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Chapter 1: The Fall
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November 17, 2023.

I don't remember the moment I jumped. Maybe that's a blessing. Maybe it's just another hole in the timeline I'm still trying to patch together.

But I remember what led to it. The weight pressing down on my chest all day. The way Hope's absence felt like a physical thing—heavy and suffocating. I'd been walking the streets of Leavenworth for hours, circling the same blocks like some pathetic satellite orbiting a planet that didn't want me. Looking for her car. Looking for her. Looking for any sign that I still existed in her world.

The alcohol had been my companion that night. Bourbon. Too much of it. The kind of drinking where you stop tasting it, stop measuring it, just pour and swallow and pour again. Enough to make terrible decisions feel reasonable, enough to make jumping off a wall seem like the only way to make the pain visible. To make it real.

I wasn't trying to die—I don't think. That's the fucked up part. Death would've been too easy, too final. I was trying to feel something other than the crushing emptiness that had become my constant companion. I was trying to make my insides match my outsides. Break something physical to match what was already broken inside.

Standing on that wall, looking down into the darkness, my drunk brain had convinced itself of something so pathetic I can barely write it: maybe if I hurt myself badly enough, she'd have to care. Maybe if I was damaged enough, she'd come see me. Maybe if I was broken enough, I'd finally be worth fixing.

That's the logic of desperation. That's what happens when you've spent your whole life believing you're only valuable when you're useful, only worth loving when you're healing someone else. You start thinking pain is currency. That suffering might buy you some attention.

God, the things we tell ourselves when we're drowning.

What I do remember is waking up. Flat on my back. Concrete cold as a morgue slab. Darkness all around me. And pain—an ache so deep it felt like it had always been there, like I'd been born with it.

The world came back in fragments. First, the sensation of something wrong—deeply, fundamentally wrong. My body felt disconnected, like pieces of me had been rearranged while I was gone. Like someone had taken me apart and put me back together with the instructions in Chinese.

The taste filled my mouth—copper and bourbon, blood and bad decisions. My own blood. I could feel it in my sinuses, thick and wrong. Could smell it mixing with the mountain air.

I was alone. Winter wrapped itself around me like a wet sheet of metal. Twenty-seven degrees. Middle of the mountains. If it had been even a few degrees colder, this story would've ended right there in that parking lot. Just another drunk who couldn't handle his shit, frozen to death in small-town Washington.

The cold bit through my clothes, seeping into my bones like it belonged there. I could feel it stealing my body heat, degree by degree. My fingers were already numb. My face felt like a mask someone else was wearing. The kind of cold that makes you sleepy, makes you want to close your eyes and drift.

Somewhere in the fog of my consciousness, a voice whispered what I didn't want to acknowledge: You're going to die here. And for a moment—just a moment—that felt okay. Fitting, even.

Hours passed, though I didn't feel them. I wasn't conscious for most of it. Drifting in and out of a darkness that felt both peaceful and terrifying. The in-between place where you're not quite dead but not quite alive either. Where time stops meaning anything.

In those moments between consciousness and void, I saw her face. Hope. Her eyes looking at me the way they had that one perfect moment at the hotel, when we'd both said "partner" at the same time, when I thought she might actually see me. When I thought maybe I wasn't completely worthless after all.

"You want—" she'd said. "—a partner," we'd finished together.

That memory played on loop, taunting me with what I'd lost. What I'd never really had.

But something pulled me out of the darkness.

Hope. That's what I call it. Maybe it was her. Maybe just the memory of her. Or maybe it was that stubborn part of me that had survived being invisible all those years in Louisiana. But suddenly I wasn't gone—I was gasping, blinking, alive.

Disappointed to be alive, if I'm honest.

When consciousness fully returned, panic set in. I was lying in a parking lot, surrounded by cars covered in frost, but the world was empty. Silent. It was that dead hour before dawn when even the insomniacs have finally surrendered to sleep. 4:17 AM, I'd learn later. The loneliest hour of the night.

I didn't know where I was. Didn't know how I'd gotten there. But I knew one thing: I had to get home. I had to move. Not because home meant anything—home was just an RV behind a storage facility, as empty as I was. But because movement meant not dying, and apparently some part of me wasn't ready for that yet.

So I tried to stand.

The moment I shifted my weight, lightning shot up my leg. Not regular pain—something deeper, more wrong. Like my bones were grinding against each other, creating their own horrible music. Like something fundamental had been severed, disconnected from the main system.

I thought I'd sprained my ankle. That's what my drunk brain told me. Just a sprain. Walk it off. You've had worse.

So I gritted my teeth and put pressure on it.

Once.

