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Dedication

To all the survivors out there, healing is possible. 
It lies in finding your way forward, one brave step at a time. 
I am deeply honored to walk even a small part of this journey with you. 
Please know that you are loved, you are seen, and you are not alone.
Today, I invite you to join me in a place of refuge—
a space where your story is welcome, your voice matters, 
and your heart can begin to breathe again.
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 Introduction

Hello, my name is Victory Monroe, and I am a survivor. I am not a saint and don't claim to be perfect, but I am perfectly loved by my Father in Heaven.

As I began writing my story, I came to see it not as a straight line, but as a collection of scattered pieces—moments of both breaking and becoming. Trauma has a way of shattering us, leaving pieces behind in places we don’t even remember losing them. But God… God is a Master at gathering what’s been scattered.

These vignettes—these fragments—are the pivotal chapters of my life. They are the torn pages of time that somehow moved me forward, piece by piece, into the arms of purpose. Some memories are sharp; others are blurred by pain. But all of them carry truth, and all of them were steps in my healing.

I share them with you not to offer perfection, but permission—permission to feel, to grieve, to let go, and “most importantly,” to move forward. I ask this of you, “because” no matter how badly we might want to, we cannot change the past, and staying where we are is simply too painful.

To every soul feeling thin and scattered, I want you to hear me—

You are important. You matter. You are not alone.

You are a gift from God to the universe.

I invite you to walk this journey with me—

Because the universe needs you whole.

And I can already feel God gathering the pieces.






Piece # 1 - The Unexpected

 

It’s March 2020, I’m ending four years as a live-in nanny to my grandson. I’m ready to begin the next chapter in my life and eagerly looking for a new job when my son comes to me and asks, “Momma, can you watch Evers a little while longer?”

Due to COVID-19, the daycares are closed. Three-year-olds can be fairly energetic, and my grandson is a notch above the average child when it comes to youthful exuberance.

Without hesitation, I say, “Yes.” My son and his family need me.

As all of us know, one month turned into three, and then the summer was here before we knew it. And the next question came: “Can you watch Evers a little while longer?”

Again, I say, “Yes.”

In the middle of all this, on May 28th, late at night, my side starts to hurt. As the night wears on, the pain intensifies, and I call out to God, “Heavenly Father, help me; please take this pain away.”

All night long, I flip-flop between telling myself to go to the emergency room and simultaneously hoping that somehow God will take the pain away. Up and down, back and forth, I change from pajamas to regular clothes. In one of my non-pajama moments, I walk over to my son’s door and fret over whether or not to wake him. As I stand there, a litany of reasons not to wake him runs through my mind: he is so tired with working, being a husband, and taking care of kids—it’s a pretty rough gig, this parenting.

And every time I convince myself I’ll be all right, I march back to my room, put my pajamas on, and tell myself once again, “Come on, Marine, dig deep; suck it up. You can do this. You’re gonna be all right; the pain has always passed before. This time is no different.”

I lay back down on my bed and shift my body into different positions, trying to alleviate the pain, but nothing works. I pray, read Scriptures, and while the pain doesn’t necessarily ease, God’s Word brings me comfort. In addition to intermittently thinking that I’m going to just drop dead at any moment, I also worry that if I go to the hospital, there is a real possibility of contracting COVID-19.

But by 5:30 a.m., the pain is excruciating, and I can barely walk. There are no more arguments left to have with myself—I have to wake my son. And I go to his door one last time.

I gimp my way into the room, careful not to wake my grandbabies snuggled close to their daddy. As I shake his shoulder, I whisper, “Buddy, I need you to take me to the hospital.”

“All right, Momma,” Caleb whispers, hopping up to get dressed immediately. He stops to tell his wife he’s taking me to the hospital, and in a matter of minutes, we are out the door and on our way to the regional city hospital.

Caleb has grown into this quiet, unobtrusive man; he doesn’t ask what’s wrong. He waits patiently for me to tell him. His kindness to me is humbling.

As I sit in the car, I’m beyond worried and I ask, “Buddy, I don’t have insurance; I don’t know if the hospital will take me. What am I gonna do?”

“Momma, they can’t refuse you; this is an emergency—it’s against the law. They have to treat you.”

At his assurances, relief washes over me, but the fear of COVID-19 still presses in on me. I have underlying health issues. But I couldn’t let the fear win, so I prayed, God, what do I do? The answer was immediate: God laid on my heart to check our local town hospital’s website. Scrolling through the pages on my phone, I wept when I read the blurb at the bottom of the home page—it stated that the hospital provided indigent care. God just keeps walking me through this awful mess.

Once we arrive at the emergency room, my son helps me to the door. “I have to park the car. I’ll be right behind you, Momma,” he promises, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

“Oh, okay. I’ll see you in a minute.”

Hearing the fear in my voice, he reassures me, “It’s gonna be all right, Momma—you’ll see,” and then he was gone.

I watch the car drive away before putting my mask on, comforted by the fact that Caleb will soon be with me. I head inside; the guards check my purse and wave me through security. There is only one person at the desk. She is looking down, busy with some paperwork. I tap on the desk.

She looks up with a smile. “Can I help you?

“I’m having this pain in my side,” I explain, pointing to the spot just above my heart.

With an efficient nod, she starts the check-in process. “Let’s get your information, and then we’ll get you settled.”

As she types, I glance nervously over my shoulder—the waiting room is empty, silent as a tomb—and Caleb is still not here.

I ask the receptionist, “Can you send my son back when he comes in?”

“Oh honey, the hospital has strict isolation policies due to COVID-19; your son can’t stay with you. I’m so sorry.”

Tears well in my eyes at her answer, but again that voice inside says, Dig deep, Marine, you can do this; God is with you. You are not alone. The private mantra settles my mind, and I take a deep, calming breath. A few minutes later, a nurse sits me in a wheelchair and rolls me to an exam room, where I finish filling out the admittance paperwork.

Not long after that, a doctor strolls in and asks, “What’s going on?”

I point to my right upper side. “It won’t stop hurting; I’ve taken ibuprofen, but the pain won’t go away,” I explain as another excruciating spasm hits, and I double over, pulling my knees to my chest.

“You’ve had gallbladder issues for a while,” he states with a knowing smile.

I nod my head and groan.

At my apparent distress, he asks, “How is your pain level on a scale from one to ten?”

“Eleven—it’s an eleven. And for me to admit that takes a lot. I have an extremely high pain tolerance. I once had surgery that left me with 750 internal stitches; I barely used the morphine pump, and when I got home, I went straight to regular Tylenol. I hated the queasy feeling that the Vicodin gave me. But this pain is different; I’ve never felt anything like it. It feels like my insides are being torn out.”

The doctor rubbed my back. “It’s going to be all right,” he soothed. “We’ll get you some medication for the pain right away. And while we’re at it, I’ll tell the nurse to push some nausea medication with it too. We’re going to do a sonogram on you as well—take some pictures of your insides. After that, we’ll see exactly what’s going on. I’ll be back as soon as we have the results.” He smiled reassuringly and leaves the room.

A few minutes later, I’m hooked up to all the monitors, with tubes and wires plugged in everywhere. I’ve got an IV bag and a shunt, and my claustrophobia is pressing in on me. I feel trapped, alone, and so very small. As the fear and loneliness continue to rise inside me, a new nurse walks in with a needle and a small vial. I smile at her despite my discomfort.

“This will stop the pain, sweetie,” she soothes reassuringly, rubbing my arm with an alcohol swab. One last pinch of pain at the needle’s prick, and then this blessed numbness flows through my body, and I can relax for the first time in hours.

Everything around me is happening at lightning speed. The next nurse comes to perform the sonogram, and after her, another nurse comes and gives me a COVID-19 test. In and out, they go—super-efficient and kind. The staff knows I am alone and frightened, and they stepped in and become my temporary family. Again, God’s goodness shines through, making an awful situation a whole lot less terrible.

After the sonogram, my original doctor returns with a smile. He pats my hand encouragingly and explains what’s happening inside my body. “You have a three-centimeter gallstone blocking the passage from your gallbladder to your small intestine. If we don’t remove it now, it’s only a matter of time before your gallbladder bursts. The good news is people can live without their gallbladders, and I am certain you will be quite happy to live without this recurring pain. We will take you into surgery once your COVID test comes back negative. It’s an advanced test and should only take fifteen minutes or so. It will all be over soon,” he promises before heading toward the door. And, then, as if sensing I need extra assurance, he turns around. “Listen, the doctor performing your operation is the finest surgeon in the hospital. If I were having surgery, he’s the one I’d want cutting on me. You’re in good hands. I’m going to leave you alone now. Take these next few minutes and call your family—tell them what’s happening. This will all be over soon, and you won’t be in any more pain.”

I cannot stress enough that his confidence in the hospital staff and his kindness are what kept me from falling completely apart. I did what he said and called my son. Thinking this is surgery—what if something happens and I never see him again? I didn’t even get to hug him or say goodbye. Oh God, please keep me safe; let me be okay. Let me see my baby again.

I know my son is waiting outside in the parking lot—simply because that’s who he is. Caleb is such a wonderful son. I dial the number, and he answers. His voice is filled with worry and concern. “Momma, they wouldn’t let me in to stay with you; what’s going on?”

“I’m headed to surgery; it’s my gallbladder. I don’t have a lot of time to talk. I love you, Buddy; please tell my grandbabies I love them. You go home now; there is no reason for you to stay. I’ll call you after the surgery when I’m in my room.”

“I love you too, Mama,” came his shaky reply.

“Buddy, I’ll be okay. God’s got this. I gotta go now. I love you. Bye.”

Click. I end the call, and all of this crazy anxiety washes over me. A million unspoken words fill my mind, like I’m so proud of the man you’ve become—the husband and father you are. From the moment you were born, Caleb, you brought me immeasurable joy, and I’m so grateful to God for the privilege of being your mother.

Guilt washes over me. “Why didn’t I tell him?” I groan aloud in self-recrimination. Living in close quarters, with all of us piled on top of each other, has strained our relationship. I shouldn’t complain; I’m not alone with these feelings. I guess COVID is forcing everyone to experience the unnatural pain of too many people trapped inside a small space and not enough fresh air to go around.

Nothing would have prepared me for this eventuality—or that I would be facing it alone. Suddenly the back of my throat burns with unshed tears, and I can’t breathe. But being a veteran Christian, I don’t panic. Instead, I call out to God: “Lord, I give You my fear, and I place my life in Your hands. Know that I love You, and I trust You. I may not understand what’s happening right now, but Lord, I know You’re with me, and whatever happens, I’ll be all right. Please give my son peace, watch over him, and keep my grandbabies safe. I pray this in Christ’s mighty name. Amen.”

I rang my friends at the church—my best friend, my mom, and my sister—asking them all to pray for me. At the last goodbye, silence surrounds me, and I stare at the phone a bit fearfully. I have one more number to dial. My hands are trembling as I press the keypad and call my daughter Annabella—Ella, for short. We haven’t talked in ten years. I keep trying to build a bridge with her, but she has taken a very different life path and wants nothing to do with me. I think she believes I will condemn her choices, but they are not my choices to judge. Parents love their children unconditionally, and she is no exception to that universal rule. I miss her, and I just want to hear her voice.

Her line rings, and I get her voicemail. This could be the last time I speak to my daughter, and I pour my heart out to her: “I love you, sweetheart. Know that you are and always have been my twin soul. You are good and kind, and I wish the very best for you. And you are perfect just the way you are. I lo—”

Beep! My heart sinks at the intrusive sound; the message board on her phone is full, and painful silence surrounds me.

This time, I couldn’t stop the tears, and I allowed myself a moment to just fall apart. The empty place in my heart that misses my daughter is a bottomless pit. I somehow feel not quite whole without her. I pull up a picture of her on my phone and touch the screen as if it were her actual face. “God, how I miss you, Ella. I love you, sweet baby girl,” I whisper achingly, my heart broken in a million tiny pieces as I swipe the tears away.

“Get a grip, Marine; they’re going to be here any minute to take you to surgery.” And sure enough, a few minutes later, a knock rattles the door, and the team comes in to take me to the operating room.

It’s about four hours later, and I’m happy to say that I came through the surgery with flying colors. And now, no more excruciating pain. As I lay in the hospital bed, God speaks to my heart: “Follow your dreams. You never know what may happen. Live today. No more hiding. Follow your dreams,” the quiet voice urges again, promising softly, I’ll help you.

I’m like, What are my dreams? And then I remember a while back—God called me to write my story. At this sudden revelation, my stomach lurched, churning with anxiety. My story is not happy or fluffy, but it is real, and it tells of God’s protection and provision from my earliest memories.

I respond to God’s gentle urgings: “You don’t understand, Father, my story is awful. How can I share such painful memories with the world? Who would want to hear such things?” My mind is instantly flooded with pictures of all my stupid decisions, colossal mistakes, and moments of despair. I feel as if I’m drowning in the memories, and God calls to me again.

“Little one, look at the stories written in My Word. Is it not filled with broken people and broken lives? And in every instance, I set their stories right and made them whole.”

Immediately I think of King David—that man put all his emotional junk out there for the world to see. He hid nothing. My mind races through the stories of his life—the heartbreak, the failure, and the inevitable victory he always achieved through his faith in God. These stories have been a source of inspiration to people throughout the centuries. I am suddenly ashamed of my fear, and I surrender to God.

“Abba, whatever You want from me is Yours. If even one of my stories leads someone to Jesus, then all the pain and everything I’ve gone through will be worth it. Help me write the words. Give me the strength to go through the memories one more time. I love You, Lord. Amen.”

As you read my story over the next few days, I pray that God touches your heart and brings you the courage to live your dreams out loud. And I hope you’ll discover that sometimes God uses the unexpected happenings to redirect us.

My moment of redirection didn’t whisper—it roared! It came with pain so sharp it stole my breath, followed immediately by a gut-wrenching surrender—because deep down, I knew only God could fix this.

It’s humbling to realize that what began as a simple “yes” to help my family unraveled into something far deeper—a season of pain, surrender, and quiet revelation. I didn’t know it then, but God was already working beneath the surface, gathering the scattered pieces of my soul I didn’t even realize were missing. That hospital room became holy ground—not because the pain disappeared, but because it marked the beginning of a new kind of healing—the kind that stitches the spirit long before it touches the body.

One unexpected moment at a time, the pieces began to return to me. And with each one… a whisper of purpose.

Taking back your pieces begins with surrender:

So, let go of however you thought it was going to happen, and open your heart to how God is unexpectedly making it happen.

You might just find your purpose hidden in the pain…







 Piece # 2 - The Purpose Inside the Pain

 

All my life, I have wondered, am I meant to be here? Am I a bad person? Did I deserve all the pain and suffering? I was just a kid, an innocent. The people in charge of me were supposed to take care of me, guide me, and encourage me. Instead, they abused and abandoned me. By the time I was seven years old, I was sleeping with a butcher knife under my pillow for protection. I have seen the darkest side of humanity, but despite all the terrible things I've lived through, I have hope. Hope that life is not just some random roll of the dice. Hope that it is specific and designed with immeasurable forethought by a higher being.

I believe that God weaves the lives of all humans together to create one giant tapestry of life. To the naked eye, this amazing celestial work of art may seem fragile and worn around the edges by the passing of time. But if you look closer, you'll see the stitches are woven together with great care. They are interlocking and sewn by the hand of God Himself. No force ever created can break the bonds that bind humanity together. Our stories unite us, our common needs unite us, and, finally, our love unites us. I know that looking around the world and seeing the chaos that surrounds us is disheartening. But I'm here to share a life-changing truth with you. No matter how chaotic our world gets, God is in charge; He is for you, and He has a purpose for everything; nothing is wasted with God.

Wherever you are at this moment in your life, God is with you, and where you are is no accident. I'm going to ask you to do something that might seem uncomfortable at first, but I promise you it will change your life and how you live it for the better. I want you to lean in and embrace your current situation, embrace God, and dare to ask the question—why? Why am I here at this particular place in time? And what is my mission? What am I supposed to accomplish so that I can move to the next season in my life? Is there someone I am supposed to help?

Notice the progression of questions as they move from self to others. You find that your mission has a two-fold purpose. First, it brings you to an awareness of God's purpose in your life, and second, it takes the focus off of self. Once we start looking at our situation as a way to serve others, everything changes. What if where you are has nothing to do with you personally? What if this season of your life is to help someone else walk through a tough time or maybe point an arrow in God's direction?

Shifting my point of view was a life-altering epiphany for me. When I understood that my situation was no longer about me, it took the heavy weight of responsibility of how everything turned out off of me and laid it on God's strong shoulders. I'm not saying that there are not times when it is all about us—you know, those intimate teaching moments with our Creator. The ones that let us see ourselves as we are and what we can become. Because God is all about helping us navigate the changing seasons of our lives and helping us to grow as human beings.

What if this is the part in your story where you help free someone else? What if sharing your pain sets another person free from a world of misery? Wouldn't it be selfish to keep it all inside?

Think about this universal truth for a moment, and really let it sink into your soul:

Things Only Get Better If We TALK About Them.

No more hiding, no more being frightened of what people will think. We are all human, we all make mistakes, and we all have things in our past that we wish weren't there. And God knows every one of them and LOVES us anyway. Which begs the question, why are we so afraid to talk to the Being who created us? He is not a faraway God; He is a right-here-with-you God. Think about how He created humanity; God didn't just speak when it came to creating us. No, He leaned down, picked up the dirt, and formed us with His own hands. God is not afraid of getting dirty; He longs to be a part of our beautiful, messy lives. I promise, He won't shy away from your hard questions, so go on, ask Him the big questions rolling around your heart; I assure you God is more than strong enough to handle your doubts and fears.

For most of us raised in the church, we have been taught not to question and to follow blindly. We have been beaten over the head with the phrase, "Just have faith!" For those of you who do not have this earth-shattering faith so often spoken of in churches and synagogues, hang in there. We are not all Daniels and Abrahams, but we are no less loved by God. I encourage you to open your heart to Him. Share your pain and your disappointments. Show God your scars; He won't look away.

The Bible speaks about the importance of sharing our testimonies in Revelation 12:11 (ESV): "And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony—"

The "him" they won the victory over is Satan. Do you want victory in your life? Then open your mouth and ask God to help you tell your story. Don't keep all those emotions locked inside of you; let go of them. You'll find that releasing your story brings great healing. Remember, it only takes faith the size of a mustard seed to move mountains.

Picture this: a grain of mustard is about two millimeters, which is the same size as the tip of a child's crayon. I know you have at least that much faith. You can do this; let yourself believe one more time; reach out to your Father in Heaven, and trust Him with your story. And then I want you to go one step further—find another human being to tell your story. We are meant to share our lives; we were not created to live in isolation. The smallest actions can birth the most significant changes in our lives; think of ripples in the water and how a tiny circle multiplies and grows.

Faith is like this; I challenge you to cast your tiny stone of faith upon the waters and watch it grow. There's this verse in the Bible; it's all about letting go. To be honest, it took a long time for me to grasp the concept of genuinely releasing my cares into God's capable hands. The thought of trusting someone with my most intimate thoughts, desires, fears, hopes, and even my dreams—well, it terrified me. But nonetheless, Psalm 55:22 (NLT) tells us to do just that: "Give your burdens to the Lord, and he will take care of you…"

Now there's a bold promise. Let me ask you something: does the ground you currently stand on feel like it's constantly shifting? Do you feel shaken? If you do, it's ok. I know I sometimes do, but I know unequivocally that God is with me, and I am loved. I am never left alone, and my foundation is sure. In the following pages, as I share my life experiences, it is my fervent hope that you are able to see an image of the tapestry of faith that God has woven. Not just for my life, but for yours as well. You and I are connected in ways that neither of us could possibly imagine. Please see that even in the darkest hours, God was with me, and He has always been my best friend. He is with you too.

Lean in and hear Him whisper to your soul— "Do not be afraid or discouraged; I will be with you, I will not fail you, and I will never leave you"—paraphrased from Deuteronomy 31:8 (NIV).

Wow, that is so beautiful; we are never alone. From now on, when you start your day, picture God going before you. And know in your heart that no matter where you go, He has gone ahead of you to clear the way, opening the door to victory every time.

The God of the universe is FAITHFUL. He's not like a human father. He doesn't sleep, He doesn't take vacation, and He is always watching over us. If you take nothing else away from your time spent with me, take that. Grab onto it; let it comfort, encourage, and inspire you to never give up. No matter how bad the situation might be, God is on your side, always fighting for you. And right now, He is inviting you into the light of His love. You may be in a night season of your life, you may have cried your pillow wet with tears, but the night always gives way to the light. And with God on your side, there is a promise of joy that comes in the morning.

The Lord is always on the move—can you feel it happening? He is already gathering the pieces—one tear, one prayer, one story at a time. And your story is not finished yet…







 Piece # 3 – Lights Out!

 

It’s the spring of 1969, and I swear it’s the hottest night of the summer. Even the air inside the house smells stale and muggy.

“Ugh!” My pink flower pajamas stick to my skin, and my hands feel clammy. I pick at the limp material on my chest, but there is no relief to be had. It’s quiet now that the end of the day has come. I can no longer hear the rain falling heavily against the roof. I bet if I open my window, I can smell the gardenias from the Johnsons’ bushes next door.

I hear Mommy yelling from the kitchen, “Get into bed, sweet baby.”

I scramble across the cool sheets and jiggle the window at the head of my bed. It’s super old, and the frame is loose. It opens with ease, and a gentle breeze lifts the hair off my shoulders. I lay my head down and press my cheek against the broad sill, loving the feel of the cool, painted wood against my skin. When the sill turns warm, I sit up and fall back into my pillows with a satisfied grin.

“Sleep tight, sugar baby,” Mommy croons as she kisses my cheek and pulls the covers tight around my chin.

Her careful cocooning of me won’t last. I hate the feeling of my feet being tied down, but I don’t say anything. Mommy has a hard life. I refuse to make it harder by complaining. One more brief caress of her hand on my cheek, and she’s gone.

The second I hear the door close behind her, my feet strain against the sheets, breaking free of their temporary prison. And the horrible heaviness squeezing my chest eases. “Whew,” I whisper, no longer feeling trapped.

“Good night, Buddy,” I call softly into the dark. My nightly ritual is almost complete.

“Good night, Sissy Bug,” my older brother whispers back across the room we share.

Content that all is well in my little world, I press myself back into my sheets and slide into a deep slumber. No thoughts of fear plague my mind, as it should be for all five-year-old children.

Around 3 a.m., I hear a faint scratching noise at the window. I’m hazy with sleep, and the sound seems far in the back of my mind. It’s irritating but not enough to bring me fully awake.

However, the meddling sound rouses my big brother, and from across the room, he sees the flash of silver slicing through the screen window. A dirty hand follows the knife, reaching for me. Toby yells my nickname, “Tora!” And suddenly, I feel a sharp jerk on my right arm as he pulls me frantically from my bed, screaming, “Mommy! Daddy!”

At this point, I am still oblivious to what is transpiring around me; however, I trust my brother implicitly and follow his lead, joining in the cry for our parents’ help. “Mommy! Daddy!”

Responding to the ruckus, my father runs out in his boxers and my mother in her gown and curlers. Father goes to the window, and Mommy rushes us to the safety of their room. The man at the window takes flight. My father is slow to follow. I notice he didn’t grab his shotgun; it’s still propped up in the corner of the room by my parents’ side of the bed.

Suddenly, the room is spinning, and I feel off-kilter as I listen to my father reluctantly surrender to my mother’s urgings to call the police.

The bizarre conversation fills my ears: “Yeah, we just had some trouble here. I think whoever it was is long gone.”

He sounds like he’s trying to convince the police there’s no reason for them to come and investigate. But Mommy gives him the dead eye, and he changes his tune. “Yeah, yeah, you better come and check things out to make certain it’s safe.” He hangs up the phone and gives her his are you happy? look.

My father pulls on his clothes and then heads outside to look at the damage done to the window. Before he goes, he shoots me this strange look. It’s not worry or even irritation at being woken up at the crack of dawn. It’s this peculiar look of disappointment. As he walks away, I see the shotgun is still standing in the corner. I don’t know why it bothers me, but this one act alone sets my nerves on edge in a way that I cannot possibly explain. Wouldn’t he have needed the shotgun to protect us from whoever was at the window? I struggle silently with this question and will continue to do so for many years to come.

The police arrive, and I’m left alone in my parents’ bedroom. The house is quiet again, and everyone is outside by the window, even my mother. I hear their muffled voices, and curiosity pulls me back to my room. I see the screen hanging loose in the window frame. At one point, an officer sticks his hand through the opening.

At that moment, everything clicks into place; my young mind understands what just happened. I am filled with this overwhelming fear, frozen to the spot as I listen to the officers doing their jobs. They wave their flashlights over the screen and the ground under my window.

“See here, look—several muddy footprints. It didn’t rain long, but it’s enough to give us this trail leaving the house. He may be hiding close by; everyone spread out. Let’s find him!”

The officers never found the man, and I never slept by an open window again. This was the first attempt on my life.

Shaken as I was, God did not allow me to be taken or harmed. This is the beginning of the enemy’s attacks on my life. I have to admit that while there are no physical ramifications from this encounter with darkness, it is the start of an extensive, lifelong psychological attack.

Please understand, our enemy is not stupid and does not lack imagination or weaponry.

I am reminded of this by a conversation God had with Satan in the book of Job, and I’m paraphrasing here.

God asks Satan, “Where’d you come from?”

He tells God, “I go all over the earth, watching everything that goes on.”

Satan’s sinister response sends chills up my spine. That evil creature watches to see where he can trip us up and hurt our relationship with God.

But our Heavenly Father, who knows everything about the enemy, urges us to be on watch—to pay attention to what is happening in our lives. Satan wants nothing more than to destroy our destiny in Christ before it even begins. But take comfort, my friend: if you are being attacked, the thief doesn’t rob an empty house. No, he robs the house that is filled with treasure.

What treasure has God placed in your heart? Do you hear His gentle call to come out and fulfill the purpose He has for you? Is He calling you to be a life group leader—or maybe to take your position in the church or community? God calls teachers, parents, electricians, plumbers, lawyers, doctors, and farmers, and any other occupation you can think of. He wants us to be a light in this dark world. He has called us to bring the hope of Jesus Christ to the garden He has planted us in. Remember, God is faithful, and He is always with us.

As you read through the pages of the pivotal moments in my life, you will see me sharing many Scriptures throughout my story. Rest assured, I’m not trying to beat you over the head with the Bible. It comes from the great comfort I’ve found in the words given to us by our Creator. My love for God’s Word began in childhood. I went to a Christian school, and each week we had to learn entire chapters and quote them word for word. Now, let me be honest here—at the time, I was not overly fond of the process.

My teenage self: Why do I have to memorize all this junk? It’s never gonna do anything for me! I kind of likened memorizing God’s Word to algebra. When am I ever gonna need to quote Scripture to anyone? It’s just a bunch of words in an old book.

More foolish words were never spoken. God’s Word is alive; it’s true, full of hope, and imparts life-changing wisdom.

My intent in sharing the private parts of my life is not to be salacious or to draw attention to me. God has instructed me to be explicit and authentic; I can’t sugarcoat my story—it must be raw and real. We, as Christians, can no longer hide behind churchy platitudes like, “I was a sinner, and now by the grace of God, I am redeemed.” While this is an absolute truth, it means nothing to someone not raised in the Church. How on earth will we ever reach a lost world for Christ if they don’t know exactly what Jesus has rescued us from? It is my fervent hope that you find the courage to share your stories with the people God has placed in your life.

Think about this for a moment: King David, known as the apple of God’s eye, had an affair with a married woman, got her pregnant, and killed her husband to keep the affair secret. He also repented of his sin and turned to God for restoration. In his story, we see the hand of a loving God who waits with open arms for His children to return to Him, ever ready to restore them to a right place with Him.

We live in a visceral world with real temptations and actual pain. What if your story can lead someone to restoration? What if your story can help heal a marriage or bring comfort to a family that has just lost their child? We seem to spend our entire lives keeping our mistakes a secret, desperately covering up our past selves with our personal achievements. We only want the world to see the together version of us—you know, the one so often depicted in the pictures posted on our social media. But what if we told the truth of what Jesus has rescued us from? How many lives would be transformed into His likeness? How many people would know the joy of a clear conscience? Then all of us would be walking in the light of God’s immeasurable love.

We need to understand just how powerful our words are. In our mouths, we carry the power of life and death. And I say this with every piece of my being: no more silence. No more secrets. It’s time to bring our stories—our broken, battered, beautiful stories—into the light of God and let Him transform every hidden place into a testimony of hope. When we stop hiding, healing begins.

The enemy tried to silence me that night, but God used that moment to mark me—not with fear, but with purpose. That purpose would not be seen for many years, and the little girl in me would experience earth-shattering trauma. But God saw what I could not—and that was a future where I would be well and happy. I couldn’t see it then, but God was holding onto all my scattered pieces until the time I would be ready to heal.

That time is now—and not just for me. I encourage you to invite God into your healing journey, offer Him access to the window of your heart.

You know, that secret place where you hide all the dark things that happened to you—afraid that if you ever dared to open it, there’d be no way to close it again. That all the jagged pieces would spill out, sharp and overwhelming, too messy to ever gather back.

But what if letting them fall was the beginning of freedom?

What if surrendering those broken shards is how healing starts?

Would it really be so terrible… to let go?

To stop holding it all together, and simply let God be God?







 Piece # 4 - Secrets That Shatter the Soul 

 

Several months have passed, and life continues. The attack leaves my mother living in constant fear. She tries to make a life for my brother and me beyond the incident at the window. Mommy wants us to feel normal again, but that ship has sailed for me. After a while of living in fear, she urges my father to move us to the country. In her mind, we’ll be safer there. He tells her we must wait until I finish kindergarten. She relents, but at the first opportunity, we move to the country.

The first night in my new room is strange. Outside, the crickets are chirping. I hear them through the closed window. The sound of their legs rubbing together makes the glass in the window seem to vibrate with their music. As I listen to the symphony of nature, my heart longs to tell my mother that we are still not safe. You see, my father keeps a terrible secret from her. If only she knew the real danger lies next to her in bed, things might be different. My father is a monster, and I hide from him at night. I slide under my bed after the lights go out or slip quietly into the closet, trying to evade the horrors to come.

Tonight, I’m in the closet, and it’s hot. Drops of sweat sting my eyes as tears fall from the corners. I’m afraid to wipe them away; any movement might reveal my hiding place. My breath is shallow, and my heart races as the sound of his footsteps draws near. I catch my breath as he enters the room, holding myself desperately still. And in my mind, I try to make myself as small as possible, wishing fervently that I could just disappear.

I pray silently, God, please don’t let him find me.

My hopes are dashed as the door creaks open, and a tiny sliver of light penetrates the darkness. He grabs hold of my arm, pulls me from my hiding place, and sets my tiny body on the side of the bed.

He tells me, “You are my special girl. You help Daddy feel better. Let’s play our secret game.”

I am no longer fooled by his words. “No, Daddy,” I cry, “I’m tired. I don’t want to play!” I stand up to him more now.

His eyes shift nervously over my head to the door. I think he is afraid of me waking the house. He threatens me, “You can never tell; Mommy would not understand our little games. She’ll think you are a dirty girl and hate you. They send dirty girls away.” His voice hisses at me like a snake striking at my tender heart.

Nausea churns inside my tummy; I don’t understand our games! I scream inside my head.

He strokes the side of my long blonde hair the same way I pet my cat, and I shrink from his touch. We have been playing these sickening games since I was two years old.

“I don’t care!” I snap at him, raising my voice to alert my mother. He hears her stirring and shakes his fist at me in warning.

“Mommy,” I call, with a dangerous glint in my eye.

He crumbles at my threat and slides off the bed. My mother’s footsteps hasten his retreat to the bathroom on the other side of the house.

Mommy appears in the doorway, and her concerned look triggers pent-up years of tears. She tenderly holds me while I sob, thinking my tears result from a bad dream, not realizing that the monster living in our house has once again evaded capture.

I have often wondered over the years if the man at the window was my father’s attempt to silence me. Who would ever believe me? My father, the beast, is rising in the community. He is moving into a position of power as a business owner and a leader in the church. He has taken great pains to conceal his evil.

During this dark time in my young life, terrible seeds of inadequacy, fear, and self-loathing are being planted in the garden of my fertile heart. Satan is a nimble gardener. He snaked his way into the beautiful green meadow of light that God created for me and began sowing his insidious seeds of destruction. Death is the ultimate victory for Satan, but there is more than one way to kill someone. If Satan cannot have our actual physical lives, he vows to his best to destroy our spirits.

Know this: he wants nothing more than to stop us from becoming who God means for us to be. The Bible even warns us in John 10:10 that “The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy.”

I am not unique in the attacks hurled at me. I urge you to take a moment to read the account of a young man named Joseph found in Genesis, Chapters 37–50 (I suggest reading it in The Message version). When you read it, you’ll think, Where is God in this poor boy’s story? Joseph is betrayed at every juncture in his life. But the good news is that God uses all of it to prepare him for something greater. All the pain, tears, humiliation, and years of imprisonment—none of it is wasted. God takes what humanity meant for evil and turns it into something good.

The incredible thing is that God did it in a matter of moments. One second, Joseph was rotting in prison, and in the next, Pharaoh lifted him to a position of prominence. God does the same for those who continue to stay faithful to Him.

Make no mistake; there is a war going on around us—one we cannot see. The Bible tells us, “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”— Ephesians 6:12 (ESV)

The spiritual realm has more influence on our lives than we can possibly imagine. The things happening around us will seem harsh at times, almost unbearable. People are going to betray us. Family and friends will let us down. Sometimes it will seem as if the entire world is conspiring against us. With everything that is in me, I urge you not to quit.

No matter how dark it gets, never give up. There is light at the end of the tunnel. It may seem miles away. You may not even be able to see the light yet. Keep walking forward. There is nothing behind you that you need.

Start surrounding yourself with words of hope, even if you are in a place that seems hopeless. Words have more power than you can possibly imagine. Proverbs 18:21 tells us that life and death are in the tongue—meaning our words either speak life into our world, or they condemn us to die.

With everything that is within me, I beg you to speak words of life into your world. If you don’t know how to do that, start watching old YouTube sermons of Louie Giglio, Jentezen Franklin, or Joel Osteen. And here are the names of a few amazing women whose words touched my heart: Sadie Robertson, Priscilla Shirer, and Lisa Harper.

God’s encouragement can show up in the most obscure ways. There have been quite a few times that Steven Furtick’s words kept me afloat while scrolling through Facebook reels at 3 a.m.

It is essential that you start feeding your soul with words of God’s encouragement today.

I want you to do something else for me. Get a pad of sticky notes, write encouraging words on them, and put them on the wall where you can see them. Hang them in your cubicle at work or anywhere you might need them. Write things like, “This is not going to last forever,” or “God is using this to make me stronger.” But the best one—the one that has gotten me through many moments of turmoil—is this one: “This is not how my story ends!”

Tell yourself you are a fighter. Get a Bible and read about all the people who have gone before you (I suggest the New International Version or The Message). Google “heroes of the Bible” and read about them. Use their stories to inspire you to keep fighting, and if you’ve never prayed before, start.

We are in the fight of our lives, and we need to start living like it. Your words—what you say and believe about yourself—determine your world. Speak life over yourself and your family; don’t take what the enemy spews at you as truth. Get in God’s word, find out what God says about you, and then speak those words over your life and family.

