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For all those who are touched or
have been touched by Munchausen syndrome by proxy,
and for those who advocate for their well-being.









Author’s Note


Everyone considers my story to be “true crime.” But this book is a work of memory—my memory—and therefore is a memoir and not an outsider’s investigation of my life or crime. The feelings and emotions evoked are accurate. While some of my childhood memories have faded, these particular events remain vivid. To fill in many gaps, I’ve relied on other people’s answers to my questions. The typical disclaimers apply. Some names and other details have been changed or omitted to protect the privacy of individuals. Any resemblance between a fictionalized name and a real person is strictly coincidental. Where there are passages containing dialogue, quotation marks are used when I’m reasonably sure that the speaker’s words are close to verbatim or that the speaker’s actual meaning is accurately reflected. The story I share here is true to my memory, and these memories have shaped my perceptions, many of which are also shared here. This is how it was for me, what I experienced or believe I experienced.









ONE
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Ça Va


That’s enough.


When Dee Dee Blanchard was twenty-four years old, she gave life to me. When I was nearly twenty-four years old, I took life from her. I firmly believed that by doing so, I was saving the life she had guarded with all her might: mine. Though she certainly saw my life as “ours,” at best. We’re two sides of the same penny, she liked to say, meaning: although two things may look very different and be diametrically opposed, they’re actually inseparable, two parts of the same whole.


After being incarcerated for eight and a half years, I’ve been learning how to navigate life on my own . . . separately. My time served includes my combined imprisonment in three facilities. First, Greene County Jail in Springfield, Missouri, where I spent a little over a year.


Then, for a month, I was transferred to a prison for women in Vandalia, until I was relocated to the Chillicothe Correctional Center to serve the remainder of my sentence. Given all that time, and with the help of therapy, family, friends, books, and my own writing, I have examined my life, actions, and relationships in great breadth and depth. At last, I’ve been given access to information, documents, records, therapy sessions. I’m like a detective noticing patterns, theorizing, having lightbulb moments, and making new connections between things that used to make no sense to me. Still, while a year has passed since my release from prison, my scars, both emotional and physical, remain. The physical scars are like track marks that mock my progress.


I’m not saying I can’t heal; what I am saying is that the physical representation of my trauma just adds another dimension to the healing process. Like when I’m enjoying one of life’s simplest joys (food, y’all), and I dive carefree into my first cut of steak or slurp of an oyster, but then have to pause and strategize the chew. Without salivary glands and teeth, thanks to unnecessary surgeries and medications, my past will always puncture my present.


The natural Louisiana sunlight that streams into my bedroom is far more forgiving than the harsh fluorescent lights at Chillicothe Correctional Center, where I was incarcerated for the seven years after my sentencing. I have a full-length mirror now, where I can see the whole of me. In prison, I could only see glimpses of my body in an eight-inch square mirror, never quite sure whether all my parts went together.


In the warm light, my scars are less jarring than I found them to be in the past. Or maybe time is softening the marks on my body. But sometimes it’s what’s not visible that hurts us most. For me, that’s true. For all the trauma inflicted on my body since childhood, it’s the scar that isn’t there that always travels with me. The scar that otherwise would’ve been there—if I hadn’t asked Nick to kill my mother.


People really want to know: What was the final straw? When was the moment when I decided it was her or me? Here you go, y’all, on page three.


One month before the murder, my mother tried to cut my throat. At least that’s how I saw it.


The cause of concern, suddenly, was my voice. “It’s so high-pitched; it’s so squeaky,” my mother complained to my ear, nose, and throat specialist. I thought my voice was distinct, like my uncommon name. Or maybe it was a family trait to be proud of. We both knew women on my mother’s side of the family with similar high-pitched voices. Besides, Nick said my childlike chirp was sexy, so I didn’t understand the issue, and I told my mother so. Never in front of the doctors, of course. I knew better than that. But on the way home, I went on and on like, well . . . a squeaky wheel.


“There’s nothing wrong with my voice,” I said with a whimper, as she pushed me in my portable wheelchair to the parking lot where our car was parked, outside the hospital in downtown Kansas City.


