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Foreword

This book is not an easy read, nor was it an easy life to live. It's a testament to survival—to holding on by the thinnest of threads when everything and everyone seems designed to push you off the edge.

I wrote this not for sympathy, but for truth. There are people behind headlines. There are stories behind labels. I was one of those people. I still am.

In 2009, my life imploded in a single night. A multi-agency raid turned my home into a crime scene. They found three video files on my computer—files I had stumbled across years earlier, buried in massive download bundles. I never sought them out. I never shared them. But they were there. I did what I thought was right—I told the truth. I admitted they existed. That honesty became the prosecution's entire case.

Within months, I lost everything: my job, my home, my reputation, my future. But the loss that destroyed me wasn't any of those things. It was my daughter, Jenna—the little girl who used to fall asleep on my chest, who sang with me until we couldn't breathe from laughing. The system didn't just punish me. It erased me. It branded me with a label that follows me everywhere, telling the world I'm a monster, regardless of context, regardless of truth, regardless of the person I actually am.

I spent a year in jail. Five years on probation. And now, a lifetime on a registry with no path to redemption. No matter how much I change, how much I grow, how much I prove myself—I will die with this label. The system offers no mechanism for mercy. It wasn't designed to rehabilitate. It was designed to erase.

But I refused to be erased.

This book is my act of defiance. It's my refusal to let their narrative become my truth. It's my voice, raised from exile, speaking to anyone who will listen. To other fathers who have lost their children. To people living in basements because no one will rent to them. To anyone who has been reduced to a headline, a statistic, a checkbox on a form.

I'm not asking you to agree with everything I say. I'm not asking for your approval or your forgiveness. I'm asking for something simpler and harder: your attention. Your willingness to see beyond the label. Your capacity to consider that maybe—just maybe—the system that claims to protect us sometimes destroys innocent lives in the process.

This is my story. The whole story. The parts that hurt to write and the parts that hurt even more to remember. The moments of shame and the moments of defiant hope. The truth about what it's like to be permanently punished for a mistake, to lose your child to a system that offers no appeals, to survive when survival feels like the cruelest option.

If you're reading this and you've ever felt completely alone, ever felt like the world has decided who you are without knowing your truth, ever wondered if you can survive the unsurvivable—you're not alone.

I'm here. And I'm still standing.

Let this be a voice for the voiceless. Let this be light where there was once only shadow.


Chapter One: Before Judy

Before all of this—before the labels, the courtrooms, the lost years—I was just a guy trying to make sense of fatherhood. A single dad in his thirties, working hard and loving harder. My world revolved around one little girl with wide eyes and a firecracker laugh: Jenna, my daughter, my joy, my reason for breathing.

I had no idea that everything I was building—everything we were building together—was about to be ripped apart by a system that would brand me guilty before I ever stepped foot in a courtroom. But that's getting ahead of myself.

This is the story of before. Before I became a number on a registry. Before I learned what it means to be permanently exiled from your own life. This is about when I still believed that being a good father was enough protection against the world's capacity for destruction.

I worked at Red Lobster in Rochester Hills, Michigan. It wasn't glamorous, but it paid the bills and gave me structure. I was a manager there, the guy with the clipboard and the ready smile, making sure the team was running smoothly, the guests were happy, and the kitchen didn't implode. I was good at it. Organized. Charismatic. Even a little too passionate at times.

But work was just the background music. The real show started the second I walked through my apartment door and saw Jenna's face light up.

She was around six or seven at the time, and already had this old soul wrapped in a child's body. She'd ask big questions, draw pictures with tiny details, and crawl up onto my lap like it was still her throne. I'd cook us dinner—usually something quick and cheesy—and we'd sit down to eat like it was a ritual. She always asked if we could watch Disney's Tarzan after. Always.

Those dinners were sacred to me. Jenna would tell me about her day at school, acting out conversations with her teacher, mimicking her classmates with perfect comedic timing. I'd watch her face animated in the kitchen light and think: This is it. This is what I'm fighting to stay sober for. This moment, this laugh, this little person who thinks I hung the moon.

