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			Disclaimer

			This memoir is a work of personal reflection based on the author’s own experiences, memories and interpretations of events. Every effort has been made to present these experiences truthfully, as they were perceived at the time. The author acknowledges that memory is inherently subjective and that others involved may recall events differently.

			Certain names, identifying details, physical characteristics and locations have been changed or omitted to protect the privacy of individuals. In some instances, multiple people have been combined or events have been adapted for narrative flow.

			The views and opinions expressed are solely those of the author. They are shared in good faith and with no intention to defame, harm or misrepresent any person, living or deceased, or any organisation. The author recognises that family members and others close to her form part of her lived experience and are, therefore, included in this narrative from her personal perspective.

			This work is published in good faith and in the public interest, with the intention of contributing to open conversations around trauma, recovery, and the human capacity for change.

		

	
		
			

			Dedication

			For the girl who stayed.

			And for the ones who reminded her she was worth coming home to.

		

	
		
			

			Author’s Note

			This story is my truth – my recollection of memories to the extent that healing allows. Time may blur edges and soften corners, but the emotion beneath them remains unchanged. These pages hold not just the precision of fact, but also the pulse of memory – how it felt to live it, to survive it, and to return to it in order to be free. When I began writing, I thought I was giving shape to pain. But writing became something gentler –  a kind of prayer, a way to gather the scattered parts of myself and offer them back to the light.

			Some names and identifying details have been changed. The truth, however, has not.

			I didn’t write this to tidy the past or to wrap it neatly in redemption.

			I wrote it to make peace with the places that once undid me –  to bear witness to the girl I was, and to honour the woman who kept showing up for her when no one else did.

			Healing isn’t linear. It’s circular – spiralling back on itself until you can meet the pain with softness. until what once broke you becomes the thing that makes you whole.

			This book is that meeting place – between then and now, between the wound and the seam, between the dark and the dawn.

			

			If you’ve found your way here, I hope these pages meet you gently – in the quiet spaces where your own story breathes. May they remind you that, even in the breaking, you are already becoming whole.

			This isn’t a story about what broke me. It’s the story of what refused to stay broken.  

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			(From darkness to dawn)

			Before the sun rises, there is a pause – that suspended breath between darkness and light, where everything is waiting to begin again.

			For years, I lived inside that pause. Afraid to turn back towards the dark that had shaped me, and terrified to step into the light that might change me. So I ran.

			I ran from the noise in my head, from memories that refused to stay buried,from the ache that whispered I was never enough. I called it survival, but it was disappearance, really – a slow unravelling disguised 
as control.

			No one tells you that chasing the sun isn’t about finding light at all. It’s about learning to stop running long enough to realise the light was never gone – only hidden beneath the wreckage of your own becoming.

			This is not a story about falling apart. It’s a story about returning – to the self I abandoned, to the truth I buried, to the quiet that waited for me beneath all the noise.

			It’s about the light that finds you when you finally stop reaching for it. And how sometimes, healing begins not with a miracle, but with a whisper that says:

			Stay.

		

	
		
			

			1

			Abditory

			(n.) a place into which you can

			disappear; a hiding place

			How do you even begin to chase the sun?

			On a planet always in motion, chasing something that sings to its own rhythm, that follows the moon and disappears just when you think you’ve caught it – how do you hold on to light?

			Golden rays beat down on my skin while the ocean breeze cools my flushed cheeks. Not from joy, but from a day spent with one of my most reliable friends – the kind that never talks back, never leaves, never judges. Always there when I need them: loyal, consistent, deadly. A friend who doesn’t flinch when I cry, or rage, or collapse from exhaustion.

			As the sun dips behind the mountain, that friend urges me to chase it. I do what I’ve always done – I run after the fading light, desperate to reach what I’ve never been able to hold.

			That night, music blares. My vision blurs. My insides churn with the weight of whatever cocktail of substances I’d used to quiet the ache. The noise in my head drowns everything else, then drops me into silence so complete it thrums. Morning brings the usual – nausea, shaking, shame. I want cold tiles beneath my skin and a silence that lasts long enough to breathe. I’m desperate to eat and desperate not to. Desperate to feel something, but even more desperate to escape it.

			

			It’s the same escape I’ve always chased – the one I learnt as a child when the world became too loud, too sharp, too cruel.

