

  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      WHAT SURVIVED ME

    

    
      First edition. November 5, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Kelli Brown.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232572068

    

    
    
      Written by Kelli Brown.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Dedication

What Survived Me

Chapter 1 – The First Goodbye

Chapter 2 – Becoming Me

Chapter 3 – The First Love

Chapter 4 – The Knock at the Door

Chapter 5 – Starting Over

Chapter 6 — The Call That Changed Everything

Chapter 7 — The Weight of Redemption

Chapter 8 – What Survived Me

Epilogue – To the Ones Still Standing

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Clay---You walked with me through every shadow and storm, through the nights I thought I wouldn't make it, and mornings I learned to try again.
 
You were the reason I kept breathing, the anchor that held me steady when the world fell apart.
 
Every chapter of this story exists because you were there. You are---and will always be-----my greatest why.

      

    


What Survived Me

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

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

She was right. Eventually, we were.

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was also around that time that everything inside me cracked open. I was fifteen and tired of feeling misunderstood, tired of trying to be perfect, tired of the constant battle in my own head. One night, in a storm of teenage pain I couldn’t name, I tried to end my life. I swallowed a bottle of Tylenol and waited.

I remember the way my dad’s face looked when he found out—terror, disbelief, heartbreak all at once. He didn’t hesitate. He threw me in the car and drove over a hundred miles an hour to the hospital a town over. He didn’t let go of my hand the entire time. I don’t remember much from that night, but I remember that.

The next few days in the hospital were quiet. No lectures, no anger, just him sitting there beside me. I think that was the first time I fully realized how deeply he loved me—not because he said it, but because of how scared he was to lose me. I can still hear his voice from that night in the car:
“You’re going to be okay, Kelli Marie. You can never do this to yourself.”
That sentence became something I carried with me long after the wounds healed. It was a promise. One I didn’t always keep perfectly, but one that lived in the back of my mind every time life tried to break me again.

Looking back, I think that night was the first time I understood what survival meant. Not in the grand, heroic way people like to talk about it—but in the quiet, painful way it really feels. It’s not always about winning. Sometimes it’s about staying. Breathing. Holding on.

My childhood wasn’t perfect, but it was full of love. I had parents who fought for me, who showed up even when I pushed them away, who taught me that family isn’t about blood—it’s about the people who refuse to leave.

And maybe that’s why, years later, when life fell apart again in ways I never saw coming, I already knew what it meant to keep going.

Because I’d learned it from them.
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Chapter 2 – Becoming Me
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Growing up, I had what most people would call a good childhood.
We weren’t perfect — no family ever is — but our home was steady, full of love, discipline, and the kind of structure that keeps kids from drifting too far. My parents were firm, the rules were clear, and the expectations were high.
And me? I was spirited. Strong-willed. The kind of child who never walked a straight line when she could dance around it instead. My parents called it “rebellious.” I called it “figuring out who I was.” Looking back, I think we were all right.

My mom was the enforcer — sharp, determined, and unshakably protective. My dad was quieter in his approach, the steady one. The safe one. Together, they built a life that looked ordinary from the outside but was filled with the kind of love you only understand when you’ve lived without it once.

By my early teens, life felt full and stable, but something in me was always restless. I wanted more — more freedom, more attention, more say in who I was becoming. As I got older, I started pushing boundaries just to see how far they would bend. The more my parents tried to keep me safe, the harder I pushed back.

I filled my days with everything I could get my hands on — cheerleading, volleyball, FFA, art, the school play — anything to keep my mind occupied and my spirit moving. I loved being busy. Being busy meant I didn’t have
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