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      Again, Before I Forget is a book about suffering and the silencing of a voice in pain. It is about violence against a child. It contains details of his biological parents’ death in a house fire, child abuse—physical, emotional, and sexual—and human trafficking. It also contains his words on suicidal ideation, self-harm, dissociation. A significant portion of the book describes his abusive relationship with an ex-boyfriend who was also one of his traffickers.

      This book is made up of his cries for help.

      For that reason, it was important to convey his words as they were, difficult as they are to read and absorb.

      I urge you not to look away.
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        While Ren stated here that the pieces in the book aren’t edited, they’ve obviously now been edited for clarity and flow. “Arwen,” addressed at the end, is one of my nicknames, so that’s what Renley called me at times.

      

      

      This book is a series of poems and prose. It revolves around some tough times, and how coping gradually changed my perception of the ordeals.

      This project’s purpose is just to let out mundane rants and silent opinions that are in no way meant to be harmful, disrespectful, or negative toward anyone. They’re a means of coping and getting out unresolved feelings in a healthy manner.

      Each part is written individually, and no previous context is needed to enjoy any one part.

      If anyone is going through anything and needs someone to talk to, do not hesitate to DM me. I’ll try my best to help and listen.
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      This collection is by no means edited, and hence the poems/prose are as they were written the first time around, between June 2020 and May 2021.

      While reading, know that these are all amateur writings, done during apprehensive times, with no professional or final intent initially. They are a series of pent-up words that, even after writing them down, feel distasteful and incomplete. Upon insistence, I have decided to publish for only one person: Arwen.

      To Arwen, as you read these, I hope you enjoy them and can see the value that I do not see in them. They are not the greatest but hold more value because of you.

      
        
        Renley Nicolas Chu

        April 2021
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      Renley Nicolas Chu
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      Renley lost both his parents in a fire that permanently damaged his vocal cords and lungs at the age of five, leaving him unable to speak. He was adopted into a family at age eight, where he endured unspeakable horrors.

      Midway through 2020, Ren began writing intensively, continuing until his death. Each piece he wrote exudes the rawness and authenticity of his heart, emotions, and experiences.

      At the beginning of 2021, even as Ren’s health rapidly deteriorated, Tiffany Chu and her husband began making arrangements with his current adoptive family to transfer guardianship to them and bring Ren to the United States. On May 18, 2021, he changed his legal name to Renley Nicolas Chu.

      About a week after his eighteenth birthday, Renley suffered a severe attack leading to lung and heart failure; he passed away three days before he would have left for the U.S.

      Renley’s last wish to come home was fulfilled on June 1, when his ashes were brought to San Diego.

      He always treated each person as a beautiful, worthy individual, deserving of his attention and care. Regardless of how he was feeling, regardless of his own struggles, he did all in his power to make each person’s life better. In the short time he was here, he imprinted himself onto the hearts of countless people, whether they knew him well or not. Those who knew him remember him as one of the most compassionate people one would ever have the privilege of coming across. Though he had seen so much more of the evil in humanity than most people will ever encounter in their entire lives, he retained a loving, kind heart, devoid of any lasting bitterness, giving freely to all.

      He had no voice to speak with, yet here his words will live on forever and leave his mark upon the world. He had no voice, but through his writing, the world will finally hear him as he deserved to be heard.

      
        
        Renley Nicolas Chu

        (May 2003-May 2021)

        The world was not worthy of you.
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      Renley’s Family (The Chus)

      
        
        Renley — also called “Kochan,” “Leo,” “J”

        Tiffany — mother — also called “Arwen,” “Roo,” “fairy”

        M — father — also called “blanket-snatcher,” “dragon”

        E — younger brother — also called “mushroom”

      

      

      Renley’s Biological Family

      
        
        John* — older brother

      

      

      Renley’s First Adoptive Family

      
        
        Liam* — older brother

        June*/“Miss” — adoptive mother/trafficker

      

      

      Others

      
        
        Adam* — ex-boyfriend/trafficker

        B — a cousin — also called “Rye”

        Merry — a friend
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      All pieces have been copied in their entirety with minor edits, in order to retain as much of Ren’s original intents and words as possible while improving clarity and flow. Letters are mildly edited to exclude personal information for the sake of privacy.

