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Author’s Note

 

This book isn’t an apology, a confession, or a redemption arc.

 

It’s a record.

 

I didn’t write this to be liked, believed, or agreed with. I wrote it because too much of my life existed only in my head, and carrying it quietly stopped being productive.

 

Some of the people in these pages will recognize themselves. Some won’t. That’s fine. This isn’t a courtroom and it isn’t a group chat. There are no rebuttals here.

 

What’s written is what I experienced, how I understood it at the time, and how it landed on me afterward. Memory isn’t perfect, but impact is.

 

I didn’t set out to tell a linear story. Life didn’t happen that way. Patterns mattered more than timelines. Reactions mattered more than intentions. What repeated itself mattered more than what was explained away.

 

If there’s a through line in all of this, it’s not pain. It’s awareness.

 

At some point, I stopped trying to win arguments I wasn’t meant to be in. I stopped explaining myself to people who were committed to misunderstanding me. I stopped staying in places that required me to become smaller just to keep the peace.

 

That doesn’t mean everything worked out. It means I learned when to leave.

 

This book ends where I am now. Not healed. Not broken. Just present, and no longer confused about what doesn’t work for me.

 

If you see yourself in these pages, take whatever is useful and leave the rest. This wasn’t written to instruct anyone. It was written to stop pretending.

 

That’s all.

— Joe Dupree

 

DISCLAIMER

 

This book is a work of nonfiction based on the author’s personal experiences and recollections. It reflects the author’s perspective, understanding, and emotional interpretation of events as they occurred and as they are remembered.

Some names, identifying details, locations, and timelines have been altered or combined to protect privacy and prevent identification. Certain individuals may be represented as composites rather than exact portrayals.

This book is not intended to present an objective account of events or to assert factual claims about the character, conduct, or intent of any person mentioned.

The author makes no claim of completeness or infallibility of memory.

 

 

Prologue

 

I’ve been told I’m hard to read.
But it’s not my face. It’s my words.

I speak like I don’t feel shit.
Like I’m numb on purpose.
Like I’m just trying to win the conversation, not be in it.

But the truth is, I feel everything. And that’s the problem.

I just don’t trust the world with any of it.
I don’t trust people to stay.
Not when they say they will.
Not when they promise they got me.

I’ve been promised forever enough times to know it don’t mean shit.
Every “I’ll always be here” just taught me how to survive alone.
And I’ve seen how quick people change the moment you stop serving their needs.
How love turns distant.
How support turns into guilt trips.
How they say you switched up just because you stopped being convenient.

So I learned how to talk like I’m made of concrete.
I learned how to laugh when I’m breaking.
I learned how to leave before I get left.
Because if I say less, they expect less.
And if I expect less, it hurts less.

But when something actually breaks through, when it means something real?
That shit hits different.
I’ll drown in it. I’ll rage in it.
I’ll care so hard it burns holes through the parts of me that were built to stay cold.
But that part of me don’t come out often.
Because it’s the one that bleeds.

So nah, this ain’t a survival guide.

This ain’t some polished journey to healing.
This is the wreckage I usually keep quiet.

I’m not writing this to be understood.
I’m writing this because silence stopped working.

Truth hurts.
And so does holding it in.
This is what that silence looks like when it finally breaks.

 

 

Chapter 1



Abandonment

 

I used to think it was normal for your parents not to be around.

 

I didn’t cry about it.

Didn’t ask too many questions.

Didn’t even flinch when they told me my dad was “in college.”

I knew that nigga was in jail.

They thought they were protecting me from the truth,

but I was already living in it.

 

My mom was on heroin. Maybe more.

My dad was a burglar and a convict, in and out for most of my childhood.

I didn’t grow up with bedtime stories or warm hugs.

I grew up learning how to pack trauma into silence.

 

They were gone physically and emotionally,

and nobody around me really filled that gap.

I moved to PA in 3rd grade to live with my aunt and uncle.

On paper, it was “family stepping in.”

In reality? That shit was emotionally and verbally abusive.

Not fists, but words that hit like they wanted to.

 

Still, I didn’t think any of this was weird.

I was just a kid surviving it.

You only start recognizing the cracks

when you see what solid ground should’ve felt like.

 

My mom came back around in 9th grade.

