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This memoir reflects my personal recollections of events that shaped my life. To protect the privacy of others, names have been changed and some identifying details have been altered. Dialogue has been recreated to the best of my memory. Some timelines have been compressed for narrative flow, but the essential truth of all experiences remains intact.

This story deals with the aftermath and healing process following mental, sexual and physical abuse. While graphic details are not included, the emotional journey and references to trauma are integral to the narrative. Please read with care if these topics are sensitive for you.
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To my dad, who taught me that everyone puts their pants on the same way, that hard work always pays off, and that love multiplies instead of diminishes. Your voice has guided every step of this journey. This story is yours as much as it is mine.

To my husband, children and grandchildren — Thank you for being in my corner. I will always be in yours.

And to everyone who has ever felt like they don't belong—this story is proof that you do.
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CHAPTER 1:

PACKING LIKE I WAS RUNNING AWAY
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I wasn't sure if I was running away or saving myself. All I knew was that if I stayed, I would break. The suitcase lay open on my bed, and I stared at it for several minutes. Thirty-five days with no one I knew within hundreds of miles. I'd been on work trips before, but nothing this long— nothing that felt so much like an escape.

I finally took a deep breath and started quickly packing, almost desperately, as if every choice mattered. I threw in craft projects and half-finished business ideas, anything to keep my mind and hands busy. I always have a "brilliant" idea, some side hustle to make extra cash. I get that from my dad. He had something going on all the time—extra work, bartering, trading, finding treasures in other people's trash. I remember him exchanging an old window air conditioner for two dozen tamales one time, and another time he casually mentioned, "I wish I had a jigsaw," and somehow, he found one on the side of the road the next week. He took it home and got it running again. My brother inherited our dad's gift of fixing things; he's always tinkering with some project or side business. They are much better at making their hustles lucrative than I am. Some of my ideas worked out okay, but none ever made me rich.

My intention for this trip was to finally focus, to spend all my evenings working on inventory for my latest idea. I'd made some poor spending decisions that weighed on me heavily, and this felt like my solution—exile myself in productivity, work my way out of my mistakes. Do I need this? Will I be coming back? The questions looped through my mind as I packed. I kept thinking, I'd better take this. I'd better take that. I knew I'd have to return at some point, but I didn't know if it would be to pick up the rest of my things or to stay forever.

I kept telling myself that this trip would be my reset—to work my way out of mistakes. But underneath all that, I was actually packing for something deeper: survival. My marriage was shaky, my mind was restless, and I didn't know what the future would look like. I had never felt as lost as I did in that moment.

Jax, my French bulldog, watched from the edge of the bed. He didn't know it yet, but he would be my anchor through this entire journey. The other two dogs gave me their usual look of concern when they saw my shoes go on: shoes always meant goodbye. I hated leaving them, but I needed Jax with me. I packed all of his favorite toys, bones, treats, and blankets. He was leaving his siblings behind, and I wanted to make sure he would be happy—though with French bulldogs, happiness is hard to gauge. They always seem slightly angry, perpetually offering that famous Frenchie side-eye of disapproval.

Finally, everything was loaded into the car. My son and husband brought Jax's siblings, Katy and Trip, out to the garage to say goodbye. I wanted them to see us leave so they wouldn't wonder where we were and search for us in every room of the house. We said careful goodbyes in the driveway—unsure whether I was leaving temporarily or forever. Once they saw us in the car and we had backed out, my son took them inside.

As I started to leave, I stopped the car at the end of the driveway and got out to say goodbye to my husband, who was standing in the garage. We hugged, and he told me to be careful. I didn't know what our relationship would be like after that moment, so I wanted to make sure I said goodbye properly. Then I got back in the car, and we drove away, leaving everything familiar behind.

The Drive to Freedom

The drive was long—three days, two nights, 1,650 miles. Just Jax and me. We stopped when and where we wanted and took our time. I did most of the driving on family trips anyway, so the distance didn't bother me. For once, I wasn't managing anyone else's needs or timeline. Just mine and his.

I had reserved a vacation rental for the month and hadn't seen it yet, so I was hoping it was in a good area and that it looked like the pictures. When we got into town, we went straight through the heart of the city—the tall buildings, the riverfront, the tourist district, and the area I knew I would be working in while I was there.

