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To people like me:


misjudged, labeled, and forgotten about.


I see you.















“Reading is to the mind what exercise is to the body.”


—Joseph Addison














PROLOGUE


Right up to the last second, I didn’t know if I was really going to do it. Say the five words that would come to change my life. It was such an embarrassing thing to admit. 


It was 2021 and my TikTok account already had a large following. A lot of strangers to tell my biggest secret to. I wasn’t sure if this was better or worse than the people who actually knew me finding out. But I guess that’s part of the reason I wanted to tell my followers: to have someone—a lot of someones—to be accountable to. I’d been a personal trainer for years by then. I knew that one of the things that helps people reach their fitness goals isn’t only what the trainer teaches you, but the fact that there’s someone else there, waiting on you to show up to the gym. Someone to help mark your progress, provide guidance along the way if you don’t know your next step, encourage you when you feel like quitting. 


If I told everyone, there would be thousands of people out there who would know I was on this mission. Thousands of people to mess up in front of. Or thousands of people to grow in front of. Scary.


Failure would be hard enough with people watching, but to me, it would be a whole lot worse to give up trying in front of a huge virtual audience. Giving up wasn’t an option.


So I was going to tell everyone. It was a matter of… well, I guess just doing it. I sat in my car with the windows up even though it was hot. This required privacy and concentration. Heart beating out of my chest, I set my phone up on the dash like I had done a million times before, took a deep breath to steady myself, and nearly threw up.


For thirty-two years I had been hiding my secret in shame and embarrassment; a whole lot of people out there didn’t know, and they never would if I didn’t tell them. Did I want to blow it up now? 


Yes.


Because living a lie is exhausting. Especially when the lie keeps you in a place where you can’t understand the world the way everyone else does. When it can literally mean the difference between life and death, because you can’t read a simple warning label on a bottle or a detour sign on the road.


By then I knew I had OCD, ADHD, dyslexia, and anxiety. All three were triggered right then.


I pressed the red record button, the timer started ticking, and I looked at myself on the screen and said, to me and everyone else, the five magic words. 


“What’s up? I can’t read.”


As a kid, when I first tried learning to read, it went like this: Say I was in a classroom and I was the first kid in the second row and the first row had four kids. Now the teacher would have the first kid in the first row read the first two lines. I thought cool, I’ll follow along and pick out the words, kind of like when you decipher a code, or an algebra problem, by figuring out what the symbols meant.


Second kid, third kid, fourth kid, same story. Meanwhile I’d also count the lines so I knew where mine was, so I could figure out any of the same words in my part. So I was “reading” the words as symbols, instead of learning the letter sounds and context well enough to use broadly. It worked well enough to pass but not well enough to really read. I would practice my lines before they would ask me to read. Remember cartoons that would have a bouncing ball over song words for kids to sing along? That’s basically what I was doing. I would watch the words that they were reading, and when the kid would say the word, I’d remember or write down that word and memorize it. Most of the time I could fill in the words I didn’t know by putting in what made sense.


Now, fast forward. As I got older I had learned a few words at a time I needed to know them in order to text, mostly to talk to girls. I remember I had a friend who used to read my text messages to me, and when he was reading, I would ask him, what is this word? What is that one? He would tell me and I’d bank them in my memory. Then I’d save those messages, and use them as a prompt for later on. So when someone sent me a message saying What’s up? Where are you? I’d remember the message that I had saved that my friend read to me earlier. I could respond with that.


Mind you, I’d still usually give one- or two-word answers. Sup? Cool. K. It was an easy way to communicate. But I was driven because I was trying to message girls. I was a kid, that was a priority. I wasn’t going to put myself completely out there, but I wanted to communicate enough to meet people. 


Now, as I got older and I began teaching myself, I wanted to go beyond that. My partner bought me a book of quotes (see chapter 5), and she would read to me. I had basic reading skills, maybe a first- or second-grade level at that time, so I could read simple words and stuff, but it was hard to understand and break down the pieces of a sentence or paragraph and comprehend. She would read to me slowly so I could follow along and it made it easier. 


