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Prologue

I am emotionally and physically exhausted as I pull up the tree-lined drive 
at my quaint ranch in Bandera, Texas. My day had begun in the early dawn 
hours when my phone—which is at my side twenty-four hours a day, every 
day—rang. A burn survivor was being admitted to the unit at Brooke Army 
Medical Center. After many years of volunteering there, I knew my role well. 
Little sleep would come to me that night, as it would for the new patient and 
his family. I know this because, I, too, am a burn survivor.

The burn patient was an Army GI who’d been badly injured when his 
vehicle hit an incendiary device in Iraq. He was initially stabilized at an 
army hospital in Europe and was sent to San Antonio for his long path to 
recovery—if he had one.

Hours passed in a blur as I helped him get settled and worked with his 
family. I arranged for their housing nearby and got them acclimated with 
the treatment center routine. I could see in their eyes that they were trying 
to adjust to the shock. The family’s strong father, husband, loved one was 
in excruciating pain. We talked for a long time, and I listened as they voiced 
their shock, fear, and sadness. I tried to gently prepare them for the seemingly 
endless round of surgeries, physical therapy, and emotional trauma that lay 
ahead, drawing on my own experience as a burn survivor and that of the 
thousands my organization has assisted through the years. It was early evening 
by the time I left them. I assured the family I’d be back the next day—and the 
day after that—for as long as they needed a loving, guiding hand. 
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When I reach home, I step onto the back porch and breathe fresh hill-
country air and take in the breathtaking views of the hills that surround 
our property. It’s tough to describe, the hills are miles away, yet I feel that 
with my outstretched arm I can touch each one and they become a part 
of me. I feel a power and a strength from them that can only be described 
as otherworldly. Afterward, I feed my three dogs—imported German 
shepherds Kurtz and Taboo, and Kenji, the toy American Eskimo. My crazy 
Mekong bobtail cat Bobo, who thinks he’s a dog, curls up beside me on 
the chair. I down some fruit, sip tea, then head to the barn to care for my 
sweet little Sicilian miniature donkey, Lilly, and my Friesian horses, Broer 
and Toranado. As with all nights like this, I wait for a phone call from my 
husband, Randy. His work takes him around the world and living apart 
means that every phone call is a precious gift.

The rolling hills of Texas, it’s where I find peace. I have the unconditional 
love of my husband and from the animals that fill my life. They’re 
nourishment for the soul and give me strength to get up each day, providing 
support as I work with my beloved patients on their healing journeys. There’s 
a certain harmony to my life, the yin and yang seem to be in perfect balance 
and I feel blessed each and every day to be a part of this glorious world of 
mine. I await the sunset and the magnificent peace it brings me each night. 
The colors speak to me in words of love.

Tired as I am, there is always work to do, and I want to fit in a few more 
hours before the sweet embrace of sleep. I need to finalize another grant 
application. Our foundation tirelessly seeks the support of donors and 
partners to meet our patient-base needs. I have an upcoming engagement 
and want to finalize the speech. My life may seem like chaos to some, but I 
find a great deal of satisfaction in the work I do.

To build awareness of our mission and connect with as many burn 
survivors as possible, I accept speaking engagements—everything from 
small support groups to a capacity crowd at the Pentagon. Not long ago, 
I gratefully accepted the Fisher House/Newman’s Own Award on behalf 



3

PROLOGUE

of the Moonlight Fund as the top nonprofit in the nation improving the 
quality of life of wounded military members and their families. Receiving 
that award was humbling and I was happy to have Randy by my side. We 
had dinner the first night at Admiral Winnefeld’s home, who at that time 
was the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He and his wife, Mary, 
were incredibly gracious. Incidentally, their home once belonged to General 
Patton. It is filled with history, mementos, and many photos that are now 
part of the home’s archives. 

The award ceremony was the next day and we were off to the Pentagon. 
There we spent time with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General 
Martin Dempsey, his wife, Deanie, and assorted other guests. It was an 
amazing experience to speak in that hallowed room with General Dempsey 
seated to my left. Everyone present—military, socialites, and a healthy 
number of celebrities—was there to honor the work of the Moonlight Fund. 
As I began my speech, I searched for Randy; my husband was seated in the 
first row. His relaxed expression instilled all the confidence I needed.