The scream that tore out of my throat was inhuman. Primal. The kind of sound you make when your body is telling you that what you're trying to do will destroy you. The kind they probably heard back in Louisiana when I was being born, when I first learned that entering this world meant pain.

Twice.

This time, I heard something. A grinding. A wet sound that made my stomach turn. Like stepping on a bag of chips, but the chips were my bones.

Three times.

I collapsed back down, screaming into the empty street. It was a pain I didn't recognize—sharp and dull at the same time, immediate but also endless. My body rejecting itself. But still, somehow, I tried again.

The fourth attempt, I blacked out from the pain. Just gone. A mercy.

When I came to, I understood: standing wasn't an option. Whatever I'd done to my leg, whatever damage I'd inflicted in my drunken stupidity, it wasn't the kind you walked off.

The cold had started winning by then, settling into my bones like it had always lived there. I knew if I stayed still, I wouldn't make it. Hope's voice—the same one that had pulled me from unconsciousness—now whispered: Move or die. Choose.

So I started crawling.

Hands. Elbows. Gravel biting through my sleeves like tiny teeth.

The concrete was rough against my palms, tearing at my skin with each movement. My elbows scraped raw within the first few yards. I could feel the blood, warm at first, then cold as it mixed with the frost. But I kept moving because stopping meant dying, and despite everything—despite the pain, despite the stupidity that had brought me here, despite wanting to disappear—I wasn't ready to die.

Not yet. Not like this. Not as invisible as I'd lived.

I pulled myself forward inch by inch, dragging my leg behind me like dead weight. Like something that used to belong to me but didn't anymore.

Each movement was agony. My leg hung at an angle that would've made me vomit if I'd had anything left in my stomach. Every time it bumped against the ground, fresh waves of nausea rolled through me. I could feel wetness soaking through my jeans—blood definitely, maybe bone fragments, maybe worse. The fabric stuck to my skin in ways that made me not want to know what was under there.

What felt like miles was maybe a couple hundred yards. But distance doesn't mean shit when you're crawling. Every inch forward was a choice. Every movement a decision to keep going when stopping would've been so much easier.

Move forward, breathe, don't pass out. Move forward, breathe, don't pass out. Over and over, a mantra of desperation. The same rhythm I'd use months later in the RV, trying to make it through withdrawal. The same rhythm I'd been using my whole life, really. Just keep moving. Just keep breathing. Just don't disappear completely.

My vision started tunneling. Gray spots danced at the edges like static on an old TV, threatening to pull me back into unconsciousness. The cold was winning, seeping into my core now. My body was shutting down, prioritizing the vital organs, abandoning the extremities. Triaging what was worth saving.

This is where death whispered to me. Not for the first time. Not for the last.

Just lie down, it said. Just close your eyes. It doesn't hurt when you stop fighting. You've been trying to disappear your whole life anyway. Here's your chance.

And for a moment—just a moment—I considered it. The peace of surrender. The end of all this pain, all this humiliation, all this desperate crawling toward a life that had already rejected me. It would be so easy. So quiet. So final.

But then I saw Hope's face again. Not the Hope who'd walked away from me, who'd blocked me, who'd made it clear I was too much. But the Hope who'd once smiled at me like I mattered. The Hope who'd made me believe, for a brief and shining moment, that I was worth saving.

Get up, her voice said in my head. Don't you dare give up. Not now. Not when I need you to prove me right about you.

Fucking delusions. Even dying, I was making up conversations with someone who wanted nothing to do with me.

So I kept crawling.

Then I saw them. The early risers. 5 AM runners cutting through the darkness. Legs pumping. Heads down. Headphones in. Living in their own perfect worlds where bones don't break and people don't disappear.

I screamed. I waved. Nothing.

My voice came out as a croak, barely audible over the sound of their footsteps and whatever motivational podcast was flooding their ears. I tried to make myself bigger, more visible, but sprawled on the ground with a shattered leg, I was just another shadow in the pre-dawn darkness. Another piece of trash on the side of the road.

They didn't hear me. They didn't see me. And I kept crawling.

The helplessness was almost worse than the pain. Watching person after person run past, completely oblivious to my existence. I was invisible again, just like I'd always been. Just like Tyler walking past me in seventh grade. Just like every lunch table that suddenly didn't have room. Even broken and bleeding, even dying in the street, I couldn't make anyone notice me.

The thought that crossed my mind then—the thought I'm still ashamed of—was how fitting it was. How perfectly it summed up my entire existence. Even in my moment of greatest need, I was forgettable. Dismissible. Nothing. Some patterns you can't break, even with broken bones.

