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Dedication
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For the little girl in me who kept surviving when she should have been protected.

For my babies, Khalil and Royalty—everything softer I build from here is for you.

For Aunt Diane, who believed me, prayed over me, and loved me in a way that still reaches me.

And for every woman carrying bruises nobody can see.
May you know your pain was real, your survival matters, and your healing gets to be yours.

Before You Read

This book is not a monument to pain. It is a release.

Bruises You Can’t See is the truth of what I carried—childhood trauma, grief, survival, motherhood, spiritual exhaustion, love that hurt, and the long road of learning how to stop calling pain home. Writing it all down is part of my healing. It is me telling the truth so I no longer have to keep carrying every piece of it in my body like it still needs somewhere to live.

If you have ever had to survive what nobody else could see, I hope something in these pages makes you feel less alone.
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After the Bruises: Poems from the Healing

A small section of poems that belong beside this memoir—words from the healing, the grief, the anger, the softness, and the woman who kept becoming.

Peace Be Still

When life got loud
and my spirit felt like a room full of broken glass,
I heard your voice again—
steady, sharp, holy, and unbothered.
Peace be still.

Not because the storm was fake.
Not because the pain wasn’t real.
But because chaos had overstayed its welcome
and I was finally learning
I didn’t have to keep feeding it.
So now when fear tries to move back in,
when grief gets too heavy,
when old love starts sounding like home again,
I say it like a prayer and a warning:
Peace be still.
You cannot have me back.

Victim

You wanted me quiet
so the story could fit better in your mouth.
Wanted my bruises to look like drama,
my boundaries to look like bitterness,
my truth to sound too loud to trust.
But I am not your version of what happened.
I am the woman who lived it.
The woman who bled and still kept mothering.
The woman who cried and still kept moving.
The woman you tried to shrink
and still could not erase.
Call me whatever helps you sleep.
I know my life.
And I know this:
surviving you did not make me weak.
It made me dangerous to your lies.

Heart of a Hustler

I learned early
that the world doesn’t hand soft girls mercy.
So I built hustle out of heartbreak,
made survival look pretty,
wore strength like lip gloss
and kept my pain tucked in my purse.
But a heart of a hustler
isn’t the same thing as peace.
And fast money, fast love, fast nights
all leave slow bruises.
Now I’m learning
that the woman I’m becoming
is worth more than what survival taught me to settle for.
The streets don’t owe me nothing.
And I don’t owe my future
to the life that almost swallowed me whole.

Stranger Studying My Scars

You looked at me
like you could read the wreckage.
Like my silence had subtitles.
Like the smile was pretty
but the eyes had seen too much to lie all the way.
You weren’t wrong.

There are scars in me
that still tense when love gets loud.
Still flinch when peace stays too long.
Still wonder if tenderness is real
or just dressed nicer than pain this time.
But if you study me,
study the miracle too—
how I stayed soft enough to love
after life gave me every reason not to.

Lay It All to Rest

I am tired of carrying
what should have been buried years ago.
The old lies.
The old fear.
The names I answered to
when I didn’t know my own worth yet.
The men I confused for home.
The grief I wore like jewelry.
The anger I fed because it felt stronger than sadness.
Tonight I lay it all to rest.
Not because it didn’t matter.
Because it did.
Because it mattered enough
for me to stop dragging it
into every room I enter.
This is not forgetting.
This is release.

Real One

I kept loving like a real one.
Too real, maybe.
The kind of real that stays too long,
forgives too much,
sees the wound behind the weapon
and still tries to love around it.
But being real
shouldn’t cost me my peace.
Shouldn’t make me smaller.
Shouldn’t have me begging
for honesty from people
who benefit more from my confusion.
I’m still a real one.
I just don’t bleed for free anymore.

Purpose

Maybe I did not survive all of this
just to tell a sad story.
Maybe there is purpose
in the girl who kept getting back up.
Purpose in the mother
who kept choosing her babies over despair.
Purpose in the woman
who learned how to make language
out of bruises nobody could see.
Maybe healing is purpose too.
Maybe peace is purpose.
Maybe the version of me
that refuses to repeat the cycle
is purpose in its purest form.

After This

After this,
I want mornings that don’t start in survival.
A phone that doesn’t make my chest tighten.
A love that doesn’t need chaos to feel alive.
A home that sounds like peace.
A body that knows how to rest.
After this,
I want to laugh without guilt.
Write without bleeding every time.
Mother from softness more than fear.
Say my own name like it belongs to me.
After this,
I live.

About the Author

Natasha Sabanovich, writing under the name Poetik Honey, is a poet, storyteller, and mother whose work lives at the intersection of truth, survival, softness, and healing. Bruises You Can’t See is a memoir about the wounds people can’t always see—childhood trauma, grief, motherhood, survival, faith, and the long process of learning how to put pain down without pretending it never happened.