“You heard the doctor. That voice of yours might mean there’s a problem with your larynx, and that problem could be causing your sleep apnea,” she said, her word final. No matter my sassing, we were going to go ahead and meet with the pulmonologist the ENT had just recommended, though we both knew very well I didn’t have sleep apnea.


In fact, by this point, the entire ruse had been up between us for a while. I was twenty-three and had tried to run away twice. I’d shot her with a BB gun. She’d chained me to the bed. I was getting older and much harder to control. The older I got, the more physical and harsher her punishments became. She stopped letting me use my custom-made Jazzy HD power wheelchair because she couldn’t control it. I sensed she was becoming more erratic, more desperate.


Only now do I see how her back was against a wall. The lie of the life she had created could have gotten her thrown in jail on a list of felony charges as long as the Bayou. Her watchful eye grew keener as the possibility of me standing up or speaking out became more plausible. We had achieved an unspoken standoff: I knew she was a lying, manipulative criminal. She knew nobody would believe me. Her carting me off in search of a new surgery, I believed, was her attempt to secure control.


When the pulmonologist spoke to my mother, it was as if I wasn’t in the room. “Why don’t we do an exploratory surgery of her larynx,” he suggested. “A simple operation of the voice box will get to the bottom of any respiratory or vocal abnormalities.”


What I heard was, Let’s cut Gypsy’s throat for no reason at all.


I’d had previous surgeries on my neck, and the scars brutalized me. But there was something about this particular surgery that felt more threatening than the others. Even more so than all the other body parts that had been constantly searched, explored, against my will, without my consent. I turned to my mother: “That sounds like it hurts. I don’t want it. I don’t want to do it.” Tears didn’t form; rage did. My mother put her arm around my shoulder and pressed me close, a signal to quiet down that had been programmed long ago.


“It’s simple, Baby, it’s painless; it will help,” she said, side-eying the doctor.


What I heard was: I don’t care what you want.


The doctor assured me there was little risk. He kneeled down to my eye level and spoke slowly to me, like English wasn’t my native language. Who could blame him? He thought I had the mind of a seven-year-old. Except my trapped adult brain suddenly felt the urgency to avoid this surgery at all costs.


I’ve thought a lot about my heightened reaction in this very moment. You know, the neck is considered the most vulnerable part of the human body. Of course, I didn’t make this connection while sitting in the doctor’s office. But I do think we are wired to defend our most vulnerable parts. The muscles and blood vessels and nerves in the neck are easily strained and damaged. The scars on my neck from previous surgeries, especially the one on my salivary glands, were so pronounced because the skin on the neck is very thin.


I hate to overdo the parallels (blame it on the therapy). But so many of the medical manipulations and interventions that I went through concerned the part of me that allows for expression and truth. She muzzled my mouth shut at nighttime, with a CPAP machine for my fake sleep apnea. It was so unpleasant to sleep that way; it felt like someone was taking a bicycle tire pump and forcing a ceaseless stream of air up my nose. She numbed my mouth with Orajel, so I’d drool and slur; she was responsible for my teeth falling out due to side effects of superfluous medications. By speaking for me and scripting my every interaction, she deprived me of finding my own voice. Now, the way I saw it, my literal voice, squeaky as it might be, could be taken from me. Her final play.


My mother and the pulmonologist scheduled the operation with the same casual enthusiasm of planning a teeth cleaning. Despite my recent awakening to the reality of my life, it was here where I truly feared the scope of her malice. This surgery was completely unnecessary. Exploratory, the doctor called it. While all the other surgeries also had been unnecessary, this was the first occasion where I was privy to my mother’s recklessness before the damage could be done.


Was this the plan for the rest of my life? To cut me up and open, piece by piece, just because she could? She was making me play Russian roulette with scalpels instead of bullets. If it wasn’t the voice box surgery, the odds seemed to be increasingly in favor of me dying on one of the operating tables.


“Mama, what if they cut me wrong and then I lose my voice and I can’t talk?”


I don’t think she would’ve minded that at all.
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We ignored one another on the car ride home. I looked out the window, the world passing me by, more quickly now, hazier. She steered the wheel, radar-like, navigating us back to the darkness of our house.


