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To anyone who has experienced institutionalized abuse or relational abuse, this book is for you.

Our past can make us stronger or keep us stagnant,

ruminating on what has happened to us,

seeing ourselves as broken victims.

Or it can become the motivation to move forward,

break patterns, and live life more freely.

This book is for those who are riding the waves of healing and choosing to live life with optimism and hope.
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I didn’t want to make many changes to my original manuscript, if anything, But I do want to add my thoughts and reflections since publishing my memoir as an Audible exclusive audiobook in 2020.  I always had the hope that I would get to see my story printed as a book so I could feel it in paperback. It’s taken some time but like most things in my life getting to this stage has not been linear.

Hindsight is such a gift.

As I look back, I have time stamps or reference points that help me say “Wow! I really have changed” that I’m so much more than what’s “happened to me”. I’ve met a lot of experts, watched a lot of documentaries, read many books and gathered resources that have helped me reprogram and deprogram out of old narratives. compiling things that have helped me along the way. There’s no magic pill or one cure-all. But rather a smattering of different tools and resources that help the healing move along. But there is absolutely no “one size fits all”

You know you best.

You know what you need to heal.

Others are just here to show you different paths to pick and choose from. Pick with caution. I’ve learned that mistake the hard way. 

Mental health and recovery are like muscle, it takes work. Rebuilding what has felt lost or stolen is worth fighting for. I have met a lot of inspiring people that have shown me great strength in overcoming what might be perceived as crushing or breakable moment in life. 

I pull strength from those people and It reminds me I can be just like them if I put my mind to it. I can work towards avoiding those tricky rabbit holes. I can create new patterns and pathways towards being who I want to be, not just a person in reaction to what’s happened to me. 

We all have that superpower.


With love,
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Introduction:

A Glimpse of an Ending
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I am sitting in the stuffy, crowded courtroom, one among many who have watched this trial unfold over the past seven weeks. Outside, it’s hot and humid, a New York summer. In the courtroom the air is frigid with air conditioning. Yet still the humidity seeps through the vents, adding to the thick fog of tension in the room. 

I’m in the back row with my friend Nicole. We are holding hands and sitting tightly next to each other. I feel so much relief just being near her after almost a year and a half without any contact. It feels like all is forgiven between us. I know I have forgiven her for leaving the group in such a drastic way. And I am pretty certain that she has forgiven me for not understanding her need to leave.

I see my mother sitting with Toni Natalie and other survivors and spectators. I see Moira, the head prosecutor and her team – the men and women who are bringing Keith Raniere to justice.

My heart is beating fast and I realize I’m both sweaty and cold. I stare at the side of Keith’s head. He looks small and disheveled, his usually wavy gray hair lying flat, his eyes behind his broken glasses, askew. The upward tilt of his head makes him look smug. This is not the charismatic guru who dominated my life for the past seven years. The man who seduced so many successful people from all over the world with his message of self-actualization. Sitting in this dreary courtroom, Vanguard, as most of us referred to him, is suddenly not at all the god-like figure, but instead he looks weak, sadly ordinary, entirely human.  And yet pings of adrenalin shoot through me every time my eyes drift toward him and I remember why I’m here.

I try and make eye contact with other girls from NXIVM, their faces so familiar.  These are women who have been my family for the past seven years. We have been through so much together – diets, drills, 3:00AM wake ups to stand by our beds or sometimes out in the cold. But today is the first time we’ve seen one another since Keith’s arrest, since everything about our secret world of DOS has been made public.   

We have a loose plan to meet after the verdict is read. Will we be celebrating? What will we feel? Remorse? Guilt? Relief? Anger? I know I’ve been feeling all of those things over the past few months as I’ve tried to pull myself back together. 

I squeeze Nicole’s hand in mine and turn to smile at her. I don’t want to assume too much. Nicole and I had been so close. 

We were recruited together. Enslaved together. Branded together.

We knew almost everything about each other. Except one detail that I only recently learned about my friend and what Keith did to her. I am once again shocked at the depth of his depravity.

The court instructs the observers to make no facial gestures or noises. This becomes increasingly difficult as charges are read because I am not Jane Does in this trial. I’ve always been named. I am “India” or “CC2” Co-Conspirator 2. I see my name flash on a screen before me.

