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    Isaiah 35:3-4 [NLT]
"With this news, strengthen those who have tired hands, and encourage those who have weak knees. 4 Say to those with fearful hearts, "Be strong, and do not fear, for your God is coming to destroy your enemies. He is coming to save you."

      

    


Disclaimer

This book is shared in a spirit of care, not instruction. It is based on lived experience and personal learning, not on professional or clinical authority. While it offers practical tools that many people may find helpful, it is not a substitute for medical care, therapy, counselling, or trauma-informed professional support.

Every person’s story is different. What helps one person may not help another. Please use what feels supportive, adapt what you need, and seek professional guidance whenever safety, wellbeing, or deeper support is required.

All personal stories shared here have been written with care, respect, and privacy in mind. Details have been intentionally softened to protect dignity and identity.
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Introduction
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Heart Strong was born, firstly, out of years of being involved with the youth ministry and that experience shaped how I see the struggles young people carry, often far too early in life. Secondly, for the past four years, I have worked at a community center where we served the homeless, the destitute, those struggling with substance abuse, and those trapped in sexual exploitation. Over the past few decades, I have also been a witness and travel companion for a wide variety of pain and healing journeys. I have come across many different stories, but also the same recurring causes of pain — which, when left unattended, can set a person on a personal trajectory of pain that feels like it will never end.
I grew up in loving but sometimes challenging circumstances. When I was seventeen, my best friend was shot and paralyzed in a failed car hijacking. There was no trauma counselling available then like we have today. She received care as part of her rehabilitation in hospital; I carried unresolved guilt and trauma for many years, not knowing how deeply it had lodged itself in my heart, mind, body, and spirit. And that was just one of a few traumatic experiences I would face in my life to come. 

After I got married, I entered my own eight-year valley of death — struggling with infertility, accompanied by loss and grief. I fought for the healing of my broken heart, for my sanity, and for a body that would not cooperate. I wrestled with my Maker in ways that left my spirit exhausted — and eventually, I had to submit to the authority of a Higher Power, who rescued me and showed me a way out of the mire I was in. It was not pretty or very dignified. I stumbled around blind and angry until I saw a small Light showing me where the path was. And all through that time, people graciously stepped into my life. Some were there only for a season. Others are still in my life today. They did not fix me. They walked with me. They taught me what I needed for the next step of healing. 

Now, as you hold this book — or read it on a screen — my sincere hope is to come alongside you, even if only through these pages. I want to share what I have learned so that you will not walk alone but have the company of a fellow traveler on this path out of pain. We may not have been through the same events, but we often arrive at the same unresolved grief, trauma, health struggles, and spiritual questions that demand answers. I have by no means “arrived” — life still happens daily. But I have overcome much. My life is meaningful. I am mostly content and deeply grateful. 

Heart Strong is not about absolving those who hurt you of responsibility. It is about freeing you from being chained to what they did. They may never apologize. They may never admit guilt. You may never see justice with your own eyes. But you can come to a place where the memory no longer controls your present. You will not be asked to restore any relationship with a perpetrator — no matter who they are. You do not have to face them or tell them in person that you forgive them. If you ever choose to do that in person, it must be your own decision. And then I would strongly recommend that you not do it alone, but with someone you trust — someone who has walked with you through the process. 
On this journey, you may also come to see that God — our Lord Jesus Christ — has often been poorly represented. Christians are not flawless people. They are just forgiven. You will meet people who make you want to turn away from God. But you will also meet the most precious brothers and sisters who have walked their own healing journeys and are willing to walk beside you for a season. I would go so far as to say that some of them may already have been in your life — a teacher, a family member, a friend, a coach — sent by a loving God who saw your struggle. God is far more gracious and merciful than we can imagine. He is not bound by the judgement, short-sightedness, or failures of His followers. The Bible says that “where sin abounded, grace did much more abound” (Romans 5:20 KJV). What that means is this: the bigger the mess, the bigger the grace. There is no hole deep enough — dug by others or by yourself — where He will not climb in and sit with you until you are ready to climb out. He will embrace you in your mess. He can handle your anger, your raw honesty, your brokenness. He is God — but He is also Friend, Father, Comforter, and Near. Heart Strong is my attempt to introduce you to Him in a safe and caring way, if you do not yet know Him, so that when you are ready, you can continue this journey with Him. 
It is my heartfelt desire and the motivation behind every word of this book that you will receive the healing you have been yearning and fighting for. Though we may never meet in person, it is my prayer that your restoration will be so complete that one day you will go out and find others who are where you once were — and walk beside them toward their own healing. Because the legacy of your healing journey has the power to reach a sea of people beyond you.
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WHY THE HEART MATTERS

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

The Storm Inside
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The Night the Sea Taught Me What Strength Really Is

I had wanted to work on a cruise ship long before I was old enough to apply. When I was younger, cruise ships felt like something out of a film — white decks stretching into blue horizons, music drifting across the ocean air, the idea of waking up in a different country every few days. There was something about the scale of it that stirred my imagination. A floating city. A moving world. A place where ordinary routines unfolded against extraordinary backdrops. But there was a rule back then: you had to be twenty-one before you could work onboard. At eighteen, that felt unfair. At nineteen, unnecessary. By twenty-one, I understood it. Before twenty-one, you are still developing emotional maturity. Emergencies at sea require calm thinking. They require steadiness when other people are losing theirs — knowing maritime regulations, understanding protocols, being able to respond rather than react.