I also listened to a crap ton of audio books, and that helped me start understanding sentence structures. After listening, I’d read some of the books, at my own pace. It took me about two years to finish that quote book (it is long). I would go through each quote and put a star next to words or circle them so I could remember what I was reading. Then I could refer back to them and put together the words and meanings.


These were some of my main methods for learning to read. But I would say the best tool for progress, for me, was voice to text, because I was able to talk to the phone and see the words pop up in real time. This skyrocketed my reading level, which jumped enormously. And since I could do voice to text on my own time in private, I really began to learn instead of just memorizing. If I said I love you, I can’t wait to see you later on, I could see those words, understand them, and be able to reuse them even without cutting and pasting. That made it really easy for me to recognize and really comprehend what I was saying at the same time.


Today I have a reading specialist who helps me, who I will be studying with for two hours a day for about four months. She says she can tell that I learned from memorizing because I don’t completely know many words—so I need to combine memorization and comprehension. It’s a little complicated to explain because it’s all new to me but that’s the gist of it. I’m learning to be able to use words as tools, instead of only recognizing them as symbols.


At first I wasn’t reading adult novels or anything like that. It was kid’s books, young adult books, school books. Sometimes I would read songs. I would pull up songs on Spotify and I would sing the lyrics, but read them at the same time, singing them on TikTok Live. A one-man karaoke. That ended up giving me a lot of motivation because people out there cheered me on. It was like a sport—it’s always easier to play the sport when you’ve got fans in the bleachers. When there are people in a full stadium rooting for you, it makes you want to play your hardest. So to me, when I was in there reading, it could be uncomfortable sometimes because I was struggling in front of everyone. But I kept going, because they carried me.


Eventually I got used to the feeling of people knowing that I couldn’t read. I was no longer uncomfortable. In fact, it even became fun. I’d go live to read and a couple hundred people were in there. Luckily a lot of them were educators, and they would help me a lot and walk me through it. It was like having a one-on-one tutor, but instead of having one, I got a hundred one-on-one tutors. That made it so much more fun.


Some people would even download books I was reading and read with me. If I got a word wrong, they’d break it down for me, and spell it out in a way I could understand. If there were silent letters, which are much harder to learn later in life than you’d think, they would explain the rules so I could understand and take it forward. Not everyone has an audience ready to cheer them on; I was really fortunate. That’s why it pays to share even if it’s embarrassing.


I’m not pretending I’ve learned everything there is to know about the rules of grammar and all; I’m still building my confidence in that. There are a lot of ways for a person to go about learning to read, regardless of their age, and I probably went about it one of the harder ways. But it all boils down to learning and practicing until it becomes natural. This is where I am now, but by the time we’re all at the end of this book, I’ll be better.


That’s how it works.
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READING IS A BEGINNING


The Giver (1993), by Lois Lowry


I hadn’t even posted the video yet, but I had so rarely said those words in my life, and already it felt like something started to lift off my shoulders.


I might as well have been saying I didn’t know how to use a spoon. Everything else about me seems pretty normal—I can walk around and have conversations, make my meals, go to work but yeah, there’s this essential thing I can’t do. Even little kids take basic reading and writing skills for granted—they can scribble I Love You on a handmade card to their mom in first grade. I was going to have to work my way up to that. That’s how far behind I was. Because without reading, there’s no writing.


Believe me, being unable to read is a major disadvantage in this world. Maybe that sounds obvious, or maybe it sounds like something you can easily step around. But nah. If you’ve ever tried to read a sign in another country where not only the language is different, but the alphabet is, too, you have a tiny idea of what being illiterate is like. It affects every part of daily life. 


Of course, it wasn’t like I suddenly heard about illiteracy at thirty-two. All my life I’d known I had that limitation. How did I get here, to this age, unable to read to begin with? How had I hidden it so well, for so long? Who didn’t notice? Who did? 


