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Authors Note

This book was written in response to a quiet knowing. The kind that lives in the spirit long before it finds language.

There are patterns in this world we sense before we understand them. We feel them in our bodies, in our homes, in our communities. They surface as grief without a clear source, as questions we are taught not to ask. Over time, many of us learn to silence that knowing, to doubt

our discernment, and to accept what feels wrong simply because it has always been that way.

What is hidden does not remain unseen forever. Truth has a way of rising. Not to punish, but to heal, reveal and dismantle.

This book is not an accusation. It is an invitation to pause, to reflect, and to examine the patterns we have inherited and the ones we continue, often without realizing it. Patterns of silence. Patterns of dismissal. Patterns of harm that persist when they are covered instead of confronted.

Coming together requires humility. It asks us to listen beyond our defenses and to recognize that accountability and compassion are not opposites, they are partners. Spiritual growth is not found in denial, but in the courage to look honestly at ourselves and the systems we move within.

There is a difference between peace and avoidance.

There is a difference between forgiveness and forgetting. There is a difference between unity and quiet compliance.

We are not called to carry shame, we are called to carry responsibility.

Each of us has a role in ending cycles that no longer serve truth, dignity, or life. Healing begins when we choose awareness over comfort and light over silence.


If this book unsettles you, consider meditation, reflection, prayer or stillness. If it resonates, trust that resonance. And if it calls you to examine your own patterns, spoken or unspoken, know that this

awareness is sacred work.

We cannot heal what we refuse to acknowledge.

We cannot restore what we refuse to name.

And we cannot move forward unless we are willing to walk together in truth.
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Prologue: 

The Ones That Got Away


“Stop… stop…” I tried to yell as my hip bones repeatedly slammed into the edge of the bathroom sink. My arms flailed, knocking everything off the counter until I finally gripped the faucet to steady myself.

I was coming back to consciousness.

How did I even get here? Where am I? Who is behind me? “Stop… STOP!” I finally managed to scream.

“Oh, you’re done, shawty?” A deep, raspy voice said. “Yes! Yes, I’m done!” I shouted back.

“Get dressed then.” I felt his disappointment.

He let go of me, and I collapsed onto the bathroom floor. I could hear him walk out.

“Nah, bro. She’s done. You’ll have to wait for another time,” he told someone waiting outside the door.

What is going on? I had no clothes on. I couldn’t even remember taking them off.

I had a tampon in. Where did it go?

I crawled across the bathroom floor, my fingers searching blindly for my clothes. The only light was the thin glow sneaking in under the

door. Finally, I found them.

Still confused, I sat on the floor and dressed myself, my back against the wall, trying to stay upright. I kept slumping over, snapping back only when my head hit the floor. What did I take? I couldn’t get up.


My hips felt crushed. My legs were heavy. My vagina ached with sharp, unfamiliar cramps. These weren’t period cramps. These were

the ripping, deep stabs of losing my virginity when I wasn’t ready. He took it. They took it.

“Let’s go, we have to go now,” the voice from the bathroom said again.

Adrenaline surged. Survive.

I rushed out, stumbling, grabbing my phone.

My mom had texted about ten minutes ago, “Hey, how are you doing? Are you going to be home at 10 p.m.?”

I responded, trying to sound sober, “How about 11? It’s Friday.”

“Ok, I’ll be up.” My mom instantly replied as she was waiting for my reply from the time she sent her first text.

She knew. She always knew when something wasn’t right. I thought I just needed an hour to figure out what happened. The last thing I remembered was taking three chugs of a Four Loko.

Then people were shaking me. Then I hit the floor.

Then, I woke up bent over the sink, naked, in pain. Now I was walking to my car.

But where were my keys? Who was even driving? Why were we leaving so fast?

My body refused to feel emotions. It was locked in survival. “Shawty, passenger side,” said the voice from earlier.


My body tightened instinctively. My voice didn’t work. Completely defenseless, I got into the passenger seat. That’s when I recognized someone, Andy. And John. Ronnie. Jared.

I remembered. I knew these people from school. I’d just started hanging out with them near the end of freshman year, I am now a sophomore that is one of the first in my class to get their license.

They all piled into my car. John got in the driver’s seat. He turned the key.

“Buckle up!” he shouted, laughing.

I froze. It was him. He was the one behind me in the bathroom.

He peeled out of the parking space, speeding away from the apartment complex. As the stop sign approached, he slammed on the brakes. I flew forward into the dashboard. Everyone burst out laughing.

