
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


What Survived Me

by Kelli Brown


“Survival isn’t about being unbreakable.

It’s about learning to live with the cracks —

and realizing you still shine through them.”

— Kelli Brown
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Dedication
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For Clay —

You walked with me through every shadow and storm,

through the nights I thought I wouldn’t make it

and the mornings I learned to try again.

You were the reason I kept breathing,

the anchor that held me steady

when the world fell apart.

Every chapter of this story exists because you were there.

You are — and will always be — my greatest why.
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Chapter 1 – The First Goodbye
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I don’t remember much from those earliest years—just pieces of stories told to me, secondhand memories that never really belonged to me but still feel heavy in my chest. What I do know is that when I was six months old, my mom left my biological father. She left because she had to. Because he was an alcoholic, and the kind of man who used fear and fists to make himself feel bigger. She was twenty-something, holding a baby on her hip, and walking away from everything she knew.

I’ve often tried to picture her then—what it must’ve felt like to be that young and that brave, running from someone who was supposed to love you. I don’t remember the sound of her voice from that time, or the way she held me when she decided to go, but I imagine her heart pounding and her hands shaking as she packed the car. I imagine her whispering, “We’re going to be okay.”

She was right. Eventually, we were.

It was just the two of us for a while. My mom and me, figuring it out together. I think that’s where my strength came from—watching her. She is, to this day, the strongest, hardest-headed, most loving woman I’ve ever known. There was never a moment she didn’t fight for me, even when life was unfair, even when she must have been exhausted from doing it alone.

A couple of years later, she met the man who would become my dad. Not my biological one, but my dad in every way that mattered. I don’t remember a time before him, not really. He was there when I learned to talk, when I fell off my bike, when I got my first bad grade. He wasn’t the man who helped make me, but he was the one who showed up—and that’s what makes a father.

When people ask about my childhood, I always say it was stable, even though it started from chaos. My parents gave me love and structure, two things I didn’t even realize were gifts until I was much older. I didn’t have to worry about where my next meal would come from or if someone would be home when I got off the bus. I had that rare kind of safety that kids need, even when I didn’t fully appreciate it at the time.

Still, as I got older, something in me pushed against it. Maybe it was the part of me that remembered, deep down, that love can disappear overnight. Maybe it was just being a teenager. But I was rebellious—loud, opinionated, constantly testing boundaries. My parents were strict, and I was stubborn, and that combination led to a lot of slammed doors and long silences.

I can see now that much of my acting out wasn’t about them at all. It was about me wanting to be seen. Around the time they started their IVF journey, I felt myself fading into the background a little. They were chasing a dream that had taken them years to reach, and I was old enough to understand but too young to process it without resentment. I wanted their attention, even if it meant earning it the wrong way.

Then, when I was fifteen, my brother and sister were born—twins. I still remember the moment I saw them for the first time, tiny and pink and perfect. Something in me softened. I was finally a big sister, and I was proud. I held them like they were mine. I never felt unloved or forgotten, but part of me started to understand that families shift. That love stretches to make room for new people, even if it takes time to find your place again.
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