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Preeti Kaur is a survivor, mother, and advocate for women reclaiming their voices after trauma. Her memoir, Broken to Unbreakable, tells the deeply personal story of growing up in a home shaped by control and abuse, surviving sexual, emotional, and physical trauma, and escaping a forced marriage to rebuild a life defined by strength, boundaries, and self-worth.

Raised within a culture where silence and stigma often keep women’s suffering hidden, she breaks that silence by sharing the truth of her journey. Once forced to be quiet, shy, and small in order to survive, she spent years fighting for peace, protecting her son, and reclaiming the freedom that was denied to her.

Today, she lives a peaceful life with her son, surrounded by a close circle of trusted friends. Stronger, wiser, and grounded in her truth, she continues to rise in her work, in motherhood, and in her own power. Through sharing her story, she hopes to empower other women to recognise their worth, trust their instincts, and understand that their past does not define their future.

Broken to Unbreakable is her first book.





Dedication

For my precious son, who gave me the courage to become unbreakable.



This is a raw unfiltered account of my truth, words once buried in fear and silence, now finally spoken. To safeguard the privacy of others, names and identifying details have been altered.
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Chapter 1 This Is Where It Starts

I was born into brokenness before I ever had words for it. Unwanted because I was a girl, I was left behind at the hospital by the people who made me, while my grandmother stepped in and carried me home. From my first breath, my life split in two – what tried to break me, and what held me together. My mother would go on to have four children, including the son she had always wanted first, but I was the one who learned early that love is not always given by blood. What I didn’t know then was that being chosen by my grandparents would become the first proof that even in broken beginnings, something unbreakable can begin.

To understand how deeply that beginning shaped me, I have to return to the room where my life first unfolded.

It all began in the 1980s, inside the fading walls of St. Benedict’s Hospital—a place that closed its doors the same year I entered the world, abandoned and left to decay, much like the way my arrival was treated. My birth wasn’t soft or celebrated; it was chaotic, frightening, and, in many ways, symbolic of the life that lay ahead.

My grandma told me the story so many times I can still hear her voice trembling with the memory. After fifteen long hours of labour, the midwife finally announced, “It’s a girl!” Instead of joy, there was disappointment—sharp, heavy, and familiar in families bound by patriarchal traditions. My mother’s first words weren’t relief or love… they were a sigh and a reminder of the weight she carried: “Another girl, really?”

In the strict Indian household I was born into, girls were not blessings—they were burdens. Sons carried the family name, the legacy, the pride. Sons were the future. Daughters were the expense. Daughters were the responsibility. Daughters were the disappointment no one said aloud, but everyone felt.

From the moment I arrived, I was already labelled less.

As if the rejection weren’t enough, I entered the world fighting. The umbilical cord had wrapped tightly around my neck, stealing my oxygen, turning me blue, and silencing my new-born cry. Nurses scrambled, hands shaking, trying desperately to free me from the cord that threatened to end my story before it even began.

Then, finally—a cry. A breath.

Life.

A tiny victory that would foreshadow every battle I’d face.

But the relief of survival quickly collided with the reality waiting outside that delivery room.

When my mother called my father to share the news, his response cut deeper than any blade ever could:

“Another girl? Leave her at the hospital. I don’t want her. Don’t bring her home.” Those were the first words spoken about me by the man meant to protect me.

I would not hear those words for years, but somehow my body carried their weight long before my mind understood them.

What he didn’t know was that someone else had already chosen me. My maternal grandmother overheard the call and broke down, devastated by the cruelty of his reaction. The moment I was placed in her arms, she cradled me as though she were piecing together something precious. She whispered to my mother, with a fierce, trembling certainty:

“It’s okay. I will take her. She is mine now.”

And just like that, the path from broken to unbreakable began—not through love from my parents, but through the woman who refused to let me be thrown away.

I didn’t know it then, but rescue would define the rhythm of my life—pain, then protection.

Loss, then love.

Her home became my first sanctuary, the first place where love did not need to be earned.

My grandmother took me home that very day, wrapped tightly in blankets and even tighter in love. My mother returned to care for my two older sisters, Maya and Priya, while my grandmother brought me into a world that finally felt safe. In her home, surrounded by warmth and quiet devotion, I experienced a type of love that didn’t rely on blood—it relied on choice.

She often told me I was a happy, easy child—always smiling, always searching for the faces I loved rather than the toys around me. I followed her everywhere, tiny footsteps padding behind her like a shadow desperate to stay close to its light.