There are so many ways to get God’s word into our hearts today. Utilize the technology around you. I get verses and devotionals that speak to me personally, emailed throughout the day as encouragement. The enemy bombards us all day with his hateful rhetoric. It’s time we took the real estate of our minds back.

I’m going to ask you to do another difficult thing. No matter how scared or beaten down you are, I need you to find the courage to open the door to your past and ask God to help you understand what happened. Ask Him to heal all the broken parts inside of you. Once you start this journey toward self-healing, you will start to feel and act differently.

When you begin to like yourself, others will notice the change. Let me warn you, some people may not like the new you, so if people look at you strangely because you have suddenly become so positive, or start to make fun of you for believing what God says, don’t let it bother you. This is your life. It is the only one you will get; live it happy.

Because one day, you and I, and everyone else, will stand before God to make an account of what we did with the life He gave us. But we won’t be in a group together; no, we will stand before God by ourselves and be judged for our own actions.

So don’t let anyone steal your joy or faith; the truths—God’s words—you believe about yourself will decide the direction of your destiny and how far you will go in this life. Your personal beliefs—what you think deep down in your soul about who you are—will decide what doors open and what doors close.

We’ve got a lot of work to do, but before we start, would you take a moment and pray with me? Shut the world out, close your eyes, and let go of everything as we come into the presence of the God who loves us—

Father God, reveal to me who You say I am. Let the truths of Your love transform the way I look at myself. Help me see that my story is just that— a story. And the only power it has over me is the power I give it. I can keep it all inside and be ashamed of it, or I can let it go and give it over to You. In Your hands, the hands of the very First Artist, it can be transformed into a victory story—a masterpiece of love.

Once we have walked through the healing together, I ask You to give me the courage to share my story with someone else. I pray that You bring the right person into my life who needs to hear how You healed me— how You brought me through to the other side and gave me victory over pain, lies, hurt, and loneliness.

I also ask You to heal parts of me that I don’t even realize are wounded. Heal me so that I can be a blessing in people’s lives. I ask You to transform the way I see myself, and help me to picture myself as loved, whole, and free of the past. Oh God, walk me through the door to a better life, in Jesus’ Mighty Name ~ Amen.

We live in a world where the selling of secrets is a lucrative business. Bits and pieces of us are scattered over Instagram, TikTok, X, and Facebook. While it is an effective way for people to keep in touch with the lives of their loved ones, it seems nothing is sacred anymore. It is so loud and out there that it almost robs our lives of their specialness.

Throughout this book, I will encourage you to share your stories. I want you to understand how precious your story is, and when you share it for the first time, it should be a private moment.

I advise not to post it on social media. I know you are feeling free and that the power of the event is no longer looming over your life. But please remember: I ask you to pray and seek God’s wisdom as to whom you share your story with.

Not everyone you meet has earned the right to your personal truths. Trust the Lord’s choice, and then follow the prompting of the Holy Spirit for the right time to share your testimony with someone else as you walk through the process.

God has helped you take your power back; don’t give it away to someone who doesn’t deserve it.

Some people are not for us. They will never be for us, and if we are honest, we already know who they are…

So here we are—still standing, still breathing, still healing. The secrets that once shattered our souls may have cracked the hull of our life’s ship, but they didn’t steal the voyage. By God’s grace, we’re still afloat, piecing ourselves back together with truth, faith, and holy resilience.

As you begin to reclaim your story, be wise about who gets to sail with you. Some will row beside you in the storm, and others may quietly drill holes beneath your feet. Trust the Captain of your soul to show you the difference.

We may not get to sail alone, but we do get to choose our crew. Choose wisely.








Piece # 5 - Walk This Way

 

Doors, we see them everywhere. There are metaphorical doors; you know, the ones; doors to the future, doors to the past. And then there are real doors, like elevator doors—they lift us up and carry us down; there are front doors, back doors, and even hidden doors, but they all serve the same functions; they allow us to move from one place to another.

Satan will use doors to keep you from your destiny. But always remember that the enemy is a liar from the beginning, and all he wants is to make you believe those lies. Don’t let him keep you prisoner with the idea that some wounds are just too deep or too painful. Mark this truth—even the contents held behind the darkest doors are no match for God’s healing light. Step into that light.

Ironically, the next part of my story, finds me without a door, but God will find a way to help me keep fighting even then.

I’m still 6, but I’m stronger now, and every night I push furniture in front of my door to keep the monster out. It’s kept me safe for a while. But the beast is clever, ever so much craftier than me. Today, I watch my father, the great beast, remove the door to my bedroom under the guise of refinishing the woodwork. I cringe at the sound of the pins letting loose from the hinges and stare at the empty space where the door used to hang. A hole has been cut into my heart, leaving this giant gaping wound. The door is never returned, and my soul is bleeding profusely, but no one can see it.

The enemy keeps coming after me, one sharp blow after the other. My mother takes a job at the School for the Deaf as a House Parent; it’s a live-in facility, and she will be working the evening shift. I can’t fault her; Mommy takes the job, hoping that my brother and I will be accepted to the Christian school next year. Her absence removes my last safe haven and grants the beast open access to me; there are many long nights now that she is gone. Time continues to pass slowly, and I die inside a little every day.

Nothing seems to be changing, and everything keeps getting worse. Exhaustion from sleep deprivation at fighting off my father’s advances at night affects my school work, and I am labeled a slow reader.

I wonder why no one asks why I’m so tired all the time. Why do I have frequent bladder infections, or why is a little girl my age always so sad?

I vow that the label of not being quite good enough will not beat me. I read everything I can get my hands on, and by the end of the school year, I’m reading ahead of everyone else. There is this fighting spirit inside of me that will not quit. No matter how many times I get knocked down, I get up and fight. Learning how to read well is my first great victory.

The written word opens a door of escape from my world of pain. I have fallen in love with words, and it will be an unquenchable love affair throughout my entire life. The depth of my love for words turns me into a storyteller. I write my first fiction at an early age, and I keep writing because something inside me tells me that one day, writing will save my life.

But despite all my efforts to evade the evil that visits me in the night, time just keeps passing slowly by, and nothing changes. My 7th birthday arrives, and with it comes an extra portion of courage. I find myself inspired by a story on T.V. It’s an episode of this science-fiction space opera, where the ship’s captain defends himself with a knife, and the enemy runs away.

I’ve decided to defend myself too, and after everyone has fallen asleep, I slip into the kitchen and pull my mother’s boning knife from the utensil drawer. Squeezing the 4-inch wooden handle, I lift it in the air, and the faint glowing light from the stove shimmers over the 8-inch blade. The image of my mother slicing the sharp edge through meat bones like butter flits through my mind, and a slight shiver of apprehension shoots up my spine. This is dangerous, and a part of me knows it. “Don’t chicken out now,” I mutter in admonition. Squaring my shoulders, I tiptoe determinedly back to my bedroom and slip the butcher knife under my pillow. Somehow, knowing it’s there gives me great comfort.

A few nights later, my mother is working, and I hear my father creeping toward my room. With my hand trembling, I grasp hold of the knife; and I’m ready for him. When he leans over me, I press the tip of the blade against his stomach, “Leave me alone,” I whisper fiercely.

Stunned at the prick of pain, my father jumps back. His voice trembles with rage as he warns, “Give that to me; you’ll hurt yourself.”

A small dot of blood stains his white T-shirt; it bolsters my confidence, and I refuse him with a snarl of rebellion, “No!”

Sitting up, I grasp the handle with both hands, brandishing the weapon like a sword, swinging the sharp steel in his direction. It’s heavy and awkward in my little hands, but I don’t care, “I’ll use it, I promise. Stop bothering me. I mean it. I don’t like it. It hurts my insides; go away!”

I see desire and uncertainty warring in his eyes, but the coward in him decides not to press me on the issue, and he tells me, “This isn’t the end of this, young lady.” But we both know that his words are an empty threat at this juncture.

I breathe a sigh of relief that this night the beast slinks away, unsatisfied. But the next day, he takes the knife and returns it to the kitchen. That doesn’t stop me. I just go and get it back. I’ve found something that frightens him, and I refuse to give it up.

Not long after, I decide to fight for my right to innocence, my mother finds the knife while changing the sheets on my bed. She confronts me, “What are you doing with this?” Genuine concern is written on her face as she waits for my answer.

“Mommy, it’s to keep me safe from the monsters at night.” Something in the way I look at her convinces her of my need for it. She leaves it under my pillow and never asks again. Does she know what my father is doing? After this encounter, I think she does, but maybe my mother is helpless against the beast as well. My father had threatened to take her children away when she tried to leave him before. Perhaps she wonders where God is too.

But God has not abandoned me; all the way from heaven, He is shining His saving light into the dark gloom of my life. Unbeknownst to me, His grace is about to find me. It’s Sunday morning, and I see a friend at church going forward to seek Christ. She’s getting all this attention, but it’s the right kind of attention. This piques my curiosity, and I start to ask questions. I like the answers and want this Jesus to be my Savior. I hear my heart whisper, maybe, just maybe, He’ll rescue me from this nightmare. For the first time in my life, I experience the emotion known as hope.

Because I’m incredibly young, my mother brings me to the Pastor to have him counsel me. It’s a strange and disturbing moment that will haunt me for years.

The Pastor looks at me and smiles, “Victory, let me ask you a question. If you were at the bottom of a well and your daddy reached out his hand to lift you up and save you. Would you give him your hand? Would you trust him enough to save your life?”

His earnest questions were like sharp knives twisting in my gut, and the immediate answer in my heart was—No, I do not trust my father to save me. In an instant, my image of God is tainted by my earthly father’s sexual abuse of me. Nausea sweeps over me, and confusion swirls through my mind. I want Jesus so badly. I don’t know what to do. The Pastor’s voice continues to drone on, but I zone out. The fear of my earthly father is muting my spiritual hearing.

Just when I think all is lost, the Heavenly Father comes to my rescue. In that horrible moment of great confusion, God stills my mind. In His abundant grace, He opens the door of understanding to my heart, and this feeling of peace washes over me. I am suddenly clear about what God wants for me, and then I hear the Pastor ask the right question.

“Well, that is just what your heavenly Father wants to do. He wants to save more than just your life; He wants to save your soul. Would you let Jesus rescue you forever?”

“Yes! I want Jesus to rescue me.” My tear-filled voice trembles, and I repeat the simple prayer with the faith of a child, putting it into my own words.

“Dear God, I know I do bad things and that I sin. I am sorry. Please let Your Son, Jesus, come and live in my heart. Let Him wash my sins and make me new. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

I left there feeling free of all the horrible things my father had done to me. I felt clean for the first time in my life.

I didn’t realize it then, but that day was the beginning of my real journey. The first step of many toward finding out who I am in Christ.

Several more years have passed, and I’m in the 4th grade now. I want to tell you that my father is no longer molesting me, but I can’t. His darkness is still a part of my everyday life. We are in a new Church, and I have an excellent Sunday school teacher. His name is Dr. Kessler, and he loves his students. I begin to grow in Christ and learn about sharing the gospel. I discover that Hell is a real place, and I don’t want anyone to go there. God planted something inside of me that I cannot help but tell people about. I feel compelled to share the story of God’s love for me and the gift of his Son, Jesus Christ.

It’s early spring, and my best friend, Annie, is sitting next to me on the bus ride home. She is important to me; I love her and can’t imagine spending eternity without her. I am not the least bit nervous, and I ask, “Annie, do you believe in God? Do you think He’s real? Have you ever heard about a man named Jesus?”

“Yeah, sometimes my Aunt takes me to church.”

“So, you know that Hell is a really bad place; have you ever asked Jesus to be your Savior?” Her pensive green eyes look at me intently; she is thinking, I can see it.

“I’ve heard about Him, but no.”

“Do you want Him to be? We could be friends forever in Heaven.” I smile; my question to her is genuine. I wait for her answer; somehow, in my heart, I know this has to be her choice. I can’t believe for her. She has to choose Jesus on her own.

Annie tilts her head to the side, asking, “Is it hard to be saved? What do I have to do?”

My heart is racing, and I call out to God silently, don’t let me mess this up; what do I tell her?

I am totally freaking out in my head, and then I feel this sudden calm come over me, and the words spill out of my mouth, “It’s, it’s not scary, I promise. It’s kind of easy; you just have to believe that Jesus is the Son of God.” And I hear myself telling her the story of Mary and the baby Jesus, and this verse comes to mind. I share it with her, For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. John 3:16

I tell her about the Cross and how Jesus died and rose again. It’s all so very simple. And then I’m telling her, “Jesus is like the door; He’s the way to Heaven. You just have to say you’re sorry for your sins, you know, the bad things we do, and tell God you want Jesus to live in your heart. We can pray here. Nobody pays any attention to us anyway. Did you want to pray?”

I wait for her answer, thinking and praying; I don’t even know if I’ve said the right things; God, help her understand, please. She is my best friend; I love her.

She answers, “Yeah,” and then asks, “will, will you help me pray?”

I’m like, “Sure!” I am so trying to keep calm, but at the same time, I’m bursting with excitement.

She begins to pray, her voice trembling with uncertainty. “Dear God,” she whispers into the universe, speaking to her Creator for the first time. Unsure of what to say next, Annie pauses.

I come up alongside her, “please forgive me of my sins, the bad things I do.” I hear her repeat the heartfelt words, “Please come into my heart and save my soul. Thank you, Jesus, for dying in my place. I love you. Amen.”

At this point, we open our eyes. We’re grinning at each other like crazy. I don’t know that I’d experienced a happier moment in my life. I’m calling out Thank you! to God for saving my friend in my head. I am in a daze, a happy, delirious daze. My best friend accepted Christ as her Savior, right here on the bus, on the way home after school. I wave to Annie as she gets off at her stop; there is this blissful smile on her face as she disappears out the folding door.

I stop and think for a minute, realizing that when she entered those doors, she didn’t know Christ as her Savior, but when she left them, she did. I think of all the doors in my life and how God has used them to push me forward to this moment so that another human being could hear and accept the truth of His Son. My head is spinning; my friend’s life has been transformed in the blink of an eye. I have never felt this amazing inside. Sharing God’s immeasurable love and the Good News of the Gospel are now my favorite things to do.

I don’t care how young or old you are. We are all meant to let the light of Christ inside us shine and to encourage each other in this journey called life. Are you shining brightly, or has Satan done everything in his power to extinguish your light? I promise you that if God lit a spark in your soul, the fire is still burning. It may be, but an ember at this moment in your life. But know this, when God speaks something over your life, it cannot be undone. The Bible tells us in Matthew 5:14 that we are the light of the world. Take a moment and let these words settle over your hearts.

I’d like you to come alongside me today and pray, just like I did my friend Annie. Telling my story is not easy. But I really felt like the little girl inside me deserved to tell her story. She deserved to be heard; her whole life, she had been silenced.

Don’t be quiet anymore; I’m not gonna be anymore. Open your mouth, tell your story. Right now, let’s take this to God; we can do this together—

Father in Heaven, right now, I don’t feel much like a light, but I ask you to fan the flames of purpose in my soul and let me burn brightly again. Use me and my story to plant a ray of hope into other people’s lives; I want to show them Your love. Amen.

Thank you for praying with me; when we do life together, everything is better.

I want to say that the battle between me and my father was over, but it continues for many more years. During those seemingly endless years, I never stopped crying out to God to rescue me. And one day, four long years later, I came home to the blessed news that we were moving back to the city.

As I walk around my new neighborhood, I pause at the corner and look up at the street sign with a smile. The providence of its nomenclature is not lost on me. I do not take the name of the street lightly. “Glad-Stone,” I whisper the bold print words under my breath, realizing that this time, God did not push me through yet another door; instead, He hid me behind it and never again allowed my father’s abusive hands to touch me.

I continue my stroll of freedom, and as I walk, this great weight lifts off my chest. “Glad-Stone,” I repeat the providential name again, telling myself that I am glad to be free from his touch, and I am thankful that God is still my rock, my Stone, my Glad-Stone. I tell you again; nothing is an accident.

My father killed my childhood. I would never have that innocence back, and the touch of his evil hands would forever taint my life. Anyone out there who has been molested knows what I speak of. This thing that is attached to us because of those experiences touches everything from that point on. We see life through different eyes. We bring our invisible scars to our friends, spouses, future children, and business relationships. Everyone we encounter is affected by the trauma forced upon us as children. If we are fortunate and try extra hard, we can take this tragedy and use it as a positive force for good in our lives and the lives of others. This doesn’t happen overnight, but with courage, we can find peace.

Through much counseling and self-examination, I understood that I was never to blame for what my father did. No one is deserving of abuse for any reason. Nonetheless, there is still this phantom feeling of unworthiness that haunts anyone who has ever been molested. It is a lie I fight continually.

It is also another weapon Satan will use to torture me in the coming years. Anything to stop me from fulfilling my destiny. But my God is faithful. He will never give up on me even if I give up on myself, and He won’t give up on you, either.

Listen to His words of encouragement in Isaiah 41:10 (ESV). As you read them out loud, feel God’s presence surround you with His supernatural protection— fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.

I don’t know where you are in your life’s journey right now. Maybe you’re feeling a little lost, uncertain of which door to choose next. Wherever you are, I encourage you to grab onto God’s hand. You can trust Him, I promise. That’s it; let go; allow Him to lead you through the doors of healing.

There is an epic adventure out there for you to discover. I encourage you to find a way to move forward, even if you have to take baby steps.

Hey, it’s ok if you’re low on motivation; maybe life is so difficult for you now that all you can manage is shuffling your feet forward. And if that’s all the strength you have, that’s ok too, but do it now.

Each time you choose truth over silence, courage over fear, and hope over despair, you are gathering another piece of your soul that was once left behind. The child who hid. The girl who fought. The friend who shared Jesus. The survivor who kept walking. All of them are still you—and God is gently bringing them back together. Every door you’ve passed through, every scar you carry, every tear you’ve cried has led you here.

And if you listen closely, you’ll hear it—a whisper in your spirit, soft and steady, saying…

“Walk this way.”








Piece # 6 - Skinny Love

 

After moving back into the city, things begin changing for me. I start working at my father’s restaurant. I’m fourteen, and even though I can’t legally work to get paid, my parents let me bus tables for tips. I must say, it is empowering to make your own money. I like the feel of the cash in my hands, and I go shopping for clothes by myself for the first time. I am giddy with excitement as I walk into The Butterfly Shop. Only the poshest of my friends shop here. I buy a baby-pink Hang Ten jacket; I love the feel of the cool satin against my skin. I also bought a pair of jeans and a lace-embellished white t-shirt. I have never felt this pretty or confident before. It is a life-changing experience; unfortunately, it does not last.

Several days later, I’m bussing a table.

I hear a man whisper to his wife, “What a beautiful young woman.”

Her immediate response is, “Only from certain angles.”

I am crushed, his lovely words forgotten. The bitter sting of her poisonous prose strikes my heart. To this day, I look in the mirror and wonder at what angle am I so repulsive to warrant such a description. Why do women feel the need to tear each other down? What is it about us that hinders our ability to celebrate the beauty of another woman without feeling threatened? Perhaps somewhere along the line in her life, someone spoke unkind words to her and made her feel less than the perfect creature God created her to be. They say that hurt people hurt others; my soul feels the sharp bite of her spiteful words, and, consequently, I stop eating again and exercise more.

These formative years for me as a young woman are marred with such darkness. Being a teenager is rough at any age, but parental peer pressure at the Christian school leaves deep scars during my teen years. The families are very cliquey, and you are looked down upon if you are not one of the prominent families. I find this strange because this is not how God’s word talks about the Church.

The Church is supposed to be accepting, full of love and forgiveness. And while I did find Jesus there, I found something terribly sinister as well. There is this spirit of condemnation hanging heavy in the air, and it should not be. Because God is full of love, and the Bible tells us in Romans 8:1, there is no condemnation in Christ, but here at this Church, all I feel is condemned.

I long for the freedom God spoke of in His word, the freedom that Jesus died to give us. I’m struggling in my walk with Christ, and there is no one feeding words of encouragement into my life. Christians should be the happiest, kindest, most friendly people in the world; why is it not the case here?

As I stated earlier, I’m a fighter, but I’m not a troublemaker; you’d think being a strong, independent young woman would be a good thing. I mean, I stand up for the kids who can’t defend themselves. I’ll never forget this particular Sunday morning when the pastor took the pulpit. Pastor Dan is a tall man, over six feet. He presents an intimidating figure but is not unapproachable; he is a kind, wonderful man and a great leader.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I have to tell you my son Jamie is feeling particularly happy at school now.” His deep southern drawl and infectious smile draw the congregation into his story. “He tells me that no one picks on him anymore ’cause Tora protects him. Jamie has always had a thing for older women.” He chuckles at his own rendition, and the crowd roars with laughter.

My mother, however, is hoping desperately that the floor will open up and swallow her whole. She is mortified. The pastor goes on to tie the story to some spiritual truth or the other. But, little does he know, he has begun my illustrious career as a protector of the innocent.

Strangely enough, I’m starting to get a rep as the tough girl. I am a little too loud and a bit too rough. I never let anyone make fun of the smaller children, and I never let anyone speak ill of a girl named Cammie. She is older than me by three years but will never have a higher social understanding than a ten- or eleven-year-old, and she is my friend. I have such a heart for the challenged souls of this world. I call them the Blessed because they see God differently than we do. I have always believed that they are extremely special to our Heavenly Father, and it’s our job to protect and love them unconditionally, just as Jesus loves us.

The silence in the learning center at school is unbearable, and, as a result, I get lots of demerits for talking. Which—ding! ding! ding! — wins me many deluxe after-school vacations in detention. But there’s a lot of silliness that happens in the learning center after the supervisors leave.

We’re a tight group of kids, but the parents are extremely judgmental; there is no grace here to be young. Everywhere you turn, disapproving frowns of the hoity-toity, holier-than-thou mothers are glaring at you. I wish just once one of them would have said to me, “Hey, I love how full of life you are. I'd love to help you point that in God's direction. Let's go have a soda and talk.”

But those words never come; I don’t fit their mold; there is no celebrating the individuality that comes from being exactly who God created you to be.

I’m different; I’m a tomboy, and I love playing touch football in my skirt (with shorts underneath, of course). And at the same time, I love being girly and wearing frilly clothes; my heart screams the question—why can’t I be both fierce and feminine? I never apologize to them for being who I am. I won’t give them the satisfaction.

Under the crushing weight of their obvious disdain, I feel myself disappearing. I’m hungry for someone to love me as I am. Again, I eat even less and exercise more. I feel tiny. My soul is stretched out thin, so taut it could shatter at any moment. I might even turn to dust and just float away. Would anyone notice?

It’s mid-week, and I’m called to the principal’s office. I’m not sure what triggered the event. I’m caught off-guard by the female principal and the lead supervisor’s vicious attack on my person. You know those TV cop movies where they interrogate the suspect for hours on end, and then, subsequently, you find out later that they’re innocent? I spend an afternoon locked in a tiny office with these women, wilting under a barrage of accusations.

“Why can’t you be quieter? Why can’t you be more like Angel? She’s a great example of how to behave.”

They keep droning on and on about how I should be anyone but myself. Their abuse of power and pernicious behavior can only be titled as evil. Both women, who could have been a positive influence in my life, chose instead to decimate my spiritual character.

“Tora, if you really had Jesus in your heart, you wouldn’t act the way you do.”

Their self-righteous judgment of my character broke my heart. I kept repeating the words silently in my head, You can’t take Jesus from me because I am too loud. You can’t take Jesus from me because I am not the perfect, quiet little Christian girl you think I should be. Jesus is mine! You can’t take Him from me because I don’t fit your Betty Crocker mold. My heart and my dignity are shredded into tiny pieces with each condemning word or look.

They beat me down and tore away my sense of self in an attempt to destroy the hope that is inside of me. Two grueling hours pass, and I am suddenly gasping for air. “I can’t breathe; I need my inhaler,” I rasp, struggling to get more oxygen into my lungs, feeling myself growing faint as my face turns white.

“Relax, you’re fine,” the principal advises, her clipped words void of compassion. She nods her head toward the supervisor, and they send for my medication.

All I want is to be out of this room. I snatch hold of my inhaler and draw the medication into my lungs. I can breathe now, but the albuterol makes my heart beat faster. I am a nervous wreck.

Another hour passes, and the principal tells me, “Tora, let’s pray together. You ask God for forgiveness and receive Jesus into your heart, and you will feel so much better.”

At their insistence, I fall to my knees in tears and repeat their words out loud, but inside I am silently begging God to rescue me; Help me, Lord, help me.

I won’t write their words in this memoir. It was a false prayer; they forced me to pray. At the capitulating cry of my “Amen,” their fawning hands reach out to hug me, so proud of themselves and their spiritual conquest. I shrink from their repulsive touch, exiting the room quickly, rubbing my upper arms as if wiping the tawdry affair from memory. I feel violated by the entire situation; a vision of my father’s hands on my body flashes through my mind. As nausea washes over me, I quickly toss the memory out of my thoughts. This is my first experience with emotional triggering, and I have to confess, I don’t care for it.

Jesus was my Savior at age seven, and He was still my Savior in that room. Their conduct that day was beyond the pale. It will be a long time before I can forgive these two women for what they did to me. I’m not out running with boys, smoking, partying, or doing anything other than being an assertive young woman. I am never disrespectful to anyone. That is not who I am, but something in me broke that day. I will not trust a woman or the Church again for a very long time.

As I make the walk home, the flood of tears won’t stop falling. “What is happening to me; why can’t I see God anywhere? I’m a 15-year-old anorexic cheerleader, lost, adrift at sea, with a broken compass, and certain that no help is coming for me. Where are You, God?” But despite everything, I settled it in my heart to tell my mother what happened in the principal’s office today, no matter what the outcome.

The outside door to the house looms in front of me. I stop to dry the tears and bolster my courage. But before I can turn the knob, the door swings open, taking me by surprise as I am greeted by both of my parents. It’s super quiet, and I can feel the tension in the air as they lead me to the couch. I can tell my mother is distraught. “Sit down, sweetheart,” her gentle voice urges.

“Ok,” I comply, knowing something is off because she sits on the coffee table in front of me. My mother is extremely proper; she would never sit on the table like that unless something was really wrong.

Taking hold of my hand, she relieves herself of the terrible burden on her heart. “Tora, your father and I—we’re getting a divorce.”

I try not to smile. My mother is obviously concerned that the news will devastate me. I succeed in hiding my inner joy. “I’m so sorry to hear this,” I respond as solemnly as possible, and ask, “What’s gonna happen now?”

My mother hugs me. “We’re moving in with Aunt Lydia.”

There is this horrible argument that follows; everyone starts talking all at once. I can’t remember what it was about or how it even started, but I remember yelling at my mother, “I hate you!”

My father slapped me across the face. “Don’t talk to your mother like that.”

Shocked at his bizarre behavior, everyone stands stock-still; all eyes are on him. It is the one and only time he ever disciplined me. I think perhaps he felt guilty for what he was doing to me in private for all those years.

Shamefaced, I cover the stinging red mark and run to my room. With tears streaming down my cheeks, I lock the door and slump down on the side of my bed, rocking to and fro, whispering, “He will never touch me again, he will never touch me again, he will never touch me again.” Somewhere in my repetitive mantra of freedom, the words “Thank you, Lord” escape my lips. God’s rescue had finally come, but was it too late?

The move happens quickly; within days, I’m sleeping on Aunt Lydia’s couch. There are five kids in all; with my mom and me, it’s a full house. But it’s a happy, full house filled with love and laughter. We’re only here for a little while, and then we move into an apartment. I have my own room again, and summer finally arrived.

It’s a month before my 16th birthday, and I get a worker’s permit. Detasseling corn is my first legit job that comes with a paper check and all. I’m super excited, and the sun greets me bright and early on my first day of work. I throw my clothes on and hurry out the door, racing toward the car, munching on a cold piece of dry toast I’d snatched from the kitchen counter.

My mother waves to me with an impatient smile. “Hurry up; you’ll be late.”

“Alright, alright,” I concede with a wry grin, hopping into the car beside her. A breathless excitement fills me as we head to the farm.

“Have a great day!” my mom calls to me as she drops me off beside this janky-looking trailer.

There are a bunch of teenagers sitting on the steps, and I join them, mumbling an awkward “hi,” and no one responds.

I take a deep breath, thinking, this is going to be a long day.

They glance at each other, snickering as if sharing a special secret, and they go back to whatever story it was they were sharing, giving me a definite outsiders-are-unwelcome vibe.

Unsettled by their obvious rebuff, I look toward the field. My eyes drink in the beauty of the perfectly placed rows of bright green stalks of corn, and the uncomfortable feeling passes. My quiet reverie is interrupted as the farmer pulls up on his tractor, towing an extended flatbed trailer.

“Let’s get going,” he hollers over the rumbling engine. We hop on and go to work.

As I ride along, pulling the shiny yellow silk from atop the towering stalks of corn, I listen to my co-workers using words and telling suggestive jokes that are way over my head; I feel more than a little out of place.

The teens are all around my age, but I’m shocked by their language and sexual innuendos.
One of the girls notices my bright cheeks and teases, “Hey, little Miss Sunshine, you kiss your boyfriend with that pretty pink mouth of yours?” Her suggestive grin sends me over the edge, and I dip my head in embarrassment as she nudges her friend in the side, and they rail with laughter at my discomfort.

I suddenly realized that despite the sexual knowledge imposed upon me by my father, I have led an extremely sheltered life, but that was about to change. The fighter inside me wells up, and I vow silently, I’m tired of being the victim, and tomorrow I’m going to do something about it.

The following day, instead of detasseling corn, I put on my best school suit and head to JC Penny’s to fill out an application. I’m beyond nervous, but they’ll never know. This is definitely my first fake-till-you-make-it moment. I take this wicked-crazy aptitude test encompassing math, critical thinking, and customer service skills. I pass that sucker, and the next thing I know, after an intense week of training on a computerized sales system, I have my first real job. Management assigns me to the home furnishings department.

It’s here that I meet my second Annie. She is another point of light that God brought into my life. I didn’t see it at the time, but God uses Annie and her husband, Jake, to save my life. I spend a lot of time at their house with them and their children. It’s one of the few places I feel safe; it’s home— my home. Has God put you in a family that’s not blood-related but family all the same? God never stops taking care of His children. If you feel alone, ask God to put you in a family that will love and encourage you. It may not look like the normal family nucleus; it could be a church family or maybe even a friend’s home. But rest assured, He’ll find a way. He always does.

I stayed at the Christian school for one more semester, as my mother could no longer afford the tuition. I remember Pastor Dan offering a scholarship for me to continue my education there. I declined; the treatment by the women of the Church and the women leaders in the school left me with a negative feeling. I no longer felt safe there. At this juncture in my life, I want nothing more to do with them or the Church. Satan had succeeded in inflicting immeasurable damage to me in the principals’ office that day. He drove this huge schism between me, the school, and the Church. After I withdraw from school, all outside spiritual influence is severed, and my soul suffers a terrible wound. I confess that I am horribly bitter now. I am also free of the oppressive spirit that hung over me, but at what cost?

It’s now the middle of my junior year, and I’m back in a public school for the first time in seven years. It is a huge culture shock. I fall in with the “it” crowd and soon find myself in a world I am unprepared for, and I fall away further away from God. The strangest thing, though— even in the midst of my rebellion, I never stopped praying. I never stopped calling out to God. I simply couldn’t let go of Him, regardless of the whirlwind of darkness surrounding me. During this time, no one from the church or youth group reached out to me, not even once. I never felt more alone. I wish with all my heart that there had been an older Christian woman to guide me. Someone to say it’s going to be alright. Don’t give up. Hang in there. But there was no one to encourage me to keep believing. Except for that still, small voice inside of me that refused to let go of God.

Something else is happening to me. I’m developing agoraphobia. I guess once I got my locked door, I never felt safe without it again. I make plans with my friends all the time. I get dressed and ready to go out, and, at the last minute, I am overwhelmed with this paralyzing fear. There is a heavy feeling surrounding me, and I’m unable to leave the house. I call and cancel the plans with some fake excuse, like homework that I’d forgotten or something.

After I hang up, I go into my room and turn the tumbler on the door. The sound of the lock clicking into place echoes in the small space, and I release a sigh of relief. I spend the rest of the night lying in bed, reading. Once again, I’m alone. The silence—it’s comforting. A few hours later, it’s time to sleep. I grasp the handle of the butcher knife under my pillow, making certain it’s still in place. Yes, it is the same one I wielded against my father at age seven. It’s one of my coping mechanisms; it makes me feel safe. I wonder, will I ever not be afraid?

Satan is not satisfied with keeping me locked in my room; he’s coming full at me from all directions, and I don’t even see this one coming. It’s early the following day, and I’m in the hall at the bottom of the stairs talking to a friend at school. Her boyfriend comes up and starts staring at me like he knows me. I’ve never met this guy until now. He is real friendly-like. The bell rings, and he leans into me and delivers this cryptic message: “You and I share a secret. Ask your mom.” He gives me this smug half-smile and then walks away.

I rushed home that day and waited for my mom to get off work. Trying to find things to fill the time, I decided on making a sandwich; I cut the bread and rinse the mayonnaise off the blade in the sink. Yes, it’s the one from under my pillow. And it feels really weird using it in the kitchen. The door opens, and I set the knife down as my mother sails into the room.

“Hey, Mom,” I kiss her on the cheek as she stands next to me.

“How was your day?” she asks, picking a piece of cheese from my plate.

“Well, since you asked, something weird happened today. There’s this guy at school; he says he knows a secret about you. Do you know what he’s talking about? I mean, he’s probably just being stupid.”

Her eyes shift nervously, and she asks, “What’s this kid’s name?”

“Steven Myers.” At the sound of his name, she turns ghost white. She then proceeds to destroy whatever is left of my quiet little world.

“Honey, I’m dating his dad.”

“Ok, but why is it a secret?”

“He’s married, very unhappily married,” she explained in a rush.

I stare at her in shock; my mind is trying to grasp her quick confession. My mother, whom I love dearly, has confessed to having an affair with a married man. I immediately throw the words out, feeling like someone has kicked me in the gut. I can’t have heard her correctly. Ask again, my mind screams silently. “Mom, you wouldn’t do something like that. I don’t believe it. Tell me you wouldn’t do that. Mom?” I begged her to tell me this was all a lie.

It goes against everything we believe in; I’m utterly devastated, and, at that moment, all my teenage angst turns to venomous fury. I hate the Church; I hate myself. Standing in the kitchen next to her, the rage takes over. It’s like this out-of-body experience, and I can hear myself screaming at the top of my lungs, “I hate you; I wish you were dead!” Blind with rage, I find myself pressing the butcher knife against her stomach.

She leans in, and the tip presses into her shirt. “Go ahead; it doesn’t matter anymore.”

Visibly shaken, I pull the knife away and toss it into the sink. “What is wrong with you!” I scream before retreating to the safety of my bedroom and my locked door.

My mother’s confession sends me off the rails. I started doing things I never thought I was capable of. I’m in a downward spiral, I’m drinking and partying, doing anything and everything to numb the pain. Nothing works, and I hate myself even more. I’ve fallen in with some pretty racy company; I’m smoking and staying out late. I barely eat at all, and if I do, I throw it back up. I’m disappearing, and no one notices.