Eventually I reached the road, collapsed again—on my hands and knees this time—and waited.

The asphalt was cold against my palms, but it felt solid. Real. I'd made it this far, somehow. From wherever I'd fallen to here—to visibility, to the possibility of rescue. To the chance of being seen, finally, even if it took being roadkill to do it.

It had been nearly two hours since I woke up. Two hours of crawling, freezing, screaming into the dark. Two hours of thinking I just needed to get home.

But home was an RV parked behind a storage facility, fourteen feet of aluminum filled with nothing but empty bottles and the ghost of someone who never loved me the way I loved her. Home was isolation and emptiness and the constant ache of missing someone who didn't miss me back. What was I crawling toward, really? What was I trying so desperately to get back to?

Another night of talking to Hope in my head? Another bottle of bourbon? Another day of pretending I was healing when really I was just learning new ways to break?

A car finally slowed. Someone saw me.

The headlights felt like salvation, washing over me in warm, white light. Like being born again, except this time someone was actually happy to see me arrive.

The car pulled over, and I heard a door slam, footsteps running toward me.

"Oh my God, are you okay? What happened?"

A woman's voice. Kind. Concerned. The first human kindness I'd experienced in hours, maybe days, maybe months.

I tried to answer, tried to explain, but all that came out was a sob. The relief of finally being seen, finally being helped, broke something open in me that I'd been holding closed through sheer force of will. All the tears I hadn't cried. All the screams I'd swallowed. All the times I'd said "I'm fine" when I was drowning.

She stayed with me, this stranger, holding my hand while we waited for the ambulance. Telling me I'd be okay. Telling me help was coming. Being the Hope that Hope couldn't be.

The ambulance came.

Sirens. Lights. Voices calling out medical terms I didn't understand. Hands lifting me onto a gurney, strapping me down, sliding me into the back of a vehicle that smelled like antiseptic and emergency.

The paramedic—a young guy with tired eyes who'd probably seen worse but acted like he hadn't—was asking me questions I couldn't focus on. Name. Date. What happened. Pain scale from one to ten.

"Ten," I said.

But also zero. Because the physical pain was nothing compared to the emotional numbness that had driven me to that wall in the first place. You can't measure the pain of being invisible on a scale of one to ten. There's no number for the ache of loving someone who sees right through you.

"You're going to be okay," he kept saying. "We're taking you to the hospital. You're going to be fine."

But I knew, even then, that fine was relative. That even if they could fix my body, there were other things broken in me that no surgeon could reach. Things that had been broken since Louisiana, since seventh grade, since the first time I learned that disappearing was easier than being seen.

At the hospital, everything became a blur of fluorescent lights and worried faces. Nurses cutting away my clothes with scissors that felt too intimate. Doctors examining my leg with practiced detachment, poking at bones that screamed in response. X-rays. CT scans. Terms like "compound fracture" and "surgical intervention" floating through the air around me.

Both bones in my leg—tibia and fibula—snapped clean through. Not just broken. Shattered. They showed me the X-rays like I'd want to see, like I'd find it interesting. All I saw was proof of how thoroughly I'd fucked up. Even my bones couldn't hold it together.

Surgery would be next. Metal. Screws. Plates. The long rebuild. They talked about recovery time, physical therapy, the months it would take to walk again.

But none of that had hit me yet. Not the injury. Not the magnitude. Not the reality of what was coming.

All I knew in that moment was that I had to keep going. And somehow, I had.

I'd survived the fall. Survived the crawl. Survived the cold and the darkness and the whispered promises of surrender.

What I didn't know—what I couldn't have known lying there in that hospital bed, high on morphine and adrenaline—was that the real fall was still coming. That the physical break in my leg was nothing compared to the psychological break that was waiting for me.

I thought a shattered ankle was rock bottom. I had no idea you could keep falling even when you couldn't stand.

In the coming months, I would be trapped in that RV, alone with my thoughts and the ghost of Hope. I would discover that there are different kinds of rock bottom. There's the kind where you hit concrete and shatter bones. And then there's the kind where you shatter everything else—your sense of self, your grip on reality, your ability to see any reason to keep fighting.

The kind where you're texting someone who isn't there. Where you're having conversations with silence. Where you're so desperate for connection that you start creating it out of nothing, like a kid with an imaginary friend, except you're thirty-six and you know it's not real but you can't stop.

I'd survived November 17th. But November 17th was just the beginning.

The real question wasn't whether I could heal from a broken leg. The real question was whether I could heal from a broken life. Whether someone who'd been invisible since seventh grade could learn to be seen. Whether someone who'd been running since Louisiana could learn to stay still.

