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CONTENT NOTE • PLEASE READ WITH CARE
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This book contains frank depictions of trauma that some readers may find distressing, including:

• Child abuse/neglect; coercive control and gaslighting

• Sexual assault, molestation, and rape (including gang rape)

• Domestic violence (strangulation, threats, injury), stalking

• Self-harm, suicidal ideation, and a suicide attempt/resuscitation

• Infant and pregnancy loss; medical trauma; mental-health hospitalization/restraints

• Substance use/addiction and recovery; survival sex/sex work

• System involvement (police, courts, DHS/child welfare)

Reader discretion is advised. Please take breaks, skip sections, or step away as needed.

––––––––
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SKIP-AHEAD GUIDE (BY CHAPTER)

• 1–6 Childhood abuse/neglect; manipulation; early humiliation/shame

• 7 Molestation disclosure, parental gaslighting

• 8 Psych ward intake; restraints/sedation; numbing on meds

• 9 Violence at school; escalation; substance experimentation

• 10 Street/justice involvement; cycles of reoffending

• 11 Sexual assaults (including gang rape); police dismissal

• 12 Teen pregnancy; postpartum depression

• 13 Domestic violence; strangulation; stalking; seizures; stripping

• 14 DV; sexual violence (including forced anal); miscarriage; survival sex context

• 15 Infant loss (detailed scene and hospital aftermath)

• 16 (Interlude of grief/aftermath—positioned between 15 and 17)

• 17 DV escalation; car wreck; DHS contact; addiction spiral

• 18 Shelter/homelessness; survival sex for rent; meth addiction

• 19 Addiction and disclosure; steps toward getting clean

• 20 Family relapse dynamics; guilt; pregnancy after loss

• 21 Country move; family conflict; relapse urges; prison pipeline

• 22 Drink spiked; rape; miscarriage; suicide attempt (medical detail)

• 23 Recovery supports; BDSM framed by consent/aftercare

• 24 Boundary breach while partner intoxicated; trauma responses

• 25–27 High-risk pregnancies; bipolar dx in partner; imprisonment/suicide attempts (news)

• 28–29 Rebuilding; grief integration; long-term recovery

SUPPORT

If you are in immediate danger, call 911 (U. S.) or your local emergency number.

––––––––
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U. S. Resources

• 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline—call or text 988 • chat: 988lifeline. org

• National Domestic Violence Hotline—1-800-799-SAFE (7233) • thehotline. org • text “START” to 88788

• RAINN (sexual assault)—1-800-656-HOPE (4673) • rainn. org (live chat)

• SAMHSA (substance use/mental health)—1-800-662-HELP (4357) • findtreatment. gov

• Childhelp (child abuse)—1-800-4-A-CHILD (1-800-422-4453) • childhelphotline. org

––––––––
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International

• Visit findahelpline. com to locate crisis lines in your country.

––––––––
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Note: This book is not a substitute for professional medical, legal, or mental-health advice. Please read gently and take care of yourself.
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Dedication:
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For every child who learned to survive in the dark—

you are the light between shadows.

For every kid who was told to be quiet and learned to roar—

look at you go.

For the ones still walking on rearranged eggshells—

this is for you.

To the addict, and to the one in recovery.

To the SA & DV survivor—you’re still here.

You are NOT alone; somewhere in the world, someone understands this pain.

You can make it through. Please don’t give up.

To my brother: I hope you can loosen the ropes that bind you and finally fly.

To my sister with my mother: I hope someday you are free, that you learn the truth, and that you remember all the love and effort people poured into you when you were here.

To my other sisters: I do want more of a relationship; sometimes it just feels like we were raised in different worlds.

To my dad: you can’t control what you don’t know, nor change a system set against you.

To my current step-mom that is more mom than my own, thank you.

To the girl I was: you made it.

To the woman I became: keep going.

And to my daughters, who turned surviving into purpose—thank you.

Truthfully, without all of you, there would be no me to write this book in the first place.
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​Chapter 1: Curtains Up

​“Some houses teach you to whisper; ours taught us to walk.”
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We moved so much the maps in my head blurred—rooms with different stains in the carpet, kitchens with the same empty-shelf echo. New streets, new schools, new rules about which cupboards we weren’t allowed to open. Nothing felt like it would last. What was the point of having much if we weren’t staying long anyway?

School days began with feet that weren’t mine. The shoes were too big (I looked like a clown) or too small (toes curled to make them fit). It was never the in-between where they felt right. We were told ours “fit right, ” that we “didn’t know what too-small shoes felt like, because she made sure we didn’t have to suffer like she did. ” My shirts smelled like the last place we’d lived—someone else’s house, someone else’s detergent, a thrift store that reached its fingers into our laundry basket. I walked the halls like a question mark, braced for the bell and the glances. Alone or crowded, the ache stayed the same: I didn’t match the room.