I start dating a college guy—nothing special, but he is my first sexual experience outside of my father. My mother’s doing it; I figure I can too. I feel nothing when he and I are together. My mind goes somewhere else, and I become numb. Surprise, surprise, he’s a real jerk, only after a trophy. He asks for the rose on my bra. I really should tell him that he’s won nothing, because my father was there first, but I keep my silence and move on.

I’m grateful for Annie and Jake’s influence in my life. If not for them, I don’t know what I might have become. God chose them to show me what real love between a man and a woman is supposed to be like. They are wonderful parents, and they love their children. They give me hope that someday my nightmare might eventually end. That maybe one day someone could love me too.

I read my Bible sometimes, hungry for a connection to my Savior. I’m still angry at God, my mother, and the world. Consequently, I feel trapped, and I long—no, I ache—to find a way out of this small town and its fake religion.

Desperate for adventure and a life of my own, I joined the delayed entry program for the Marine Corps. To do well in boot camp, I start running a couple of miles every day. I discover that I love running. Running makes the world fall away. It’s just me and the road. On the asphalt, I don’t have to prove anything to anyone. I live for the last quarter mile when I push myself beyond imagined limits. It is such a rush; for those few brief moments before I stop, I feel like I’m flying. I feel alive for the first time in a long time. Running does that for me; it frees me from all the cares of the world. This terrible thing called hope starts to inch its way back into my heart. I do my best to make room for it. I pray to Jesus now, not God. They’re the same, I know, but it seems easier to talk to Jesus. Maybe it’s because a part of me feels great shame at how I’m living my life, and I’m still extremely angry at my Heavenly Father. How did I get here?

Skinnier than I’ve ever been, I have officially reached my Egypt. I am now a prisoner and a slave to the enemy. I have no idea how to get back to God. But, thankfully, my Heavenly Father has still not abandoned me. I am His beloved child, and even though I’m not living the life I should, He’s watching over me. The enemy may have sent me on a detour, but my God knows how to get me back on track to His purpose and my Promised Land.

If you have accepted Christ as your Savior, you are God’s child. He loves you. He will stop at nothing to bring you back to Him. Don’t give up on yourself if you are not in the right place in your life today. God is still working on you, and He will never give up on you. The God of the universe considers you a work of art; He even says so in Ephesians 2:10, “For we are God’s workmanship”—His masterpiece.

Imagine, if you will, an artist working with a wet piece of clay—see him tossing it onto the potter’s wheel. It has no form or shape, and it’s only a picture in the artist’s mind. God does the same thing for us, as we read in Jeremiah 18:3–4 (ESV): So I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel. And the vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to do. God will keep working on us until we are the perfect vessel to display His love to the world. Hang in there, my fellow lump of clay; God’s not done with us yet.

Rest assured—at the right time, He will lift you out of the darkness and set you in a place of light and love. The world may have broken you into a thousand scattered pieces, but God is the Master Potter. With care and intention, He picks up every shard, even the ones buried in shame, and He shapes them into something beautiful. You are not too shattered to be restored. You are not too far gone to be gathered. One day, He will hold you up, whole and shining, a vessel overflowing with the story of His love. And the world will see not the cracks, but the light shining through them.






Piece # 7 - Evil Never Sleeps

 

While waiting for Boot Camp, life goes on as usual. My mother and I come to some sort of truce. I’m too young to understand what she’s going through. Someday I will forgive my mother. For now, this is what we have, and for better or worse, it will mold me into the woman I am to eventually become.

My father soon disappears after the divorce, skipping out on child support, forcing my mom to leave the career she loves to take a better-paying position at the packing plant. Her job is physically challenging, and the work schedule is not on a steady rotation. And… I’m so hard on her; if only I had understood the pressure she was under—trying to be a parent, make ends meet, and longing to find love—I might have given her a little more grace. But from a child’s point of view, our parents are supposed to be these superhuman beings that never get tired and never mess up. How wrong my thinking is. But despite the turbulent situation between us, I love her very much, and when she works at night, I sleep in her room. I am beyond angry at her, but she is my mommy, and I feel safe in her room when the apartment is empty.

This particular night she is scheduled for the late shift, and I drive her to work. A few hours later, she came home sick; someone from the plant drove her to the apartment. She is weak and needs me to help her to bed. Pulling the covers up around her chin, I whisper gently, “Good night, Mom,” and then head back to my room.

A couple of hours later, a soft knocking sound wakes me up. I glance at the alarm clock on my nightstand; it’s early morning but still dark outside. I can barely make out the words as they pass through the door, “Tora, Tora. Wake up, it’s Mom. There is someone at my window.”

The fear in her voice is unmistakable, and I open the door. “Mom, don’t tell me; call the police!” My tone is a little harsher than I intended, but honestly, she has somehow become the child, and I, the adult. I call 911, and an officer appears at the door within minutes.

He came inside and took our statements, and he was very confident as he promised, “I’ll be here on foot for a while, keeping an eye on everything. Good night, ladies. Don’t worry. I’ll watch over you.”

The officer is handsome and tall, with dark hair and light blue eyes. He is my favorite color scheme, and my trust in him is immediate. He just looks so dreamy. I look at my mom and smile; she somehow knew what I had been thinking, and we both laugh as she shuts the door.

“Can I sleep with you, Mom?”

“Sure, baby, come on.”

She puts her arm around me, guiding us toward her room, but ever the warrior, I take a swift detour to my bedroom. I snatch the knife from under my pillow and grab the iron from the hall closet. I’m not going down without a fight if he comes back.

I enter her room, armed to the gills. “What?” I ask with an innocent smile. Mom shook her head.

“We’re going to be fine; the police probably scared him away. Now climb in, and let’s get some rest.”

I watch her roll over and close her eyes. She has this way of brushing reality off as if merely saying something makes it true. I roll my eyes and turn out the light, and despite my best effort, my eyes flutter closed.

A few minutes later, I hear a noise outside, and I fling the covers off, sitting bolt upright, clutching the knife in my hands.

There are muffled voices and lights flashing everywhere. I run to the window and lift the curtain, stifling a scream as I gaze fearfully at the screen flapping in the wind.

“Mom, look,” I whisper, pointing to the four-inch gap at the bottom of the glass pane. “Two men are fighting out there.” I call over my shoulder, “I, I can’t see who it is, but I think one of them is the policeman from earlier.”

“Freeze!” the officer yells, tackling the prowler to the ground and cuffing him. The patrolman’s backup arrives, and the man is taken away in a squad car. The policeman looks at my frightened face in the window and heads for our front door.

My mother goes to meet him, and I stay behind. I can’t help myself, and I touch the jagged edge of the cut screen. My hand trembles with the knowledge that the man was intent on coming in. I… I flash back to the five-year-old child whose safe world was shattered by a sliced window screen; I am totally freaked at this point, and I slam the frame closed, dropping the curtain back in place.

I hear the officer talking to my mother at the door. “We’ll need you to come and make a statement in the morning. But for now, everything is going to be alright. Good night, ma’am.”

My mom and I crawl back into bed, and I snuggle close to her. She seems pretty shaken and doesn’t say much as she drifts off to sleep. The rest of my night is filled with fitful tossing and turning.

The morning comes quicker than I would like, but it brings closure as we find out that the man was someone from the packing plant. He had seen me dropping my mother off and wanted me. He mistakenly thought my mom was at work, and I was alone in the apartment. But I wasn’t alone; God was with me. My mother came home sick because God was watching over me. The next day she was perfectly fine—no nausea or anything. I shudder to think what might have happened had she not come home. Sometimes, God uses extraordinary measures to fulfill His purpose.

I want to take a moment and share this truth with you. When we receive Christ as our Savior, there is this horrible misconception that everything is going to be rosy—smooth sailing from there on out. It’s far from the truth and dangerous to our walk with God. This kind of thinking can destroy our relationship with our Heavenly Father, and it gives space in our hearts for bitterness to grow. Bitterness destroys any hope of a future; it makes us hang on to past hurts instead of letting them go and giving them over to God.

Jesus is a real straight shooter; He doesn’t sugarcoat things. But I do love that while He reveals this universal truth to us, He tempers it with hope. Jesus always ends the lesson with hope. I like that about Him. Listen to His voice of wisdom in John 16:33 (ESV): “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.” This same conquering spirit is in us; we were made for victory.

Here’s something to think about—in Exodus 15:3, God tells us who He is; it reads, “The Lord is a man of war.” Which means, in street terms, our God is a fighter through and through. And Genesis 1:26 tells us who we are: “And God said, ‘Let us make man in our image.’” So understand that by association—if we are made in His image, that means we are fighters too. God never gives up, and neither should we. You remember earlier when I told you that God wastes nothing; know this: your situation is not permanent. It will pass, and you will come out stronger, happier, and better equipped for whatever comes next. Don’t be afraid of trouble when it comes. Remember, it always has a purpose—whether it is to teach us, strengthen us, or maybe it was even sent from the enemy to hurt us—but in all of these things, God is still God, and He will make certain it works out for our good in the end and that it brings Him great glory.

Today, at this moment, we will choose faith over fear. I want you to do me a favor. Imagine yourself as a prize-fighter—or better yet, an MMA fighter (Mixed Martial Arts). See yourself in the ring. I want you to picture your opponent not as a person—because people are not our enemies—but recognize it as the thing you’ve been fighting. See that gnarly monster resting on top of two extremely muscular legs. That obstinate creature has 50 eyes and 20 tentacles floating all around. And every one of them is trying to take a swipe at you.

The tentacles have names tattooed on them: Monthly Bills, Food for My Children, Caring for an Elderly Parent, No Job, Crushing Responsibility, Failing Business, Struggling to Start a Business, New Parent, Old Parent, College Student Away from Home for the First Time, Drugs, Alcohol, Addiction, Infidelity, Divorce, Custody Battle, Loneliness, Isolation, Death of a Family Member. You name it, and it’s there, trying to knock you out for the count. Now, under your breath, as you duck and weave, I want you to tell yourself, “I’m a fighter, just like my Father in heaven. I was created to outlast the opposition. This will not stop me from fulfilling God’s destiny for my life. My GOD is BIGGER than all the opposition coming against me!”

Now, imagine as you’re fighting, superimposed over you is the Spirit of God, and it is strengthening you, helping you stand against the opposition, and His Spirit is whispering, “You’ve got this. I’m with you. Hang in there. Victory is around the corner.”

The miracle of all this is that in the middle of this great struggle, you find yourself falling into rhythm with the Spirit of God. And as courage wells up inside of you, strengthening your resolve, these words of purpose flow out of your mouth: “I may have to get dirty and break a sweat; I may even have to dance a little to outlast my adversary, but I will be standing when I hear that bell ring at the end of the round. With God on my side, I will finish the fight.”

God uses what the enemy meant to destroy you to forge you. He steadies what remains, reinforces the cracks with grace, and makes you stronger than before. You’re not falling apart—you’re being reforged, one careful piece at a time.

And when the battle ends, this verse will be spoken over you by a great cloud of witnesses: and she was “strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might… having done all, … to stand” (Ephesians 6:10, 13).

God loves fighters—and He’s making you a Prize one.



Piece # 8 - At Gunpoint

 

It’s July 3rd, a few weeks before my 18th birthday; I’m in the AFEES hotel in St. Louis, waiting to fly out the next day for Marine Corps Bootcamp. I’m feeling crazy confined in the hotel room.

My roommate Sue asks, “Want to go for a walk?” I look at her eager smile; she’s tall and gangly but super sweet and maybe even more naïve than I am.

This is our first taste of real freedom, and I wonder wistfully, where will it take us.

“Sounds good,” I answer, grabbing onto anything that gets me out of these four walls. We take the elevator and wind our way through a sea of soldiers getting ready to ship out. The hot air hits us as we push through the revolving doors; the humidity is thick, cloying, and clings to my skin. For a second, I feel claustrophobic even though we’re outside. Thankfully, the crowd thins as we round the corner, and the heaviness pressing in on my chest eases.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a long white Mercury Monarch easing to the curb. It’s crammed with teens; the car pulses with laughter and music. One of them leans out the window and calls, “Wanna go for a ride?”

We ignore them and keep walking, but the Monarch doesn’t move on. Its engine growls low as it creeps along the curb, shadowing our steps.

The laughter inside grows louder, the windows brimming with grinning faces that track us, as the car inches along, too close for comfort.

I step back a little and gaze cautiously into the vehicle. They’re all wearing different types of military paraphernalia, from Marine Corps T-shirts to Navy SEAL ball caps, and my apprehension eases. I need to feel the wind on my skin, and a car ride seems the perfect answer, “Sure,” we chime in unison.

Sue hops into the back. The guy sitting shotgun climbs into the back seat as well, squeezing in beside her and the other person already there. They are packed in like sardines, and we all laugh. I slide in next to the driver, and we head to this park. It’s super dark, and I’m afraid to get out. But everyone in the back seat is eager for some space and freedom, so they all jump out of the car and race to a nearby picnic table.

I’m left alone with the driver, and I don’t even know his name. So-long Creepy Guy, I call silently, giving him a name. As I reach for the door handle, I vow vehemently to sit in the back seat when we leave.

Without warning, he guns the gas pedal and takes off with me, driving me to a secluded location deeper in the park—his moniker changes as my fear rises. I’m beyond stunned as Dangerous Guy pulls out a gun.

His chillingly calm voice says, “Do exactly as I say; I won’t kill you. Now unzip your pants.”

Paralyzed with fear, I barely hear him say, “I just want to touch you.”

Terror grips my heart, and my mind races; Oh God, what am I gonna do? He’s gonna kill me anyway. I toss off the dismal thoughts and instinctively scream for help.

“Go ahead and scream,” he mocked with a gritty laugh, “no one can hear you, and no one is coming for you, pretty girl; you’re all mine.”

I cry out silently to the heavens, “God help me!” And this immediate calm washes over me. I look down at the center of the seat, where he has a hold of my left wrist. I try to pull away, and he squeezes tighter, cursing at me. Twisting my wrist hard, I yank myself free and jump out of the car; my feet hit the ground running.

Stumbling through the mysterious terrain, branches slap my face, leaving stinging welts behind. With each step, the terror inside me rises. I search frantically for somewhere to hide as the car engine falls silent. Dangerous Guy sounds angry as he steps out, slamming the door behind him. His words are indecipherable from this distance, but I imagine the air around him is blue with curse words.

My sun-blasted blonde hair catches on a long branch; I yank free, groaning inward as I glance down at my white Ralph Lauren polo shirt, faded Levis, and white leather Nikes. Oh God, I lament silently; I’m shining like a freaking copper penny under this full moon. He is so gonna find me. The rustle of his feet on the dry leaves grows louder, swiftly shifting my train of thought from self-pity to warning; my mind whispers, He’s close, hide!

I glance over my shoulder, and I see the shadow of his silhouette on the trees. In desperation, I slide under some nearby branches and hold my breath, waiting for him to pass.

He’s close enough for me to hear him now, and the tone of his voice shifts; he’s not angry anymore. And his words fall off his lips smooth as butter, “I’m sorry,” he croons. “Come on, baby girl, I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

Dangerous Guy stops right next to me; I cover my mouth and pray he can’t hear my thunderous heartbeat. God, make him go away, I beg silently. The sound of a match striking fills my ears; What is that smell? my mind screams as I gag at the peculiar scent.

Cursing under his breath, he kicks the ground next to my head. Dirt flies towards my face, and I close my eyes, stifling a cough. Dangerous Guy takes a deep drag off his skinny brown cigar and exhales slowly. “I promise you, what’s out here is way more unpleasant than the fun I had in mind.” Taking another puff from the stogie, he stomps back to the car.

I hear the motor start, and the roar of the engine fades as he drives away. But I’ve watched enough horror movies, so I wait a few more minutes before crawling out from under the bushes. I stand up slowly, still fearful that he may be near.

Despair fills my heart as I get a glimpse of my new world, and a disturbing chill shoots up my spine. A dense forest surrounds me, and everywhere I turn, an endless sea of dark green greets my eyes. Blinking, I try to adjust to the darkness, hoping that something new pops into view. When my vision clears, I catch sight of this steep incline, and instinct tells me that at the top are railroad tracks.

Gazing at the seemingly insurmountable climb, I rub my hands on the thighs of my jeans and then clap them together to pump up my lagging confidence. “Let’s do this!” I whisper with determination, taking a running start at the tall pitch of land. With a great leap, I grab hold of the grassy knoll, scratching and clawing my way to the middle of the 10-foot slope.

My hand lands on something jagged, ripping into the soft flesh; a pain-ridden howl erupts from deep inside me, stopping my ascent. A creature from the darkness mimics my cry, recognizing the primal sound. And suddenly, I realized that here in this feral place, I could hide nothing, and a shiver of apprehension flits over me.

Exhausted, I lay my face against the cool grass as a twisted smile lifts my lips, and my dark sense of humor allows me to entertain the idea of giving up. “I mean, how bad can it be letting a bear eat you, or maybe it’s wolves here? I mean, you know the whole circle of life thing.”

The morose laughter pouring from my lips threatens to destroy my precarious grip on reason. And just when I think all is lost, the fighter in me wells up, and I whisper, “You can do this; you have to, keep climbing.”

In irritation, I wipe the cold blood trailing down my arm on my white shirt. The image of my mother’s indignant frown of disapproval comes to mind. And for some ridiculous reason, it propels me upward toward the top even faster.

Pulling my body up and over the crest of the incline. My lips spread into a wide grin as rows and rows of interlocking steel greet me. My heart lightens, and a breathless word falls from my lips with hope, “Maybe.”

I stick to the plan and follow the tracks; they lead me to an underpass. My heart sinks at the harrowing sight; “Oh please, God, no,” the words of lament fall from my lips as I gaze the length of the perilous 25-foot drop.

For a brief moment, I seriously contemplate jumping, but the commonsense part of my brain balks at the ludicrous idea, screaming indignantly at me, You’d break an arm or a leg, if not your stupid neck, which, by the way, you would deserve for getting in the car with complete strangers!

“You’re right, you’re right,” I snort with disgust in an attempt to placate my overly irate conscience, “I like our spine and face just the way they are. You win; I’ll find another way,” I concede and turn back, walking at a much slower pace. “Great, now you’re talking to yourself,” I joke, laughingly lamenting this new development in my situation, but I don’t stop. ’Cause the sound of my voice makes me feel less alone as my mind churns, searching for a way out of this nightmare.

As I’m walking, this passage of scripture comes to mind, and I whisper the familiar words, Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me… Psalm 23:1

“I know You’re there, God,” I call softly into the darkness, “even though I can’t see You, You’re there.” Whether it was a declaration or an accusation, it didn’t matter. I knew I was not alone, and I started hum-singing an old hymn. Great is Thy Faithfulness—morning by morning new mercies I see… Great is Thy Faithfulness, LORD, unto me. After a while, the words and lyrics fade away; my feet grow heavier with each step, and my body is weary beyond words. I’ve been walking for a good stretch now; there is an otherworldly quiet to this place, and I shudder at the surreal images of the things I cannot see in the blackness that surrounds me. The dark, it somehow morphs into a spirit that pokes viciously at my mind’s precarious calm. I’m quickly beginning to unravel as the telltale twitch under my left eye virulently attests.

As if God is reading my thoughts, the clouds pass by the moon, and her soft light hits the side of the hill just right, revealing concrete stones embedded in the side of the incline, like stairs. “Must be for the railway workers,” I muse quietly, lifting my eyes to the sky, “Ya know, God, those would have been great about an hour ago. Whatever,” I chuckle softly, my lips twisting into a cynical half-smile as I confidently take the steps descending to the bottom.

Down in this small valley, I feel abysmally lost, and I cry out, “God, help me.” My voice sounds small, even to my ears, but my Heavenly Father hears me, and I feel this presence telling me to look to the left. I do what it says, and, to my surprise, there is a dirt road; tears of gratitude well in my eyes at the sight, and I whisper, “Thank you, Father.” Feeling my rescue near, I follow the path laid out before me, and, by the grace of God, it takes me to an interstate.

The road is long and dark. The cars whiz by; it’s got to be late, and it seems oddly busy… “Oh, where is a cop when you need one?” The sarcastic question rushes from my lips as I fall to my knees on the side of the road, weary to the very marrow of my bones.

“Somebody, please stop and help me!” I scream over and over until my throat is raw, begging for relief. But the cars rush by as if I’m invisible and no one can see me frantically waving my arms. After what seems an eternity, I drop my arms to my sides, no longer able to stand the burning pain in my muscles.

As I stand there, a sudden terror grips me, and two questions race through my mind: what if the man who took me is searching the highway right now, looking for me, and what if he wants to finish what he started?

Trembling uncontrollably, I glance down at my torn clothes splotched with blood and run a hand through my knotted hair; I am a hot mess. As I swipe the trickling blood from my temple, the fighter inside me rises again, and I tell myself, “Nobody is stopping for you, girl; get up, start walking; find the exit to the nearest city and take it. You’ll find help there; just keep moving forward.”

I had barely finished speaking the words when this frumpy-looking red car pulls over, and the door flies open. Relief floods my body as this sweet-looking older man smiles at me. He looks harmless enough, and I am beyond desperate, so I get in, but my respite is short-lived.

“Now, young lady, worse could happen to you than what already has, getting into cars with strangers. What are you thinking?”

I’m thinking you’re gonna kill me, my brain quips morbidly as a knot of fear cinches my stomach. Can this day get any worse? I ask myself, cringing inward as I scramble for the door handle. Fear rushes over me as the lock clicks shut.

“Relax, I’m not going to hurt you,” he assures me as we drive off.

The man tries to have a conversation with me, but no words will come. I’m cold, tired, and I just want to go home.

After a short drive, we pull up outside the police station, and an officer walks up. He opens the door and takes me by the arm. I freeze; he reminds me of the man who just threatened to sexually assault and kill me. I must be in shock; I can’t answer even the simplest of his questions. I feel his hands on my arm and head as he helps me inside the police cruiser. He takes me straight to the hospital.

In the treatment room, a nurse is talking to me, “What’s your name, sweetie? Mine’s Nancy.”

No words will come, and I sit there in silence as she cleans the blood away. After a few minutes, she waves a needle in front of my face, trying to force a reaction. “This is a tetanus shot,” she explained for further effect. At my stoic silence, Nancy warns, “You’re going to feel a little prick,” and then she stabs the needle into my arm. As the plunger falls, a burning sensation shoots through my muscle, but I don’t move; I’m frozen to the spot.

“Ma’am, ma’am, do you remember your name?” the police officer asks.

I’m still not thinking straight, and I find his question silly: why is he calling me ma’am? I’m only seventeen?

The police officer is talking again, asking me more questions. I still can’t answer, and the hospital registers me as Jane Doe.

In the meantime, my roommate has found her way back to the hotel. She alerts the authorities I’ve been taken. There is now an A.P.B. out on me.

The officer receives the alert, putting two and two together; he tells the nurse, “Get her ready.”

“Alright, sweetheart, that’s it, we gotta get you ready,” Nancy soothed softly, fussing over me for a few more minutes as if she didn’t want to let me go. She smoothed my ruffled hair one more time before nodding to the officer, “You can take her now.”

He tips his hat, receiving the handoff, and tells me, “We’re going to take a ride.” I visibly stiffen, pulling slightly away, and his calm voice assures me, “It’s alright; I’m taking you to your roommate.”

Susie—my jangled nerves grab onto the familiar thought, and I ease off the table, following him to his cruiser. He drives me to the Junior Deputy District Attorney’s Office. He sits me in one of those old rigid wooden chairs, and they bring Susie in to meet me. At the tender look of compassion in her eyes, I find my voice as I run to her, “I’m so glad you’re here.” She holds me till the tears subside, and we break apart.

The officer tells us, “I’ll be outside the door; make yourselves comfortable; the D.A. will see you in the morning.” He nods his head with a smile, and then he’s out the door.

“Are you going to be ok?” Susie asks.

“I’m fine, just a little tired.” I yawn, slipping to the floor, stretching out my body before laying my head on my arm. Susie follows suit. It’s not long before exhaustion takes both of us, and we fall asleep. She and I spend the rest of the night on the cold, hardwood floor, waiting for the D.A. to arrive. In the morning, we give our statements to him. They search for the man and find his car, but no weapon.

My recruiter, Lathon, shows up. “You alright, recruits?” he asks in concern.

“We’re fine,” we respond in unison, dipping our heads, a bit embarrassed by the entire situation, knowing we should be on a plane to Parris Island by now. He and some other Marines take us back to the hotel. As I get out of the car, the man who assaulted me is walking out the hotel’s front door.

“That’s him!” I yell. You have never seen someone sucking wall so fast with six Marines on him.

I find out he is a former petty officer that was trying to get back in the Navy. He saw me in the hotel and got his buddies to ask if we wanted to go for a ride. I start to think, is there something wrong with me? What is it about me that makes men think they could just take me and do whatever they want to with me?

My recruiter later told me that the Marine Corps pressed charges, and the man was not allowed back into the military.

The most profound thought I take away from this is: yeah, this was a terrifying experience, but I was not raped or killed. God’s hand is still on my life, and I know in no uncertain terms that God’s winged emissaries were watching over me tonight, just as they did David in Psalm 91:11 (ESV): For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.

Sometimes God allows us to fall into situations we can’t escape without Him—so we’ll know it was Him who rescued us. Hopefully, your situation isn’t as extreme as mine, but even if it is, take heart. These moments are sacred ground—opportunities to grow our faith and to witness just how big our God really is.

Many who have survived trauma feel as if they carry a chest full of emotionally charged bullets. Lodged deep in various places we couldn’t even name if we tried. And if we move the wrong way they either cause us great pain or we unintentionally cause someone else great pain. But the good news is that God, the greatest emotional surgeon there is, finds a way to extract them from our bodies, making room for healing.

With real bullets, this crazy miraculous thing happens afterwards, our bodies fill in the gaps where the bullets were removed.

Unfortunately, it’s not so much so much with emotional bullets; it takes a little longer to fill those empty spaces. We get impatient with God’s process and we fill try and fill those empty spaces with other things that aren’t all that healthy, like drugs, alcohol, sex, food, work, even family.

But God invites us to wait—not just for time to pass, but for Him to fill those spaces with something sacred. His peace. His presence. His purpose. When we stop trying to numb the ache and start letting Him heal it, the wounds become witnesses. The scars become stories. And the scattered pieces start to shine. What was meant to destroy you is the very thing He’s using to rebuild you—stronger, softer, and more whole than before.

“He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.” —Psalm 147:3 (ESV)






Piece # 9 - A Far-Off Place

 

Anyone who has ever served in the military will tell you that it is its own universe. You no longer belong to yourself. There are rules and regulations galore, but I am at home here with these strict proprietary boundaries. They make me feel safe.

In boot camp, your sense of self is destroyed, and you’re rebuilt as a Marine. Marines aren’t individuals; they are an integral part of a team. Think interlocking pieces of a machine that move as one with a common goal.

As a result of this transformation, I am reborn, and I’m not afraid anymore. Nothing the D.I.s (Drill Instructors) do to me could ever be worse than what had happened to me that night in the woods. The enemy—he’s sneaky. Satan will use every situation to complete his mission, but God is already transforming that dark experience into something good in my life.

On this particular day, we march from the barracks down the paved roads, passing office buildings and barracks. The further south we march, the less and less civilization we see. The buildings fade as we march from concrete to a well-worn dirt road. I wonder how many recruits have gone before us. We continue to march along as cadence is called; two platoons of women with a common goal. I’ve never felt such a connection with another human being as I do these women. As we march, a sinister darkness awaits us, hiding in plain sight. In a divot on the road we travel, a venomous creature awakens from its slumber, slithering menacingly in the small enclave. The cleverly camouflaged brown creature, painted with black-shaped diamonds, has settled itself and is coiled tight with its head pulled back and its fangs bared. Its black eyes reflect like fire from the sun, and its forked tongue flickers in and out over its slanted lips. Feeling the vibrations of our boots as they trample the ground, it has prepared itself for our arrival.

“Left, left, left, right, left,” the D.I. calls, steady and sure, as death lies coiled beneath our stride. Barely eighteen inches of muscle and malice, the baby Eastern Diamondback is lethal from birth. One strike could stop a heart cold.

As we pass over the creature with our booming boots, it strikes at us; its venom-filled fangs bounce off the hardened leather, and as it recoils, it bites itself—not once but many times—in the confusion of the thundering crowd passing over it. We are completely unaware that death strikes at us the entire time we march over it. The D.I.s are bringing up the rear; a dark smile crosses their faces as the creature writhes succumbing to the violent trauma. And as the last of the crew passes over, the snake lies silent, its death complete.

We continue to march on for many miles, and as we come into a wide clearing, the D.I. yells, “HALT!” and we stop in the middle of nowhere and set up tents. Sentries from each squad are posted, and I pulled the first night of guard duty. While standing watch, I overheard the D.I.s laughing about the fact that 135 women had just marched over the top of a baby Diamondhead. In the end, the poisonous snake bit itself to death trying to strike us. Chills flit over my skin at the revelation. The D.I.s discussed the fact that we faced the possibility of death without even knowing it.

I wonder how many things God has protected us from that we won’t know about until we get to Heaven. As I write this, I stop and thank God for all that He has saved me from that I didn’t see. He is so good to us. Sleep well tonight, my friend, and hold on to God’s promise of protection—Psalm 121:8 (ESV): The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time forth and forevermore.

Surviving the night was a challenge, but the rising of the sun brings with it my favorite part of I.T.C. training—time on the rifle range. I’m thrilled at the prospect; what an incredible and terrifying experience all mixed into one.

Growing up, my family had weapons lying around their houses all the time, but I never once thought to pick one up and pull the trigger. Maybe it’s because I saw my father shooting the rabbits and squirrels, and my brain understood implicitly that these sleek metal bores brought certain death to whatever they were pointed at. I bring that knowledge with me, and while I approach the firing line with excitement, I bear in mind the wisdom of caution.

The D.I.s are handing out a new piece of gear as we head to the range. I’m super excited as I take the gas mask and slip it into my utility pack. The male P.M.I.s (Primary Marksmanship Instructors) have the most incredible voices, and chills run over me as they call to the firing line, “All ready on the left, all ready on the right, now get yourself down into a tight prone position. Eyeballs on the target, set your finger gently on the trigger, and fire, fire, fire!” At his command, the row of rifle tips flash; the bullets explode from their barrels, flying towards their intended targets. The recruits are stunned at the feel of the rifle recoil repeatedly slamming into their shoulders, and all breathe a collective sigh of relief as the P.M.I. calls, “Cease fire, cease fire, cease fire!” His words end the raucous rounds of munitions exploding in our ears.

There’s some kind of commotion to the left of me. I turn my head, and I see a P.M.I. screaming at a fellow recruit. He’s pointing at his boot and relieving the recruit of her rifle. To my great surprise, she’s shot him in the foot. The trigger-happy recruit is removed posthaste; needless to say, she did not graduate with us. Our time on the firing line is cut short due to this unfortunate situation, and we are sent to the butts to change the targets and pick up the spent ammunition.

The butts are deep, open-air, concrete-enforced bunkers. The recruits stand in them as live fire blazes over their heads. As we march towards our assignments, the air is thick with the smell of sulfur, and the fear of the unknown washes over us. I must tell you, as I put on my armored helmet and step into the dank box, I’m more than a little apprehensive about this entire event. But nonetheless, I slide off my woodland camo jacket, toss it to the far corner, and prepare for the onslaught of bullets headed my way. My bunker mate does the same. Wide-eyed with a mix of excitement and terror, we press ourselves against the back wall, smiling nervously at each other as the brass cartridges fall, pinging on the hardened concrete. All the while, your mind screams, What if a stray bullet hits me? They’re ricocheting off everything! But, mercifully, we remain unharmed, flinching continually each time a bullet meets the target.

At the sound of the cease fire, we scramble to get the butts ready for the next round. I lift the target, changing the giant sheet, and my partner picks up the fallen shells, tossing them into buckets of sand located on the left and right of the bunker. A warning horn blares, and we run back to the wall, positioning ourselves for the next throng of bullets flying our way. We repeat the dance, taking turns for each duty. Somewhere amidst it all, I stop cringing at the sound of the bullets slamming into the target; my fear has transformed into confidence from a job well done.

Next stop on this crazy ride is the gas chamber. I’m a big proponent of rules that will make my life easier. And when the D.I.s warned at breakfast, “Don’t eat or drink too much; there’s a surprise for you this afternoon,” I kept their advice and ignored their personal joy over the cryptic message. This entire experience is an extensive exercise in psychological warfare. The D.I.s are constantly messing with our minds, teaching us to always remain calm in the face of adversity. Today’s jaunt through the gas chamber will be one of those lessons.

Fifteen minutes later, we arrive at this long wooden shack; a D.I. marches us inside in a group of ten and locks the door. Only she can open it. We gather in a semicircle around her and wait for instructions.

“The gas bomb has just been released. Close your eyes and hold your breath; take out your masks,” the sergeant orders. “Place it on your face tight, and pull the straps over your head. Now tighten the straps. Cup your hand over the vent in front and blow out. Now cup your hands over the filters at the sides and breathe in; that’s right, feel the suction making the mask tighter.”

She glances around the tiny room and smiles mischievously before giving her next round of instructions. “I want everyone to remain calm during this exercise; the gas will feel like it’s burning your eyes and throats; again, I caution you to remain calm. If anyone freaks out, we will all take our masks off and sing the first verse of the Marine Corps hymn in honor of the idiot who broke ranks.” Her smile fades as she warns, “In the field, if one of us dies, we all die. Now take your masks off.”

The sergeant’s words send chills over me as I prepare for the real thing. Bang! A flash of light explodes near me. I pull out my mask and follow her orders to a T. As we don, seat, and clear our masks, the air fills with yellow smoke. The instructor is waiting calmly for everyone to comply with her orders. I’m impressed; she is not wearing the mask. The windows of my hood are blurry at best, but I can see a recruit still fumbling with her gear.

The mask won’t seat on her face, and she freaks out as the gas burns her eyes and lungs. She runs to the door and pounds on it, screaming, “Let me out!”

The sergeant puts on her mask and proceeds to grab hold of the recruit. “Masks off,” she orders. “Now sing!” With burning eyes and raw throats, we sing,

“From the Halls of Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli.”

The D.I. holds up her hand. “Enough! Now put your masks back on.”

The tiny squad, gasping for clean air, obeys immediately. Once we’ve all seated our masks correctly, the sergeant opens the door and lets us out into the free air.

We stumble out, yanking our masks off. Some of the recruits fall to their knees and violently relieve themselves of their breakfasts. Me, I’m walking around with tears streaming from my stinging eyes and snot pouring from my nose. There are even a couple of girls passed out on the ground. Thank God I listened to the D.I.s’ earlier instructions. It’s going to be a miserable night for some of us.

The next day, we are back in our barracks, and a recruit washes our gas chamber camos in hot water, turning the entire squad bay into a gas chamber. Everyone had to evacuate, and the D.I.s were not happy; she did not graduate with us. As the weeks passed, our numbers dwindled from the original 86 to 36. By the grace of God, I was one of the 36 that graduated. But the constant fear of being pulled aside and ordered to march the walk of shame out of the barracks always hung over our heads. Because up until the moment we actually marched across the grinder to graduate, we never knew. Each time someone failed, they were rejected from becoming one of the most elite soldiers in the world. Their failure told them that they were not good enough, not strong enough, not smart enough.