And that answer—that answer was still months and a lot more falling away.

But lying there in that hospital bed, leg destroyed, future uncertain, one thing was clear: I'd crawled two hundred yards with a shattered ankle to save a life that wasn't worth saving.

The question was: what the fuck was I going to do with it now?
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Chapter 2: How Did I Get Here?
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I grew up Down da Bayou—a small town in South Louisiana where the roads were narrow, the air thick, and life moved slow. The humidity clung to everything like a second skin, and the cypress trees draped in Spanish moss made even daylight feel heavy and dim. You could taste the summer air—thick with salt from the Gulf, sweet with honeysuckle, bitter with the chemical plants burning off in the distance. The cicadas screamed so loud you had to shout over them, but nobody did. We just stopped talking when they got going.

We didn't call it trauma. We called it normal. You grow up around yelling, and eventually, it becomes background noise, like the hum of window units fighting the heat.

My parents did what they could—I believe that. But there was always tension, especially between my mom and my sister, who was twelve years older. Their fights were constant. Loud. Unresolved. The kind that rattled the thin walls of our trailer and made the neighbor's dog bark.

I learned early how to disappear into my room and wait it out. I'd press my back against the door, feeling their screaming vibrate through the hollow wood, counting minutes until silence returned. Sometimes I'd cover my ears, but I could still feel the anger in my chest—thick and suffocating, like the Louisiana air. I'd stare at the water stains on my ceiling, making shapes out of them—a dragon, a boat, anything to take me somewhere else.

My room smelled like mildew and Old Spice deodorant I'd stolen from my dad, trying to cover up the smell of fear-sweat that came when voices got raised. That's what I remember most about being ten—the smell of trying to hide who I was.

In South Louisiana, you don't talk about feelings. You don't mention the knot in your stomach or the way your hands shake when voices get raised. Mental health was something for other people, people who were "weak." Down here, you went to church when you got in trouble. You prayed harder when things got bad. You kept your mouth shut and your problems to yourself.

The first time I tried to tell my mom I was sad—really sad, the kind that sits on your chest like a weight—she told me to "offer it up to Jesus." That was it. I was eleven years old, and I learned that my feelings were something to be handed off to God, not dealt with here on Earth.

Food became comfort. I was a heavier kid, and even at that age, I started to feel the weight of that—not just in my body, but in how the world looked at me. Quiet judgment. Side comments. A shrinking sense of self. I remember standing in the school cafeteria line, feeling eyes on me, hearing whispers. Kids would look at my lunch tray and smirk. I learned to eat faster, to finish before anyone could comment.

There was this one day—fifth grade—when Ricky Thibodaux looked at my tray and said, loud enough for everyone to hear, "Damn, Justin, you gonna eat all that?" The whole table laughed. I laughed too, like it was funny, like it didn't slice right through me. I finished every bite, even though my stomach hurt, because leaving food would mean he was right. That night, I ate dinner standing at the kitchen counter so nobody could see how much I put on my plate.

We didn't get out much. "Going to the big city" meant New Orleans, and that was a rare adventure. Most of the time, life stayed small. Simple. Safe. The biggest excitement was Friday night football or someone catching a gator in their backyard. But under the surface, things were already cracking.

Junior high was when I first understood what it meant to be different. Not special different—wrong different. The kids I'd grown up with, the ones who used to come over for birthday parties, started looking through me like I wasn't there. One day you're friends, the next day you're invisible.

I remember the exact moment it hit me. Seventh grade, standing by my locker, watching my childhood friend Tyler walk past with his new crew. He looked right at me—looked right through me—and kept walking. Like we'd never spent summers catching crawfish in the canal behind our houses. Like we'd never stayed up all night playing video games. Just gone.

I stood there, holding my math book, replaying the moment. Did he not see me? Should I have said something? I actually called out "Tyler!" but my voice cracked—that horrible seventh-grade voice crack—and he kept walking. Or maybe he heard and chose to keep walking. I never figured out which was worse.

That night, I looked in the mirror for a long time. Really looked. Tried to see what everyone else saw that made me so easy to leave behind. Too fat. Too quiet. Too weird. Too much and not enough all at the same time.

That's when the lying started.

The first real lie—the one that worked—was about my uncle. I told kids he flew planes for famous people. Partially true—he did fly planes. But I made it sound like he was flying rock stars and celebrities, not crop dusters and weekend warriors. The lie felt good coming out, like putting on clothes that finally fit. Kids actually listened. They asked questions. For five minutes, I was interesting.

