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Dedication

My professor turned mentor turned family. Chuck, you weren’t just a teacher or a guide, you became a cornerstone in my life.

Even with a career as decorated as yours—from serving as a Secret Service agent, public defender, and chief deputy district attorney to teaching and inspiring countless students—your brilliance was matched only by your heart. You taught me that kindness is strength, integrity is nonnegotiable, and humor can brighten even the hardest days.

Though you are deeply missed, your legacy lives on in all the lives you touched, especially mine.
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Introduction

Why Me, and Why You Need This Book

Ever since I was a child, I’ve had an extreme sense of awareness of the intricacies of the world around me. Though my devoted parents helped nurture my sense of street smarts, it also seemed somewhat innate. I had a natural ability to discern both safe and not-so-safe situations as they arose, and I sensed what I could do to protect myself when difficult predicaments popped up.

This heightened sense of my surroundings, and instinct for what needed to be done to navigate the world safely as a girl, carried me through many tough moments as I grew up. One of the hardest came when I was around ten years old on a beautiful spring afternoon that forever changed my sense of safety in the world.

It was a Friday, my favorite day of the week, and I was about to walk home from school with a group of friends for the very first time, after days of begging my mom for this bit of freedom. But as the school bell rang, a wave of anxiety washed over me—our group had shrunk from eight to just three. I had no means of contacting my parents (kids didn’t have cell phones then), and I grew more and more anxious as we walked. My nervousness spiraled into flat-out fear when I noticed a suspicious van creeping behind us. I suggested we change our route, but the van kept following our every move.

When my friends left for their own houses, I found myself alone, and my sense of danger intensified. The van suddenly sped up, and a man opened the passenger’s door. Without thinking, I threw my backpack into a bush and ran. Rounding the corner to the main street I was aiming for, I spotted my neighbor and her dog. In desperation, I called out the dog’s name: “BJ!!” The neighbor stopped in her tracks as I rushed over, surely as white as a ghost. The last image I recall from that day—one that remains etched into my memory—was the furious expressions of the creepy men in that van.

My interest in street smarts and crime prevention later turned into a passion for criminology. When I was preparing to graduate from high school, I had no idea what I wanted to pursue in college. But my eyes lit up when I saw that criminology was a top option at my school, the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (I later moved on to the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque). I’d always been fascinated by true crime, and I soon decided my chosen path: Go to Quantico and become an FBI special agent.

In August 2010, I walked into my very first crim class and was immediately obsessed with it. Some of the other college classes I was most excited by were Sociology of Law, Forensic Anthropology, Abnormal Behavior, Social Psychology, and Causes of Crime and Delinquency. Four years later, I was set to graduate with summa cum laude honors. Along the way, I was lucky enough to rub shoulders with many special agents from the Secret Service, ATF, DEA, FBI, you name it. This was all thanks to one much-beloved professor with a highly decorated career in the Secret Service.

Charles “Chuck” Barth, my late mentor, was like family to me; he had a colossal impact on the course of my life. Starting in the 1970s, Chuck became a Secret Service agent in the New York field office, where he protected Pope John Paul II, Fidel Castro, Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin, and Presidents Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and Richard Nixon. He went on to become an assistant US attorney and, later, chief deputy district attorney. I took multiple college courses with Chuck; his nickname for me was “D,” and he had this magic ability to sense whenever I was going through a tough time. He’d call me over to his desk after class and let me talk, vent, and cry about whatever challenging situation I might be going through, whether it was personal, academic, or athletic. He always had my back, and I can’t credit him enough for all the unfailing support and guidance he offered me.

I was lucky enough to know Chuck for almost ten years before unexpectedly losing him. At age sixty-seven, on Christmas Day 2020, he underwent a heart procedure during which everything seemed to go wrong, and he tragically passed away in early January. The last time I was able to give Chuck a big hug was at my wedding in 2018, and my parents thanked him for always being there for me.

