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For those who lost their voice

before they lost their name.

And for those who survived both.
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A lie can travel halfway around the world

while the truth is still putting on its shoes.

— often attributed, never denied
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Author’s Note

This book was written slowly.

Not because the words were hard to find, but because the truth they circle around tends to resist being named. Gossip moves fast. Damage happens faster. Understanding lags behind.

What follows is not an attempt to reclaim innocence, prove purity, or rewrite memory into something more comfortable.

It is an examination.

Of how easily narratives form.

Of how confidently crowds decide.

Of how quietly a person can be dismantled without a single hand being raised.

This story is not about being believed.

It is about what happens when belief becomes irrelevant.

A Note Before the Breakdown

Before this begins, there is something you should know.

Nothing collapses all at once.

People imagine destruction as a moment — a headline, a confrontation, a breaking point. In reality, collapse is incremental. It happens in pauses. In missed calls. In the way conversations shorten. In the way your name sounds different when other people say it.

By the time the damage is visible, the structure has already failed.

What you’re about to read is not the explosion.

It’s the pressure that made it inevitable.

— Ritebacc

Chapter One — The Lie That Loved Me
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The rumor started on a Tuesday.

That mattered, because Tuesdays were the quiet days — the kind of day that didn’t carry expectations. Mondays were defensive. Fridays were reckless. But Tuesdays sat in the middle of the week like an open palm, empty and unguarded.

Nothing ever happened on Tuesdays.

Which meant everyone noticed when something did.

I didn’t hear the rumor first.

You never do.

I noticed it the way animals notice weather before it arrives — not through facts, but pressure. A change in air. A pause too long. A room that adjusted itself around me without asking.

It was there in the way conversations thinned when I walked by, like someone had lowered the volume on a remote I couldn’t see. In the way people smiled at me a second too late, as if they had to remember the version of me they were supposed to present.

By mid morning, my phone had been quiet for longer than usual. No memes. No half-formed thoughts sent without punctuation. No small, stupid check-ins that made up the scaffolding of a normal day.

Silence is never loud at first.

It introduces itself politely.

By noon, I had lost something I couldn’t name yet.

By three o’clock, I had lost control of the story.

I heard the fragments before I heard the accusation.

“Did you hear what he did?”

That version was always whispered. Delivered sideways, meant to feel accidental. It was reserved for people who wanted proximity without responsibility.

“What do you mean?” someone asked.

“I don’t know — I don’t want to repeat it.”

That was the lie inside the lie.

Repeating without ownership.

“Apparently, it’s been going on for months.”

That version was for men who wanted to feel informed without being involved. The ones who nodded slowly, already imagining themselves as the reasonable voice later.

“Damn. I wouldn’t have guessed.”

No one ever does. That’s part of the thrill.

No one asked me.

They never do.

Gossip isn’t curious — it’s confident. It doesn’t seek information. It distributes conclusions.

I found out what the lie was at 6:47 p.m., standing in line at a gas station I’d stopped at a hundred times before, watching my own name flicker across someone else’s phone like it no longer belonged to me.

The man in front of me was scrolling, thumb lazy, face expressionless. I wouldn’t have noticed if my name hadn’t appeared — cropped, magnified, surrounded by context that made it look guilty just for being there.

He can’t be trusted.

Four words.

No evidence.

No explanation.

No verbs.

Just a verdict.

My name wasn’t even attached to an action — just a conclusion. A summary. As if a jury had already met without me.

The cashier didn’t look at me when it was my turn. She scanned the items quickly, mechanically, like she was processing something fragile.

“That’ll be $18.42,” she said, eyes fixed on the register.

I handed her my card. Our fingers didn’t touch.

That’s when it happened — not the fear, not the anger — but understanding.

The lie didn’t need proof.

It needed repetition.

The First Casualty

––––––––
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By Wednesday morning, my job was “under review.”

That phrase is designed to sound neutral. Professional. Temporary.

It isn’t.

It’s a holding cell with better lighting.

They didn’t say why. They didn’t need to. The reason was now ambient — part of the environment, like humidity or static.

“We just want to make sure everyone feels safe,” my manager said, folding her hands together on the desk between us.
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