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Chapter One:The Day I Remembered
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I lived.

I lost.

I died.

And somewhere in between, I learned how to survive.

They don’t give you instructions for the life that breaks you. No guide for betrayal, for being forgotten, for waking up one day feeling like a stranger inside your own skin. But I walked through it anyway — barefoot, bleeding, sometimes laughing just to keep from crying.

I trusted people who never deserved to know my name. I handed pieces of myself to those who didn’t know how to hold them. And I loved — deeply, recklessly, without protection.

Still, I stood back up.

I found light where I was told there wasn’t any. I learned how to breathe again, even when the air felt thick with pain. I’m 21 now. Still standing. Still fighting. Still writing.

And this — this is only the beginning.

I don’t know how old I was when the memories came back.

Six. Maybe seven.

I remember being locked in a room with a crib — not a baby’s crib, but one covered in white netting, zipped closed like a cage. I didn’t have words for what I felt then. Hunger wasn’t just an empty stomach. It was sharp. Confusing. Sometimes eating made it worse instead of better.

The room smelled bad. I didn’t know why. I just knew it made my chest tighten.

Then there were the screams.

“Let me out. Let me out.”

They came from the room next door. From Joseph.

He was the first person I ever remember. According to our parents, he was the first “problem.” The loud one. The difficult one. At first, it was crying. Then yelling. Then screaming so long it felt like hours — even though I couldn’t tell time yet.

The screams did something to me. My chest locked up. My ears rang. It felt like I couldn’t breathe or think, like my body didn’t belong to me.

But even then, I was smart.

I learned how to slip my fingers between the net and the zipper. I learned how to pull it open. At first, I did it out of curiosity. Over and over. Until I got caught.

Eventually, I started getting out — and letting Joseph out too. I don’t remember exactly how. That part feels blurred, like my mind is protecting me from itself. I just know it happened more than once. For weeks.

Until the day they decided to teach me a lesson.

I remember sneaking out again and seeing a bottle of orange juice. I didn’t know what it was. I just knew I needed it. I handed it to Joseph. He opened it. I drank it fast. Then I filled the bottle with water, thinking no one would notice.

They noticed.

That was the day everything in my body went wrong.

My stomach twisted for hours. My sister tried to help, but she didn’t know what to do. Our parents were out of town. She gave me an entire box of Cocoa Puffs, thinking it might help.

It didn’t.

I couldn’t stop throwing up. My breathing got worse. Everything hurt.

When my parents came home, they took me to the doctor. We waited for hours. Ironically, they gave me more Cocoa Puffs while we waited. My sister told them what she had fed me. I remember raised voices. Tension thick enough to sit in.

Then we went home.

I remember throwing up again.

And then — nothing.

The next memory comes differently.

It isn’t sharp. It’s blurred around the edges.

The outline of the house feels wrong — like it changed — but I know it didn’t. It was the same house. Still, something felt shifted, like I was seeing it through a cracked lens.

Everything was brighter.

And darker at the same time.

Like a constant flash trapped inside a tunnel.

The hunger came back — heavier this time. It swallowed everything. It sat in my chest, my stomach, my thoughts. It made the world feel smaller.

My room was different now.

I was on the other side of the house.

I remember noticing that before anything else. The light hit differently. The air felt colder. The walls didn’t feel familiar, even though they were.

Time didn’t work right there. Minutes stretched. Hours collapsed. Waiting became survival. I learned how to listen for footsteps. To measure silence.

This memory doesn’t end with a scream or a collapse.

It fades.

Like someone slowly turning down the volume on my life.

And when it goes quiet, something else takes its place.

Awareness.

Even after I understood what I was seeing, the fear stayed.

Knowing didn’t undo it. The nights didn’t soften. The tension didn’t leave my body. Somewhere along the way, my mind had learned something my logic couldn’t erase — that familiar faces could still feel dangerous.9

For a long time, I believed everyone was against me.