There is no easy answer. People often assume it was the school system that failed me. And it did, but it’s not that simple. It’s easy to look at a Black kid raised by a single mom in Pennsylvania and guess what happened to keep him ignorant. And while my education, or lack thereof, was a big part of it, it’s so much more than that. So many things had to go wrong for me to make it that far without this crucial skill, and then so many things had to go right and wrong and right for me to want it. To crave it. To demand it of myself.


Truth is, I was a seed planted in bad soil. It’s hard to grow without proper nourishment: figuratively and literally. My sister and I had gone hungry more times than not growing up. I wasn’t getting enough academic help in school. I also struggled with OCD and ADHD, and the school system provided no emotional or mental health support for a kid in trouble. I was told that it was just me “acting out.” Eventually, I would also suffer from PTSD as well.


My surroundings were too chaotic and unstable for me to think or care about reading. School wasn’t the safe space it should’ve been, and it left me in survival mode. 


A lack of education can have repercussions that the uneducated often don’t have the resources to understand. I managed to go to community college. And just as quickly, everything fell apart when crimes I committed—through ignorance, not malice—caught up with me.


We’ll come back to the story of prison in a little bit.


Like I said, I knew some words from texting; I recognized them, but I couldn’t read. When I opened a book, I could see the words, even some I knew. But it was incomprehensible when the words were strung together. It’s like singing along to a popular song in a foreign language, like “La Bamba” for a non-Spanish speaker. You can sing most of the words, and maybe you know what a few of them mean, but overall, you have no idea what the song is saying. That’s where I was with reading in 2020. I’d be reading without understanding what I was reading. Story eluded me. Tone, nuance, and subtext were beyond me. Therefore, I think, I couldn’t even grasp the story of my own life. The how, the why, the future.


Learning to read literally sent me to the hospital, as you’ll learn later. But my experiences have taught me how important it is to make changes—even when they’re terrifying or difficult. I wanted more for myself, for my partner, and for my son. So I decided to do something about it. And the world that’s since opened up before me is unbelievably bright.


Never in a million years did I think I’d end up where I’m at today: a TikTok influencer and literacy advocate based out of California with an actual book out with my name on the cover. 


People ask me all the time, “How’d you get here?” 


And I respond, “Man, I just started reading.”


I hope people use my story, the mistakes I’ve made, and the lessons I’ve learned along the way as a guide. I hope this book will help you achieve your own goals. Whether you love to read or hate it, whether you’re just learning how to read or have been reading forever, I hope this book helps you to become the best version of yourself. 


And I hope it encourages you to do scary things.


I did it. I’m still doing it! And learning to read on TikTok was the catalyst. (I like that word; I like using more words.)


Throughout this book, I’ll recommend the other books I’ve read that changed my life, and that reflect the lessons I’ve learned—kicking off with The Giver by Lois Lowry.


In The Giver, the citizens have no knowledge of the past, or of choice. The Giver of the title—a wise older man who holds the world’s memories—introduces the main character, Jonas, to freedom and knowledge. By introducing myself to reading, I also gained knowledge of an unknown world, and realized that it belongs to me too. 


The Giver, also known as the “Receiver of Memory,” initially shares happy memories—everyday sweet moments—with Jonas, which Jonas relishes. This echoed the beginning of my reading journey, where I started simply and was basically a blank slate. Then the old man transmits painful memories—such as of hunger and war—that traumatize Jonas. Reading this reminded me of my own anxiety. How it was comfortable, in a way, to know less. Growing was uncomfortable. I felt a deep connection between my own experiences and a fictional character for the first time. The Giver perfectly captured the overwhelm of not knowing something and then having it being pushed dramatically into your life—as if by magic.


The book dives into Jonas’s suffering, into the why of it all; in a way it mirrored why I suffered so much as I began to understand. Jonas keeps going; he needs the knowledge. The Giver demonstrates why it does ultimately feel better to know. Knowledge is a part of Jonas’s life now. He can’t look back and pretend he doesn’t know what he knows. Every time I look back on my ignorance in a nostalgic way, I remind myself that I can’t go back even if I want to.


