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DEDICATION

To my mother, Nyareth, whose name carries drought, yet whose hands carried life.

To my father, Maluth, who taught me that courage can be quiet.

To every person trying to make sense of a life that did not follow their plan.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book tells the truth as I remember it, and teaches you how to do the same.

Memory is not a camera. It is a human thing. It keeps some details and loses others. Sometimes it protects us. Sometimes it accuses us. Sometimes it returns years later with a single smell, a single song, a single name. That is why, when you write your life, you should write with honesty and with mercy.

Honesty means you do not manufacture a past you never lived.

Mercy means you do not use your past to punish people who are not in your hands anymore.

You can tell the truth without naming every name.

You can tell the truth without exposing every wound.

You can tell the truth and still keep your dignity, and the dignity of others.

That is what I mean by the shape of a life.

PREFACE

Many people live long, but they do not feel their life. They move from year to year, but the years do not connect. They can list events, but they cannot explain what those events formed in them. They remember what happened, but they do not know what it meant.

A life is not only time. A life is pattern.

When I look back at my own years, I do not see a straight road. I see bends. I see turns caused by war, hunger, displacement, education, faith, reading, writing, fear, and small daily choices. Some days were loud, others were silent. Some moments were so sharp that they still feel new. Others are just a fog of survival.

Yet when I hold those pieces with patience, a shape appears.

This book is for two kinds of readers.

The first is the reader who wants to write their story, not for fame, but for clarity. You want to see your life in one place, so that you can finally understand it.

The second is the reader who may never publish anything, but wants to live with meaning. You want to know what your days are forming inside you. You want to choose your direction with open eyes.

If you are either of these, you are in the right place.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Read it once as a story.

Then read it again as a tool.

As you read, keep a notebook. Not to copy my life, but to notice your own. At the end of each chapter, you will find a small practice. Do not rush it. A life does not reveal its shape under pressure. It reveals its shape under attention.
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CHAPTER 1
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A LIFE HAS A SHAPE
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W

hen I was a boy near the Sobat River, I learned something before I had the language for it. Water does not move like a ruler. It moves like a living thing. It curves. It avoids obstacles. It takes what the land gives it, yet it also cuts its own way over time. Sometimes it is gentle. Sometimes it is fierce. Sometimes it hides its depth under a calm face.

A human life is like that.

From far away, people talk as if life is simple: school, work, marriage, children, old age, death. But when you stand inside your own days, you know the truth. Life does not come as a neat line. It comes as weather. It comes as interruptions. It comes as loss. It comes as surprise. It comes as the kind of joy that arrives while you are still bleeding. It comes as a door you did not expect, opening in a wall you thought was permanent.

For many years, I carried my story in pieces. I remembered moments, not meaning. I remembered the sound of gunfire and the silence after it. I remembered hunger, and the strange way hunger changes your mind. I remembered movement, walking, running, leaving, arriving, leaving again. I remembered names that still pull my chest when I say them. I remembered the stubborn decision to keep learning, even when everything around me was collapsing.

But pieces do not give peace.

Peace comes when pieces begin to connect. Not because the past becomes pretty, but because the past becomes readable. You can finally say, “This is what my life has been doing to me, and this is what I have been doing with it.”

That is what I call shape.

Shape is not the same as success.

Shape is not the same as comfort.

Shape is not the same as a perfect moral record.

Shape is the pattern your days are forming.

Some people’s days form bitterness. They become sharp and suspicious. They do not trust love anymore because they once trusted and were wounded. They do not trust God anymore because they once prayed and did not get what they asked for. They do not trust themselves anymore because they once failed in public and decided to never try again.

Others, with the same kind of suffering, form steadiness. Their hearts become simpler. They become more careful with words. They become slower to judge. They do not pretend that pain is good, but they refuse to let pain rule them. They grow a backbone that does not need noise to prove it exists.

Two people can live through similar fire, and come out with different shape.

That is why the question matters: What is your life shaping you into?