Kids are good at spotting blood in the water. If you’re quiet, if your jeans ride high at the ankle, if your backpack came from the giveaway barrel with the broken zipper, they see you. Laughter follows you like a stray dog. I learned to look busy—flip a page, sharpen a pencil that didn’t need sharpening, ask to go to the bathroom and stay until my face cooled. They didn’t have to say much. A nudge. A point. A whisper bent into a smile. I became the joke that could walk.

On those mornings I kept counting heads until I saw Liam. He’s two years younger, and back then I measured my courage by asking, Is he okay?—were his shoulders up, did he find a game at recess, had he been tripped or called something he’d pretend not to hear? If I spotted him, I could breathe. If I didn’t, my stomach lodged under my ribs. I pictured him at the other end of the building collecting the same small cuts, and felt useless that I couldn’t swipe them away.

We walked everywhere because our mother didn’t have a license, and even if she did, there would have been another excuse. Our feet knew the route to school in every neighborhood—the cracked sidewalk by the house with the chain-link fence, the dog that barked without fail, the corner where the crossing guard taught me to wait and breathe. In winter, our breath made ghosts. In summer, the hot pavement pushed heat through our soles and into our bones. We kept pace: two kids who understood that getting there together was safer than getting there at all.

When we had to take a bus, that was its own hell. Walking lets you pick paths—to avoid people, to borrow a little peace, even if the area wasn’t “safe. ” You weren’t being made fun of, hit, your hair pulled and spat on. You knew who would be where and what corners not to cross. Crammed on a bus, there was no avoiding the hurt.

Our father picked us up every other weekend. “Pick up” felt right—like we were something dropped that he kept trying to set upright again. He’d pull up completely unfazed, like everything was good and right. We didn’t tell him much about home. At first it was because we didn’t know anything was wrong. Every child starts by assuming their world is regular; the abnormal sits on your shoulders like a jacket you think everyone wears.

Time holds up mirrors. You visit other houses and notice the small things, and the way people move around each other. Other kids don’t rehearse what to say before they ask for something. Other mothers don’t build their evenings around the thrill of frightening their children—the way ours did. Witchcraft rituals like theater. Horror skits staged in living rooms. We were audience and prop. We learned our cues: when to scream, when to be still, when to laugh so it would be over faster.

By the time we began to see our life from the outside, another story had already been fed to us, spoonful by spoonful. Our mother said our father had tried to light a vehicle on fire with us inside. She said he was dangerous, careless, a man to fear. There were other stories too, each told with such certainty that disagreeing felt like disloyalty. And what child doesn’t believe the person who tucks them in—or at least stands in the doorway and says goodnight? We drank her words until they tasted like truth. Later I would learn what were lies, what were projections, what were punishments, and what was simply her hunger to control the script. But back then it lodged in me: Dad was not to be trusted, and telling him anything would only make things worse.

So we learned to split ourselves in two. The every-other-weekend version of me smiled and said school was fine. I got ready with the cleanest shirt and the least-worn socks. I watched the way other families moved and tried to memorize it. He looked at us like he was checking a map, and something complicated passed through me: hope mixed with the fear that he was seeing through me. With his wife and other kids, the focus never stayed long. I went about the rest of my time there feeling like an outsider looking in. I never quite belonged.

The rest of the time, we were back on our stage. The candles. The moon. Painted symbols that scraped at my dreams. Sometimes it felt like our mother needed fear more than food. She fed on the spike of our heartbeats. She taught us love is a currency you spend in silence and get back in confusion. She taught us attention equals safety and danger at the same time. When she was kind, it felt like a trick of light. When she was cruel, it felt like gravity.

There were rules that changed by the hour, and rules we only learned by breaking. Praised for sweeping the floor at noon; punished for touching the broom by three. She pinned us against each other with a smile. Compared cuts like report cards. Whispered different versions of the same story to each of us so we’d squint at the other and wonder who had told what. “Your brother said—” she’d begin, and my stomach would drop. I cataloged the ways she split us: a candy bar given to one and not the other, a secret confided to me and then weaponized with him, the gentle hand on my hair right after she’d accused him of something he didn’t do. Love was a lever she pulled. We were weights at opposite ends of the same cold scale.

There were good moments, or we wouldn’t have survived as long as we did. A night with a movie borrowed from a neighbor, all three of us laughing at the same line. A morning when the sun cut through the gray and we walked to school without our shoulders up by our ears. Pancakes burned on the outside and raw in the middle; we ate them anyway because the sweetness felt like a truce. But even the good moments had strings tied to them. Tug too hard and they snapped back.