When we entered the door, she went one way and I bee-lined to the blue medicine basin. Her pills weren’t there. Waiting for her to cross the room, without words I rolled into the bedroom, which was suffocated with stuff. I didn’t have to rummage too far to find the pill bottle somewhere beneath a mess of clothes and kid costumes, hand-me-downs from wellmeaning strangers. I shook three oxycodone into my mouth and swallowed them dry, drenched in disillusion: I was just another thing she hoarded.


High and numb now, I craved the fantasy world Nick and I lived in, so I messaged him. Nick and his kink world of ghastly rules was my haven, where I could let him act out anger on me that I did not myself know how to express.


“Do you remember when you told me you’d protect me from people who want to hurt me?” I asked Nick.


“Yes, darling.”


“Will you still protect me?”


“Yes,” Nick answered.


“Even from my mother?”


“Yes.”









TWO
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Cajun


Referring to Acadians, the French-speaking people who migrated to South Louisiana from Nova Scotia in the eighteenth century, and their descendants


My mama, Clauddine “Dee Dee” Blanchard, was all about her culture. She was a 100 percent born-and-bred French Cajun from a place called Golden Meadow in the great State of Louisiana. Golden Meadow is the southernmost incorporated area of Lafourche Parish, and you can list its local residents on the front and back of a sheet of looseleaf paper. Mama loved Cajun cooking, which requires the holy trinity of ingredients: onions, bell peppers, and celery. Her birth surname was Pitre, which means “clown” in French. Some people confuse it and pronounce it “Pet-tree,” as in the petri dish, on which penicillin was first discovered.


You don’t need to listen too hard to notice a distinct dialect among those of Cajun descent who live in Southern Louisiana. My mother couldn’t pronounce the th sound. So when she said, “Give me that,” it sounded like, “Give me dat.” In fact, she H-dropped a lot; “Shave off hair” was “shave off air.” No matter how her words sounded, make no mistake, Clauddine Blanchard always knew exactly what she was saying. I think when you love to tell stories, like she did, you learn early on to choose your words and their delivery with precision, the better to ensnare the listener.


My mother’s first big lie, that I know of, was when she met my dad, Rod Blanchard, in 1990. Dad was seventeen years old and already working as a trawler when he met my mom at the local bowling alley. I imagine my dad back in the day as a totally chill kid who got along with everyone, no matter what friend group he belonged to. He just wanted to have a good time, go see live bands, and didn’t expect anything from anyone. Signing himself out of school early, my dad was a hard worker. Still is. At the bowling alley, my mother introduced herself to him, telling him she was twenty-one.


Like in one of those eighties movies, where some geeky freshman chases after the senior homecoming queen, Dad’s boy brain thought he’d scored with an older woman, one who had her own ride—a Ford Fiesta—and could legally buy him booze and be his designated driver. He just didn’t know how much of an older woman she truly was. Mama was actually twenty-three years old. The question is: Why would a woman in her twenties want an immature boy as a boyfriend? Knowing what I know now, I suspect she thought she could manipulate or control him in a way a man her age wouldn’t allow. Or maybe her insecurity made her feel that a man her age wouldn’t want her. She could’ve just thought Dad was hot. These things can all be true at the same time.


So, they started dating: Mama driving Dad to Biloxi to barhop, going out to see hair bands in the NOLA club scene, frequenting the local dive-bar hangout the Greenhouse. Mama was really into music. When she was younger, she used to follow bands around. She claimed she was in a relationship with Jack Russell, the lead singer of the eighties hair band Great White. I was recently told by a friend of Mama’s that they were both outside a concert venue waiting for the band to come out of the tour bus. And my mother managed to get a picture taken with Jack, which she framed and hung on her bedroom wall. She told anyone who saw it that Jack had mailed the photo to her because they were in a relationship, which was completely false.


Mama also claimed she was a virgin before she met my dad. I’m not about to ask my dad his opinion on this. But I know that being a groupie and a virgin cannot be true at the same time.


According to stories I’ve heard, Mama had a thing for lead singers and wanted to be their girlfriend. Sometimes she sent flowers to herself and told people they were from various rock stars. With lies, she created lore. She was always telling stories. That was just Dee Dee.


Was kneading together lies to bake a tasty story a learned behavior from her childhood? There are plenty of secrets in the Pitre family that nobody talks about. I’m positive it’s like that in most families. When you have a secret as big as the one my mother kept about her own father, Claude Pitre, who could blame her?