My grandfather named me Preeti—meaning happiness—because he said my presence softened every room. He read me stories and brought them to life so vividly that I could easily imagine—and almost live—inside them, and he slipped sweets into my hand when Grandma wasn’t looking. Those stolen treats became our little secret, the first of many small joys that stitched strength into my childhood.

But no matter how much love my grandparents poured into me, there was always a quiet ache—a reminder that the woman who birthed me lived only a short walk away, and yet I ran from the idea of visiting her. Whenever Grandma said, “Let’s go see your mother and siblings,” I would curl into the darkness beneath the bed, holding my breath as if silence could make me invisible.

My heart knew where home was, even before I could speak it. But the fragile balance of my childhood was about to change again.

And then, the moment my parents had been waiting for arrived—the moment that would reshape the family I was born into.

A year after my birth, the moment my parents had long prayed for finally came—my mother delivered a baby boy. His arrival filled her with pride she never had for me. My father rushed to the hospital with a joy he could never hide. With my brother Dev’s birth, their family felt complete. At least to them.

The celebration I had never witnessed for myself echoed through the same hospital halls that had nearly discarded me. The difference was not subtle. It was loud.

My mother now had four children—three in her home and one whose place in her heart had always been uncertain. She struggled to manage alone while my father worked long hours, so she often brought all of us to my grandparents’ home for help. In those moments, we were a family—playing, laughing, sharing space, even if not always sharing love equally.

Dev and I formed a bond effortlessly, a natural closeness that grew despite the unspoken divide in our household’s expectations. Maya and Priya were inseparable, sisters stitched together by shared experiences I wasn’t part of.

My grandmother encouraged us all to bond, to love each other without the weight of the adults’ beliefs. She wanted us to grow up connected; not broken apart by the traditions and disappointments we had been born into.

And in that small, imperfect circle of siblings, I learned my first lesson: even when love is uneven, you can still choose how you give yours.

Looking back now, I understand just how much those early dynamics shaped the lessons that would follow me into adulthood.


What That Beginning Taught Me

Growing up in the space between rejection and rescue taught me truths most children never have to learn, and yet they became the foundations of the woman I would become.

Beginnings do not define us—what we build from them does. I learned that love is not owed to you simply because you exist, but it can arrive in the arms of someone who chooses you without hesitation. I learned that sometimes the people meant to protect you break you instead, and the ones who save you come from unexpected places.

Most of all, I learned that even a bruised start can give rise to an unbreakable spirit. I was born unwanted, but I was raised in a love that demanded nothing from me except that I breathe, that I exist, that I stay. And that kind of love, quiet and steadfast, became the first thread in the strength I would one day have to weave for myself.

These early moments taught me that my story wasn’t something handed to me—it was something I would learn to write for myself, page by page, hurt by hurt, triumph by triumph.

I may have been born into brokenness but I learned early that even shattered beginnings can sharpen your edges—and teach you how to shine.






Chapter 2 The Truth Behind Closed Doors

I learned early that truth lived behind closed doors. In our house, my father’s drinking filled the rooms before he did, and when he arrived, so did fear. He saw his three daughters as a burden, proof of humiliation he never forgave, and I carried the sharpest edge of that resentment for being a girl he did not want. His control reached into everything—how we dressed, how we spoke, how small we were expected to make ourselves—justified by a strict patriarchal culture that taught obedience over safety. As a child, I watched him hit my mother, then turn that same violence towards me, until worthlessness felt like something I had earned rather than something forced upon me. What the world never saw was how love was disciplined out of us, one closed door at a time.

To understand how deeply that violence shaped me, I first had to understand where my parents’ story began.

My parents’ story was written long before my own began. They met for the first time on their wedding day—an arranged marriage between a 16-year-old girl and a 21-year-old man whose future had already been decided for them. In the mid-1970s, this was normal. A young bride, a stranger husband, a life surrendered before it began. After their wedding, my father moved to the UK with my mother, leaving behind his family and the safety of familiarity. She was the only person he had here—the one connection he should have cherished. Instead, she became the target of every frustration, every disappointment, every expectation he felt he had failed to meet.

What happened between them didn’t stay between them—its consequences seeped into the lives of their children.

Behind the closed doors of our home, my mother lived a life no one saw. For over thirteen years, she hid the bruises, the insults, the hands around her throat that left dark marks and deeper scars. My father blamed her for the life he didn’t get to live, for the son he didn’t receive soon enough, for the three daughters he convinced himself were punishments. His resentment grew into routine cruelty—first emotional, then physical. He pushed her, slapped her, strangled her, until the violence became part of the air we breathed.