She moved to PA, and I ended up living with her again.

She had gotten clean. Rehab. Recovery. Stability.

It wasn’t fake love… but there was distance.

Like we were trying to love each other through old wounds

we hadn’t even unwrapped yet.

 

I didn’t realize I was holding resentment until years later.

Not loud anger, just that quiet bitterness that soaks into your bones.

 

There were still struggles. Money was tight.

We weren’t suddenly good just because she got clean.

But she worked. Doubles, back to back,

doing whatever she had to do to keep things somewhat manageable.

 

I could see she was trying.

Not just trying to survive, but trying to be there.

And that meant something, even if we didn’t always say it out loud.

 

My dad got out in 11th grade. That was a weird time.

He came home thinking he could play “man of the house,”

but I wasn’t that kid anymore.

I had grown up without him,

and I wasn’t about to shrink myself

so he could feel big in a house he hadn’t helped build.

 

That moment humbled him.

Not because I was disrespectful,

but because I made it clear: you weren’t there,

so don’t act like you were.

 

And I think that stuck with him.

He regrets it now.

Not just missing out on me,

but missing out on building a life.

 

He tried to cheat the system and ended up robbing himself too.

Now he’s older, angry at the world, maybe even angry at me.

But really? He’s just angry at his own decisions.

 

My mom? I’m proud of her.

She made it out. She stayed clean.

She’s still kinda chaotic.

Her thoughts spin out and she doesn’t always make sense,

but she’s here.

 

Still, I wish she had been there when I needed her the most.

Maybe if she had been, I would’ve grown up with a better foundation.

Better examples of love. Better family values.

Something solid to build myself on instead of rubble.

 

The crazy thing is… I try to trust people.

Even now.

But deep down, I’m always bracing for the switch up.

 

I try to stay ready for when they pull away.

I think I latch onto people who show they care,

not because I’m desperate, but because I’m starving.

 

I didn’t grow up with bedtime stories or warm hugs.

I grew up learning how to pack trauma into silence.

I was emotionally underfed.

 

So yeah… abandonment didn’t just teach me who wasn’t there.

It taught me to expect absence.

It made me emotionally self sufficient,

even when all I wanted was connection.

 

And maybe I’ve healed a little.

Maybe I’ve let some of the resentment fade.

But the imprint’s still there, in how I love, how I guard myself,

and how I sometimes mistake survival for peace.

 

 

Chapter 2



Detached by Default

 

I didn’t wake up one day and decide to be distant.
It happened gradually.
Piece by piece.
Letdown after letdown.

I got tired of repeating myself.
Tired of explaining how I felt just to watch it get ignored, minimized, or flipped back on me.
Tired of waiting for people to care the way they said they did.

People tell me I don’t show emotion.
And they’re not wrong.
But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel it. I feel everything. Every last drop.
I just learned early that letting it show didn’t get me understood, it got me dismissed.
Or worse, it got used against me.

The first time I really sat with how detached I might seem was in a relationship that lasted years.
She once asked me why I didn’t speak up more about the things that bothered me.
That question stopped me cold, because I had.
I brought things up. I explained what I needed, what didn’t feel right, what hurt.
But it never really landed.
It was brushed off, minimized, or turned into something I was supposedly doing wrong.

So eventually, I stopped talking.
Not because I didn’t care, but because I was tired of feeling unheard.

You can only explain yourself so many times before silence becomes the answer.
And I realized that if someone I spent years with still didn’t understand me, maybe the issue wasn’t that I never spoke.
Maybe it was that they never really listened.

That’s when I started making quiet rules for myself.

I don’t ask the same question more than three times.
If a friend flakes once, cool.
Twice, aight.
Three times, I stop reaching out.

Not out of spite.
Not out of anger.
Just self preservation.

I don’t really do dramatic cutoffs.
No long goodbye messages.
No blocking people just to make a point.
I just fall back.
I stop chasing energy that isn’t being returned.

And you might not notice it right away, but you’ll feel it.
That access you had? Gone.

I don’t announce distance.
I create it.

Over time, I got good at reading energy.
Really good.
There was a point where I told my girl that something about one of her friends didn’t sit right with me.
Not facts. Not proof. Just a feeling.
Her smile didn’t match her energy. Her vibe felt off.

