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Introduction – The Smile That Hid Everything
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People often commented on my smile. They said it lit up a room, that it was bright enough to make others forget their worries. What they never knew was how carefully that smile was built each curve practiced in the mirror, each sparkle in my eyes rehearsed. Behind that expression lived a child who had learned that appearing “fine” kept the world from asking dangerous questions. My smile became armor: a way to survive, a language that said I’m okay when I was anything but.

I grew up believing silence kept me safe. It was easier to pretend than to risk being blamed or disbelieved. Yet beneath that practiced joy, a small voice whispered that one day I would tell the truth. I didn’t know when or how, but I held on to the hope that one day my smile could mean happiness instead of survival.

[image: IMG_7313.jpeg]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Before the Storm
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Childhood began with sunlight. I remember chasing laughter through the yard, my bare feet slapping against warm pavement, my siblings’ giggles echoing in the air. The world seemed endless then sky stretching forever, promises tucked inside every cloud.

But storms rarely announce themselves. They creep in quietly, turning warmth into chill, joy into confusion. For me, the storm began with a change in tone, a door slammed too hard, a look that made my stomach twist. I didn’t have the words for fear yet, but I felt it settling in, taking root where innocence once bloomed.
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