I used to think the biggest events were the real story. War. Displacement. Threats. The hard years. The dramatic years. But later I learned that the shape is often decided by small choices repeated. The day you chose to study when nobody was watching. The day you told the truth even though lying would have protected your image. The day you forgave, not because the other person deserved it, but because you did not want revenge to rent a room inside your chest. The day you wrote one paragraph and discovered you were still alive.

A life is shaped by turning points, yes, but also by turning habits.

This is where writing becomes more than writing.

When you write your story well, you stop being a passenger. You become a witness. And a witness is powerful because a witness sees clearly. A witness can say, “This happened,” without adding poison. A witness can say, “This was wrong,” without becoming wrong. A witness can say, “I was weak,” without hating himself. A witness can say, “I survived,” without worshiping suffering.

Writing does not change the past. It changes your relationship with the past.

And when your relationship with the past changes, your future stops being controlled by things you never processed.

So, let me give you a simple way to begin shaping your life on paper.

First, accept that your life already has a shape, whether you name it or not. If you do not name it, it will still shape you. It will simply do it in darkness.

Second, stop trying to tell everything at once. A life is too wide. Choose the line you will follow. Maybe it is the line of faith. Maybe it is the line of education. Maybe it is the line of family. Maybe it is the line of survival. Maybe it is the line of becoming.

Third, tell the truth at the right level. Not every detail is required for truth. Sometimes a detail is only gossip in a holy outfit. If the detail does not serve meaning, leave it. If the detail destroys the dignity of others without necessity, set it aside. Your goal is not exposure. Your goal is clarity.

When I began doing this, I noticed something that made more sense: my life had not only been shaped by what happened to me, but also by what I refused to become because of it.

Some people are shaped by pain into cruelty. Others are shaped by pain into compassion. That difference is not magic.

It is decision.

My whole life, I have carried a simple equation that guides me:

Meaning = Being + Doing².

Being is who you are, the person you choose to be in your inner room.

Doing is action, daily action, not talk.

When you keep doing what matches your true being, meaning grows.

That is shape.

And if you can name your shape, you can protect it.

If you can protect it, you can strengthen it.

If you can strengthen it, you can pass it to others, not as a speech, but as a living example.

That is why this book begins here.

Before the chapters get more personal, before the memories deepen, before the tools become sharper, you must settle one thing:

You are not only living days.

You are forming a person.

And the person you are forming is the real story.

PRACTICE FOR CHAPTER 1

WRITE ONE SENTENCE that describes the current shape of your life. Do not decorate it. Make it honest.

List three repeated choices you have made in the last year. What kind of person do those choices produce?

Name one thing you refuse to become, even if life continues to hurt you. Explain why.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE FIRST LINE YOU DID NOT CHOOSE
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B

efore you wrote your first sentence, life had already written a paragraph about you.

You did not choose your birthplace. You did not choose the year, the weather, the leaders, the wars, the religions around you, the language spoken over your sleeping body, or the kind of work your parents did to keep you alive. You did not choose the history that entered your home before you could even pronounce the word “history.”

Yet all of that became your first line.

Most people struggle with this. They want to start their story where they finally feel in control. They begin at graduation, at marriage, at the first job, at the first paycheck, at the first time they felt respected. That part matters, yes, but if you skip the first line you did not choose, you will not understand why some things still pull you, why some things still scare you, why some things still make you angry, and why some things still make you pray.

The first line is not always dramatic. Sometimes it is simple: “I was born into a family that spoke little and worked much.” Sometimes it is heavy: “I was born during war.” Sometimes it is hidden: “I was born into a house where love was present, but safety was not.”

My own first line carries more than one meaning.

I was born along the Sobat River region, in a place where villages are not just villages, they are stories. I was born into a people whose names carry weather and animals and memory. My mother’s name, Nyareth, means drought or famine. My father’s name, Maluth, is tied to the gray color of a bull, and also to the mudfish. Even before I understood language, I was surrounded by language that tells you, “Life is not random; it has signs.”