At nineteen, I thought I could handle it. I had handled heartbreak, exams, family pressures, funerals, tragedy. My best friend’s traumatic shooting. I thought that was maturity. It wasn’t. What I had confused was survival with steadiness. I had endured pain, but I had not yet learned how to carry responsibility for others while managing my own fear. Strength, I would later learn, is not proven by what you survive. It is revealed by how you function when other people need you not to fall apart.

When I finally stepped onboard my first cruise ship in the early 2000s, I felt like I had arrived at the beginning of something extraordinary. The air smelled like salt and machinery. There was a low hum beneath the floors — engines constantly pushing thousands of tons of steel through water. Crew members from all over the world moved with confidence, each wearing the same uniform but carrying different stories. Some had left families behind. Some were chasing opportunity. Some were simply trying to stay afloat in life. Together, we formed a system far larger than ourselves.

Before we were allowed to begin actual work, we completed three full weeks of safety training. Three weeks. No guest service. No trays. No greetings. We trained. Fire simulations in smoke-filled rooms. Evacuation drills repeated until we could walk to muster stations in our sleep. Emergency codes until they were second nature. Medical response basics. Bomb blast routes. Crowd control. Flood containment. Mechanical failures. Launching life rafts and lifeboats. The proper way to speak during a crisis — calm, short, clear sentences. It felt excessive at the time. We were young, capable, eager. One instructor said something that stayed with me: “In an emergency, people do not rise to the level of their expectations. They fall to the level of their training.” At the time, it sounded like a motivational quote. I had no idea how literal it would become.

The first hint of trouble came while we were crossing the South China Sea during a monsoon warning. Weather reports had flagged rough conditions, but warnings at sea are common. Ships are built for rough water. I went to sleep that night slightly aware the sea was restless, but not worried. Sometime after midnight, I woke abruptly — not because of noise, but because my body was sliding. The ship tilted sharply to one side, and I grabbed the bar around my mattress on instinct. Before I could orient myself, it rolled the other way. Something crashed inside my cabin. A glass shattered. A drawer slammed open. Then came the sound — steel under pressure. A deep, groaning vibration that felt like the ship itself was exhaling under strain. Crew members were called over the intercoms and told to report to muster stations.

I sat up, heart pounding. In that moment, I understood this was not ordinary rough weather. The ship rolled again — harder this time. I could hear things falling in the corridor. Someone shouted. I pulled on my uniform and braced against the wall as I stepped out. The floor felt like it was shifting beneath my feet. Another crew member came out of her cabin at the same time. Her eyes were wide but focused. Fear was present. Panic had not taken over. We had both been trained for this moment, whether we felt ready or not. Then the first coded alarm sounded over the PA system. Calm voice. Controlled tone. This was what we had trained for.

The storm intensified fast. Wind screamed against the hull. Rain pounded so hard it sounded like gravel hitting metal. Thunder cracked directly above, sharp and immediate. The ship didn’t sway anymore — it lurched. One moment you were leaning forward to walk, the next you were thrown sideways into a wall. Handrails became lifelines. Reports came over duty radios: passengers falling from beds, broken glass in cabins, doors stuck because of the ship’s angle. One elderly couple couldn’t open their cabin door — the tilt had pressed it into its frame. They were inside, panicking, convinced something worse was happening. Bathroom doors jammed. Guests pounded on them, trapped in small spaces while the world outside roared. The sea was not dramatic in a cinematic way. It was raw and violent and completely unpredictable. I remember helping a woman who had been thrown against her bedside table. She was in her nightgown, her shoulder scraped, her eyes glassy with shock. “Are we sinking?” she whispered. “No,” I said, as steadily as I could manage. “The ship is built for this. We are okay.” Even as I said it, the ship tilted so sharply I had to grab the headboard to stay upright. Inside, my heart was racing. But training took over. Calm voice. Short sentences. Clear direction.

