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Written about & By Rachel Elaine 

Wander After Loss 

Introduction: A Note from the Author

When I was a child, I believed that what happened to me would be the story of my life—that the worst things, the betrayals, the betrayals by those who were supposed to protect me, would always define me. I carried that weight for so long—those years of confusion, of self-doubt, of feeling like a mistake. But here’s what I know now, and it’s what I want you to know: the most horrible things can happen to you as a child—things you never deserved—and you can still become extraordinary. You are not your trauma. You are not your mistakes. You are as powerful as you believe you are, and no matter how far you fall, you can rise—fierce, free, and ready to wander after loss.

This book is my journey—but it is also a map. It’s a reminder that even when you feel most lost, you are not finished. You are still becoming. And if I could survive that decade, if I could rise from the ashes of what was taken, then you can, too. So, this is for every part of you that hasn’t given up—this is for every dream you thought was lost. Wander with me.
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I’m in the window seat, the plane rising as the sun paints the sky in a thousand golds. Tears slide down my face, and I don’t fight them—this time, they are gratitude, joy, and wonder all at once. I think of that first flight I took at 10, when the world felt so big, and I promised myself I would never stop exploring. Every flight since—every horizon I chased—has been a new chance. Another adventure. Another story. And today, I know, I’ve survived long enough to see them all unfold.
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Chapter 1: The Decade I Nearly Lost
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I remember being five years old, barefoot and sun-warmed, running toward the swings like it was the only place that mattered. I would pump my legs as high as I could, chasing the sky, the breeze brushing against my face. When we went to the beach, the air tasted like salt, and the sound of the waves blended with my laughter. I was fearless then—curious, full of life, believing everything and everyone was good.

I am who I am because of her.

But somewhere between 10 and 20, something shifted.

I wanted to die for that entire decade—the first decade where I got to make my own choices, but had no idea what was actually good for me. I didn’t think I’d make it to 30. For a long time, I didn’t plan to.

Now I’m in my 30s, and I’m so glad I stayed. I’m full of wonder. I think the desire to wander the world is what kept me alive—the hope that there was more, something better waiting for me. I didn’t know where or how, but I knew I was meant for more.

No matter what you were given, use it. Use it as fuel. Let the pain carry you when it feels too heavy to hold.

Because what does it mean to forgive, but still have to live with it every day?

That’s what it feels like to be betrayed by a parent who raised you.

My dad taught me to disengage when someone hurts me—hang up the phone, walk away, don’t tolerate disrespect. And eventually, I had to use that lesson on him. When I finally learned boundaries, I spoke my truth about the abuse and neglect I endured—and it cost me him.

It’s been almost a decade since I’ve seen the first man I ever loved.

He taught me how to fight. He made me tough—put me in sports, never going easy on me. In some ways, I’m grateful. In others, I feel stuck as that five-year-old girl—innocent, full of love, still wanting to believe in people no matter how many times they let her down.

She’s also the one who learned to hide the things she cared about, just so no one could take them away.

That’s why I built walls. Not to keep people out—but to see who’s willing to climb.

My dad used to tell me my mom was jealous of me. He gave me advice I still carry. That’s what makes it harder—the way someone can hurt you and nurture you at the same time.

He was horrible to me.

And he also loved me in ways she never could.

In 2009, as a freshman in high school, everything began to spiral. My father, after his remarriage, became more controlling—cruel with his words, his actions, his presence. At 13, he crossed a line I can never forget—he choked me after I rolled my eyes at him.

After that, everything changed.

In 2009, my mom brought me to Houston, and from that day, I never went back.

The night before my first day of school in Houston, my dog died in my arms.

It was supposed to be my birthday.

We had gone out to celebrate, and for a few hours, I tried to let myself believe that maybe this move could become something good. Maybe Houston could become home eventually. Maybe starting over didn’t have to feel so painful.

When we got back, I went to let my dog outside.

She was excited the way dogs are when they love you completely—full speed, tail wagging, pure joy with no understanding that life can change in a second. I remember calling after her, but before I could react, she ran into the street.

The sound still lives inside me.

Everything after that happened too fast and too slow at the same time.

I remember dropping to my knees. I remember holding her. I remember the panic in my chest, the disbelief, the way my hands shook while I tried to understand what was happening. And then I remember realizing she was gone.

Just like that.

One second, she was alive.

The next, she wasn’t.

I was 14 years old, standing in a city that still didn’t feel like mine, holding the last piece of home I thought I had left.

She died with me holding her.

And something in me changed after that.

That night, I cried until there was nothing left in me. The kind of crying that leaves your whole body aching afterward. I barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw it again. Her running. The headlights. The feeling of helplessness.

Morning came anyway.

That’s the strange thing about grief—the world keeps moving, even when yours has stopped completely.

I remember standing in the mirror before school, staring at my swollen face and trying to make myself look normal. I didn’t want anyone asking questions. I didn’t want pity. I didn’t want to break down in front of strangers.

So I told myself to keep it together.

Just get through the day.

Just make it to each class.

Just don’t cry.

The school felt enormous.

Back home, everything had felt familiar. I knew the streets, the people, the rhythm of life. But Houston felt endless. Loud. Overwhelming. Thousands of students moved through the hallways like they already belonged there, while I walked around clutching my schedule, trying to pretend I wasn’t completely lost.

I remember studying the hall numbers carefully, terrified of walking into the wrong classroom. I remember hearing people laugh around me and feeling disconnected from all of it, like I was watching life happen from behind glass.

No one there knew what had happened the night before.

No one knew I had just left my hometown.

No one knew my heart was shattered.

No one knew I had spent the entire night crying over the dog I grew up loving.

And somehow, there was something lonely about that—but also freeing.

Because if no one knew who I had been before, then maybe I could become someone else here.

So I kept walking.

Class to class.

Hallway to hallway.

One foot in front of the other.

I learned quickly that survival doesn’t always look dramatic. Sometimes it looks like showing up anyway. Sometimes it looks like forcing yourself through the hardest day of your life because there’s no other option.

After school, I had to walk home alone through unfamiliar streets I still didn’t recognize. Every sound made me alert. Every turn felt uncertain. I remember gripping my backpack straps tightly and trying to memorize landmarks so I wouldn’t get lost the next day.

I felt small.

But I also felt something else beginning underneath all that grief and fear.

Strength.

Not the loud kind. Not confidence. Not healing.

Just endurance.

The quiet kind that whispers:

Keep going.

You’ll figure it out eventually.

And somehow, I did.
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