			Back then, I didn’t have alcohol or pills. I had my imagination. I had Felicia.

			She was my hiding place. My abditory.

			I met her when I was four. She arrived quietly, just when terror and loneliness began to take up permanent residence inside me. She didn’t speak; she didn’t have to. Her presence alone promised safety, soothing, escape. With her, I could disappear. I could stop being the girl who was always too much and never enough.

			Felicia wasn’t a person. She was a practice my body invented when safety didn’t arrive – instinct made visible, the body’s quiet rebellion against danger. She was the quiet voice that told me when to disappear, when to hold my breath, when to float above it all until the noise passed. With her, I could drift out of my body and watch the world like a movie, one where nothing could touch me. She taught me how to be invisible. How to shrink myself until I became the least threatening thing in the room.

			At first, she was comfort disguised as control – codependency in a softer form. She showed me how to stay small, how to fold myself into the corners of a room, how to be invisible enough to survive. She warned me not to speak unless spoken to, not to feel too much, not to need too much. To want nothing was safest of all.

			Little by little, I learnt the difference between being a good girl and being a ghost. One got me through a day. The other kept me from being seen at all.

			Her lessons were simple. They saved me from my father’s wrath, from a world that didn’t want the full weight of my truth. I thought they were my secret weapon – until what protected me became the thing that held me. Survival has a way of turning into a cage.

			At four, Felicia gave me twelve rules – my small body memorised them before I knew my name on paper.

			

			Don’t ever be too loud – you don’t want to be noticed.

			Never say how you really feel.

			Don’t form any opinions. (They’ll surely be wrong.)

			Never say what you really feel like doing.

			Only speak when spoken to.

			Listen for the car door; the sound tells you if the monster is home.

			Watch his eyes, his tone, his body, and the smell that comes in with him.

			If he is in a good mood, you can breathe. If not, hide, protect yourself.

			Never share your likes or dislikes; they can be used to hurt you.

			When in doubt, do nothing.

			Protect your mom at all costs.

			Be a shell, a hollow frame. If you do this, you might be okay.

			Felicia made those rules feel like armour. I didn’t realise I was building 
a prison.

			There were no white picket fences in my childhood – no soft landings, no safety nets. Only confusion, pain, paralysing fear, and a silence so loud it buzzed beneath my skin.

			As an only child, the world felt impossibly lonely – too big, too loud, too unsafe. With no one to share my reality, I learnt early how to fend for myself, how to read danger in the smallest shift of tone or glance.

			And somehow, I found pockets of safety in the smallest things: the warm breath of a horse in a dark stable, the rhythmic thud of hooves on hay, the way my fingers curled around the leather of a saddle. For a few fleeting moments, I could exhale. Those moments saved me. On a horse, my body understood itself – weight into heels, hands soft on leather, breath finding the rhythm of hooves. Freedom felt like a living thing there and, for a few minutes at a time, it chose me.

			

			But freedom never lasted long.

			My father could make a child laugh with a packet of Nik Naks on a Saturday morning, then pin that same child’s mother against the wall by Saturday night. I grew up waiting – for love, for violence, for the moment when one would turn into the other.

			I waited for him in the stables after my riding lessons, heart pounding, afraid he’d forgotten me again. I wanted to believe I mattered enough to be remembered. That love meant being seen. But, when his car finally arrived, I was greeted by glazed eyes and the sour stench of alcohol.

			He laughed. I smiled back, pretending it was okay.

			But it wasn’t.

			Even in the moments that felt good – ice cream after school, or a homework session without yelling – I knew the storm could return without warning. I learnt to never trust joy. It made me vulnerable. And, in my house, vulnerability got you hurt.

			[image: ]

			He’s shouting at Mom again. His voice is huge. It fills the room and crashes against the walls. His eyes look strange – shiny and wild, like they don’t belong to him anymore. His face is red, and the veins in his neck stick out like ropes.

			Mom’s crying. The dogs are barking. Everything feels too loud, too close. My head hurts so much I think it might crack open. I press my hands over my ears, but the noise still gets in. It always gets in.

			I want my dad to come.

			I want him to stop the monster.

			But he doesn’t.

			He can’t.

			Because he is the monster.

