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Author’s Note on Identities & Sources
This is a work of nonfiction based on my lived experiences, journals, messages, photographs, official records, and contemporaneous notes.
To protect the privacy of people who are not public figures, some names and identifying details (such as jobs, locations, and relationships) have been changed, combined, or omitted. When I describe conduct that could be construed as unlawful or tortious by a private individual, I do so as my recollection and opinion, grounded where possible in documents or corroboration. Law-enforcement interactions are reported as I experienced them—what was said or done in my presence—without assigning motives to any individual.
Memory is a moving thing. Where I rely on memory, I’ve aimed to verify the who, what, and when with written artifacts; where verification was impossible or conflicting, I say so in the text. Direct quotations appear within quotation marks; close paraphrases are indicated by context. Screenshots, emails, and other private communications are summarized or excerpted with the minimum necessary to preserve meaning and protect privacy.
My intent is not to injure reputations, but to tell the truth of a life as fully and fairly as I can. Any errors are mine, and I will correct material mistakes in future editions.
This book is offered in the spirit of harm reduction and survivor solidarity. If a passage reads like instruction rather than description, treat it as the latter, and please seek professional advice before acting on anything herein.
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Chapter 1
A Child Showered With Scorn
Picture a tidy neighborhood, the kind with trimmed lawns and neighbors who wave just enough. Inside our house it was different. My mother, a respected elementary-school teacher in public, moved at home between glacial silence and sudden storms. I learned to forecast her weather by the sound of heels in the hall. Accusations, insults, humiliations, chisels carving at whatever self I was trying to grow.

From early childhood I became the primary outlet for her emotions. Praise was conditional, affection transactional, and the rules unreadable until I had already broken them. If I protested, I was told I’d misunderstood. If I remembered too well, I was told I was imagining things. Reality became negotiable, except with her.

When words ran out, punishment turned architectural. My bedroom became a holding cell for hours, sometimes days. The door didn’t lock, but it may as well have. Isolation wasn’t discipline; it was erasure. I learned to survive by vanishing, cleaning twice, speaking softly, avoiding anything that looked like joy.

These habits set the trajectory of my inner life. I became the child who made himself small, who stayed out of the frame, who tried never to be the reason a storm started. And when the storm came anyway, I learned to carry the blame quietly, as if my silence could save the house.

School should have been an escape, but fear travels light and follows you everywhere. I mapped routes through hallways to avoid attention. I edited myself out of friendships before they had a chance. When other kids learned sports, parties, and travel with friends, I learned advanced survival:

	Forecast the mood. One wrong word can launch a storm.
	Clean everything twice. A gleaming counter might buy ten minutes of peace.
	Disappear. Passion projects, writing, music, basketball, went into a mental attic labeled DO NOT TOUCH.


As adolescence approached, control tightened. My mother preferred me smoothed down and silent, a mirror she could polish for the image she wanted others to see. I was not a person to be known, but an accessory to her public life: useful when compliant, a problem when real.

Eventually the pressure had to discharge. One day my fist met drywall. I didn’t hurt anyone; I needed the house to hear me. The police arrived. They listened to her. They did not ask what had led here, or what the house sounded like on other nights. When they left, I understood something I wish no child had to learn: an institution can fail the person who needs it most.

That night redrew a map inside me. Authority might not protect you. The benefit of the doubt does not distribute evenly. Children can be tidy and terrified at the same time, and people will praise the tidy.

Maybe you’re nodding because you’ve lived some version of this, the family that looked fine from the curb, the door that made a quiet sound when it closed, the hours you edited yourself smaller. If so, I’m writing to the echo behind your door to say you were not alone.

Why did no one listen? Why was suffering invisible when it was the weather of our house? I still don’t have perfect answers. I do have consequences. I grew into someone who notices power, who distrusts easy narratives, who keeps receipts and asks questions until the story makes sense. I became the person who believes survivors first and then does the work to verify, because I needed someone to do that for me.

This first chapter is not only a record of abuse. It is a field guide for what neglect can do to a child, and for the stubborn ways a child resists anyway. I am still learning how to unlearn. I am still looking for a home that is good enough, and figuring out how to build one from the inside out.
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Chapter 2
Crossroads of Identity and Resistance
My childhood started off as a kid of Jewish ancestry in a home turned Southern Baptist, living in the suburban “white side” of town. Ocala’s geographic and social divisions, literally and symbolically defined by train tracks, separated its white communities from its predominantly black neighborhoods. Growing up in the 1990s, these lines were neither faint lines nor metaphorical; they structured the rhythms of daily life and constrained the contours of opportunity and belonging.