Thinking about this book now, I think it was actually the Giver, not Jonas, who impacted me most. Jonas underwent a similar transformation to mine, but I already knew my side of the story. The Giver—who represented the history of humankind—was jaded but goodhearted; he shared his perspective while caring for someone in my position, a position of receiving. This felt reassuring. It was something I could trust. The story made me feel like there was someone who believed in the person I am and the path I was on.


Reading introduced me to freedom, and I know it will allow me to have the independence I’ve always longed for. Think about what you need to free yourself and remember that you always have a choice. 


I’m excited that you’re here with me. I’ve had so many kind people help me along the way, and I’ve been changed by the stories I’ve read. I hope my story changes your life for the better too.


If there’s one thing reading has taught me, it’s that there is a story in everything, and if you want to understand a character, you’re going to have to get an idea of where they come from. 


So let’s start at the beginning.
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READING IS A KINGDOM


The Phantom Tollbooth (1961), by Norton Juster, with illustrations by Jules Feiffer


I grew up in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, with my mom and older sister, in a neighborhood called Livingston. While Bethlehem was a historic town with a lot of landmarks and flavor from colonial and Revolutionary War times, it wasn’t a well-kept tourist destination. It was no Philly. Today it’s being rebuilt with nicer housing, restaurants, shops, and so on, but back in the 1990s it was barely hanging on.


Livingston was its poorest corner—kind of like a project outside of the projects. A sub-project. There were some single houses, but most of us lived in old brick row houses. It was also a Puerto Rican neighborhood, so as a Black family, we were on a bit of an island there too. But living there introduced me to a lot I wouldn’t have otherwise known. Puerto Rican music, food, and traditions. Puerto Ricans, especially the ones who immigrated, have a culture all their own that I love.


The way I remember it, life was great. In my memories, it was always bright and sunny; I was always outside. The block was full of kids, and we were always playing. When you think of the projects it sounds depressing, full of bullies and crime and conflict. But it was like any other area filled with kids. I had a real childhood with some wonderful moments. Hot summers, snow days, playing ball.


I grew up with my mom and sister. I mean it when I say we grew together. We were all figuring it out the best we could, and my mom’s priority was making sure that we all survived. Food on the table. Roof over our heads. She depended a lot on the school to keep us safe and out of trouble. She trusted the school system completely for our education. 


My mother always stressed the importance of school. She always told us we had to go, but I never understood that it was so you can learn how to keep up in this world. To me it always seemed like she was saying, Go to school or else you’ll go to jail. School seemed like something they made us do. Whoever they were. There was an intensity behind her instruction, a looming threat of or else. Everyone knows or else must be unimaginably bad. That kind of pressure made an impact on me from the beginning. School and fear were linked.


TV and movies always show inspiring, scrappy teachers and kindhearted administrators fighting for us. That’s what I wished for more than anything. One single adult who understood the system, saw me, and knew how to help move me through it. Someone fighting for me. To help me be better, get smarter, and make it out more than just alive. To thrive even.


Nope.


The teachers and administrators at my school had no idea what to do with me. It would be easy to say they didn’t know my home life or my background, and to them I was merely a pain-in-the-ass kid they had to put up with until they could finally push me on to the next grade. That’s how it felt.


In truth, I was always up to some antic or another—walking around the halls when I should have been in class, talking back and arguing instead of being more respectful of my elders. I was learning, all right. 


I was learning what I could get away with. Learning how to do my own thing. How to push boundaries. Learning who cared. 


Instead of figuring out why I was behaving this way and reacting accordingly, my elementary school’s solutions were like this: They’d put my desk in the principal’s office. Yeah. For a while, every day, I’d head to my desk in the office with a bag lunch and my work. That’s how school started for me. Isolated, without a teacher.


