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1. Tell us about yourself. 
I wear a lot of hats. I’m a mother, author, 
speaker, and mental health professional. Early in 
my career, I was working in foster care in the 
South Bronx, and it changed my life. Helping 
children and their foster families deal with the 
complex issues of early childhood trauma played 
a critical role in who I am today and why I am 
driven to make a positive difference in people’s 
lives. 
  
That’s also why I’m so deeply involved in the 
application of brain science in my clinical 
practice. I’ve seen the tremendous and often 
surprising impact it can have, moving families 
from despair and hopelessness to growth and 
renewed joy. 
 
I founded BraveBrains to share those resources 
with parents, educators, and my fellow 
therapists. I’ve also written the picture book 
series Riley the Brave and Raily el valiente 
(Spanish language version) that tells the story of 
childhood courage from the point of view of a 
child (a bear cub, actually) who has experienced 
trauma. My hope is that children can connect 
with Riley, see themselves in the book’s pages, 
and share their big, scary feelings with the safe 
adults in their lives. 
 
I’m also the imperfect mother of three little boys 
and the wife of one mostly grown up big boy. 
  
  
2. Give a brief description of your book, “Riley 
the Brave.” 
Riley the Brave is a brightly illustrated story of 
resilience that sparks connection and empathy in 
the reader as Riley makes sense of his 
complicated thoughts and feelings. 
 
Riley is a bear cub who had a tough start in life. 
While he appears to be a happy bear to his 
friends, sometimes he feels different and alone. 
When that happens, Riley wants to lash out like a 
tiger or hide in a turtle shell, like he did early in 
life. 

 
This book shares Riley's courageous journey of 
self-acceptance and learning how to trust safe 
grown-ups (elephants) with his complicated 
thoughts and feelings. 
 
 
3. Why did you write “Riley the Brave?” 
I wrote Riley the Brave for the survivors of abuse 
and neglect. The story of children who have 
experienced trauma is unfortunately one I’ve 
seen too many times.  
 
Children find ways to protect themselves, 
especially if they live with abuse or chronic stress 
and poverty. They develop skills to stay alive and 
cope with gut-wrenching emotional pain. 
Unfortunately, those same skills get them in 
trouble when they are in safer environments like 
adoptive homes or a good school. 
 
These skills are represented in the book as animal 
superpowers, in a way, making it easier for 
children to talk about their own overwhelming 
feelings. Plus, we can all relate to having prickly, 
porcupine moments and wanting to be a turtle 
and hide in your shell. 
 
We know that families come in all shapes and 
sizes, so I chose gender-neutral elephants to be 



 

 Media Queries:  Melanie Winters (443) 553-4172 admin@rileythebrave.org 
Review Copies/Events/Bookings:  Brittney Harmon (856) 366-6103 support@rileythebrave.org  
 

Riley bear’s “safe big critters.” As children read 
the book, they easily identify the elephants in a 
way that fits their own story, whether as mom 
and dad, grandparents, two moms, or a blended 
situation. 
 
I want kids and adults to read the book and come 
away with the understanding that these children 
have been courageous to survive their traumatic 
past and are even more courageous as they learn 
to trust again. 
 
 
Why do you think readers will connect with 
Riley? 
Riley is someone we can all relate to. He likes to 
have fun with his friends, but he also has feelings 
of being different and alone, something everyone 
has experienced. 
 
A quick story...an eight-year-old was meeting 
with her pre-adoptive parents and was reading 
the book to them. In the middle of the story, she 
stopped and asked the adults what they thought 
the book was about. Before they could answer, 
she looked at them and said, “It’s about me.” 
 
Then she kept reading. 
 
I received a thank you note from her social 
worker. She wanted to share that she was 
downloading resources from 
www.BraveBrains.com to continue to use 
because this little girl is “obsessed with Riley.” As 
a result, the social worker sees her making sense 
of both the painful and powerful parts of her 
past, setting her up for a better future with her 
new family. 
  
Kids, teens, and many adults can put themselves 
in the book. That’s the magic of the characters 
and the story. 
 
I’ve heard stories of adults weeping and clutching 
the book, and an 18-year-old who was pretty sure 
Riley the Brave was written about his life of 
childhood trauma and learning to trust. The story 

also resonates with parents, helping them better 
understand their children, making it a bedtime 
favorite for reading and re-reading together. 
 
The most satisfying part of this journey is seeing 
Riley the Brave take the toxic shame out of the 
experience of childhood trauma. 
  
What was the most challenging part of writing 
this book? 
I wanted to make sure everyone could put 
themselves in the story, so making sure the 
characters were relatable was a big task. Since 
families come in so many iterations, I knew it was 
important to find the right animals for the 
parental role. Elephants were the perfect fit as 
“safe big critters.” They are big, strong, smart, 
safe, and wonderful parents. Elephants work 
closely with one another and raise their young in 
a communal setting. By not giving names or 
genders to the elephants, readers can assign 
them whatever role or name they associate with 
in their lives. 
 
 
What can readers hope to learn from this book? 
There are powerful lessons about having 
empathy for others as well as acceptance of 
yourself. A big part of that is understanding just 
how courageous it is for someone to learn to 
trust others again. 
 
That’s also one of the reasons I included a five-
page afterword on brain science in Riley the 
Brave. I wanted safe adults to have an easy guide 
to show them how they can help these survivors 
heal. 
 
For that same reason, I created BraveBrains. I’ve 
made these wonderful online resources and 
training materials available for parents, schools, 
community providers...really, any adult involved 
with children.  
  
 