Her bedroom was her palace. I had rigged up a dome tent inside her room and set up a little air mattress inside it. The walls were covered in Blue's Clues, Toy Story, and The Lion King stickers. There were glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling, and we'd lie there for hours just staring up, talking about anything and everything. Dinosaurs. The moon. Her classmates. God. I lived for those conversations.

"Dad," she said one night, her voice small in the darkness of her tent-palace, "do you think the stars can see us too?"

"I think they're watching over us," I told her, and meant it.

I had no way of knowing that soon, I'd be staring up at different stars through prison bars, wondering if she could see them too.

I wanted her to have what I had growing up: a sense of family, of being known, of being loved. My siblings and I were close growing up, and Jenna and her cousin, Kylie, had that same spark between them. Kylie was more reserved, more logical, while Jenna had this dramatic streak, all heart and passion. They were opposites, but they clicked like puzzle pieces.

Still, I knew something was missing.

I wanted Jenna to have more than just a great dad. I wanted her to have a family—a real family. A mom figure. Siblings. Laughter in the kitchen. Chaos in the living room. I was trying to fill the void that her mother had left, even though I couldn't admit that out loud yet.

And that's what led me to Rayna. That's what made me vulnerable to the woman who would destroy everything I'd built.

But let's not get ahead of ourselves.

Back then, I was trying to build something stable out of the wreckage of my own youth. I'd been through addiction, had battled alcohol more times than I could count. I wasn't perfect—hell, I was still figuring out how to stay sober—but I was fighting for something better. For her. For Jenna.

Every day sober was a victory I counted in Jenna's smiles. Every responsible decision was an investment in our future together. I went to meetings. I worked my program. I showed up. Because she was watching, and she deserved a father who was present, not just physically there.

I was the kind of guy who took notes during parent-teacher conferences and showed up to every dance recital. I'd braid her hair—badly—but she loved that I tried. She once told me, "Dad, you make the best mac and cheese in the world." And I believed her.

I still believe her.

I wasn't wealthy. I wasn't wise. But I was present.

And for a little while, that felt like enough.

But the system doesn't care if you're present. It doesn't care if you're fighting every day to be better. It doesn't care if you're somebody's entire world. Life has a way of testing your foundation right when you think it's strongest.

What I didn't know was that the cracks weren't in my foundation. The cracks were in a system that would take one woman's lies and turn them into my life sentence. The cracks were in a justice system that prioritizes conviction rates over truth.

But I'm getting ahead of myself again.

This is the story of before. When I still believed that love was protection enough. When I thought being a good father was a shield against injustice.

I was wrong about a lot of things back then.

But I wasn't wrong about loving Jenna.


Chapter Two: Slipping Again

The thing about recovery is that it teaches you to recognize the signs in others before you can identify them in yourself. I should have known. I should have seen what was coming.

But when you're desperate to build something—anything—that looks like a normal life, you'll ignore red flags that are practically screaming in your face.

Here's where it all started to fall apart again. I had been clinging to the idea that I could build something stable, something worth holding onto. But deep down, I was starting to get suspicious—about her, about myself, about whether anything I believed in was real.

Rayna had seemed like hope wrapped in pretty packaging. She understood addiction because she'd been there. She got why I went to meetings, why I counted days, why I sometimes stared at Jenna sleeping and wondered if I was strong enough to be the father she deserved. Or at least, that's what I told myself.

She said all the right things. "I'm clean now, too." "We can help each other stay sober." "Jenna needs a stable family." All the words I wanted to hear, delivered with the kind of conviction that only comes from someone who's had plenty of practice lying.

This one night stands out in my memory like a scar. I picked up Rayna after a late night at the restaurant. She'd been drinking, and so had I. We went back to my place, cracked a few more beers, turned on the TV, surfed the web, listened to music. It felt normal at first. But then she kept disappearing into the bathroom. Not once, not twice—over and over. Each time she'd be in there for fifteen or twenty minutes.