			

			The words feel too big for my chest. I can’t swallow them. My stomach twists, my legs shake.

			I don’t understand. How can he be both things at once? The man who makes me laugh, who buys me Nik Naks, who says he loves me – and the man who makes Mom cry, who scares us all?

			I don’t understand, but I know it’s true. I can see it in his eyes.

			I run down the hallway, calling for the dogs. They’re hiding under the table, shaking just like me. I crawl onto the floor beside them and pull them close. Their fur is warm against my cheek, their hearts beating fast like mine. I stay there, holding them, trying not to cry too loudly in case he hears me.

			I think I should be used to it by now. But I’m not. I don’t think I ever will be.

			Every time it happens, it hurts in a new way.

			And, every time, I lose a little bit more of the dad I thought I had.

			And then, just as suddenly as the storm begins, it stops.

			The house exhales, but I don’t. I’m still holding my breath, waiting to see which man will walk back in.

			The monster disappears and, in his place – my dad. Smiling. Calm. Pretending nothing ever happened. His voice is soft again, almost gentle, like he’s trying to wipe away the sound of his own shouting.

			I want to believe him. I want to believe this version is real.

			I decide to believe him. It feels safer.

			“Dad!” I call out, my voice too bright, too eager.

			He’s laughing now, joking with me. Maybe today will be a good day. Maybe today will be the day he loves me. Maybe today he’ll look at me and finally see me.

			

			I stand a little straighter, speak a little softer. If I can be good enough – quiet enough, perfect enough – maybe the monster will stay asleep.

			The air feels lighter, but my chest doesn’t.

			Even in the calm, fear sits just beneath my skin.

			Because I know the truth now: he doesn’t have to shout to be dangerous.

			All it takes is one wrong word, one wrong breath, and the storm will start again.
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			Today really is the best day.

			Dad fetched me from school, and I’m allowed to buy an ice cream from the man outside the gate. I pick the one with the red swirl on top – it’s my favourite. The sun feels warm on my face and, for a moment, everything feels almost normal.

			I tell myself to remember this.

			To do everything right.

			Not to step out of line.

			If I’m careful, he’ll stay.

			That’s the only way I know how to keep him.

			When we get home, he says he’ll help me with my homework. My stomach twists. I need to get every answer right. I can’t make a mistake – not even one. If I do, I’ll ruin it. The monster will come back.

			My hands shake as I write. The words blur. My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears. I whisper the answers under my breath, praying they’re right this time.

			When the last answer is correct, he smiles.

			For a heartbeat, I think I’ve done it – I’ve kept the monster away.

			

			The air feels lighter, like I can finally breathe again.

			Peace in our house never lasts long.

			It pauses – and pauses can be traps.

			Later, Mom comes home from work, and the world feels complete – just for a second. I’ll take it. It’s more than I’ve had in days. They’re not fighting tonight. The house feels still. I feel something strange. Something I don’t recognise.

			I think it might be happiness.

			But I can’t trust it. Happiness is dangerous here – it never stays for long. I can already feel the tension rising, like thunder building in the walls.

			I start to put on my armour. Felicia helps me.

			She tells me which words to say and which ones to swallow.

			She whispers when to smile, when to stay quiet, when to disappear.

			And, when the war starts again – and it always does – she tells me what I already know.

			Save Mom.
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			It’s dark, and I’m scared.

			Felicia is whispering to me, trying to help me stay calm, but it’s not working tonight. The shadows feel too big, the silence too loud.

			I’m hiding in the stables, waiting for him to fetch me. I don’t know how long I’ve been here – it feels like forever. What if he’s finally forgotten me this time?

			The smell of oat hay wraps around me, sweet and dusty. The horses shift in their stalls, their breath warm against the cold night air. I press my face into one of their necks and breathe in deeply. For a moment, I feel safe. But then the quiet stretches too long, and fear starts to creep back in.

			

			I just want to go home. I want to feel safe.

			But home isn’t safe. Not really.

			Still, I keep hoping – maybe tonight will be different.

			Maybe there won’t be any shouting.

			Maybe Dad won’t be drunk.

			Maybe tonight he’ll love me.

			I shouldn’t be surprised that he hasn’t fetched me yet. It isn’t the first time.

			Even so, there’s still that tiny glimmer inside me – a small, stubborn hope that refuses to die.

