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Dedication Page

I dedicate this book and my life to Jesus Christ.

Thank you to my Nana and my Grandmother,

the soft hands and strong hearts that kept me alive

long before I knew what survival meant.

And to Jody —

Your storm taught me my own power.

Thank you for the lessons that became my liberation.

To my brothers, sisters, and all the Reed and Wilson family. You are treasures.
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This book is raw, unfiltered, and deeply personal. While I made edits and changed names to protect those involved, nothing has been softened. Every word stays true to the emotions, struggles, and voices that shaped these pages. This is not just one story—it is a mosaic of my experiences, woven into a memoir.

Content Warning

This book contains descriptions of domestic violence, sexual assault, emotional abuse, trauma, and psychological distress. Some scenes may be triggering for survivors of abuse. Reader discretion is advised.
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Baby Rose

Hello, girl—whose innocence and vulnerability withered before she had time to blossom.

She was a baby rose, heavily thorned from birth, never given the chance to bloom.

A closed bud of beauty and potential, extending off a branch of pain.

Disappointment.

Perfidy.

Whom the world had sentenced to die.

Branded as unworthy before they were given a chance to grow.

The rose scorned and abused.

Never showing how the storms shaped her but weathering them all the same.

Left unseen.

Cast aside as marred.

Alone.

Unchosen.

She who took in all the water and air but never fully bloomed.

Never picked.

Baby Rose, who took the narrow path and still did not get it right.

Your story does not end here.

Every missing petal and thick thorn is seen.

I will be as loud as your pain.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Air
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You always have a choice: to be a victim or to take responsibility for your life and show appreciation for everything you have, even when you think you have nothing."

— Alex Ikonn

She died today.

And she was not coming back.

The girl I used to be.

He slammed the door behind him, and my chest released its clench. The house became soulless. Not even my dignity sat with me. The wails of my heart breaking echoed through the now otherwise silent apartment.

I stared at the white curtains still drawn halfway from the night before, letting slivers of sun cut through the dust, floating, slow, and suspended. The room stood stunned into stillness.

I sat up, dangling my feet over the edge of our California King bed, averting the urge to lie back down. I was unwilling to face the day.

The air inside the apartment felt stale, like it had been holding its breath with me.

How could the world keep going? Unaware that something sacred had split open and spilled out on the hardwood.

Yesterday, he had come to me in the mid-afternoon. My boyfriend, Jody. With the familiar, careful timbre that accompanied him whenever he produced falsities and manipulation. Whenever he plotted.

He had manufactured his integrity to perfection. Making his requests land unchallenged, safeguarded in a gold web of betrayal and disdain. Jody is equipped with an ethical backbone; he presents to the world—one that has never actually existed within him.

"She needs someplace to be."

"Her mother died."

"She just wants to spend some time with her best friend."

He pretended it was an everyday conversation rather than a stepping stone to deceit. I could feel every lie settle around me before they were recognizable. His statements were unsettling, heavy as wet laundry.

And what do you say to that? How do you respond to someone else's life-altering moments even as you navigate your own?

Death is special.

Consecrated.

Off limits.

It has a way of sweeping your questions and concerns aside for a better time that never comes. It stops you from asking the right things because you are afraid of saying the wrong ones, fearful of adding to the pain.

"Okay," I responded hesitantly.

Conscious that any actual ability to decline did not exist.

Jody had already written a script, and I was expected to deliver my line:

His eyes darted open with gratitude at my compliance—slightly too wide, like a child rehearsing innocence. His hand touching his beard, casual and premeditated.

My intuition peaked, but I decided to show up anyway, because I had always been the girl who healed, who held, who did not turn people away. I told myself to keep being human here. To satisfy his expectations despite my concerns.

Jody quickly became preoccupied with preparation when his phone chimed. I answered the incoming message, trying to keep things moving. But the words I found were not grief. They were jokes. And I was the butt of them.

The two of them tossed me back and forth, their conversations seasoned with brutal ability—a glee inflated by their power to make me the dense one in the room, to weaponize my grace and compassion.

I shuddered with disbelief as the sentences that told the truth leapt off the screen and smacked me. How they had couched their affair as merely being "best friends." Sleeping together on what I had believed were "quick trips to the store,"

I was nothing more than an inside joke—a casualty.

My anger and dismay fluttered like the wings of a damaged moth.

I confronted him, riled, and dismantled.

What began as a heightened conversation quickly transpired into an altercation.

He stood there breathing hard, the tendons in his neck pulsing with another excuse he was holding back.

The hurt I dispensed and his rage collided. My tears flowed as they met his hands, inflicting the torment that brewed inside him outward. Every blow is hollowing and destructive.

Yes.

I had my own funeral today.

And no one was invited.

The tranquility in the aftermath was feral, the kind that crawls into the corners and waits.

I stood up, stumbling forward, each step opaque with thought, as the floor turned from the cream and brown-specked carpet to wood panels.

I could see, out of the corner of my eye, that a lamp was knocked over. And as I peeked around the wall into the living room.

My favorite Pulp Fiction record had been destroyed near the doorway, pieces glinting like teeth. His wallet lay on the floor where he had thrown it earlier, and the dogs paced in small circles, overstimulated and confused by the violence, loyal to whoever stayed still long enough to pet them.

As I made my way towards the bathroom, my nose was clasped hostage by the smell of his sharp mint toothpaste circling the drain, layered with the cologne-based deodorant that lingered long after he was gone.

