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To the children who were never just children.

To the ones who slept with one eye open, answered questions no one should ask,

and learned the language of survival before they could spell their own names.

This is for the foster kid with an overstuffed trash bag and an underfed spirit.

For the girl who begged to be understood and was punished for the plea.

For every youth turned statistic, yet never stopped dreaming—quietly, fiercely, in the dark.

And to the child I used to be.

You were rough because the world was cruel.

But you wrote your way through the rubble,

and now, it listens.
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1 What Next?

When I came to, I knocked on the door two more times.

Mary finally answered. Her face shifted the moment she saw me—confused, concerned, unsure why I was standing there so late.

I smiled, trying to keep it together.

“Can I come in?” I asked.

“What happened?!” she blurted. She knew something wasn’t right. I never came over unless it was time for school.

We walked straight to her bedroom, and I sank onto the edge of her bed. The air left my lungs. My vision blurred.

Tears welled up and spilled over, and before I knew it, I was crying—really crying.

I told her what my grandma had done. That I was scared. That I didn’t feel safe going back home.

Mary reached out, took my hand, and didn’t let go.

Her face froze in a blank stare, caught in words she felt might be forbidden.

Her eyes brimmed with tears she refused to let fall. Her lip quivered before a single word even made it to air.

But still—I felt no shame in telling her.

Just fear.

I’d broken the rule.

I opened my mouth.

“You’re safe now,” she whispered, but the way her arms tightened said more than words ever could.

She pulled me into her chest, steady and sure, like she was trying to hold together all the broken pieces I couldn’t name.

Her voice trembled with courage, not fear.

“No one’s going to hurt you here.”

And for the first time in what felt like forever, I let myself believe her.

She didn’t let go until my sobbing finally faded into silence.

It was late Friday. Time felt suspended as we curled up in her room, talking in hushed tones.

Hours passed, but I couldn’t tell if it was midnight or morning—just the heavy blur of survival.

But even in that moment of peace, I couldn’t bring myself to say it all.

I couldn’t tell her about my grandpa.

Not yet.

Eventually, Mary stood and quietly turned the lock on her bedroom door.

“You know we have to tell my mom you’re here,” she said softly.

And just like that, fear wrapped itself around my throat again.

I begged her not to say anything—explained that the others might get in trouble. That it would all come crashing down if her mom knew.

Mary promised me she wouldn’t say a word.

We walked into the living room where her mom, Anjelica, was sitting. She was pregnant at the time—expecting a little girl.

I kept my distance while Mary did the talking.

“Can Gracie spend the weekend with us?” she asked.

Anjelica smiled but said I’d need to call home and ask for permission first.

She stood and handed me the phone.

I stared at the keypad, blinking fast. My hands were shaking.

One finger hovered, then tapped a string of numbers—just noise.

I pressed the receiver to my ear, hard enough to muffle the silence and keep the beeping from leaking out.

Anjelica couldn’t know the line was dead. She couldn’t hear the truth.

The silence on the other end rang louder than any voice ever could.

Still, I played the part.

“Hello?” I said, voice low and careful, like someone might actually answer.

“I wanted to ask if I could spend the weekend with Mary.” I nodded as if someone was responding—tilting my head, smiling faintly, eyes flicking toward Anjelica.

“Okay. I’ll be home by six o’clock on Sunday,” I added with just enough pause between each word to make it believable.

Then I hung up, slow and sure, like I’d really just gotten permission.

Anjelica stood in the doorway, watching.

Then she nodded.

“Okay,” she said, and walked away.

That’s when the weight hit me all at once.

I knew I had to lie my way through yet again.

All the years of holding a poker face and wearing different masks suddenly came naturally—like it had been embedded into my new personality, like a soldier trained to hide and obey at any cost.

I exhaled so deeply it felt like I was letting go of a lifetime.

For the first time in forever...

I was just a girl spending the night at her friend’s house.

I was safe.

Mary and I had always been close, ever since I first moved to the neighborhood.

She pushed me into a ditch one day, and somehow, that turned into friendship. The kind that sticks.

Before we headed back to her room, I peeked through the living room blinds.

From the front window, I could see my house—so close, but it felt like another world now.

That’s when I saw him.

My grandpa, circling the block in his truck. Driving slow. Street by street. Hunting.

It was too late to turn back.

And even if I wanted to... I knew what waited for me.

If I went home, I wouldn’t make it out again.

So I stayed hidden.

