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Dedications

First off, a huge shout-out to my amazing kids. Thanks for your endless patience and for jumping into the car every time I said, “Road trip!” without questioning it, even when you knew where we were going. Your trust in my sense of direction (or lack thereof) is truly commendable. 

To my mom, who not only watched the kids but was also there for me as I traveled to the great unknown. You were the real expert on road trips. 

And to my sisters, who supported me from both near and far. Even if you occasionally questioned my sanity (let us be honest, who would not?), your support means a lot to me.

Introduction

Into the Unknown: A Choice That Changed Everything

I did what any determined person would do—I packed up the kids and our dwindling possessions (which could fit into a sandwich bag at this point) and took a leap of faith so bold it might have made Evel Knievel sweat.

Survival had become my full-time job. Welfare, food stamps, and government assistance had kept us afloat, but I knew deep down that this wasn’t the life I wanted for my family—or myself. There had to be something more, something beyond scraping by and waiting for the next check to arrive. So, with no roadmap and no guarantees, I stepped into the unknown.

And wouldn’t you know it, the universe has a sense of humor. I landed a job with the National Park Service, and just like that, I went from filling out welfare forms to filling out ranger reports. From food banks to fire lines, from government aid to government work, it was a transformation I never saw coming. 

For the next 22 years, I became a roaming ranger, hopping from park to park like a stone skipping across a national pond.

But the journey wasn’t just about trading one kind of survival for another. 

It was about breaking cycles, proving to myself that I could stand on my own two feet, and discovering a strength I never knew I had. There were struggles—plenty of them. 

There were moments of doubt, days when I questioned every decision that led me here. But there were also victories, big and small, that reminded me why I had taken that first terrifying step.

So, grab a cup of coffee, kick back, and join me on this wild ride. We’ll laugh, we’ll cry, and we’ll celebrate the messy, beautiful, unpredictable journey of moving from survival to stability, from struggle to strength.

Buckle up, dear reader. It’s going to be one heck of a journey!
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Chapter 1

Retrospect: Echoes of the Past

Welfare was never part of the plan. No one dreams of struggling to make ends meet, standing in long lines for assistance, or feeling the weight of judgment from strangers who think they know your story. But life has a way of leading us down unexpected roads. For me, that road stretched from the welfare office to the open highways that would eventually take me to Yellowstone. This journey isn’t just about hardship, it’s about hope. It’s about finding strength in the struggle, faith in the uncertainty, and joy in the journey, even when the path is unclear.

Traveling opened my eyes to the world and, in turn, to myself. Each journey reshaped my perspective, teaching me to embrace the unknown, find joy in simplicity, and see life as a story unfolding with every step. 

Returning to the mountains, where my journey began, felt like coming full circle—a reminder of the roots that shaped me and the adventures that transformed me.

I was born and raised in Southern California, where my roots trace back to a tiny mountain town that shaped my childhood. 

I grew up in a close-knit community, attending a two-room schoolhouse high in the San Bernardino Mountains. 

My first through third grades were taught in the same room, while my fourth through sixth grades were taught in the other. There was no kindergarten.

The school sat perched one and a half miles up a steep highway, and without a school bus, all the kids walked—unless you were lucky enough to snag a ride from your parents. I wasn’t one of the lucky ones. My parents were usually off to work long before I left for school. Those early walks, with crisp mountain air and quiet solitude, became some of my first lessons in independence.

Most days, the walk to school felt like an adventure. On good days, my best friend and I took our bikes, pushing them up the steep 10% grade highway with only two brief stretches where we could ride. The real reward came after school—coasting all the way home, a thrilling ride that made the uphill struggle worth it. 

My sister Louanne and her friend, with their sleek three-speed bikes, turned the climb into a game, zigzagging like switchbacks to see if they could reach school without dismounting. 

Louanne once impressed us all by leaning over at a water fountain mid-ride and taking a drink without dismounting her bike. It wasn’t considered cheating—just an act of balance and determination we all admired. 

Those early experiences of perseverance would later guide me through life’s unexpected twists.

Winter snow transformed our routine into something magical. 