The world is constantly telling us that we are not enough, but it’s to our eternal credit that God doesn’t look at us that way. While it’s true that on our own, we will never be good enough for Heaven, take heart—God knows this. Our sin nature knocks us out of the running for the coveted title Child of God every time. But here is where grace comes in; I’m so grateful that the blood of Christ shed on the Cross makes me worthy. The Bible tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:21 (ESV) exactly what God did for us in Jesus’ sacrifice: For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

I learned a tremendous amount of self-confidence during boot camp. I also learned that there are some people in this world deserving of our trust; thank you, my fellow Marines. But I know to the very marrow of my bones that I graduated because God was with me in the trenches as I marched over the deadly snake; He was with me on the firing line and down in the butts as the bullets flew over my head. He was with me the night I was on duty and a rapist infiltrated Parris Island. God was with me as I watched girls slicing their wrists with disposable razor blades and trying to hang themselves with pantyhose for fear of failing boot camp. He was with me in the gas chamber, and He was with me when I marched across the grinder at graduation. And at every turn, He was whispering, “I’m with you; you can do this; you’re not alone.”

Are you facing an insurmountable situation? Do you feel alone? I promise you; you’re not. If you are a child of God, He is with you, and He is fighting off the forces of darkness to make certain you survive. If you’re not a child of God, this might be a time to seek Him. Coming to God is not as hard as you might think. Just be yourself; take your brokenness to Him—He will welcome you with open arms. With all the craziness going on around us, we don’t know what tomorrow might bring. But as children of God, there is hope for us. I encourage you to keep praying, keep believing; the tide will turn.

The enemy can only afflict you for a little while until God stands up and says, “Enough! Take your hands off my child and leave. See here in the palms of my hands, my scars. I fought for them; they belong to me.” And at the LORD’s command, the enemy has to retreat.

With all the isolation and global upheaval, it may feel like you’re in a far-off place right now—cut off, uncertain, and barely hanging on. But even there, God sees you. He hasn’t lost track of your heart, your pain, or your prayers. And oh, how He loves you.

There’s a passage of Scripture I keep close to my heart, especially when life feels unbearable. It’s from Psalm 107:6–7 (MSG): “Then, in your desperate condition, you called out to God. He got you out in the nick of time; He put your feet on a wonderful road that took you straight to a good place to live.”

Let these words fill your soul: He got you out in the nick of time.

You may feel like the pieces of your souls are scattered across battlefields you never even chose—places of abuse, fear, rejection, heartbreak. But friend, God is in the business of gathering what was lost.

You are never too far gone. You’re never too broken. Even if you’re in a far-off place right now, He’s coming for you.

Hold fast to your faith; your nick-of-time rescue may be just around the next corner.






Piece # 10 - What We Leave Behind

 

A few weeks later, Boot Camp is behind me, and I’m on my first deployment. A-School in Millington, Tennessee—the Air-Wing Division of the Marine Corps—is off the hook. Freedom is a beautiful thing. Even 5 a.m. muster is thrilling. School is nothing like I imagined, but it’s exciting.

I’ve met someone. He’s a little larger than life, but I guess you could say that about a lot of Marines; he makes me smile. I wish you could hear him describe himself as he flexes his muscles, “Baby, this is 200 pounds of twisted cold blue steel and sex appeal. What’s not to love?” he asks with this crazy Southern accent of his.

Things are going alright for me so far, but I get the sneaking suspicion that it won’t last. Time is flying by, and before I know it, it’s May 5th—Cinco de Mayo pops up on my calendar.

Ardek calls to me, “Yo, Monroe, we’re going to the Pier; wanna come?”

She is one of my best friends; it’s pretty ironic that her first name is Annie. I don’t know what it is about Annies, but she is the third one that God has brought into my life.

“Fricken A, I’ll be there,” I call back, and then go and get ready. It’s an hour later, I’m completely dressed, putting on my lip gloss, looking in the mirror of my locker. Suddenly, there is this presence surrounding me, and this voice in my head tells me not to go. It is as strong as if there had been an actual person standing there talking to me, and it was all but screaming: Do not go!

I knock on her door and peek my head through. “Ardek, I’ve changed my mind. I’m gonna go and hang with my boyfriend; I haven’t seen him in a while. He’s been on duty. Have fun tonight; later!”

“No problem, I’ll see you when I get back. Have fun.”

I pause for a second, my hand on the doorknob, ready to close the door, and I change my mind and come all the way into the room. “I know you’re busy getting ready, but can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure, Monroe, what do you want to talk about?”

I’m a little nervous, and I don’t even know what prompted me to start this particular conversation, but something in my heart tells me it’s super important. I shut the door and slide to the floor, using it to support my back like a chair. I take a deep breath to bolster my courage, then I dive in headfirst. “Have you ever thought about God? I mean, you know, what He’s like, and why He made us?”

“What’s got you talking about Jesus?” she asks with an awkward chuckle.

“I know, I know, I’m probably not the best person to be talking to you about God and everything. I mean, I confess, I’m pretty far away from where I should be.”

Ardek raises her brows and casts me a warning look, telling me that I’m about to cross a line. “Rowdy.”

I raise my hand, waving off her objection. “Annie, just hear me out.” I use her given name; it’s not something we do in the military—everybody goes by their last names—but I really wanted to get her attention.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“I am. Jesus is real.”

“Come on, Rowdy, you know this Jesus stuff makes me nervous.”

“Annie, He loves you. He’ll change your life. You just have to reach out to Him, let Him save your soul. It doesn’t take much; just tell Him you’re sorry and ask Him to save you.”

“Gid eowt! That’s some deep thinking there, Monroe!” she tells me in her South Philly slang.

“It is, I know, but it doesn’t make it any less true. And eternity is a really long time.”

“You’re a trip, Rowdy—Jesus, huh?”

“Yeah, Jesus. Just promise me you’ll think about it. And don’t do anything crazy tonight at the Pier.”

“I will, and I won’t,” she concedes to both of my requests with a short laugh.

“Alright, that’s all I can ask. I gotta go.” I linger a moment and then wave goodbye as I head out the door. I don’t know why I don’t tell her not to go. Why I didn’t warn her? Maybe because she’ll think I’m crazy. But I’ve heard the voice before. It saved me in the woods in St. Louis. I listened to it then; by default, I have to listen to it now.

The next morning, muster is eerily quiet—Ardek is missing. There’s no jovial back-and-forth, only the glaring absence of my friend.

For those who don’t know, when you live in the barracks, muster is the required daily roll call in the military. If you don’t attend, you’re considered AWOL (Absent Without Leave) and can receive NJP—Non-Judicial Punishment, or “Office Hours”—for it.

A sinking feeling knots in the pit of my stomach. I argue with Gunny, “Top, can I stay and watch for her?”

“Get to school, Marine; when she shows up, I’ll have her call you. Move now; you’re gonna be late.” The tone in her voice left no room for disobedience. Here, you follow orders, or you get Office Hours. I don’t want to leave, but I get dressed and head off to school. I run to catch up with my squad, already marching away.

“Left, left, left, right, left.” The sound of Bailey’s deep Southern drawl is comforting as she calls cadence, and for a moment, I forget my worry.

An hour or so later, I’m sitting in a lab at school, and concentrating on my work is impossible. At every break, I call the barracks. “Listen, I’m calling the sheriff’s department. Something is wrong; Ardek should be home by now.”

“Don’t!” Monahan’s voice pleaded, crumbling under the relentless pressure.

She said nothing more, and at that moment, I knew my friend was dead. Unbelievable guilt washed over me. I hung up the phone, and I slid to the floor, whispering, “I should have never left you.” Numb with disbelief and grief, I pull myself together, get my roommate, and we head back to the barracks.

Later that same day, I find myself sitting in Warrant Officer Gray’s office. He asks, “Were there drugs and alcohol involved? Was Corporal Ardek known for substance abuse?” He looked at the sadness on my face. “It’s alright, Marine, you can tell me,” He urged gently.

“Not that I know of, Sir,” I replied, shifting uncomfortably under his scrutiny. Even if the answer had been yes, betraying a fellow soldier is not an option, and I maintain my silence.

He went on to explain what had happened. “The girls that went with Ardek left her to get a ride home with civilians. They were going really fast—125 mph.” He hesitated as if he didn’t want to finish his words.

“I am sorry to inform you that your friend is dead. The car hit a telephone pole. At those speeds…” His voice faded off again. “If it’s of any comfort, she died instantly.”

Slow or fast, dead is dead, my mind screamed. His somber words tore at my gut, and I suddenly found it hard to breathe. All I could think was that Ardek never had a chance. She was 22 years old, and her life was over. And I will never hear her laughter again. I wanted to vomit. I knew in my heart that I would have never left her side. I am a ride-or-die friend. I would have gotten in that car with her. Once again, for reasons I cannot comprehend, God has spared my life. My heart aches for her family, especially her mother. “God, help that family,” I whisper softly as I head to my room and collapse on my bunk, sobbing with uncontrollable grief.

After that, everything in my life falls apart. I drink excessively, flunk out of school, and lose my bonus. The heavy weight of guilt at having survived crushes my soul. Finally, in an attempt to save me, Officer Gray sends me on leave to get myself together.

I come back to Memphis to find I’m six weeks pregnant. I have lost everything, and my life is in shambles. And there is this brief moment where I contemplate getting my discharge and then aborting my baby—you know, starting my life off fresh. But there was just something inside of me that couldn’t kill my unborn child. So, I do the only thing I know to do—I survive. I marry the father of my child. I do love him, but I’m not in love with him. I’m trapped with no other choice; the moral mores of the time demand it.

My life and everything it could have been is over. Hope has died, but something deeper has taken root. I am struggling with why God let me survive. Why did He spare me? I’m a wreck; I can’t forgive myself. Why didn’t I tell her? Survivor’s remorse—what a terrible thing to experience. Pain would be a welcome feeling; anything would be better than this unending emptiness. My soul is numb. My heart is beating, and the air still fills my lungs, but everything else feels dead. It’s like I’m one of those zombies you watch in the movies, except I’m not hungry—not for anything.

But God is still with me. Never think for one moment, if you’re a Christian, that God has ever left you. You may have strayed from the path, but God still holds you in the palm of His hands. Rest assured, God will provide a way to get you back on the right road. If you are His child, then that’s what you are—His. Picture yourself held in the hands of the Almighty God, and hear Jesus whisper in John 10:29 that God gave us to Him, and no man is able to pluck them out of my Father’s hand.

In Ephesians 1:4, God makes the declaration that before the worlds were formed, He (God) chose us—and John 3:16 tells us that God loved us so much that He gave His only Son to die so that we could live forever. Has anybody you’ve ever known loved you that much? Think about it for a second—Jesus loved you enough to die for you.

One day, our human bodies will die too—just like my friend Annie’s did. But there’s a part of us that will live on. It’s called our soul. And we each have a choice to make this side of Heaven about where that soul will spend eternity.

Faith in Christ is the only thing that saves us from eternal death. Even now, God is placing people in your life—just like He did in mine—to point you in the right direction. I encourage you to ask Him to show you the path He has for your life. Be bold. Ask Him to make it crystal clear. And trust this: He is faithful.

But once He shows you, the choice is yours.

And if you’ve known loss—if a piece of your heart was taken with someone you loved—know this: God is still gathering the scattered parts of your soul. Loss can shake the foundation of everything we thought we understood, but it does not disqualify us from life. With God, even shattered pieces become sacred in His hands. He will help you go on—not just survive, but live again.

So, if you’re standing at a crossroads between bitterness and healing, between despair and hope, I urge you to choose life—not just breath in your lungs, but life that is whole, holy, and healing. Choose the life God is offering you—even in the wake of grief.






Piece # 11- God, Please, Not My Baby

 

Due to my pregnancy, I receive an honorable discharge. After leaving the Marine Corps, I follow my husband to California; El Toro is a beautiful base. You would think living in this idyllic place that happiness would abound. Two young people starting their lives out with a new life on the way—but what should have been a wonderful time in my life ends up being far from it. Two angry, unhappy years pass, dishes are thrown and broken, voices are raised, and doors are slammed, with my precious child a witness to it all. My home life is a roller coaster of violent outbursts, drunken parties, and loneliness.

Money is tight, and I get a job at a restaurant in the PX.

The lady living below us in base housing has agreed to watch Caleb; he’s eight months old now and pulling himself up. He is such a cutie. I hate leaving him, but we have bills to pay. I kiss him goodbye and head off to work. It’s super busy, and the day flies by. I get home around 6:30; it’s Daylight-Saving-Time, so it’s dark outside. I come into the house expecting Caleb to be awake and playing, but he’s fallen asleep in the middle of our bed.

I ask my husband, “Has he eaten already?”

“No,” he replied, “he just crawled up in the middle of our bed and went to sleep.”

I find this super weird, and my mommy Spidey senses are tingling like crazy. I grab a diaper and gently turn Caleb over to change him. I have this thing about him sitting in a wet diaper; I can’t stand it. I remember my mom telling me that when I was little, I hated dirty diapers and that I would shake the poop out the side of my diaper and keep on walking. Funny, the things we remember from our childhood. Anyway, it makes me uber conscientious about keeping him clean and dry. I finish putting his fresh diaper on, and Caleb wakes up all smiles and happy. He climbs into his daddy’s lap, and I notice dirt on his thigh. I get a washcloth to wipe it off, but before I start rubbing it, he flips around in the other direction. There is dirt on his other thigh as well. I lean in for closer inspection; something is not right.

“Oh my God, Colton, this isn’t dirt; these are bruises.”

I’m nauseous and livid at the same time, and my husband has to physically restrain me from running down the stairs to kick that woman’s butt. I’m glad he stopped me because I might have killed her. With shaky hands, I pick Caleb up and gently rock him in my arms as tears pour from my eyes. How did I let this happen? How did I not know? I should have known. “My sweet baby, I’m so sorry.”

We call the police, and they come to the door. They listen to our story, glancing around our messy house. They scribble some notes and tell us, “You have to take the baby to the hospital for them to draw blood. They need to make certain he doesn’t bruise easily.”

“Doesn’t bruise easily? She beat my son—my eight-month-old baby. Does it matter if he bruises easily?” My question is rhetorical, but they answer anyway.

“Yes, ma’am, if you want the charges to hold up in court.”

“Do I ever,” I agree, and turn to Colton, “let’s go.”

When we get to the hospital, a nurse guides us to a small room in the back with a camera set up.

This entire thing is bizarre. I hear her speaking—

“You need to take his clothes off; you can cover his privates with this,” she advised, laying a small white cloth on the table beside him. “We’re going to be taking pictures and measurements.”

“What? You’re gonna be taking naked pictures of my baby? Why?” I ask, angry and confused by the entire process.

“The pictures are evidence for the court case, and the measurements show hand spans and the fingerprint bruises on his thighs,” she explains softly as a police officer walks in and puts the film in the camera.

I flinch each time the camera clicks, thanking God Caleb is too little to remember this humiliating experience. My mind is screaming with denial: This has to be a terrible nightmare; it can’t be real. Why would anyone beat an eight-month-old baby? Who would do such a thing? Caleb shivers, and I clutch him tighter to my chest.

The officer taking the pictures explains the next step in the process. “They’re coming to take the blood now. Hang in there; it’s almost over.”

The officer leaves the room, and an army of ER nurses flood the small space. He’s so tiny, and they keep poking his arm, trying to draw blood. And suddenly, it’s like a three-ring circus in here—Caleb’s screaming, and his arms are flailing everywhere, and he’s kicked one or two of the nurses in the face. My baby is freaking out, hiccupping as he cries; it makes my heart hurt.

After the third failed attempt, a tall, skinny kid in scrubs walks in with this colorful papoose-looking contraption and tells us, “We’re going to have to put him in this.”

I’m doubtful, but we shoulder him in the thing, and the team’s attempts at drawing blood fail two more times. At this point, I cover Caleb’s little arm. I look the charge nurse in the eye and tell her, “You get someone from Neonatal down here right now; you’re not sticking him again—you’re done.” She looks peeved but does what I ask.

I use her momentary absence to peel the crazy contraption off of Caleb; he clings to me for dear life as I toss it to the floor. “Mama is so sorry, sweet baby; soon, this will all be over.”

The charge nurse comes back in; she can tell I’m still angry and very snootily tells me, “Ma’am, we are going to need you to step outside.”

The Marine in me wells up, and I tell her, “Lady, I’m not going anywhere. Do what you’ve gotta do, but I’m holding my baby.”

She opens her mouth to argue, but the neonatal nurse slips in; he says, “Mom can stay—you go. We’ve got this.”

“Fine,” she mutters, tight-lipped, and we all breathe a sigh of relief as the red-faced charge nurse stomps stiffly out of the room.

The neonatal guy smiles. “My name is Matt, and I’m really good at what I do. This won’t take but a little second,” he promises. “It’s alright, buddy,” he soothes, taking Caleb’s foot in his hand, winking as he pricks the tiny heel with a pin. “Almost done,” he whispers, squeezing the soft flesh gently; as a result, a blob of blood appears, pooling on his skin. Matt presses a minuscule tube to the liquid, and it slides up the cylinder. His confident hands drop the blood sample into a bag, he scribbles something across the white label, puts it in his carrier, and then he rubs Caleb’s foot with an alcohol swab before covering it with a Band-Aid.

A police officer peeks his head in the door and asks, “Finished?”

“Yep, all done,” Matt nods, before taking his carrier and leaving the room.

The officer steps inside to give us an update. “This is all for now; you can get him dressed and take him home. We’re going to do some investigating, and we’ll get back with you.”

A thousand questions pop into my mind, but there simply are no answers right now. The situation feels unfinished, unresolved, and any other un- you can think of. We still have to go back to our home, positioned right over the top of the woman who beat my eight-month-old child hard enough to leave bruises.

Things are a little crazy for a few weeks; I can’t leave Caleb’s side. I don’t trust anyone with my baby. I’m overprotective to the max. The police finally call to tell us that the woman says Caleb was pulling himself up on a laundry hamper, and he wouldn’t stop, so she beat him. In what world would this behavior ever be alright?

Because the military is involved in all of this, and the woman turns out to be four months pregnant, the judge orders mandatory counseling, and she is no longer allowed to babysit for profit. I want her in prison, but that obviously is not going to happen, so I let Caleb ride all of his outside cars inside, and I do an exercise video every day—sometimes two. Living underneath us, I’m quite sure, is not altogether pleasant anymore. They complain about us, and the military police come once. My husband explains the situation, and the MPs no longer respond to their complaints.

Early on a Saturday morning, less than three weeks later, I look out the window, and a satisfied grin splits my lips; the neighbors are moving out. I strike the glass with my fist, and the woman turns to look at the sound. She sees Caleb and me at the window and hangs her head in shame, turning away. A part of me feels sorry for her, but it doesn’t last long, and I whisper, “God, don’t let her hurt anyone else.” I hug Caleb tight, kiss the top of his little head, and promise, “Mama won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.”

I keep that promise by waiting until Caleb can talk before going back to work. At least this way he can tell us if anything’s wrong. To make ends meet, I babysit a little girl for a while, and when I feel comfortable that Caleb can communicate with me, I get a job at the PX Back Office in Accounting. It’s been a while, and Caleb is about two years old now; he’s staying in the base daycare right next to me. They’re alright with me popping in to see him whenever I like. I have lunch with him every day. He is the light of my life; I love him so very much.

This nasty affair has put additional strain on an already failing marriage. Everything looks so hopeless; maybe I should take Caleb and leave, but I don’t know how. I wouldn’t even know where to look for help, but God is with me, and He encourages me to trust Him, even when I don’t understand. Late one night, I pull out my Bible, and God takes me to Proverbs 3:5 (ESV): Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. This eases my anxious spirit. I had enough to deal with just being a wife and mother. I gratefully handed my wreck of a marriage over to God. I don’t know what’s gonna happen next; I simply trust that God will take care of it. Here I am again, waiting for rescue…

And so, I waited—not in strength, but in surrender.

There are moments in life when the cries we offer God are not elegant prayers but raw pleas from a place of desperation. “God, please—not my baby.” That was my cry. And though justice didn’t look the way I wanted it to, God heard me. He didn’t abandon me in my fear or leave me alone in the aftermath. Even now, I can see how He was gathering the scattered pieces—of my child, of my sanity, of my strength—and holding them in His hands until I was strong enough to carry them again. I didn’t have all the answers, but I had Him. And in that moment, that was enough






Piece # 12 - For the Love of Caleb

 

God’s rescue comes in unexpected packages, and one of His mysterious rescue packages comes home early one afternoon.

My husband throws the front door open with a smile. “Hey baby,” he calls to me, coming to sit on the coffee table in front of me. He is super excited and ruffles the top of Caleb’s hair as he pulls a folded packet of papers from inside his uniform.

“What’s going on?” I ask, a little leery of his exuberance.

He holds a paper up in front of my face, pointing to the section highlighted in yellow. “They’re sending me to Japan.”

My heart clenches with sadness. Our little family took so long to come together, and now it’s being broken apart again. I try and make my voice sound happy. “Well, that’s nice; Japan’s supposed to be beautiful.”

An awkward silence fills the air, and Caleb starts to squirm in my lap. He twists his little hand in my hair, giving it a playful tug. The gentle touch prods me to ask, “What about Little Bean and me? What happens to us when you’re over there?”

He answers swiftly, which makes me think he’s been practicing it for some time now. “You’re gonna have to go to South Carolina; you can stay with my dad.”

His response takes my breath away, and I try to remain calm. But inside, panic sets in—I’ve only met his father once. Again, my husband is foisting me off on his family. I know I can’t go to Japan with him, but I really love my job at the PX. I feel like there’s a future there for me. Maybe I can’t do this by myself—his truck is still broken, and I don’t have a way to get around. So I try and think positive and tell myself, His dad’s a really nice man; we’ll be safe there. I can always get a new job. But my heart is not convinced, and I cry out silently to my Heavenly Father, Oh God, when will Caleb and I have a home of our own, where we’re not pushed and shoved around for someone else’s convenience?

I really am happy he’s going; it’s an incredible opportunity—I just wish he wasn’t so excited about leaving us. There is an unusual lightness in his demeanor; I think he’s happy to be free of us for a while. Our extremely dysfunctional marriage can’t be any easier for him than it is for me. His parents are divorced too. It’s not like either of us had a roadmap to a good marriage laid out before us. We were just two kids trying to do the best we could in an extremely difficult situation.

“All right,” I answer softly, thinking it’s not like I have anywhere else to go. And honestly, the thought of time apart is quite appealing. My rescue came; God is good, and it’s not what I thought would happen, but I am grateful.

Things happen in a rush in the military. Our furniture is sold, and everything is almost packed up. I have to see all of the right doctors before I go. It doesn’t take long; everything is right on base. I hear nothing back—and as a woman, when you hear nothing, everything is good, right?

My husband flies to Japan, and I fly across the country to South Carolina. Four days later, after settling in his father’s house, I get a call. It’s the Red Cross; they have hunted me down all the way from California. I hear the voice as plain as day: “You have a Class 4 Pap smear. Class 5 is cancer. If you don’t see a doctor today, see one tomorrow.” Just like that, they hang up.

Through the entire call, I’m looking at my Little Bean sitting there playing on the floor. My mind begins to race. I am twenty-two years old and one step away from cancer. This can’t be happening!

I drop the phone, fall to my knees, and cry out to God. “Father God, if I die, who will teach my son about Jesus? Help me.” An overwhelming sense of fear washes over me, and I hug my baby boy close.

The next few days go by in a blur. I see the base doctor, and the tests are run; they are conclusive. I have severe squamous dysplasia, phasing into carcinoma in situ. The word carcinoma sets terror in my heart, but I cling to God’s promise of mercy shown throughout the Bible. They set up my surgery date. My husband’s mother is of great comfort, but all the same, in the dark of the night, I still feel alone. Even in my fear, God brings peace, and I snuggle Caleb tight. I let him sleep with me tonight; I want him to know how very much I love him.

“God,” I whisper into the darkness, “no matter what happens tomorrow, promise me Caleb will remember how much his mommy loves him.” A gentle peace washes over me, and the words to Silent Night fill my heart. The song pours from my lips in a soft lullaby. “Silent night, holy night…” It has always been the song I sing him to sleep with. But tonight, it holds special meaning, reminding me that even death did not stop the love between Christ and His mother—and it feels like a promise from God that everything will be all right.

It’s early morning; I’ll be in surgery in a few hours, and I’m forced to leave my son with my husband’s sister. I barely know this woman; I spent a few months with her when I was pregnant. I’m pretty sure she hates me—and she definitely doesn’t think I’m good enough for her baby brother. With everything in me, I don’t want to leave my son with her. I hold him close and kiss his little cheek as tears spring into my eyes. I stroke his soft blond hair, sending up a quiet prayer: Please help me do this. Please, God, keep my baby safe.

My mother-in-law, who I call Mama, comes up beside me and whispers, “It’ll be okay. You’ll see Caleb again. Shellee is going to watch him today, then I’ll take care of him till you come home.”

I nod my head and kiss him one last time, whispering, “Momma loves you, buddy. Be good.” He gives me a sloppy kiss on the cheek; I pat it in for good measure, and he giggles. His precious smile gives me the courage to let go.

Several hours later, I’m lying in bed, waiting for them to take me back to the operating room, thinking, You can’t make this stuff up; this is your life. Attempted murder at age five. Raped by my father. Attempted rape from some random guy my mom works with. Then, of course, there’s Dangerous Guy with the gun from St. Louis. I avert dying in the car with Ardek. Oh, and did I forget to mention I almost died in the delivery room? They took my Caleb by C-section, and now, cancer. What are You thinking, God? Is my story not exciting enough? You had to throw cancer in there?

Full disclosure—I’m not being really fair to God, because at this point in my life I am extremely uneducated. I didn’t know that female survivors of sexual assault are at high risk of contracting cervical cancer. Great, now I am a statistic.

Before I fall into a crying jag over the entire affair, I send up a little prayer. “God, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to complain. I’m just scared. Hold me; I don’t want to die and leave my baby without You.”

The door opens, interrupting my prayer. A nurse sets the IV, and then they take me to surgery—but I’m not afraid anymore. That special peace Jesus talks about fills me as I close my eyes, and the strange assurance that everything is going to work out removes all fear.

Five hours later, I awaken from the surgery to find that my life will never be the same. “We have removed the precancerous cells,” the doctor explains somberly, “but you will never be able to carry another child. Your cervix is too wide now; the weight of the baby will cause a spontaneous miscarriage. I’m sorry.”

He pats my arm methodically as he apologizes, and then the doctor leaves me alone with my thoughts.

I am sad that I don’t have a chance at a little girl; for as long as I can remember, I have wanted a daughter. My heart is broken, but I’m still alive. “God, thank You for sparing my life.”

Mama takes me home, and I keep my promise to my Heavenly Father—I start back to church. I am doing my best to teach my baby boy to pray. I tell him stories about Bible characters and how very much God loves him. I am determined; he must know Christ.

After Okinawa, we head back to California, and two more long years pass. My husband does not re-enlist, and we move back to South Carolina. One night, after I finish exercising, my feelings crash in on me, and I am overwhelmed. We live with his father, Colten has a crappy job, and things are less than perfect—actually, everything is a twisted hot mess. And, to add insult to injury, my anorexia has morphed into bulimia.

I go to my husband, pleading, “I need help. I need someone to talk to about what’s going on inside of me. I feel like I am dying. I feel myself disappearing.”

He looks down at me with disgust and says, “Baby, this ain’t Dynasty or one of your dime-store novels. We don’t have the money to waste just for you to tell somebody about your problems.” He smirks and walks out of the room.

I’m confused at this point because we have money for beer and cigarettes—why not money for help?

Not long after this incident, our son Caleb falls ill with a high fever. “Come on, baby, take the Tylenol for Momma.” He makes a terrible face and spits it out for the third time, and I begin to cry. I tell Colten, “He’s so sick, and he won’t take his medicine.”

He looks at me, shrugs his shoulders, and says, “Babies have had fevers before.”

I stand up to him, get real close to his face, and in this calm, cool voice I say, “Babies have died from fevers before!” I storm out the front door, sit on the bench, and give myself time to calm down. “It’s all right,” I tell myself. “God’s got this. Now take a deep breath, go back in there, and try the Tylenol with Little Bean again.”

The next day, Caleb’s grandfather gives me the money to take him to the doctor. We find out Caleb has strep throat, complicated by scarlet fever. The high fever damaged his heart; now my baby has an irregular heartbeat. I don’t know what to do; there is no one here to help. I feel so alone, and I cry out to God, “Help me get my baby somewhere safe.”

Surprisingly, sometimes things get worse before they get better. We move out of my father-in-law’s home and into a friend’s trailer. I start drinking and smoking again. In my despair, I cry out, “Where are You, God?”

And if only I had listened, I would have heard God whispering, “I’m right here. You are not alone. Rescue is coming; hang in there.”

One terrible morning came with no milk or food for my son in the refrigerator. I had failed as a parent so completely; I remember crying out, “God, my baby—how do I feed my baby? He’s so little; help me, please.”

It wasn’t long after that a knock came on the door. “Hey there, sweet girl,” this kind voice called to me. It was my mother-in-law; she came in carrying several bags of groceries.

“Oh, Mama, thank you so very much!” I hug her tight, and then Caleb ambles in. She scoops him up, and he squeals with delight. Mama doesn’t stay long; she never does. This generous soul is like a butterfly that flits from flower to flower, bringing life and joy wherever she goes. And today, God used her to bring life to my broken little family.

God is so very good to me. He doesn’t need much faith to go to work on our behalf—just a pinch—and with that pinch, He can do miracles. Later that night, I held Caleb tight, smoothing his hair as I sang him to sleep. I whisper, “Thank You, God, for coming to my rescue.”

A few weeks later, a noise woke me up around 1:00 a.m. The side of the bed where Caleb slept was empty. Panicked, I raced to the living room where Colten and his friend were snorting a line of coke with my four-year-old son sitting on the floor playing beside them. I am so shocked that I don’t even have words. I pick Caleb up and walk back to our bedroom. I slump down on the bed, rocking my baby in my arms. “God, what is wrong with me? How did I end up here?”

The despair in my voice is evident, and Caleb wraps his arms around my neck and squeezes me tight, whispering, “I love you, Mommy.”

I am such a crap mother; I have to get us out of here, I lament silently. Unfortunately, we do not leave that day, but soon after, we are shown the door.

A couple of weeks later, my husband is ready to be rid of me. He puts us on a three-day bus ride to my mother’s—with no money. I’m totally freaked out; my baby has to eat. “Oh God,” I whisper in desperation, “How am I going to feed my baby? Help me, please God, help me.”

I hear a voice behind me; it’s Shellee. “Here, this is for food.”

The woman I thought for certain hated me handed me her last thirty-six dollars to make sure my baby ate. There was a sadness in her blue eyes, a gentle remorse for how she had treated me. That one moment of compassion from her changed the course of our relationship forever. I will never forget her kindness to me.

With tears of gratitude in my eyes, I whisper a broken, “Thank you.”

Shellee smiled softly, kissed Caleb on the head, said, “Goodbye,” and then walked away.

It’s just Caleb and me against the world now, and I slide into the seat, pulling him close. As if sensing my anxiety, he snuggles his blond head on my shoulder. “We’re gonna be okay, L.B. (Little Bean). Somehow everything is gonna work out,” I promise. I clutch the rolled bills of cash in my fist, and my heart whispers a quiet thank You to my Heavenly Father. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt it was God that took care of my little family today. Thirty-six dollars may not seem like a lot of money, but to a mom looking to feed her baby, it was the world.

Even after everything that has happened, I’m still here. Isaiah 14:27 (NLT) tells us that God’s purpose will always prevail. I’m starting to think that maybe God has a reason for keeping me alive; I wish He would share it with me. But maybe I’m not ready to hear His truth for my life.

In the meantime, I still cling to His words for comfort on that bus ride home: “The Lord of Heaven’s Armies has spoken—who can change His plans?” I will have to wait a little while longer to find out exactly what He has purposed for my life, but I’ve found that the people who wait on God never regret it. Don’t rush God; His plans are always so much better than ours.

I didn’t know it then, but God was using my love for Caleb to anchor me—to keep me breathing, hoping, fighting. I wasn’t strong for myself; I was strong for him. And as terrifying as that season was, nothing scared me more than the possibility of losing everything all over again. I had already lost my home once as a child. Now here I was, homeless again—but this time, holding my own child in my arms. The fear was paralyzing. The shame was overwhelming. But even in that broken place, God was with me. He was gathering the shattered pieces of my story, holding them tenderly in His hands.

So, for the love of Caleb, I kept going.

For the love of Caleb, I dared to believe that there was more.

And somewhere in the silence of that long bus ride, I could hear my Heavenly Father whispering…

“To all who mourn … He will give a crown of beauty for ashes, a joyous blessing instead of mourning…”— Isaiah 61:3 (NLT)

As the peace of those words washed over me, I could feel Him wiping my tears away. And hope filled my heart.







 Piece # 13 - Finding Home

 

I’m not a proponent of divorce, but nonetheless, we have to deal with what life throws at us. And by the grace of God, the divorce goes pretty smoothly; my day in court is over before I knew it. I’m surprisingly not disappointed that my marriage is over. I’m sorry for my son that his father is now half a world away; my heart breaks for Caleb.

But for me, there is little sadness; again, I have to admit I was never in love with him. And as I leave the courthouse steps behind, relief floods my being, and I whisper, “I am free.”

I make the decision to put my son in the same Christian school I went to. I know, I know—but I have a promise to keep: Caleb has to know about God. So here I am, holding his little hand on the steps in front of the school. Standing here is a little daunting, I must admit, but I feel God prodding my heart, telling me that this is the right thing to do.

We make our way to his classroom, and I look down at his happy, shiny face and trust that God knows what He’s doing. “This is where mommy went to school, Buddy. Miss Julie is a really nice lady. I always liked her best.”

He grabs my hand tight. “I love you, mommy.” His sweet little voice reassures me that this is the right decision. I let go of his hand and blow him a kiss as he walks inside the room. The door closes, and God reminds me that all of the teachers who were here when I went to school have retired. He assures my heart that Miss Julie is the only one left, and she is extremely kind. Caleb will be safe with her.

Life is moving forward, and I take two jobs to feed my son. I work the window at McDonald’s, and I get my old job back at JCPenney. But even with these two jobs, it’s difficult to make ends meet. I am so stressed—I’m living in my mother’s attic, smoking like a fiend, and dating another abusive creep—but God is still watching out for me. Against all odds, I get hired at the hospital in the pharmacy. It’s a fantastic job, and I love it. I fill prescriptions and make IV drugs for patients; I’m getting back some of my personal pride. I’m also starting to like myself again. I tell you this part of my story because there are pivotal moments in our lives, and this is a big one for me.

You know from reading previous parts of my story, I was sexually molested by my father. I never asked God why He allowed this to happen—until now.

It’s 3 a.m.; I’m working the night shift at the hospital, and a young boy arrives in the emergency room. He fell on a pitchfork, and it pierced his right eye; it also entered a small portion of his brain as well. The good news is there’s no brain damage. The bad news, however, is heart-wrenching.