My mother was the baby of six children. And get this, of the six, half were named after their father, Claude: Claude Jr., Claudia, and Clauddine. Narcissist much? Dee Dee, as Mama was called, had dreams of being a somebody. She often made it a point to remind me that she could’ve been that somebody if she hadn’t given it all up to take care of me.


By the time my mother was twelve, she had gained a lot of weight. According to her, she “blew up,” and she tried to wrap her middle in cellophane to sweat off the fat. I can’t help but think her eating disorders coincided with her gaining womanly body fat after getting her first period.


And with trying to purge the secret of what happened when my grandfather insisted on joining her during her baths.


During her eleventh and twelfth grade years, Mama lost close to two hundred pounds. Apparently, my grandmother Emma body-shamed Mama relentlessly, calling her fat. Mama began a very unhealthy diet and soon developed anorexia and bulimia. Her high school friend told me she remembers Mama eating only rice cakes for a whole year.


Mommzie Emma, as I called her, used to say her husband Claude was a “man whore,” claiming he had a wandering eye. I don’t know if Emma knew what Claude was doing to Dee Dee. Back then . . . who knows?


When Mama was younger, Mommzie used to keep her home from school all the time, telling her she was sick when she really wasn’t. My mother told me she used to drink vinegar to make her skin snow white, so she’d be more beautiful. And I guess it worked. In her senior year, in 1986, Mama was South Lafourche High School’s ROTC queen. ROTC stands for Reserve Officers’ Training Corps. I never knew this track is for students who want to go to college to train to become an army officer. How Mama loved to talk about this momentous event. She made it seem that after that crowning, she had been entered into pageants all around the state, except that wasn’t true. I have come to find out that she attended pageants out of the obligation of being the 1986 ROTC queen. She had not been entered in any pageants after that.


I feel sad for Mama now, for wanting me to believe that one pageant was so much more than what it was. I think it was the only time in her youth when she felt truly special—and pretty. She would tell me the same stories of her glory days over and over again. How celebrities hit on her on Bourbon Street or how musicians put her name in their songs and in the liner notes of their albums. More kneading. Was she trying to get my adoration? My attention? Was she trying to make me jealous? I heard about how skinny she got, how pretty she got, and how people applauded her when she was a beauty queen. It almost seemed like she was trying to make me feel even smaller, in my wheelchair, with no teeth, malnourished, androgynous—with no attractiveness at all, most of the time dressed as a boy. I’d think: She used to have it all until I came along. I put her on a pedestal. I’d see pictures and think: Wow, that was my Mama! No wonder Claude loved her most.


Maybe I didn’t follow in Mama’s footsteps as a beauty queen, but when it came to Claude, I would turn out to be his favorite just like my mom had been.


I don’t know when Mama’s dreams died, but by the time she met my father, she was drifting. She had tried. I remember her saying, “The rest of us kids were fuckups, so I tried to do my mom proud by joining Junior ROTC and winning a beauty pageant.”


At the time twenty-three-year-old hospital worker Dee Dee approached my father in a bowling alley, she had never been in a serious relationship that I know of, had only completed two years of college, and wasn’t in nursing school as she had intended. She blamed the lack of achievement on having me; but I think it’s the other way around. She hadn’t achieved much, so caring for a chronically sick kid became the excuse or even the justification. See, Dee Dee isn’t a fuckup like the rest of those kids; poor thing’s got Gypsy.


My grandmother Sharon, my dad’s mother, worked at the public library and one day noticed a book in the return bin that had Mama’s name on the checkout card in the back pocket. The title was something along the lines of How to Get Pregnant Fast. Concerned, Sharon called her son to warn him. If you know any seventeen-year-old boys, I don’t need to tell you her warning fell on deaf ears. Instead, Dad confronted Mama, who became enraged that Sharon breached the confidentiality rules of the library. Next thing you know, Mama was trying to get Sharon fired.


