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   For every survivor who believed they couldn’t leave.
This is proof that you can. 
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  The Shoes I Wore


No one who stood outside my life ever understood my why. They didn’t feel the fire that surged in my chest, the pressure of staying when it meant disappearing entirely. They weren’t there when survival meant walking through fire, when the walls were closing in, and I could either burn or find a way out. 
I didn’t walk away from my children. I walked away from a house full of ghosts—echoes of past choices that threatened to consume us all. I walked toward something raw and uncertain: hope. And through it all, I carried Lexie with me.
I already knew about Thom and the HIV diagnosis. It wasn’t a shock—both he and my brother were battling the same fight, one that had already taken too much. But when the call came, there was no hesitation. Thom’s voice, though fading, still carried the weight of a life lived with brilliance and wild light. I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I packed my car and stepped into the unknown, knowing that this was the one thing my brother would have wanted me to do. To choose action over waiting, to keep moving toward the light, even when it was dimming faster than I could bear. Staying would cost me everything. But leaving, I realized, was what I had to do.
You can judge my distance. You can measure my motherhood by your standards, but not a single one of you stood in my shoes.
My shoes were blistered. Torn. They’d walked through grief, through the kind of survival that takes everything from you, and sacrifice so deep it carved me into someone new. 
But those shoes never walked away from love—not once.
This book isn’t about proving myself. It’s about telling the truth—the raw truth. The kind most people refuse to hear. But here it is anyway.
I didn’t abandon. I adapted. I didn’t quit. I chose to live, and in doing so, I gave my daughter a chance to do the same.
So before you turn the page, ready to judge, take a breath. Because you’re about to understand what it truly takes to run in shoes like mine.






  
  Why We Run


Traumatized people don’t run because they’re reckless. We run because staying feels like suffocating in slow motion, like drowning beneath the weight of everything we cannot change. The air becomes thick with memories that grip you like chains, and survival, at times, means breaking free. 
We run not to abandon. We run to breathe. To reclaim ourselves. To find the space to heal and remember who we are, without the weight of the bruises and scars that linger.
Sometimes, we run toward something better—something we can't yet see, but feel deep inside. Even when we don’t know the way, even when the pain cuts deeper than we ever imagined, we run.
Running isn’t a weakness. It’s instinct. It’s the body’s whisper, urgent and raw: Move. Or you won’t survive.






  
  Chapter one
Running Toward Chicago

The Years of Rebirth, 1988–1990


Ididn’t stumble into survival. I clawed my way here, barefoot, bleeding, fire at my back and silence ahead. The world called it strength. I called it stubborn breath. And still, somehow, there were butterflies—even in the ash, even when I didn’t deserve beauty, they landed. That’s the truth: I didn’t find grace. Grace found me. 