      Pieces are arranged by subject, and somewhat chronologically. This begins with the loss of Renley’s parents and continues through his experiences in his abusive adoptive family and a toxic, abusive relationship with his ex-boyfriend. They give a glimpse into Ren’s internal state as he processed through past and ongoing trauma, his grief, inability to speak, struggles with mental health, self-harm and suicidal ideation, and the effects of homophobia.

      Despite a life marked by tragedy, Ren maintained his purity of heart, compassion, and resilience. He fought—harder than anyone I have ever known—to triumph over impossible circumstances that threatened to quench his beautiful spirit, to live. For someone so physically fragile, he is the bravest and strongest person to have ever crossed my path.

      As you read, you will hopefully notice Renley’s journey and personal growth from someone who molded himself to what his abusers needed, to finding his own identity and voice, and from aimless despair to joyful hope as he found his reason to live.

      

      
        
        Tiffany Chu

        September 2021
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      It has now been five years since I first published this book. For the second edition, I have added much more context in the introduction to each part, as well as a list of people Ren mentions, so that the reader can better appreciate his story. These background introductions are provided in a different font to clearly differentiate my editorial framing from Renley’s own words. I’ve also removed some essays and added others in order to provide a better narrative flow.

      Some names have been changed for legal and privacy reasons and are indicated with an asterisk the first time they appear.

      A note about the text format: because Ren couldn’t speak, he communicated through texting. While in the original manuscript, Ren indicated this with simple single quotation marks, I’ve chosen to use an actual text bubble.

      Something to note about Ren’s phrasing is his use of “the dissociative second person.” It is common with trauma survivors to switch to using “you” rather than “I” when writing or speaking about painful experiences. In some other pieces like “Again, Before I Forget,” he writes about himself in third person for the same reason.

      To break up some of the intense darkness that Ren wrote, I interspersed some of his pieces showcasing his remarkable attention to beauty and nature. “Imagine, Imagine,” which begins the volume, is one of these pieces.

      
        
        Tiffany Chu

        March 2026
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      Imagine an opening with a lake; all around it are lush trees and rich brown soil, rocks like glitter glistening near the water, and a moonless sky.

      Imagine, imagine: fireflies and candles, their collected hues a comforting orange against the navy sky.

      Imagine a view as if you’re looking at it from a tall mountain peak; everything is too big and gracious and comforting. Everything is calm and collected and burning with so much, so much.

      It’s exposed and too real, its colours too sharp and belonging, and its knowledge too vast and scary and beautiful.

      Think of the whistle made from fast-blowing winds and echoes of their howling through caverns.

      Of raindrops falling and fires crackling nearby.

      Think of the sound of leaves flapping in the middle of a storm.

      Think of crickets, and birds chirping, making an irregular and raw symphony.

      Think of all these together and how everything is just the way it seems, of how sincere it seems.

      Words can’t possibly describe when you care for someone, it’s true.

      But we can try, and while human-made words are insufficient, I can always compare to things that have existed way before humankind.

      Things magnificent and scarily real.

      Arwen, you’re an amazing writer and you mean a lot to me.

      And however scary that is, I’m glad I have you.
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        Renley was orphaned at five years old when a house fire killed both his parents and left him with permanent lung and vocal cord damage. He and his older biological brother, John*, escaped. While relatives took John in, they did not want to deal with Renley’s extensive medical needs, so when he recovered enough, Renley went to live in a boys’ home for the next three years.

        The essays in this section reflect Ren’s longing for his family, his clinging to memories of them, his desire to be reunited with them. Many of them are written to his mother and/or father, sometimes for Christmas or their birthdays.

        “Leo” was the very first piece of writing he shared on his writing Instagram account in July 2020. “Stove Knobs” reflects Ren’s guilt about the fire’s cause, based on a conversation Renley had with John, in which John indirectly blamed Renley for accidentally causing the fire that killed their parents.

        In this section, “An Introduction of Sorts,” “Leo,” “Stove Knobs,” and “Remember Remembering” follow Ren’s grappling with grief and identity in the immediate aftermath.

        “A Wisp of Smoke,” “Poetic End,” and “Again, Before I Forget,” reflect Ren’s fear of forgetting. That fear carries over to the last three, “Dancing Beneath Rainfall,” “Merry Christmas,” and “In Time’s Canister,” which are letters written directly to his parents.

        Ren said often that he wrote because he didn’t want to forget. This comes out clearly in this first part
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