I knew what she was doing.

She was using my hand mirror to snort cocaine in my bathroom. I had seen it before. I knew the signs. And the worst part? I had been stupid enough to let myself believe she was clean.

The mirror I used to check my tie before parent-teacher conferences. The same bathroom where Jenna brushed her teeth every morning. The space I thought was safe, sacred even, and she was turning it into her personal drug den.

That's when it hit me: she wasn't just using it in my home. She was using me. The whole relationship, the promises, the talk about building a family together—it was all just another con to give her a place to get high.

I snapped.

I kicked her out of my house and drove her back to her place in Royal Oak. I was so angry, so disappointed, so tired. Then I drove all the way back home to 20 Mile Rd. and Schoenherr—fuming the entire ride.

The drive back felt like forty miles of reckoning. Every mile marker was another reality check I'd been avoiding. How had I let someone bring drugs into Jenna's home? How had I been so desperate for connection that I'd ignored every instinct screaming at me to run?

We made up the next week. Of course we did. She cried, told me she slipped, swore she'd never do it again. I wanted to believe her. Hell, I needed to believe her. That's the kind of man I was—always trying to fix someone, always trying to save a drowning soul when I barely had air in my own lungs.

"It was just a moment of weakness," she said, tears streaming down her face. "I've been clean for months. You know how hard this is. You know what it's like to slip."

And I did know. That's what made her manipulation so effective. She was using my own recovery against me, turning my empathy into her weapon. Every excuse she made was something I'd told myself at some point.

So the following weekend, I took my desktop computer over to her place. This was 2005, and I was proud of my plug-and-play setup. All I needed was a landline and an outlet. I had internet and power, and I was ready to roll.

She was hosting a small gathering at her house, a party with some of her old friends. I didn't know any of them, but I recognized the type. They were all already high when I arrived. The smell of cocaine and stale beer hung in the air.

I stayed anyway.

Looking back, I can't explain why I didn't turn around and leave the second I walked through that door. Maybe I was already too invested in the fantasy. Maybe I was scared of going back to being alone with just Jenna and me against the world. Maybe I was just tired of being the responsible one all the time.

I didn't use any. I was drinking, yeah, but I wasn't doing blow. Still, my sobriety was already shot to hell at that point. She pulled me aside after everyone left, curled up next to me on the couch, and in the most casual tone you could imagine, told me those guys had all been former Johns.

My stomach turned.

"Johns?" I said, even though I knew exactly what she meant.

"Clients," she said, like she was talking about the weather. "From before. When I was working."

Working. That's what she called it. Like prostitution was just another job she'd left behind, no different than quitting retail or restaurant work.

She wasn't just slipping—she had never stopped being that person. I realized, maybe too late, that I had fallen in love with a fantasy. She wasn't who she said she was.

The woman I thought I was building a life with didn't exist. The clean, reformed addict who wanted to help me create a stable home for Jenna? Pure fiction. I'd been dating a ghost, a carefully constructed lie designed to give her access to my home, my life, and my desperate need to believe in second chances.

I went home the next day and packed up my things. I left her behind without a backward glance. That was the end of Rayna.

At least, that's what I told myself.

But you can't just walk away from the damage that easily. The doubt she'd planted had already taken root. If I could be fooled that completely, that thoroughly, what did that say about my judgment? What did that say about my ability to protect Jenna from the world—or from my own poor choices?

But damage doesn't end when the person leaves the room. It lingers. It buries itself in your habits, your doubts, your fears. I had thought I was saving her. What I hadn't realized was that I was drowning too.

That relationship taught me something crucial: I didn't know how to protect myself. I didn't know when to walk away until the walls were already caving in. I mistook chaos for chemistry.

More than that, it taught me I was willing to compromise everything—my sobriety, my principles, my daughter's safety—for the illusion of not being alone. That's a dangerous realization for any parent, but especially for a single father trying to prove he's enough.

And somewhere in the wreckage of that relationship, a little voice inside me started to whisper something I didn't want to hear.