      ***Chicago wasn’t just a city I chose—it was the one I’d been running toward my entire life. As a child, I’d whispered to my parents that someday I’d live there, and years later, I made it happen. It was close enough to Cleveland to return if I had to, but far enough away to finally breathe, to exhale a freedom I hadn’t known I needed.
I found the apartment on a weekend trip—a place for Lexie, me, and the two cats. It wasn’t fancy, but it was ours. After years of living life on someone else’s terms, that mattered more than anything. But even with new walls and a fresh key, the old ghosts came with us. You can’t shake off years of control in a single U-Haul ride.
I called in favors, packed the remnants of my life, loaded the U-Haul, hitched my car—and we were gone. Lexie stayed behind to finish her school year, leaving me—just me—alone in the city I’d always dreamed of, with nothing but time and silence to fill.
I unpacked. I worked. I helped the cats adjust. I told myself I was fine. Fine. It was the word I used when I didn’t want to admit that I was still raw, still breaking, still searching for pieces of myself I hadn’t known I lost. Fine was what I said when I didn’t want Lexie to see the cracks.
But the truth? I wasn’t just moving into an apartment. I was stepping into the unknown, carrying more baggage than the boxes we unloaded.
I wasn’t walking away—I was running. Not jogging, not walking—running. Because it was the only way I knew how to escape the past that clung to me like a second skin.
Soon, I had some lovely friends, and Lexie was finding her way too. The apartment had a private entry in the back, giving her freedom she never abused. It was all about giving her something different—something better.
We spent weekends discovering the city, the vibrancy of it, the life pulsing through the streets. And on those beautiful days, when the city sparkled and the sun warmed the pavement, I’d tell Lexie, “Look for the Sears Tower.” I wanted her to always know her way home. But what I didn’t tell her was that I wasn’t just showing her Chicago. I was trying to show her a life that didn’t feel broken. I wanted her compass to point toward something more than just the Sears Tower.
Our apartment was just a mile and a half from downtown, nestled in a vibrant neighborhood that had a little bit of everything—glamour, grit, and everything in between. Movies had been filmed here, TV shows written about the neighborhood. It was diverse, gritty, and yes, it had its problems. But when we closed our door at night, we had our own slice of safety and glamour—until the night the front door of the building was stolen. And the night robbers broke into our landlord’s unit while he was home. He was knocked out of the bathroom window, fell to the first floor, and got trapped. The police had to remove him from the basement. That window, the one we’d thought was just a window, served no real purpose.
Lexie worked at the local grocery store, and later at a country club, where she was often hired to babysit the members’ children. She was making her own money, building her own world. I was back in the world of cancer treatment, working at a cancer center. It felt like a lifetime ago that I’d trained in Los Angeles for this new job, learning to operate a device designed to kill cancer cells by microwaving them. No one was ever harmed, as physicists calculated the exact dosage needed for each treatment.
Our second year in Chicago began with Lexie starting her senior year of high school. I was sent to a conference in Las Vegas, and though it should’ve been uneventful, it became yet another crack in the fragile life I was clinging to. But the truth is, I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop. Trauma had trained me to look for cracks in the sidewalk, even on sunny days.
I was walking through the casino toward the meeting rooms when I was knocked to the ground, my purse stolen. Just like that, I had no ID, no credit cards, no cash—and in one of the dumbest moves I’ve ever made, I had left my car keys in the purse instead of the hotel safe.
The hotel staff was gracious, arranging for American Express to rush me a new card, but my keys were gone. My purse eventually turned up in a trash can with my ID still inside—but the keys? Gone. I called home right away, had our landlord change the locks, and then started calling the man I was seeing. He had a spare key to my car.
I tried for three days. He never answered.
In desperation, I even called the hotel manager in Macon, Virginia. That’s when I found out he wasn’t there. He wasn’t anywhere he said he was.
Eventually, they tracked him down. He still had time to get the key to the airline, but he didn’t. He dropped it off after I was already home.
I had trusted him, but he simply didn’t care.
While I was still at the conference—shaken, but determined to finish what I came for—I met a man over dinner who owned a company that manufactured ultrasound hyperthermia devices used to treat cancer.
Somewhere between the clink of glasses and polite conversation, he asked if I’d ever consider becoming the company’s Clinical Application Specialist. Without hesitation, I said yes. The only catch? The company was two hours outside of Chicago. It meant moving again.
But Lexie was ready for a fresh start. She graduated in June, and by July, we were gone.
We threw a party to celebrate her graduation—my brother, my mother, and Adam all came. It was one of those rare nights when everything felt almost right. Laughter, toasts, the city twinkling behind us.
If I’d known it would be the last time I’d see my brother, I would have begged him to stay. To stay forever. Danny had this way about him—a mischievous grin, eyes that always held the punchline of some dirty joke he wasn’t telling.
I never imagined he had less than two years left to live. Dammit. He wasn’t supposed to leave me with Mom. He wasn’t supposed to leave me to grow old without him.
My father. The children’s father. Now my brother. All the men I loved…gone. Leaving me to fight the good fight of life alone. And so I kept running—because sometimes, it’s all you know how to do.