On freezing winter days, he would lock her outside the house while we cried in our cots from hunger. I remember pressing my face against the cold glass of the window, my breath fogging the pane as I tried to see her. She stood outside in the dark, wrapped in nothing but a thin cardigan, her arms folded tightly across her chest as if she could hold herself together. I didn’t understand why the door wouldn’t open. I only knew that she was out there and we were in here, and neither of us had the power to change it. Dev would be asleep, warm and fed. My sisters and I would cry until our throats hurt, the sound eventually fading into exhausted whimpers. Hunger makes time stretch. Fear makes it freeze.

Even now, winter carries a memory in it.

He fed Dev, cared for Dev, adored Dev—his golden child, the child who redeemed his masculinity in a culture obsessed with sons. But my sisters and I? We were the reminders of his shame, the symbols of what he believed she had taken from him: pride, lineage, control.

And on the days, I was sent back to my parents’ house to “bond” with my siblings, that truth felt heaviest—because even in those moments, I could feel the weight of what we represented.

My mother carried that shame like a second skin, and it built a wall between us so tall I could never climb it. She never hugged me. Never comforted me. She kept her heart sealed tight, as though loving me was a betrayal of the pain my existence had cost her. I grew up learning affection not from her, but from the absence of it. And for years, I mistook her distance for rejection, long before I understood it was grief.

As my father drowned further in alcohol—first a habit, then an addiction—his temper roared louder. He lost his job, yet the drinking continued. Bills came, responsibilities came, but sobriety never did. My mother didn’t work; she couldn’t. In every way that mattered, she was raising four children alone—sometimes with me beside her, sometimes without me, but always carrying the same unrelenting weight. My grandmother stepped in quietly, buying groceries, paying bills, opening her bank account to my mother as if trying to patch the holes in a sinking ship she didn’t know was taking on water. She had no idea about the addiction, the violence, or the nights my mother slept in fear.

And while my mother endured her own pain, mine was growing quietly beside hers.

My father’s rage didn’t stop with my mother. I became one of his earliest targets—the “unwanted girl,” the living reminder of his disappointment. He slapped me, grabbed me, dragged me by the arms when I was barely old enough to speak. I was punished for being born, punished for surviving, punished for existing. When I returned to my grandmother, she noticed the bruises. She asked questions I didn’t know how to answer. At five years old, I didn’t have the language for trauma—I only had silence.

His control didn’t end at violence. It was in our hair, braided tightly every day. In our traditional Indian attire—only salwar kameez, never Western. In the rules, the restrictions, the endless reminders that he was the authority and we were the shame. “We are Indian,” he’d say. “We must act like it.” But what he really meant was: We must behave for society. We must hide the truth. Our clothes were inspected before we stepped outside. If a sleeve felt too short or a braid too loose, we were sent back to fix it. Western music was turned down when relatives visited. Laughter was measured. Even the way we sat was corrected—knees together, backs straight, eyes lowered. Respectability was rehearsed like a performance, and we were its unwilling cast.

And we did.

Out in the world, we wore the mask he demanded. Inside, we lived the consequences.

Families visited, events came and went, and we played our roles perfectly—smiling, dressed neatly, pretending to be a happy family while my mother’s fear lingered in her eyes like a permanent shadow. Keeping up appearances mattered more than survival. My parents feared judgement more than they feared the damage happening inside our home.

My father’s threats were relentless—“If you ever leave me, I will kill you.” My mother believed him. So, she protected him instead of herself. She isolated herself from her own family, choosing silence as her armour and suffering as her routine.

And I, as a child, learned to measure danger by the sound of his footsteps.

There was a particular sound the front door made when he slammed it—a sharp crack against the frame that sent electricity through my body. I remember one night when the television was on low, my sisters were sitting cross-legged on the carpet, and my mother was in the kitchen pretending to hum while stirring a pot that had long stopped simmering. The second that door hit the wall, everything in the room shifted. The air tightened. The hum stopped.

His footsteps were heavy, uneven, soaked in alcohol. I watched my mother’s hands begin to shake as she wiped them on her apron. No one spoke. We had learned that silence was safer than sound.

He didn’t like the food that night. That was enough. The plate hit the wall before I even understood what was happening. My mother flinched, and when he grabbed her wrist, something inside me moved before fear could stop it. I stepped between them—small, shaking, barely reaching his waist.