My body gave up before my mind.

I collapsed to my knees, my heart crumbling behind me.

The small shower window locked eyes with mine as the breeze whistled through its open crack, recollections of the night before flickering in its white frame. The trees' tags brushing against the outer glass, reminding me of the ones I used to chase as a child.

Today was October 14.

Falls in Colorado are crisp and beautiful, making my heart swoon every year. I romanticize the bright sky, tattered with overlapping clouds and swift winds.

I love the blends of deep oranges, reds, and yellows that bleed into the fragile leaves clinging desperately to the aspen trees lining the sidewalks on every road from here to the mountaintops.

Caressed in a beauty only seen in movies.

When I was a girl, my sister and I would wait impatiently for them to accumulate in my grandfather's yard. We leapt into scattered piles raked together by our adolescent efforts until our skin welted with infinitesimal scrapes—clouds of deep, dry colors raining over us.

Laughter bounced off the fence posts, cutting through the croons of grasshoppers and the pollen of sunflowers beaming, marking those long summer afternoons. Our tiny legs would trot through the grass, brushing against each blade as we ran around in matching outfits with our cousin Janai.

A hickory-seeded aroma of fresh greens and neck bones boiling on the stovetop when the streetlights came on still sits in my nose. Drifting through my heart like ghosts of an easier time.

I missed childhood.

The keepsakes are whipped in fragrances and blushes, in songs that have not been played for decades but still abound somewhere deep inside me. It was a time braided with comfort and magic, when it felt like the world was on your side.

When you are too young to see the gaps or recognize the disparities hiding in plain sight. Before you know real pain—the kind that cannot be healed with a Band-Aid or bedtime story.

How brittle it all seemed now, looking back through the glass of anamnesis.

Pablo Neruda once wrote:

"Everything is ceremony in the wild garden of childhood."

A precious time that could not be replaced. Nostalgia springing from seeds sunk deep in the past.

But somewhere along the way, the whispers changed to screams. Life demanded proof instead of faith and debts instead of dreams.

Childhood had familiarized me with the idea that everything broken could be fixed, but adulthood revealed the truth: some things break on purpose. And some people grow their power in the suppressed openings of those around them.

Now I wade in this water, a product of what I have faced.

I had learned to count dangers before blessings and to predict the ever-changing version of a man who might walk through the door by the sound of his keys—waiting for something to disable. I lost myself in the soundless bank of misery that swallows whole identities.

And in that overrated aura, I realized what I should have known all along:

A funeral does not require a body.

A death does not require witnesses.

And a girl can disappear long before anyone notices she is gone.
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Chapter 2: Song Bird Brown
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Hours passed, but I stayed where I was, braced against the double oak-stained sink cabinets. Goosebumps beaded across my arms from the constant draft that had been slipping beneath the door, and my slender fingers trembled as I traced my protruding cheekbone. My skin tautened as hints of purple and red debuted.

I never wept right away. Shock is quiet. It is the moment when the body pretends nothing happened so that the soul can survive one more breath.

Too often, I found myself here, locked behind the white bathroom door like a tired cliché. But somehow, the weight of my world felt faded behind that simple barrier.

I looked up for strength as if it were levitating above me, ready to pick me up and carry me on.

I could not move.

I was on autopilot, a passenger in my own life, wrapped in PTSD tighter than a war veteran's bootlaces.

I should have been anywhere but here.

I wanted to be anywhere but here: in a house that was never quite a home, tethered to the hip of a man who was the opposite of every cootie-catcher fantasy I had conjured as a girl.

I cupped my jaw in my palms as I cringed, deep in thought.

The person I loved was new, but my situation was an old friend. All my life, I had been led by the hands I held in hope on an endless path that destroyed me time and time again.

I never stood a chance in the race for peace.

I believed that staying kind and doing the right thing would eventually protect me. But the day never came.

I reminisced back to the first time a man raised his hand at me, before Jody, and how I did not recognize it as true violence even then. The prequel of what was to come—a gloom forming above, contemplating whether I would be here now, if I had been strong then.

I was raised Christian, and I thought the pain I experienced was temporary—a fluke in an otherwise destined good life.

But by the time I learned its beckoning tune, I was already drowning.

Fairy tales expired for me sometime in my early twenties, and the trials I had faced flattened my existence into something dull and static—like a silent movie airing on a 1915 black-and-white antenna TV.

Reality did not ask for permission.

It took my soft, warm view of life and vanished without a trace. It stripped me of the passion that had once been an innate part of my identity, uniting me with the empathy that carried me into religious turmoil.

I am a Black woman with songbird-brown skin, disadvantaged before society ever knew my name.

I was born to two teenage parents trapped in a cycle of domestic violence. They married quickly to appease my grandmother's spiritual expectations, but it did not last long.

My parents split by the time I was two, and my sister was only one. We found ourselves in the line of fire, catalyzed by their hate for one another.

We fell between the cracks.

My earliest memory was of my parents arguing in the middle of the night because I was afraid of the dark. I had walked in on them having intercourse, retreating quickly to my room, confused, but instinctively aware that it was not for my eyes to see.

My mom rushed to my side, comforting me and reassuring me that I was safe.

However, my father was unhappy with the interruption.

He yelled, irate, about how nothing was there, and I needed to grow up.

My mom defensively told him I was only a child.

This devolved into open conflict, and my mother told my father he had to leave the apartment.
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