I didn’t arrive at that belief all at once. It formed quietly, over years of fear and silence. It showed up in how I watched people closely, how I listened for tone instead of words, how I stayed guarded even around those who said they cared.

I thought fear was just part of who I was.

I didn’t know then that my body was remembering things my mind didn’t yet have language for. I only knew that safety felt temporary, that trust felt expensive, and that quiet didn’t always mean peace.

Understanding came later.

What I once saw as weakness was adaptation. What I thought was paranoia was my mind trying to protect me the only way it knew how. I learned how to endure rooms, moods, absences. I learned how to stay alert, how to stay small, how to survive.

Those lessons followed me.

They shaped how I loved, how I hesitated, how quickly I expected things to fall apart. They made me strong in ways no child should have to be strong, and cautious in ways I didn’t yet understand.

Looking back now, I don’t judge that version of myself.

He was a child doing his best with what he had. He survived hunger, confusion, fear, and silence — and he kept going anyway. That matters.

This chapter ends here.

Not because the pain disappears, but because this is where I can finally see it clearly — not just what happened, but how it shaped me.
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Chapter Two: What Came After
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After the remembering came the living.

That part doesn’t get talked about enough — what happens after a child survives something but is still expected to grow up inside it. There’s no clean break. No moment where the past politely steps aside. Life just keeps moving, and you’re carried with it, whether you’re ready or not.

I didn’t know how to explain what I felt back then. I didn’t even know it was something that needed explaining. I just knew how to adapt. How to read rooms. How to stay quiet when it felt safer. How to disappear without actually leaving.

Home wasn’t loud all the time. That’s what made it confusing. Sometimes things felt almost normal. Other times, the rules shifted without warning. I learned quickly that consistency wasn’t something I could rely on — so I became consistent instead.

I followed rules I didn’t understand. I accepted decisions that were made for me. Independence wasn’t encouraged. It was managed.

School came late.

I was homeschooled until second grade. By the time I got on a bus for the first time, I was nine years old. That alone made me feel different. Waking up on a schedule felt unnatural. Waiting outside. Climbing onto a bus full of noise and movement. Sitting in a classroom for hours at a time, expected to stay still and focused while everything inside me stayed alert.

It felt strange to be allowed to talk to people.

Conversation wasn’t something I was used to having freely. I didn’t know when to speak or when to stay quiet. I watched other kids interact like it was instinct — joking, arguing, forming friendships without thinking twice — while I tried to learn the rhythm of it.

Having friends felt unfamiliar.

Not bad. Just unreal. Like something temporary I hadn’t learned how to trust yet. I didn’t know what was expected of me in friendships, or how long they were supposed to last. Part of me kept waiting for them to disappear.

I learned school the same way I learned everything else — by observing first, participating later. I stayed quiet. I followed rules carefully. I didn’t want attention, even when I needed help.

Alienated isn’t the right word.

Disconnected fits better.

I was there, but not fully in it yet. Learning how to exist in a space where people noticed you — where your presence mattered — took time. Visibility felt risky.

Still, something shifted. Being around other kids showed me pieces of life I hadn’t seen before. Choices. Personalities. Futures. School didn’t free me, but it widened the edges of what I thought was possible.

I first realized I wasn’t like everyone else when my friends started asking questions.

They were small questions at first. Casual. The kind people ask without thinking too hard about the answers.

Why didn’t I let anyone come over?

Why did I always say no to birthday parties?

Why did I disappear after school instead of hanging out?

I didn’t know how to explain it — not to them, and not to myself. There wasn’t a simple answer that fit into a sentence a kid could understand. So I avoided the questions. I laughed them off. I changed the subject.

Eventually, the questions stopped.

That’s when I started to feel it.

I was present, but only halfway. Seen, but not fully included. I listened more than I spoke. I watched conversations happen around me instead of inside them. It felt like I existed on the edge of things — close enough to notice, but not close enough to belong.

I started to feel like a ghost.

A person who was visible, but unheard. Someone who showed up, followed the rules, and faded quietly into the background. I learned how not to take up space. How to make myself easy to overlook.