He lost his eye. Four years old and permanently maimed; my stomach turns at the visceral image. I vent my pent-up rage on the unsuspecting medicine bins, throwing the pill packs inside with a vengeance. And the pages of the prescription requests crumple as I flip through them. The pharmacy is empty this time of night, and my every action echoes loudly, letting me know just how alone I am. My anger reaches a boiling point, and I let God have it. “How could You allow this to happen? He’s just a baby. Why didn’t You protect him? Why didn’t You protect me? You are supposed to be this all-powerful God. Where were You when I needed You the most?”

My accusations mortify me; the questions just slipped out in anger. Did I just insult the Creator of the universe by daring to ask why He didn’t protect me either? I am suddenly dizzy and a little bit frightened by the vehemence of my emotions. I brush my hand over my forehead as if the action could wipe the embarrassing display from my mind.

The need for distraction moves my feet to the mix-lab. I head toward the static room table on auto-drive, grabbing bottles and syringes from the shelves to fill the orders. Laying my supplies down, I flip the air vent on overhead; the humming sound is loud but comforting. I pause, re-centering my thoughts before reading the prescription instructions. Mixing the IV medications keeps my mind off the volatile questions churning inside my brain. I hate that my soul secretly waits to hear God’s response, and I’m not the least surprised that when it comes, it is the tiniest of whispers.

“As to the child: I have given each of you free will. You live your lives and make choices. Life happens, and sometimes there is no one to blame. Good and bad happen in all the lives that traverse the world I have created. The suffering of the innocent is, unfortunately, one of the consequences of the fall of man. It is not how I intended it to be, but it is a byproduct, and it pains Me no less to see the sorrow of My creation. As to your questions about your situation, they are more complicated.”

I scoff rudely at His answer. “I’ll bet; it always is with You.” Still, I let Him finish.

“I’m sorry for the pain your earthly father caused you, but I know more about who you are than you do. I know that someday this horrible thing that you believe defines you will end up being your greatest victory. I trust you to comport yourself in a manner worthy of My Kingdom despite the odds against you. And I know you will do something great with the evil that was perpetrated on you. Many people will find healing through your pain, if you trust Me, I will help you walk through this. I can bring you to a place of such peace and joy. Take My hand.”

I stop breathing for a moment and repeat His words aloud. “You trust me to comport myself in a manner that will reflect well on Your Kingdom.” Immediately, I feel the heavy weight of His words on my very soul. But I hold my silence, or my words might betray me.

In His great kindness, God interrupts my silent siege. “You are more than you can possibly imagine. Let go of the pain, let go of the bitterness, or it will destroy you. I know you wonder how something good could come from all the darkness in your young life. I promise you that one day you will understand what all of the pain was for. I’m asking you to trust Me on this—let go of the anger, and don’t let your heart get hard. This is not how your story ends; it’s only the beginning. Stay with Me, hang on tight, and I’ll show you the way out, I promise. You remember My words in Romans 8:28. Say it with Me—‘And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose.’ And you most assuredly have been called by Me.”

I feel the conviction and purpose in His words as I repeat them. I am undone in my spirit, and all I can do is say, “I love You, Father. Goodnight.”

The profound exchange between myself and my Creator eases some of the bitterness inside me. I’m not angry at God’s response to how He trusted me to do something good with this awful thing. I’ve always known that there is a purpose for each of us. Many verses in the Bible speak to this. Do you remember earlier that I mentioned a young man named Joseph? His entire story hinges on the idea that God will turn to good what Satan means for evil. But honestly, at this time in my life, I don’t feel special or called. There is no one speaking life into me or sowing seeds of greatness. I feel alone, empty, and unworthy. I can’t see yet how God plans to use me, but I have confidence that He isn’t finished working on me yet. I still have hope even though, at this moment, it’s nothing more than a tiny flicker.

In the quiet of this dark moment, I remember the message of Proverbs 19:21, and God whispers to my soul—“It doesn’t matter what man’s plans are; My purpose will be fulfilled.”

If right now you are where I was then—not certain of who you are in Christ or what God’s plans are for your life—I encourage you to pray and ask Him to guide you to the truth of His calling for your life. But don’t forget the most integral element of this exchange: once God reveals your calling, you must act on it. I wish someone had done this for me. Many of the sorrows and heartaches I endured would never have happened if I had sought God’s purpose for my life at an early age.

Know this: everybody’s calling is unique to them. And every calling is important. Whether you are called to be a mother, the president, a teacher, or a garbage collector, you are meant to be exactly who you are, right down to your DNA. Nothing about you is random, including the things you love—like loving the color blue or the taste of cilantro. And each one of these jobs is honorable. I hate how the world defines degrees of success in people’s lives in correlation to how much money they make. You are a success if you love what you do and bring good into the lives of other people.

Sometimes God tells us flat out what He wants us to do or be. But most often, God calls us a little bit at a time, revealing who we’re supposed to be in that particular season. As we continue to grow in Christ, the seasons come together like a giant puzzle, showing God’s greater purpose for our lives. I encourage you to be patient with yourself and with God, as this process can take time. In the interim, know this: you are special, and the God of the universe has a plan for your life. He says so in Jeremiah 29:11 (ESV): “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to give you a future and a hope.” I want you to be confident in this fact: God’s purpose for our lives will not be stopped by any person or situation. So, if your life doesn’t look exactly how you imagined it, don’t get discouraged; God is with you—things can turn around in a second.

Trust me when I tell you that finding myself in my mother’s home at twenty-four years of age was definitely not part of my life’s plan; honestly, I don’t even know if I saw myself with children. Don’t get me wrong; I love my son; I wouldn’t give him up for anything, but if you’d asked me in high school where I saw myself in five years, this did not fit the picture.

I don’t think anyone would disagree with me when I say that living with your parents as an adult is challenging, and the atmosphere in my mother’s house is not quite what it seems, making this truth all the more grossly apparent.

Her mental health is deteriorating rapidly. Day by day, I watch my mother—whom I love dearly—struggling to hold onto her sanity, and I am unsettled in my spirit. Living in this dark space again brings up old demons. I feel the rise of emotions long buried, giving trouble to my mind once again. Many years ago, my mother was diagnosed as manic-depressive with bipolar tendencies. Her episodes first manifested themselves when I was around eight or nine years of age. I can still see her lying on my grandmother’s couch, clutching her chest, screaming, “It’s burning, it’s burning, my chest is on fire!”

I wish I had understood more about her condition then. Unfortunately, my age and the stigma surrounding her disorder prevented proper education. Well, let’s be brutally honest—there was no education available. No one in the ’70s is teaching coping skills or how to communicate with the mentally ill; there is only shame and isolation attached to the emotionally challenged.

Theories and therapies are extreme to nonexistent. But still, against all odds, she did her best to manage it. My mom worked hard to fight the dark cloud of gloom that warred against her sensibilities. But even amidst all this appalling obscurity of mind, there were many years of lucidity and happiness before the darkness of depression vanquished her inner light. And I am grateful for those moments of light because they are my only point of reference for any kind of healthy parenting skills I might possess.

It’s late at night, and I stare at the attic ceiling. My mind rushes over my parental shortcomings; I sigh, feeling an abysmal failure. Caleb snuggles next to me, and I hug him tight, whispering, “Father God, please let Your grace fill in the missing gaps of my questionable parenting and do whatever is necessary to make up for his absent father. Don’t let my son lack for anything in his character. Let him grow to be a mighty man of God.”

As the days pass to months, I realize my mother’s mental acumen has continued to decline in the long years of my absence. I find her incoherent at times, unable to have a conversation. My heart aches for her. But God is so kind; there are tender moments of clarity between her and Caleb. She loves him so very much.

“You’re Grandma’s little guy, aren’t you?” she asks as she reads him Where the Wild Things Are.

Unfortunately, these moments of clarity do not last, and she flies between severe depression and high mania. Her medication can only take the edge off. I am disheartened that her husband never helped her face her condition. He enables her mania, hiding her depression from the world. But I know he loves her dearly and probably thinks he’s protecting her. They are from the old school of church thinking—you know the one, “Don’t let anyone know what’s really going on inside your home; they’ll think you’re a terrible Christian.” Regrettably, his coddling is doing more harm than good, or maybe my mother’s mental illness is worse than I can possibly comprehend. There are some things you cannot understand unless you’ve lived them yourself.

I am concerned by her rapid decline; I didn’t know how far from reality she had fallen when I brought Caleb into this house. But even if I had, there is nowhere else for us to turn. During a particularly manic episode, my mother is in the throes of a terrible delusion. I hear her pitiful mewlings and can scarcely believe her words, “Victory was mean to me today,”—accusations that convince my stepfather that I have hurt her somehow.

There is this huge screaming battle in the hallway. Caleb is at the bottom of the stairs listening to this entire drama unfold.

“I didn’t do anything to her, I swear. What do you want from me? We hardly take up any space; I pay for our food. I keep Caleb quiet.”

My stepfather is standing at the end of the hall, and there is no pity in his voice as he tells me, “Victory, take Caleb and get out of this house. Your mother says that you said mean things to her and that you’re stealing from her. You are not welcome anymore. Get out!”

I groan inwardly, flinching at his angry words. I feel like someone has kicked me in the stomach, and I can’t breathe. I said nothing to her, and I took nothing. In desperation, I whisper a quick prayer, “God, where am I gonna go?” And like a soft light, the answer comes to me. “Annie.” The name rolls off my tongue, and it feels like a life-saver from one of those big boats has been tossed to me.

I show up on her doorstep, my baby boy in tow. I don’t even have to tell her what happened.

Her calm, serene voice tells me, “It’s okay; you guys can sleep in Beth’s room.”

It’s later that same night, maybe two or three in the morning, and my sweet little boy is curled up next to me. The fears and doubts run roughshod over my broken spirit, taking my thoughts hostage, and dark words fill my heart with lies from the enemy. I am such a failure. What am I gonna do? How are we going to make it? The questions shoot through my mind a mile a minute. You’re lying on the floor in Annie’s house on a mattress with your son. How can this be God’s will for your life? For all intents and purposes, we’re homeless; how did you let this happen?

A little while later, my mother calms down and calls me. “Tora,” she uses her pet name for me, so, I know she’s trying. “I’m sorry, baby, come back home.”

We move back into her attic, but everything feels strained. This is not good for Caleb.

One unusually cold morning a few weeks later—May 5th, to be exact. It’s 5 a.m., and it’s snowing. I call Mama. (Mama is my now ex–mother-in-law, but according to the law, I get to legally keep my in-laws. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it would be Mama who kept me. She would tell me in the years to come she couldn’t have loved me more if I had been born from her body. I love her.)

Back to my call. “Mama, it’s May 5th, it’s 5 a.m., and it’s snowing.”

I’m certain she can hear the despair in my voice. She tells me in her beautiful Southern drawl, “Baby girl, you pack everything you own in your car, and if it doesn’t fit, leave it and come home.”

Two weeks later, I do just that. I head back to South Carolina. Leaving my mother is not difficult; our relationship at this particular juncture is broken, to say the least. If Caleb and I stayed, all we would be doing is adding more pressure to an already explosive situation. Leaving behind Annie, Ryder, and Beth is a whole other thing. They’re my family. Annie is and always has been my mom; Jake, my dad; Beth, is my niece; and Ryder, my nephew. They may not be blood relatives, but I’ve come to find that family is not always kin. I don’t want to leave them behind, but sometimes there are journeys you must take alone.

This is entirely new territory, but I have my son, and I have to do right by him. I know I’m flying blind here, but it’s the right thing to do, and I thank God for His promise in Isaiah 42:16 (NLT): “And I will lead the blind in a way that they do not know, in paths that they have not known. I will guide them. I will turn the darkness before them into light, the rough places into level ground. I will lead blind Israel down a new path, guiding them along an unfamiliar way. I will brighten the darkness before them and smooth out the road ahead of them.”

Are you stumbling in the darkness right now? I urge you to put your trust in God; ask Him to light your way. I promise He will. God is always faithful—don’t give up; keep moving forward. It will get better, and the darkness will fade, and before you know it, the light of the sun will be shining down on you.

I thought finding home meant finding a place to live.

But now I see—it’s not just a place; it’s a promise.

A promise that I am not too broken to be whole. That my son is not doomed to repeat my past, and I, not my mother’s.

That God has not only been with me in the storms—but He’s been guiding me all along, even when I couldn’t see the path.

Home is not just shelter—it’s healing.

And every step forward, every goodbye, every prayer whispered into the dark has been part of God gathering the scattered pieces of my soul and gently placing them back where they belong.

In His hands, I am found.

And in Him… we are finally on our way home.






Piece # 14 - How Did I Get Here?

 

It’s July 1989, Caleb and I make it back to South Carolina, and we’re temporarily living in a hotel with a kitchenette. After a short week of vacation with my baby boy, I leave him with Mama and swing by River City Hall in hopes of getting my old job back. God’s favor is with me, and they make arrangements for me to take the Civil Service Test. Just me alone—that’s an absolute act of God. The Civil Service Test is normally given to no fewer than fifty applicants at a time, but an exception is made for me. I pass the test and get my job back at River City Hall in the Accounting Department.

Everything is going pretty well; I’ve been seeing this guy—sort of. He’s handsome, but he has the blackest eyes I’ve ever seen. I swear his lips smile, but sometimes it’s like the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. I should’ve paid more attention; there is definitely something off about him. He’s shiny, slick—and a car salesman. I ask myself, Girl, what are you doing? Are you really this lonely? Why do you let yourself settle for less than God’s best for you? Why are you not waiting for a man of God? The world will never make you happy.

But the little girl inside me hopes that I’m wrong and that maybe he’ll love me and treat me well. All I’ve ever wanted was someone to love me for who I am.

One fateful night, my happy streak takes a turn for the worse. The night starts out well; Rich takes Caleb and me to dinner. On the way back home, Caleb falls asleep in the car. Rich carries him into the hotel room and lays him on the bed closest to the door. I think, Gosh, what a great guy—carrying him all the way in here and putting him to bed too.

The next thing I know, I’m on the second bed, and Rich is all over me. It’s evident that he doesn’t just want a good-night kiss. I try and push him off of me. “Stop,” I whisper fiercely. “Caleb is asleep on the bed next to us.”

At my protestations, his face floods with this Rico Suave smile, and my stomach turns as he pulls me to the floor.

Fearful thoughts flood my mind— he actually pulled me to the dirty, filthy hotel floor. It smells like mildew. For such a small man, he’s very heavy. I feel trapped. I can’t scream; it’ll wake Caleb, and I don’t know what this man will do or what he’s capable of. I feel his hands everywhere all at once. Oh God, he’s not gonna stop! my mind screams.

I hear myself saying out loud, “I don’t think I’m ready for this,” but he doesn’t stop. Maybe he didn’t hear me. I pull my arms up to cover my chest, but he just pushes them away. My flesh is crawling, and tears are pouring down my cheeks as he takes what I never gave him. All I can think is, God, don’t let my baby wake up. Can’t he see me crying? A few more moments pass, and he finally asks why I’m crying.

I’m frightened, and I lie, “I’m crying because it’s been such a long time since I’ve done this.” An awkward laugh escapes my lips and I say, “It’s because I’m—you know—I’m so nervous.” Why did I say that? Please just let this be over. Oh God, what is wrong with me? Why can’t I just say I don’t want this? NO! NO! NO! I scream at the top of my lungs in my mind. Why can’t I find my voice? Oh, Caleb, baby, please just keep sleeping.

When it’s over, I just want to wash it all off of me. I’m trembling, and my mind is racing. I finally get him out of the room.

I check Caleb. He’s still sleeping—thank God. My body is numb; I can’t feel anything. What’s wrong with me? Why didn’t I see how evil he is?

I nervously check the door again, making certain it’s locked. My hands are shaking as I lean my back against the cold metal door and slide to the floor. I want to die. I want to shrink up so tiny that I just disappear. Then I look over and see my baby on the bed sleeping. But he’s not a baby anymore—he’s five, he’ll be starting kindergarten in the fall. He is perfect, pure, and innocent. I can’t give up; I have to live for him.

I walk over to the bed and lay down next to him. He stirs and leans into me. I wrap my arms around him, holding him tight as I whisper, “Thank You, God, for keeping my baby safe.” I cry myself to sleep and hope that tomorrow will be better.

But it’s not. After work, the phone rings. “You can’t stay here anymore; management says you have to move out.” The person letting us stay at the hotel while I got back on my feet tells me we have to leave.

What a punch in the gut. All I want is a home of my own—somewhere safe to raise my son. Where are we gonna go? My heart laments woefully. I don’t have enough money saved yet to get my own place. Why don’t I just ask for more time?

Fear rears its ugly head, and the years of silence from being abused by my father have left a lasting effect on me. There’s this thing in the back of your mind that fears if you rock the boat or ask any questions, there will be severe repercussions. I remain silent, feeling like I’ve been conditioned to not ever to ask for more.

Since the incident on the floor, I’ve seen Rich a couple of times. He’s all smiles, like I’m his girlfriend or something. He finds out I have nowhere to go and offers to let us live with him. I swear nothing clouds your vision like desperation. I start to think, Maybe he’s not such a bad guy. Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. My self-talk submarines me once again, and I know deep in my heart he’s a really bad guy. But I have nowhere to go. I groan inward; What other choice do I have? Again, I do what I always do—I choose to survive.

I’d love to tell you that I didn’t stay with this man long, but I can’t. I marry him, and we move far away from Beaufort. Yes, it’s messed up—but so am I at this point in my life. I’m still broken from the things that happened to me as a child. Healing from such grievous wounds takes time, and many times we end up dating or marrying abusers because it’s all we know.

So, for now, this is my life—and for better or worse, for the next thirteen years, he is my husband.

But even with bad decisions, God can do incredible things. During this time, my son goes to a Christian school; I work as a night auditor to make it happen. I also become a Sunday school teacher for the first time, and the Lord allows me to lead many people to Jesus. So, if you’re out there and you’ve messed up, don’t despair. God can take your mess and make it something beautiful. Don’t give up on yourself, because God never will.

God loves you and wants you to have an amazing life filled with kindness and love. Don’t be afraid to go to Him and tell Him that you messed up. He’ll welcome you with open arms. I promise He’ll help get you back on the best possible path to your destiny.

The enemy cannot stop God’s purpose. The Bible tells us so in Genesis 50:20 (ESV). You remember Joseph’s story—well, here he’s speaking to his brothers, who have viciously betrayed him, and he tells them, “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good.” This means that if your situation is not good, God’s not done yet.

I used to ask myself that question with shame—How did I get here? But now I see it through a different lens. I got here one heartbreak at a time. One desperate decision after another. And childhood wounds that never fully healed.

Trauma rewrites your DNA. It keeps your body in fight-or-flight long after the danger has passed. Repetitive trauma teaches you how to disappear, how to settle for survival.

But God—He was never content with me just surviving. Even in my mess, even with all my bad choices, He kept reaching for the broken pieces of me that life had scattered everywhere. And slowly, gently, He began to gather them—one scar, one tear, one whispered prayer at a time.

I didn’t know it then, but even in this chapter, even in this pain… He was already writing my redemption.

Where have you been surviving instead of living?

What broken pieces might God be reaching for in your story—even now?

Hear the Great Gatherer whispering, “Bring it all to Me. Lay everything in My arms, and let Me carry the weight of it while you heal.”






Piece # 15 - Running For My Life

 

Less than a week into our marriage, Rich lays down the law. “My castle, my rules,” he states with indifferent aplomb.

The fight that follows is epic. We argue over how he believes I should behave, and when I fall silent, in his mind, it’s all settled. I also find that he has been threatening Caleb with throwing his toys away if he doesn’t fall into line with the new agenda.

For fear of being kicked out on the street, I approach the little dictator in hopes of coming to some kind of common ground. Fearfully, I walk toward him as he’s changing the lightbulb in the garage and ask, “Isn’t there any middle ground that we can agree on? I don’t want to fight, and I don’t want you at odds with Caleb either.”

But there is to be no civil discourse, and Rich, turns on me, and the vitriol that spews from his lips is a description from the Dark Ages—and I won’t give it words. But if the naked eye could see the bruises he inflicts on my heart with his hateful speech, they would be the blackest anyone’s ever seen. In his mind, his fancy house, boat, and all the other trimmings are of more value than me, and it’s my job to keep them all clean and shiny—and to do whatever else he wants, whenever he wants.

I am a prisoner again. How does this keep happening? What is wrong with me? I lament silently.

My first instinct is to run and hide from his vicious attack, but the fighter in me wells up. “You do whatever you want to me, but don’t you touch my kid or his toys. You didn’t pay for those things, and I promise you that the person who did will not look kindly on you hurting his child. And as for me, you remember that I’m a Marine—and that you have to sleep sometime. You come after my kid again, you better start sleeping with one eye open.”

After my show of bravado, I turn and leave him standing on the ladder, fuming, his mouth gaping open. But I saw it in his eyes—he knew I wasn’t playing, not when it came to Caleb.

As I walk back into the house, there’s this tiny voice in the back of my mind telling me, This is your fault; you deserve this. You chose this. The heinous things my father did to me as a child still cling to my soul, but God hears the lies the enemy whispers—and will stop at nothing to free me from them. I may not see it, but rescue is coming.

I bring running back into my life; it’s the only time I feel free. I’m binging and purging again. I eat to comfort the pain and throw up because of the guilt I feel at having eaten so much. It is a vicious cycle. I want so much to love myself and break free of this addiction, but I don’t know how—so I run.

But once again, in the midst of all my pain, God sends me a lifeline, and it’s not what I expected at all.

I’m at church talking to someone about running when this lady named Rachel asks, “Hey, could you teach me how to run?”

Her smiling blue-green eyes take me off guard; there is this naked kindness and vulnerability in them. I agree before I have time to think about it. “Sure,” I say with a smile, giving her my phone number. “Call me, and we’ll set up a time to start.” I didn’t realize she was a stay-at-home mom.

Rachel calls me bright and early the next morning. “Hey, are you running today?”

“Sure, come on over,” I answer with a quick chuckle, inviting her to run with me. Rachel is super nice, and I’m nervous. I don’t have many friends—who am I kidding, I don’t have any friends—for fear they’d find out what happens behind the closed doors of my seemingly perfect home. It’s gotten to the point I have to beg for money for groceries and things. He even asks me to write up purchase orders for my financial requests around the house. This can’t be normal.

I meet Rachel outside, and we pray first. She leads and wins my heart with her kind humility. “God, thank you for bringing Tora into my life. Thank you for the opportunity to spend time with a friend and to make our bodies stronger. Amen.”

“Amen,” I responded smiling—still a little taken back by the sweet prayer. No one has ever been thankful for me in their life. I’m humbled and fight back the tears that spring to my eyes. I clear my throat. “Eh-ehm. Let’s start with some stretches.”

After a few minutes of warming up, I pat her on the shoulder and nod toward the road. “Let’s go!” Our feet hit the pavement, and off we race.

It is the start of one of my most beloved friendships. I don’t know what it is about me, but it’s a part I do love. I don’t even know where it comes from. I never had anyone encouraging me, but I am a natural-born cheerleader. I walk her through controlling her breath and relaxing into her run. “That’s it. Keep your arms loose. Don’t hold your breath. Inhale through your nose, exhale through your mouth—good job.”

Rachel’s breathing hard, but she’s smiling. I don’t kill her with our first run. It’s only half a mile, but I can tell she’s pleased with her accomplishment. We do our cool-down walk, and the conversation drifts to family and personal things. It’s incredible how quickly our hearts fell together.

Over the next few months, our friendship grows, and we’re running five miles a day now. She’s always telling me there’s something different about me—something special.

On this day in particular, she says, “God has great plans for your life. I know that it’s not easy now with Rich and everything, but God sees your pain, and it won’t be wasted. You’re here for a purpose.”

I avert my eyes, shying away from her praise and prophecy, but a small part of my spirit wells up inside at her words. It seems my heart believes, even if my mind says it’s not possible. Eternity was whispering to me, You’ll see, and we started our run.

The morning is hot, and we’re sweating like mad. We’re almost to the run-like-crazy part of our five miles when a semi-truck barrels by us. The antenna snaps the thin brown wire above us. The wire flies loose and wraps completely around my neck, like a leather whip wrapping around an object when snapped. Then, just as fast as it wound around my throat, it unfurls and trails behind the 18-wheeler, making sparks fly as it bounces off the road.

The incident happens in a flash, bringing us both to a dead stop. Rachel turns ghost white as she stares at me. “You should have lost your head,” she whispers fearfully. “Are you alright?”

My hand goes to my throat, and I think—at the very least—it should have snapped my neck and dragged me behind the semi. My entire body is trembling. I brush it off with a shrug of my shoulders. “I’m fine,” I tell her, rubbing the raised red line around my neck. We walk the last quarter mile home in silence, the shock still pulsing through our bodies.

Later that night, I take stock with God about what happened. The one miraculous thing about all of this is that I’m leaning into God again—He is my heart. I know things happen for a reason, and I ask, “Why did that happen, Lord?”

God impresses upon my spirit that He is the One who has control over life and death. He wants me to stop wishing myself dead. I am shocked by His answer, and then I’m not. I am indeed suicidal in my heart. I feel the tears flowing down my cheeks. I don’t want God to know this about me, but I also know there’s nothing I can hide from Him. He knows what a heavy burden it is for me to wake up every day.

In the early hours of the morning, the emotional pain of my past rises to the surface, and I have to tell myself to just breathe. Everything hurts—even my soul. I call out to God, “Heavenly Father, I don’t really want to die. I want to live, but I don’t know how to live. I’d like to live a normal life, but I don’t even know what that would look like. My life is filled with dysfunction, and my marriage is in a shambles. Please help me to see what it would be like to live and not just survive every day.”

After I finish my prayer, I remember the warning from the Bible in John 10:10, telling me that the enemy is here to steal my life, but Jesus came to give me a real life.

“Oh God, show me that abundant life. Help me fall in love with my husband, and change his heart too. Please let him be kind to me. You can do anything, God,” I whisper with childlike faith before slipping off to sleep.

Sometimes the worst part of surviving trauma isn’t what happened—it’s how we stopped being present in our own stories. Dissociation taught us to leave our bodies so we wouldn’t feel the pain. But now we don’t know how to come back—or if it’s even safe to try. We live in pieces—here, but not really here.

I have shopping bags with all my clothes in them, ready to move at a moment’s notice, always waiting for the other shoe to drop. But God says we don’t have to live like this.

He sees all our hidden pieces—even the ones we lost trying to protect ourselves.

God’s not asking us to fix it all today. He’s asking us to stay—just one moment longer. To trust that this time, the story won’t end in death, but in resurrection.

Because where the enemy came to shatter…

Jesus came to gather.






Piece # 16 - When Death Comes

 

Not long after the bizarre wire episode, I receive a call from my gynecologist.

“Tora, I have good news—you’re pregnant!” she gushes, her voice filled with the joy of life.

I can barely breathe; the news is unexpected but welcome. “Thank you,” I reply softly. “What now?” I ask, trying to keep the fear out of my voice.

“You go see Dr. Marrut. He’s the best in the business in this area. He’ll do tests and walk you through the first trimester. You’re going to be fine,” she assures me with her calm, experienced tone.

“Thank you, Dr. Hopewell—thank you.”

I hang up and go outside to sit on the back porch swing; this is where I do my best thinking. I stare out over the water and dare to let myself feel the life growing inside me. I think back to six years ago when the military doctor told me I would never carry a child again.

I didn’t consider getting pregnant a possibility, but there was always that small seed of hope inside me that longed for a daughter. I don’t want to tell my husband—not yet. I want the baby to be just mine for a little while longer.

I wait a few days, then share the news with him. It goes as expected. He knows everything about everything. He starts telling me what I can and can’t do, determined that his son is going to live. At this point, I don’t even know whether it’s a boy or a girl. I can only hope it’s my girl.

I decide to ignore him and enjoy the next few days.

I see Dr. Marrut the following Monday, and he indeed runs a plethora of tests. The lengthy exam leaves me exhausted and feeling a bit like a pincushion. I’m tired of needles and people’s hands on me. And I slide gratefully into the front seat of my car and head home to wait for the results.

The call comes late Friday afternoon. I’ve just finished my five-mile run and am walking up the hill on our driveway.

“Tora, I’m sorry to tell you that you’ve lost the baby. Your HCG levels are still very high, but the embryo is no longer viable. Is there someone you can call? You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

The compassion in his voice is unmistakable.

“Yes, my husband will be home soon,” I lie, and hang up the phone.

I throw the receiver to the tile floor. It shatters into pieces—just like my heart.

Devastated, I climb the long line of stairs to our bedroom. I switch off the light and slide down the wall to the floor, curling up into a tiny ball. The emotional pain I feel at the loss is palpable. I am in actual physical pain. I’ve never felt something this consuming, and I want to die. My soul aches.

My heart laments silently—my baby is gone, and with it, all the hopeful possibilities and future joys as well.

Several hours pass, and I have cried my eyes dry. The only sound that escapes my lips is a ragged moan filled with the agony of losing my unborn child. No longer able to bear the emotional onslaught, I cry out to God.

Amid the darkness and pain, He comes to me. I imagine He wraps His arms around me and rocks me to and fro.

“Father God,” I whisper through parched lips, “take this pain from me—it is unbearable. If You don’t, I fear I’ll die from it.”

The peace that washes over me is immediate. I am loosed from the agony that held me in this tight grip.

I hear His words wash over me like a healing balm: “You had a son, and one day you’ll be reunited in heaven.”

God’s promise of reconciliation eases my anguish, and I let go of the pain.

In my heart, I give him a name and imagine holding him in my arms. I whisper a gentle farewell. “Momma will see you again someday, Branson. You have to stay with God a little while longer. Don’t be sad; I’ll be there before you know it.”

Emotionally spent and physically exhausted, I crawl to the bed, pull myself up, and climb in, finding comfort in wrapping the white sheets around my body. My eyes close, and I drift off to sleep, dreaming of the child I would never know in this world.

I don’t know why I lost my baby, but I am at a point in my life where I trust God. He knows what He’s doing, and for whatever reason, this was the best possible course for my life—and for my unborn son’s.

I also have to tell you that I was never more relieved in my life to be a Christian. In the moment of my most profound loss, my Heavenly Father reached down with His great compassion and took away the pain.

What do people who don’t know God in a moment of significant loss do?

If you’re reading this and you’ve experienced a loss so profound that even words cannot express it, I urge you to call out to God and ask Him to ease your pain. Ask Him to heal your wounds and help you move forward in your life.

Sometimes a terrible loss can stop time for us. We get stuck in the moment—and the pain. In essence, we stop living. I know where you’re at right now may hurt, but I ask you to be brave and reach out to God. He wants so much to restore your life and to bring you to a place of healing and joy.

He longs for you to know Him and to feel the tremendous love He has for you. You don’t have to do this alone. God is nearer than you realize.

Psalm 34:18 (ESV) tells us so: “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.”

Come on, I’ll pray with you. Here we go—

“Lord, I am in so much pain right now; I don’t know if it will ever stop hurting. I need You. I’m laying my situation in Your very capable hands. I don’t want to feel like this anymore, and I’m giving all of this to You. Here it is—my anger, frustration, disappointment, and pain from the loss—they’re all Yours. I don’t want to carry them anymore; the weight of them is crushing my soul.

Set me free, Father in Heaven, of all this emotional baggage. Your Word promises that he whom the Lord sets free is free indeed. Take these emotional chains off me. Set me free, Lord; set me free.

Thank You, God, once again for coming to my rescue. Walk me through to the next steps You have for my life. I love You, Father in Heaven. Amen.”

Grief this deep can’t be rushed.

When death brushes your life—whether it’s the loss of a child, a dream, or even a version of yourself—it’s easy to feel like time has stopped, like you’ll never breathe freely again.

But slowly, and surely, God does what only He can: He gathers the shattered pieces and sits with us among the ruins. He doesn’t always explain why. But He never leaves.

And somehow, in the softness of His nearness, life begins again.

So if you’re still waiting for your heart to beat without pain—take your time. God isn’t in a hurry. He’s just close.

And His word tells us…

“As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you; and you will be comforted…”
— Isaiah 66:13 (NIV)

Until then, I rest in the comfort of knowing Branson is safe in His arms.






Piece # 17 - In the Blink of an Eye

 

Good news, it's a little while later, and I'm happy to tell you that I'm pregnant again, seven months to be exact. It's a girl, my girl. I'm so excited. I can't wait for her to get here. I just picked up groceries at the store for dinner. I'm crossing over traffic and headed home when suddenly, out of nowhere, "Boom!" A huge, black truck slams into the side of my car. The car is spinning in circles, out of control, "We're gonna die!" I whisper under my breath, crossing in front of on-coming traffic. Miraculously I come to a stop facing the other direction. I lean forward, glancing nervously through the windshield, I’ve landed in a 3-foot ditch. Trembling all over, I get out of the car, clutching my very pregnant belly. The driver of the truck hops out, blanching white as he sees my watermelon-shaped stomach.

His girlfriend races to my side, "Are you ok?" she asks, her face fraught with concern.

"I'm fine, I'm fine," I assure her, brushing off her fussing hands.

I eyeball the driver, he doesn't come within ten feet of me, and I'm immediately suspicious.

The deputy sheriff arrives within minutes. The guy tells the officer, "I was looking at tide tables; we're headed to Apsolop Lake; the mullet are jumping this time of year."

I notice the Jon-boat attached to the back of his truck.

"Officer, I'm so sorry, I didn't see her." He begged forgiveness, and he doesn't get a ticket, just a warning— it's another case of good ole boy buddies.

His girlfriend is still trying to comfort me. I just want her to leave me alone, and I take a few steps sideways.

After the deputy drives away, she lets out a sigh of relief. "Oh, thank God. I was certain they were gonna haul him off to jail for drunk driving; he just had a couple of beers at the restaurant with dinner."

"What?" I ask, glaring at her absolute idiocy.

Realizing her error, she quickly back-steps her careless words, "I mean, he's fine to drive."

I can smell the liquor on his breath as he leans in, placing a hand on my shoulder, "I'm so sorry. I hope you and that baby gonna be alright."

Disgusted, I shrug his hand off, "Whatever, I'm fine, we're fine," I reply stiffly, climbing back into my car. I'm not fine, though. I am shaking like crazy, wondering if the trauma has affected my baby. My right shin hurts: I must have kicked the dash when the car was spinning.

I drive back home and call the doctor's office. He tells me to watch for continued movement from my baby, and if I become nauseous or start spotting, I should go to the emergency room immediately. Otherwise, they would see me next week at my checkup; my test results should be back by then.

To my great relief, everything was fine. Well, everything except my car and Rich was super angry, but my baby girl was ok, and that's all that really mattered to me. His ranting and raving didn't even phase me. It must be the hormones.

Later that night, as I lie in bed, my head begins to spin. I feel like I'm back in the car for just a moment. I cry out to God, "Thank you for protecting us today!" The room stops spinning, and I smile, genuinely grateful for my Heavenly Father's protection.

It may sound crazy after all that God has delivered me from, but I still wonder sometimes if He loves me. If I'm worthy of His love. Do you feel like that sometimes? There'll be people reading this that'll be screaming scripture at the page right now. How nothing can separate us from the Love of God, and this is true, but when you have seen the darkest that lies in humanity, and it has scarred your soul, sometimes believing that God loves you is difficult. If not impossible. For now, this is the verse that comforts me, Psalm 138:7(ESV) "Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you preserve my life." 