Maybe this is all you're good for—trying to fix broken people.

Maybe you're just as broken as they are.

Maybe Jenna deserves better than a father who can't tell the difference between love and desperation.

But that voice? I'd silence it soon enough. At least, I thought I would. Until the next storm rolled in.

What I didn't know was that the next storm wouldn't just test my judgment about women or addiction or my ability to stay sober. The next storm would test whether the system I'd always trusted to protect innocent people would recognize that I was one of them.

And I was about to find out that sometimes, the system doesn't care about truth. Sometimes it just needs someone to blame.


Chapter Three: Building a Family

I should have learned my lesson with Rayna. Should have recognized the pattern—the desperation, the red flags, the way I kept choosing chaos and calling it love. But when you're a single father trying to give your daughter the family you never had, sometimes you ignore every instinct that's screaming at you to run.

The truth is, I was terrified Jenna would grow up feeling incomplete, the way I had before my sister came along. I wanted her to have what I'd had—siblings, noise in the house, someone to share the burden of being a kid in an unpredictable world.

All I really ever wanted was a family of my own so I could bring up Jenna with some brothers and sisters like I had. Being an only child until six had felt like carrying a weight I couldn't name. I knew that all too well before the age of six. That's when Sherry, my little sister, was born. Then, later in life, I got my stepsisters. But Sherry was my favorite little troublemaker.

Sherry got it—the way family should feel. Protective but playful, loyal but not blind to each other's faults. I wanted Jenna to have that kind of bond, that built-in best friend who'd have her back no matter what.

By this time, she’d had her daughter, Kylie, which was perfect because she was only one year younger than Jenna. We had them play together all the time, and they grew up loving each other as cousins. Kylie was a holy terror! No fear, no filter, and no holds barred! Jenna, on the other hand, was reserved and introverted—but highly intelligent. She would go on to earn a full scholarship to Central Michigan for child psychology and business management.

Watching them together—Jenna's careful planning and Kylie's fearless chaos—reminded me why family mattered. They balanced each other. They made each other braver, smarter, and more complete. That's what I wanted to build for Jenna. A house full of that kind of love.

But I digress. At this point, Jenna was probably six or seven years old, and I was trying my hardest to find a woman to build a family with. Didn't matter if it was a blended family with stepkids or if I made some new kids of my own. I was up for anything with a good woman.

Looking back, I can see how desperate that sounds. How dangerous it was to be that open, that willing to accept any situation as long as it filled the quiet spaces in our apartment. But I'd convinced myself I was being practical, not reckless. I was being a good father, not a desperate man.

That's when I met Judy.

She had three kids crammed into a tiny two-bedroom apartment in Clawson, Michigan. They'd come up from Indiana about a year earlier, running from their past. It was chaos—but the kind of chaos I thought I could handle. Her girls were sweet, and her oldest daughter, Tiffany, became like a sister to Jenna. I figured, why not? This could work. We had an instant sort of chemistry. Judy had been through some stuff, sure, but who hadn't?

"Chemistry." That's what I called it when someone understood my damage without judging it. When they nodded at my stories about addiction and recovery, and didn't flinch. I mistook shared trauma for compatibility, broken recognizing broken for some kind of cosmic connection.

Judy was pretty in a tired way, like someone who'd been beautiful before life wore her down. She had this laugh that made you want to protect her from whatever had made it so rare. And her kids—they were hungry for stability in a way that broke my heart. Tiffany would light up when I asked about her day. The younger girls would actually listen when I told them to clean up their toys.

It felt like I could fix this. Like I could be the father figure they needed and give Jenna the siblings she deserved. Win-win, right?

Then I found out her oldest son, Daniel, was in jail down in Indiana. They had him arrested in connection with the death of his stepfather. Her daughter, Christina, had stayed behind to raise her one-year-old baby. It was all... a bit much. But I was already in it. Hook, line, and sinker.

"In connection with the death." That's how she put it the first time she told me. Not "murder." Not "killed." Just "in connection with." Like he'd been nearby when something unfortunate happened, instead of being the one who pulled the trigger.