I hear “India”, India”, India” and a familiar feeling of sticking out – and not in a good way - hits me. I want to be anyone but me in this moment. A fly buzzing around, attaching itself to a wall, a light fixture. I see some heads of people slightly rotate back to me when my name is said aloud. I know I can’t hide. I have never really been able to hide from this ongoing drama at all. 

I push back into the hard, wooden bench to keep myself from feeling shaky. I feel totally exposed. I do not turn my head. I keep looking straight ahead. The pressure on my back helps keep me present, more able to ignore other, less desirable feelings. I avoid the gaze of my mother, who sits a few rows back on the left side of the room, and whom I know is searching my face for clues about how I’m feeling. Instead, I look toward the FBI investigators, who keep glancing in my direction, and have been so kind to me despite everything that’s happened.  

Above all I want to avoid locking eyes with Keith.

I do not want to watch him watching me.

I want to hear what the judge pronounces.

By now most people know his name. His story and that of NXIVM have been splashed across newspapers and on the internet for months, years really. He has been revealed as a sex trafficker and a child molester. He has been accused of racketeering, mail fraud, and other felonies. Perhaps worst of all, he is being accused of grooming young women for his secret society (DOS) to become his sex slaves. He created NXIVM with the help of high-profile philanthropists and sisters Claire and Sarah Bronfman, Co-Founder Nancy Salzman and her daughter Lauren, and some other consiglieres. But the truth of the matter is that all of us helped him build NXIVM. Thousands of us from the United States, Canada, Mexico and elsewhere contribute our money, time, and devotion to this man who we believed would make us better people.

On the surface, NXIVM was a company that offered personal and professional development seminars through its Executive Success Program (ESP). In reality, the company contained numerous divisions and sub-companies that worked like a pyramid scheme: you signed up for courses, became a coach, then a proctor, and worked yourself up to higher levels of knowledge and responsibility within the organization.

The ultimate promise? Personal transformation. Greater well-being.

We called Keith “Vanguard” in honor of his exalted vision of a more perfect world and his seeming dedication to creating a new philosophical movement. We became his soldiers, thinking we were going to make the world a better place. That we would grow and reach our full potential as human beings. All the while we were paying money for the privilege - which should have been a tip off.

As his vast kingdom has crumbled, the details of NXIVM and the people involved have dragged all of us into legal maelstroms. I have been part of the mess of distorted stories, inaccuracies, and assumptions. Though I never conspired to hurt anyone, I am still not sure if I have totally escaped being charged as a co-conspirator. I do not have immunity. I do not have anything in writing that protects me. One lawyer suggests that I am not out of the woods yet. I am still wrestling with a lot of truths and some of them are not pretty.

How did I end up here? As a central figure amongst many brave people in a trial of a cult leader? Named as one of his victims and an active member of his cult? It’s taken me a while to parse through all that has happened, how I got lured in, and how miraculously, I got myself out - in the nick of time.

My mother, who both introduced me to NXIVM and helped me extricate myself from it, is an important player in this story. My mom and others, as well as law enforcement, worked together to bring down Keith Raniere and expose his network of false companies, including his use of Executive Success Program (ESP), the psychological foundation of NXIVM itself. She shared details of this nightmare in her own book, told from a mother’s point of view. At first, I thought the attention she brought would destroy me, make this humiliation permanent. I don’t see it like that anymore; instead, I appreciate what she did - and in many ways it’s even difficult to put into words how grateful I am. And it’s clear to me that in bringing more awareness to these issues, she was also performing a much-needed public service. That it took me time and distance to understand the depth of her intentions is actually part of my own story. What mother-daughter relationship is not fraught with misunderstandings? Everyone has played their role in reaching justice and reconciliation.

My story is a very personal journey, told from my own perspective. I’ve spent so much time sifting through details, a million vivid memories, so I can understand how I came to be the person I am and why I did what I did. The process has been uncomfortable and often painful. 

