While heading into surgery the next day, James looked at me and laughed, saying, “Well, you can’t be the girl that doesn’t marry the guy who has cancer. Now you have to say yes!”

James taught me so much about having a positive attitude in difficult situations. His circumstances defined the scene, but his attitude is what really wrote the story. We made a deal that if he walked out of the hospital on his own one day, I’d marry him.

But the road ahead was brutal.

For three months I slept on the chair in James’s hospital room. Every single day he’d say something like, “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood, babe. What’s on the rehab agenda today? What do we need to do so we can walk out of here and marry each other?”

The cancer was stage 4 and the chemo was awful, but somehow James’s attitude would outshine his circumstances. The medical staff said they’d never seen anyone like him.

Unfortunately, James continued to deteriorate and I took him into home care a few days before Christmas. On Christmas Day, I was praying and pleading to God for a miracle. James lifted my face in his hand, wiped away my tears, and said, “Babe, you’ve been praying for a miracle, but I already got my miracle the day that I found you. I found my faith, I have a family who loves me, and I know where I’m going, so I need you to make me a promise.”
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