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			Puzzle Pieces: The Life and Return of Star

			How a Little Girl Lost and Found Herself Again a true story of survival, grace, and stubborn hope.

			Dedication

			For every child who felt invisible.

			For every woman who survived more than she ever admitted.

			For every soul who learned to speak again after the world tried to silence them.

			And for Ellen, the hands that refused to let me fall.
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			Chapter 1 

			The Little Girl In The Puzzle

			When The World Still Felt Safe

			I was born on June 25, 1979, into a house that smelled like Sunday clothes, hair grease, and cheap coffee.

			I was a small, dark-haired little girl with a laugh too loud for my own good and a spirit that kept reaching for attention even when nobody had the time to give it to me.

			We lived in Modello with both my parents, and for a short season the world fit me like a warm coat.

			My stepfather raised me and my siblings, and for a while I believed that meant something solid, something you could lean on.

			We had TV dinners and late-night cartoons.

			We had ordinary fights that children forgive by bedtime.

			We had a rhythm that felt like life was supposed to feel.

			But even warm coats can rip at the seams.

			Promises began breaking one by one.

			A man who said, “I’ll come back,” never came back.

			Words that once felt like anchors turned into holes — holes in my trust, holes in my childhood, holes in the puzzle I was slowly piecing together about life.

			

			And I was too young to know that the first cracks are always the most dangerous ones.

			When The Storms Started Showing Themselves

			When small storms entered the house, they came quietly.

			But when the big one hit, it announced itself like judgment day.

			Hurricane Andrew did not knock.

			It arrived like an angry year, shoving everything out of place and demanding we start again whether we wanted to or not.

			Trailers went up on Modello Park.

			Boxes filled with our lives were stacked in corners that didn’t feel like home.

			Addresses changed faster than we could memorize them.

			My roots never had time to settle.

			Food stamps came in paper booklets back then, and one childish mistake in a corner store turned into a punishment that echoed louder than it needed to.

			I remember hiding under a bed, holding my breath like it was the last thing I owned.

			When my mother’s hands landed, the flash of white stars across my vision felt like a prophecy, like the beginning of a story nobody had prepared me for.

			It taught me a lesson I didn’t need that young:

			People who are supposed to protect you can also be the first ones to wound you.

			And once that lesson sinks in, childhood is never the same.

			

			When Trust Became A Stranger

			My mother came and went in ways that made time feel unstable.

			Some days she was home.

			Some days she was gone.

			And the space between “my mother” and “the woman raising me” grew wide enough for a child to fall through.

			I wondered why she chose pills over us.

			I wondered what was inside those bottles that was more powerful than the love of a daughter.

			I prayed with the kind of bright faith only a child can still carry, that God would show me an answer.

			But answers did not come.

			And the people who were supposed to help me find them only made things worse.

			I grew up in church long enough to memorize hymns and believe in God with the kind of certainty that fills a room.

			But certainty is fragile in the hands of broken adults.

			When a cousin’s hands crossed boundaries, my small soft life cracked open again.

			The room filled with adults whispering decisions that had nothing to do with my healing.

			They called what happened a lie.

			They told me to forget.

			They told me to protect the family’s name, not my body.

			They wrapped their silence in church language and called it wisdom.

			But their silence was a wound.

			A wound that told me my voice was not mine.

			A wound that taught me that truth is sometimes punished.

			Being called a liar by the grown people you trust is a kind of death, a slow one.

			And it was only the beginning of my unraveling.

			

			The System, The Silence, And The Slow Unraveling

			When the system stepped in, I thought maybe the adults finally believed me.

			But systems don’t heal children.

			Systems manage them.

			They place you in buildings that smell like vinyl chairs, old paperwork, and the kind of coffee that tastes like punishment.

			They ask questions but forget to listen.

			They write reports that never hold your real tears.

			I learned quickly that in those halls, it was better to shrink.

			Better to be quiet.

			Better to make myself invisible than to risk one more person calling me a liar.