What I didn’t know while writing this book is how layered my recovery would be. That when I thought I had come to terms with one aspect of my memory recall - another would surface. What I wish I knew was that I was normal. Anyone who has gone through a traumatic event can’t just deal with everything all at once. It’s too much. I wish I would have been less hard on myself and less worried. I was losing it on a daily basis. I wish I would have given myself permission to try to live a little more - and be in panic less. I was doing my best at trying to manage a lot of scary unknowns including what I was beginning to remember and recall as reality once I left the group. I wince when I think of certain moments of physical pain, deprivation, and humiliation. I think of moments when I could’ve made a different choice. I’ve cried remembering how I was deceived by people I trusted and loved. 

Often, I’m simply overcome with embarrassment.

How I could have been so stupid?

In the pages ahead, I’ve tried to be completely honest with myself, and with you, my readers. I think what I’m most afraid of is that if I don’t uncover every nook and cranny of what happened, then, like a bad seed, forgotten details will grow and fester. Mine is not a pretty story, and you’ll read some not-so-nice things. But at least you’ll know it’s the real deal. The real story. Directly from me.

I’m still trying to understand the reasons that I got sucked into a cult. What made me so vulnerable? And what drove me to leave my oh-so-comfortable life in southern California, with the softness of its sun and beaches? Why did I give up a budding, if accidental, career as a model? My work in tv and film production? 

I’ve been looking at myself from both a distance and up close...

Trying to answer my own questions.

Even today, when I drive the Pacific Coast Highway, it hits me at random times that my life is forever changed by my decision to take a few classes to better myself. What might I feel like now, if I had stayed on track, gone to college, fucked around like a normal twenty-year old? Would I be a producer by now? Married with children? Have a deep and meaningful career?            

I know that becoming a full-fledged adult can often be about trial and error, about finding what you’re good at, and what actually motivates you to get out of bed and go to work. But where does my “survived-a-cult” story fit in? The truth is I didn’t really want to write a book about a cult. What’s more interesting to me is how I ended up in a place so far from everything I knew, and how I made my way back to my mom, my sisters, and all of which that comprises home. My journey isn’t that different from that of most people who make messes and learn to clean them up and move on. I don’t really think of myself as a victim of anything. Sure, I was deceived, lied to, abused, and psychologically manipulated. But a victim? I’ve resisted that label.

I was indeed Keith’s victim.

There’s a moment in your life when you no longer belong to your parents, but you’re not sure where you belong. You realize that there’s somewhere you ought to be, something you ought to be doing, and something you ought to be passionate about. But you just don’t know the where, the what, or the how. This is where I am now.

Obviously, I want to distance myself from the cult of NXIVM. I’d much prefer to be talking about opening an organic bakery, cafe, or homestead, or helping to feed and foster cats. But somehow, I have to make sense of what has transpired these past eight years - indeed, the bulk of my twenties. I’m compelled to make them feel meaningful, integrate them into my larger story, and then come away stronger, smarter and better. Somehow, I have to not just recover, but come out on top. I consciously remind myself that some things that haunt me happened for a reason - I may not fully understand that reason, but just the prospect that my suffering had a purpose soothes me and makes me feel less fractured.

I’d like to think my story will help other people in some way. I’m no expert, and in no position to give advice, but when I began to share pieces of my story with friends – old and new – they wanted to listen. And I have to admit, there’s been enormous catharsis in the telling, the remembering, the putting of pieces together. I sensed a new story taking shape, a new voice coming from within, a new part of myself emerging. This new story is also oddly familiar because it’s attached to parts of myself that have been buried - that I purposely buried. So that’s been part of my recovery too, being able to allow all of me to be present, not just the compartmentalized sections that are good. Be good. That’s a phrase that Allison, “my master”, and Keith used to repeat often. Be good, India. Are you being good, India? Good. Is there ever anyone who is purely good? 

I am still in the midst of looking back and evaluating my younger self. I can see her struggles, her bad judgment, her honesty, bravery and hope. I see where she made mistakes and also learned some valuable lessons. I am beginning to forgive this part of myself. I yearn to embrace and hug her. I also get angry toward her: how could you have done that? I also want to apologize for hurting all those I love, especially my family. That’s probably been my hardest lesson - learning to own the hurt that I’ve caused. In that way, I think my story is similar to many coming of age stories - there’s often an element of shame. Our culture seems to insist on using the judgments of others to shame those who stray from the pack. But isn’t that straying its own rite of passage? Can it not be a learning event? Is the shame really helpful?