I forced a smile, straightened myself, and buckled my seatbelt.

We drove for ten more minutes until we pulled up to Ronnie’s house. The usual hangout spot. Everyone jumped out of the car and ran into the garage avoiding the cold. I couldn’t even stand. I faceplanted in

the driveway. Ronnie picked me up to help me walk. “You okay?” He asked.

“Yeah… What happened though? I can barely feel anything.” I delicately replied, still trying to gain memory and strength.

He glanced down at me, sighed, and didn’t say anything. He just helped me to a seat in the garage.

I sat for a few moments before slumping over again, unconscious. The next time I woke up, Andy was slapping my face, and Jared was holding me upright.


11:00 PM. A text from my mom, “Are you on your way home yet?”

I staggered away and tried to make myself throw up. Nothing. Why can’t I throw up?

My mom was going to kill me if she found out I drank. I had my car. I thought a few gulps wouldn’t matter. I figured I had time. But Jared drank the same Four Loko before I did, and he was fine. So why was I like this?

What was in me? Do I tell my mom? What should I do? “Tell your mom what?” John said.

Apparently, I wasn’t thinking. I was saying it all out loud. Everyone stared at me like I had committed a crime. I didn’t know what to say. I just started crying.

My mom began to call my phone. I didn’t answer.

“SHAWTY! LISTEN!” John snapped. “You’re gonna go home, walk past your parents, and go straight to your room. Nothing happened here, and you never speak of anything you remember. You know nothing of nothing.”

I grabbed my keys and walked out of the garage, closing the door behind me.

Focus. It was a long walk to my car. I didn’t know what to say to my parents.

“Maybe I just say I had a few sips and passed out,” I thought out loud.

They’d never believe that for how I bet I look right now. They’d kill me. They’d ground me for life. I already barely get to go out.

As soon as I got in the driver's seat, I rubbed my face so hard I could have rearranged it. I started the car and said a prayer.


“Please Lord, Baby Jesus, let me get home safe. I am sorry I have sinned and broken rules, but I don’t want to lose my life nor get a DUI. Please look after me as I make my way home. Amen.”

I put my foot firmly on the brake and moved the gear to drive. The car slowly started to roll.

“Ok, we are doing this. We got this,” I reassured myself.

I made my way to the first stoplight, I had to turn left here.

Left turn signal, check. Stop at the pedestrian line, check. No cops, check. I’m all good, I thought to myself.

The green arrow finally appeared, and I slowly applied pressure to the gas pedal to make the left turn. First turn home, check.

The next light about a mile up the road, I had to turn right.

“Hello… Hello… Hiii… Hi… Hey… No. Hello… What do I normally say when I walk in the door again?” I asked myself, trying not to slur my words in front of my parents. I looked at the time on my dashboard: 11:32 PM.

“It’s ok, you got this. They can’t kill you, that’s illegal. They would get caught. Deal with the yelling and go to your room,” I told myself. I knew exactly what was going to happen.

I approached the red light to make the right turn. A cop sat at the

opposite side of the light making a left. If I made this right turn after a complete stop, that cop would end up behind me.

Luckily, right as I was coming to a stop, the cop’s light turned green so he had to go in front of me. God was looking out for me. Now I just had to make sure I made this turn without any mistakes.

My turn signal was on, and I stayed in my lane through the entire right turn. I was almost home, practically down the street now. I kept


my distance from the cop car, making sure he couldn’t see my face through the windshield. I continued talking to myself, trying to boost my confidence.

“You got this. No one can tell you anything. Let them yell all they want. I am not a bad person. You got this, you got this, you got this.”

I approached the last stoplight before reaching my house. I was going straight, and the cop was making another left. We were almost side by side. I tensed up as I got closer to stopping next to the cop car. I reminded myself to keep both hands on the steering wheel and my head straight.

Luckily again, the stoplight showed the green arrow for the cop to go before I had to come to a complete stop beside him.

The final turn came, pulling into the driveway. I pulled in, put the car in park, and got out. I took a deep breath and walked in the back door to find my mom waiting, ready for answers I cannot give.

“Where were you?” She immediately asked.

“Destiny’s house,” I lied, not even knowing what to say. “What are you on?” She asked sternly.

“Nothing,” I replied.

“You’re on something. What are you on? What happened?” She was yelling at this point.

She knew something was wrong with me. She kept yelling as my dad repeatedly said, “It’s ok, let her go to her room.”