It's the day of my doctor's appointment, and I find myself sitting in the parking lot of my son's school. I don't know why, but I feel like I need to bring my Little Bean with me. Caleb will be happy. He likes school, but he'd rather be with me.

"Hey, buddy," I pull him into my arms with a swift hug.

"Hey, Momma," his sweet voice chirps in my ear.

"We're going to momma's doctor today," I told him, the sound of my voice promising adventure.

He giggled and hopped into the back seat with a smile.

We sit in the waiting room for what seems like forever, playing Eye-Spy with My Little Eye. He's so funny, and everything he does is perfect.

"Momma!" he calls to me.

I must have zoned out looking for something to SPY; he calls to me again, tugging on my shirt, "Momma, they said your name."

I looked down at my sweet baby boy, and the thought struck me, where is Caleb going to sit while I get my exam? I can't leave him in the waiting room alone; he's only 8. I grab his hand and take him with me. "Buddy, you sit right here by the door and don't move. I'll be right out."

"Alright, Momma," he agrees with a nod, sliding obediently to the floor.

He is such a good boy; I'm blessed to have such a sweet child. I ruffled his wild blonde hair and go inside.

They don't ask me to change into a gown, which I find odd. The nurse tells me, "Take a seat; the Doctor will be with you shortly." Then she's off and out the door.

I peek through and wave at Caleb. He smiles, wrinkling his nose into a silly face. Doctor Marrut frowns as he steps around my son, making tsking noises as if his entire day has been ruined because he had to sidestep a child.

I mouth a silent "I'm sorry" to Caleb, and he shrugs his tiny shoulders, smiling impishly at me as the door closes.

Doctor Marrut flips impatiently through the pages of my medical records. His face is drawn with concern as he comes to a stop next to me. "Tora, I do not have good news for you today. Your test has come back indicative of cancer. And any further testing or treatments we administer will more than likely cause a spontaneous miscarriage." I feel him grab my hand, and his matter-of-fact tone softens, "I, I wish I had better news. Please go home and talk it over with your husband, and let me know how you want to proceed." He pats my hand, and then he's gone too.

I'm left sitting here alone; the tears pour down my cheeks. I am wrecked. Cancer is taking a second swipe at me, and the little girl I have waited so long for is in danger. "What am I gonna do?"

My voice; it sounds thin, tired, and so far away. I'm in shock; and ready to fall apart when I remember Caleb is sitting outside the door. "Pull yourself together; your 8-year-old son needs you to get him home. Suck it up, Marine, dry those tears, that's it, dig deep. Now, breathe." I stand up, reach into my purse, and grab one last piece of my disguise, my sunglasses. I slide the Wayfarer's on my face, glancing at the mirror on the wall. Satisfied that the dark lenses have hidden my tears, I square my shoulders and report for mom duty.

As I open the door, those hazel eyes look up at mine with a concerned smile. "Hey buddy, you ready to get out of here?" He nods, and we head out the door. Caleb slides into the back seat and straps himself in. I climb into the front seat, and my hands are shaking so bad, I can barely grip the steering wheel. "Deep breaths," I whisper into the mirror, pulling out of the parking lot. I make it onto the highway, and the panic starts to really set in.

My baby girl could die; I have to save her. God, what am I going to do? I could die; what about Caleb? Who would take care of him? How do I choose? I can't, I love both my babies, and I won't give up on either one! My mind races with the impossible questions and my breath comes in short gasps as my thoughts spin out of control, and then I hear it, this small voice singing from behind me. The familiar childhood melody floats over the back seat and surrounds me like a healing balm.

Caleb is singing, "Father Abraham has many sons. I am one of them, and so are you. So let's just praise the Lord." The song changes, "Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so. Little ones to him belong, they are weak, but He is strong." He keeps singing; he' goes onto, "Jesus loves the little children..."

Suddenly, I feel the presence of God's Holy Spirit wash over me, and I look into the rearview mirror and see that beautiful towheaded baby boy of mine. It dawns on me why I went out of character this morning and took him out of school today. God knew I needed Caleb to get me home.

The tears pour unabashedly down my cheeks. I can no longer keep the tumultuous emotions inside. By the time we reach home, my tears have run dry. We head into the house, and Caleb gives me a side hug. He is a sweetheart of a soul, somehow, he senses I need some kind of reassurance or comfort, and he gives me this fierce hug, "Momma, I love you."

My heart squeezes with the untold emotions at special love between mother and son. “I love you too, baby.” I respond, my words raw with emotion. I clear my throat. “Hey buddy, I’m gonna make tacos for dinner. Does that sound good?”

The lift in my voice does not go unnoticed and Caleb smiles. “I love tacos, mama!” He agrees wholeheartedly with my decision nodding his head.

“You go play upstairs; Mama will call you when it’s ready.” Off he bounds. I’m left alone with my thoughts. Before I start dinner, I call Rachel. I need to hear a friendly voice.

“Rachel, hey. I just got back from the doctors. It’s not good. The tests came back indicative of cancer again. I could lose the baby. I’m so scared.”

“Tora, I’m so sorry. Let’s pray. Dear Heavenly Father, I know You’re with my friend right now. She is not alone. Somehow everything is going to be alright. Surround her with Your love and protection. In Jesus’ mighty name—Amen.”

Her voice is filled with this confidence, this absolute surety that God is in control. Everybody has that one friend with crazy faith. She’s mine.

“It’s gonna be alright,” she tells me again. Her sweet Southern voice comforts me—but it’s not enough. I break down in tears. “I, I gotta go,” I tell her, hanging up the phone, because my mind is screaming: What if everything is not going to be alright?

My mind is spinning as the reality of what is happening starts to set in. The enemy, he has a really good go at me, but just for a few minutes, because God was not having it. I had barely hung up the receiver when the phone rings again. It’s Rachel. “Hello,” I rasp through my tears.

“Listen to me— God just gave me this verse. You’re gonna be fine.” There was that confidence again. “Here it is, Philippians 2:27: ‘For indeed he was sick nigh unto death: but God had mercy on him; and not on him only, but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow.’ God has told me in no uncertain terms, that He’s not taking my best friend or her baby away from me. You’re gonna fine.” The conviction in her voice is absolute.

What a mighty warrior of the faith!

“Rachel, I love you! I so needed that.” I release a sigh of relief as the weight of fear lifts off my spirit. The living room door cracks open behind me. “Rich is home; I have to go. I’ll call you later. Love you. Bye.” I hang up the phone and get ready to tell my story once again— but this time I tell the story with hope, because of God’s promise to me through my best friend.

Consequently, it is Wednesday— we have midweek services at church. Did I tell you that God is an on-purpose God? Can you Imagine the millions of tiny events that had to occur for everything to happen on this particular day. What are the odds that this is a random occurrence. I am discovering that God has planned everything in my life, down to the last detail. Including the day I would receive this devastating news. On the same day all hope is stolen from me, it is returned by the love of a friend and a faithful church family. God’s absolute sovereignty over the universe is what gives us such great assurance in Him; we can live in perfect peace if we will only trust Him.

So, now, is where the rubber meets the road, and I step out in faith. Trusting him to convince my husband to say yes to my next question: “Rich, please—it’s the right thing to do. God has laid on my heart to ask the elders of the church to pray for healing. Will you come with me? Will you stand in your place as a husband and the head of our household and ask God to heal me and save our baby?” I stand there with my heart in my hand, imploring him to say yes, and he does.

Thank You, my heart whispers silently to God.

We have a quick dinner and then head over to church. The auditorium is quiet, and Instead of the choir director leading us in a hymn, Pastor Mike calls to the elders “Let’s begin.”

As he waves Rich and me forward. A chair is brought to the stage and I sit down. Pastor Mike goes onto explain what’s happening.

“Folks, one of our own has received some troubling news. But I assure you it’s not troubling to God. He has prepared for this moment.” His word tells us in Luke 4:40 (ESV): That Jesus heals, stand and read it with me, it’s on the screen behind me, “Now when the sun was setting, all those who had any who were sick with various diseases brought them to him; and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them.”  And in Psalm 103:2–3 (NLT): David the Apple of God’s eye,  tells us, “Let all that I am praise the Lord, may I never forget all the good things He does for me. He forgives all my sins and heals all my diseases.” “I want all of you to raise your hands towards Tora,” he says, “and come into agreement with me for her healing.”

It's humbling to see the entire congregation lift their hands in faith towards me. I close my eyes as Pastor Mike anoints my head with consecrated Oil. The Elders form a circle around me and place their hands on my head and shoulders. They begin to pray, "God of all creation," says one. "Jehovah Rapha," calls another. One by one, they cry out to God to heal me completely, remove the Spirit of sickness, banish the cancer, and protect my child.

Pastor Mike prays, "God in Heaven, Creator of all things, I humble myself before you and lift up my dear sister in Christ. I ask you to heal her and banish the sickness from her body. I consecrate her child to Your care, and I thank You for the work you have done in her body and in her life at this moment in Christ's Mighty Name, we agree together as a congregation, and again we Thank You for the Blessing of good health for Tora and her baby ~ Amen."

Their powerful words of prayer wash over me, and I feel this warmth spread throughout my body. Unlike anything I had ever felt before. God's power infuses me with the gift of healing. I stepped down from that stage humbled, healthy, and whole. I more than just felt it; I knew it deep down in the marrow of my bones. I knew I had been healed and that God had done the miracle. My baby girl was going to live. I can't even begin to explain to you the depth of love I feel for my God and my unborn child at this moment. How can you love someone you've never met in person so fiercely? It is one of the greatest mysteries and blessings of being a mother.

After the service, as I sit in the front seat of my car, waiting for Rich to get Caleb, I feel my Heavenly Father's love wash over me. That moment of miraculous communal prayer on the stage boosts my faith, and I decide not to have any of the medical tests. I release everything into his capable hands and my heart is at rest. You will be happy to know a couple of months later, I gave birth to a 21-inch, 10lb healthy baby girl. They also ran new tests on me, and I am completely cancer-free.

This Big, All-powerful God of mine is turning out to be beyond my wildest comprehension. God is good, just like they say. He takes the crazy, messed-up situations of our lives and turns them around to bring us much good and Him great joy.

Ten years ago, if you'd have asked me if I thought God loved me this much, I would have laughed at you. I would have told you that He loved everyone except me. But time and prayer have changed my heart. The bitterness of the past is fading, and I'm seeing God in a different light. I hope that you're starting to see him differently, too.

Are there any situations in your life where you need the Big All-powerful God to come to your rescue? Because I'll tell you right now, He loves to do that. Do the bills seem too big, is your loved one walking a dark path? Are you sick and near death like I was? Is the possibility of making your dreams come true too much for you to imagine? I have a God that is the God of the impossible situations, and I would very much like for you to meet Him.

Wherever you are right now, get somewhere by yourself. Find a quiet room, go to the porcelain hotel, go outside, get in your car, and hear what I am saying to you. God wants to exceed your expectations. He wants to blow you away with His love and provision; Hear God's voice speak in Ephesians 3:20 telling us that He can do anything, …him that is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that worketh in us,

Let God's words wash over you, let it go deep into your spirit, start to believe that God can do anything.

"Would you pray with me? I need, I need a little courage; it's been a rough day. I could use a friend to pray with me; thank you!

Here we go—Father God, until now, until this moment. I've been afraid that your love and promises weren't for me personally. There are so many things coming against me; I need your help. I need you to come into my life and take over. I have Big dreams, Lord. Please help me be ready for the changes that are coming, and help me get out of Your way. I'm letting go of my way because it's not working. I'm asking You to take charge. Guide my steps in the right direction; open the doors that You want me to walk through and close the doors that'll hurt me. Take me to the destiny and Promise Land You have set out for me. Give me the courage to fight for what's mine and the grace to let go of what I no longer need to get me where You want me to go. Let Your perfect will be done, and give me the grace to understand it. Help me to seek You first, always. Bless me with the abundant life You planned for me. All these things, I ask in faith, in the God of the possible, in the mighty name of Jesus Christ ~ Amen."

Now breathe. It might be a bit of a bumpy ride at first; change always is, don't let go of Jesus. He will never fail you; He will keep your feet steady. I promise you the Bible is chalked full of stories that prove God's unending faithfulness. Here's a special verse for you. I encourage you to memorize it; I did, and when it looks like everything is going wrong, know for certain that something is about to go amazingly right. Just before God does something crazy good in your life, the enemy comes to try and steal the incredible gift God has for you. Don't let Satan do that to you. Just start quoting this verse and watch that old dog and his minions scatter - Deuteronomy 31:8 (ESV) "It is the Lord who goes before you. He will be with you; he will not leave you or forsake you. Do not fear or be dismayed."

What an amazing promise this is. Hang onto it, and when the enemy tries to tell you that everything in your life is too big or too bad. Remember, The God of the Universe personally goes ahead of you. You are not walking through this life alone. Which begs the question, why are we so afraid? If God is for us, who could ever be against us? Did you know that the Bible tells us 365 times, "fear not." Ironically, there are 365 days in a year; perhaps God knew that fear would be the enemy's greatest tool against us, and He wanted to encourage us to stand firm in our faith. Again God shows us he is an On Purpose God. And that nothing in our lives is left to chance and that no matter what the circumstance, we can trust Him.

When God says it’s time. "In the blink of an eye, everything changed. Just when the scattered pieces of my soul were beginning to return—when the light started breaking through the long night—the enemy came for me again, hoping to shatter what God was healing. But the Lord, fierce in His love, stepped between me and destruction. ‘No more,’ He whispered over the wreckage. 'No more pieces stolen. No more fragments lost.’

That moment became sacred—not because my daughter’s life was spared, but because His presence stood unshaken in the middle what could have been a great tragedy. What was meant to break me became a place of restored hope. Held together not by my strength, but by His might.

And friend, He’ll do the same for you.

If life has left you scattered across places you never asked to walk through, take heart—God knows where every piece of you is. He is already on the move, reaching into the dust, gathering what the world tried to steal. He’s not done with your story.

In fact, He’s just getting started.






Piece # 18 - You Can't Stop God's Crowbar

 

Four more years have passed, and I'm delighted with my baby girl; she is perfect. My marriage—not so much. He's still a perfectionist. I can't even stand on his boat in the right place. Never mind, back to the happy with my daughter.

But let me ask you—who knew happiness could be a bad thing? I know, right? Let me explain this strange phenomenon that can happen to victims of severe sexual abuse. Fair warning: I have never felt so betrayed by my own self—until this happened.

My mind, during this elevated sense of joy and happiness in my life, takes it upon itself to convince me that the awful things my father had done to me never really happened.

Psychologists call this dissociative amnesia or repressed memory. It’s the brain’s way of protecting itself when trauma is too overwhelming to process. The mind tucks those memories away, sometimes for years, until it feels “safe” enough to let them resurface.

Those horrific memories had faded so much that I no longer remembered them. I understand that the mind can somehow block these terrible events. It's a coping mechanism. I'm thirty-four years old, and honestly, I can't tell you when the memories disappeared; they just did. I never think of my father anymore.

But the same mind that blocks them out can bring them all back in vivid, gory detail. Recently, my husband and I were in the middle of an intimate moment. I'm lying there, hating what's happening, wishing it were over. I don't know what was any different this time than the hundreds of other times, but it’s different. This gut-wrenching thought runs through my brain: My father made me feel like this. And then I feel the bile rising in the back of my throat, and I want to throw up. Sheer panic washes over me, and I start screaming. I push him off of me, wrap myself in a nearby towel, and run into my daughter's room, trying to get away from him. I won't even let him touch me. My entire body is trembling. I see my scared little girl looking at the mommy freak show, and I force myself to calm down.

"It's alright, sweetheart; Mommy just saw a spider." I hug her and slide past my husband, who is still incredibly confused.

He follows me back to the bedroom and asks me what it was all about. I don't know where the words come from, but somehow I'm able to form them: "I had this crazy flashback that my father was lying on top of me, and he... we..." I can't finish the thought. It’s way too much for me.

Rich grabs me by the arms and says, "You need to see a therapist right away."

Surprised by his compassionate response, I stutter, "Ye–yes, I agree," nodding my head fervently.

Two days later, I am sitting in Dr. Reichman's waiting room. A strange thing happens. He actually listens to me when I talk. His face is full of kind wisdom, and his words are reassuring.

"This is not an uncommon occurrence. Many adult survivors of incest block out the horrible memories. The mind does it to keep them safe. Unfortunately, the same mind that blocks the memories out also triggers them when it feels they're in a place where they can deal with them. Like when you are thrilled to be raising your daughter," he explained, raising his eyebrow at me. "You just told me how happy you were with your little girl. Your mind obviously thinks it's time for you to start dealing with this. How do you feel about that?" he asked in a leading kind of way.

"I'm... I'm not ready yet. I don't want anything that my father did to me to touch this moment in my life. I won't let him steal the joy I get from my son and daughter. My kids are my whole world right now. So, I'm telling you, my mind doesn't know what it's talking about." I can't believe how authoritative my voice sounds. Refusing to be bullied by another man, I bid him farewell. "Thank you for your time and advice. Good day."

I leave the office feeling more in control of my life than I have in a long time. I slide behind the wheel of the car, thinking. When I am ready for therapy, it’ll be a woman that leads me to wholeness, not a man—of that much, I'm certain.

"Oh, Father God, let me know when the time is right. Until then, protect me from these memories," I whisper a quiet prayer under my breath and head back home. God is opening a door I do not want to pass through. But I'll share a little secret with you about God: in Revelation 3:8, He tells us, I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. God will use any means necessary to open doors that need the light shown on them. Healing does not take place in the darkness; it takes place in the light. God is going to force this door of revelation open in my life, even if He has to use a crowbar, and there is nothing I can do to stop it except hang on. It is indeed going to be a bumpy ride.

Healing isn’t easy. It takes great courage, and it will likely push us far beyond our comfort zones. But if we don’t go there, we stay trapped in the same awful cycle: wash, rinse, repeat.

Do something today that breaks the pattern. Show God you’re ready for Him to open the door to healing—whatever it might look like for you.

I want you to do something a little different. I want you to picture your body like a puzzle. If you look really closely, you can see that trauma has left some pieces missing. As a defense mechanism, it did this really weird thing—it shoved the missing puzzle pieces into the wrong places. Now, here's where it gets really interesting. Your psyche steps in and reshapes those misplaced pieces into armor. Yeah, it uses them as a means of protection.

For example, you fly off the handle for all the wrong reasons. Your natural armor is in the wrong position— it’s all defensive instead of calm protection.

But now imagine letting God rearrange every piece—gently, lovingly—putting them back where they truly belong. It’s scary, watching your protective gear being stripped away.

But it’s time, my friend. It’s time.

The same God who watched your tears fall in secret will one day restore you in the open. He will prepare a table for you right in front of those who counted you out. He Himself will put you back together—gently, wholly—setting you on your feet for good. Your enemies will see it, but they won’t be able to stop it. Because He gets the last word. Yes, He does.






Piece # 19 - The Man Inside the Closet

 

A few months later, my Annie calls me. She asks if Beth can come and live with us. Without hesitation, I say, "Absolutely." I don't know why Beth is coming; all I know is if she needs me, I'm here. She's sixteen now, and that is a rough age; I remember it well.

I hang up the phone and pray, Oh God, please let Rich say yes.

It takes some doing, but my husband reluctantly agrees, and Caleb, Ella, and I start planning our trip up north. It's the night before we leave; Caleb is staying at his cousin's house. Ella and I are doing laundry, packing for the long road trip ahead.

I feel uneasy all day long, which is out of character for me when I'm planning a road trip. I love to drive cross-country. It is peaceful to me—especially when everyone else is asleep and the radio is playing. I am in heaven. But not at this moment. Something is off, and I feel it. The closet in our bedroom, where I am folding clothes and packing, keeps creaking. It's an older house, so I convince myself the strange sounds are just the house settling when the A/C kicks off.

But I am so disturbed in my spirit that I call Bear, our Rottweiler. "Sit; here, that's a good boy." I rub his head, and he licks my hand, lying dutifully by the closet door. I want him between whatever ghost I'm imagining and little Ella lying on the comforter asleep. The uneasy feeling is so strong that I climb on the bed and move Ella to the opposite side of the mattress. She rouses slightly.

"Momma," her beautiful green eyes flutter open.

"It's alright, Sugar Bean, go back to sleep; Momma's here," I croon, gently caressing the side of her cheek.

Ella falls back to sleep, and I keep doing laundry and putting the clothes in the suitcase. I'm not hanging anything in the closet because I only washed what we needed for the trip. I can't help myself, and my eyes keep turning to the Browning 500 shotgun we own, lying at the top of my husband's side of the closet. She's sweet and has this special pin you can remove so that you can load five shells instead of the standard three. I want that gun in my hands; the desire is overwhelming, but my fear of whatever—or whoever—is in the closet is crushing, and I can't bring myself to open the closet door.

Oh, did I mention my husband is away on a business trip? It is only Ella and me here. Bear grunts on cue as if reminding me he's here too. My handsome Rotti—who, every time I come back from the dryer, has moved from the closet to sit by my daughter on the other side of the bedroom. This craziness lasts for another hour or so. The feeling of eyes watching me grows intensely stronger. The hairs on my neck are not standing; they're dancing. Finally, I can take the fear no longer, and just for peace of mind, I reach for the phone and dial 9-1—

At the exact same time, a loud rushing noise erupts from the closet. I snatch Ella from the bed and head for the sliding glass door. "Bear, come!" I call over my shoulder, and out of the corner of my eye, I see my husband's closet door shoot open. It hits the computer chair and sends it flying on its wheels toward us. The shape of a man with dark hair rushes after. I race down the steps of the second-floor deck, clutching Ella to my chest. Bear is barking like crazy as we reach the neighbors house across the cove.

I pound on the door, screaming, "Help! Please, somebody, help me!" And all of a sudden, I feel Bear brushing by my leg as he turns around and takes off across the road back to our house, barking like crazy.

In true Southern form, Dave answers the door with a loaded gun. "Tora, what's wrong?" he asks, pulling us inside.

"A man was hiding in my closet. He ran under the deck stairs toward the main road," I convey through terrified gasps of air.

Dave ran after him, loaded gun in tow. He comes back a few moments later with Bear at his side. "Whoever it was is long gone now. Let's call the Sheriff's Department." His voice was steady and reassuring. "You're alright now. You're safe," he adds for my benefit.

My face has gone ghost white, and I'm holding Ella so tight that she can barely breathe. I relax my arms a little, and she looks up at me as if to ask what's happening. "It's ok, we're ok," I assure her. I call Bear, "Come, sit, lay down." He obeys immediately. What a good dog.

The authorities arrive, and I leave Ella with Jenny, Dave's wife. He accompanies me to the house.

"Where was the man hiding?" they ask.

I point to my side of the closet, and the deputies open the door. Seeing the section of hanging clothes lifted off the rack where the man had stood makes me nauseous.

One of the deputies nods as he passes a gloved hand over the clothing hanging in perfect order on either side of the fallen hangers. He looks at me as if thinking, you are one lucky lady to be alive, and asks, "Did you get a good look at his face?"

"No, it all happened so fast. I saw dark hair and a white t-shirt. And when I glanced over my shoulder from the front of Dave's house, the guy was running under the stairs. It was dark, and we don't have a floodlight in the backyard," I explain apologetically, feeling somehow at fault for not getting a better description.

The taller deputy points to the shelf above the fallen clothes. "Here, look, your guy was definitely here."

I follow the line of his finger to a perfect set of backward, greasy black fingerprints. "He must have been hanging onto the shelf, watching you and your daughter, waiting for the right moment. The problem is that this shelving is made of chipped cedar board," he explains.

"I don't understand; what does that mean?" I ask, confused.

The short deputy breaks in with a kind smile. "Ma'am, it's obvious that someone was inside the closet. But we can't take prints off the shelf; the broken and cracked nature of the wood won't allow for it. We're gonna check the entire house for you. We'll check the windows and doors to make certain everything is secure before we leave."

I nodded my head but couldn’t believe that there had actually been someone in the closet. Even though I had seen him with my own eyes, it all seems so surreal.

I waited for them to finish, and when they come back, they tried to reassure me. "The house is clear. You're safe now. Is there anyone you can call?" they ask hopefully.

"No," I respond. "My husband is out of town on business."

They nodded their heads and say, "We'll be patrolling the area hourly to make certain whoever it was doesn't come back. You can sleep well tonight."

"Thank you, deputies," I offer my gratitude before closing the door behind them. "Dave, can you watch the house while I get Ella?"

"Sure," he nods with a smile, resting the butt of his shotgun on the floor by his leg.

I return home, Ella in tow. "Dave, thank you for everything." I am grateful that he charged so hard to our rescue this evening, but I'm also tired.

"Not a problem; if you need me again, just call." He waved goodbye and headed out the door.

I go back upstairs, sat Ella in the middle of our king-size bed, and tell her, "Stay right here, Sugar Baby."

"Ok, Momma," she agreed, rubbing her tired eyes and clutching her satin pony in her hands.

I strode purposefully toward the closet, got the shotgun, take the pin out, and loaded it with all five shells. I tuck the weapon under my left arm and snatch Ella up with the other. "Let's go, sweetie." I whistle to Bear, and he follows close behind. When we get to the driveway, my fierce guard dog jumps into the van next to Ella; he's been by her side the entire time. After settling the lock on the car seat and pushing the door closed, I slide into the front seat. Before strapping the shotgun to the floor next to me, I squeeze the handle, feeling comforted by its presence. Taking one last glance over my shoulder I ask, "All strapped in?"

Through her fingers Ella answers, "All strapped in, Momma." It's been a long time since she suckled on her fingers. This ordeal has taken a rough toll on both of us.

I catch her gaze in the rearview mirror. "Who loves her, silly girl?" I ask with a grin.

"Momma loves her silly girl," she answers, giggling.

I turn the key, and we head to my ex-sister-in-law's house, loaded shotgun and all.

I'm certain it was a surprise visit she wasn't expecting, but she welcomed us with open arms. The next morning, the kids and I head back home. Shellee wanted us to stay until Rich returned from his trip, but I do not intend to spend one day in that house alone. I don't know why there was an intruder in my home or why God allowed it. I only know He has spared me yet again. I have to ask—why does He keep sparing my life? What am I supposed to do that I haven't done yet? Who am I to Him? If I'm completely honest, I'm really, really tired of asking why God doesn't let me die in my sleep. Why do I wake up every day wishing my life was something different than what it is? But I have to take responsibility for where I am. My choices brought me here. But the question I have now is, where do I go from here? How do I make sense of all this madness?

I wish there had been someone in my life that I could have shared my inner pain with. But I was so ashamed of my depression and suicidal feelings I kept them hidden, when what I really needed was to share them with someone who understood, someone who could lead me back to the light.

Are you in a place of madness like I was? Is your world careening out of control? Let's take our confusion and pain to our Heavenly Father. Come on, come with me. We can be honest with Him. Let's tell Him that we're in serious trouble and need help. God is faithful, and He will send help. See how David declares God's sovereign power over his life in Psalm 121:2: My help comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth.

After you have prayed, I want you to take the next step and seek help. Don't stay in this place of pain and darkness. Find a mental health care professional that you trust. Speak to a trusted friend and ask them to go with you on your first visit. We all need help now and then; it's okay to ask for help when you need it.

Definition of a TRUSTED friend: Someone who keeps your private life private. They love you unconditionally and have your best interest at heart. They do not tell the world what is going on in your life. They do not enable unhealthy behavior; they support you in your search for mental health and mental clarity.

I encourage you to keep praying and stand on God's promises. He wants you to be healthy, happy, and whole. God is always a safe haven for us; we never have to be afraid to come into His presence because He loves us. As your relationship with God grows, a strong trust will develop, and you will start to see things from a different point of view.

Part of becoming whole again after trauma often means letting go of the habits that once made us feel safe. Things like checking the door ten times, double-checking every lock, or creating elaborate rituals to feel safe—these may have helped us survive, but they’ve also kept us bound.

For me, it’s locked doors that give me the illusion of safety. I feel like I can breathe when they’re secure. But God, in His infinite mercy, has been calling me to take a small walk outside each day. And for someone like me—who struggles with agoraphobia—that’s no small task.

Truthfully, I don’t feel safe beyond the threshold of my bedroom.

But God is calling me out of hiding.

And I’ve decided to say yes to healing, no matter how uncomfortable it gets.

What is the Lord calling you to do today?

As you walk this bumpy road with me, remember: your journey toward mental and emotional health will look different from mine. It will be unique to your needs. As you grow stronger, things in your life will shift. Don’t be afraid to let go of the unhealthy relationships that keep pulling you back into old patterns. Ask God to show you who they are—and to help you release them with grace.


— God is bigger than your pain.

— Bigger than your past.

— Bigger than the chains you’ve lived with for so long.



And He longs to bring you into peace… into freedom… into wholeness.

And it might require you to look into the corners of your soul you’ve long avoided.

But I promise—if you let Him lead—this journey, however hard, will be worth it.






Piece # 20 - This Time the Gun is Loaded

 

It feels weird walking into the house; nothing is out of place, but after last night, I just don't feel at ease in my own home anymore. There are strange shadows around each corner, and I imagine a villain ready to jump out of every closet. I shift my shoulders and take a deep breath, whispering, "Settle yourself, Marine. You're stronger than this. Dig deep." And then I knew what to do. I called my son, "Caleb, grab your things and toss them in the van; we're leaving a few days early."

He looks at me, his lips twitching as if he wants to say something but thinks better of it. "Yes, mam," he nods, heading upstairs to get his bag packed. Caleb stops midflight and calls over his shoulder, "It's gonna be alright, mama," and then he disappears up the steps.

It seems he inherited my indomitable spirit of optimism. Dear God, I pray silently, help him keep that hopeful spirit as he grows, don't let life's darkness steal it from him.

Ella tugs on the hem of my dress, letting me know she is waiting on her instructions.

"Come on, sugar bear, let's get the rest of our things and go for a drive. What do you think about that?" I ask. My voice promising a grand adventure in those few words.

"Yes, momma, let's go for a ride." She echoes my words with excitement as we race up the stairs together.

I love my kids; they are fierce resilient little creatures. I don't know where I would be without them. They are my little miracles. I try so hard not to let my personal challenges bleed over into their lives, but some things slip through no matter how hard I try; "please, God, let them be ok." I whispered under my breath as I rushed after a giggling Ella.

A little while later, we hit the open road, singing the songs on the radio and playing The Movie Line game. The heaviness in my heart lessens the further away we get from the house. By the time we hit I-95, I'm not even thinking about how close my daughter and I came to some kind of horrible misfortune. I'm thinking about Beth now and wondering what circumstances could cause a mother to separate from her child. It had to be bad, but I wouldn't ask just yet. I'll give Beth time. She always talks to me; Beth knows she can trust me. I'll wait on her to tell me when she's ready.

Some twenty-two-odd hours later, I’m running on coffee and stale air. We’re close to Annie’s house, with just enough time to swing by, pack Beth and her things in the van, and then head back home. As we pull into the drive, my heart cinches with emotion. Beth bursts out the front door and wraps her arms around me, squeezing me tight as I hop out of the van. No matter how long I’ve been away, coming here always fills me with hope— it always feels like home.

"Aunt Tora!" She squeals in excitement.

"Hey Bethie," my voice turns soft with the sweet nickname, "you've gotten taller since last summer.

"Just an inch," she decries defensively with a smile, dipping her head in embarrassment as Caleb comes to greet her.

Ella screams impatiently from her car seat, "let me out!"

"Oops! Mommy's coming," I call with a rueful chuckle.

We all head inside for a quick lunch; afterwards Jake helps Caleb head outside to pack all of Beth's things in the back of the van. Beth and Ella race out close behind to oversee, making certain nothing is forgotten in the rush to leave.

Annie grabs my arm and pulls me into her gentle embrace, "thank you," she whispers in my ear.

"Anything for you; you guys are my family." As I pull away, I hear Beth coming into the house, and I mouth the words, "What is going on?"

"She made me promise not to tell."

Her hushed tones speak volumes; this is more dire than I first imagined, "O.k., I guess she'll talk when she is ready."

"Hey, guys, what's going on?" Beth asked, raising a suspicious brow as she sidled up next to me.

"Nothing," I quip innocently. "Is everything in the van; we have to get going, school starts tomorrow, and I'd like to get you as settled as possible before then."

Caleb slid up behind her with Ella in tow - "We're all set, Momma."

"Alright, let's get this show on the road," I call out, shooing everyone in the direction of the van. After all the goodbyes, we head out for the open road.

We've been on the road for a while; I glance at the dashboard. It's 3 a.m., and I'm feeling pretty good. Everyone in the car is asleep, and we're making good time. We're passing through Kentucky, and suddenly I'm flooded by the memories of my father molesting me. Vivid pictures of the years of abuse keep washing over me in wave after noxious wave. I'm about to lose my mind. I'm beyond exhausted and do not have the strength to fight this sudden onslaught of remembrances. I do the only thing I can think of. I call my husband.

He tells me, "Don't make such a fuss; that happened a long time ago; you're fine now. Just think about something else." His advice comes out in a disinterested rush as if he is irritated that I interrupted his sleep.

I'm devastated by his indifference. I wish he was kinder; I mean, he knows my father lives in this part of Kentucky. He knows exactly what my father did to me. He also knows how distraught and overwhelmed I am, and he basically says, in an incredibly nonchalant way. "Oh, you're fine; you'll be home soon; suck it up, it's not a big deal." There was no "Baby, are you ok? What can I do? Do you want to keep talking?" It was just this detached mechanical response, and then he hung up.

Feeling sucker-punched, I cry out to God, "help me," I whisper in desperation, choking back the tears. And suddenly, my ex-sister-in-law comes to mind, and I dial her number.

"Shellee?" I ask tentatively.

She answers the phone with a groggy - "Tora?"

"Yeah, it's me. I'm in trouble."

"What's wrong," she asks, coming immediately awake at the sound of fear in my voice.

"I'm, I'm driving through Kentucky and have these surreal flashbacks of what my father did to me. I feel strange. My skin is tingling, and this burning sensation is on my chest. I can barely breathe. What do I do? What do I do?" My words come out in a frantic rush of gasps.

"Hey there, it's alright, I'm here. I'll talk with you till you get through Kentucky. This'll pass. Remember, you have your babies in the car. You have to get them home safe." Her gentle voice did not waiver, nor did her kindness.

True to her word, she stayed on the phone with me, talking about anything and everything. "Shellee, I just passed into Tennessee; I can breathe again. I'm ok now; you can go back to sleep.

"You sure," she asks softly, "I can stay on the line with you a little while longer if you need me to."

"I'm gonna be fine. Shellee, hey, I know Colten, and I are no longer married, but I'm glad you are still my sister. I love you very much, and I'm grateful to God that you are a part of mine and my kids' lives."

"I love you too," she assures me.

"I hope you have an amazing day. I'll call when I get home. Tell Taylor that Aunt Tora loves him. Thank you again for staying with me. Goodbye."

"Goodbye, sweetie; I'll see you soon."

The phone goes silent, and I look to the passenger seat, and my son is staring at me. I don't know how much of the conversation he heard, but I hate the idea that he knows what a complete jerk Rich is and that he knows the terrible truth about my father.

His gentle hazel eyes are filled with compassion, "Momma, it's gonna be ok. I love you."

"I love you too, Buddy. Momma's fine; it's still super early. You go back to sleep. I'm ok now." I assure him with a smile. He nods and then lays his head back on his pillow, pressed against the window.