I was treated like a problem, so I became a problem. Or more of a problem. Since nobody could teach me, I never learned the basics of getting along in a society, much less the importance of reading and writing. I got left behind. I had ADHD, though I hadn’t yet been diagnosed with it, so I couldn’t sit still. And trust me, all the principal wants you to do is sit still if you’re made to be in his office.


From everything I know now, it seems like school usually works like this: you go in, you learn some things, you’re given homework to do at home, your teacher tells you what you missed and fills in any gaps, eventually you take a quiz, then a test, then you move on to the next thing. You learn something, you secure it in your brain, then you get the next piece. Something like that, anyway. I’m only guessing from what I’ve figured out since, because that is not how my school worked. We were given a packet, and in that packet would be your whole years’ worth of assignments. You’d keep going through the pages as the days went on. Our teachers never taught. You were kind of expected to know things, and the teacher could assist, but not if you had no foundation. It felt like we came in every day and sat for a test, with teachers there only to clarify. If that. 


If I asked questions, if anyone asked questions, it felt like we were dragging everyone else down. Like, why doesn’t this kid know? Most kids don’t want to stand out, and I didn’t either. I didn’t like to put a spotlight on myself. If I missed something, I missed it. Only eventually I had missed so much foundation that all my walls were falling down. 


Look, I’m not stupid. Not now, and not then, either. I was uneducated. Which, you know, we all are as kids. We’re in school to be educated. I wanted to be taught. I expected to be. But I wasn’t.


School days were endless, let me tell you. Six hours of paralyzing boredom. I sat there under the buzzing fluorescent lights, not knowing how to do anything, twiddling my thumbs, counting the ceiling panels, knocking on my desk, struggling to sit still because I couldn’t learn anything in that environment. And I didn’t have enough familiarity with the class subjects to even make guesses. It was painful.


To this day, the smell of pencil shavings and paper makes me anxious.


The first time I remember realizing the difference between me and the other kids was after getting suspended for the first time. I had missed days, and then when I returned to the classroom, I didn’t know what everyone else already knew; I had missed a lot and gotten too far behind to catch up. At the start of class, everybody pulled out their books and began reading. Not only that, they understood the stories. They could answer the teacher’s questions about the words. I couldn’t.


If I hadn’t lost my academic way, it probably wouldn’t have been nearly as bad. I can remember the feeling of getting it when I learned to do a math problem. Understanding what you’re doing makes it not only easier but almost fun. Like a puzzle. Puzzles are fun when you know how to do them. 


But imagine trying to do the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle in Greek or Polish. As if it isn’t already difficult, but now, with an impossible obstacle.


Every day that I remained behind in learning, learning got that much harder for me until finally I was helplessly and hopelessly lost. It was the worst feeling. I would look around and even the kids I always thought of as lazy, kids who only sat around and threw spitballs at the ceiling, somehow were managing to answer questions and get their tests and homework back with green writing instead of red. Suddenly (and it did feel sudden) it seemed like I had been dropped in the middle of a country where I couldn’t understand the language or make any sense of the alphabet. The expression it’s all Greek to me applied because I didn’t understand anything going on around me.


So, I shut down.


That was it for me. From that moment on, I used the shutdown method every single day. After a while, the school began to have regular meetings with my mom about my behavior. When nothing changed, the administrators expelled me and sent me to another school for special education. I was in second grade. That’s just a little kid, you know? That was a chance to catch me before I fell too far through the cracks but instead, they let go.


And so, yeah, I believed I was special—in a bad way. It sounded to me like they were saying I was stupid and bad, and I believed it. Not because I was in special education, but because the teasing from other kids and the attitude of the chaperones reinforced it. Overall, I think we’re getting nicer as a society, but back then kids were ruthless. Anything that made you different made you weird. The bus jokes were endless; the “SPED” teasing was cruel; and there was a lot of pointing, laughing, and mocking.