			Then I hear it.

			The crunch of gravel in the distance. Headlights slice through the dark, and my heart leaps. Relief rushes through me – I haven’t been forgotten. But, the moment I open the car door, the stench of cigarette smoke and alcohol hits me like a wave. My stomach tightens.

			He looks like my dad, but I can tell he’s not really here.

			His eyes are glassy and mean, his mouth already twisting into anger. His voice comes out harsh and slurred – hot and sharp like fire.

			I know what kind of night this will be.

			It’s not the night I get to feel safe.

			So I do what I’ve learnt to do.

			I sit very still.

			I make my smile small and careful.

			I try not to breathe too loud.

			And I hope that, if I’m quiet enough, maybe the monster will stay asleep.
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			“Please may I go to the bathroom?” I ask with pleading eyes.

			This isn’t the first and it won’t be the last time I have to ask his permission. They call this place daycare, but I don’t understand – care sounds like something kind, something safe. This place isn’t that. It’s another place I have to survive every day.

			He lets me go this time, but only if I keep the door open. His eyes stay on me the whole time. I feel dirty, small and scared. Embarrassed too. But mostly, I feel numb. Maybe this is what ‘normal’ is now. I don’t think I remember what it’s like to feel anything else.

			Later, it takes a different shape. He’s pouring water into my food. The rice swells and floats, turning into a soup of rice and mince. I have to finish it; I don’t have a choice. If I don’t, his mom will shout. I can’t face another wave of anger today. My body feels heavy, my mind frozen. I just want to disappear.

			Slowly, I start to eat, hot tears running down my cheeks as he laughs. I try to swallow the shame along with the food.

			“You can do this, Monnie,” Felicia whispers. “I’m here.”

			I believe her. I have to.

			Time moves differently here. Hours stretch until they lose their shape. It’s dark now, and I’m scared again. The air smells of oil and dust, the kind that sticks in your throat. My hands smell like metal from the latch. I rub them on my shorts and the smell stays. I want to go home.

			Felicia tells me to stop acting like a baby – that I’m six now, and I need to be brave. But my stomach hurts and I really need the bathroom. I beg him to let me out, but he just laughs from the other side of the door. The sound crawls under my skin. He won’t open it.

			It’s been hours – four, maybe more. My stomach twists tighter, fear pressing against my ribs. I try to do what Felicia taught me: go numb. Let the fear wash over me until I can’t feel it anymore.

			

			I think of something good – my cousin, my best friend, who’s coming to fetch me today. Her family is driving all the way from Johannesburg. I can’t wait to see her. When they’re here, the monster usually sleeps. Maybe I’ll be safe for a little while.

			I beg him one last time to let me out before my body gives up. Hot tears blur my vision as I lose control. My face burns with shame. Finally, I hear the key turn. My cousins are here. My clothes are wet, my cheeks streaked with tears. The door opens, but I don’t feel free.

			Just tired.
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			When I get home, the world smells different – warm food, clean clothes, a light that pretends to be safe. I almost believe it for a while. But danger doesn’t always knock. Sometimes, it’s already inside. Home taught me that safety could be a costume.

			Tonight, the costume slips.

			He’s got her pinned by the throat against the wall. His face is twisted, red, unrecognisable. Mom’s feet scrape against the carpet as she tries to breathe.

			I know I need to protect her, but I don’t know how this time. The monster came back today. He’s shouting words I don’t understand, his voice cracking through the house like thunder.

			“Please don’t hurt my mom!” I scream, my throat raw. “I’ll do anything, I’ll be the perfect daughter, just please let her go!”

			Something in my voice must reach him, because, slowly, his grip loosens. Mom falls to the floor, coughing, gasping for air. The room goes still except for her breathing and my sobs.

			For a moment, I think it’s over. But I know better.

			Because this isn’t the first time.

			It happened before – different night, same fear.

			

			He was trying to suffocate her with a pillow in their bedroom. I remember the sound of her muffled cries, the way my body froze before it moved. Felicia told me I had to save her, that, if I didn’t, she might never wake up.

			I was terrified. My whole body ached with fear, my head pounding so hard it felt like it might burst.

			But something inside me – something small and wild – found the courage.

			I jumped on him, scratching, screaming, begging him to stop.