I leaned against the kitchen counter to keep my balance, not saying a word. My mind was blank. I didn’t even know what happened myself.


After what felt like an eternity, I was dismissed to my room. The walk down those stairs hurt so badly. I had nothing left to feel besides pain and confusion. I fell onto my bed, grateful for the night to be over. I tried to examine what happened, but I still couldn’t put the pieces

together. I couldn’t tell my mom what happened when I barely knew myself.

I should have known better than to drink without my parents there. I am so stupid to let this happen to me. It is all my fault. Everything is my fault. No wonder my mom is so hard on me. I make all these

horrible things happen, and if I just listen more carefully, nothing bad will happen. I should have listened to everyone sooner.

Then everyone’s comments about me ran through my mind, one after another:

Freckle face.

Do you ever shut up?

You’re the second born for a reason. Go away.

I drifted off to sleep.

I woke up the next morning feeling fine. Laying in my bed, I grabbed my phone and saw I had two messages.

“We have unfinished business.” - Andy I ignored that one.

“Aye, whatchu on, Shawty?” - Justin “Nothing much, just woke up, hbu?” I replied.

“Imma come scoop you in a bit. We're gonna cruise it,” he texted back.

“Ok, I’ll get up,” I replied.


I normally hung out with Justin as he drove around and smoked. I was just there for the ride since I didn’t smoke. I was in varsity cheer — if they were drug tested, I’d be one of the few remaining on the mat.

As I got up, pain shot through my legs and into my lower abdomen. Nothing happened to me. I didn’t do anything. I’m fine.

I was thirsty though. I climbed the stairs using my hands and feet. My body was still weak from the night before. When I reached the top, my mom was waiting for me.

“So, what did you do last night?” She asked again.

“I was at Destiny’s house,” I replied quickly as I grabbed a cup from the cabinet.

“What were you on? Are you hanging?” She pressured me for answers, following me to the fridge.

“No, I didn’t do anything. I’m fine,” I replied, annoyed by her questions.

She couldn’t get an explanation yet. I didn’t know what happened. I needed to figure out exactly what happened before I told her. I

couldn’t tell her I drank and drove home. There was a piece missing that I still hadn’t put together. I filled my cup halfway with water

before running back into my room. “Here.” - Justin

I chugged the water, changed my outfit, and walked upstairs again.

“What do you think you’re doing?” My mom stopped me, noticing I was in different clothes.

“I’m going to get food with Justin. I’ll be back in a couple hours,” I lied again.


She began to lecture me, I already knew what she was saying. She

never approved of my friends. She loved my sister’s friends because they talked to her and weren’t scared of her. I sat quietly, listened, and looked pretty. That’s how I learned to live my life. Just agree then

move on.

“I’ll let you go this time. This happens again, you’re done,” She said. “Ok,” I said as I walked out the door.

I knew it wasn’t going to happen again. I never make the same mistake twice.

I was trying so hard to make her happy when she thought of me. I stopped smoking cigarettes for these tests that are fake. I had no clue why they were coming out positive. I wasn’t smoking, and no one believed me because I had messed up every chance I’d been given. So I kept smoking. It’s not like the tests were telling the truth anyways.

I was trying to find good friends. I refused to bring anyone home anymore. In middle school, she would pick apart everything she

didn’t like about my friends, which made me think they weren’t good people. I should have kept them. I have more regrets than my age, and I am only sixteen.

Anytime something went wrong, I was to blame. I always had something to do with something. I was used to apologizing for things I didn’t do or cleaning messes that weren’t mine. If no one saw who made the mess, then it was mine. I did it. Just agree.

“Aye, Shawty,” Justin said as I sat in the passenger seat of his car. “Hey, nice to see you. Where are we going?” I asked.

“Just around a couple blocks. I have a couple questions for you, Shawty,” he answered with a slight smirk.

“Ok, go for it,” I said, wondering where this was going.


“Well, you see… How was last night?” He asked immediately.

“To be honest, I don’t remember what happened. All I remember is bending over a sink and saying stop,” I replied, confused.

“Yeah, they did say you tapped out. You couldn’t hang,” he giggled. “Yeah, I guess.” I giggled too, only to match his energy.

Did I agree to do that? Did they ask me? I can’t remember. I can’t see myself saying yes.

I wanted to save my virginity for marriage. I wanted my parents to at least be proud that their daughter stayed pure. But I am no longer pure. I am a sin.