Shaken to my core and utterly embarrassed that my son had seen this broken side of me. The truth is, he has probably seen more than I can imagine. I panic, and my mind rushes to the memories of Rich's subtle abuses over the years. Does Caleb know about the holes Rich punched in the wall? Or the beer can crushed right next to my face to scare me. And what happens when I'm not there?

I work the night shift as a Hotel Auditor from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. on purpose; some part of me does not trust Rich alone with my son. But I couldn't always be there. What happens in those moments? I tortured myself a few more minutes, achingly aware that Rich was a fairly awful human being and that I had willingly married him. I pour out my heart to God, Lord; I know you disapprove of divorce, but I have to get away from him and all this darkness; help me please? Oh God, please don't let all this mess up, my son. Caleb is so good; find a way to protect him. Father God, help me get my babies back home. I can't do this without you. Settle me with your love.

In an instant, my mind falls into a quiet peace, and there are no more shocking visuals of sexual abuse racing through my mind. The sun is rising on the horizon, and the kids are starting to wake up; time for a bathroom break and breakfast. It's another twenty-two hours gone, and we're pulling up to the house. I see Rich's new truck, and I think I'll park over here on this side of the drive. I wouldn't want the kids to scratch his pretty new truck.

Everyone piles out of the van; we don't really unpack all the way, just our swimsuits. We do a quick change and then race to the pool. It's a crushingly hot day, and the freshness of the water invites us to cool off.

After a few minutes or so, I ask Beth, "Can you watch Ella for a little while? I want to get the van unpacked."

She snuggles Ella close, "Sure, but I can help you. You don't have to unpack my stuff."

"It's no problem, it's super-hot out here, and I don't like to leave things in the van. I got this," I assure her with a smile. Knowing that Rich will be complaining about the mess soon.

As I head towards the house to change, a few of Caleb's friends ride up on bikes to share in the pool fun. "Hey guys, be careful of the baby," I warn with a quick smile. I know Ella is four, but she is so tiny, and the boys tend to rough house.

"Yes, Miss Tora, we'll be careful," they all call, jumping into the pool with a splash.

I run upstairs to change my clothes, and Rich follows behind. He grabs me by the wrist, "I want to show you something."

Fear strikes my heart; he has this terrible frown on his face as he pulls me down the stairs and out to the driveway. I'm still in my swimsuit. Feeling quite naked, I glance nervously around the cove; the neighbors are starting to watch. Rich squeezes my wrist tight, making sure he has my attention. And then, he points to the door of his truck.

"What, I'm sorry, I don't see anything."

"There," his tense voice commands my attention as he yanks on my arm, forcing me closer, pointing to the nearly invisible mark on the door of his new truck.

I immediately defended myself, "I didn't do that, see," I pointed to the van. "I parked really far away."

He scoffed and snarled, "Not far enough, it would seem."

I pull at his vise-like grip on my wrist, trying to free myself. "Maybe one of the kids did it by accident; I'm sorry." I offer a pre-emptive apology on their behalf.

He throws my hand away like touching me is offensive. "I don't care who did it; they're your responsibility; therefore, it is your fault." He informed me imperiously, storming off.

I rub the reddening ring around my wrist, trying to ease his touch. At the collective feel of my neighbor's eyes bearing down on me, I hang my head in shame and run back upstairs, locking the door behind me.

Without thinking, I open the closet door, pull out the shotgun, and put it under my chin. My finger is on the trigger. "I can't do this anymore. I'm sorry, God." I apologize to my Heavenly Father. I'm ready to pull the trigger, and then the thought comes to mind; this will make a terrible mess. Rich hates messes. He'll make Caleb clean it up. You know he is that cruel. This crazy thought knocks me out of my purposeful trance. I feel the cold steel of the barrel under my chin, and I pull it away quickly.

"Dear God, what is wrong with me? I have to get out of this house." I put the shotgun away, change my clothes, and head outside.

"Beth, hey, I'm going to the store; I need to get Ella's new school clothes off of layaway. I'll be right back."

The ride cleared my mind, and I walk through the store with the bag of new clothes in my hands. I remember Ella will need a sleeping mat for nap time, and I head over to the school supply aisle. A man is standing there, and a white plastic lawn chair is directly behind him, blocking access to the aisle. I don't say a word to the stranger, but he looks straight at me and says, "What the 'F' do you want me to do about it?!"

As he drops the F-bomb on me, I step back, stunned at the anger in his voice.

His wife apologizes for his rude outburst, "I'm so sorry."

Her apology does nothing to lessen the vehemence of her husband's words, and I back-step away, stumbling over a kiosk. Heartbroken, I turn and all but run out of the store. I think to myself, “Do I have this neon sign flashing on my forehead that reads ABUSE ME, I DESERVE IT!!!”

As I walk across the parking lot, I feel this presence; it's strong like it was when I was lost in the woods. It's God telling me in no uncertain terms I don't make garbage. You have value, and you are important to me. Don't give up.

I repeat His words out loud. "I have value; I am not a piece of junk to throw away or be treated like garbage." The words ease their way into my soul, and I find the courage to drive home.

When I get back to the house, I walk straight up to Rich, look him in the eyes, and say, "I have value. I'm not a piece of junk for you to abuse. I'm important. I mean something. My life means something!"

Without skipping a beat, he tells me, "My things have value, too," and then he walks away.

I knew from that point on there would be no reconciliation or kindness found in this relationship, so I poured my life into my children. Beth doesn't stay; Rich is the cause. Jake and Annie come and get her. I wish I was leaving with her; a tear slides down my cheek as I wave goodbye.

Rich sidles up next to me and leans in close, whispering, "You wish you were leaving with her, don't you?" The sinister question sets my nerves on edge.

From that moment on, I could no longer speak of mental illness from my childhood abuse.

Not that I was ever really safe here, but it's worse now. Rich jumps on any weakness and uses it to his advantage. It's become a really dark place, and I worry about my daughter.

He is a big bully, threatening to take Ella away if I don't— straighten up. "I tell him, you can't take my daughter from me!"

He scoffs and says, "What Judge in the world would let a mental case like you raise a child."

I am an exceptional mother. I put my kids first; they mean everything to me. I do all I can do to make their childhood magical. I keep my crazy locked down tight. There is no one to talk to about the things that are going on inside of me. The cost of my silence is high; I'm holding on by a thread. Late at night, I cry out to God for relief; I don't know when or how, but I need you to get me out of this mess. God, I need you to show up in a big way. Rescue me, or I will die from a broken heart.

Satan wants me dead at all costs, it seems. His attack is relentless. Day and night, he hammers at my mind. To live with the thought that my only way out of a terrible situation is suicide is truly a living nightmare and an absolute lie from the enemy.

I don't know how God's deliverance came to me or when it happened in this instance. I only know it is the joy of raising my children that keeps me going. I want them to have a better life. I teach them not to quit, so I can't.

I am teaching in the youth department at Church. I use my experience in regards to anorexia and bulimia to counsel the young girls. It seems to help not only them but me. And God reminds me that I am not a victim; I am a victor. Whatever this darkness is that hangs over me like a cloud, I will not let it beat me.

God tells me that I will do valiantly for Him and that I am an overcomer. You are too. God is going to bring us out the other side, stronger and better equipped. The fighter inside me is waking up. I may just look like your everyday housewife, but I'm learning that I'm so much more, and so are you.

Unresolved trauma is a thief.

It limits your vision. It whispers lies that say you’re too broken, too small, or too far gone to do anything great for God.

But that’s not the voice of your Father—it’s the voice of your enemy. And it wants to trap you in the cycle of trauma forever.

I believe—no, I know—that even now, a small, still voice is calling you.

It’s the voice of the Lord, inviting you into something bold and sacred.

But if you’re drowning in fear or distraction, you might miss it.

The enemy is clever. If he can’t destroy you, he’ll distract you. If he can’t distract you, he’ll silence you.

He’ll wear you out, until you’re too tired to even try.

But what if everything that has happened to us was preparation for this moment in time. This particular place in history.

There are so many things that God placed inside us before we were ever born.

In Ephesians 2:10 It says: "For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do." (NIV)

Whether it was a curse or a blessing, God's purpose came to me at an early age– He used Isaiah's words in 43:10 to speak to my heart, telling me who I was in Him.

“But you are my witnesses…!” says the LORD. “You are my servant. You have been chosen to know me, believe in me, and understand that I alone am God. There is no other God— there never has been, and there never will be.”

And He’s kept saying it over and over.

Consequently, the enemy kept telling me to sit down and be quiet. He’s used people to do it for years. The last variation was “stick a sock in it and stay in your lane.”

But I just couldn’t keep silent about Jesus and God’s love for us. It bubbled over in me all the time. I would share the gospel in the back seat of public bus. I would kneel before a dirty oven with a friend to share the Gospel of Christ. I couldn’t turn it off if I tried.

Maybe there's something inside of YOU, that Satan is trying to shut down.

Imagine all the wonderful gifts God placed inside us, and think back for a moment and see where the enemy has attacked you most. I would venture a strong guess that, the place of your greatest struggle is where your calling for God begins.

Sharing God’s love with the world through words is how I take my power back.

How will you take yours back?

The enemy wants you to be silent, because he knows what’s at stake when you find your voice.

But you were never created to be silent.

You were created to reflect the image of God—and that image holds power.

2 Timothy 1:7 says: “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and love and a sound mind.”

So, move forward. Even if your steps are small.

Keep moving toward healing. Keep moving toward your dream.

And if you do, one day you’ll look back and realize—

That those two paths have become one.

You’re suddenly walking in the calling God always intended for you.

The scattered pieces? They’re being gathered into something beautiful.

Don’t stop now. Healing is yours— If you just keep moving forward.






Piece # 21 - Turkey Shoot

 

Another four years have passed, and I'm homeschooling Ella; it's a lot of fun. My Sugar Bear is super bright and eager to learn but also silly, sweet, and very artistic. Ella likes the fact that we can be finished with everything by noon and then go swimming. What a special gift God has given me in my little girl.

I've recently discovered that the home I have lived in with my family for the last thirteen years does not have my name on the title. I have helped pay the mortgage, painted walls, and laid tile. I poured my heart into these walls and bled, cried, and laughed with my children, thinking I was investing in life with this man; apparently, I was wrong.

There was this strange deal made before Rich and I were married. The house has Rich's parents on the title, but only for purposes of a down payment. But his parents interpret the deal differently; they believe that half of the house belongs to them, and they come and stay for six long months every winter. His mother made my life a living hell, but Rich never cared.

The overtly bitter woman has since passed and given way to forgiveness in my heart. Maybe she had a difficult life like mine, but she chose to hang on to the anger. I'm not going to; I refuse to let anger guide my heart. And his father, who is a very kind man, is no longer well. With his health failing, he decides to get his affairs in order. He starts by signing a quitclaim deed to our home. Potentially the deed is now in both of our names.

Rich freaks out over the idea; he does not feel I need to be on the title. This one morning, he strides into the kitchen and says, "Tora, I need you to come with me this afternoon. I want you to sign a quitclaim deed, renouncing your rights to my house."

He does this in front of our nine-year-old daughter. Humiliated and at a loss for words, I can only nod my head.

Rich glances down at our daughter. "Ella can stay with Miss Amy while we're gone. Well, that's that." With everything decided in his mind, he turns and heads back to the living room.

I fight back the tears. When the door closes behind Rich, Ella looks up at me and says, "Mommy, he's mean to you, and he makes you cry. It's okay if you divorce him."

I hugged her and said, "Thank you, but Momma's okay. Now, let's get back to English."

Oh, God, Ella is so tiny; she's seen more than I can imagine. I lament silently as she reads from her spelling book. I look at her blonde head tilted ever so slightly, marveling at the gentle curve of her cheek and the pink lips as they struggle to pronounce the words. What kind of message am I sending to her?

But her declaration, telling me it's okay to leave him, gives me the courage to see a lawyer. Walking out of my first appointment, I feel freer than I have in years, and there is a hope in my heart that maybe, just maybe, it's not too late for me to find happiness.

Rich cuts off all access to our mutual funds and then goes off on a business trip. He leaves us with barely enough money to buy food. Ella falls sick; she has an ear infection and is in a lot of pain. I'm desperate, so I ask for help, borrowing money from one of my son's friends to take her to the doctor. This is just the beginning of his power games. If you ever want to see what someone is really like, watch them go through a divorce.

Longing for some semblance of normalcy, I bring running back into my life, and I find myself in a healthier head space. I'm discovering that strengthening my body, along with my soul, is transformational. And I like myself again for the first time in a very long while. The divorce is moving ahead fast. Ella makes it quite clear she does not want to live with her father. I tell him this to spare her the pain of it, but he demands that she tell him herself.

I can't believe how cruel he is; Ella is devastated. She is a nine-year-old child, and I hate that he's forcing her to do this. I'm so proud of her; Ella has great courage far beyond her meager years.

I will spare you the rest of the gory details and tell you that I walked away from the fancy house, the pool, the cars, and the boat with the only thing that mattered—my daughter.

It's a few years later, and we're officially divorced. I have a job now that I love, and I'm going to school. But it's not long before I have to drop out because Rich refuses to pay child support—more of his mind games; he was always teaching me a lesson. It's rough, but we make it. God provides a gift from my new job and the church, so the next few months' rent will be paid. The holidays are coming, but I'm not afraid. I know God will provide.

Time just keeps rushing by, and it's the day after Thanksgiving. It's around 7 a.m., and I'm minutes from my office. I'm sitting at the stoplight when a man jumps out of one of those transparent bus-stop shells—you know, those mini house-looking things. He pulls a rifle from under his long trench coat and points it at me. I notice that the weapon is wrapped in brown paper. He pulls the trigger, and his shoulder jerks back twice from the report of the weapon.

"Dear God, help, he's shooting at me!" I slam on the gas, turning right to get out of his path. I run the red light and dial 9-1-1.

"This is 9-1-1; what is your emergency?" the dispatcher asks in an authoritative voice.

"I was on the corner of 7th and Norche when a man in a trench coat jumped out and started shooting at me," I explain, a bit frantic but still relatively calm for what has just occurred.

"Are you waiting in the area for the officer to respond?"

Taken aback by the ridiculousness of her question. "No, I'm not waiting in the area for the guy to shoot me again," I quip sarcastically. "I am headed to work. The officers can reach me there." I give her the address, and she has my phone number from the call. "You have everything you need to find me; I'm hanging up now." I close the phone and toss it into the seat next to me.

Pulling into the office parking lot, I sit there and go over what happened in my mind—but not too long, because my work is only a couple of blocks away from the shooter. I could literally stand on the parking garage top deck and see the bus stop where he shot at me if I wanted to. But I didn't want to.

Feeling completely surreal, I head inside the office, thinking, This is crazy. As I sit at my desk, the scene plays over in my head, and I start wondering why I'm not dead. I was a soldier; I saw his shoulder jerk back two times; the recoil knocked it back. He was right in front of me. I could see the whites of his eyes. I remember punching the gas and turning the steering wheel, thinking, Dear God, I'm gonna die; I love my children. Nothing else, nothing crazy profound—and had it not been for the grace of God once again, I would be dead, but I'm not.

The phone is shaking in my hands as I listen to the downstairs receptionist call, telling me the police have arrived. I take the elevator down and tell them once again what happened.

"We'll keep you informed," they advise, and when they snap their little books closed, they are out the door.

I couldn't bring myself to go up to the desk just yet. I wander into the courtyard, still dazed by what has transpired. I have to be honest with all of you. I'm not where I should be in my walk with God. The divorce and the way the church treated me were a little overwhelming. Why are Christians the first to shoot their wounded?

I have fallen deep into sin and am amazed that God spared me this time. I'm still going to church, but I'm living a secret life. It is destroying my daughter and me. She loves me so much, yet I'm letting her watch me make the same mistakes as my mother. How is it we repeat the sins of our parents? Generational curses are very real. My man might not be married like my mother's was, but he and I aren't married either. What kind of example am I setting for Ella? I am so hungry for love that I settle for less than God's best for me. How is it we slide so easily into sin, and when we do, how do we find our way back out?

Throughout the afternoon, the image of the rifle's report repeats over and over in my mind. And I am humbled and amazed by God's love for me and His mercy. I whisper, "Thank you, Father, for sparing me. I know I can't say everything I need to here; I'm too emotionally distraught, but God, I have to make it through this day; help me, I have to pay the rent."

Later that night, the phone rings; it's one of the officers from this morning with an update. "The man got on a bus to Marburg. They caught him coming off the bus. He's in custody now." His tone is matter-of-fact.

But I need some kind of closure, so I ask, "Did he still have the gun? Why did he shoot at me?"

There is a short silence; I can hear the officer breathing. It's like he is making some kind of decision, and then he tells me, "Ma'am, he ditched the weapon. It wasn't on him when we found him. This man is known for his mental illness. The state will make a decision on what to do with him now. Do you have any more questions for me?"

Questions, huh! I have a million, but I tell him, "No, thanks for the call," and then I hang up.

Ella is at her dad's, and my boyfriend is at work. It's just God and me now. I fall to my knees in the bedroom and ask God to talk to me. My personal life is such a mess. I don't know what to do. I ask myself the damning questions again, "Am I so hungry for love that I would allow myself to fall so far from the God I love? What's wrong with me?"

There is something inside me that feels off about my relationship with my boyfriend and its future potential. I'm distraught from the day's earlier set of events, and my uneasiness about my boyfriend sets me off on a crying jag that lasts for at least an hour.

Drained emotionally and all out of tears, I get up from my knees and go to my computer. This old devotional pops up, and it tells us to "Not Partner with Unbelievers." The accompanying verse, II Corinthians 6:14 (ESV), asks us the question: what fellowship has light with darkness?

I hear God speaking to me in my spirit, "What does light have to do with the darkness? You are light; remove yourself from this darkness."

"Father God," I cry out, "I love this man, but I love You more. Whatever it is about him that causes You to say we should not be together, I trust You. But I'm not strong enough to tell him goodbye. You're gonna have to make him go away."

My honesty and pain must have struck a chord with Him, and He leads me to my devotional for the day. The title is a paraphrase from Genesis chapter 22:16. It's the account of Abraham's willingness to sacrifice his beloved son, and it reads: "Because you have done this thing, I the Lord God will bless you."

While this is extremely comforting as a confirmation that I have made the right choice, I'm wrecked, but somewhere deep inside, I know this is the right thing to happen. Over the next few weeks, God goes to work. Secrets are revealed. I will not share them here because they are not my secrets, but with this new knowledge, I know I can no longer allow this man in mine or my daughter's lives. As of today, he is no longer with us. My Ella is very upset with me; she loved him as well. I tell her she was not safe in his presence, but that's not enough. This is strike one for me with my baby girl, who is now thirteen years old. Being a mom is tough.

Because of my background with abuse and my abysmal track record with men, I decide not to date until Ella graduates. I can't take the chance of bringing another sketchy character into her life. It's just not worth the risk; she is an amazing young woman, and I want her to stay that way. God, in His infinite mercy, has given me yet another chance at life. This next verse reminds me of what an amazing Father He is. He cares far more about our souls than He does our comfort or our feelings. If God had not allowed this life-threatening incident to happen, would I have taken stock in my life? I feel in my heart that He averted something darker from happening in our lives that could not have been so easily healed.

I thank God for His forgiveness and restoration as I surrender to His truth in Isaiah 38:17 (ESV): Behold, it was for my welfare that I had great bitterness; but in love you have delivered my life from the pit of destruction, for you have cast all my sins behind your back.

Sometimes, when we’ve gone too far in the wrong direction—when we’ve torn down every wall—God will use extreme measures to get our attention. Imagine your child running toward oncoming traffic, and death imminent. What wouldn’t you do to stop them, to pull them back to safety? Our Heavenly Father is an even better parent than we are and would move heaven and earth if necessary to rescue His children from eternal destruction.

Sometimes we don’t even see it happening, because the shattering comes in slow fractures—over years of betrayal, silence, and sorrow. And sometimes it comes in the blink of an eye… like a rifle shot echoing through your morning commute.

But whether it’s a slow unraveling or a sudden break, God sees every splintered shard.

He saw me.
In the courthouse.
In the hospital.
In the arms of the wrong man.
At the stoplight.
On my knees.

He saw every place I cracked wide open… and went in search of the pieces, determinedly gathering them back from a dark world that wanted only my destruction.

God didn’t wait for me to be strong. He didn’t wait for me to figure it all out. He came for me—in mercy and in His might. He pulled me back from the edge, even when I didn’t know how to ask for it.

This same God is calling out to you in love. “Come home,” His gentle voice whispers. “I’m waiting for you with open arms. Again, I say, Come Home.”

And with every life step, the gathering of our souls continues…






Piece # 22 - Swept Away

 

It's been a few years, and life is moving forward. My daughter is a junior in high school now. Things are strained between Ella and me. She wants her best friend, Carrie, to move in with us next year, and I don't. Carrie has some serious mental health issues, and I just want my last year with my daughter to be special—to be between us.

Ella will be an eighteen-year-old senior. Those are the most dangerous kind. They think they are all grown up, but they are still just kids. I was like that. I'm not judging; I'm speaking from experience. I messed my life up, one wrong decision after another. I prayed it would be different for her; I still hope it will be. She is at her dad's this weekend, and I'm headed to Mama’s for a visit.

I almost die on the way over there. I am on the road going about forty-five miles per hour, veering toward the on-ramp. Suddenly, a giant mattress falls off the top of a truck about four hundred yards or so in front of me. It lands dead flat in my lane, blocking the road. And at the exact same time, two cars pull up on either side of me. My vehicle is completely boxed in with no escape.

I'm looking at the giant mattress in the lane in front of me, freaking out. There is nowhere for me to turn and no time to stop. Then, to my amazement, the mattress moves—like someone swats it out of the way—tossing it across two lanes of traffic, all the way to the shoulder of the road, and I drive safely through the clear lane.

It had to have been God. There is no other explanation for why a heavy king-size mattress that weighs at least one hundred to one hundred fifty pounds flies across the road from a dead stop with no impetus. I kid you not; it moved like a giant hand swept it out of my way. My hands are trembling as I grip the steering wheel.

Again, I ask God, Why do you keep sparing me? I'm so confused. Sometimes I think it would be a greater mercy if You would just let me die. I would be at peace. Oh God, why is life so stinking hard?

A couple of weeks later, I go to the gynecologist for a routine checkup, and this morning I get a call to come in and speak to the doctor. I'm pretty sure anyone reading this knows the old adage: if you hear nothing, everything is great—but things are not so good when you get a call.

Sitting at the doctor’s this morning, I'm in the not-so-good category. The nurse doesn't take me to the exam room. She walks me back to the doctor’s consulting office. My stomach feels like the bottom has dropped out of it. Dear God, what now? I can't take much more. Please have mercy on me. I send up a silent prayer to heaven. I have a strange feeling I'll need all the help I can get today.

Dr. Mills is a wonderful lady. I stand as she enters the room.

"Good morning," she greets me with a smile, grasping my hands in hers. Her palms are so cold they send shivers up my spine.

"Hello," I respond in kind, pulling my hands away and rubbing them together for warmth.

"Sit, please," she offers with a wave of her hand. I slide uncomfortably into the chair.

"I have been reading about your history. I see the other doctors caught your cancer twice before it became something substantial. I'm hoping that is the case again this time. I'd like to do a biopsy," she explained.

"What kind?" I ask nervously. "Is this the one where they can't numb you and cut the pieces out of your cervix with a giant metal claw?" I didn't mean to sound so sarcastic, but this is the third time around for me; I'm tired of all this.

She gives me a gentle smile. "I'm sorry. With your background of early sexual abuse, this is not uncommon. And yes, it is that kind of biopsy; it's the best way to be certain." Her apologetic tone did nothing to calm my jangled nerves. She stood up and took my hand again. I thought she was getting ready to usher me back into the waiting room.

"I have an opening right now. The nurse will get you ready. I'll see you in the room." And then she does indeed shoo me out of her office.

By the time the ordeal is over, I am a wreck. I can't believe it was bad enough for the doctor to do the biopsy right away.

I'm home now, and I remember something the doctor said. It triggers this strange need to look for the records from my first cancer visit. I dig to the bottom of my file cabinet. "Bingo!" I pull the faded green file folder out. My hands are a little shaky.

"Father God, be with me as I read," I whisper a prayer for courage. I haven't really ever looked at these files; they hold too many bad memories. I glanced over them when I had to sign my admittance papers for the surgery, but nothing in-depth.

I open the file, and the first thing I see is a picture of my son and me at his high school graduation. "How did that get in there?" And then it hits me—somehow, God put it in that file. I can hear His Spirit speaking to me.

"You kept your promise, little one, and I allowed you to raise him. This picture is to remind you I am not finished with you yet."

God's gentle and sweet words comfort my soul and calm my fears, but I still cry. I stroke the picture lovingly and remember the scared twenty-two-year-old little girl on her knees, begging God to spare her life so she could teach her son about Jesus. Caleb has grown into a fine, godly young man.

Releasing a grateful sigh, I go back to the file, and my eyes are drawn to a name: Dr. Muhamad Marrut. The name sounds incredibly familiar. And then I realize who he is. He is the military doctor who performed my initial cancer surgery. He is also the one who told me I would not be able to carry any more children.

I thought about that for a moment and glanced at the picture of my daughter on the wall. I smile, thankful that God always has the last say.

I look back down at the papers in my hand, and nestled inside this same file was yet another gift. It is the paperwork from my second pregnancy. My hands start to shake, and I am overwhelmed with emotion. I feel myself reading the name of the doctor who delivered my baby girl out loud: "Dr. Muhamad Marrut."

The doctor who delivered my Ella is the same doctor who told me I would never have any more children. Dr. Marrut gave my womb a death sentence at age twenty-two, and six years later, God overrode that order and declared life for my daughter and me.

I feel Him speaking to my spirit, telling me not to worry about the biopsy results. "You're going to be fine."

A few days later, I'm at my general practitioner's office. Well, actually, I see a nurse practitioner. Paula is amazing. She is looking through the computer, reading my prescription renewals, and out of the blue, she says, "Your biopsy came back clear; you're good to go."

I look at her, puzzled. "What did you say? How do you know about my biopsy results? They weren't supposed to be back for two weeks."

She smiles and answers, "I'm your primary care physician. I receive a copy of all your tests."

I'm so happy at the good news, I want to hug her—and in fact, I do just that.

I leave her office with a smile. Sitting in my car, I slow my happy roll a little and stop a moment to reflect. "Oh, Father God, thank You for sparing my life again. I know this could have gone a completely different way. Thank You for giving me another chance to fulfill whatever it is that You want me to. I honestly don't know why I'm still alive, but I am grateful. Help me find what it is that You want me to do. Please help me understand Your will for my life. I love You, Abba. Thank You!"

Are you feeling swept away? I know I am. My life has just been spared for the umpteenth time. I know God is doing this for a reason. There is something I'm being called to do, but I don't see the path yet. There is not a name I can give to it, but I know it's there. Sometimes I feel like I'm in one of those old movies where the mist rolls in, and you can't see your way forward.

Is your life in a fog? Is the road ahead covered in a blurry haze? I urge you to keep trusting God even if you can't see a way through yet. Trust His love for you; trust His heart. Trust in His plan for your life.

John 5:17 (NLT) tells us that God is always working: But Jesus replied, “My Father is always working, and so am I.”

Keep being faithful. We don't always see what is happening, but I assure you, God is working out His plan for your life. Unseen forces are fighting for your destiny. The enemy may be close on your trail, like the Egyptians chasing after the Israelites.

God's chosen people were in fear for their lives. They were facing a vast body of water, and the enemy was behind them. They were trapped. Do you feel trapped sometimes? Is there an uncrossable ocean in front of you—sickness, loss of a loved one, or perhaps a wayward child?

There may be crazy things happening in your life; rest assured that God is in control, and He is making a way for you. He is often called The Way Maker. Read here in Isaiah 43:16 (NLT) how God makes a way through the impossible: “I am the Lord, who opened a way through the waters, making a dry path through the sea.”

God may not be taking you by a familiar route. In fact, it may seem like He is bringing you the long way around. If He is, there is a purpose for it. God didn't take the Israelites by the shortest path either. The shortest route would have put them in front of many dangerous soldiers. They had just fled Egypt for their lives—in the middle of the night, no less. If they had fought a war now, many would die, or worse yet, they might run back in fear to Egypt. God did not set them free from slavery to have them die in a fight just days from reaching their Promised Land. So, God took them another route to help them grow in strength.

Like the Israelites, maybe this long road God is leading us on is making us stronger. Right now, in my spirit as I write, God impresses me with this thought: He's taking me to my Promised Land, but before I get there, He wants to ensure I'm strong and wise enough to keep it.

My Promised Land—and yours—must be pretty amazing, because the fight we're going through is fierce indeed. That inspires me to fight harder and never give up.

My dear friends, whatever you're facing, I encourage you to keep fighting. I believe in you, and more importantly, God believes in you.

Let’s do a little declaration. Let’s tell ourselves who we are in God. Say this with me—

With God on my side, I am FIERCE and UNAFRAID! Because He will not fail me, I cannot fail. I am not a victim; I am a victor. My life and my pain have a purpose! I am a force of change for good for God's kingdom. I am a Warrior, and with God's help, I will not stop until I have reached my Promised Land.

For “If God is for us, who can ever be against us?” —Romans 8:31

So, if you’re feeling swept away—by pain, by fear, by life itself—know this: you are not lost. Not to God. Not ever. Every piece of your shattered soul is seen, remembered, and cherished by the One who never stops working on your behalf.

Even in the fog.

Even in the fire.

Even in the silence between heartbeats when all you can do is whisper, “God, help me.”

He’s gathering you—piece by piece—into a new creation. Stronger. Wiser. Fierce and unafraid.

You may not see the Promised Land yet… but I promise you, beloved: He is still leading you there.






Piece # 23 - She's Gone

 

My apartment is empty, and so is my heart. I walk through Ella's room, and there are only bits and pieces of her left. I pick up a T-shirt she left on the bed, lifting it to my face and inhaling the scent that is uniquely her. I hurt in a way that I cannot explain. I cannot believe she is gone; I'm in shock.

I think back on the events of yesterday. It started with such a grand promise: my son's wedding day. He's so handsome in his suit jacket, all grown-up looking except for the black Converse on his feet. The tennis shoes bring a smile to my face. He's always been so much fun, kindhearted, and filled with love. I'm beyond proud of him as I watch him receive his beautiful young bride at the altar. My heart is overflowing with joy at this momentous occasion in his life.

I look to the left at my beautiful young daughter, Ella. She is perfect. If I had only known that just a few hours later, she would be gone, I would have held onto her tighter. The night's festivities followed, and when it was time to leave, Ella tells me, "Momma, you'll need to get a ride home." I stared at her, a bit confused, as I rode to the wedding with her and Carrie. I thought I would be riding home with them. "We're headed to Dad's." I'm still not understanding. She avoids eye contact with me, but her voice has this undertone. There's a timbre of anger flowing through her words; it might even qualify as bitter, so I back off.

"Ok, I'll find another way home." I'm still concerned about her emotional state. She seems off, and I grab her by the arm. "Are you alright?" I ask.

"I'm fine, Momma." Her response is short and crisp. I lean in to hug her and kiss her goodbye, and she feels stiff in my arms. Her kiss and hug seem perfunctory. She and Carrie leave with a backward glance of guilt, and then they're gone.

After they leave, Shellee comes to check on me. "Are you ok?"

"I'm fine; why?"

Shellee sighs uncomfortably. "Well, while you were dancing with Caleb, Ella was telling all of us how she's moving in with her father tonight."

I am floored. "What?" I ask as the shock rolls over me.

There is this look of surprise in her eyes. "You didn't know? Ella's been talking about it at the table all night long. I'm so sorry. I thought you knew. Here, sit down for a minute. I'll get you a drink." She glances back worriedly before heading to the bar for a glass of wine.

Mama is there in an instant. "Oh, sweetheart, it'll be alright. Every child rebels; Ella will come back home soon." Her tender words of assurance are of no comfort to me.

I take the glass of wine Shellee hands me and swallow it down. I'm numb and nauseous. "Dig deep, Marine; you have to finish this night for your son," I repeat the mantra under my breath throughout the night, and it carries me to the end.

Once Caleb and Jackie are off on their honeymoon, I ask Shellee to take me home. She drops me off with a hug. I take the long walk up the flight of stairs. Of everything that has happened to me, this one just might actually kill me. It feels like someone has died; my heart aches beyond comprehension.

I don't know what to do. I hurt so much I can't even pray. Ella is my heart, my baby, my friend, and most importantly, she is my daughter—and she is gone. Something deep inside me knows that she is not coming back. My heart is in pieces. Everyone I love is gone, and I am all alone. It hurts to breathe. I take the T-shirt that Ella left behind and fall onto her bed. Laying the soft cotton material close to my head, I curl up in a little ball, surrounded by her sweet scent. What am I gonna do now? I still can't pray; the words just won't come, and I fall into a fitful sleep.

As the long, empty days pass, I fall into a deep depression. Ella's loss is more than I can bear. She comes to see me on the weekends, but the strain is too great, and her visits become less and less. I see her drifting away from God. Everything that is uniquely her is disappearing. She is becoming brash and angry. Every day I struggle with my decision to not let Ella and her best friend come and live with me. So many times, I'm close to breaking, and I dial her number to beg her to come back home.

But I know it's not what God wants. Ella has adopted the motto of "Do what you want now and ask forgiveness later." She is too young to understand how dangerous this thinking is. Our actions have consequences. No one knows this better than me. With all of my heart, I don't want her to make the same mistakes I have. I decide to have her come and move all of the rest of her things to her father's house. She can't have it both ways. And looking at the things she's left behind is breaking my heart.

It's the weekend, and she and her father have come to get her things. Rich keeps mumbling under his breath, "This isn't right; a parent should never do this to their child."

In my heart, God keeps whispering, Stand fast; she has to learn that her actions affect people. I speak with her one last time before she goes, hoping for any sign of a change of heart. "Ella, do you understand that planning to move out behind my back was not the right way to do this? You and I have always been able to talk. Can't you trust my not wanting Carrie to live with us is in your best interest? I don't want you to move out. I want you to stay. Do you understand that your actions have consequences and that what you did hurt me—hurt us?" My words seem to have no effect; she can barely look me in the eye. I have no idea what she's thinking, but one thing is certain: she is angry with me.

"Momma, why can't I leave my things here? I'm going to see you on the weekends. I want to live with Carrie before I go off to college. This is the last time we'll be together." Her words are filled with hurt and hopeful expectation that I will change my mind.

I feel myself crumbling; I want to take her in my arms and say, Whatever you want, baby, just don't move out, but I don't. I hug her, and she responds by making her body stiff. Ella turns and walks away, leaving me to wonder if I've made the wrong decision.

Ella stops by to visit me intermittently. When she does, it's with a new boyfriend who is touching her in inappropriate ways. My heart aches for the path she is leading herself down, but anything I say is taken as condemnation.

"Momma, it's fine. He's a good guy, and I love him. Why can't you accept that I know what's best for my life?"

I raise my hands in defeat. "I won't say anything else."

Our relationship continues to deteriorate. Ella goes off to college, and Caleb and his new wife move in with me. Life continues on. My prayer life is getting weaker and weaker. I love my son, but I miss my daughter.