			I sat in group rooms where we were told to “share,” but I watched kids get dismissed for telling the truth too boldly.

			So I shared nothing.

			Nothing at all.

			The silence became a blanket I wrapped around myself to stay alive.

			It was during those years — those hollow, echoing years — that I first tried to stop existing.

			Not because I wanted death.

			But because I wanted the pain to stop speaking a language only I could hear.

			Pain can be loud.

			Pain can be fluent.

			Pain can follow you into your sleep and talk louder than your own name.

			By seventeen, I was convinced life had made up its mind about me.

			And it had not chosen kindness.

			

			The Arrival of Ellen

			Then Ellen came.

			Not like a miracle.

			Not like a savior.

			She came the way healing really comes, slowly, stubbornly, and without asking for permission.

			She had patient hands and eyes that actually saw me.

			Not the version of me on the paperwork.

			Not the version of me they whispered about.

			Me

			The girl who had survived more than she ever explained.

			The girl who was still trying to believe she deserved to breathe.

			She called me “lady,” and on days when my own mirror called me broken, that one word felt like a rescue.

			She stayed when others left.

			She kept coming back when others gave up.

			She walked into courtrooms that treated me like a problem, and she spoke with a voice that carried my worth in it.

			She fought for me in rooms where I could not fight for myself.

			Because of her, my boys came back home.

			Because of her, I learned postpartum depression had a name — and naming something gives you a way to fight it.

			Because of her, I found the courage to pick up pieces of myself I had abandoned years ago.

			She was not a miracle worker.

			She was something more powerful:

			A consistent human being.

			Sometimes consistency is the loudest form of love.

			

			Motherhood In A Broken Body

			Motherhood did not come to me gently.

			It arrived with fear tucked into the corners.

			It arrived with responsibility heavier than my unhealed past could carry.

			I loved my sons fiercely, but love does not erase trauma.

			Trauma has a long memory.

			It shows up in moments you least expect — in the shaking of your hands, in the racing of your thoughts, in the fear of losing things you never really had the chance to hold.

			There were nights I nearly lost them.

			Nights when depression sat on my chest like a weight I could not lift.

			Nights when I poured bleach into a cup and stared at it, trembling, unsure if I wanted help or escape.

			A single sound — a creaking screen somewhere in the house — broke through the fog.

			It startled me.

			It saved me.

			Sometimes survival comes down to one unexpected noise reminding you that you’re still here.

			My boys were taken.

			Then returned.

			Taken.

			Returned.

			And each time, I fought in courtrooms for more than custody.

			I was fighting for my identity.

			For my right to exist as a mother despite a childhood designed to destroy my confidence.

			Some women learn motherhood from mothers who teach them gently.

			I learned motherhood from pain, from consequences, and from the desperate desire to give my children the protection I never had.

			

			I was a flawed mother.

			But I was a present mother.

			And sometimes presence is what saves a child.

			The Shape of A Bad Marriage

			I married because others told me it was the “right thing.”

			The respectable thing.

			The thing people in church do when they want their life to appear whole.

			But I was not ready.

			And he was not good.

			We were not married for love.

			We were married for cover — a mask that looked stable from a distance.

			Behind closed doors, the truth was different.

			He shrank me.

			He criticized me until I believed his voice more than my own.

			He made my world small — so small I started wearing oversized clothes just to disappear inside them.

			I hid my body because I believed it was safer unseen.

			I walked with my eyes to the floor because I thought the world would reject me if I dared to look up.

			He pretended to love me.

			I pretended to believe him.

			Pretending is its own kind of prison.

			But even in that prison, my children were small, bright lights — stubborn flames that refused to go out.

			They were my reason to stay alive.

			They were the fragments of hope I clung to when everything else felt lost.

			They kept breath in my lungs when the rest of life tried to suffocate me.

			And little by little, in the dark corners of those years, I felt myself being born again in tiny, quiet ways.

			Small rebirths.

			

			Private resurrections.