I'd tell people I was related to famous musicians—anyone who'd recorded in New Orleans, which was half of everybody. I'd make up stories about my "cousin" who played bass for some band nobody had heard of. I got good at it too. I'd drop just enough real details—studio names, street names in the Quarter—to make it believable. The lies felt better than the truth, which was that I was just a fat kid from nowhere who nobody wanted to talk to.

By tenth grade, hiding had become my art form. I perfected the smile that meant nothing, the laugh that came at the right time, the way to sit in class so nobody would notice me. I knew exactly which desk in each classroom made you invisible—not the back where troublemakers sat, not the front where try-hards lived, but that sweet spot in the middle where teachers' eyes just slid past you.

I was afraid of the world around me, afraid of being treated negatively, afraid of saying the wrong thing and having everyone see what I already knew—that I wasn't worth much of anything. Every interaction felt like a test I was failing. Every silence felt like judgment.

My sister left home when I was still a kid. The screaming finally stopped—or at least got quieter—but peace didn't exactly follow. The house felt wrong without the yelling, like a song missing its bass line. You don't realize how much noise becomes part of your rhythm until it's gone.

I'll never forget the day she came back.

I was playing biddy basketball—terrible at it, but my mom insisted I do something active. She was supposed to meet my sister afterward in New Orleans. Instead, my dad picked me up, brought me home, and handed me a baby. No warning. No explanation. Just—here.

The baby was warm and smelled like formula and something sweet. She grabbed my finger with her whole tiny hand, and I stood there in our living room, still in my basketball shorts, holding my newborn niece while my dad went to make coffee like this was normal.

My sister had been pregnant for nine months and kept it hidden from the family. I knew, deep down. I think we all did. She'd been wearing baggy clothes, avoiding family dinners, always had somewhere else to be. But knowing and knowing are two different things. It still knocked the wind out of me.

That's when the shape of our family changed. My sister took care of her daughter for a while, but things never really settled. She'd leave for days, come back exhausted and angry. I was growing up, starting to get bullied for my weight. Childhood friends were drifting away, finding new circles. And I just faded into the background.

That's when I discovered my first real escape—Final Fantasy XI.

I found it by accident, saw an ad in a gaming magazine while my mom was shopping. An online world where thousands of players existed together. Where you could be anyone. Where nobody knew who you really were. I begged for it for Christmas, and somehow, miraculously, there it was under the tree. My parents had no idea what they were giving me—a portal out of my life.

The first time I logged in, my hands were shaking. Not from fear, but from possibility. The character creation screen asked me to build who I wanted to be. Not who I was—who I wanted to be. I could be thin. Strong. Capable. I stared at that screen for an hour, crafting someone who looked nothing like me but felt more real than my reflection.

The login screen became my sanctuary. That haunting piano melody—"Memoro de la Ŝtono"—still gives me chills. The way the logo materialized out of darkness meant I was about to become someone else. Someone better. I'd sit in my room, door locked, headphones on, and disappear into Vana'diel. The moment that music started, my shoulders would drop, my breathing would steady. I was home.

In that world, I wasn't the heavy kid from Louisiana who nobody wanted to sit with at lunch. I was a thin, strong human character. I was capable. I was needed. I chose to be a White Mage—a healer—because even in fantasy, I wanted to be the one who made things better, who kept people alive, who mattered.

The first time someone thanked me for keeping them alive during a difficult battle, I actually cried. They didn't know they were thanking Justin, the fat kid from the bayou. They were thanking my character, but it felt like they were thanking the real me—the me I wanted to be.

It happened at the most crucial time in a kid's life—ninth, tenth grade. The years when you're supposed to figure out who you are, how to be seen. Instead of learning how to talk to girls or throw a football, I was learning spell rotations and battle strategies. Instead of trying to make friends in a world that didn't want me, I chose one where I could be whoever I wanted.

In that world, nobody saw my weight. Nobody knew about the yelling or that my family couldn't afford brand name anything. There, I was strong. Respected. Capable. Worth something.

I remember the rush of getting invited to join a party for a difficult quest. The way my heart would race when someone would message me: "Hey, are you free to heal for us tonight?" That little chime was better than any notification I'd ever get in real life. I was reliable. I was good at what I did. People depended on me. In the real world, I felt like a burden—always taking up too much space. But in FFXI, I kept people alive.

The game had its own language, its own culture. I learned Japanese phrases from overseas players. "{Hello!} {Please} {Help} {me}" became second nature. I understood complex battle strategies better than algebra. I had friends in different time zones who would stay up late to help me. When I logged on, people were happy to see me. "Justin's here! We can start!" When I logged off, they'd say "See you tomorrow!" And they meant it. In the real world, nobody noticed when I disappeared.