I started to think the students outside of special ed already did know everything. There was a me and a them. Then the special ed kids, us, and the “regular kids,” them. Even though it seems so obvious now, the way it appeared to me then was that everyone else was just born that way and I was born this way. Like how some kids might have a big house and a whole family complete with two parents, and I had what I had (which was… not that, and I’ll get into it later). I thought they went to school because it was the normal thing to do, not because it had any value. I thought they were born with secret information that made all of it make sense, and I was born without it. As if they were sharpening, polishing, honing who they were, and I was so behind that I didn’t even have the who I am part.


In special ed, I was surrounded by kids with a bunch of different needs. There were kids with developmental issues, kids in wheelchairs. Some had loud tantrums, some needed physical assistance.


Sometimes it felt like we were being hidden away so we wouldn’t distract everyone else. If normal school had felt like teaching and learning wasn’t the point, then this was ten times worse. The teachers were stressed, always managing some outburst or problem. They were nice, those adults, but it felt like there wasn’t enough time in the day to take care of everyone and also learn things like counting, what math is; and letters, words, and what they mean.


I acted out a lot. It wasn’t big stuff, just a bored kid in a room with a lot of chaos and teachers talking about things he didn’t understand. You know how it is. Children want attention, and they’ll get it somehow. 


So what I got was kicked out of school in fifth grade, then again in sixth or seventh, and then I was sent to another school around eighth or ninth grade and stayed there. I wish I could be more specific, but the whole thing was more a series of punishments and conversations in small rooms with paper-stacked desks, so I can’t say for sure. I think other kids were out there looking forward to different milestones, and I was simply trying to stay afloat. How are you going to care about pep rallies and who to take to junior prom when you’re barely keeping your head above water? Well, you don’t.


And yeah, it didn’t help that I was Black. Or that I was poor. It didn’t help that I lived in the projects, where even there I was kind of a cultural outsider. I looked like the characters my teachers saw on TV, the ones that were supposed to be bad. Rappers. Criminals. They often treated me like I was a thug. Was I? No! I was a kid. My rebellion was because everything was so hard. Harder than it should have been. I never could sit still, pay attention, and I was so behind, and I felt jealous of all the other kids. Why were they all so much better at everything? How come it was so easy for them? I thought it just so happened that none of the other students ever had a bad day. I resented everyone around me who had more than I did too, so I wasn’t exactly a joy to have in class.


Either way, wherever I was, I was pretty much in special ed the entire time up until I graduated. There were some good people who tried to help. People who were nice to me. It was all a mess, and they were only trying their best.


Despite everything, I always passed. Always. 


Isn’t that crazy? 


I never failed a grade. If I was learning something, it was how to get by, get through, get past obstacles. I wasn’t learning math, science, or reading. But I was learning how to keep going. How to slip through the cracks. 


Before connecting with people online who’ve had similar experiences (which would take me more than a decade to do), I didn’t have anyone I could share this experience with. I don’t actually know if any of the kids I grew up with couldn’t read. If so, they’d have been hiding it the same way that I was. It was something none of us had much interest in—none of us cared about reading that much, so it didn’t come up. Any of my friends who could read probably did it for school only. It wasn’t in the culture to sit around talking about reading. That felt like school stuff, and for the most part, our mantra was kids hate school and anything that feels like it. I was years away from seeing reading as a luxury or a hobby. Unthinkable to me back then.


So, yeah, if my peers couldn’t read, they hid it. Sometimes I’d stumble into a conversation about it with someone—them saying something like, yeah it sucks when everyone thinks you’re dumb and I’d agree—but we wouldn’t get into any of the darker parts. Nothing about the way we were treated, or what illiteracy was doing to us on a deeper level. I think it’s like some untreated people who have anxiety or depression talking to one another. You don’t go too deep into the specifics of your experience, but you still have that mutual understanding and make small talk around it without the tools to address it. Again, we’re growing as a society and people talk more about their feelings but in the hood? In the ’90s and 2000s? Ha, no.


Hiding definitely became a part of my life. My goal wasn’t to thrive, it was to get through with the least amount of friction possible. To survive. 