Mary kept me busy—talking, laughing, showing me things to help my mind wander somewhere safer.

She was good like that.

And her mom, Anjelica?

She was the kind of kind that didn’t flinch.

She fed me like I was her own, took me with her kids to the mall, made sure I had clean clothes and three real meals a day.

Something I never got at home.

I felt safe.

But a knot still tightened in my chest.

I hated lying to her.

Even if I had to.

That night, Mary and I curled up in her bed.

We talked for hours under the blanket of darkness.

At one point, I turned toward her and whispered,

“You know I can’t stay here.”

She sat up, eyes soft but steady.

“Yes you can,” she said.

“You’re safe here. My mom will buy your uniforms so you can go to school Monday.”

And that sounded like heaven.

But I knew asking for more would come with consequences.

And I couldn’t risk bringing danger to the only people who had made me feel human again.

So I nodded.

Didn’t argue.

As Mary drifted off, I lay awake—still, quiet, tears slipping across the bridge of my nose.

After so many years of trying to live in the light, I realized I was safer in the dark.

The light asked questions. The dark let me breathe.

So I changed.

I built a room deep inside myself—a quiet, sealed place.

I locked the last real piece of me in there.

Not gone. Just hidden.

Unseen, unheard, untouched—until it was safe.

All that remained on the outside was the version of me built to survive.

The soldier.

The mask.

The girl who knew when to smile and when to disappear.

By Saturday morning, my whole body ached.

It hurt to sit, to breathe, to be.

I kept to the shadows, doing everything I could not to be noticed.

While we ate breakfast, a knock suddenly echoed through the house.

My heart stopped. I jumped from the table, ran to Mary’s room, and closed the door behind me.

I pressed myself into the corner, listening hard—trying to catch pieces of the conversation.

But all I heard were muffled voices and the pounding in my chest.

A moment later, Mary stepped in quietly.

“It’s your brother,” she said. “John’s at the door.”

My breath hitched. My thoughts started spinning.

What if he tells?

Did they send him to bring me back?

With each step toward the door, my heartbeat grew louder.

I peered through the peephole. There he was. My brother. Just standing there.

I cracked the door open, my face half-hidden.

John looked at me and said, “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. I was taking out the trash and ran over real quick. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

Then he turned and ran back home.

I didn’t even get to hug him.

Didn’t say hello.

Didn’t say I love you.

That night, Mary’s best friend Stephany came over and spent the night too.

My first real sleepover.

We laughed, talked, and stayed up late, like everything was normal.

Like I wasn’t falling apart quietly in the middle of it all.

By Sunday afternoon, the light had changed.

That day didn’t feel like the others—it wasn’t carefree.

It was running out.

School started again in less than twenty-four hours.

I needed to find somewhere to go—fast.

Mary’s mom would eventually realize I wasn’t just avoiding homework. I was escaping something far worse.

At sunset, another knock on the door.

I froze. The air went still again.

I tiptoed over and peeked through the peephole.

This time—it was Alex.

I bowed my head and opened the door slowly.

He looked at me. Said nothing.

And I couldn’t find any words, either.

The tears just came.

He didn’t speak.

Didn’t hug me.

Didn’t ask questions.

He just turned around... and walked away.

A few hours passed, and then—another knock.

This time, I begged Mary not to answer.

I just knew John had told them where I was...

That they were coming to drag me back.

But he hadn’t.

2 Remember?

That night, my sister asked me what had happened.

I didn’t say much.

Just met her eyes with a solemn gaze and admitted the truth—

Grandma had beaten me with a 2x4.

And I ran.

Cindy did everything she could to make us feel comfortable.

She laid down a mat with a pillow and blanket.

But sleeping on it was nearly impossible—

The pain in my neck was unbearable.

I tried to push past it, to breathe through the tightness, and finally drifted into sleep.

When I came to, I was in the bathtub—submerged in cold water.

I wore nothing but my underwear.

The icy water dulled the fire in my neck.

I didn’t know how I’d gotten there—just the chill wrapping around me like an apology no one knew how to give.

I let myself sink into it, inch by inch, until the pain softened.

When she lifted me out of the bath, she dried me off gently, like I might break.

She gave me warm clothes and tucked me back into bed.

She kept watch like her gaze alone could hold me together.

Cindy worked hard every day to make sure we had what we needed.

She took care of us without question—without condition.

And she made me a promise:

“I’ll die before I give you back to them.”

The next day, my sister could see it in my face—

There was more.
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