I often think back to that final day, sitting in that stuffy, crowded courtroom - never a setting I ever thought I’d find myself in. It was a kind of  “light at the end of the tunnel” moment - a beacon leading me out of all the turmoil that came before. I had been preparing for court with prosecutors for almost nine months. I was expecting to be called up on the stand to testify, but  at the last minute I was excused. This was a bittersweet development. I was relieved to be benched, but I also felt incomplete. I had missed my opportunity to say my piece and achieve closure - until now, with this book. I need to set the record straight.

I can’t quite regret all of where my choices have taken me. And I can say with a straight face that I actually learned valuable things from NXIVM. I learned how to be direct in my communication. I learned how to be disciplined and goal oriented. I learned how to ask questions, collaborate, and be a leader when necessary. I guess these are good life skills. The irony of learning these skills, is that in a cult, you’re also encouraged to suppress your own beliefs and opinions to fit in. But your success is oriented around how much you can adapt to their way of thinking and being - not your own.

I discovered that I am really tough in my own way. I also learned that it is possible to overcome shame and write a new, more powerful and more accurate story that leads me to a bright, hopeful, promise-filled future. I’ve been tested, and I’ve found a continuity with my younger self I thought I’d lost. And thankfully, I like myself a lot more now. But this perspective has taken a lot of work and commitment to build. It was not something that just happened and it’s something I’m still working towards.

I want to share what happened to me when I joined NXIVM, and later when I was recruited for its secret sorority DOS, and how I got out of it, and what I’ve learned since. But the other part of my story - the one that matters more to me - is about making it to the other side - surviving more or less intact, and seeing myself more clearly. I see that I am a real person and that all that I’ve been through has left its marks on me but that these marks are part of me, my story and my future. 

The more important story I want to tell is the one that occurred on the inside - the journey that is still taking shape.  I want other people who find themselves lost, who feel a very visceral need to belong to something larger than themselves - to hear my story so they understand they do have options and are not alone. Like the tattoo on my left hip says, I’m still learning. 
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PART ONE


Falling For It
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Chapter 1

Daughter of a Princess
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My earliest memories are of me burying my nose in my mother’s chest, nuzzling my cheek against the warmth of her skin, as if digging for gold. It didn’t matter if she was paying attention - I needed that touch.

She was my everything - this beautiful star that lit up any room. A nebula of energy and light. What I really liked was just lying there while she spoke on the phone, letting her voice envelop me and soothe me. Her room was a sacred place, and I was always trying to gain entry. I often thought that if I were quiet enough, she wouldn’t notice I was nestled in the bed, and I could lay there forever.

She often lit candles and incense in our home, and that familiar smoky smell still fills me with wistfulness. When I was very young, home was just me and her. To say that she was the center of my universe is an understatement. My whole sense of being was defined by her, her presence, her inimitable beauty.

We were a neat two-some, living in a gabled house in Beverly Glen, a woodsy area of Beverly Hills. My mom had decorated the house in earthy, muted colors and filled it with southwestern carpets and small sculptures. Our house backed up onto a dramatic ridge, with rutty edges and trails, wild ferns, rosemary, and sage. I spent as much time as possible outside in the fragrant, dusty canyon below. Its blur of scent still has the power to stop me in my tracks - but back then it just smelled like home.

I loved being outdoors. I’d squat, often naked, and play close to the ground, examining anything on the move. Naturally I wasn’t very Beverly Hills. I played games with imaginary animal friends. I chirped at birds, I galloped, I hissed and growled. A little Mowgli, I spent hours by myself, perfectly content. 

My mom was always busy, in a rush of activity, but I was always with her, attached at her metaphoric hip. She took me wherever she went - on the sets of films she was shooting, daily adventures throughout LA and California, and trips to Europe to see her extended family.

This near-constant togetherness was broken when I was almost three years old and my mom went away to rehab. She’s written about her eating disorder, her trouble with food and the pressure to be thin because of her career. I’ve always understood the relationship between shame and bulimia. But for me, what I remember is standing in the driveway and watching her get in the back seat of a car. She waved at me with a smile on her face, but I knew something was wrong with this picture. I can’t really tell if these are real memories or images that I’ve created to fill in the blanks. Like anyone of us trying to pull together the meaningful memories from our childhoods, I only half remember the mundane and rely more on the bigger impressions that have so much feeling attached. 

