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When we enter this world, we arrive as a blank leaf — soft, unmarked, and open to everything. True, a spark of our nature is already written in the code of our being, waiting patiently beneath the surface. But the walls — the fortresses we later build — they come only with time. They rise from pain, from betrayal, from the small and large heartbreaks that carve our path through life.

Some of us are fortunate. They suffer little, they build only small fences — enough to keep the wind out, but never so high as to block the sun. Others, like me, construct fortresses so vast and so cold that even our own hearts become echoes within them. Stone by stone, we build our protection until one day we find ourselves alone inside, safe but suffocating.

And here lies the cruel paradox of survival: the same walls that guard us also imprison us. We cannot tear them down with our own hands; they were built from fear, and fear does not yield easily. To dismantle them, we need another soul — someone patient enough, determined enough, to chip away at our defenses one fragile brick at a time.

My name is Bella, and my walls are high. For years, they stood unbroken — my shelter, my silence, my curse. But fate, in its quiet mercy, sent someone who refused to leave me buried behind them. Someone who saw me, not the fortress. Someone who stayed.

And because of that, I am here — changed, alive, and forever grateful.

*  *  *
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When I was little, I didn’t know that some kinds of affection could be wrong. A father’s touch, a father’s closeness — I thought that was love. How could I have known that love shouldn’t make you feel afraid?

As I grew older, a quiet unease began to whisper inside me. I started to understand that what was happening was not what other children lived through. I tried to tell my mother — again and again — hoping she would see what I could no longer hide. But she turned her face away. Her silence was like a door closing softly between us. She said I was imagining things.

I remember the sadness more than the fear. The sadness of not being believed. Of realizing that the only person who might have saved me chose instead to look away.

So I learned to disappear. I would hide beneath my bed, small and silent, holding my breath as the shadows stretched across the room. When I couldn’t escape, I built another world — a secret one inside my mind — a world where I was safe, where no one could reach me.

He would come to me later, with tears and apologies, whispering that he was sorry, that it would never happen again. But it always did. And each time, another brick was added to my invisible wall.

By the time I was old enough to understand, that wall had become a fortress — cold, high, unyielding. It was the only place I could live without breaking. Inside it, I could feel safe, even when my body wasn’t. Outside, he could hurt me. But behind that wall, he could never touch me.

*  *  *
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My name is Jeremy, and this was my first day of high school. The building smelled faintly of polished floors and chalk dust — a new world waiting to decide what to make of me. My family had just moved to this town, and I knew no one here. The thought of walking into a room full of strangers made my stomach twist in that familiar way, half fear, half anticipation.

I arrived early, hoping that an emptier classroom might be kinder. A few students were already there, scattered across the rows, speaking in low voices, their laughter easy and unguarded — the kind that belongs to those who already know each other.

The desks were arranged in pairs, and I scanned the room, wondering where to sit. On the far side, near the window, sat a girl alone. Her head was bowed, her long hair half hiding her face. Something about her stillness drew me in.

I’ve never been one for loud company or rough talk. The games boys play — the posturing, the jokes at someone else’s expense — have always felt foreign to me. I’ve always found a quiet peace in the company of gentler souls, and there was something in that girl’s presence that felt... still, fragile, yet magnetic.

So I walked toward her desk. As I approached, she looked up — just for an instant — and in that brief meeting of eyes I saw that she was pretty, yes, but also unbearably sad. The kind of sadness that lingers behind the eyes, unspoken but unmistakable.

“Hi,” I said, my voice a little uncertain. “I’m Jeremy.”

She hesitated, then spoke softly, without quite looking at me. “I’m Bella.”

Something shifted then — almost imperceptibly, like a door opening just a crack in a long-locked room. She didn’t know it, and neither did I, but that was the first brick removed from the wall she had built around her heart.

*  *  *
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The first day of school passed as most first days do — introductions, timetables, teachers trying to sound both kind and strict at once. I barely remember their names now. What I do remember is glancing every so often at Bella, sitting silently beside me, her eyes fixed on the desk or on the window beyond it. She seemed far away, as though her thoughts were somewhere no one else could reach.

When the lunch bell rang, I turned to her. “Let’s go outside,” I said. “It’s too nice a day to stay in here.”

She hesitated, as if unsure whether the invitation was real, then nodded. We found a quiet bench under a tree behind the main building where the noise of the courtyard faded to a soft murmur. She unpacked her small lunch carefully, almost timidly, while I tried to make light conversation — about the new school, the teachers, the weird smell in the science room. She smiled once, faintly, and that alone felt like a victory.

When we had finished eating, I rummaged in my bag and pulled out a chocolate bar. I unwrapped it halfway and broke it cleanly in two. “Want some?” I asked.

She shook her head quickly. “No, thank you.”

I didn’t press her. I just placed half the bar on the wrapper in front of her and slid it across the table. “You might change your mind,” I said.

For a moment she just looked at it, motionless. Then, slowly, she picked it up, broke off a small piece, and took a bite. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice barely above the wind.

I didn’t know then how much that tiny moment would come to mean. Many years later, our daughter told me how she’d gained the trust of a wild cat she’d found — how she had to sit near it every day, speaking softly, never reaching out too soon, letting the creature decide when it was safe to come close.

That memory took me straight back to that sunny lunch hour under the tree.

It had taken me a long, long time to slowly earn Bella’s trust — but that afternoon, with half a chocolate bar between us, was where it began.

*  *  *
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A few days later, when Bella arrived at school, I knew instantly that something was wrong. She
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