The Cottage That Saved Me

As we headed out of the city toward our rental, the surroundings transformed—tall buildings gave way to towering trees, a lake, and charming neighborhoods. When we arrived at the cottage, it was exactly what the pictures had promised: a two-bedroom, two-bathroom house with wood floors, a fireplace, and rooms decorated in purple and cream. Musical instruments hung in one of the bedrooms, which I loved.

The backyard was what really won me over. I'd worried about the yard and peppered the owner with questions to make sure Jax would be safe—French Bulldogs are notorious for finding anything and everything they shouldn't. But as I walked the perimeter, checking for hazards, I discovered something magical: wild strawberries everywhere, scattered among the flowers and trees. I'd never seen them before and was amazed. Jax saw them as his personal buffet, available at any given moment.

It was exactly what we needed. I loved it from the moment we arrived and never wanted to leave. But even in this perfect sanctuary, my anxiety followed me. That first night, although the cottage felt very safe, I made sure the doors were locked and placed the big stick in the sliding door track. I closed the curtains and turned off the lights. Once we were inside the bedroom for the night, I locked the bedroom door and dragged Jax's crate in front of it. Even in a safe environment, I still had anxiety because I could always come up with the worst-case scenarios. I went through this same routine every single night without fail—a ritual that somehow made sleep possible in an unfamiliar place.

Riding Out the Storm

We arrived right before a hurricane was predicted to hit the area. While it wasn't particularly powerful where we were, the storm brought steady rain that kept us inside for those first few days. The news showed terrible damage, flooding, and several deaths in other communities—a sobering reminder of how close disaster always is, even when you think you've found safety.

Those first few days inside gave us time to settle in and establish our own rhythm. By the weekend, we were ready to check out our surroundings and started exploring.

Discovering Our Sanctuary

Just a couple of miles away was a reservoir with walking trails, so we went to take a walk and enjoy the sun. The setting was stunning. Jax loved the green grass to play in, and the other dogs at the dog park to snort at. Frenchies are known for not liking other dogs much, and he was no exception—he'd blow air from his nose when he spotted them, a mix of nerves, excitement, and pure French Bulldog attitude.

We walked down a trail on the back side of the dam that went under a bridge covered by tall trees. The tranquility was complete. We would return there at least a few times a week, and we walked twice a day in the little neighborhood we stayed in.

Back at the cottage, we discovered we weren't the only ones enjoying our perfect backyard. One evening a skunk had claimed the space, and Jax took one look and ran in the other direction. Smart dog—he'd met a skunk face-to-face on a family vacation the year before and lost that fight badly. He remembered that smell and his burning eyes. From then on, we proceeded with caution, always checking before we went out, and politely gave way whenever our nocturnal neighbor was present.

Finding Our Rhythm

Every morning began the same way. After feeding Jax his breakfast, we'd take our walk through the neighborhood. We took the same route every morning. We were located at the end of a long cul-de-sac. We'd walk down our street, turn left at the corner, go a few blocks farther, then make another left up a hill. I struggled the first week to get up that hill and even turned around a few times, defeated. By the end of our stay, I made it up easily and somehow that seemed like a small victory—proof that even 35 days could change something fundamental about my strength.

We'd make a big circle around the neighborhood and back up the cul-de-sac. It was right before Halloween, so many of the yards had decorations up. Jax would stop and stare at them every morning, giving each inflatable pumpkin and skeleton his signature side-eye. There were other dogs on the route that he'd spend a few minutes exchanging barks with every morning—his daily social hour.

One morning when we took our second left to go up the hill, I noticed that the Halloween decorations were missing from the corner house's yard. That was strange because Halloween was still a week away. When we went for our evening walk, I saw that the family's belongings were outside in the driveway and a moving truck sat next to the curb. A sheriff's car was there, watching as the family loaded what they could take. I knew that meant eviction. Even in this beautiful neighborhood where I thought everyone's lives were perfect, instability was happening. My heart hurt for that family, so I stopped to ask if I could help them load the truck. They thanked me but said they had everything loaded for now that they could take with them. A few days later, a dumpster was placed in the yard and the remaining belongings were thrown away. The reminder was stark: housing insecurity follows people everywhere, even to places that look like fairy tales from the outside.