“Stop,” I whispered, though my voice felt like it belonged to someone else.

The next thing I remember is the sting across my face. The room spun, and I tasted metal. I didn’t cry. Crying made it worse. Instead, I stood there, absorbing the lesson my childhood kept teaching me: protection comes at a cost.

I watched him hurt her. I watched him hurt me. And even though I was terrified of him, something inside me always wanted to stand between them. Whenever I tried, he would strike me too—another reminder that love and protection had no place in our home.

And while the violence was loud, the consequences inside us were quiet, shaping us long before we understood their names.

My mother’s mental health crumbled quietly in the background, unnoticed by the world, invisible behind the façade we maintained. And growing up in that environment, I didn’t realise how deeply the trauma seeped into me. Violence became normal. Silence became survival. Abuse became routine. I grew up thinking:

Is this what marriage looks like?

Is this how women are meant to be treated?

Is love supposed to hurt?

These were the first lies I learned as a child—lies that shaped the broken parts of me long before I understood how to rebuild myself into someone unbreakable.

But the truth is, the damage didn’t end with what happened behind those closed doors—it followed me long after I stepped outside them.

Growing up in that environment meant learning fear before I ever learned safety. It meant learning silence before I learned how to speak. And it meant understanding pain long before I understood that it wasn’t normal. The violence in our home wasn’t just something I witnessed—it became the lens through which I first saw the world, shaping the way I trusted, loved, and existed. I didn’t know then that the lies I learned in childhood would grow roots deep inside me—roots I would spend years digging out, one painful handful at a time. I carried the belief that women were meant to endure, that suffering was the price of loyalty, that silence was strength, and that survival meant never asking for more than the bare minimum. But even in the darkest moments, there were tiny sparks—glimpses of the truth I couldn’t yet name. The truth that what I lived through was not culture, not tradition, not love.

It was trauma. It was generational. And it was never mine to inherit. What I didn’t know then was that every bruise, every threat, every moment of fear was shaping something inside me—not weakness, but the early makings of a spine I would one day learn to stand on. This chapter of my life was not about healing. It was about awakening. It was the beginning of understanding what I would one day have to unlearn, unravel, and rebuild. And while the violence ended when the door finally closed behind me, its echoes would travel with me into every part of my future… until I learned to break the cycle myself.

Some houses teach you how to hide. Mine taught me how to rise—because surviving the darkness is what taught me to become my own light.





Chapter 3 The Day My Childhood Was Taken

The day my childhood was taken did not arrive with warning. My uncle Taran came to live in our family home, trusted by my parents and welcomed around us, while I still belonged mostly to my grandparents—the ones who had taken me home from the hospital where my mother left me for being a girl. What began as short visits meant to help me bond with my siblings slowly turned into overnight stays, and at five years old, I learned how easily trust can be misplaced. While my mother and my siblings stayed downstairs, my uncle took me upstairs and stole something I did not yet have words for. When I needed protection, no one came. I learned to turn the pain inwards, scratching my thighs until they bled, trying to make sense of a hurt I could not escape—unaware then that my silence was being preserved by a betrayal far deeper than I could understand.

What looked like ordinary family life was already shifting into something dangerous, long before I had language to name it.

The year I was born, my father told my mother that his brother—my uncle Taran—would be coming from India to stay with us. No one said for how long. Around the same time, my grandmother was caring for my grandfather after a knee injury from years of hard labour.

They moved their bed downstairs so he wouldn’t have to climb the steps. Small shifts in a household can become fractures when no one is paying attention.

My grandma would drop me at my parents’ house to spend time with my siblings, hoping we’d grow up close. I went kicking and screaming every time. My safe place was always with her. But she feared I might feel like an unwanted only child if I didn’t go. Hours stretched into days; days stretched into overnights; overnights became half the week. My body warned me before my mind knew there was something to fear.

My mother struggled. With Maya, Priya, and Dev already filling her hands, adding me felt like too much. Some days she would send us into the garden, lock the patio door behind us, and leave us there in the heat—no water, no shade, nothing to soften the burning sun. I remember my skin prickling, my mouth dry, my energy fading. Maya, at just thirteen, found the outdoor tap and turned survival into a sister’s duty. I watched her carry a weight no child should.

But the heat outside was nothing compared to the heat inside that home—the kind that burns in silence.