He gets angry with me sometimes and tells me, "Mom, I wish you wouldn't mourn so much about what's not in your life because you are missing out on so much of what is right in your life. I'm still here."

I give him a hug. "I'm sorry, Buddy. I am very grateful that you're in my life. You bring me immense joy. And I do see you; you are so very precious to me."

After that, I do my best not to let him see the sadness of my loss; maybe someday he'll understand how much I love both of my children, and that losing a child is beyond devastating.

Something terrible is happening to me as I try to come to grips with Ella's absence. I get this overwhelming feeling that I've just lost too much to care anymore. I don't see God anywhere. Everything is wrong. Nothing feels right; a piece of me is missing, and I want it back. My depression worsens, and the doctor puts me on antidepressants. They're working, but my wounds of loss are festering under this pharmaceutical bandage.

Four very dark years pass; I still see Ella intermittently, but she is loud, bitter, and angry. I feel like I've broken my little girl and have no idea how to help her find herself again. I see it in her eyes. In my heart, I wish she had never met Carrie. I wish I had never asked her to move her things out. I wish, I wish, I wish. But wishing will not make things better, and no matter how badly we would like to, we cannot change the past; we just can't.

Today, the day I feared would come has arrived. Ella and I had a terrible row. She did something quite heinous, and her actions were a deliberate attack on me and quite public. Strangely enough, I wasn't angry at her for what she did. All I could think was what terrible emotional pain she must be in to have done something so horrible. Her brother, however, is livid. He didn't want anything to do with her after that. He'd been neutral about the entire situation, hoping it would work out. Whether she realized it or not, Ella successfully separated herself from her family in that one act of public animosity.

For my sanity and peace of mind, I unfriend her on Facebook and block her phone calls. I need some space from her and the poison she is spewing. I'm not saying that she couldn't come home or that I ever stopped loving her, but she had become toxic to my soul. I couldn't continue being her emotional doormat.

I know that some of you reading this understand toxic behavior in a child and how damaging it can be. If she didn't already hate me, I'm certain after today she does. Ella is headed down a path of destruction that I cannot follow. But no matter how hard I try, I cannot let her go. She is my daughter, and from the bottom of my heart, I hope she will find her way back to me.

On a better note, God and I are talking again, but it's not the deep relationship it was. My heart has pulled back; I can feel it, and I miss Him. I just don't have the heart to hope again. None of this is God's fault, but I'm withdrawing from His presence more and more.

I want to be certain that you understand that this does not mean that God is withdrawing from me. His presence never leaves us. Let's look at King David in the Bible. Now here's a man who knew the sadness of a wayward child. He'd been a wayward child of God on several occasions. Yet, in the midst of his troubles, David assures us in Psalm 139:7 (NIV) that we are never not in God's presence: Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?

As I reread the passage myself, something stirs in my heart. Perhaps I'm trying to hide from God. I certainly am not trusting Him at this moment. Somewhere deep down, I hear the small, still voice of God saying, "You have to let go of your daughter and give her to Me."

I balk at His impossible request; this is my baby—my little girl. "Eighteen years ago, I gave birth to this tiny, perfect human being. I loved and nurtured her, picked her up, brushed her off when she fell, and kissed her boo-boos. I sang her to sleep at night. I encouraged—no, I cheered—her on to be the best human being she could possibly be, and now, God, You want me to let go of her?" The ache in my heart is palpable, but I don't quit. I keep pouring my feelings out to God; something in me knows that if I want to experience healing, I can't stop here, no matter how painful the words are for me to speak.

"Oh, Heavenly Father, of all the things in my life that You have taught me and brought me through, none of it prepared me for this." Inside of my chest, there is a tightness. My throat aches as I cry out to God, "Don't You understand? This feeling of loss is beyond comprehension and far beyond the description of mere words."

Tears of pain fall down my cheeks, and I hear that damnable voice again speaking to my heart. "From one parent to another, My Son died too. I know what this feels like; your loss of Ella is akin to death. You feel there is no hope, but I promise you that I can heal this situation if you put your faith in Me. It may not happen the way you imagine, but reconciliation will come. That little girl that gave her heart to My Son at four years of age still loves Him. She is still in My Son's hands, and He's not finished with her yet. I also know that deep inside, you wish death would come to you in hopes of stopping this awful emotional pain. Suicidal thoughts haunt you day and night. Please do not think such mean things about yourself, and please do not have such little confidence in Me that things will not get better. Hear My call. I love you, and I want great things for you. Let Me guide you to a better path, a better door. Don't give in to despair. I love you. Now breathe, and hand her over to Me."

I listen to His words and ponder them in my heart throughout the day. Sometimes when God speaks, you're not ready to hear the words, but that doesn't stop Him from speaking.

It's been a little while since God's words came to me. In fact, it's now four days later, and it's the weekend. The apartment is quieter than usual. Caleb and his wife have moved into their new apartment. Ella has made no attempt to make amends, and I begin to ponder God's words whispered to me earlier this past week.

I am sitting in my bedroom and remember something about Satan being a thief. I go to my laptop and Google "devil and thief," and this is what stands out from my search: John 10:10 (ESV) — The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.

God successfully reminds me that Satan has wanted to steal my life for a long time, and now he is trying to steal my daughter away. Has Satan found the one thing that can really stop me from being effective in the Kingdom of God? Ever since the loss of my daughter, I have stopped moving forward. I live in this nowhere place, levitating between hope for a quick death and drowning in the cloying tides of despair. "God, lift me out of this place!"

Another thought comes to me about David and how he would take the stolen lambs he cared for from the jaws of the lions. I search for the "jaws of the lion," and these verses in 1 Samuel 17:34–35 (NLT) catch my eye: But David persisted. "When a lion or a bear comes to steal a lamb from the flock, I go after it with a club and rescue the lamb from its mouth. If the animal turns on me, I catch it by the jaw and club it to death."

God whispers to my heart, "Jesus is the Good Shepherd. He does the same for you and your daughter. Satan can only do things for a set season, and when I decree that season to be over, he has to move on. There will be a time when I take Ella from the jaws of the lion. I will rebuke the enemy, and he will have to set her free. Set her times in My hands, and I will watch over her, and in the right season, she will be returned to you. But until that time, you must live. You cannot walk around as if you are the living dead. In doing so, you tell the world that you have no faith in Me. You treat Me as if I am some weak God that cannot deliver you or your daughter. Faith must be exercised, or it does not grow."

I smile at God's last analogy. "So You want me to flex my faith muscles?" I ask, chuckling, feeling the darkness falling away and my spirit lifting for the first time in years. "Thank You, Father," my grateful heart whispers. I can't help but wonder where I would be had I gone immediately to God with my broken heart instead of hanging onto it so tightly.

While searching for the previous verses, I find this one in Psalm 34:4 (ESV): I sought the Lord, and he answered me and delivered me from all my fears.

As I read this verse, it tells me that I worry needlessly. It also tells me that things would be much different if I had come to God from the beginning.

I'm not trying to change the past here. I'm hoping to spare someone reading this from making the same mistake I did. It's alright to mourn, but we cannot live in that place; we have to move forward. Seeking God early in our troubles is the key to everything.

My heart is very heavy today. Would you pray with me— "Father God, forgive me when I hang on to my hurts or disappointments. Help me to take them to You from the very beginning of the situation. Remind me that You are always here with me, that You're in control, and that I can trust You no matter what. Help me walk through the things You do that I don't understand and open my heart to living again. I love You, Father God. Thank You that You make all things new, in Christ's name..."

And as I whisper that final "amen," something shifts in me. Not all at once, not like a miracle I can touch—but like a breeze that stirs the ashes. I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but I know the One who does. Even now, with pieces of me still missing, He’s gathering what’s left… and He’s not finished yet.






Piece # 24 - The Epiphany of Suffocation

 

Four more years have passed, and I live a quiet life now. I'm a grandmother and blessed beyond comprehension because of it. My depression is gone. I look forward to the day; I wake up thanking God and living with this hopeful expectancy that good things are going to happen. I don't know when or where God changed my perspective, but there was a healing that took place. I am in such a good place now; I am looking forward to a future, but amid my joy, a tragedy strikes my family.

It's September 23rd, and I have just said goodbye to the most amazing woman I have ever known. She was my ex-mother-in-law and my mama, and early this morning, surrounded by her loving family, God took her to heaven.

It happened so fast. She was diagnosed in July and gone by September. None of us were prepared. I mean, you're never prepared for something like this, I guess. All I know is that Mama's beautiful spirit was stolen by an extremely rare form of cancer known as glioblastoma. For the record, I HATE cancer.

Her death tore a giant hole in our family. She left behind the love of her life—a handsome British sailor who stole her heart thirty-six years earlier. Theirs was a love story that Hollywood would have ached to create. They were best friends and did everything together. Wherever they were, laughter always followed. I would give anything to know that kind of love.

I've said goodbye to people before, but this time was different; Mama was different. I walk into the memorial service, and I see Ella for the first time again in five years. I had hoped that time and space would have softened her heart, but she is cold and unresponsive, and the look of hatred in her eyes is unbearable. It hurts my heart, but I hold on to the hope that God will restore her to me.

I walk to the casket to tell Mama one last goodbye, but the words stick in my throat. I whisper through broken sobs, “I love you; you will always make me smile. I will never forget you. You were my greatest cheerleader. I will do great things, just like you said; I won't waste any more time. I love you, Mama. I miss you very much, but I will see you again someday; Jesus will make certain of it.” I grab hold of her hand and touch the butterfly pendant on my jacket. You changed my life, and I am eternally grateful for the time that God gave you to me. Rest in peace, beautiful soul.

A week or so later, Papa did as she requested, cremated her remains, and spread them across the waters at her favorite beach. Strangely, something has ended, but at the same time, I feel a change is coming for me.

A couple of weeks later, I am overtaken by a terrible malady. The woman I contracted the illness from actually died in the hospital and had to be revived. I had asthma as a child. I outgrew it and became a Marine. I've been fine for many years, but whatever this sickness is, it is viciously attacking my lungs, and my asthma is making it worse. I drag myself to work; I have to pay my bills.

My boss passes by my desk and hears me struggling for air. “Tora, you sound awful; you need to go home and rest. You can log on and work from home today if you feel better later.”

“Alright,” I reluctantly agree, packing my computer case up and heading to the parking garage. The walk is slow, and my lungs are burning. I get in the car and decide to call my doctor’s office. As I struggle for air, the nurse tells me, “You don’t sound very good; come straight here; we’ll work you in.”

I make it to the doctor’s office. The receptionist takes one look at me and sends me back to the emergency waiting room—the doctor’s private office. The nurse steps out of the room, calling for Dr. Oaken.

She comes in and immediately instructs the nurse, “Get her on a breathing machine right now.”

Dr. Oaken smiles at me. “You’re going to be fine; we’ll get you breathing good and see where we are from there.” She pats my arm reassuringly and then leaves the room.

I take the mask from the nurse, inhaling the steroid and albuterol breathing treatment. I feel better immediately. The nurse smiles and slips a pulse-ox clip on my finger. It shoots to 94%, but it is not self-sustaining and declines rapidly.

Dr. Oaken comes back in and taps the sensor. “I want you to keep the pulse-ox monitor on and walk around the office for a few minutes. I have a theory.”

“Ok,” I agree.

She catches me in the hall a few minutes later. “Just as I suspected. You’ve been breathing quite shallow for a while now due to the fluid in your lungs, which means you’re not breathing like you normally do. Your lung capacity has diminished. So,” she hands me this plastic breathing trainer, “I want you to use this three times a day. I’m also putting you on an antibiotic. That should clear up the infection. You get some rest, and we will see you next Monday.”

Too weak to drive into the office, I am off work for the rest of the week. I have not been this frightened by being sick for a very long while. I sleep sitting up for short bursts of time, and my slumber is only due to extreme exhaustion. It seems like sleep is a moot point right now. I’m miserable; it’s all a waiting game at this juncture—waiting for the antibiotic to kick in, waiting for the steroids to calm my lungs, waiting, waiting, waiting. I hate waiting.

I look at the clock on the wall; it reads 3 a.m. My mind wanders, flitting over this memory and that, and I realize that I have not dated anyone since I broke up with that one man. Wow, it’s been a long time; over ten years have passed. The faces of the men I have dated over the years rush through my thoughts. None of them leave a remarkable impression on my memory.

I share this revelation with God. “Heavenly Father, I never really, truly loved any of them. Not like you’re supposed to. Lord, I think back on my life, and the one person I have loved the most, spent the most time with, and gone through the most garbage with is You. You have been the one true constant in my life. Whether it was good or bad, You have always been there. You are the one true Love of my life.” As I say it out loud, the absolute profoundness of it washes over me. “Father God, I have never loved anyone like I love You.” I am immediately surrounded by His presence in a way that I had not experienced until that moment, and I am brought to tears in my spirit. I laugh with what little air I can pull into my drowning lungs at the irony. “Well, God, it only took a near-death experience to help me see this. I love You, Father in Heaven. I’m tired now; please help me to go to sleep.”

I make it through the weekend and go back to work. Mama’s death still plagues my mind. I keep thinking thoughts of change; I see butterflies everywhere. They were Mama’s favorite. But butterflies are also a sign of change—metamorphosis. Is mine coming? I go back to work, but I am no longer satisfied with reading contracts day after day. I find myself struggling to stay focused. The church is not satisfying either; there is this longing in me for more. It’s like Mama’s death lit a fire in me.

Life is pretty crazy, how it turns on a dime. I feel like the dark cloud that has followed me my entire life is lifting. If you are like me, the ordinary is where you falter. You know the daily tasks we do: the dirty dishes, dirty diapers, and the dirty laundry. Paying the monthly bills, mowing the lawn, getting up at 5:30 every morning, and going to work to help take care of your family. The list goes on and on. Dear God in heaven, the monotony is killing me. I have to make a change.

The great motivational speaker Tony Robbins makes the observation that “we live in a box, we drive a box to work, we eat our lunch from a box, we work in a box, and then we go home to sleep in our box, we wake up in our box, and then we start the cycle all over again.”

I’m feeling the insanity of this endless treadmill that leads to nowhere. I know somewhere deep inside, I’m meant for something more. I don’t know—maybe my destiny is calling.

This is when I start writing my third book. One Sunday morning, instead of going to church, I stayed home. I turned on YouTube and started streaming T.D. Jakes. Wow! What a powerful preacher. God spoke directly to me. The message was about the Israelites’ exodus from slavery during their time in Egypt. Man, I tell you, I feel like a slave in the place where I work. I cannot even describe the heaviness in the atmosphere. It’s an incredibly toxic place to work. After the message is over, I get down on my knees, and I pray, “Father God, help me to accomplish the mission You set out for me at this company and then take me to my exit package, just like You did the Israelites.”

The next morning at work, a friend tells me she struggles with her assurance of salvation. I pull out my Romans Road sheet. For some reason, the salvation steps had been on my mind lately, and I put the verses down on paper to help me re-familiarize myself with them. I had been carrying it in my glass case. Talk about a destiny moment!

I call out to God in my mind, “What verses will help her, Lord? I know You don’t want her doubting.” It was like a lightning bolt of ideas that went off in my head. I added verses, underlined sections of the ones already there, and then I asked her to go on morning break with me. We have known each other for almost nine years and have shared our mutual faith on many occasions. I feel confident in sharing with her because of our relationship. I wouldn’t force anything on anyone, but I am a witness. I love sharing God’s love with anyone who asks.

I made a copy of my sheet verses and handed it to her. “Evelyn, here, this is for you. I really feel God has a message for you. Can we pray for a second?”

“Sure,” she happily replies.

“Father God, thank You for my dear friend. She has been a constant comfort to me through these dark times. Please be with us as we explore what Your Word says. Open our spiritual eyes so that we can see clearly. Amen.”

“Amen.”

I proceed to share with Evelyn how she can know for certain her salvation is secure.

I point to 1 John 5:13 (ESV) on the paper and read, I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life.

“Evelyn, God doesn’t want you to doubt the gift He has given you. This verse in Romans 10:9 tells you, without a doubt, that you can know for certain. It reads, If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.

When you were a child, you went forward and declared to the entire church that you believed in Jesus and what He did on the Cross, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she answered with a smile.

“And you believe He was raised from the dead? And that He is seated at the right hand of God even now?”

Again, she answered, “Yes.”

Now it was my turn to smile. “Does God ever lie?”

She shook her head. “No, He never lies.”

I patted her on the hand and said, “So you can trust Him. If you made a public declaration of what you believe in your heart, God’s Words states clearly that you are saved. Let’s take a quick moment to pray again.”

We both bow our heads. “Father God, thank You for the privilege of sharing Your Word and the gospel message. I pray that my friend Evelyn would hang on to the truth of Your words when the enemy tries to make her doubt and steal her peace. From this day forward, give her confidence in You to walk forward in her life with the assurance of her salvation. In the name of Christ, we ask these things, believing in faith. Amen.”

We go back to work, and I feel like these heavy chains have been lifted off of me. Still, there is this tiny voice telling me that this is not where you’re supposed to be.

The next day, I’m early to work like normal. I notice my boss and her husband sitting in the cafeteria. The alarm bells in my mind are ringing like crazy; something is terribly off. I take the stairs to my desk as usual. My desk manager comes from where the elevators are as if she had been waiting there for me, not knowing that I take the stairs every morning. “Tora, please leave your laptop on your desk. Get your things and come with me.” Her words were cold and impersonal.

She leads me downstairs to a dark room where the CFO and her assistant are waiting for us. There is also a representative of HR there. My entire team and I are being let go. I walk out of there feeling freer than I had in the ten years I sacrificed helping them become a multi-million-dollar company. I mean it—I can breathe. I put down the top of my car and let the air in. I put her in drive and feel the years of pain and anguish wash away as the wind flows over my face. It’s gonna be a great day!

It’s October 6th, and I have been given a new lease on life, and I’m taking it. I know I should be absolutely devastated, but I’m not. I lost Mama last month, and now thirteen days later, I lose my job. I should be crazy, shook up—and then I remember praying that God would help me accomplish His purpose at my job and then take me to my exit package.

He did exactly as I asked. “Now, where am I gonna live?” I ask God with a half-smile, knowing somehow, He will provide. Two and a half months later, He does. My daughter-in-law Jackie tells my son that I can move in with them. A week later, I move forty years of life into a tiny room in their home. I find a great job, and then the day I’m about to be made permanent, the lady who hired me is let go. I get a call from the staffing company telling me my services are no longer needed. It’s quite a blow to my newfound confidence. I keep wondering what God has planned for me, and then one day, the answer comes.

Jackie asks, “How would you feel about being a full-time grandma? Caleb and I would like to have another child; what do you think? Give yourself a couple of days, and then let us know,” she asks with an expectant smile.

The next morning, after a long night of prayer, I tell her, “Yeah, sure, I can do this.” Nine months later, I’m the proud grandmother of a beautiful bouncing baby boy, and the rest is for another story.

***

God kept His promise and healed my broken heart. I no longer have suicidal thoughts; I remember the moment it happened. It was early morning, and I woke up feeling as if something had been lifted off of my spirit. I raised my hands to heaven and told God, for the very first time, “Thank You for making me. Thank You for giving me life.”

I see now more than ever that life is not finished with me yet. Despite the enemy’s attempt to take my life—to steal the precious gift granted to me by God—I’m still here as a testament of hope to God’s authority, and if there is still breath in your lungs, so are you.

My sincere desire is that you take the lessons you’ve learned from our time together and apply them to your own lives. Please, give yourself grace; God does. If you’ve messed up, tell Him, say you’re sorry, stop sinning, and move on.

For clarification purposes, sin is not necessarily what you think it is. Sin is an old archery term for when the arrow did not hit the bullseye—in other words, when it missed the intended target. The arrow did not do what it was created to do. That hewn staff and sharp point were meant to hit the bullseye every time.

The bullseye for us is holiness (right living), loving each other unconditionally, taking care of each other in love and humility. So, when we miss the mark of what we were created to do, it’s considered sin. And every human being sins. But because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the Cross, we don’t have to stay there. We don’t have to keep repeating the unwise decisions that have made our lives such a wreck. In the end, my life changed because I surrendered it to God. Don’t wait as long as I did—do it now. I’ll help you. It’s easy.

Please, come and pray with me—Father God, thank You for loving me right where I am. Thank You for coming into my mess and telling me You love me. Thank You for telling me I don’t have to carry all this junk anymore. I’m tired, and I don’t want to take one more step without You. I give You my life—all of it. I don’t hold back one piece. I give You permission to go into every corner and heal my life. I ask that You would give me the courage and grace to move forward—to forgive all the past hurts and start my life anew today. You are the God of new beginnings; You are the God of hope. Thank You so much for carrying what I can no longer carry so that I can move forward to the next season You have in my life. I love You, Lord. Amen.

If you’re not in a church, find one where the Word of God’s restorative love is being taught and go, even if it is online. Spend time with God; listen to His voice. Forgive yourself, and forgive those who hurt you. Dig into God’s Word, make Christian friends, and let go of the people and things that cause you harm.

I did all of the things I’m encouraging you to do, and in the middle of all the changes, God transformed my life, and now I’m living the abundant life Jesus spoke of. It didn’t happen overnight; it took courage and perseverance to move forward. My new life is not fancy or famous—oh, but there is joy, and sometimes it takes my breath away.

I hope my story impresses upon your heart that your walk with God doesn’t have to be the roller-coaster ride mine was. I encourage you to determine in your heart that no matter what life throws at you, you are going to go to God first. You’re going to seek His advice and wait on His answer. God will never fail you.

There is so much more to come for you and me. I’m excited to see the next chapters as they unfold. Please know that I pray for you as God’s healing washes over you and takes you to a better place in your life and your walk with Him.

But maybe right now you know what it feels like to suffocate—not from illness, but from grief, regret, or the heaviness of a life that hasn’t turned out the way you hoped.

Maybe, like me, you’ve carried wounds no one could see… smiled through jobs that crushed your soul… gone to bed wondering if you’d ever really feel alive again.

If that’s you—I see you, and so does God.

You’re not just reading my story. You’re walking beside me in it. And if you’re brave enough to keep going—to breathe again, even if it hurts—I’ll keep walking with you too.

You don’t need to have it all figured out. You just need to bring the pain you’ve been hiding and set it down beside mine. Let’s lay it before the only One who can gather what’s broken and give it back to us redeemed.

This isn’t just the story of my healing. It’s the start of yours.

I’m here to walk with you whenever you need it. This isn’t just a one-time read—it’s a companion for the road ahead. Whenever life feels heavy or uncertain, come back to these pages. Revisit the pieces of my story and let them remind you of your own strength and purpose—and God’s unshakable love. Each time you return, may you find fresh courage and inspiration to keep moving forward.






Piece # 25 - When You Can't Say Goodbye

 

It's late afternoon, and I'm home sick with pneumonia. The phone rings on the nightstand, pulling me out of my feverish haze. A sinking feeling fills the pit of my stomach as I read my stepsister's name on the caller ID. The day I have dreaded for years has finally arrived. I reach for the phone, squeezing my hand into a tight fist of apprehension before pressing the button to accept the call.

With the flood of emotions coursing through my body right now, I'm surprised I can speak, but somehow the words find their way out. "Hello, Staci." My greeting is short and forced—not because I don't love my stepsister, but because I find my body bracing itself for the unwelcome news. My subconscious is already making decisions for me, as it deems wasting even a few words an unnecessary task that might weaken me to the point of collapse. In the midst of all this, a quiet voice calls to my spirit: brace yourself.

But it's not Staci's voice that responds; it's the deep, familiar baritone of my stepbrother.

"No, this isn't Staci, sweetheart; it's Jack. Staci is lying down. Tora, there is no easy way to say this; Dad is gone. He passed earlier this afternoon."

Despite my body's attempt to prepare me, it is struck full force with the immeasurable feeling of loss at his tragic news. "Jack, oh sweetie, I am so sorry." My words of sympathy are uttered out of their own volition and are followed by a rush of angry words. "They didn't even get to say goodbye. Thirty-six years of marriage, and they couldn't even say I love you one last time." Sobs of sorrow erupt from my wounded soul. I can't seem to stop the bursts of tears and pain that just keep coming out.

"Jack, I'm sorry; I can't imagine what the two of them have gone through over the past months." A tightness pulls at my chest, and I ache for the loss of Henry, and I ache for my mother's broken heart. "She's all alone, Jack; she's sitting in that room all alone. They have been together for thirty-six years, and tonight when she goes to sleep, she knows there is no hope of him coming home tomorrow. Dear God, this is just too much." I lament woefully before asking the dreaded question. "Did… did he suffer?" I ask softly, knowing he's been in severe pain over the past couple of days.

"No, he went quietly. Staci said he just fell asleep."

His words bring temporary solace, and my tears stop for the moment. I think of the strength it took for Jack to call me and tell me. I am many states away and feel utterly helpless. "Thank you for letting me know. Jack, I… this is just all too much for me right now; I gotta go."

"Tora, wait. Your mom—she wants all of us to think of a happy memory of Dad and share it at the funeral. She doesn't want it to be all sad and tears. They spent a happy life together, and she wants that to be the way he's remembered. Text me your story, and I'll add it to ours. Tora, it's going to be alright."

His words bring peace to me. He always had a calming effect on me; Jack is such a kind, gentle soul.

He's had a few more hours to process Henry's death than me. "I'll… I'll see what I can do. I love you, Jack. I just… I gotta go."

I wait for his sad "Goodbye" before hanging up.

At the click of the phone, a flood of tears and pain engulf me; I am livid. The COVID restrictions my mother lives in are severe, and my mom and Henry were in a nursing home where the legal restraints bordered on the criminal. Five months ago, Henry fell ill, and they took him to the hospital. He did not have COVID—let me repeat that—he did not have COVID; it was pulmonary edema, complicated by his heart condition. They removed the fluid around his heart, and he got better. But when Henry returned to the nursing home, he had to spend six weeks in quarantine. Not the fourteen days that the rest of the country was limited to—no, Henry spent six long weeks sequestered in what they called the Yellow Room. And my mother was left alone to wonder about her beloved husband's health and mental welfare. My mom and Henry were separated for Christmas, New Year's, and their thirty-sixth wedding anniversary. These turned out to be the last holidays that they might have been able to spend together.

After a while, the tears stop, and I feel numb. I have to call my mother, and I don't even know what to say. My hands tremble as I dial the number of the nursing home.

"Hello," her gentle voice greets me. She sounds tiny and lost. My mother is this delicate, ephemeral creature, not loud and strong like me. I immediately worry that she will fall into a fugue state from the emotional pain of Henry's passing.

It happened once a long time ago; I remember walking into that hospital room to visit her—she didn't even recognize me. The terror in her eyes was apparent; I felt so sorry for her.

"Please, God, don't let that happen now; keep her mind at peace," my heart pleads as I answer her. "Hey, Mommy, how are you doing?"

"Vicki," she exclaims in excitement, as if the sound of her daughter's voice was the lifeline she'd been waiting for. "It's so good to hear your voice. I'm doing alright. We've been preparing for this for a long time. But now that it's here, it seems no amount of preparation can walk you through hearing the words your husband is dead, out loud."

My heart cinches at the sound of my childhood name passing over her lips. Talk about being unprepared. A million old hurts rise to the surface, and the memories pierce my heart as a rush of accusations floods my thoughts. What are you doing calling this woman? my mind screams. She abandoned you and your two-month-old baby. You came home to her, needing her help, and she told you, "There is no room for the two of you here. You can't stay with me." She threw you to the wolves! You had to go back to a loveless marriage because there was nowhere else for you to go. You weren't even twenty-one. You were a baby with a baby, and she practically threw you out in the street because it was inconvenient for her. This is the year she married Henry and moved into a four-bedroom house on the top of the hill. They had plenty of room for Jack, but not for you or Caleb. Don't forget that she left you to your father's abusive hands, and then she abandoned you again, over and over!

I shake my head and slake off the pernicious memories, refusing to surrender to the dark prodding’s for revenge. You forgave her a long time ago—the tender words fill my heart, and I know the Holy Spirit is rising up inside of me, rescuing me, and it is His gentle Spirit that softens my words and my heart. "Mommy, I'm so sorry for your loss. I know Henry meant the world to you. What's gonna happen now?"

"There's gonna be a funeral. I know you can't come because of the pneumonia, and Henry wouldn't want you risking your life saying goodbye to a dead man. He knew you loved him."

"I did, Mom. I have been so thankful that you've not been all alone all these years. He loved you so very much. But he's in heaven now, where he doesn't have a heart condition, and he can see perfectly. He is finally at peace—no more heart attacks and no more open-heart surgeries."

"That's true; he's not in pain anymore. And because we both know Jesus as our Savior, we will see each other again."

"That's right, Mommy. Is there anything I can do for you?"

"No, I'm alright; just keep me in your prayers. Good night, sweetie. I love you."

I take a deep breath and repeat the endearment. "I love you too, Mommy. I'll call you tomorrow." Click. I end the phone call and sit there staring out into space.

The tears I do not want to shed pay no attention to my conscious desires and begin to trickle down my cheeks, and a flood of emotion pours from my soul in a healing balm. She's my mom—for better or worse—and all I can think about is how I can get to her and bring her back to live with me. But I have to reckon with the fact that there is nothing I can do now except lay it all in God's hands.

"Dear Lord— I have no house. I just started a new job; I have no real money in the bank, but let's not talk about my limitations. You are the God of the impossible. I can't leave her in that place, Lord. I need Your help now. I pray to the God who can do exceedingly, abundantly more than we can possibly dream or ask. Bring Your promises for me to fruition. Bring me to the house You have built for me; open wide the door to the calling You have placed on my life. I surrender to whatever it is You want. I ask You to crush the enemy and open a way to bring my Mommy home. I ask, Lord, that You give us both the home we have longed for—a place of peace and hope, filled with love and forgiveness. Give us back all of the years that the locust has eaten, LORD. I am asking You to move mountains. You are the Great Mountain Mover. I believe in You, and I have faith in Your infinite mercy. Thank You for what You are about to do in my life and in the lives of the people who will read my story. Help them too, Lord; have mercy on them and bless them. In Christ's mighty name— Amen."

Forgiving my mother did not make what she did to me okay. But as I grew older and experienced what it meant to be an adult, a parent, and a wife, my view on things changed. Parents aren't perfect. They make mistakes; they're human, just like their children. And my poor mother has a mental illness thrown into the mix; our relationship was always like this perfect storm just waiting to happen. But as a Christian, it is my job to show compassion, to forgive, to love, to find a way to reconcile, and bring peace. Sometimes that means letting go of the image in your head of what your parents are supposed to be like and allowing them room to be who they really are—emotional warts and all.

Think about it: becoming an adult or a parent doesn't stop the desire to be accepted and loved. We all desire acceptance and love. That's where God comes in and offers unconditional love for humanity. We only have to come to the saving knowledge of His Son, Jesus Christ.

I know it's a leap of faith, but after the year we just survived, what do you have to lose?

It's not a difficult prayer; come on, say it with me. We can do this together—"Father God, this has been a rough year for us. We truly have no idea what tomorrow holds, but we know we don't want to face it alone. We confess that we have no idea what we're doing; we ask forgiveness. We acknowledge the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We proclaim that He is Your Son incarnate (in the flesh), and we receive the gift of eternal life that He paid for with His blood on the Cross. We declare that Jesus is now our Savior and that in Him we are new creatures; our old lives and desires are gone, and we receive new life in the Holy Spirit that You, Father God, so freely offer. We love You and thank You for the gift of salvation. Amen."

My dear friends, I'm so proud of you. Thank you for sticking with me over these past few days to listen to my story. I encourage you to find a church—one that is kind and lifts you up in Christ. A church where there is no condemnation, and you feel the love of God present. When you start looking for your church home, ask God to guide you to the right place. Ask Him to give you a peace and a joy about the decision to come here. And don't just sit in a pew; join, serve, live, laugh, and love. Because life is indeed short, and it can change on a dime.

I wish you much success as you journey into the light with Christ. Everything will change now that Jesus is in your life—keep moving forward; there is nothing behind you that you need. It won't always be easy, but I promise you, it will be worth it.

Your future is ahead of you; remember to keep speaking goodness over your life. Throw out negative thoughts; replace them with what God says about you. You are loved, favored, protected, and sought out by the Most High God of the universe. You are a miracle, and you are here for a purpose—find that purpose and live it to the best of your ability, and may it bring you great joy. I love you all so very much—keep fighting!

I honestly don't know who this chapter is for. But God impressed upon my heart to add it. I hope seeing that even though it was difficult, choosing the better path brought me a sense of closure; you might even say it brought me a chance at a future with my mother that previously I could have never imagined. I hope my story somehow brings you comfort and peace—and perhaps even reconciliation with a loved one. Life is too short to hang on to anger and bitterness. There is a better way.

Maybe you’ve carried your own goodbye—the one you never got to say. Maybe you're holding the weight of pain that still feels unjustified, unresolved, unspoken. I understand. And more importantly, God understands.

I didn’t write this piece as a polished answer. I wrote it as an open door. Because someone out there—maybe you—needed to know that faith and heartbreak can exist in the same story. That forgiveness doesn’t make what happened okay, but it does make healing possible.

You don’t have to fix everything right now.

You don’t have to have the perfect words.

You just have to open your heart and let God meet you in the middle of your mess.

So, come.

Let the tears fall.

Let the prayers rise.

Let God begin gathering the pieces you thought were lost forever.

Give yourself permission to hope that with GOD life could be good…






Final Thoughts - God, the Great Storyteller

 

Life has a way of knocking us down ninety ways to Sunday. Whether it’s a diagnosis, a heartbreak, a betrayal, or a loss—we all face moments that bring us to our knees. But here’s what I’ve learned through the journey you’ve just read:

We are not meant to walk through this life alone. We need God. And we need each other.

Healing is not a one-time event—it’s a process, a sacred unraveling and reweaving. And every time we reach out, share our story, or hold space for someone else’s, we help stitch the torn edges of humanity back together.

I’ve spent years walking through the wreckage of trauma, shame, and sorrow—but even in the darkest places, God just kept showing up. Sometimes in a whisper. Sometimes in a miracle. Sometimes in the face of a friend. And always with a pen in His hand—writing redemption into my story.

The world can feel overwhelming. Divided. Loud. But this… this chaos, this brokenness, this shattering—this is not how our story ends.

This is the middle. And the Author of Life is still writing.

Even if your life has felt like these weed-ridden, broken garden—remember, God is a Master Gardener. He knows how to pull beauty from ashes. He knows how to draw hope from soil that seemed long dead. He did it for me. He’ll do it for you.

So, throw caution to the wind! Plant the seeds of love and forgiveness, of truth. Water them with grace. Tend them with faith. And when the flowers bloom—share them.

Someone out there Needs your hope. Needs your voice. Needs your story.

Again, I will tell you: you matter. You’re here on purpose. And you are loved more than you can possibly comprehend by the God of the universe who made you.

So, keep walking. Keep healing. Keep planting.

Let this be the moment you say—it’s time.

To rise from the ashes.
Time to gather the scattered pieces.
Time to lay them gently in His hands.

For the Great Storyteller is still writing.
The Great Gardener is still tending.
And the Great Gatherer is calling your name.

Come home—come home!

Be healed.

Be whole.

Finally, let us celebrate the gathering of our hearts together— in the redeeming love of Christ, who makes all things new.

 

And Remember, it’s not “The End” of our Story...

It’s The Beginning.
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