Later, I learned that even the way people name a boy can be a map. In Dinka and Nuer, a name can carry a picture, a season, a warning, or a prayer. That is why, when you write your life, you must respect names. Names are not decoration. Names are biography compressed into a single word.

I also carried other names, and each one carried a different kind of first line.

I was called Panyim, a name that later became the name of my main fictional character. In my mind, that name carries childhood, the wildness of stories told by elders, and the fear that lives inside folklore. I was also called Jul, a Nazarite name, a word that points to dedication to God. My parents dedicated me after losing several older siblings. That means my first line was not only about geography; it was also about grief. It was about survival. It was about a mother and father deciding, “This child must live,” then putting that decision into prayer.

When you understand this, you begin to see why some people grow up feeling watched by destiny, even when they do not use that word. You begin to see why some people carry pressure that nobody put on them directly. They inherited it through loss and love.

So what do you do with the first line you did not choose?

First, you stop fighting the fact that it exists.

Many adults spend years arguing with their origins. They hate being from a poor place. They hate their tribe. They hate their family name. They hate the religion they grew up with. They hate the accent that betrays where they came from. They hate the childhood that did not give them the softness other children received.

I understand that anger. Some origins were not only hard; they were unjust.

But here is a hard truth that can free you: even when you reject your origin, your origin still shapes your reactions. It still shapes your fears and your hunger. It still shapes what you chase.

When you write your story, your goal is not to praise your origin or curse your origin. Your goal is to name it clearly, so that you can decide what you will carry forward and what you will drop.

Second, you separate inheritance from identity.

Inheritance is what you received.

Identity is what you choose to become.

Some people confuse the two. They say, “This is who I am,” when they are only describing what happened to them. They say, “I am angry,” when anger is not identity; anger is a response. They say, “I am broken,” when brokenness is not identity; brokenness is a season.

When I look at my early years, I see war around us. I see movement and uncertainty. I see hunger and fear. I see moments when death was close enough to touch. I do not write this to sound heroic. I write it because it is part of the first line I did not choose.

But I refuse to let that line be the whole book.

A childhood can explain you, but it must not imprison you.

Third, you learn to write your first line without revenge.

This is difficult, especially when your story includes betrayal, abandonment, cruelty, or injustice. The temptation is to write as a prosecutor. You want your pages to become a courtroom where you finally win.

Sometimes you must speak plainly about what was wrong, yes. But if your goal becomes punishment, your story will poison you while you are writing it. You will feel relief for a moment, then you will feel emptiness, because revenge never finishes its work. It always asks for another page.

Instead, write as a witness.

A witness is not weak. A witness is accurate.

A witness does not hide evil, but a witness does not feed on it.

This is how you begin to shape the first line you did not choose into a first line you can live with.

You say, “This is where I began.”

Then you add, “This is what I decided to become anyway.”

That second sentence is where freedom starts.

PRACTICE FOR CHAPTER 2

WRITE YOUR FIRST LINE in one sentence: “I was born into...” Keep it factual.

Write a second sentence that names one inheritance you received that still affects you today.

Write a third sentence that begins your freedom: “Even with that beginning, I chose to...”
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THE RIVER OF MEMORY AND THE RIVER OF FACT
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W

hen you decide to write your life, two rivers begin to flow in front of you.

The first river is memory.

The second river is fact.

They are related, but they are not the same.

Memory is personal. It is emotional. It comes with images and sensations. Memory carries the taste of smoke, the sound of footsteps at night, the feeling of fear in the stomach, the warmth of a hand on the head, the humiliation of being laughed at, the relief of arriving somewhere safe.

Fact is external. It is timeline. It is place. It is names. It is dates. It is “what happened” in a way that others can check.

A wise writer respects both rivers.

If you only follow memory, you can exaggerate without noticing. Emotion can enlarge a moment until it becomes something else. You can accuse people unfairly. You can also create a story that feels powerful, but is not reliable.
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