White means pure, can I still wear white on my wedding day? Would anyone even want to marry me now?

No one would know I wasn’t pure.

But once it goes in the first time, they say it will never be the same again. So is it the same?

Am I pure if I never said yes?

No one would believe me anyway. No one will ever believe me.

“Did anyone say what exactly happened last night?” I asked. I couldn’t help it.

I had to know. Not remembering would be the death of me.

“Shawty, imma keep my mouth shut. But let me tell you this, watch yourself. Ya know my boys, we’re rowdy. We get what we want. We are men. Just look out for yourself, you’re a beautiful female.” Justin told me firmly, still staring at the road then turned towards me as he

finished speaking, “How does it feel to be the first Lady C in our hood though?” A smirk filled his face.

And that’s when it hit me. They planned this.


It’s my fault. I put myself in that situation. I made myself vulnerable by drinking that alcohol, by driving there, by hanging out with people I barely knew, by not listening when adults said, “Never drink something someone hands you that’s already opened.”

It’s all my fault, and there is nothing I can do. I am stuck.

“Would you mind dropping me off at home, please?” I finally asked after a long silence.

“Yeah, I got you lady,” he politely agreed.

I was home within fifteen minutes of that conversation. I walked

inside and went straight to my room. I am a mess-up. I am a failure. How could I possibly let this happen?

My mom always told me, “All boys want to do is dip their stick.”

I knew that. I just didn’t know they could force it like that. No one told me they could just pick you up, take your clothes off, and do it.

I opened my phone and googled what happened to me. The first words I read, I didn’t believe, “Click here to Report a Rape.”

Rape? Was I raped?

I could have been. But it was my fault. I was drinking underage. I put myself there. I made myself vulnerable for them to take what they wanted, and they did, without hesitation. Indenial nested in me, I

wasn’t raped. I put the phone down, not wanting to know more. Let’s just take a shower. A hot shower always relaxes me.

I walked into the bathroom next to my room, shut the door, and laid out the floor towel for when I was done. I loved this bathroom downstairs, huge compared to the others. You actually had to take

four steps to reach the shower or toilet instead of one.


I began to undress, my brain ignoring the pain my body was screaming at me to notice. I took one look in the mirror.

Who am I? What have I done?

The bruises and cuts from the night before stared back at me, mocking me.

What did they do? Do they even know what they did to me?

I turned away quickly. I couldn’t look anymore. It will go away, I told myself. They didn’t mark me. Or so I thought.

When the hot shower hit my skin, it was immediate relief. I closed my eyes, standing under the water, listening to my breath. I am still breathing. I can still stand. I am okay. Then I listened to the water running into the drain.

I could hear the only piece of evidence from the night before washing away. I carried the evidence on me, their DNA, and I just washed it down the drain. The only evidence I would ever have to prove that night had existed, gone.

There is no crime without evidence. Just like there is no murder without a body.

After an hour in the shower, I finally managed to get myself out. Even though I definitely wanted to stay there all day. I grabbed my towel, sat on the floor towel I’d laid down before getting in, and then wrapped the other towel around my body to start drying off.

After every shower, I always sit down. For some odd reason, my legs feel heavy afterward, even if I only shower for five minutes. It’s always the same feeling, heaviness.

I sat there for thirty minutes before finally getting up to go to my room and get dressed. I laid on my bed and picked up my phone. There was a new message from John.


“Aye, shawty, you down to chill at Ronnie’s?”

I didn’t know if I should respond. This is all my fault. It won’t happen again, I just have to watch myself. If I watch myself, I’ll be okay. I fell asleep before I could decide whether to reply.

Eight hours later, I woke to my phone ringing. John again. I let it ring. I put the phone down.

What should I do?

Should I talk to him about it? What would I even say?

How did I get blacked-out drunk from a couple gulps of a Four Loko?

I know my drinking tolerance. I can hold myself pretty well when I’m drunk. I played pool with my dad after many beers. I’ve thrown up before, my mom always wakes up to take care of me while my dad hangs back shouting for me to “keep drinking.” I know my tolerance is higher than a couple swallows.

But last night? I never threw up. Why didn’t I throw up knowing how drunk I was? I couldn’t even make myself throw up. Nothing is making sense. I went back to sleep and sat in silence for over ten years, sticking to cheer as my therapy.

Later in life, I discovered silence doesn’t last forever. The silence also never truly leaves. It just softens, becoming part of your rhythm.