			“Please! Please stop! You’re hurting her!”

			He finally let go. Mom was crying, gasping for air, shaking.

			And then, just like always, the storm ended.

			He told her he was sorry. Told her it would never happen again.

			Except it did.

			It always did.
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			Monnie, aged five:

			Dear Dad,

			I still love you even when you get angry with me.

			You are the best dad.

			Love, Monnie
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			My screams are swallowed by the water. My lungs burn. Panic floods my body.

			I’m going to die. I can’t breathe. I don’t know what I did wrong.

			Why am I being punished?

			

			He told me I had to swim.

			I said I didn’t want to.

			I forgot, for one small second, that I don’t get to say no.

			Now he’s standing on my shoulders in the deep end of the pool. His weight presses me down. I try to push upward, but my arms feel weak, my legs heavy. The world goes blurry blue, and all I can think is please, I’ll be good, I’ll be good, please just let me breathe.

			At last, he lets me up. I break through the surface, coughing and shaking. I don’t know what I did wrong. I wish someone would tell me so I don’t make the same mistake again.

			I just want to be good.

			I just want everyone to stop being angry with me.

			When my dad comes to fetch me from daycare, I want to tell him what happened. The words form in my mouth, but they never make it out. I already know he won’t believe me, just like all the other times before.

			The water stayed with me long after that day – the heaviness, the breath caught in my chest, the feeling of sinking even when I was dry.

			That’s how fear worked.

			It didn’t end when the moment did. It followed me home.

			I’ve made dad angry again. He’s shouting and swearing, his face red, his voice a storm that fills the house.

			I tried my best. I really did. I promise I didn’t mean to disappoint him. But I have.

			I only got 9 out of 10 on my test. Not perfect. Not enough.

			How could I be so stupid? I know the rules – anything less than perfect wakes the monster.

			I’m stupid. A failure. Worthless. Inadequate. I confused perfection with permission to exist.

			

			Felicia tells me what to do: go to your room, stay quiet, don’t ask for anything.

			If I hide long enough, maybe the storm will pass.

			From my bed, I can hear the shouting through the walls. It’s getting louder, sharper, angrier. I want to help Mom, but I don’t know how. My body shakes with the not-knowing.

			So tonight, I give up.

			I surrender this battle.

			Tomorrow, I’ll try again. I’ll do better. I always do.

			As my eyes adjust to the dark, I see monsters moving on the walls – shadows that twist and stretch across the ceiling. My chest tightens. I pull the blanket over my head and wish someone would come and save me.

			Tears slip quietly down my face, soaking into the pillow. I close my eyes and pretend the darkness is safety.

			Eventually, I fall asleep.
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			It’s finally happened – the day I always knew would come.

			I’m standing on the side of the road outside school. The sun is melting into the horizon, the air cooling in that way that makes shadows grow longer and sharper. One by one, the teachers have locked their classrooms, the voices have faded, and the sound of car doors closing has stopped.

			And now it’s just me.

			My backpack feels heavy on my shoulders. My shoes scuff at the tar as I watch cars pass, each one making my heart leap and fall again. I whisper small prayers into the wind – please let the next one be him; please let him come. But the street grows quieter, and the space between each car feels wider. My chest tightens with that familiar ache that’s part fear, part knowing.

			

			He forgot me.

			The thought hits softly at first, then harder, like a wave that doesn’t stop. My throat burns. The world feels too big, too empty. I want to be angry, but mostly I just feel small. Invisible. I stare at the fading sun, willing it to stay a little longer – just until someone comes.

			And then, at last, headlights swing across the road. It’s my mom.

			Relief floods my body so fast it makes me dizzy. I can breathe again. I climb into the car and feel warmth wrap around me – the smell of her perfume, the low rumble of the engine, the quiet that means safety, at least for now.

			She didn’t forget me.

			I’m safe and warm.

			At least until we get home.
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			He wants to play Mommy and Daddy again.

			I don’t want to. I never do.

			I hate this game.

			I’d rather have water poured into my food.

			I’d rather be in the bathroom with the door open.

			Anything but this.

			But I don’t know how to say no.

			I’m not allowed to say no.

			Good girls don’t cause trouble.

			Good girls stay quiet.

			So I do what I’ve learnt to do when the fear becomes too big to hold.