She left me with two close friends of the family - an older couple who I both knew well and loved. They fed me delectable treats, played games, cuddled me - they wanted me to feel like being at their apartment was a special adventure. They called me their little princess. I don’t remember being upset, just being confused, not at all understanding that moms could go away.

When Mom returned from rehab, it was as if she’d just been held up by a delayed flight home. She seemed rested and strong. I was simply relieved. I took her hand, I climbed onto her chest, and snuggled in next to her as if nothing had happened.

I do remember that for months she had to eat special foods as part of her recovery. I wanted to eat what she ate. Nestle by her side. Play safely in my backyard again. Normalcy had returned.

My mom seemed to be treated as special - not just because she was beautiful but because of having been born into a European royal family. Her mother, my grandmother, is Princess Elizabeth of Yugoslavia, and that side of my family can be traced back to both Russian and British royalty. My grandmother married my grandfather, Howard Oxenberg, a handsome and successful entrepreneur from New York. She had two daughters, my mom and her younger sister, but she eventually left my grandfather behind and moved back to Europe. My mom was raised mostly in London and educated in the United States. And while she could have assumed the title of Princess, like her mother did, my mom turned down that aristocratic life - she wanted to follow her own path. You can see how the women in my family share an independent streak. 

After graduating from boarding school, and turning down a place at Harvard, my mom set off to New York and later Los Angeles to become a model and actress. She still traveled to Europe often to work and see family and friends, and it was on one such trip that she met the man who would become my father. She said he was a warm, charismatic charmer. What she didn’t know was that he was also a sophisticated, successful drug dealer. They had a wild romance, during which I was conceived, and after which my mom returned to LA, not knowing that she was pregnant. By the time I was born, my father had been arrested in Germany for drug trafficking on a pretty large scale. He was sent to a German prison and had just been released from more than a year in solitary confinement when I met him for the first time. I was 18 months old, and he wanted to meet me - his new daughter. And though I don’t really remember this event, it is now etched into my mental archive. I even see my little self, back lit, walking down a long gray hallway. I also remember that I was sent down the hall with a little push, my diaper sticking out from underneath my puffy party dress because only one person at a time was permitted entry. 

Soon after that meeting, my dad was extradited to the United States and spent the next seven years at a prison in Lompoc, north of Los Angeles. I remember visiting him there with Carey, my half-sister, my dad’s daughter from an early marriage. She would pick me up from my mom’s house in Beverly Hills and we’d drive out to Lompoc. He would welcome me in his big arms and then take me to the gardens and show me around the flowers he was tending to. He also took me to the swing set where we played games and made up songs about the surroundings - the flowers and vegetables in the garden, the puffy white clouds in the bright blue sky, the olive trees beyond the fence. I imagined that I was having a play date with my dad who was in a time out. I imagined that the other guys with tattoos and bandanas were just his friends who were also in time out, enjoying the flowers and teaching me how to prepare a cup of noodle soup from the vending machines. I knew him only as Dad, not a big-time pot dealer, or the leader of a fairly extensive drug operation in Europe, or the fugitive who had appeared on America's most wanted lists in the 1980s. I didn’t really understand he’d been smuggling drugs across borders and enjoyed not playing by the rules. 

I also didn’t know until he told me about this choice much later on, that when he was released from prison and had the choice to live anywhere in the world, he chose southern California so he could be closer to me.

My mom was always on a quest of some sort, and sometimes I went with her. I remember going to one of Guru Mia’s ashrams in upstate New York and having a blast. All the adults went into one room to chant, and all the kids got to run around in a little swarm and play chase and make crafts. We practiced “Sava,” which means working for free as an act of service and devotion to the guru. I loved this activity because I was in charge of making thumbprint cookies - I probably pressed hundreds of those delicious little shortbread dough balls with my tiny thumb and then filled them with jelly. We were taught to focus on each and every shortbread that we made, because our energy would enter the food almost like an added ingredient.

Having a name like India in an ashram is a funny thing - on the one hand it’s fun because those who are actually from India get a great laugh out of a little blonde girl saying she’s India, and the westerners typically assumed it was my newly chosen name. My mom, of course, had been the one to name me, but I did not like the teasing about my name. I thought that maybe a name like Stephanie or Jennifer would have been a better choice. 