As we moved toward muster stations, passengers flooded the corridors. Some were barefoot. Some still in pajamas. Some crying. Some frozen. And when they saw a crew member, they came toward us — not politely. Desperately. Hands grabbed my arms. “Don’t leave me, tell me what’s happening.” A man stepped in front of me and blocked my path. They weren’t angry. They were terrified. Fear has weight. It clings. It transfers. At one point, a woman wrapped both arms around me and buried her face in my shoulder, shaking so violently I could feel it through my uniform. For a moment I could not move. I had somewhere to be. I firmly loosened her grip, reassured her, and guided her toward her muster point. Her eyes never left mine, as if looking away would cause everything to collapse. That night I saw how fast fear overrides logic. Adults became like frightened children. Questions repeated endlessly. Rumors spread faster than facts. The storm outside was fierce, but the storm inside people was sometimes fiercer.

Another code came through the intercom. Watertight doors would be closing as a precaution — massive steel barriers built into the ship’s structure to seal sections off if flooding begins. The sound is unforgettable: a heavy sliding grind, then a metallic slam that echoes through every deck. Protective. But ominous. Lights flickered as the ship rolled again. Dishes crashed in a galley. A tray slid down a hallway like it had been kicked. Medical calls came through — a broken wrist, head lacerations, bruised ribs. An elderly man had fallen and hit his head against a cabinet. Elevators had stopped mid-shaft because of the tilt. Guests were trapped inside, and the confined space combined with violent movement triggered panic attacks. Rescue teams moved to pry doors open. All of it happened at once. Rain pounding. Thunder cracking. Radios crackling. Steel groaning. Passengers crying. Crew running.

Meanwhile, below deck, engineers ran between panels in the engine control room, monitoring tilt angles and pressure readings. And then they found something unexpected. Earlier that week, housekeeping had replaced the brand of shower gel used onboard. The new formula produced more foam. Under normal conditions, it would not have mattered. But during extreme rolling, small amounts of that gel had entered certain tanks, and the foam affected fluid dynamics. Under violent swells, it was contributing to the imbalance. It sounds almost unbelievable — that something so small could matter in a moment so large. But at sea, small details matter. Systems rarely fail because of one dramatic event. They fail when minor things go unnoticed under pressure. To counteract the imbalance, engineers adjusted the ballast water, pumping seawater into specific tanks to stabilize the ship. It was a race between external force and internal correction.

Later, I learned the captain had been called from his cabin in the middle of the night. He arrived on the bridge in pajamas. No formal jacket. No ceremony. Just a man standing before walls of windows, staring into blackness while lightning illuminated towering waves. Officers monitored radar and wind direction. The chief engineer communicated from below. The captain adjusted the ship’s heading, steering into the waves at the safest possible angle instead of letting them hit us broadside. There is something steadying about knowing that while panic spreads below, someone calm is making decisions above. The ship continued to groan and roll, but it did not lose direction. 

Time stretched. The storm did not end quickly. It tested us. At one point, the ship tilted so severely that I genuinely thought we might not recover from that roll. The angle felt impossible. Then, slowly, she righted herself. Another swell. Another groan. Another correction. Passengers grew exhausted from crying. Some fell silent. Others clung to one another. Crew members kept moving — calm faces, short instructions, reassurance repeated hundreds of times. And then, gradually, the thunder grew distant. The rain softened. The violent rolling eased into heavy swaying, then manageable motion. Morning light crept across a grey horizon.

The morning after a storm feels surreal. Sunlight reveals the mess clearly. Broken glass scattered across carpets. Furniture shifted. Cabinets hanging open. Engineers ran diagnostics. Strained parts were reinforced. Ballast recalibrated. Course adjusted. Passengers emerged pale but alive. Stories replaced screams.


“I thought we were done for.”
“Did you feel that one wave?”

But we were not done for. The ship had not sunk. It had strained. It had groaned. It had rolled violently. But it held. And something shifted in me that night. I understood, in a way I never had before, why emotional maturity matters. Survival is not whether you avoid the storm. It is whether the ship holds. That realization did not stay at sea. It followed me into every room, every relationship, every hard season of my life. And it is the reason this book exists.

Most of us are carrying more than people can see. Most of us have already been through storms that left marks below the waterline. And most of us were never taught how to check the engine control room — only how to keep moving and look steady on deck. That is what this book is about.

Before we talk about emotional safety. Before we name feelings or adjust habits. Before any of that — we need to understand what is happening below deck. Because storms do not destroy ships first. They test systems. And most shipwrecks do not begin in the ocean. They begin in the engine control room.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FOR THE HEART THAT LEARNED TO
SURVIVE BEFORE IT LEARNED TO
BELONG

HEART
STRONG

UNDERSTANDING EMOTIONAL
SURVIVAL, HEALING THE
ORPHAN HEART & LEARNING
TO BELONG AGAIN

By Yzelle Swart

POWER / CODE
g A—





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





