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Dedication

	To the survivors,
to the ones still suffering,
and to every child walking through a storm they cannot name yet.

May you one day understand your own strength.
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CHAPTER ONE — READING THE AIR

	 

	The first thing I ever learned was not a word, not a skill, not a prayer.
It was how to read the air.

	Long before I understood danger, before I understood adults, before I understood the world, my body knew something:
When the air changes, life changes with it.

	Some children learn colours.
Some learn songs.
Some learn to run before they walk.

	I learned to sense when something was coming.

	I don’t know how old I was when it began.
Maybe three. Maybe four. Maybe even younger.
Trauma does not care about remembering. It arrives however it wants.

	What I remember is this:
A shift.
A thickness.
A pressure.
A silence that wasn’t natural.
A feeling that didn’t belong in a room full of people.

	Adults think children don’t notice things.
But children notice everything—especially the things no one explains.

	I could feel tension before it entered the room.
I could sense anger before a voice was raised.
I could tell when danger was near even if nothing had happened yet.

	It was like the air whispered warnings only I could hear.

	I became the child who froze before others reacted.
The one whose eyes widened a second too early.
The one who pulled his younger brother close without knowing why.
The one who stepped back even when nothing was visible.

	People thought I was sensitive. Quiet. Strange.
A boy who watched instead of played.

	But I wasn’t strange.
I was adapting.

	Because in my world, hesitation could break you.
But reading the air could save you.

	I didn’t understand any of this at the time.
I only knew that my chest tightened when something was about to shift.
I only knew my stomach clenched right before someone shouted or something crashed.
I only knew my skin felt different when danger was close.

	This ability followed me everywhere.

	Inside the house.
Outside on the dirt roads.
At relatives’ homes.
In moments that looked normal to everyone else.

	I read people’s breathing.
Their footsteps.
The way their eyes shifted.
The rhythm of the silence between conversations.

	It was a language with no alphabet.
A warning system with no teacher.
A survival instinct disguised as a child.

	Later, I would learn the word for it:
Hypervigilance.

	But back then, it wasn’t psychology.
It was instinct.
It was my first shield.
My first armour.
My first understanding that life was not stable, not safe, not predictable.

	I didn’t have toys made of plastic.
I didn’t have a childhood made of softness.

	I had an invisible antenna inside me
that kept me alive long before I understood why I needed it.

	Some people grow up learning to read books.
I grew up learning to read danger.

	I didn’t choose it.
The world chose it for me.

	And from that moment on—
from the very first time the air changed—
childhood was no longer something I lived inside.
It was something I learned to survive.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO — THE FIRST CRACKS IN THE WORLD

	 

	The first crack in my world didn’t begin with noise.
It began with air.
A small shift.
Barely anything.
But children like me feel the invisible before we see the visible.

	I woke early that morning, before anyone else.
The cold still lived in the walls — the kind of cold that doesn’t belong to weather but to houses that hold their breath too often. My thin mattress sagged beneath me, and when I placed my feet on the ground, the floor met them with a chill that made my body instinctively brace.

	A narrow strip of light cut through a gap in the curtain and fell onto the cracked wall.
I stared at that crack longer than I should have.

	A faint line in the plaster.
Easy to ignore.
Easy to dismiss.

	But something inside me recognized it, even before I had words for anything:

	Cracks don’t start big.
They grow quietly.

	A sound drifted from the kitchen — not loud, not sharp.
Just wrong for the hour.
A cup set down too firmly.
A chair dragged with a tired, irritated motion.
A breath released that carried too much weight.

	My shoulders tightened without command.
My breath shortened.
My awareness sharpened into a thin blade.

	Before I understood trauma, I understood atmosphere.

	I rose from the mattress slowly, careful not to wake the complaining floorboard near the door. My hand slid along the wall, grounding me in the only way walls could — rough, steady, indifferent.

	The hallway was dim and stale from the night.
Ahead, a slice of light spilled from the kitchen door that hung half-open, stretching across the uneven ground like a warning.

	I stopped at the edge of that light.
Crossing it meant stepping into the adult world — a world measured not by time but by tension.

	From inside, two low voices drifted out.
Not shouting.
Not yet.
Just tight, strained, held together by thin threads.

	I couldn’t understand the words.
I didn’t need to.
Pain has a tone.
So does disappointment.
So does pressure.

	A child learns them long before he learns language.

	I leaned my head enough to see the frame of the kitchen table, the edge of a chair, a slumped shoulder, a hand covering a forehead.

	A moment that should not belong to morning.

	I pulled back immediately.
In houses like this, seeing is dangerous.
Seeing makes you visible.

	Silence thickened in the kitchen.
Not emptiness — weight.
A silence full of things adults believed they were hiding.

	Then came the exhale.
Soft.
Tired.
Defeated.

	That breath did more to shape my childhood than any scream could.

	I retreated into my room as quietly as I had come.
The cold followed me.
The tension followed me.
Even the silence came in, wrapping itself around my ribs like thin wire.

	I sat back on the mattress, knees drawn close, arms loose.
Waiting.

	Other children learned words.
I learned signals.

	Footsteps became my first dictionary.

	Heavy steps meant anger brewing.
Light steps meant temporary peace.
Fast steps meant irritation.
Slow dragging steps meant someone drowning internally.

	Doors carried meaning too.

	A soft click meant things were holding together.
A too-fast close meant another crack.
A trembling half-shut door meant someone’s hand was shaking.

	No teacher explained this to me.
My nervous system taught itself.

	Hours moved strangely — slow, then fast, then still.
Houses like ours warp time.

	My eyes returned to the crack above the mattress.
I had looked at it so many times, but today it felt different.

	Had it grown?
Or had I grown enough to see it?

	To everyone else, it was just a flaw in the wall.
To me, it was a map of the house — and of the people living in it.

	Something inside me mirrored it:

	A thin split.
A small pulling-away.
A quiet step back from myself.

	That was the moment the observer was born.

	One part of me remained the child sitting in the cold room.
Another part drifted slightly behind him, watching:

	‣ how the child held his breath
‣ how his shoulders stayed raised
‣ how his ears listened even when the world pretended to be calm

	People later said I was distant, calm in chaos, unreadable.
They didn’t know calmness was my first armor.
Distance my second.
Silence my third.

	Eventually, the house resumed its routine.
Doors opened.
Pots moved.
Footsteps walked again.

	But the world wasn’t the same anymore.

	Once you sense the first crack, you feel every other one:
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