At the time, it got brushed off.
A few months later, that same friend switched up and did her dirty.
She was hurt. I wasn’t surprised.

Because I’ve learned to trust my gut more than people.
The vibe never lies.

That instinct carried into work too.
At one point in my career, I worked under a supervisor who preached collaboration but practiced control.
They’d ask for input just to shut it down.
Ask questions that weren’t really questions, just instructions dressed up to look inclusive.

There was no real dialogue.
Just ego.
Just power being flexed because it could be.

Feedback felt less like guidance and more like mind games.
Words twisted. Situations reframed.
Enough to make you question yourself if you weren’t paying attention.

Eventually, it drained me.
Not just my patience, but my willingness to contribute.
I stopped offering ideas.
Stopped explaining decisions.
Did my job and kept it moving.

That experience reinforced something I already knew.
If I’m explaining myself and you’re committed to not hearing me, there’s no point in talking.

So I play defense now.
I observe more than I express.
I watch how people move before I decide how much of myself they get.

I’m not cold.
I’m careful.

I care more than I’ll ever say out loud.
I just don’t hand that part of me to everybody anymore.

And if that makes me hard to read, so be it.
I’d rather be misunderstood than misused.

 

 

Chapter 3



Authority Don't Mean Shit

 

My first real taste of work was like getting handed a sampler platter of bullshit. Applebee’s and Rite Aid. I was either still in high school or just fresh out, and for some reason I thought those jobs were about to shape me into something. What they really did was show me how much I didn’t fit into the whole nine-to-five machine.

 

Applebee’s hired me as a server. That first week, I’m in training, trying to learn the menu, and there’s three servers hovering like buzzards. Not trying to help, not showing me tricks to remember the menu. Just smirking, waiting for me to fumble. Their whole thing was, if you don’t memorize this massive menu by heart in a week, you’re not cut out for it. Like this was boot camp instead of a chain restaurant. Eventually I said screw this, let me host. At least then I could just wipe down tables, walk people to their seats, and stay out of the kitchen where I was guaranteed to burn myself on something.

 

Hosting wasn’t glamorous, but it wasn’t hard either. The one saving grace? Free Shirley Temples. I don’t care how childish it sounds, that red drink with the cherry and fizz was fire. I’d clock in, grab one, and feel like I had at least one thing to look forward to. Every so often, I’d use my half-off discount to take home the honey pepper chicken strips with four-cheese mac. Six bucks for something that actually tasted like a reward. Growing up on struggle meals, being able to choose good food for myself meant more than most people would understand. That was the first time I started telling myself, I refuse to go backwards.

 

The uniform situation though, that was another story. They gave me the usual: black pants, collared shirt, tucked in like you’re somebody else’s idea of “professional.” I always felt like I was in costume. Like I was pretending to be a character that had nothing to do with me. And the way managers obsessed over colors was insane. If my pants were dark blue instead of black, they acted like I spit in somebody’s drink. The restaurant was dimly lit, customers couldn’t tell the difference, but Karen, one of the managers, made it her personal mission to check me over. If I had walked in wearing sweatpants and a hoodie, fine, but two dark colors that only a control freak would notice? That was her whole power trip.

 

At the same time, I was clocking hours at Rite Aid pharmacy. That job was more my speed, at least on the surface. Counting pills, pouring them into bottles, ringing up prescriptions. It was straightforward and I liked the rhythm of it. The problem was management. Kumar. Not the funny movie Kumar. This one was a forty-something pharmacist who treated everyone like we were peasants under his rule. He barely trained me but loved to berate me when I didn’t do something his way.

 

There was another pharmacist, a woman, and she was the complete opposite. Helpful, patient, easy to be around. When she was scheduled, the day flew by. Working with Kumar was like pulling teeth with no anesthesia. He lived to flex authority. He wrote me up for wearing a black shirt instead of dark blue. Another time for not wearing socks. Socks. I wasn’t walking barefoot. I had shoes on. I was working two jobs, switching outfits constantly, and the man’s focus was my ankles.

