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[Chapter 1] — The thought
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Back in 2001, her life was shaped by limits—financial strain, unspoken expectations, and a pair of strict, traditional Asian parents who believed love was proven through control. There was a curfew carved into her evenings, an invisible fence that reminded her she was never quite her own. While her friends laughed about sleepovers and late-night suppers, she learned early that freedom was a privilege, not a right. 

To taste even the smallest indulgence, she took up a part-time job. It was there she learned the value of a dollar—and the quiet bitterness of watching others spend without thought. A fast-food meal became a reward, not a habit. Something warm, fleeting, and earned. Her friends barely noticed these things. She did. Every single time.

It was also there, between long shifts and tired smiles, that she met him.

He was in his late twenties—older, confident, effortlessly at ease in his own skin. He carried himself like someone untouched by rules, someone who answered to no one. To her, he looked like freedom personified. Cool. Fun. Alive. Conversations came easily, laughter followed, and before she understood how it happened, she was falling.


Her first love.
Her first boyfriend.

He was charming in the way that made her feel chosen, protective in a way that felt like safety. With him, the world seemed larger, brighter—less confined. For the first time, she imagined a life beyond curfews and careful obedience.

But secrets have weight.

When her father found out, fury replaced reason. His precious little girl, involved with a man eight years older—someone he could not control. In his anger, he issued a challenge, sharp and deliberate. He dared the man to marry her, certain it would scare him away. Certain no man would sacrifice his freedom for a girl so young.

He was wrong.

The man accepted.

And she—she mistook his acceptance for devotion. She was impressed, almost dazzled, believing this was proof of commitment. Proof that love could be bold. That he was different. That he was her prince charming, clad in shining armor, reaching into her carefully guarded life to pull her free from the dungeon she had always known.


She did not yet understand that armor can hide cracks.
That rescue can look a lot like another kind of cage.
And that some thoughts, once planted, grow into choices that change everything.
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[Chapter 2] — The Marriage
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She was only seventeen when she became a wife.

Too young to understand what marriage truly demanded, yet old enough to believe love alone could carry her through. She was naïve, hopeful—convinced that the charm he wore so effortlessly was protection, that his confidence would shield her from the world. Becoming his wife felt like an escape, a doorway opening into freedom. No more curfews. No more asking permission. He was her husband now, her provider, her safe place—or so she believed.

At first, he seemed attentive. He took her out, paid for the food she had once only dreamed of eating, indulged her cravings without complaint. For a while, it felt like bliss. A life she had earned through love.

Or perhaps, a life carefully staged.


One afternoon, he waved a fifty-dollar note in the air before placing it on the table.
“Here. Buy what you need from the market. I want you to cook me a meal for tomorrow.”

She nodded and took the money without question.

She was still a student then—classes from nine in the morning until four in the afternoon. Her days were already full, her energy stretched thin. Still, she told herself it would be fine. Eggs and rice would do. A simple meal. After all, she hadn’t been raised to cook elaborate dishes. On days her mother was busy, scrambled eggs were enough, and her father never complained.

That evening, when she served the meal, his expression hardened.

“Just eggs?” he said. “When I asked for a meal, I expected three dishes.”

“I had classes,” she replied honestly. “And fifty dollars doesn’t go very far.”

“Well,” he said coldly, “you’d try harder if you really wanted to. Cook properly tomorrow.”

There was no warmth in his voice. No understanding. The man she once believed to be her prince charming now spoke like a customer displeased with his order—and she, nothing more than the cook expected to please him.

Who was this man she had married?


Comments soon turned into condescending remarks.
From “Just this?” to “It’s so simple—yet you can’t even do it properly.”
Requests slowly became commands.
From “Shall we eat out?” to “Cook—or you don’t eat.”

Conversations dissolved into arguments. Arguments into shouting. And shouting became a familiar sound, echoing through her days until it no longer startled her. Because the pain left no bruises, she told herself it must be normal. This must be love. She endured it quietly, hoping her obedience would somehow resurrect the tenderness she once felt.

Months passed, and the insults never stopped.

Deep down, she knew something was wrong. She had never seen her father treat her mother this way. The realization lingered, heavy and unsettling. She thought about reaching out—about asking for help—but shame silenced her. This was the life she had chosen. The love she had defended. Surely, she had to endure it.

So she pushed the doubts aside, buried them beneath duty and denial, and whispered the lie she needed most to believe:

This is love.
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[Chapter 3] — The Abuse
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The wounds that had once lived quietly inside her began to bloom on her skin.

At first, she still told herself it was love. He still provided, didn’t he? He still came home. Still spoke to her—when he chose to. But bruises do not lie, no matter how carefully they are hidden. And it was her cohort mates who noticed first.

They were young, just like her. Too young to understand the weight of violence, too unsure of where to turn. But they knew enough to be afraid.

“What happened to you?” her friend cried out, reaching for her hoodie. “What is that bruise on your face?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly, brushing her friend’s hands away. Her voice trembled despite her effort. “I—I fell down the stairs.”

“No.” Another friend stepped closer, her voice rising. “No, look at this. THIS?” She tugged the hoodie down before she could stop her. “This is not from falling down the stairs. And this?”

Her face and shoulders were exposed—dark, swollen, unmistakable. The room fell silent.

The night before, he had slapped her for something so small it barely registered in her memory. She had forgotten to wash his coffee cup before leaving for class. The blow came without warning, hard enough to knock her off balance. She hit the floor, stunned, trying to understand what she had done wrong.

Before she could stand, he grabbed her arm and yanked her up, shoving her into the wall. Her head
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