My friend and I would bring old car tire inner tubes to school, using them to slide down the hills behind the school during recess. 

If we were feeling brave, we’d ride the inner tubes down the highway to get home. On one particularly icy day, we even ice skated most of the way back, laughing the whole way. 

But some days, the cold was brutal. My fingers stiffened in the freezing wind, and I wondered if I could endure it long enough to make it home. Money was tight for my family, so we wore plastic bread bags in our boots and shoes to keep our feet dry and warm.

One winter, a massive snowstorm hit, leaving several feet of snow. The electricity was out for days, and the roads were impassable, even for snowplows. 

The school informed our parents that if we could walk to school to pick up and drop off assignments, it would count as a school day, sparing us from making up those days later. Trudging through the deep snow to school and back felt as exhausting as spending the whole day in class. With no electricity at school, there was no warmth or relief upon arrival. 

Once home, we would sit in the cold kitchen, working by gas lantern light before repeating the journey the next day.

Those winters taught me that even in the harshest circumstances, there was a beauty to be found—whether it was the thrill of skating home or the glow of a lantern turning a cold kitchen into a place of quiet determination. Those moments shaped my resilience, showing me that joy often hides in the middle of difficulty, waiting to be discovered by those willing to seek it.

Before moving to our small mountain home, my dad worked for the State Highways Division, and my parents owned a single-wide trailer. 

We lived in it in several locations until we moved to a 23-acre piece of land in Riverside County that we called “The Ranch.”

My parents bought the ranch when I was little, with dreams of building a permanent home. 

My dad’s work involved building highways across San Bernardino County’s deserts, so we often had to move. Thinking back, I believe we must have lived in nine different deserts, hauling our mobile home to each new worksite after each road project was completed. Eventually, my mom grew tired of the constant moving with little kids, so she was pleased to put down roots at the ranch.

Shortly after we moved there, a massive fire broke out on the mountaintop near the trailer, turning our serene new home into a scene of chaos. Flames roared up the hillsides, forcing us to evacuate with little more than the clothes on our backs. We left our half-eaten lunch of hot dogs on the table. 

The fire came dangerously close to our house, scorching the earth just steps from our front door before firefighters managed to contain it. Though our land was miraculously spared, the fear lingered. The fire was a wake-up call for my mom, a reminder of how vulnerable life in the dry desert mountains could be.

When my dad received an offer for the property, my mom didn’t hesitate to sell. The fire had been a wake-up call for her, and she no longer felt safe living in such a remote area. With that, our time at the ranch came to an end. 

We packed up once again, trading one rugged landscape for another: a house in the San Bernardino Mountains—but this time, with a renewed sense of caution.

With my dad still working for the state and often on the road for months at a time, my parents continued to move us around for his job. Though we kept our home in the mountains for weekends, we often lived in temporary housing near his work sites. One of those stops was Needles, California, a desert town where an August thunderstorm would change our lives forever.

I was just five years old, turning six in two months, ready to start first grade. We were swimming in the Colorado River near our trailer home when a thunderstorm suddenly rolled in. My parents quickly pulled us out of the water, taking refuge under the awning of a nearby snack shack. Fearing the awning could be hit by lightning, my parents decided we should make a run for it before the storm worsened. 

As we hurried toward the trailer, crossing an open field near the river, a deafening lightning crack split the sky. A bolt of lightning came down in three jagged branches—one hit a sprinkler head, splitting it in two; another struck the ground; and the third struck my brother Steven. I watched in sheer terror as he fell to the ground. Screaming, I yelled at him to get up. 

My dad scooped him up and flagged down a passing car. The next thing I remember was the cold, sterile wait at the hospital, clinging to fragile hope that my brother Steven would be okay.

An insert from Louanne’s diary.

A few days after Stevie’s death, Sheryl, Laurie, and I sat on the living room floor, going through the things my brother had made in Vacation Bible School. He was so excited and had talked about all the wonderful stories he learned that week, especially stories about angels. Together, we placed the pictures and projects into a scrapbook to remember him by.

I was 9 years old, Sheryl 8, Stevie 7, and Laurie 5. We lived in the mountains and attended a small community church. 

