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A true-to-heart story of healing after emotional abuse, learning to breathe again, and finding the voice God always meant to be heard.
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Zeke didn’t think of himself as abused. Not for a long time.

The word “abuse” had always seemed... bigger, louder, uglier than what he lived with. Abuse was broken dishes. Bruises. Slamming doors. Neighbors calling the police. He’d seen those kinds of stories in movies, read them in the paper.

His life didn’t look like that—not on the surface.

His mother never raised a hand to him. She never threw things. She never screamed until her voice cracked. In public, she even looked like the picture of composure—well-dressed, articulate, the type of woman who brought homemade pies to church socials.

But behind closed doors?

Her words were sharper than glass, and she always knew exactly where to press them in so they would cut the deepest.



He could remember one of the first times it happened—really happened—in a way that stuck. He was eight, standing in the kitchen, holding up a math test with a bright red “92” at the top. He had been so proud. Until she glanced at it, her expression unreadable.

“Why didn’t you get a hundred?”

That was it. No “Well done.” No “I’m proud of you.” Just a question that made his joy fold in on itself like a paper airplane crumpling midair.

The next day, he didn’t bring home his spelling quiz. It wasn’t worth it.



It wasn’t that she never said nice things. She did—when other people were listening. In the church foyer, she’d brag about his grades. At family gatherings, she’d tell a story about something clever he’d said. She knew how to put on a proud-mother smile.

But the second they were alone, it was different.

“You’re too sensitive.”

“You always make things harder than they need to be.”

“You know, your cousin never causes her parents trouble like this.”

It wasn’t yelling—it was quieter. And somehow, that made it worse. It was like being slowly carved down to size with a knife so small you didn’t realize how much of yourself was missing until years later.



By the time Zeke was in middle school, he had developed a constant hum of self-doubt. Every decision felt like a test he was bound to fail. Every achievement felt temporary, already tarnished because she would find a flaw in it.

He learned to read her mood the way other kids read traffic lights. If her eyes narrowed slightly when he walked into the room, he knew to tread carefully. If she was silent, it was dangerous—her disapproval hung heavier than any scolding could.

He tried harder. Always harder. Thinking maybe if he was just better—quieter, neater, smarter—she’d finally look at him without that undercurrent of disappointment.

But it never happened. The target kept moving, and he kept missing.



When he got older, friends would sometimes ask why he was so hard on himself. Zeke would shrug and change the subject. What was he supposed to say? Because my mother told me for years that I’m never enough, and somewhere along the way I started to believe her?

It sounded dramatic. Self-pitying. So he kept it to himself.

But inside, it was as though her voice had taken up permanent residence in his head. It didn’t even sound like her anymore. It sounded like truth.



There was no moment of rebellion in those early years. No teenage outburst where he screamed “You’re wrong about me!” and stormed out the door. He didn’t have it in him. Instead, he shrank—kept his head down, kept his mouth shut, did his best to stay small enough not to draw fire.

It worked, in a way. The smaller he became, the less she noticed him. But the less she noticed, the more he disappeared.



Looking back, Zeke realized the damage had been done long before he moved out. The foundation of who he thought he was had been poured with cracks running all through it. He’d grown up thinking the ground beneath him was stable—until the first real storm hit in adulthood, and the whole thing began to crumble.

At the time, though, he couldn’t name it. He just knew he felt tired in a way no amount of sleep could fix. He felt... wrong. Like he was born with something missing. And the worst part was, he thought it was his fault.

It would take years—and a breaking point he never saw coming—before Zeke would learn the truth.

He wasn’t born broken.

He had been broken.

And that’s a different story entirely.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two


[image: ]




If strangers had been asked to describe Zeke’s mother, the words would have been predictable:

Polished. Well-spoken. Charming.

She had a knack for making people feel like they were the center of the world—at least for the few minutes they were talking to her. She remembered birthdays, complimented outfits, and never arrived at church without a plate of still-warm cookies for the fellowship hall.

To anyone outside the family, she was the kind of mother people envied.

Zeke used to watch her in those moments, amazed at the transformation. The slight lift in her voice, the way her eyes lit up, the easy flow of conversation. Her laughter—soft, warm, almost musical—would float across the room, and strangers would lean toward her as if drawn by some invisible magnet.

It wasn’t fake exactly. It was a performance she had perfected, and Zeke had never been allowed to forget that it wasn’t meant for him.



As a boy, he thought maybe he was missing something. Maybe there was a formula—something he could do that would unlock that same warmth for him.

He studied her the way some kids studied sports stars, memorizing every move. She seemed to come alive when people complimented her appearance or her cooking. She smiled the longest when someone needed her advice. She beamed when they praised her for how “well-mannered” her children were.

So he tried to give her the same cues: telling her she looked nice before they left the house, talking about how much he liked her cooking, making sure to stand quietly and politely when she was talking to others.

It never worked.

If she gave him a smile in return, it was thin and gone too quickly, like she had realized she’d handed him something valuable by mistake.



By the time Zeke hit his teenage years, he had stopped chasing that warmth. The effort was exhausting, and the payoff was almost non-existent.