One day, the silence will crack.

And when it does, voices rise from beneath it. Raw.

Trembling.

Unstoppable.

Mine was one of them. It always will be.


No matter how much they deny, dismiss, or erase.

The truth remains.

It always finds its way back.


Chapter 1: 

A Mask I Wore


I shut my bedroom door to have privacy as I peel off the

hundred-pound mask I wore for the courtroom version of myself. The mirror in my room waits as a witness. Square, bright, unblinking.

When I finally look up, I meet a face I recognize in shape, not in spirit. My mascara hasn’t run. My eyelids carry the heaviness of a hundred sleepless nights. My mouth is set in that careful line I used on the stand, the one that kept the shaking from showing.

“...motionless, soundless...” “Lifeless…”

“...penetrate me repeatedly,”

“...used and discarded by the time my soul came back.” My own words were haunting me now.

I touch my cheekbone and flinch at my own temperature, too warm. My skin is holding the heat of the courthouse lights. I tie up my hair, and the crimped waves poof on top of my head, the style The Man always asked for. For a beat, my stomach flips the way floors drop in old elevators.

“Not anymore,” I tell my reflection, and the words fog the glass with a small, human breath.

I change into a loose tee and pajama pants, cotton on the inside, soft fur on the outside. Softness that doesn’t judge. I watch my shoulders

drop half an inch, as if the fabric itself understands. I step closer to the


mirror until I can see the small red crescents in my palms, the ones my board put on me from gripping it so hard while I read.

“You did it,” I whisper. It sounds like both a confession and a dare.

The room is quiet. My pulse keeps pounding up my throat, and there’s a shimmer in my eyes that refuses to fall. I lift my chin, meet my own gaze, and hold it longer than I could hold anyone else’s today.

I sit on the edge of the bed, and my mattress sighs with me. The same sound it has made a thousand other nights. There’s a thickness to the room, a density to the light, like dust motes have become a weather system. I try a deep breath, and my chest answers with a tight,

shallow one. My ribs are bracing for impact long after the crash. “Just one,” I tell myself. One tear, one sob, one last honest break.

The dam holds, and the ache crawls higher, turning my throat to glass shards. I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth until the urge retreats. Not gone, just caged.

Somewhere in the house, a pipe ticks. Outside, a car door thunks. The ordinary world keeps existing politely. The silence isn’t comfortable, it accumulates. I stand again. Sitting makes the weight heavier. I

shake out my hands, mocking a sprinter on starting blocks. There’s just no race. Only this long, relentless after The Man feeling.

My cheer practice bag has been waiting for me to return to someone simpler. I pack it by muscle memory. Hair ties. Cheer shoes.

Leggings. Coaches’ shirts. First aid kit. Ice packs. I am just going through the motions.

Back in the mirror, I rehearse my coaching face. The one that says we’ve got this. The one that widens the eyes just enough to read as


energy. The one that belongs to a person whose body isn’t remembering crimes while counting reps.

I pull my hair into a high ponytail. The elastic snaps once before cooperating. A small sting I welcome. At least it’s honest. I walk upstairs, get my shoes on, keys in hand, knot in stomach with a checklist that’s just sutures holding something in.

“I’m leaving!” I yell into the house. The sound of my own voice in the kitchen makes me blink. It’s steady enough to pass.

I breathe once more at the threshold and decide that for the next two and a half hours I am at cheer, I will be a metronome: count, cue, correct, clap, compliment, continue. The mask slides into place with a quiet click only I can hear.

The field house we practice in smells like rubber, hairspray, and routine. For a split second, that familiar cocktail makes my knees weak with relief. Music thumps through the space, the bass line syncing with my heart until I can pretend the pounding is outside me.

“Hey coach!” someone calls, and I flash the quick, bright smile I taught myself too early in life to wear.

Two minutes in, no tremble at the corners. The girls fall into formation, bodies becoming geometry, counts becoming a language that leaves no room for memory in the brain, only in the muscles.

Another coach leans in, her voice low. “You good?”

I nod too fast, aiming for breezy and landing on brittle.

“Long day,” I offer, which is true in the way that saying the sky is green and the grass is blue.


I clap, correct a wrist, demonstrate cleaner motions, better jumps and stunting technique. I let years of experience drag me through competence. They giggle at an inside joke. I let the sound wash over me. It is static, only noise, not a wound.

“Start from one,” I call, voice crisp, and they answer without speaking, sliding back into their first formation.
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