The way she talked about it made it sound like a misunderstanding. A case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Poor Daniel, caught up in something bigger than himself. I wanted to believe her version because the alternative meant I was falling for someone whose family was capable of things I didn't want to imagine.

I'd catch Judy doing cocaine and sneaking drinks when she thought nobody was watching. And I'd think to myself: Jesus, isn't this just like the last one? The broken ones. The ones who needed saving.

That was my type.

Captain Save-a-Ho. That's what I was.

The pattern was so obvious I should have been embarrassed. Find a woman with addiction issues, tell myself I could love her clean, ignore every red flag until it was too late to walk away without destroying something. Rinse and repeat.

But this felt different because of the kids. This wasn't just about me and my need to fix someone. This was about giving Jenna the family I'd promised her, even if I had to build it out of broken pieces.

I confronted her gently, tried to guide her back on track. She'd nod and agree, and for a while, it seemed like she wanted what I wanted: a stable home, a blended family, peace. But there was something always lurking just beneath her eyes—like her past was dragging her under.

Little did I know exactly how far down that past would reach.

"I'm trying, Greg," she'd say, tears in her eyes after I'd find another empty bottle hidden behind the laundry detergent. "I just need time. This thing with Daniel… it's got me so stressed. Once that's resolved, everything will be different."

Everything was always going to be different once something else was resolved. Once Daniel's case was settled. Once Christina moved up from Indiana. Once the lawyers stopped calling. There was always another crisis on the horizon that justified why she couldn't get clean right now.

Eventually, I got through to her. Things got better. They got so good, I decided to move us all into a four-bedroom townhouse just down the road in Clawson, right near my new job as assistant general manager at Applebee's. I felt like we were turning a corner. Jenna was being blended with Tiffany, Erica, and Courtney—like sisters. I'd cook big dinners, play music in the background, and try to recapture some sense of a normal life.

Those months were the closest I'd ever come to having the family I'd dreamed of. Jenna helping Tiffany with homework. The younger girls fighting over who got to sit next to me at dinner. Judy actually laughing without that haunted look in her eyes.

I thought we'd made it. I thought I'd finally built something that would last.

From time to time, Judy would have a lawyer over, and they'd sit at the kitchen table and talk for an hour or more in hushed tones. I asked her what was going on, and of course, I assumed it had something to do with Daniel's case.

"Just paperwork," she'd say when I asked. "You know how lawyers are. They make everything complicated."

I'd see them passing documents back and forth, Judy signing things with shaking hands. Sometimes she'd cry after the lawyer left. But when I tried to comfort her, she'd just say she was worried about Daniel and change the subject.

I should have pushed harder. Should have demanded to know what kind of "paperwork" required that many late-night meetings. But I was so invested in the fantasy of our blended family that I convinced myself it was better not to know.

Little did I know that she was about to become a defendant in that same case.

Conspiracy to commit murder.

That's what the State of Indiana was saying. Apparently, she was considered a person of interest in the murder of her second husband. Her son Daniel had pulled the trigger. Her daughter, Christina, hid the gun. There was motive. They wanted to cash in on a multi-million dollar life insurance policy and seize the profitable Kirby vacuum sales team and office down in Merrillville, Indiana.

Murder for money. That's what it came down to. Not passion, not self-defense, not even a moment of rage that got out of hand. Cold, calculated murder for an insurance payout and a vacuum cleaner business.

And the woman I'd been sharing a bed with, the woman I'd trusted with my daughter's safety—she was potentially the mastermind behind it all.

What the hell had I gotten myself into?

Out of the frying pan and into the fire. Jesus Christ, I thought Rayna was bad. But this? This was a new level of messed up. Is Judy guilty? I didn't want to believe it. I couldn't. I told myself she wasn't involved. Maybe Daniel did it himself. Maybe Christina was manipulated. Maybe Judy had no idea. That's the story I clung to, because the alternative was too much to bear.
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