I'd spend every hour I could building a life inside that game. Wake up at 5 AM before school to check my auctions. Fake sick to stay home for important battles. While other kids were at parties or figuring out how to flirt, I was grinding levels and farming loot. I was earning respect and building relationships and becoming someone people wanted around.

I didn't learn how to be a man. I learned how to disappear.

Days turned into nights. Homework faded. Meals blurred. My mom would call me for dinner, and I'd tell her "five more minutes" until she stopped calling. I'd grab a plate and eat at my computer, eyes never leaving the screen, barely tasting the food. The real world became the interruption. School was just the thing I had to endure to get back to my real life—the one happening on a server somewhere in Japan.

I locked myself in my room with a controller and keyboard and vanished into a world that wasn't real. But it felt more real than the one outside my door. In Vana'diel, my actions had consequences that mattered. If I failed, people noticed. If I succeeded, people celebrated. Outside, in Louisiana, I could disappear for hours and nobody would even ask where I'd been.

The thing is, I knew it wasn't healthy. Even at fifteen, sixteen years old, I knew I was choosing fantasy over reality. But reality hurt. Reality was Tyler walking past me. Reality was eating lunch alone. Reality was my mom and sister screaming while I counted ceiling stains. Fantasy was the only place I felt human.

It would be years before I touched a drug or picked up a drink. But the habit? The pattern of running? That started here. Every logout was a tiny death. Every return to the real world was a reminder of who I really was. So I'd log back in as soon as I could, chasing that feeling of mattering, of being needed, of being enough.

I was still playing when I started volunteering at the Audubon Zoo in New Orleans. At first, it was just something for college applications. But I stuck with it. Weekends turned into habits. I met new people. Good people. That place started to feel like something stable, something real.

The zoo gave me a taste of what connection felt like in the real world. I was helping care for animals, learning about conservation, working alongside people who seemed to genuinely enjoy my company. For a few hours each weekend, I felt useful without having to pretend to be someone else. The elephants didn't care what I weighed. The otters didn't know I was unpopular.

But the game still had me. That world still felt safer than this one. Even at the zoo, cleaning enclosures or prepping food, part of me was thinking about my character, about the quest I was working on, about friends who would be logging on that night. I'd be knee-deep in elephant shit, literally, and thinking about spell rotations. The real world was nice to visit, but FFXI was home.

By senior year, I was splitting time between caring for real animals and healing imaginary players. I was seventeen years old, living in two worlds. Both felt meaningful, but only one felt safe.

Then Katrina hit.

The storm tore through New Orleans in August 2005, taking down more than buildings—it tore holes in people. One of the homes it destroyed was where my sister had been living with my niece. A place we'd helped her get.

I remember watching the news coverage from our house sixty miles away, seeing the flooding, the devastation. The Superdome. The bodies. The zoo was damaged. Some animals died. The city I'd started to love was underwater. Everything that had felt stable suddenly wasn't. Even Final Fantasy XI servers were down for days. Both my worlds were broken.

After the storm, something shifted in my sister. Maybe PTSD. Maybe fear. Maybe she just broke under the weight of it all. She'd lost everything—her home, her job, her sense of safety. She'd come stay with us, leave again, come back worse. The storm had taken her house, but it also took something inside her.

Whatever the reason, she left. Dropped my niece off with my mom and disappeared to another state. No warning. No goodbye. Just gone.

And just like that, everything changed again.

My niece was four years old, almost five. My mom hadn't expected to raise another child. She was already tired, already overwhelmed. And I was just a high school senior trying to keep myself together, trying to figure out how to graduate when I'd barely been going to class. But I took on more than I understood. Dances. School pickups. Homework help. Teaching her to tie her shoes while I was still figuring out how to be a person.

I didn't resent it. I loved her. Still do. Our bond became more than uncle and niece—it became something sacred. She'd crawl into my bed during thunderstorms. I'd tell her stories about brave princesses who saved themselves. She'd fall asleep holding my hand, trusting me to keep the monsters away when I couldn't even keep my own at bay.

This little girl needed stability, needed someone to show up, needed someone to care. And for the first time in my life, I had a reason to stay present in the real world. She couldn't be helped by my character in a video game. She needed me—the real me, the broken me, the me that was still figuring everything out.

But it was a lot. I was eighteen years old, caring for a four-year-old, watching my family fall apart, and my only coping mechanism was to disappear into worlds that weren't real. I'd put her to bed and immediately log into FFXI, desperate for a few hours of being someone else, someone who had their shit together, someone who knew what they were doing.