After our morning walk, I'd return home and settle Jax down with his toys and favorite bone, set the camera in place so I could check on him during the day, and give him our ritual goodbye: "I'll be back, you wait, you wait, I love you."

Two Different Worlds

I'd drive slowly through the picture-perfect streets, taking in each cottage with its flowers blooming in manicured yards and real rocking chairs on real porches—just like you see in the movies. Everything seemed perfect, and in my mind, the lives inside those houses must have been just as flawless. My rental happened to be next door to a family where the husband managed a famous singer and the wife was a tour coordinator for another celebrity. What amazing lives they must have, I thought—hanging out in this cute little cottage with superstars. My own life seemed so boring in comparison.

Then I'd merge into traffic jams that would stop for minutes at a time, large skyscrapers rising on my left across the river and the neighborhoods where I worked spreading out to my right.

One morning, traffic stopped completely at my freeway exit because a man was sitting on the overpass bridge, threatening to jump. Thankfully, the emergency team got him down safely, but when I arrived at my worksite, everyone was complaining about the bad traffic. I remember thinking how heartbreaking their priorities were. The traffic had made them a few minutes late for work. Meanwhile, there was a human being who had reached such a low point in his life that he was willing to literally jump off a bridge, and their concern was the inconvenience. That moment crystallized everything about the two worlds I was living between.

The Reality I Came to Document

The area I worked in was filled with dozens of red brick buildings built in the 1950s, housing hundreds of apartments. The entire complex was cluttered with trash, the landscaping long neglected. Many buildings were boarded up with "No Trespassing" signs posted like warnings. People sat outside the front of their units, seeming to have nowhere else to go, nothing else to do. They watched as I passed by—I'm sure they knew I wasn't from the neighborhood.

I had to psych myself up every morning, reminding myself that I was there to help. I would see things that would make it hard to sleep when I returned to my cottage each evening, but being there meant I could make a difference. I had to believe that. If documenting these conditions didn't help the children, the disabled, and the elderly who lived here every day—people who couldn't escape to a nice neighborhood outside the city like I could—then why was I there?

But I was not ready for what I saw. I had seen bad situations before in other cities, but not to this magnitude and not in so many different units. Just when I thought I had seen the worst, every day brought a new level of sadness. Very early on, I knew that these families would be in my heart and head for years to come, and maybe forever.

I would go into 40–50 different units each day. Every unit was a different story. Many of these families still occupy my memory. Every time I checked if there was running water in these homes, I would wash my hands and use hand sanitizer, but I still felt contaminated. Not just physically dirty—morally dirty.

One such family—a bedridden mother in a small bed pushed into the corner of the living room, so weak she could barely raise her head. She lived there with her two sons. The oldest was 19, doing his very best to care for his mother and younger brother. The unit was in shambles, not because they were dirty or didn't clean, but because the building had been neglected for years. Water leaks from the upstairs bathroom had been dripping through plumbing pipes onto the kitchen cabinets until they collapsed and crumbled to the floor. The family had hung a sheet over the kitchen entry and never went in there anymore. They were cooking what they could on a hotplate in the living room.

The older boy had called for maintenance several times. Workers would come by with promises to return, but never did. He'd gotten tired of calling—between trying to care for his mother and keep his brother in school, there were only so many hours in the day.

The younger son, 14, was the nicest kid and so polite. When I asked what he wanted to do after high school, he said, "I want to be a baker. I like to bake." My own daughter is a baker who runs her own business, so this hit me right in the heart. I had to hold back tears thinking about that collapsed, abandoned kitchen behind the sheet. This young man wanted to be a baker, and he couldn't even bake in his own home. How does a child in these conditions see hope for their future?

I could relate to that feeling. There were many times in my life when my living conditions didn't give me much hope either. I remembered living in so many different farmhouses, trailers, and even a few shacks as a child. Sometimes my bedroom was a twin bed in the corner of the living room that I had to share with my sister. Each place had its own set of issues. I remember being like these kids, thinking everybody lives like this—that this was normal for every child.

It wasn't until I was around 10 years old and invited to spend the night with a classmate that I realized it wasn't true. She lived on a farm too, but in a beautiful two-story house with a large wrap-around porch. She had her own room with bunk beds so friends could have their own bed when they visited. Her mom would come in at night and read to her from her bookshelf—she had so many books to choose from. It was at that moment I realized my life was different, and I wanted a house like that someday.