 

The craziest part is Kumar couldn’t even use the register. The second a transaction was anything beyond scanning a bottle and taking cash, he was stuck. He paged me over the intercom during my breaks because he couldn’t figure out something simple. Yet I’m the one getting written up? That was the first time I saw how power works in the real world. It isn’t about skill. It’s about position. If you’re the one with the title, you can make rules up as you go and everyone else has to eat it.

 

Then came the Sunday that ended it. I worked nine to six, running around handling everything while Kumar stayed planted in his station, acting like moving two feet would kill him. By the end of the shift, I was drained, ready to clock out, when he called me over. Calm as ever, like he was about to ask me to sweep something. He told me it would be my last day. His reasons? My shirt, my socks, and apparently not taking a garbage bag to the back. A task he never once told me was my responsibility. He waited until I carried him through a full shift before cutting me loose. Because if he fired me in the morning, he would’ve had to work. That’s how little men like that think. They don’t lead, they just pull strings when it benefits them.

 

So I was out.

 

That left me with Applebee’s. I opened my schedule completely, told them I was available anytime. The next week I had one three-hour shift. Ten to one. That was it. I asked Karen why, she told me the schedule was already made. Fine. Next week comes around, I wasn’t scheduled at all. I called the restaurant during the deadest time you can imagine, a Monday afternoon, just to ask. The manager who picked up told me he was too busy to check. Too busy at two on a Monday? Get out of here.

 

By the third week, I was done. I walked in the day before my next shift and told Karen this would be my last day. I wasn’t valued, I wasn’t getting hours, I wasn’t sticking around just to be ignored. She looked at me and said, well you might as well go now. And she was right. I clocked out, caught the bus home, and never went back.

 

Those jobs weren’t about building me. They were about breaking me in and I wasn’t built for that. They taught me how people in authority love to abuse the scraps of power they get. They showed me how uniforms make you feel like you’re wearing someone else’s skin. And they reminded me that money only feels good when you earned it for yourself, not when you’re busting your ass to make someone else feel important.

 

To this day, Kumar is a bitch.

And the clearest example I’ve ever seen of power without competence.

 

 

Chapter 4



Clingy Ain't A Crime

 

Intimacy has always mattered to me. Feeling a physical connection with someone hits different. Once you’ve had that feeling, it’s hard to let it go. I’ve always wanted that kind of closeness, even back then. I wanted to feel seen, understood, and wanted.

 

Middle school to high school was my villain arc with relationships. I wouldn’t even call those real relationships, more like lessons in how not to get attached. I was just looking for someone to be close to, to talk deep with, to feel seen by. Even after high school, into adulthood, that’s all I wanted. Finding someone who wants me. But how I was treated for wanting that was wild.

 

Sorry to disappoint, but the following people will not get cool nicknames. They don’t even deserve it.

 

I first really started showing out for Angela at a pool party at a mutual friend’s house. I knew her before, but that night I was doing everything to get her attention. I wore a bathrobe to the pool party and they started calling me Hugh Hefner. I thought that was hilarious. Whatever it took to get her looking my way. We started dating shortly after that.

 

One day she was at our high school tennis court with her mom. I told her I wanted to see her since we hadn’t hung out outside school much. She said sure, but they wouldn’t be there long. Say less. I hopped on my bike and rode uphill for a little less than fifteen minutes to get there. When I arrived, they were literally packing up. I gave her a hug, it felt forced. She told me I was too clingy and broke up with me on the spot. Then they left. It started raining. My bike had a flat tire. My pride did too.

 

Pedaling home, I wasn’t even mad, just empty. Like I’d burned up all my energy trying to matter to somebody who barely noticed. That was the first time I heard the word clingy used as a bad thing. I actually like clingy. Not the “sit in the bathroom while you’re taking a shit” kind of clingy, but wanting to be around someone you care about, wanting to build something, be close, understand them deeper. Apparently, that was too much.

 

Then there was Jackie and Dylan. Dylan was my best friend, lived two doors down. Jackie was my girlfriend. We planned to go to Skateaway, an indoor roller skating rink. We went with about four mutual friends. Here’s the bombshell: Dylan’s mom was our ride there and back. Yeah, his mom drove the car. Everything started normal. Then mid-skate, Jackie broke up with me out of nowhere. No reason, no warning. A few minutes later, her and Dylan start making out in front of everybody like I wasn’t standing right there. Turns out they’d been texting behind my back.