S
A few days after the solider was admitted, my phone rings. It’s Annie, a 
young mother in Ohio who, after several reconstructive surgeries, was 
recently discharged from the hospital. Unfortunately, she can’t afford the 
much-needed physical therapy. I located and hired a physical therapist for 
her who had worked with other burn survivors, and Annie calls to tell me 
she’s had her first session. She said it was painful hard work. But Annie is 
determined to stay the course until she recovers sufficient range of motion, 
regaining the ability to cook and care for her children. I assure her that we 
will find a way to cover additional physical therapy sessions for as long as she 
needs them. This call is like so many others. The needs of burn survivors are 
great, and to this day there remains very little support.
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Despite long hours of walking through the painful and tragic effects 
of burns and their ongoing struggles, I am grateful for my life and an 
opportunity to help this underserved community of survivors. I am 
fulfilled by my mission. Founded in 1998, the Moonlight Fund has touched 
the lives of 10,000 burn survivors and their families and we’re not slowing 
down. It’s a bare-bones operation that includes me, my wonderful daughter 
Hillary, an outside accountant, a pro-bono social media director, thirty-
seven incredible volunteers, and a very accomplished, well-connected board 
of directors. With this structure of low overhead and expert guidance, we 
accomplish amazing things and dedicate as many resources as possible to 
helping our patients continue on their healing journeys. The funds we raise 
and the resources of our partners go directly to where they’re needed most. 
We’re also committed to transparency, which earned us a Platinum rating 
from GuideStar.

If that introduction was the whole story, I could write an interesting 
book about my twenty years of building Moonlight Fund and walking 
alongside the suffering of burn survivors. But there’s more. Much more. It’s 
been a long and sometimes very dark journey to where I am—and who I 
am—today. It’s hard to believe that I have only an eighth-grade education 
but went on to become an executive in food manufacturing and real estate 
sales. I’m a survivor of childhood abuse, yet I’ve had the great good fortune 
to raise three wonderful children in a loving and safe environment. I’m a 
burn survivor who’s dedicated years to ensuring that fellow burn survivors 
are not alone. That they get the emotional, medical, and financial services 
they need to build a new life. I was a bullied, ostracized schoolgirl who is 
now in demand as a public speaker at venues ranging from small support 
groups to the Pentagon, from roundtables to radio broadcasts and television 
interviews. I married the love of my life, a gift many people never experience.

When I was a child, I never imagined that, one day, each and every one 
of my dreams would come true. It’s been a decades-long, tortuous path 
that included exquisitely tender moments, alternating with pain, struggle, 
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and tough decisions—some of which I would come to regret, some of 
which I know kept me strong. I did all this in hopes of moving toward the 
fulfilling life I feared I couldn’t have and didn’t deserve. I am blessed each 
and every day by the love and friendship of many people I’ve met through 
this singular mission.

I’m sharing my story in hopes that it provides inspiration to anyone who 
is struggling with their own difficult path, whether you are a burn survivor, 
abuse survivor, or someone who’s been thrown a tough curveball in life. My 
way forward was not the most direct path, and I am not proud of some of my 
choices and decisions. Yet, today I have peace and beauty. I am comfortable 
in my own burned skin that I don’t cover or hide. I live with my entire terrible 
history, out in the open for others to see. After decades of trying to be the 
person who I thought others wanted me to be, of trying to hide secrets in 
my past that I thought would make others reject or pity me, I now choose 
honesty and directness. I hope that in some small way my story can give you 
the courage to find your own way forward, and to find your own place of 
peace and acceptance. I also hope that you’ll accept my raunchy and insane 
sense of humor, because it is with laughter and sarcasm—which I developed 
and honed as survival tools—that I find fun in the worst of times and that 
many times humor is the only way to survive. 
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Speaking at the Pentagon, accepting the award from General Martin Dempsey 
for the Moonlight Fund, after being chosen as the top non profit in the U.S.

Montel Williams offers his congratulations at the Pentagon

Randy and me with Admiral James Winnefeld at his home in 
Washington D.C.
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Oh my Broer, my gentle giant

My German Shepard, Kurtz, and Friesians, Toranado and Broer

Home and safe, my two favorite words
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My German Shepard, Taboo, and me during a photo shoot 
for Randy

With Ember, the wolf