I spent a few minutes talking to that 14-year-old about scholarships and programs he might qualify for. When I left, I hoped I'd given him a little encouragement, that he knew I believed in him and he should keep pushing toward his dream. He deserved it.

Another family had four small children, all under age 10. Their unit needed maintenance as well. As I was getting ready to leave, the oldest came running out yelling, "Lady! Lady! I forgot to ask—can you please get us some rat poison?" When I asked if they had rats, he said, "Yes, we do. They bite us when we are sleeping." That was heartbreaking. This child, while trying to sleep at night, not only lived in a roach-infested apartment but had rats biting him and his siblings. The saddest part was that he didn't seem to see it as abnormal.

Standing in that doorway, watching that little boy run back inside to his siblings, I felt the familiar weight of wanting to fix everything and knowing I couldn't. The feeling reminded me of my dad—not because he'd ever given me speeches about helping others, but because he'd lived this reality himself. He also lived in poor conditions, conditions worse than I ever experienced. He told me stories of not having a roof on his house, dirt floors, and strangers walking in during the middle of the night because the doors weren't secure. Maybe that's why he was always resourceful, always finding ways to make something from nothing, always trading and bartering his way to solutions. He understood what it meant to need help and to make do with what you had.

If he could see me now, documenting these families' struggles, I think he would understand the sadness of it all in a way most people couldn't. He'd probably tell me to do everything I could to help these families have a voice, but to remember that I couldn't fix everything. "Do your part, take your role, and help where you can," I could almost hear him saying. He'd taught me, through his own example of making something from nothing, that sometimes protection meant bearing witness, finding ways to help even when resources were scarce, making sure people didn't go unseen. That was protection too.

The Drive Home Each Evening

When I would drive back to the cottage each evening, I felt guilty because I got to feel clean and safe, while I left those kids to sleep there another night with the roaches, rats, and mold. The contrast was almost unbearable. I'd pull into the driveway of my picture-perfect cottage with its wild strawberries and peaceful backyard, knowing those families had nowhere to go.

But maybe that guilt was the point. Maybe feeling uncomfortable with the luxury was what kept me honest, what reminded me why the work mattered. Dad would have said that feeling bad about privilege was only worthwhile if it made you work harder to help others find their way to something better.

The Quiet I'd Never Known

Each evening when I pulled into that cottage driveway, Jax would be there waiting in the window—completely unaware that I'd spent the day documenting nightmares. When I walked through that door, his excitement reminded me what pure joy looked like. After our morning neighborhood walks and occasional trips to the reservoir, our evenings belonged to the backyard where he'd run among the wild strawberries while I simply existed without anyone needing anything from me.

My evenings became a process of emotional decompression. I'd sit with him in that perfect backyard, trying to reconcile the two worlds I was living between. The weight of what I'd witnessed during the day would settle on me like a heavy blanket, and I'd find myself replaying conversations with children who deserved so much better.

Each night, we would cuddle up on the couch, and he'd lie as close as he could get, right next to me. I'd work on my craft projects and watch the strangest shows—things I'd never seen before. Sometimes I'd turn the channel because a show seemed too weird, only to find myself flipping right back to it again, curious despite myself.

It was so quiet, so peaceful, so perfect. A huge contrast to my days at work, and an even bigger contrast to my evenings at home. Home evenings were filled with "What's for dinner?" followed by cleanup, and three dogs with the zoomies running circles around the house. It also meant negotiations for what to watch on TV—someone always wanted sports, someone else wanted reality shows, everyone had an opinion.

There were no negotiations here. I watched whatever I wanted. Jax didn't care if I chose cooking competitions or watched CNN for hours. He was just happy to be pressed against my leg, occasionally sighing with what I chose to interpret as contentment rather than his usual Frenchie disapproval.

This was freedom in its simplest form: choosing what to watch without anyone else's input, working on projects at my own pace, existing in silence that felt like luxury instead of loneliness.

The quiet was what I noticed first. No voices asking, "Where is this?" "What's for dinner?" "Can you do that?"—the constant chorus that comes with being a mom and wife. I'd somehow become responsible for everything: keys, shoes, schedules, everyone's emotional temperature. For the first time in years, I answered only to myself and Jax.
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