I was too afraid to tell my mother I wanted to go back to Grandma’s. Her anger was unpredictable. Years of abuse had beaten her spirit into silence, and when she couldn’t fight him, the storm turned inward—and sometimes towards me. She shouted. She hit. She said things a child never forgets: “things would be different if you weren’t born.” I became the scapegoat—the child who absorbed what no one else would name.

My father was no saint. While married to my mother, he moved through life carelessly, leaving a trail of affairs behind him—some with strangers, some unimaginably close to home.

He crossed boundaries that should never be crossed, betraying not just his vows, but the very foundation a child depends on to feel safe.

Their closeness was no longer subtle. Whispers lingered too long. Doors closed too often. And my mother… whether her affair with Uncle Taran was an act of revenge or a desperate attempt to feel seen, I still don’t know.

What I do know is this: neither of them understood the weight of their choices. Their marriage was supposed to be our shelter. Instead, it became the storm that shaped us.

And in the middle of that storm, new lines began to blur—lines I was far too young to understand, yet old enough to feel.

My mother leaned on my uncle Taran as the chaos deepened. He soothed what my father disrupted, did the chores, played with the children, sat too close on the sofa, stayed too long in every room. Their closeness crossed lines I could sense even at five. I walked in once and saw something I didn’t have words for and fled, heart pounding. I only knew this: what I saw was not love, and what I felt was not safety.

What looked like care was already curdling into danger.

Soon, my mother began leaving us in his care while she ran errands. Behind closed doors, his voice changed—sharp, controlling, red with rage when he turned on me. He called me the “naughty one,” the child who needed to be “taught a lesson.” I was not naughty. I was terrified. At my grandparents’ home I was a bright, laughing child. In my parents’ house, I shrank into whatever quiet might keep me safe.

Before it happened, I still carried small pieces of childhood innocence—tiny things like believing adults protected you, or that holding someone’s hand meant safety. I didn’t know fear yet, not the kind that hides in your body and waits for footsteps. Back then, I was still just a child who believed the world would cradle me, not break me.

Aged five, I was a small, delicate child with dark brown curls that tumbled softly to my shoulders. My skin was a warm olive tone, my frame slim and fragile, and my big brown eyes held the quiet brightness of someone who still wanted to believe the world was kind. I liked the way sunlight made dust dance in the hallway. I liked the sound of the kettle downstairs and the hum of a house that felt predictable. That morning, I had been playing with a plastic doll missing one shoe. I remember lining up her tiny dresses on the bed, deciding which one she would wear. I remember thinking about nothing important at all.

Walking up the stairs, I moved slowly, each step heavy with a reluctance I didn’t yet know how to name. My tiny hand slipped along the cold wooden banister, searching for courage in its smooth surface. Before I could reach the next step, his hand clamped around my arm—sudden, harsh, unyielding.

His grip was so tight it swallowed my entire upper arm, pressing deep into the flesh of my scrawny limb. Later, I would stare at the darkening imprint of his fingers, a bruised reminder of how quickly fear could take hold of a child who never should have known it.

But that moment on the stairs was only the beginning of a pattern I was far too young to understand.

He led me upstairs. The door clicked shut behind us. Something inside me tightened, but at five years old I didn’t have the words for warning or danger. I only had a feeling—a sinking in my stomach that told me something was wrong, but I didn’t know how to run or scream or say no in a way that the world would hear.

What happened in that room wasn’t confusion, accident, or innocence. It was rape. It was against my will.

My ears rang. My throat burned. I stared at a crack in the ceiling because looking anywhere else felt impossible.

He violated my safety and my body in ways a child should never experience. I did not have the language for it then. I didn’t know the word for what he stole. But I knew the aftermath. I knew the ache. I knew the terror of footsteps on the stairs. I knew how my skin stopped feeling like mine.

After that, the house changed shape. Corners became hiding places. Hallways became warnings. Nothing looked the same after that day—not the light, not the rooms, not my own reflection.

I learned to listen for the sigh of floorboards, for the pause before a handle turned, for the silence that meant danger was close. My body learned to disappear while I stayed exactly where I was.

Downstairs, life pretended to continue—cups rinsed, a clock ticked, a television murmured. Upstairs, time folded in on itself. I started walking on the edges of rugs to keep them from rustling. I memorized which steps creaked and which did not. I became a careful child, a quiet child, the kind who bit her lip until it hurt because it was easier to feel that pain than the one, I couldn’t name.