Through poetry and personal storytelling, Poetik Honey writes for the women still finding their way back to themselves.
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Chapter 1 — The First Bruise
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People always ask where a story begins.

The truth is, I’m not really sure.

Some memories come back clear. Others come back in pieces. Mine came back in pieces.

The first thing I remember ain’t a birthday. Ain’t Christmas. Ain’t no happy childhood memory. The first thing I remember is confusion.

I remember being with my dad. I was little little. The kind of little where you don’t really understand what’s going on around you. I remember laying on the changing table while he changed my diaper. I remember looking up. I remember his hands. I remember his nails. I remember him picking at something between my legs.

And then... nothing.

It’s like somebody cut the movie off.

The next thing I remember is being rushed through a hospital. Looking up at the ceiling while everything moving fast. People talking. Doctors running around. Bright lights. A bunch of confusion. I remember them putting something red inside of me. Then the memory gone again.

That’s all I got. Just pieces. A few seconds from one day that never left me.

What’s crazy is people spend their whole lives trying to forget painful memories. I spent mine trying to remember. Trying to understand why that memory stayed when everything else disappeared. Trying to understand why it always felt heavy. Why it always felt different. Why it felt like there was a story trapped between those missing pages.

I don’t got all the answers. Matter fact, I got more questions than answers.

For years, those questions followed me. Through childhood. Through my teenage years. Through motherhood. Through every version of myself I tried to become.

Maybe that’s the hardest part. Not knowing. Not having answers. Just carrying a wound you can’t fully explain. A beginning. An ending. And a giant hole in the middle.

After that, my mom called the police.

Now, me and my mom got our own story. She wasn’t always the mother I needed her to be. Matter fact, she wasn’t there a lot of the time. But she called the police and said something happened to me. My dad always said it wasn’t true. To this day, he hates her for it.

And the truth is, I don’t know what happened. I only know what little I remember. I only know the questions I’ve been carrying my whole life.

But here’s the crazy part.

Even with all that... I still loved my dad.

I still gave him a chance. I still answered the phone. I still showed up. I still tried to build a relationship with him. Out of all his kids, I was the one who kept trying. The one who kept reaching back. The one who wanted a father. The one who wanted him to choose me.

And for years, I thought maybe if I loved him enough, he’d finally see me. Maybe if I kept showing up, he’d finally show up too.

But about a year ago, he told me something that broke my heart.

He told me he didn’t want me.

Just like that.

And I cried harder than I want to admit. Not because I was a little girl anymore. But because a part of me still was. A part of me was still that little girl waiting to be chosen by her daddy. Waiting to hear she was enough. Waiting to hear she mattered.

The day it happened, I wasn’t doing good. Matter fact, I was barely making it. I was fighting depression. Sleeping my days away. Trying to escape my own thoughts. Trying to escape my own pain. There were days I didn’t even want to get out of bed.

My dad had called me a couple times, but I didn’t answer. Not because I was out partying. Not because I didn’t care. I was asleep. Depressed. Numb. Existing more than living.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, he saw something I posted online. A photoshoot.

What he didn’t know was that I didn’t pay for it. Anybody who knows me knows I’ve always been resourceful. I’ve always figured things out. I’ve always made something out of nothing.

But instead of asking me how I was doing, he started criticizing me. Talking about how I was a single mother. Talking about money. Comparing me to my grandmother. Comparing my life to other people’s lives.

And I remember feeling confused.

Because out of everything I was going through, that’s what he wanted to talk about? A picture? A photoshoot?

When we finally spoke, the conversation got ugly. Fast.

He started throwing my pain back in my face. The things I trusted him with. The things I cried to him about. The things I admitted I was struggling with. The things I thought were safe between a father and a daughter. He used them as weapons.

And that hurt more than the yelling. More than the insults. More than being called out of my name.

Because when somebody knows your wounds and uses them against you, it hits different. Especially when that somebody is your father.

I hung up feeling smaller than I had before the phone rang.

And somewhere in the middle of that heartbreak, I realized something.

The little girl in me was still waiting for comfort from a man who only seemed to know how to cause pain.

Sometimes I wonder if that’s part of the reason I stayed. Not just with my father. With other men too. I spent so much of my life trying to be loved by somebody who was supposed to love me naturally. Trying to earn something that should have never had to be earned.

Maybe that’s why I accepted things I shouldn’t have accepted. Maybe that’s why I stayed longer than I should have. Maybe that’s why manipulation felt familiar. Maybe that’s why being hurt felt familiar. Because somewhere deep inside, I was still that little girl trying to be chosen. Still trying to prove I was worth loving.