Now, you’re probably wondering about what happened with my planned FBI stint. Well, it didn’t happen—I never went to Quantico. Two weeks before graduating, I met Chuck for lunch to talk about my career path and next steps. He offered to make any calls he could to help me land my dream job. We discussed the many opportunities out there, as well as the heaviness that goes hand in hand with a career as a Fed. He painted a very vivid picture of what my life could look like, including the darker realities.

I reflected on my conversation with Chuck that day and ultimately chose a different path for two reasons. One is that my mentor recognized—and celebrated—my sensitivity and big heart, and he worried that even though I could have the career of a lifetime as a federal agent, I’d never be able to go home at the end of a long day and let go of what I’d experienced. The horrific things you see, hear, and face head-on in such a challenging profession become the kinds of traumatic memories you can’t shut off at the end of the day, and Chuck knew that I would struggle with that part of the job. I ultimately didn’t want to sacrifice my mental health and well-being for a career.

The second reason is that I’d never fully wrapped my head around the fact that being a mom and a special agent might not easily go hand in hand, at least not for me. I had always known I wanted to have a family, and I’m sure plenty of female FBI agents successfully manage this kind of double life, but I just couldn’t envision it for myself. Plus, if I weren’t able to turn off the hardest parts of my job when it was just me on my own, how would I be able to do it while juggling motherhood and attempting to raise a tiny human?

I hadn’t thought at length about how my choice in career might play into my desire for a family, and after talking with Chuck, I started putting some dots together for myself. He didn’t discourage me from pursuing my dreams; instead, he helped me understand the sacrifices involved. I realized the career path I’d chosen just wasn’t what was best for me, and I made peace with that.

Instead, I stepped back into something I’d known and loved my whole life, beginning a career centered on fitness and soccer. Still, as the years rolled by, I felt a bit alienated and empty when I thought of my hard-won criminology and psychology degree, which was kind of . . . languishing, if not outright going to waste.

In 2022, two large-scale tragedies served as a catalyst for everything I do today. The first was the Fourth of July parade shooting in Highland Park, Illinois—my hometown. My son had just been born in June, and my family decided to skip the parade; we were on the tail end of the COVID-19 pandemic, and it was just too risky to bring my newborn son to such a highly populated event. But many people I loved attended the parade that sunny day, and they were traumatized for life by what they experienced.

On the morning of the shooting, I sat in the bliss of my newborn bubble . . . until my dad called and I could hear in his voice that something was deeply wrong. A mass shooting, he said.

Almost everyone we knew went to that parade each year. It was a local tradition. I quickly called a friend, who was hysterical. She’d been in the direct line of fire and tried to describe the chaos that was unfolding around her. She’d seen people shot right in front of her; the ground was littered with bodies.

I could barely comprehend what I was hearing. The location where the shooter had perched was right above a store where my mom and I had regularly shopped when I was growing up. It was all too much. The realization that something like this could happen anytime, anywhere—even in my hometown—hit me deeply. Plus, I was a new mom, so the whole tragedy hit differently. I remember nursing my son with tears streaming down my face.

The second incident that woke me up was 2022’s highly publicized Idaho case in which a young man murdered four promising college students, robbing them of their lives and futures.

After both senseless tragedies, my new-mama heart lay awake, incessantly pounding all night, because I couldn’t get the faces of the victims or their heartbroken families out of my head.

After another sleepless night fixating on these events, I suddenly experienced an urge rise within me. It felt like a calling to do something, anything, to help prevent more people from suffering the way all those victims had. In short, I wanted to help—and in that moment I realized I might have the perfect way to do it. I decided to start a project to spread accessible safety tips to people everywhere and, just maybe, save a life. Putting this project online was the quickest and easiest way to share my ideas as broadly as possible.

And so my Street Smart Blonde social media accounts were born. In a matter of a few months, my following grew to 50,000, then 200,000, 300,000, and into the millions. I’ve received hundreds of heartfelt messages from complete strangers sharing stories of how they believe my advice helped save their lives—from knowing exactly what to do when being followed to escaping a scary situation when cornered by a store employee.