I know Mama had a taste for vengeance because I often witnessed it, so it makes sense that she jumped to such a vindictive act. You’d think she would’ve cared about the risk that her boyfriend’s mother could end up hating her. Characteristically, my mother got very defensive and felt slighted by the smallest actions, even if they weren’t done on purpose. She’d read into things, make assumptions about what people were thinking, take unrelated actions as personal affronts, and would shut them down in any way she could. Mama also ran away from situations and conflict a lot. Later in my life, I think she graduated from defensive to paranoid. This made it very difficult for her to have relationships, especially with her siblings. Her paranoia was partly why she isolated us from the world.


Long story short, the pregnancy book worked, because . . . well, here I am.


In order to gather an understanding of my mother and my own birth story, I’ve had to endure some TMI moments with Dad and his wife of thirty years, Kristy. The tale is as old as time: Rod wasn’t in love with Dee Dee, but he was brought up with a sense of duty that told him he had to marry her. It was the right thing to do when you get a girl pregnant. They had sex three times in their entire relationship and didn’t consummate their marriage. Dee Dee didn’t fuss too much about that. Maybe she had gotten what she wanted out of Rod already.


Because he was a minor, Dad needed his own mother’s signature to consent to his marriage. The ceremony and reception were at the VFW in Golden Meadow, Louisiana, on December 27, 1990. On the way there, Dad and one of his groomsmen got in a wreck and totaled Mama’s Ford Fiesta. Dad was arrested for driving without a license, and he used his phone call to ask Mama’s parents, Claude and Emma, to bail him out so he could make it to the hall to marry their daughter. Once they all arrived at the altar, Dad didn’t have the rings. In the middle of the ceremony my dad’s best man, Terry Jr., literally ran out of the VFW and all the way back to Grandma Sharon’s house to fetch the rings from the kitchen counter.


After the wedding reception, Dad and Mama partied at the Greenhouse, where Dad was chatting up his high school friends and old girlfriends and did a shot at the bar with his best friend, Kristy, who worked at the same local hospital as Mama. Kristy had been invited to the wedding but declined, saying she had other plans, a lie Kristy was caught in awkwardly as Mama ran into her at the Greenhouse. Dad looked handsome in his all-white tux, which had become playfully disheveled, with his shirt untucked and his tie unknotted. His mission: get drunk as a skunk. Which he did. Mission accomplished.


Mama and Dad’s wedding night was spent in Claude and Emma’s house, in the upstairs bedroom, where they planned to live for a while. At the age of seventeen, my dad was already working as a full-time fisherman, trawling for shrimp. He had signed himself out of high school as soon as he legally could to follow his own father’s footsteps in the family trade. Trawling is a type of commercial fishing that involves a boat pulling a weighted fishing net behind it through the water or on the seafloor to target certain fish and seafood species, including a Louisiana staple, shrimp. My dad worked on a shrimp boat with twenty-foot nets that had mouths as large as Moby Dick’s, swallowing up shrimp wherever they were hiding: in lakes, rivers, causeways, and the Bayou.


Trawling is hard work, especially when emptying the shrimp from the nets and putting them on ice and storing them. Dad would be gone for weeks at a time. Even today, his job as a boat captain requires him to work the boat for a month straight. At least once Mama had me, she’d have the help of her own mama while Dad was gone.


Being away from home so much made it convenient for Dad to play around behind Mama’s back. Seeing other women without getting caught is a lot easier when you aren’t expected home, and Dad went a little overboard (no pun intended) with his affairs. Ultimately, he got caught when a young girl around the same age as my dad came around looking for Mama’s help, or at least that’s the story Mama told me. The girl wanted money from Mama for an abortion because Rod had gotten her pregnant.


My mother, being Catholic, was not pro-choice, and said she wouldn’t aid this stranger in getting an abortion. But she did have extra diapers and formula of mine that she’d give her to help. The other girl decided to have and keep the baby, and today I have a half sister almost the same age as me who doesn’t live too far away. She seems like a really great girl, raised by her mama and stepdad, whom she considers her father. She reached out to me once when I was in prison. She was gracious and kind to me. And I only wish her the very best and only happiness. Sorry—it’s hard not to digress in my storytelling, as the more I investigate, the more the twists and turns of my colorful family unwind.


With the other woman out of the picture, Dad and Mama were still having a bit of a sex problem, in that they weren’t having any. They hadn’t officially consummated their marriage, and with Dad away so much and seeing other women, the last time they’d had sex was when I was conceived. My dad went back and forth on how to leave Mama, starting almost immediately after the wedding.