It’s taken a while for me to love and appreciate my name, I think I liked holding on to a story that I was an odd ball. I wasn’t wrong, I was bullied for most of my young adult life. But the confidence I’ve had to build around being slightly unconventional has helped me in my life in general. Note to my younger self, embrace your differences. It makes you stand out and those differences make us stronger and also able to connect with others. I really believe that now.

My mother had all sorts of friends in and out of her home as I was growing up. I remember one afternoon walking into our house and finding our living room filled with a group of Buddhist monks, who then proceeded to give a lecture followed by chants and singing crystal bowls. I walked through the crowd nodding and smiling to familiar faces and then ducking into my bedroom, thinking, how am I supposed to get my homework done? 

Our circle of friends was large, and soon our little family expanded too. When I was seven, my mom met Caspar Van Dien on the set of a movie. They fell hard in love and within six months they were married. Caspar brought with him his two kids from his previous marriage - two year old Gracie and five year old Cappy. I was ecstatic with this instant family. We moved into Caspar’s house, and then about three years later, my mom gave birth to another sister – Maya, and a few years later, my baby sister Celeste was born. Almost overnight, my previous one-on-one life with my mom was over. 

For a hot minute, I was jealous of everyone, including Caspar, but soon I was the appointed head of a little brood and loving my now big family. Life was chaotic, happy, and always fun. Caspar imposed a lot more discipline and order than my mother had ever done with me, but I liked the structure. In fact, I relished being relied on to take care of all my siblings. I made lunches, helped with dinner, and babysat. I loved playing imaginary games outside, creating all sorts of ways to keep us busy and out of my parents’ hair.

All these aspects of my childhood felt completely normal to me. My dad having been in prison was normal. My mom’s lifestyle was normal. Eventually I started to realize, it was me who felt different and out of place. Be sure to take note of the things you normalized in your upbringing; they can help and they can hurt. But it’s good to self-reflect on these things.

As I got older and began school, I started to feel something was just not right. My mom sent me to the Waldorf school - an experimental pre-school that focused on the unique developmental dimensions of children. Then, in kindergarten, she switched me to a more traditional public school. This is where I hit a wall. Every day I went to school and tried to sit, tried to pay attention, tried to read and recite like the other kids. But for me the letters would move, the numbers jumbled, nothing was graspable. There was a name for this problem. At age 8, I was diagnosed with severe dyslexia.

Now there was a reason for why I had so much trouble making out the words on the page, but the damage was done. I had zero belief in my own intelligence. I felt stupid, less than, and different. When I think of those early years all I remember is struggling to comprehend what the other kids seem to get right away. I was convinced I was stupid, that I stood out like the kid who wears dirty clothes and smells bad. I remember in first grade, preparing for a spelling test. I had studied with flash cards and practiced writing the words repeatedly on large lined paper. When I got to class, I sat down in my chair and the teacher started reciting the words aloud. She said, “spell Astronaut'', and I stared down at my pencil and paper, totally frozen. I had nothing. My mind went blank, like tunnel vision, and fear and anxiety took over my little body as I shifted around in my chair. Where did it all go?  I looked around at the other kids at my table scribbling away and felt the urge to hide the blank space on my page - and the blank in my head that I thought they all could see. 

I now think that this was the moment of my very first panic attack.

Outwardly, my life and our unconventional family’s life, was happy and Hollywood-ready.  When I was twelve, we moved to Malibu and that’s when my parents decided to do a reality show about our family for Lifetime. The show, “I Married a Princess”, starred - well, all of us! It was supposed to be the G-rated version of “The Osbournes”, following our everyday lives as my parents managed their careers and we lived our lives. Of course, they mostly filmed the funny, happy times. 

By the time I entered high school that albatross that was my dyslexia dragged me down again. I was put in a special education class with anyone with special needs or learning disorders. There was the agitated kid on the autism spectrum. There was the bad girl who poked kids with pencils and cursed like a truck driver in Spanish. There were the two kids with ADHD who competed with each other about who could say penis the loudest. And then the developmentally delayed boy who was three years older than the rest of us. 

I just felt like such a weirdo.
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