 

I was pissed. I reached for a pool stick nearby and was ready to crack him with it. My boys had to hold me back. That’s how heated I was. After that scene, the car ride home with Dylan and his mom was beyond awkward. I was in the pettiest mood, I didn’t stay silent in that car. I told his mom right then and there what he did, called his bullshit out. He sat there acting like nothing went down. His mom didn’t know the whole story, but she could feel the tension and she deserved to hear the truth. Later on, yeah, I told her more. But I made my point in the car. That’s when the thought hit me: if your own boy can do you like that, imagine what strangers would do.

 

Jackie left me lowkey devastated. She was someone I’d been chasing, and when she flipped like that it cut deep. Dylan left me furious. After that, I cared less about people’s feelings and more about protecting my own. The wall started going up.

 

A couple years later I met Rachel on an app called MyYearbook. She lived about forty-five minutes away. Little white girl, four foot ten, cool energy, we clicked instantly. We texted, called, vibed. After a few months my mom drove me out to meet her. I met her family, hung out a few times, and during one visit we had some alone time. I lost my virginity to her. We shared a real bond, or so I thought.

 

Her mom didn’t like me for reasons I’ll never know. Could’ve been race, could’ve been distance. It’s rare even to this day I meet a mom who doesn’t like me. There weren’t many Black people out there where she lived. I was probably the only one in like a twenty-mile radius. That may or may not have been the issue but who knows. One time her mom gave me a ride home and barely talked to me. She lit a cigarette in the car like she was trying to take the life out of me. I didn’t say anything. What was I gonna do, tell her to crack a window like we were equals? I just sat there thinking, if I ask her to stop she might drive us into a ditch.

 

We were together for almost a year. But one day, when both our phones were off because our parents hadn’t paid the bill yet, I got an email from her breaking up with me. She said it wasn’t my fault but didn’t elaborate. I reached out multiple times just to get an explanation. Nothing. No reply. No closure. That email hurt in a way that made me quiet. I didn’t cry. I just stared at it like maybe the words would rearrange themselves.

 

Years later after another breakup I hit her up on Facebook. She accepted my friend request. I asked her straight up, why did you just disappear back then? Her answer was simple, my mom didn’t really like us together and the distance was a lot. The funny part is we were both young and didn’t even have our driver’s licenses yet, but a forty-five-minute trip wasn’t some impossible mission. So someone else’s opinion and a short drive ended it. I deleted the messages and unfriended her immediately. I didn’t want that proof sitting around in my head. That was when closure stopped being something I expected from other people.

 

After Rachel I started noticing a pattern. I kept giving, people kept taking. I tried being clear about what I wanted, love, honesty, communication, and still got confusion and silence. Over time I learned to lower my expectations and raise my walls.

 

That’s when the three rules were born. Attention. Feed me. And booty. Those three simple things could fix half the world’s problems. Show me you actually fuck with me. Feed me something good and I might forgive you. And let me know I’m wanted. I don’t think that’s asking for much.

 

But most people overcomplicate simple shit. I don’t even ask for perfection, just effort. I’ve learned effort is the real love language. After Rachel, effort became rare.

 

Then came Felisha. We dated around six months. She went to the same building as me for the baking program, but a different school. I’d see her in the hallways and we’d talk, laugh, flirt. When we spent time alone, it always felt one-sided. I put in effort, made sure she was comfortable, but it was never really returned. She said she was nervous, like something was holding her back. I didn’t push it.

 

Then I found out she cheated with a girl. No remorse, no guilt. Just moved like nothing happened. Then she started talking about me in the lunchroom, just saying weird shit to people. That wasn’t even the wildest part. Word got around that she gave a dude a blowjob for two Sidekick phones. Both of them were broken. Instant karma. She got nothing and still looked stupid.

 

That whole situation was more proof that I kept ending up in one-sided connections. Every time I thought I found someone genuine, it just showed me another lesson in disappointment.

 

After all that I started expecting people to leave. I stopped texting first. I started predicting endings before they happened. That constant cycle made me numb. But even now, part of me still wants that connection. Still wants to be wanted.

 

Clingy ain’t a crime. I just wanted to be loved the same way I gave it.
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