For almost three months, Rod called Kristy, asking for advice for a way out of the marriage. Over and over again he said to her, “I want to leave Dee Dee, but I don’t know what to tell her.”


“Tell her the truth, tell her how you feel,” was Kristy’s answer.


Rod even went to Kristy’s mom for help, since she’d watched him grow up. Finally, on the morning of his eighteenth birthday, March 25, 1991, my dad packed his things while Mama slept.


“What you think you’re doing?” she asked when the rustling awakened her, pulling the blankets off and sitting up.


“Dee Dee, I’m leaving. I don’t love you. This is wrong, and I did this for the wrong reasons.”


Without words, Mama popped up from her bed, ripped the framed marriage license off the wall, and threw it across the room.


I don’t think this is when my mother’s man hating began. I think she always hated them.


“Men might be nice to look at,” she’d say, “but they’ll betray you in a heartbeat. Better to just stay away from them all.”


So I did. Until I didn’t.







THREE
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Cher

Term of endearment; “love” or “dear”

My father was not present at my birth. As I wrestled my way out of my mama, he was getting wasted and tripping on acid with his friends for four days at the Tarpon Rodeo, a fishing tournament over on Grand Isle. Minutes old and swaddled sweetly, I imagine my gaze enchanting my mother with a love and a fixed attention she had never known. And that’s when she decided I was not to be shared.

When they cut the cord that connected us, defensively she held me tighter. It was just me and Mama “against the world,” she’d say. From the get-go. Even when my dad decided, very soon after my birth, that he would “give it another go with Dee Dee and try to make it work” and moved us all into a rented house not far from Claude and Emma. I appreciate the fact that my dad, still so young and carefree, would love me enough to attempt to give me a family he thought I deserved. But he and Mama still couldn’t be intimate together, with my dad unable to talk himself into feeling a romantic love for Mama he never had. So he left her a second time, this time for good.

My dad gave us financial support, but let’s face it, he was still a kid, and whatever he strung together didn’t help my mother afford the rented house. So she asked her parents if she and I could move in and stay with them for a while, until my mother could get on her own feet. She had quit the hospital, where she’d worked as a nurse’s aide.

“We told you you shoulda never got pregnant and you shoulda never married Rod in the first place,” Mommzie Emma said, adding a click of the tongue for good measure. “But fine, you can stay here.”

That’s when Mama and I moved back to the Blue House, where we would live until I was about five years old.

[image: ]

After my arrest, my story swept the world as an egregious example of Munchausen syndrome by proxy, a psychological condition in which a parent or caregiver claims their dependent, typically a child, has a nonexistent illness. But I see now that my upbringing encompassed way more dysfunction than that. My mother’s possessiveness tortured me as equally as the faked illnesses and unneeded surgeries. I’m still peeling back the layers that reveal elements of control and complete domination, which she established using several techniques over multiple domains of my life, not just my health care. I don’t want to believe she was conscious of her ways. It’s so hard to believe that. At the same time, I am haunted by the possibility that perhaps she did have awareness of the depth of the emotional pain she was causing, and simply lacked empathy for me. If she knew my pain, empathized with how it might feel to be locked away, prodded, and lied to, she wouldn’t have done it in the first place, right? And if she couldn’t put herself in my shoes and feel what I felt, does that mean she also didn’t feel bad about it?

To possess someone, you must see them not as a person but as an object, like property. The literal meaning of possession is to physically take over the property. From that first gaze in the hospital, it was me and Mama against the world. No bad men, no intruders. My birth certificate was her deed to a property rightfully hers. The takeover had begun.

Before it was a physical takeover in the form of controlling my body’s functions, it was an emotional one. I grew up dreamy eyed for Mama. When you’re little, your world is so small. I had my mother, my bedroom, and my dolls. I was a sucker for dolls. My early memories are of my mother promising a new doll to me if I would just . . . see a new doctor, have a new procedure, nod in agreement, not ask “why,” hold my tongue. Many say Mama was manipulative, holding the dolls over me like that. But getting the doll was my endgame, so wasn’t I a willing participant? I was too young at that time for me to blame myself now, but I do wonder if I helped my mother do the things she did—to me, to the system, and to my dad.
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