			

			I leave. I make my neck loose. I make my eyes small. I go to the ledge just above feeling.

			My body stays behind, still and small, but my mind drifts somewhere far above it – where the air is thinner and the world is quieter.

			From up there, the room blurs into shapes and shadows. The sounds fade until they’re nothing but a soft, distant buzz

			That’s how I survive.

			I leave before the worst part happens.

			When it’s finally over, I lie very still, waiting for my heartbeat to slow. The quiet comes, but it doesn’t feel like peace.

			It feels like waiting – for the next sound, the next storm.

			Even the silence has edges.

			People talk about the calm before and after the storm as though it’s 
a blessing.

			They say it’s when you can breathe again.

			But, for me, the calm was the most dangerous time.

			Before the storm, my body would tense, every muscle bracing for impact. My stomach would twist, my breath would catch, and my head would fill with static. I knew what was coming. I always knew.

			Just when you think it’s safe to exhale, that’s when it happens.

			That’s when they strike.

			So I learnt to stay ready.

			A child soldier in a war no one could see.

			The calm before the storm meant something was coming.

			And the calm after was just a lie the world told to make itself feel better.

			

			In those quiet moments, I rebuilt my walls – brick by brick, layer by layer – so the next storm wouldn’t break me.

			But the higher the walls grew, the less light could reach me.

			I was safe, maybe.

			But I was also alone.

			[image: ]

			The haze of smoke stings my eyes, and the smell of cigarettes bleeds into my school uniform. I just want to go home. I don’t want to be here.

			He said it would be just one drink.

			Except I know it won’t be. It never is.

			I sit in the corner and try to make myself invisible. I don’t want those men to see me. I don’t want them to start talking to me. I’m only a child, except they don’t see me like that. They see something smaller, easier. Something to laugh at. To look at.

			Their words make my skin crawl. I feel dirty. Wrong. I keep begging him in my mind: please, can we go home.

			Finally, he stands up and, for a heartbeat I think it’s over. Relief starts to creep in. Then another round of drinks hits the bar.

			My body winds itself into a tight knot. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears. The tears sting, but don’t fall. I just want to go home. I don’t want to be here. I still have homework to do.

			Maybe if I go to the car, he’ll forget about me for a while. The air there will be clean. The world will be quiet.

			I slip outside. The night air bites at my skin, sharp and cold. Inside the car, it smells of old leather and petrol, familiar and still. I spread out my books and try to focus, but every sound outside makes my stomach twist.

			

			When the door finally opens, I already know. His footsteps drag. His shadow sways.

			His eyes won’t stay still. His breath is sweet-sour.

			I don’t wait for the shouting. I make myself small and quiet inside, before it begins.

			After that night, I started to understand that safety wasn’t about being home or being loved. It was about being small enough not to be noticed. Even then, I carried a quiet conviction that I had to earn my place in the world. Every gold star, every nod of approval, was a lifeline – proof that maybe I wasn’t as invisible as I felt. But the relief never lasted. Beneath each small success was the same uneasy hum: they’ll see through you.

			I learnt early that being good wasn’t the same as being loved. It was just the closest thing I could find.

			Felicia taught me a new trick.

			When I don’t want to eat, I hide the food in my cheeks and slip it into a napkin when no one’s looking.

			She says I don’t have to eat my school lunch if I don’t want to. My dad gets angry when I come home with food left over, so we come up with a plan – our clever little secret.

			At school, I throw away the food.

			At home, I hide it under the bed.

			No one has to know.

			Felicia says it’s the only way to stay safe.

			I believed her. I was seven.

			I didn’t know that secrets could become cages, or that this one would almost cost me my life.

			Back then, it just felt like survival.

			And survival always came before the truth.
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			Today at school, we had to draw what we did over the weekend.

			I drew my dad and me.

			On Saturday, we went to the bottle store, and he bought me a packet of Nik Naks. He didn’t shout at me once. Not all weekend.

			For a little while, I believe I’ve done it.

			I’ve cracked the code.

			If I can just remember what I said, how I smiled, how small I made myself – maybe every day can be like this. Quiet. Safe. Almost happy.

			But good days never last long.

			They fade as quickly as they come, like sunlight slipping behind a cloud.
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			Where are you?