At the time, I thought that was just who I was.

I didn’t understand yet that parts of my life were being kept small on purpose. That the distance I felt wasn’t a flaw in me, but a boundary I hadn’t been allowed to cross. All I knew was that everyone else seemed to be moving forward together, while I stayed in place.

Watching.

Waiting.

Trying to understand what I was missing.

Second grade was strange in ways I didn’t yet have words for.

I didn’t move like the other kids. I didn’t follow the same pattern. I went to different classrooms throughout the day — three of them. I was told later that wasn’t normal. That I was only supposed to be in one. At the time, I didn’t question it. I assumed adults knew what they were doing.

But the kids noticed.

I heard the whispers before I understood them. People asked if I was okay. Teachers looked at me longer than they looked at others. I didn’t know what they were seeing — only that they were seeing something.

I was skinny. Too skinny.

That’s what people said.

The hunger was still there. It never left. It wasn’t dramatic or loud — it was constant. A dull ache that sat with me all day and sharpened at night. My parents called it an eating disorder. Other people just said I needed to eat more. No one asked why eating felt complicated. No one asked what hunger meant when it wasn’t just physical.

I didn’t know how to explain it anyway.

Sometimes I stole food because I was hungry.

Sometimes I stole because hunger was the only language I knew.

It became instinct. See food. Take food. Hide food. Save it for later, even if later never came. It wasn’t about greed. It wasn’t about rebellion. It was about survival — or at least what survival looked like to a kid who didn’t trust that food would always be there.

I stole from friends.

I stole from family.

I remember stealing a hundred dollars from my uncle once. I didn’t understand the value of money, only the possibility inside it. A hundred dollars looked like meals. Like safety. Like something that could quiet the ache in my body for a while.

I didn’t steal because I wanted things.

I stole because I wanted certainty.

Nobody knew what I was going through. Or maybe they knew pieces but not the whole. They saw the thin body, not the constant hunger. The behavior, not the reason behind it. The problem, not the pattern.

And I learned something dangerous back then — that if you’re quiet enough, people will explain your pain for you. They’ll name it something easier. Something that doesn’t require looking too closely.

So I stayed quiet.

I carried the hunger.

I carried the shame.

And I learned how to hide both.
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Chapter Three: The Rules I Wasn’t Told
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By the time I learned the rules, they had already been shaping my life for years.

No one ever sat me down and explained them. There was no list. No warning. Just expectations that appeared out of nowhere and consequences that felt sudden and unfair. I learned early that asking questions didn’t bring answers — it brought trouble. So I stopped asking.

Control didn’t arrive all at once. It settled in quietly. In what I was allowed to do. Where I was allowed to go. What I was allowed to want. Some kids learned independence as they grew older. I learned stillness.

Money existed in our house, but it didn’t belong to me — even when it was meant for me. I didn’t know that then. I just knew that things were always almost available. Shoes that would come later. Clothes we’d get soon. Opportunities that were always just out of reach.

I learned how to wait.

I learned how to accept not yet as a permanent answer.

Freedom was treated like a risk. The outside world was dangerous. Other people were bad influences. Independence was something that had to be earned, but the requirements were never clear. No matter how well I behaved, the line kept moving.

I watched other kids grow. They got licenses. Jobs. Sleepovers. Choices. I stayed where I was, told it was for my own good. Told I wasn’t ready. Told I wouldn’t understand.

And for a long time, I believed that.

I believed there was something wrong with me — something fragile, something broken — that required constant supervision. I carried that belief like a label stamped onto my forehead, even when no one said it out loud.

But silence has a way of cracking.

As I got older, small things stopped adding up. Stories didn’t match. Rules changed depending on who was watching. I noticed how often decisions about my life happened without me in the room.

I didn’t have proof yet.

Just a feeling.

A quiet, uncomfortable realization that my life wasn’t being shaped around me — it was being shaped for me. And that whatever the truth was, it lived in the spaces no one wanted to explain.
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