I didn’t have the words “narcissistic tendencies,” or “psychopathic,” or “trauma bond.” I had the words kids have: mean, nice, mad, sorry. I had the feeling that something was off and the training not to name it. I had a brother whose hand I would reach for without looking, just to be sure he was real beside me. I had shoes that pinched and a backpack that squeaked when the zipper caught, and the urge to disappear into the wall so the pointing would slide past me like wind.

The moment the curtain first lifted on the truth wasn’t dramatic. No fight. No revelation shouted in the kitchen. A quiet afternoon at a friend’s house—the kind of house where socks don’t stick to the floor. Her mother poured milk into two glasses, set them down without comment, and asked if we wanted apples or crackers, like there was enough of both. She touched my friend’s shoulder as she passed and my friend didn’t flinch. I watched how ordinary could be tender and how tender could be ordinary, and something in me leaned toward it like a plant toward light.

After that, the blur sharpened at the edges. I began to see that our home had rules that bent toward one person. I traced the line between performance and harm. I understood—though I couldn’t have said it then—that feeling like a joke at school and being told jokes at home were two sides of the same coin: humiliation used to keep you small. Fear can be a religion; we were the faithful.

If this is a story, this is where I tell you: my mother was not like other mothers, and our childhood was not like other childhoods. That realization didn’t save us. It didn’t stop the walking, the whispers, or the way the past would later grow vines around our decisions. But it did something essential. It put a name on the fog. And once you can name the fog, you can look for landmarks, however faint.

Liam and I kept moving through those halls and those streets. Every other weekend we climbed into our father’s vehicle and tried not to let the stories we’d been told choke out the ones we could see with our own eyes. We were learning to hold two truths at once: the one we were given and the one we were building. It would take years to know which would win. For now, we walked. We kept pace. We learned to listen for our own footsteps and trust they could carry us somewhere else.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: Night of Shadows

​“Fear was furniture; she rearranged it nightly.”
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We were so little that sometimes I wonder if Liam even remembers it, or if it only lives inside me—the way a sound keeps ringing after the bell stops. He was small enough to fold into my side, to tuck under my chin when the air turned cold. I was old enough to know when a game wasn’t a game.

It was late, the kind of late that turns everything bluish and thin. The moon hung bright, and fog pooled low to the ground like breath you could step through. A movie set, if this were a movie. But this wasn’t a movie. This was our mother, and this was real.

She took us to the graveyard with her friends and told us to stay put while they “checked something out. ” Said they’d heard a sound. Said not to move. We huddled beside a headstone, knees damp, fingers laced. The air was cool enough to keep us awake. Silence stretched so long that every small noise swelled—an owl far off, a branch sighing, gravel shifting under shoes. I told Liam to shhh, that it was okay, that I had him. I said it like a spell I wanted to make true.

Looking back, I know they were making the noises on purpose. A scrape here, a whisper there, a sudden thud too close. Liam started to cry for her. I pressed his head to my shoulder and tried to swallow my own fear so he wouldn’t taste it. Then they jumped out—our mother first, her friends behind—hands thrown in the air, faces twisted, a chorus of shrieks.

We screamed. We shook. They laughed.

No holiday. No Hallows’ Eve. Just an ordinary night turned into a joke we were supposed to enjoy—the kind that sticks to your ribs for years.

People in bad neighborhoods fear a break-in. We learned fear inside our own walls because our mother staged one. She told us someone was breaking into the house. “Go to your room. Hide. Don’t come out until I say. ” We sat in the dark together, listening. Thuds downstairs. A yell—a woman’s scream, then another. When she finally came for us, she made her steps extra heavy, a monster’s stomp along the hall. It was a detail she would’ve found funny later.

By then I was crying and trying to keep Liam quiet at the same time. The doorknob turned slowly. I braced for whatever came next. It was her, of course. She guided us down the stairs, one careful hand on each of our shoulders, like we were guests she didn’t want to startle. At the bottom lay her friend, still as stone, a line painted across her throat in such detail. My whole body went cold. Liam sobbed. I couldn’t make words; I could only make sounds.

And then the friend sat up fast.

We screamed again. They laughed again. Our terror was the punchline and the applause. That night I learned what good prop makeup could do. I also learned that someone can be talented with paint and careless with children in the same breath.

I ask myself now if Liam remembers that stairwell, that graveyard, that particular flavor of silence. He was so little. Sometimes he says he doesn’t, and I believe him; memory is a door some people have to bolt to keep living. Other times I see something pass across his face when we’re talking—some flicker like a shadow crossing the moon—and I know the door opened for a second, whether he wanted it to or not.
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