			It’s starting to get dark, and I’m getting really scared.

			I stand at the edge of the stables, ears straining for the sound of tyres on gravel. Every car that passes makes my stomach drop a little lower. The smell of hay and dust fills the air – it should be comforting, but, tonight, it isn’t.

			My hands shake. My heart is too loud.

			What if you’ve forgotten me again?

			I try to be brave, but, the longer I wait, the more the tears come, soft and hot against my cheeks. Just when I start to lose hope, I hear it – the familiar crunch of your car on the driveway.

			Relief floods through me.

			

			You came.

			But, as soon as you step out, I see it – the glossy eyes, the staggered movements. 

			The monster is here.

			[image: ]

			As I walk out the school gates, I search desperately for your car. Anxiety fills my chest as I beg that you’re there waiting for me.

			On a good day, you are. You smile when I climb in and, for a moment, I can breathe again.

			On a bad day, your eyes are already glazed. The monster sits beside me, quiet, but waiting. I hold my breath, bracing for the telling off that 
always comes.

			“Just one drink,” you say, and like a good child, I follow.

			When we arrive, I greet your friends politely – just like I’ve been taught. I take my seat at the bar and wait. I don’t know how long your drink will be today.

			As time passes, the fear builds quietly inside me, rising with the noise and laughter. The men stare for too long. Their words make my skin crawl.

			Why aren’t you stopping them? Why are you letting them talk to me like this?

			You laugh with them. I shrink smaller in my chair. Small is safer. Smaller is safest. Disappear, and maybe you’ll be left alone.

			[image: ]

			Where are you?

			You promised you’d be early today. You said you’d watch my riding lesson.

			

			All week, I’ve been practising – heels down, back straight, circles clean – so you’ll be proud when you see me ride. Every time I pass the gate, I glance over, hoping this will be the moment you arrive.

			But you never come.

			When the lesson ends, I stay mounted for a moment, staring at the empty road. My throat tightens. The world feels too quiet. I tell myself you must have got caught up at work. That you wanted to be here. That you tried.

			I always tell myself that.

			The ride home always feels longer on days like that.

			The light goes away too fast, the air getting colder with every turn of 
the wheels.

			By the time we reach the driveway, the quiet from the stables has turned into the kind that makes my stomach twist – the quiet that comes 
before shouting.

			At the stables, I could make circles that stayed steady.

			At home, nothing ever stayed.

			Then came the nights I cried myself to sleep, only to wake to Mom’s cries for help and the sound of your fists breaking the quiet.

			Afterwards came the guilt – the kind that lodges behind your ribs and won’t let go.

			I felt hot inside, like my chest was too small for all the feelings.

			Then came the shame – for feeling angry at all.

			Good girls weren’t supposed to get angry.

			So I turned it inward instead, punishing myself in small, secret ways.

			Everything felt mixed up.

			I didn’t know what was right anymore or who I was supposed to be.

			The house that was meant to be home felt like a trick – dark and mean.

			

			Every day, I looked through the same broken window at the same picture – only the edges got sharper.

			The only comfort I could find was the one that hurt.

			Comfort, I would later learn, can be another name for control.

			When the guilt and anger got too big to name, I did what I always did – 
I disappeared.

			It was easier than feeling.

			And Felicia always knew how to help me hide.

			She whispered that this was normal.

			That being quiet kept us safe.

			That the bad things were my fault and mine to carry.

			She became the place inside which I hid.

			When things got too scary, I crawled into her darkness.

			She made the noise go soft and helped me float away until it was over.

			But hiding isn’t the same as being okay.

			Over time, Felicia stopped feeling like a friend.

			She started to feel like chains.

			I didn’t just disappear in those moments. I started to fade. If anyone looked too closely, they’d see I was only passing for okay.

			Underneath it all, I was coming apart.

			My body hurt from holding too much.

			My heart kept breaking under love that never felt safe.

			And, every time I reached out and no one reached back, another small piece of me went missing.

			

			Felicia stayed with me through it all – through the screams, the apologies, the days when I begged for safety, and the nights when I forgot how to dream. She was my hiding place. My prison. My abditory.

			But even hiding places can grow too small. Even the darkest corners run out of air.

			Somewhere beneath it all, a tiny ember whispers – look up.
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