When I took to social media to share my tips, I didn’t know the impact they would have. The advice I’ve included and expanded on in this book is the material that hit home the hardest with my online community, including information on living alone, dating safely, traveling, and employing practical safety tips that can be applied on a day-to-day basis. These tips are the bread and butter of how to live aware but not in fear; they’re strategies to help empower you in your day-to-day life.

I hope you, the reader, will come away from this book feeling strong and validated in the knowledge that there are active measures you can take to protect yourself and avoid becoming an easy target. While you can’t control fate—or the people around you—you can take measures to stay safe. It’s not about being afraid; it’s about taking the simple precautions discussed in these pages and being ready to use them when necessary.

We live in a complicated and often scary world. But here’s the good news: We don’t have to take it lying down. There are simple ways we can prevent crime, and there are skills we can learn to help ourselves stay safe, whether it’s during a mass shooting, while on a date, when traveling solo, or when doing everyday errands, like getting gas. It’s not just about learning individual tips—it’s about carrying a safety-conscious mindset with you wherever you are. You’ll be protecting not only yourself but your family, friends, and wider community as well.

The one thing that would make life even sweeter? If I could pick up the phone and tell Chuck all about it. He’d be so proud of me. Instead, I’ll relish the knowledge that this book has the potential to help you in your day-to-day life. Getting this book into as many hands as possible is one of my biggest goals, so after you read this, feel free to pay it forward and share what you’ve learned with your loved ones.

I hope you begin to experience your own sense of empowerment while you’re reading this book and processing its message. I want nothing more than a safer world for women (and everyone else too!). Reading and using the advice in this book could be the first step toward that reality.






1

Trust Your Gut

Intuition and the Psychology of Survival

Psychology plays a real role in why crime happens, how it happens, and who perpetrates it, but fortunately psychology also plays a part in preventing it. My aim with this book is to give you insight into the psychology of criminal behavior, reveal the power of intuition, and amp up your street smarts so that you can approach life with a good balance of caution and self-confidence. My hope is to trigger your natural survival instincts, helping you trust, believe, and act anytime you have a feeling that something isn’t quite right.

I often say, “Live aware, not in fear,” but as author and security expert Gavin de Becker says, fear is a gift—a gift that serves to protect us from violence. Having a better understanding of the role that psychology plays in both criminal behavior and its prevention allows us to trust our intuition as a way of life.

The Reality of Crime: What the Data Tell Us

A 2024 social media trend asked women, “Would you rather be left alone in the woods with a man or a bear?” The overwhelming majority of women chose the bear. This result may have surprised men, but it came as no shock to women, who feel the need to constantly assess their safety. It’s a burden that many men would never consider.

Don’t Blame the Victim


Society often places blame on women for the crimes that are committed against them. Let me be clear: There is never a situation in which appearance, attire, type of employment, or other factor gives anyone the right to blame the victim for a crime that was inflicted on them. The responsibility lies solely with the perpetrator. Full stop.



According to the most recent FBI statistics compiled in the Uniform Crime Reporting Program, crimes involving categories of sexual assault are overwhelmingly committed by a man victimizing a woman. The most recent five-year (2018–2023) trend shows that 85.78 percent of rape offenders are men, with 89.51 percent of their victims being female. Though women are obviously capable of committing sexually related violent crimes too, stats show that the bulk of them are committed by men against women.

While these statistics provide important context, I don’t want this knowledge to put you in a perpetual state of panic or unease. It’s just the unfortunate reality that women are at a disadvantage. This is due not only to our physiological makeup but also the systemic conditioning that makes it harder for us to act on our intuition for fear of being accused of overreaction or paranoia. Our “nice girl” training can be hard to override.

The Danger of Denial

Denial—a false peace of mind that crime “won’t happen to me”—is a dangerous mindset that can put you in unnecessary danger. The best way to combat the real risk of violence is to understand that it doesn’t discriminate and that it can happen to anyone, anywhere. But here’s the good news: Knowledge empowers you. Don’t put your head in the sand. Living aware is the

The Psychology Behind Intuition




Learning to Trust Your Gut



Decoding Red Flags


Behavioral Warning Signs



	Excessive charm. If lavish flattery, love-bombing, fixating on making you feel special, or showering you with random gifts seems too soon and too good to be true, it probably is.