Sometimes we would spend the night at my grandmother’s, who taught us the Lord’s Prayer. Little did we know that God would use these experiences to prepare us for the trial ahead.

Then came the unforgettable night as we made the long trip back to our home in the mountains. We had a Rambler Station Wagon, and the seats were folded down to make us more comfortable. My exhausted sisters slept beside me. While my dad drove, both he and my mom sat in eerie silence, like statues in the darkness.

I looked out the window and watched a beautiful display of lightning in the distant mountains. 

With tears running down my cheeks, I began to pray. I don’t remember the exact prayer, except for asking God if my brother was in Heaven. 

The moment I started to pray, I felt an overwhelming sense of God’s presence. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt there was a God who cared about my pain. At that moment, I knew Stevie was in Heaven.

Moments later, I fell asleep. My final thought was that no one could ever tell me there was not a God because I had felt His incredible comfort and presence that night.

Grief and despair gradually started to consume my family. That summer cast a shadow over us, one I never wanted to revisit. My grandmother did her best to hold us together, but the weight of the loss of our brother Steven was overwhelming to the entire family. When fall came, I started first grade, trying to pretend life was normal, though nothing felt the same. Steven was in Heaven now, watching over me. I told myself he whispered assurances that everything would be all right, but I couldn’t understand why God needed him so soon.​

Chapter 2

Shadows of Loss: Wake of Grief

Steven was gone. We had buried him, but grief had a way of lingering, settling into the corners of our lives like an unwelcome shadow. Nothing felt the same without him.

When school started that fall, I found myself sitting in the little two-room schoolhouse with my sister Sheryl, who was beginning third grade. Louanne had moved into the other room with the older kids, but I barely noticed. Most days, I stared out the window, lost in thoughts, watching the trees sway in the wind or imagining stories to escape the weight I carried. I don’t remember what I learned or whether school was supposed to be fun. All I knew was that when we returned to the mountains, Steven wasn’t there with us anymore.

The loss left a gaping hole in our lives that nothing could fill. My sisters and I moved through our days in a haze of confusion and sorrow, too young to fully understand what had happened or how to cope with the emotions that threatened to overwhelm us. 

School became just another place to exist, where I went through the motions but remained disconnected, my mind drifting between memories of Steven and the quiet beauty of the mountains outside the window.

During this time, our next-door neighbor emerged as an unexpected angel. 

While many struggled to find the right words to comfort us, she offered kindness in the simplest of ways. Every day, she invited my sisters and me into her home for lunch. There were no forced smiles or empty reassurances, just the steady warmth of a home-cooked meal and a space where we could be ourselves.

Those lunches became our sanctuary. In her kitchen, we didn’t have to pretend to be strong. We were just children—grieving, yes, but still children in need of care. The meals she prepared nourished more than our bodies; they reminded us that even in sorrow, kindness endured. She likely never realized the depth of her impact, but to us, her quiet gestures were a lifeline, a reminder that love and compassion could shine through even the darkest times.

Somehow, despite everything, I made it through my first year of school. I don’t recall much about my grades or even the lessons, but I was promoted to the second grade. 

Life in our small, two-bedroom house carried on, with all six of us shuffling between beds and rooms in an intricate routine. My dad had a curious tradition of repainting and swapping our bedrooms every year. 

It might have seemed odd to others, but for us, it brought a sense of renewal—a small way to create change when so much of life felt unchangeable.

The following summer brought another shift. My dad received a new assignment in Los Angeles, so we moved during the week while keeping our mountain home for weekends. Knowing we’d return to the familiar comfort of Forest Falls made city life more bearable. 

Then, just days before my seventh birthday, life changed again in an unexpected way—my sister Deanna was born.

With her arrival, I was no longer the youngest. She was tiny and perfect, a bundle of new beginnings wrapped in a pink blanket. 

Her presence breathed fresh life into our family, filling our days with baby giggles and the simple joy of watching her grow. Even in grief, there were moments of beauty to cherish, and Deanna became one of them.

Just when it felt like we were beginning to find our footing again, life had another challenge for us. 