The part that hurts the most is this:

Even after everything. Even after the questions. Even after what people said happened. Even after all the confusion. I still chose him. I still gave him a relationship. I still loved him. I still wanted him in my life.

And when he told me he didn’t want me, it broke something inside of me.

Because I realized I had spent years fighting for a place in the heart of someone who should have made room for me from the beginning.

I wasn’t just grieving my father.

I was grieving the daughter I never got to be.
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Chapter 2 — The Choice
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There were six of us in the beginning.

But by the time I was asked to choose where I would live, we were already being scattered.

My oldest brother, James, had been adopted by his grandparents. My brother CJ had been taken away, renamed, and sent to Texas. My brother Marcus had been sent down a difficult path of his own. My sister Alexa and I were still trying to understand a world that kept changing around us.

Joshua was the baby.

The family I started with was already breaking apart piece by piece.

When people talk about foster care and adoption, they usually tell the story through paperwork, court dates, and placements.

What I remember is the separation.

Not all at once. Piece by piece.

I remember watching siblings disappear into different homes and different lives. By the time the adoption decision came, I had already learned what it felt like to lose people I loved.

The last time we were removed was different.

My mother had been given another chance, but things fell apart again. The adults decided they could no longer keep giving her opportunities to regain custody. This time adoption became the permanent plan.

I was seven years old.

Joshua was still a baby.

And somehow, even at seven years old, I already felt responsible for him.

Before the courtroom, before the adoption, before the decisions were finalized, I had already become his protector.

During foster care, Joshua was only nine or ten months old. He couldn’t tell anyone what he needed. He couldn’t speak for himself. I remember worrying about him. I remember hearing him cry. I remember feeling like somebody needed to look out for him.

For whatever reason, I believed that somebody was me.

Then came the courtroom.

I remember being there with my uncle, my little brother, and the adults trying to decide where we would belong. A woman named Kelly got down on her knees so she could speak to me face-to-face.

She asked me a question that no seven-year-old should have to answer.

Did I want to live with my grandmother and my sister?
Or did I want to live with my baby brother and an aunt and uncle I didn’t know?
My grandmother was familiar. My sister was familiar. They were pieces of the life I already knew.

But my answer was already sitting in my heart.

I chose my brother.

Looking back, people might think I chose strangers.

I didn’t.

I chose him.

I couldn’t imagine leaving him behind. I had already watched too many siblings disappear from my life. I wasn’t willing to lose another one if I could help it.

At seven years old, I wasn’t choosing a home.

I was choosing who I couldn’t bear to lose.

As an adult, I realize how much that moment says about the child I was. I was already carrying responsibilities no child should have been carrying. Already trying to protect someone else. Already putting someone else’s needs before my own. Already trying to save people when nobody had taught me how to save myself.

My aunt and uncle gave us a good life. They loved us. They provided for us. They opened their home and their hearts to us. The neighborhood kids joked that me and my brother were spoiled because we were so well taken care of.

And honestly, we were blessed.

But there was something people couldn’t see.

Joshua had been a baby when everything happened.

I had been seven.

He needed stability.

I needed healing.

I already had memories. I already had trauma. I already had wounds. The bruises weren’t on my skin. They were inside of me.

Sometimes I felt different from my brother. Not because I loved him less. Not because my family loved me less. But because he had something I didn’t.

Blood ties.

As we grew up, there were times when we argued like siblings do. Sometimes he would say, “This is my family, not yours.”

He was a kid. I understand that now.

But those words landed in a place that was already hurting.

Most of the family made me feel loved. Most of the family welcomed me with open arms. Most of the family treated me as their own.

Yet there were moments when I still wondered where I belonged.

Not because anyone told me I didn’t belong.

But because abandonment has a way of planting questions in a child’s heart. Questions that follow you long after you’ve found a home.

Looking back now, I don’t think I was searching for a family.

I had one.

I was searching for certainty.

I wanted to know that I belonged somewhere completely.

And then there was Aunt Diane.

She had four children of her own. She worked hard. She sacrificed. Yet somehow she still found room in her heart for me.

Today, I believe my aunt and uncle gave me a home.

But Aunt Diane gave me something different.

She gave me emotional safety.

She saw the hurt underneath the smile. The little girl underneath the survival. The wounds underneath the strength. She understood that a child can be loved and still need healing.

For years, I thought the most important thing about that courtroom was the choice I made.

Now I think the most important thing was what the choice revealed.

Even at seven years old, I was willing to carry someone else’s pain before my own.

I spent so much of my childhood trying to save everyone else.

I just didn’t know yet that I needed saving too.
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