	The interviewer. Criminals will sometimes conduct an “interview” to test their potential target and feel them out before committing a crime. This is a way of determining how easy of a target you might be. Often these interviews are disguised in a way that makes the questions sound harmless. Some examples: “I love morning runs when I’m all by myself, don’t you?” or “Do you live with roommates or are you Miss Independent?”

	Fast-tracking relationships. Expressing intense emotions super early in a relationship (e.g., professing their love or saying something like “I’ve never felt so close to a person this quickly”), rushing intimacy, pushing for exclusivity or a relationship title, or taking excessive interest in your hobbies or taste in music, sports, or restaurants are all reasons to hit pause.

	Pushing boundaries. Boundary pushing takes many forms: showing up unexpectedly or uninvited, subtly testing your limits by asking for small favors or making slightly inappropriate jokes to see how you respond, and casually invading your personal space to test your level of discomfort, all while slowly establishing dominance or control.

	False assurances. Also known as fake promises, this is a common tactic used to manipulate, disarm your suspicion, or gain your trust. Example: Someone says, “I promise I’ll come over for just one drink”—and then, hours later, you still can’t get the person to leave.

	Insult manipulation. This type of emotional manipulation is a psychological tactic that often takes the form of baiting you with a passive-aggressive insult. It’s meant to destabilize your sense of self-worth and make you second-guess yourself. For example, “Wow, you’re actually pretty smart.” This isn’t flirting; it’s actually a red flag and a possible power move.








	“Not tonight, I’m driving—thanks, anyway” (as you start walking away). If he tries to convince you to stay or lure you back over, simply smile and keep those feet moving.

	You can look at your phone, pretend you’re getting a call, and say, “Thanks, anyway; I’m so sorry, but I have to take this” as you head toward your group of friends (or whomever you’re with).

	You can tell him you’re sick. Say something like “Sorry, I have diarrhea and need to run to the bathroom right now.” Then exit quickly. It might sound ridiculous, but in reality sometimes using a repulsive bodily function as an excuse can save the day.






	Story inconsistencies. Someone who gives contradictory facts about their life (background, work, and so on), then avoids specifics or changes the topic when asked for clarification, should cause you to hear alarm bells.

	Unsolicited help. Offering you help when it’s not necessarily needed—and making it difficult for you to decline—is a tactic that can make you feel uncomfortable and vulnerable.

	Grooming. Trust is built using friendship, mentorship, excessive acts of kindness, and attentiveness, but the intention is eventual exploitation.

	Isolation. You are encouraged to distance yourself from family, friends, and colleagues in an attempt to isolate you from your support system.

	Gaslighting. Someone causes you to doubt your perceptions or distorts your reality by lying or denying that certain events or conversations ever happened. Someone might say, “You’re the one who started this argument,” even though they were the instigator.

	Fear and intimidation. Threats, passive-aggressive language, or physical intimidation are used either subtly or overtly to control you or influence your behavior.

	Manufacturing crisis. Fabricating an emergency or injury to elicit sympathy (and your compliance) is a tactic used to get you into a position of unforeseen jeopardy. For example, serial killer Ted Bundy would prey on a woman’s instinct to help by presenting himself in a position of false vulnerability—pretending to use crutches, a cast, or an arm sling to garner his victims’ sympathy and get them into his vehicle.

	False authority. Claiming a position of power or authority (e.g., posing as law enforcement) can make someone seem more credible, allowing them to gain trust and compliance.

	Flipping a switch. A sudden shift in behavior (we’re talking a 180-degree change in personality) triggered by rejection or refusal, in which a “nice guy” suddenly flips a switch and turns vulgar, violent, or outraged, is always cause for concern . . . and always a hard pass. Walk (safely) away.














Dreams as a Survival Tool




	Are there any red flags in your personal life that you’ve ignored?

	Is there someone in your life who makes you feel uncomfortable?

	Are there any upcoming events that don’t feel right?
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