Louanne, who had just turned 11, underwent a routine health screening at school, where a heart murmur was detected. What followed was a whirlwind of tests, specialists, and consultations that eventually led to the devastating news: Louanne needed open-heart surgery.

The doctors explained that the surgery was complicated and risky. My parents were given a 60/40 survival rate for the procedure—those odds were terrifying. 

The words "life-threatening" hung in the air, heavy with the reality of what we were about to face. 

Louanne, by then 12 years old, would have to endure a battle far beyond her years.

The gravity of it all was almost too much for my parents to bear. 

My dad tried to keep things together, handling work, managing the household, and trying to remain strong for Louanne. But my mom—well, she was at home with the rest of us. There was no way she could be at the hospital around the clock with three other children to care for. 

Her heart ached, knowing she had to be there for Louanne, but she had to be here with us, too.

Still, when she could, she would visit the hospital. 

My mom's visits were always brief, a quick word of encouragement and a reminder to Louanne that she was loved, even when she couldn’t be there all the time. It was a balancing act that strained both their hearts in ways I don’t think anyone could have anticipated.

Louanne’s surgery took place at St. Vincent's Hospital in Los Angeles, a place that felt worlds away from the small town where we lived. The sterile halls and the hum of hospital equipment contrasted sharply with the warm, comforting space of our home in Forest Falls. 

I couldn’t be there with her, but I knew my parents were doing everything they could. I felt so much fear for Louanne, but I also felt something else—an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

The day of the surgery, I could barely think straight. The uncertainty of the outcome—whether Louanne would make it through—gripped my heart in a vise. All I could do was wait and pray, just like everyone else in the family.

Hours passed, stretching into what felt like an eternity. Then, finally, we got the news: the surgery was over, and Louanne had made it through. It wasn’t easy, though. The road to recovery was just as harrowing as the surgery itself. Louanne was in the intensive care unit, isolated and frightened, as she faced the long recovery process. 

There were moments when it seemed like the battle wasn’t over—each day was a struggle, and Louanne felt as if the whole world had shifted beneath her.

Her courage, though, was nothing short of remarkable. Though she was young, Louanne faced everything with strength and resilience. I remember hearing stories of how, despite her fears, she remained brave and hopeful, even when the pain and the uncertainty felt overwhelming.

But the journey didn’t end there. 

My parents, stretched thin between hospital visits, work, and trying to hold it all together for the rest of us, had to maintain a fragile balance. It was a test of endurance for everyone, and though they never showed it, I knew it was taking a toll on them.

In the days that followed, my mom’s visits were fewer, but they were no less meaningful. 

She was there when Louanne needed her most, but there were other children to care for at home, and life didn’t stop. I admired my mom’s ability to keep us grounded, even though we were all carrying pieces of that same weight, different for each of us but heavy, nonetheless.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Louanne was discharged. 

The road to recovery wasn’t immediate, and she still had a long way to go, but she was home. Slowly, life began to return to some semblance of normal. But the trauma of the experience was still fresh in our hearts. 

The memory of the uncertainty, the quiet moments of fear, and the weight of not knowing whether Louanne would be all right lingered in our family’s collective consciousness.

Through it all, my parents’ strength and Louanne’s courage were a beacon for us all. 

They showed us that resilience wasn’t just about surviving; it was about finding the strength to move forward, even in the darkest of times. Louanne’s journey became a testament to the unshakable love that binds us together as a family.

Back in the mountains, life found its rhythm once more. Louanne’s recovery required caution, but we adapted, grateful that she was healing. 

Then, one afternoon, as she sat on the front porch working on a project, she spotted a rattlesnake curled nearby. Panic set in, but in a moment of sheer will, she managed to escape. 

Relief washed over us all, but the moment lingered—a reminder of how fragile life could be and how strength sometimes meant simply finding the courage to act.

Time and again, our family faced the unexpected. We met fear head-on, grieved deeply, and still, we moved forward. Through every loss, every trial, we held onto each other. 

And in those moments—both the sorrowful and the joyful—we found resilience, love, and the quiet reminders that even
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