All those years of choosing fantasy over reality meant I'd never learned how to deal with real problems, real emotions, real relationships. When she'd cry, I didn't know how to comfort her except to distract her—the same thing I did to myself. When she'd ask about her mom, I didn't have answers. When life got hard—and it was about to get much harder—I only knew one solution.

Run.

The pattern was set. The foundation was laid. I'd learned that being myself was optional, that there were places I could go where I didn't have to be the scared, fat, unwanted kid from the bayou. I could be someone else entirely.

And once you learn that lesson—once you discover you can step outside yourself—it becomes the solution to everything. Failed a test? Log in. Parents fighting? Log in. Looked in the mirror too long? Log in. The answer was always the same: leave. Become someone else. Run.

The game taught me it was possible. Everything that came after was just finding new ways to do it. New login screens. New ways to become someone else. New ways to run.

But back then, sitting in my room with the door locked and headphones on, listening to that piano melody, watching my character appear on screen—it didn't feel like running. It felt like breathing. It felt like the only time I could actually breathe.

And sometimes, twenty years later, lying in an RV with a shattered ankle, dope-sick and alone, I can still hear that music. Still remember what it felt like to matter, even if it was only pixels on a screen. Still remember the first time I learned that being myself was optional.

That's how it started. That's how I got here.
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Chapter 3: Becoming Numb
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I was disappearing, and I didn't even know it.

Each bourbon and Coke, each night that bled into morning, each day that looked exactly like the one before—I was slowly erasing myself, one comfortable routine at a time. But comfortable is a funny word. It sounds safe, warm, like something you'd want. What they don't tell you is that comfortable can kill you so slowly you don't even notice you're dying.

The ranch was supposed to be different. My wife and I had just moved to Central Washington, dragging our RV and whatever was left of our marriage behind us like tin cans on a wedding car that had long since lost its shine. We got a job on a ranch that took in rescues—horses with haunted eyes, dogs that flinched at sudden movements, creatures that had been broken and were trying to remember how to trust again. In exchange for some work, we had a place to park our RV.

It felt like a sign. Like maybe we were the rescues too.

My wife loved animals. Always had. The way she'd light up around them was one of the few genuine things left between us. I thought maybe this was it. Maybe this would change things. Maybe if we just changed the scenery, we could change the story.

God, I was good at lying to myself.

We arrived in July, when the mountain air still held warmth and possibility. The first few weeks, I let myself believe. I'd wake up to horses nickering, mountains catching the morning light, and for brief moments, I'd feel something I hadn't felt in years. Hope. Not the person—not yet—but the feeling. That dangerous feeling that makes you think tomorrow might be different than today.

It didn't take long for reality to seep back in. The woman who ran the ranch had a few screws loose—the kind of person who could find fault in perfection, who needed drama like most people need oxygen. No matter how much I did, it was never enough. I'd fix a fence; she'd find three more that needed fixing. I'd clean the stalls; she'd inspect them like a drill sergeant looking for a reason to make you drop and give her twenty.

But it wasn't really about her. I see that now. She was just another excuse, another external reason for why things weren't working. The truth was harder to swallow: my wife and I were strangers playing house, and we'd gotten so good at the performance that we'd forgotten it was an act.

By August, my wife had gotten a job at a family-owned hotel in town. It gave us space. Routine. Some kind of rhythm. She'd leave in the morning, and I'd work the ranch, trying to lose myself in the physical labor, trying not to think about how empty our RV felt even when we were both in it.

Evenings, though—evenings we'd found our solution. There was a local bar that became our living room, our kitchen, our everything. We made friends there, or whatever you call the people you drink with night after night. It became New Orleans all over again—just set in the mountains instead of below sea level. Different altitude, same slow drowning.

The thing about drinking every night is that it makes everything feel fine. Not good, not bad, just... fine. You can sit across from someone you've been with for over a decade and not talk about anything real. You can avoid every difficult conversation by ordering another round. You can convince yourself that this is happiness, or at least close enough.

We told ourselves we were living in bliss. We used that word—bliss. Like if we said it enough times, it would become true. We weren't struggling, not really. We had jobs, friends, a routine. We weren't fighting. We weren't talking about money, or savings, or the future, or the fact that we hadn't really touched each other in months except for the occasional drunk fumbling that left us both feeling emptier than before.

We just... existed.

Winter in the RV that first year was when the cracks really started to show. You ever try to hide from yourself in a space smaller than most people's bedrooms? There's nowhere to go. The walls close in, but slowly, so slowly you don't notice until you're already suffocating. We stayed warm—space heater running constantly, bourbon warming us from the inside. But warm and alive are two different things.

