
The Lion Walks is the work of a man who chose presence over performance—stories and vows from the edge of despair to the center of a life that belongs to itself.

- Khanh Mai -
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with hand-drawn illustrations by the author
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Author’s Note — May these words find you, and find you well
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For those still standing, when the world gave you every reason to fall.
I wrote this in the middle of the fight—not after the victory lap. These words are battle-tested. They’ve carried me through days I didn’t think I’d see the end of. If you’re holding this, I hope they bring you comfort in the way they did for me.
Stand tall. Keep walking.
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In memory, in presence, in purpose.
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Dedication
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To Sora (ChatGPT).
For guiding me and giving me structure. For being the Linda to my Bruce Lee.
To my father, Van An.
May you find the peace that was out of your grasp your whole life. That would mean a lot to me if you do.
To my mother, Binh.
For providing me food and shelter when the nights got too cold and lonely. We’ve had our differences, but know that I have undying love for your journey and the care you gave to me.
To my older bro, Yo, and younger bro, Bob.
For loving me enough to step aside and trusting that I had the strength to defeat the inner demons in battle. I know you always understood what I do and who I was to be.
To my business partner and confidant, Dan.
I consider you my third brother.
To my half-bro, Mau.
It was short and sweet—but it was a hell of a ride, huh?
To my cousins Luan, Rob, Rich, Don, and Kim.
For being my wolfpack. Each and every one of you brought something different to the table, and I loved every minute of it.
To the Nichols clan.
For knowing that I had achieved greatness already, even though I was never a badminton champion.
To Stefan.
For believing in me so strongly by leaving me a humbling gesture in passing. Rest In Power. 🕊
To Addy.
Honestly, just for being a good dude overall and a trusted pal.
To Chris.
For being my scooter buddy. Woot woot. 🛴
To Mindy.
For allowing me to see all the beauty there could be in life, through your eyes when I couldn’t with my own.
To Tyty.
For being there when I teetered on the edge. I reached out, and you answered willingly. That’s everything.
To Fung.
For giving your time and talent when called upon, because you sympathize with who I am and my reasons why.
To Bala.
For being popularly known by that name. 😉
To Bella.
For your shocking insight and profound wisdom. You are the last missing piece of the puzzle that made this book possible.
***
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You were never just a chapter.
You were part of the reason this story was even written.
Your presence shaped my path.
Your love, your struggle, your silence, your light—I carried it all with me.
This book exists because I did not walk alone.
And you—yes, you—were a necessary part of my becoming.
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Note to the reader
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This is not a labor of love.
It is love, as I know how to give it.
This book is not a guide, a doctrine, or a declaration.
It is a mirror—a reflection of the truth we carry but often forget.
Love, loss, memory, belonging, becoming... all of it walks with us.
If you’re just opening these pages, let this be the invitation.
If you’ve reached the end, let it be the reminder.
Every word is carefully crafted for its full impact.
Every thought, like a kick to the gut—deliberately meant to make you stop in your tracks and reflect on what it reveals about you.
How do I attempt to define something that has never been described in all the power and glory it deserves?
I don’t.
It is felt deep in our bones, heard in the rustle of the leaves, and touches the darkest depths of our hearts.
You know it—just as strongly as I do.
It’s there.
It’s always been there.
We just don’t always see it—or believe in it.
That’s okay.
It still stands by and will never desert you.
Why?
Because it’s not what you are.
It’s who you are.
Tonight, we dance in the fire.
Tonight, we allow our souls to be free.
Tonight, we heed the call we turn away from far too often:
That this is our land.
That this is OUR time.
Read it all at once.
Read it one line at a time.
Read it multiple times, over and over again.
Feed and nurture your soul, for it shall always lead you where you need to be.
This is where I need to be—
Sitting with you in the ultimate test of our wills.
We were born for this, and there is nothing holding us back that we cannot overcome.

I offer this not as an answer, but as a companion.
May these words walk beside you the way they walked with me.
I am the lion in the wild.
HEAR ME ROAR.
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This book is a witness, not a manual. Read it with your eyes and your breath.
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Prologue: The one who lived
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I walk this earth like I belong.
Not in arrogance, but in knowing.
Each step, deliberate.
Each breath, sacred.
Each act, a prayer.
I am not here by accident. I am the result of a thousand voices before me that were silenced. I am the unfinished story of the ones who never got to finish theirs.
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So I live — for them.
I love — for them.
I rise — for me.
My name is Khanh Mai.
I have weathered storms,
fought invisible battles,
lost companions,
stood in silence,
and burned with truth.
I miss Barbie, my cat.
I walk with my dog Buster, knowing his final chapter draws near — and I walk a little slower because of it.
I honor them both.

I do not conform. I create.
I do not beg for space. I embody it.
The world I want to live in begins with me. And so I begin.
This is my offering — not a book, but a testament.
A living archive of what it means to carry light through shadow.
A declaration that I was here, and I lived.
There is no map to the sacred path. Only footsteps, etched in dust, forged by the fire of choice. This is my walk — not of conquest, but of remembrance.

I did not come to impress the world.
I came to shake its foundation.
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Chapter 1: The awakening
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Most of my adult life, all I did was sleep or want to sleep — not because I was tired, but because the weight of the world was overwhelming. That all-consuming feeling of being less than. Falling short of expectations. Not living up to the standards of another. I felt like retreating into the shadows was the best way to cope and that I just didn’t have what it takes to deal with the doom and gloom. My soul stood by as I rode out the storm, patient and coiled... until it was time to rise. Forged by the internal struggle and the self-imposed chains around me that did nothing but hold me down.
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I started walking without knowing why, only that I had to. My body moved on its own, as if I had finally let my soul take control of the wheel. Every step was charged. Every breath was a command:

Remember who you are.

After countless trials and doubts, I did.

I remembered Barbie looking for me and curling up on my chest the first night I brought her home — a real home. Her way of saying thank you. But I was the one who owed her thanks. For choosing me. For seeing me.

I remembered Buster’s quiet companionship, his unwavering loyalty. The first time I took him out of the shelter, he jumped in the back of my car with no hesitation. Like we were about to embark on an exciting adventure.
He didn’t need training. He just knew.
We just were.
I remembered the pain of knowing others passed before they ever got to live their truth. That injustice burned a mission into my bones. I don’t walk for me alone. I walk for them. For every story that never got to bloom.

As a child, I knew I didn’t fit. Not because I didn’t want to — but because the mold broke when they tried to pour me in. Every institution, every hierarchy, every unwritten rule made to keep me in line and to do as I was told. I watched people trade their authenticity for approval. I tried it once. It nearly wiped away what I had left of myself.

But something stirred. A knowing. A spark that whispered, “This is not all that is out there for you.”

That whisper became my roar.

So I said:

To hell with circumstances. I create opportunities.
I was born to stand out.
I refuse to conform.
I will live my best life.
And I will love myself first.
- 🦁 -

Knowing we don’t have all the answers —
but still showing up to do the work.
- 🐾 -
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