Later, I would trace the bruises blooming in dusky ovals on my arm like a secret map no one wanted to read. I would wash my hands over and over, as if clarity could be scrubbed into me. I would stare at the mirror and tilt my head, trying to see the child I had been that morning—before the door, before the click, before the staircase changed me.

I learned the choreography of survival: how to fold into myself while smiling for photographs, how to nod when spoken to, how to breathe quietly and still. I learned to carry the blame that wasn’t mine because it was handed to me without words. Shame arrived like a second skin—too tight, too hot, and impossible to peel away.

There were moments when I almost told. The words lined up behind my teeth like small birds ready to fly. But they never found air. I was five. I didn’t have the sounds for it. I only had the pounding of my heart and the knowledge that if I spoke, something terrible might happen, and if I didn’t, something terrible already had.

Years later, I found the word. I found the sentence. I found the truth that fit what my body had known all along. Naming it didn’t undo it, but it placed the weight in the right hands at last—off of the small girl who walked on the edges of rugs and onto the person who chose to harm her.

This is the day my childhood was taken: not a single tick of the clock, but a series of footsteps; not one slammed door, but a door that clicked softly and kept clicking. Still, a part of me refused to die. She learned to listen. She learned to endure. She learned to survive long enough to tell it like it was. And that is where Broken to Unbreakable begins: with a voice that will not be quieted, and a child who grew into someone who knows her worth—and speaks it.

I turned the pain inward because I had nowhere to put it. I learned to disappear. I hurt myself to distract from a hurt I could not escape. I cried without sound. I tried to speak, but fear wrapped around my throat and squeezed until only a whisper remained. He told me I deserved it. I believed him for years.

Silence protects the abuser, not the child.

I didn’t know that yet.

Sometimes he would say he was going upstairs for a nap and take me with him. He would say it casually, almost kindly.

“Come upstairs,” he’d tell me, as if we were going to read a book or rest.

I waited for someone to stop us.

No one looked alarmed. No one asked why. My mother would keep the others downstairs.

I still don’t know what she knew or what she chose not to see.

The questions have followed me my whole life:

Did she know? Why didn’t she stop it? Why wasn’t I worth protecting?

The answers, if there are any, live in a place where truth and shame are locked together, labelled “dishonour,” buried beneath culture and silence. I may never be allowed to dig them up.

This didn’t happen once. It became a pattern. A routine no one named and no one interrupted.

My mother saw the scratches on my thighs and the bruises on my arms and called me foolish for hurting myself. She never asked why. I sank deeper into isolation, ashamed, disgusted, unworthy. When I returned to my grandmother, I clung to her as if I might fall without her arms. She noticed the marks. Once, she saw a drop of blood in my underwear and panicked, thinking I’d started my period too early. She watched, worried, but didn’t know how to ask the right questions, and I didn’t know how to explain the life I was living.

The fear and anxiety etched themselves into me—quietly, permanently. My self-worth thinned to almost nothing. Trust became a cliff I couldn’t step over. I grew irritable and sad without warning; sometimes a smell or a sound would drag me back into a room I thought I’d escaped. At night I spoke in my sleep: “No.” “Stop.” “Leave me alone.” I woke in tears and called them nightmares. They were memories.

What the world saw: a child who was distant, sensitive, “difficult.” What I was: a child carrying a secret too heavy for her bones.

And yet, even then, something in me refused to die. A small, stubborn spark kept breathing in the dark.

What this took from me and what it taught me when I look back on those years.

I now understand just how much was taken from me long before I even understood what innocence meant. That dark season of my childhood didn’t just steal moments—it reshaped the way I moved through the world.

It took years before I could look back without shaking. When I finally did, this is what I saw.

It stole my childhood in ways that still echo through me. I learned fear before I ever learned freedom. I learned to scan a room for exits before I learned to write my own name with pride. The world never felt safe; it felt like a series of escape routes. I grew up watching shadows, flinching at footsteps, assessing danger in every silence. No child should have to learn survival younger than they learn joy.

It fractured my trust. I learned that danger doesn’t always look like a monster; sometimes it wears the face of someone your family welcomes into their home. I learned that betrayal can live in the next room, and that people who smile in front of others can become a different person behind closed doors. Trust became a foreign language—something I could hear but not speak.

It rewired my body. Anxiety became a second heartbeat. Hypervigilance became the way I breathed. I startled easily, flinched without warning, carried tension in my shoulders like a memory my muscles couldn’t let go of. My nervous system learned to exist in a permanent state of “prepare to run,” even when there was nowhere to go.

It buried my voice. Silence, for a
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