The RV was always a mess. A small space, yet somehow always cluttered, like our inability to deal with our internal chaos had manifested in empty bottles and unwashed dishes and clothes that never quite made it to their proper place. It drove me crazy, but the kind of crazy you swallow down with another drink. I think deep down it symbolized the bigger mess we were ignoring—the marriage that was more habit than love, the dreams we'd stopped talking about, the people we used to be before we'd gotten so good at being numb.

She was happy at the hotel—or at least she seemed happy. They had another property in town, The Post Hotel. Fancy place. Real polished. The kind of place where people wore their success like cologne. She mentioned they might be hiring, so I gave it a shot.

I got the job. And I liked it.

There was something about the structure, the routine, the ability to make things perfect for other people even if I couldn't do it for myself. I was good at it too. I could smile, make small talk, solve problems. I could be the person they needed me to be for eight hours a day. It was almost like being alive.

But even with new jobs and a new town, the drinking didn't stop. If anything, it got worse. Everything still ended at the bar. We'd meet there after work like it was our real home. We'd sit on the same stools, order the same drinks, have the same conversations about nothing. We weren't growing. We were circling the drain in slow motion, but the bourbon made it feel like floating.

Days turned to weeks. Weeks into months. October became November became December, and every day looked exactly like the last. Wake up hungover. Go to work. Meet at the bar. Drink until the edges got soft. Go home. Pass out. Repeat.

I was a ghost haunting my own life.

The Post Hotel became my refuge and my prison. Eight hours of pretending to be functional. Eight hours of smiling at guests, solving their problems, being the manager they needed. I got good at compartmentalizing—drunk Justin at night, professional Justin during the day. Two different people sharing the same dying body.

By spring, the pattern was set in stone. Work, drink, sleep, repeat. My wife and I had stopped even pretending things were good. We moved around each other like roommates who'd signed a lease they couldn't break. The ranch job had ended—October came and went, and we were still in the same spot, literally and figuratively. The RV hadn't moved. Neither had we.

That's when they started hiring for the summer season at The Post. New faces. Fresh energy. People who hadn't yet been worn down by small-town life and mountain winters.

I remember thinking it would just be another season. More of the same. Train the new people, get through the tourist rush, collect the paycheck, drink it away.

I had no idea that everything was about to change. No idea that someone was about to walk through those doors and show me exactly how numb I'd become. Someone who would make me feel things I'd forgotten existed, want things I'd given up on, dream things I'd buried under years of bourbon and compromise.

But that comes next. First, I had to finish becoming numb. Had to reach the absolute bottom of my ability to feel anything at all. Had to get so lost that finding myself would require burning everything down.

The numbness was almost complete. I was ready to disappear entirely.

And then one day in early spring, I ran into the hotel to pick up my check. Nothing special about it—just a quick errand between the endless cycle of work and drinking. I was probably hungover, though by then that was just my baseline.

The lobby was quiet, that lull between checkout and checkin. I headed to the front desk, expecting to grab my check from whoever was working and get out.

But there she was.

A new hire, I figured. Someone I hadn't seen before. When she looked up from the computer, something shifted in the air. Not dramatically—I wouldn't understand the earthquake that was coming until much later. But something.

"Hi," she said, with a smile that seemed genuinely happy to see me, even though we'd never met. "You must be Justin. I have your check right here."

We started talking. I don't even remember about what—something about the hotel, maybe the weather, maybe nothing at all. But the conversation flowed in a way that felt both brand new and completely familiar. Like talking to an old friend I'd somehow never met. Five minutes turned into fifteen. I found myself laughing at something she said, really laughing, not the performative chuckle I'd perfected for guests and coworkers.

I had to go—my wife was waiting, I had errands to run, life to get back to. So I took my check, said goodbye, headed for the door.

As I was walking out, I heard her say it, soft enough that maybe I wasn't supposed to hear:

"Why are the good ones always taken?"

I paused, my hand on the door. Poked my head back in to say something else—I don't even remember what. Something about the schedule, maybe. Something safe and professional that wouldn't acknowledge what I'd just heard.

But as I stepped outside into the spring air, I found myself mumbling under my breath:

"She's going to be trouble."

I had no idea how right I was. No idea that this woman—Hope, though I didn't even know her name yet—was about to show me exactly how numb I'd become. No idea that "trouble" would be the best and worst thing that ever happened to me.

I just knew that for the first time in years, walking away from someone felt like effort. And that scared the hell out of me.
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Chapter 4: When Everything Changed
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After that first meeting, I couldn't get her out of my head.

Hope. I'd learned her name within days, found excuses to stop by the front desk when I knew she'd be working. Told myself I was just being friendly, welcoming the new employee. But I knew better. And I think she did too.
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