			Moments of strength that rose like whispers, telling me this was not the end of my story.

			Not yet.

			Not ever.

			When Faith Became A Flicker

			We were homeless sometimes.

			We were in hotels sometimes.

			We were in cars sometimes.

			Survival became a skill — one I learned without wanting to.

			And in the middle of all the moving, all the hiding, all the running from yesterday, I found myself reaching for the Most High again.

			Not because I felt holy.

			Not because I felt worthy.

			But because pain has a way of making you search for something bigger than the things that hurt you.

			I was baptized again.

			I stepped into the water carrying every scar, every secret, every silent scream I never had the courage to speak.

			And when the water rose around me, something inside me rose too — not healed, not whole, but willing.

			Willing is a kind of miracle.

			Cancer, Chemo, And The Body Betrayed Me

			At forty-four, another storm arrived.

			One with no wind, no rain, no warning.

			Cancer.

			The word felt like a cold metal dropped into my hands.

			Chemo carved into my days with a sharpness I was not ready for.

			

			My knees learned the texture of hospital floors.

			My veins learned the chill of needles.

			My reflection became a stranger.

			Some days, pain felt like a language I spoke more fluently than laughter.

			I stopped treatment for a while — not because I wanted to die — but because I wanted to see if God would interrupt the story the way people claimed He does.

			But the Most High is not a magician.

			God is a mender.

			A patient builder.

			A quiet presence in a loud storm.

			And slowly, painfully, confusingly, I learned the difference.

			There were days I wanted to let go.

			Days when peace looked closer to death than life.

			Days when I whispered to myself, “Maybe this is the chapter where I exit.”

			But life refused to release me.

			Purpose pulled me back by the collar.

			And I stayed.

			I stayed even when staying hurt.

			I stayed even when fear hollowed my chest.

			I stayed because something inside me — something small, but stubborn — wanted to keep piecing this soul together.

			Speaking to The Little Girl Under The Bed

			Today, I talk to the girl I used to be.

			The one who hid under the bed.

			The one who held her breath to survive the chaos of adults who didn’t know how to love her.

			The one who learned silence as a strategy.

			I tell her she is seen now.

			

			I tell her she is not invisible.

			I tell her the Most High did not plan every harm, but God is present in the mending.

			Healing is slow.

			Healing is strange.

			Healing comes in waves — laughter one moment, rage the next, numbness after that.

			But it comes.

			Piece by piece.

			Breath by breath.

			Page by page.

			And this is only the beginning of my story.

			The beginning of the puzzle.

			The place where the edges start taking shape.

			Where the reader meets the cracks and learns they are not the end — only the doorway.

			What image from my childhood stood out to you the most?

			When have you felt seen or unseen in your own story?

			Who was the “Ellen” in your life — or who could you become that for?

			When have you shrunk yourself, and why?

			What part of your story still hides under a bed, waiting to be spoken aloud?

			Short Affirmation - Say it Out Loud 3x

			I am seen.

			I am beloved.

			I am not my worst moment.

			I am still becoming.

			I am still here.

			

			What Do You Do When The Past Comes Back?

			1. Ground for sixty seconds.

			Notice five things you can see.

			Say them out loud.

			Notice four things you can touch.

			Breathe slowly for ten counts.

			2. Do one small task.

			Make a cup of tea.

			Open a window.

			Step outside for sixty seconds.

			Choose something that demands little but gives you back control.

			3. Call one safe person.

			Say, “I need a one-minute check-in.”

			If you have no person, text a hotline or join a support chat.

			4. Write one simple sentence.

			Start it with: “Today I survived by…”

			Keep it short.

			Let it be enough.

			5. Use a grounding image.

			Your child’s face.

			A favorite song.

			A memory that felt safe.

			Focus on it for three full minutes.

			6. If you feel in danger or tempted to harm yourself, act immediately.

			Call local emergency services.

			

			If you’re in the United States, call or text 988 for crisis support.

			Your life is worth the interruption.
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