By the time I got to my senior year in high school, texting was popular and that was an issue for me. It was a huge problem. Texting obviously means reading and writing, so I was screwed. This reading thing was affecting my social life. It was an important form of communication, especially with girls. You’re telling me that reading was why I couldn’t get a girlfriend?


I had to have friends read and write my texts for me, and they couldn’t always be around to do that. What I ended up doing was mixing and matching messages my friends read out to me with other messages I got. It was a lot of memorization. Again, learning, but not the right way. 


They weren’t long messages; at that age it was usually something like, “Hey, what’s up?” I’d show that message to a friend and they would explain that the message said, “What’s up?” I could remember that. From there, when I went to read another message, whether it was long or short, I could see the “Hey, what’s up?” in there, and understand at least that. So, a girl could’ve texted me, “Hey, I just got home from school, gonna get something to eat. What’s up?” and I would have read in that whole message, “Hey,… what’s up?” And I’d probably have just sent “What’s up?” right back. 


Texting literally taught me the rudiments of how to read. Patterns, letter shapes, repetition. Other than that, I’d never learned. So from that moment, all the way until I was thirty-two years old, I learned how to read through text messages. 


Unfortunately, this didn’t build strong communication skills, and I still struggle with being misunderstood and misunderstanding others today. There are a lot of things I get in trouble with relationship-wise because I’ll read or send something the wrong way. Tone is something I haven’t locked down. My partner will read something back to me in the middle of an argument, from a conversation we had, and I’ll realize she read something into what I said that wasn’t what I meant. Or I’ll have sent something I didn’t mean. Then I need to backpedal and be like, “Okay, I didn’t mean that. That was the total opposite of what I was saying.” But it’s frustrating because I know what I meant. To me, I said what I meant. Still, it’s not easy to take it back.


There are many conversations I’ve had like that and still do to this day. For my whole entire life, I’ve had conversations that other people don’t understand, and I’ve felt so alone because of it. It’s exactly like it was in school, where life was one way for others and a totally different, hard way for me. I had so little control. 


For instance: how I came across to people.


When you’re trying to make it through a conversation in a language you barely understand, there’s always the possibility of saying the absolute wrong thing and not even knowing it. I mean, how many times in movies has the silly American said something comically inappropriate to someone in a foreign country? I wasn’t exactly mixing up the bathroom and the library, but I was answering with one-word replies (which made me seem like I didn’t care), I wasn’t answering at all (because I was overwhelmed, but it probably seemed like I wasn’t interested), or I misunderstood (which made it seem like I didn’t care enough to pay attention). 


It created shame in me and led me to be dependent on others, to lack independence. Not being able to read meant I couldn’t have the life other people had, even in basic terms. I was isolated. By others, by my inability, and by myself. All of this led me to be a person I wasn’t all that proud of. 


I felt like a stranger, a foreigner, a traveler from another land in my own life.


I didn’t read The Phantom Tollbooth when I was a kid. I wish I had, so that I would have connected with the main character, Milo—an unbelievably bored kid, so bored he can’t stand it. Then he’s transported to a land where there are all these made-up names and words—I get that! When you can’t read, all words kind of feel made up. I’m pretty much taking your word for it that the word knock has a bunch of ks in it, that when I look at a jumble of letters like bouquet, it means a handful of flowers. This book was a challenge for me when I did eventually read it, because I was playing catch-up on real words. But I powered through, stayed committed, and my strength as a reader grew because of it. 


This boy, Milo, was on an adventure to save the kingdom of knowledge. By educating himself, he is able to defeat the demons of ignorance. Learning to read, as I would eventually one day do, I had to face down a lot of demons. 


Where we are in my story, just a lost kid in Bethlehem, I was a long time away from my own adventure to find knowledge. But if I could do it over, if I could parent myself, I would have had myself read The Phantom Tollbooth when I was in school. Middle school maybe. And while it may have been written for kids, I guarantee that anyone who reads this book can relate to it.


You’re never too old, too far behind, or too uneducated to travel to the kingdom of knowledge.
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