After the police removed me from my abusive home, the state had no foster bed ready. So I spent a short stretch in a psychiatric ward. It was sterile, lonely, and strangely familiar. Until two days later when one of my best friends from high school was dropped there battling anorexia. We passed time talking about music, sharing songs to drown out the echoing halls, and we shared brief yet meaningful solace through conversation. Another girl I knew from high school arrived too, the same girl I’d once helped through a suicide crisis. Seeing them reminded me that pain can look different on everyone but still feel the same. These coincidences, though surreal, served as stabilizing social anchors amid a profound rupture in my sense of continuity.

When a foster spot opened, it was across those train tracks, in the black neighborhood I’d only driven past. Dirt roads, modest houses, not far from high crime areas. I’d soon be the lone white face. Even from a young age, race had always seemed completely overhyped to me, people everywhere are people, shaped and defined by various cultures, especially the one they are born into and persist through. My parents’ behind-doors racism did have a rebellious impact on me. I felt pain with every racist comment that both my mom or dad would utter. Comments that weren’t fair or based on reason, but rather simple-minded prejudices and unfunny stereotypes. Stereotypes can be funny sometimes but neither of my parents told funny jokes.

Dirt roads and modest homes replaced the suburban neighborhood I had known. Yet amid the initial dissonance, I was compelled to reevaluate my assumptions and reconfigure my identity in relation to others whose life experiences had been shaped by different, often more acute, forms of structural abuse and marginalization. Everything here, the slang, the music, even the way dinner was served, asked me to listen first and talk later.

Adaptation was not optional; it was imperative. The other foster children had endured circumstances that, in many cases, surpassed my own in their severity. Their presence constituted an informal education in lived resilience, one that was neither theoretical nor abstract. Through shared meals, stories, and quiet moments of mutual recognition, we began to cultivate trust. That trust was fragile, unevenly distributed, and hard-won, but it constituted a collective assertion of dignity in a world that had often denied us such acknowledgment.

Just a few blocks away, a couple old friends from high school hung out in what everyone called the “drug house,” a place heavy with the smell of weed and leftover pizza. I never smoked (saving that for later), but I’d swing by to feed their pets, grab groceries, and occasionally trip-sit when they were tripping on LSD or mushrooms. Those visits blurred the line between chaos and comfort, proof that good and bad sometimes share the same living room.

The African-American woman who was my foster mother, whom I would call “mama”, offered a form of care that was far from idealized, yet meaningfully distinct from the emotional desolation I had previously endured. Her household was occasionally chaotic, shaped by transient relationships and economic precarity, but there was food on the table, relative freedom of expression, and a tacit acknowledgment of my humanity. She supported my efforts to complete high school, allowing me the autonomy to drive myself to class and maintain a part-time job at a flea market. I had been doing small jobs for money since I was 8. Pull weeds or babysit for neighbors. I was forced to become independent at a young age. In retrospect, I was racing toward independence to “grow up,” but I still longed for some kind of relative dependency on someone who could care about me.

Living in foster care taught me to read a room a little bit, to honor stories that weren’t mine, to be humble. Family stopped meaning biology; it became whoever shared the struggle and the laughter that day. Henry, one of the foster kids, used to crack me up with how he danced to my alternative rock music. Home wasn’t an address, it was a moment when I felt seen and safe, even if only for an hour. The normative definitions of “family,” “home,” and “belonging” were dismantled and reconstructed not ideologically, but through practicality and shared experience.

Looking back, that season didn’t just move me from one house to another; it rewired how I see the world and myself. Ultimately, this chapter signified more than a brief transitional period. It marked the emergence of a new epistemology of the self, one predicated on relational awareness, adaptive identity, and a sharpened critique of the systems that had failed me.

Healing, I learned, isn’t a straight line. It starts in messy places, in mismatched kitchens, on sagging couches, beside people who are also piecing themselves together. That’s where I first felt the fragile spark of agency in spaces marked by contradiction and complexity. It was in an unexpected home, amid unfamiliar faces and fragmented routines.
❦
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A Life Experience: The Shaun Apple Story is a memoir built from source files.
Shaun Apple, creator of r/trees and r/gonewild and an early harm reduction
builder at Bluelight, traces a path from quiet survival and foster care into
travel through many countries, with immersion and couch surfing in Asia, the
Americas, and Europe.

The book documents a life shaped by strife, steadied by empathy, and grounded
in lived experience. These pages attend to retinal detachment, Crohn’s disease,
and a father lost. The story follows years of advocacy and travel, and a search for
home in motion. The prose is exact and humane. Every claim has a source. If you
have ever had to start again, start here. Read it for the story. Keep it for strength.
A life tested in private, shared in public.
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