But he still noticed the difference—how her voice could drop an octave in private, the way her eyes cooled once the audience was gone.



One memory stuck with him: a summer afternoon when he was fifteen. They went to the grocery store together, and as always, she worked the aisles like a social stage. She chatted with the cashier about the weather, complimented her bright coral nail polish, and asked about her kids. Her smile was bright and effortless.

The moment they stepped outside, her tone shifted without warning.

“You’re standing like a slouch. No one respects a boy who can’t even hold himself up straight.”

Her face was still arranged in that perfect smile, but her words were like a pin slipping neatly into a balloon. Zeke straightened instantly, cheeks burning, feeling ten feet tall and two inches small all at once.

That was her power—she could make a cutting remark sound almost casual, like she was doing you a favor by pointing out your flaws.



It happened everywhere.

At family gatherings, she’d tell an embarrassing story from his childhood—harmless on the surface, enough to make the room laugh—but then she’d lean toward him later and say, “You should be grateful I didn’t tell the real version.”

At church potlucks, she’d praise his grades to the women at her table, then whisper in the car, “Of course, they don’t know you could have done better if you weren’t so lazy.”

At weddings, she’d fix his tie in front of relatives, smiling sweetly, then murmur just for him, “You really should take better care of your skin. You don’t want to look sloppy in pictures.”

Every public compliment came with a private cut.



Over time, Zeke learned to brace for impact. Compliments didn’t feel good anymore; they felt suspicious, like someone dangling bait just before the trap snapped shut.

When people praised him at school or work, he found himself waiting—just waiting—for the sting that would follow. Because with his mother, there was always a sting.



It took him years to see it for what it was. Back then, he told himself she was just “honest,” that she wanted him to be better, that maybe it was just her way.

But the truth, which he would only learn much later, was that her public charm wasn’t her real self at all.

It was her costume.

The person she was in private—the sharp-tongued, cold-eyed critic—wasn’t the exception. She was the reality.

And he had grown up backstage, watching her take off the mask every night.
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​Chapter Three 
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Home is supposed to be a safe place.

For Zeke, it was the place he learned to hold his breath.

The walls of their small, two-story house seemed to remember every argument, every sharp word. The living room smelled faintly of lemon polish and the vanilla candles his mother burned when guests were coming over. To anyone else, it might have looked warm—family photos on the mantel, a Bible on the coffee table, lace curtains in the windows.

But Zeke knew the truth: the warmth was for display. The moment the door closed behind visitors, the temperature in the house dropped.



Silence was the most dangerous sound.

If his mother was bustling in the kitchen, humming to herself, he could relax a little. If she was talking—about anything—it usually meant the day was still salvageable. But when she went quiet, really quiet, it was like the air changed. He could feel it, thick and heavy, pressing down on him.

Sometimes the silence lasted an hour. Sometimes days. Sometimes she’d speak to his father, or to his sister, but not to him. The punishment was deliberate and icy, and it always worked.

He would replay everything he’d done recently, searching for the mistake. Did he forget to put his shoes away? Did he use the wrong tone when he answered a question? Did she think he was rolling his eyes?

Half the time, he couldn’t figure it out. The silence was its own lesson: You’re always one step away from losing me.



Even when she was talking, there was no real safety. Her words could change direction without warning—one moment teasing, the next cutting deep. She might laugh with him over a TV show, then criticize the way he was sitting or tell him he should lose weight.

He never knew which version of her he’d get.

It made the house feel like a minefield. Every step was careful. Every conversation measured. He learned to listen for changes in her breathing, in the way her voice tightened or softened. He became an expert at reading her face—not because he wanted to, but because survival required it.



Meals were the worst. Dinner looked normal from the outside: three people at the table (his father was often working late), plates of food arranged neatly, polite conversation.

But the tension was always there, under the clink of silverware. His mother had a way of slipping little barbs into the talk.

“You’d look so much better if you cut your hair.”

“You should have stayed in basketball—might’ve kept the weight off.”

“You know, your sister’s teacher says she’s one of the most motivated students he’s ever had.”

None of it was said with anger. That was the trick—her voice was calm, even sweet. But the words landed like stones.



Zeke’s bedroom was the only place that belonged to him, but even there, safety was an illusion. She had no respect for closed doors; she’d walk in without knocking, sometimes just to “check on him,” other times to criticize the mess on his desk or the way his laundry was folded.

He tried to make it his sanctuary anyway. Posters of his favorite bands. A bookshelf he’d filled with fantasy novels. A desk where he’d sketch for hours. But the sanctuary always felt temporary. One comment, one intrusion, and the walls would close in again.



Some nights, lying in bed, Zeke would press his headphones over his ears and turn the music up loud enough to drown out the sound of her voice from down the hall. It didn’t matter if she was talking to him or to someone else—he just needed space from her presence, from the constant readiness her moods demanded.

It’s strange, looking back, how he could miss her when she was gone. When she went out for the evening, part of him relaxed. But another part—maybe the child in him—still wished she would come home happy, just once, and stay that way.
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