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Chapter One: How We Met

I stand in front of the fridge, too afraid to open it.

What exactly am I afraid of?

The shouting.

The hitting.

The silence that lasts for days.

Maybe none of those things. Maybe all of them.

Perhaps I am afraid of not being seen. Not being loved. Not being enough. But I do not know those words yet. I am six. Or seven. Maybe eight. I never really knew my age back then, and honestly, I still don’t.

So I go back to my room and sit beside my favorite doll.

I love her long lashes and soft hair. When I lay her down, her eyes close gently, like sleep comes easy to her. I brush her hair for hours while the house stays quiet.

No one comes home.

No one cooks.

No one checks if I’ve eaten.

Eventually, I walk back to the fridge and stare at it again.

That’s when he appears.

Ed.

He tells me he is here for me. He says I can be good. I can be loved. I can be noticed. But only if I follow his rules. Live by his rules.

So I go back to my room.

Late that night, when Nora finally comes home, she barely looks at me before asking, “Oh, you didn’t eat all day?”

I shrug. “I didn’t want to open the fridge without permission.”

And there it is.

Pride.

Validation.

Love.

The next morning, she tells the story to her friend like it is something adorable, something to be proud of. And for the first time in what feels like forever, I feel seen.

That was the beginning.

The beginning of me and Ed.
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Chapter Two: When Ed Took Over

Ed had rules.

Don’t be a burden.

Be good.

Show control.

Don’t ask for anything.

Have no needs.

I lie awake in bed while the moonlight spills through my window.

Why can’t I sleep?

What is this heaviness sitting inside my chest?

Another day, another lesson from Ed.

Walk.

Go outside.

No one will notice you are gone anyway.

Eat things that are small enough not to be noticed.

A few cashews, never the whole package.

Some almonds, but never a handful.

Take something from outside if you have to.

Slowly, I stop going to the fridge.

I stop playing with my dolls too.

When people invite us over, Ed sits beside me like a teacher.

Eat as little as possible.

And people notice.

“Your daughter eats like a bird.”

“So little.”

“She’s so well-mannered.”

“She’s a blessing.”

Every compliment lands softly in Nora’s eyes, and there it is again:

Pride.

Love.

Approval.

That is when I begin to understand.

I am visible only with Ed.

I am loved only when Ed guides me.

And Ed whispers back:

“With me, you will always be cared for.”
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Chapter Three: Living Two Lives

People come.

People leave.

People hurt.

People abuse.

There was no safety.

No love.

No happiness.

Where would I be tomorrow?

Who would I be with tonight?

Where would I sleep?

What would happen to me next?

What would I have to endure in an hour?

My childhood, teenage years, and early adulthood blurred together into one long survival story.

The only constant was Ed.

He never left.

He guided me.

He taught me.

He stayed.

The older I got, the more disgust I saw in Nora’s eyes. The hatred became unbearable. Her words sharper than the knives she threatened me with.

Outside the home, I was the outsider.

The awkward one.

At home, I was simply lost.

The storm came.

The storm went.

Ed stayed.

He helped me build a shield, and somehow I convinced myself that shield looked like strength.

Some nights there was food at midnight — pizza, nuggets, anything we could find.

Then there would be nothing for the entire next day.

So my body learned fear.

It held onto everything because it never knew when food would disappear again.

And there I was, slowly becoming the shield itself.

The thing I loved.

The thing I hated.

And Ed whispered:

“Now you will finally be safe.”
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Chapter Four: The Safe Feeling of Empty

Eighteen.

Isolated.

Traumatized.

Disconnected.

I left Nora.

I thought leaving would make me happy. I thought I would finally be free of her, free of the pain, free to live.

But the prison she built came with me.

So did Ed.

The storm was gone temporarily, but not the bells.

The bells rang even louder in the silence than they ever did during the storm.

Ed gave me something that felt like safety.

Life empty.

Mind empty.

Body empty.

“Embrace the empty,” Ed whispered. “Then you will be safe.”

So I learned control.

I controlled what I ate.

When I ate.

What stayed inside the house.

Every day looked the same.

Food time: 15:00.

That was it.

Control became routine.

Routine became safety.

At least that is what Ed promised me.

But then why was I always cold?

Why couldn’t I sleep until three in the morning?

Why did my body feel weak and sick after riding the bus for only two stations in winter?

Why did safety feel so much like disappearing?
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Chapter Five: The Cost of Control

After two years, I am back in the prison.

Back with Nora.

Nora is still Nora, but something has changed.

Less shouting.

More gaslighting.

Less threatening. More hoovering.

Less intimidation.

More manipulation.

Less insulting.

More love-bombing.

More lies.

More strategy.

She is different this time.

So am I.

Somewhere inside me, there is still a spark that wants freedom.

I am determined to find it, even if only for an hour. Even if only for thirty minutes.

So I study.

I start working.

I even start doing sports.

Ed is always beside me.

Nora becomes more controlling.

Ed becomes more controlling.

She controls what I wear.

Who I spend time with.

How I think.

He controls how much I eat.

One day, Nora gives me pills to lose weight.

Within a week, my chest and back are covered in painful pimples.

I end up at a dermatologist’s office.

More medication.

More side effects.

A treatment so strong that I am warned not to become pregnant while taking it because it could harm a baby.

My body becomes another battlefield.

Ed changes too.

He decides when I eat.

How much I eat.

Whether I deserve to eat at all.

And when I go a whole day without food, he rewards me.

Good.

Strong.

Disciplined.

Every week brings migraines.

Low blood pressure.

Exhaustion.

I survive the weekdays.

I recover from surviving on the weekends.

My bosses are impressed.

My colleagues admire my work ethic.

No one sees the cost.

Meanwhile, Nora slowly places more and more of herself onto me.

Her moods.

Her shame.

Her anger.

Her responsibilities.

Her paperwork.

Her life.

I carry everything.

And then something happened that I never believed in.

Love.

Not the kind Nora talked about.

Not the kind Ed promised.

Something else.

Something that asked for nothing.

Something that expected nothing.

Something that made me wonder whether I had mistaken control for love all along.
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Chapter Six: I Thought I Was Free

I met the love of my life.

My soulmate.

My confidant.

For the first time, someone loved me for who I was, not for what I could do, carry, fix, or sacrifice.

Just me.

Nora was furious.

So was Ed.

My love baked muffins for me.

Nora said, "If you eat like that, you will be fat."

Ed whispered, "You are eating far too much."

For my birthday, he baked me a chocolate cake.

A real birthday cake.

No one had ever baked a cake for me before.

I remember staring at it, almost unable to believe it was for me.

Made for me.

With love.

Nora disapproved.

So did Ed.

Nora’s voice became easier to ignore.

Ed’s voice was harder.

But for the first time, I could silence him too.

Together, my love and I built memories.

We built a home.

We built a life.

And then we became three.

A family.

Everything I had dreamed of and never thought I would have.

Still, Nora kept pulling.

More obligations.

More responsibilities.

More demands.

As if every step toward freedom threatened her.

Ed pulled too.

"You’ll see," he whispered.

"No one will love you without me."

But he was wrong.

I was already loved.

I know I have to heal my past because every child deserves parents who have healed.

The words settled inside me like a promise.

Not only for my child.

For me, too.

I knew I was strong.

Strong because of the love of my life.

Strong because of my precious child.

Strong because I finally had something worth protecting.

So I began the healing process.

I uncovered my past layer by layer.

Memory by memory.

Truth by truth.

I thought nothing could touch us.

Nothing could break what we had built.

Then the lessons I had learned long ago began to feel real again.

People hurt.

And people hide.
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