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    This book is dedicated to Amy — a reminder that strength is found in the moments when life tests us the most.
To someone who has faced storms and kept moving forward, this is for your courage, your resilience, and the light you continue to bring into the world. Your story is still being written, and every new chapter is proof that setbacks do not define us — how we rise does.
May these pages be a small tribute to the strength inside you and a reminder that you matter, your journey matters, and the best chapters are still ahead.
For Amy — keep rising, keep fighting, and keep becoming everything you were meant to be.

      

    

The stone is warm where hands have been.

The question is whose hands.

PART ONE

THE STONE AND ITS MAKING
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PROLOGUE: A NOTE ON THE RECORD
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This book began as a list.

Not a list of symptoms. Not a list of grievances. A list of the times you tried to reach another person and came back empty-handed. You were not counting failures — you want to be clear about that. You were doing what you have always done when the interior gets too loud and the exterior has no room for it: you were writing it down. Making a record. The way your people have always survived things that were not survivable — by naming them, by witnessing themselves, by refusing to let the silence be the only account.

You are a person who learned early that the feelings were the problem. Not the circumstances. Not the system. The feelings. You were taught this the way children are taught most things: not through explicit instruction but through the accumulated weight of response. Cry and the room gets uncomfortable. Need and the room gets crowded. Want and the room gets cold. So the body learns. The body is very good at learning. The body learns to manage the feelings so well that eventually the management becomes the identity, and the identity is a statue, and the statue smiles when it is supposed to smile and laughs when it is supposed to laugh and goes home alone and sits near the window and counts the minutes.

This book is the record of what that costs.

It is not a self-help book. You do not believe in the self-help book. You believe in the record. You believe in the witness. You believe in the voice that refuses to be the only thing in the room that knows what it costs to live at this particular temperature.

You are writing this from inside the stone.

The stone is warm where hands have been.

Put your hands here.

— J.M. Alexander
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CHAPTER 1: SONDER
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Direct address to self in mirror

The word means: you just realized every stranger has a life as vivid and complex as yours. That is supposed to comfort you.

It doesn't.

You are standing in the mirror again. You have been standing here eleven minutes. You know because your phone is in your hand and you were checking the time when the mirror got you. That is how it works. You were not looking for yourself. You were just standing there. And then you saw.

Not you. The statue of you.

It smiles when you try to smile. That is the worst part. You lift the corners of your mouth the way you have seen people do — the way your mother did at the grocery store, the way your father did at the plant before the plant closed, the way every customer service worker does, the way every person who needs something from someone else does — and it does it back. It performs the smile. And the smile hurts. Not metaphorically. The muscles in your face actually ache, like you have been holding something heavy too long and confused exhaustion for expression.

You are not special.

Say it. Out loud, to the mirror, to the statue, to whoever has been standing in your body for the last however long this has been. You are not special. You are not even the main character. You are background. You are atmosphere. You are the person in other people's memories who they cannot quite place — there was someone else there, I cannot remember who.

Sonder is supposed to be a gift. The internet told you that. Some word-a-day website curated for people who want to feel thoughtful told you that realizing other people are fully alive is an expansion of empathy, a widening of the self, a step toward connection.

You tried it. You stood on a corner and looked at the people walking by and you thought: vivid. Complex. Interior. You thought: they have voicemails they haven't listened to. They have food going bad in the refrigerator. They have a word they use wrong and nobody has told them. They have a laugh that's real and a laugh they perform and they have learned, like you, to deploy the performance so smoothly that sometimes they cannot find the real one anymore.

And then the corner was empty. And you were still there.

Here is what they do not tell you about sonder: it cuts both ways. If every stranger is as vivid as you, then you are as invisible as every stranger. You are walking past someone right now who has not noticed you. You are in the background of a photograph you will never see, slightly blurred, slightly out of frame, identifiable only as presence, not as person.

The statue in the mirror knows this.

* * *
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There is a specific day you return to when you try to find the beginning of the statue. Not the beginning — statues do not have a single beginning, they accumulate, they calcify slowly over years of deposit — but the day you first noticed it. The day you looked at yourself and understood that something had changed and the change was permanent.

You were twelve. Maybe thirteen. The age when the body is already changing in ways nobody explains properly and the feelings are larger than any language you have been given and the world is telling you to manage both, to present well, to be something a room can hold without discomfort.

You were standing in a bathroom — not this one, a smaller one, the one in the house on the street with the oak tree that dropped acorns every fall that you collected and then forgot about. The bathroom with the cracked tile near the drain and the mirror that hung slightly crooked because the screw on the left side had come loose and nobody had fixed it.

You had been crying. Or you had been about to cry. There is a distinction your body makes between those two states that your language does not have a word for — the state of full pressure, the internal weather at maximum before the release, the moment right before the border opens. You were in that state. Something had happened at school. Something ordinary and specific and devastating in the specific way that ordinary things are devastating at twelve or thirteen when your nervous system has no calluses yet and everything lands at full force.

You stood in front of the crooked mirror.

And you watched your face arrange itself.

You watched the pressure go somewhere internal. You watched the border close. You watched the surface settle into something neutral, something manageable, something that a person could look at without knowing what was underneath. You did not decide to do this. Your body decided. Your body, which had been accumulating evidence about what was safe to express and what was not, made the decision faster than your conscious mind could form an opinion.

The statue appeared.

You looked at it for a long time. Then you went back out into the house and when your mother asked if you were okay you said yes and she looked at the surface and believed the surface and that was the first confirmation: the surface works. The surface is what the world responds to. The surface is the currency. Keep producing the surface and you will be okay.

You have been producing it ever since.

The eleven minutes in this mirror, now, decades later, are you checking the production quality. Making sure the surface is still viable. Making sure the statue is still operational.

It is.

It always is.

That is not the same as being okay.

You are going to write this down. All of it. Not because writing heals — that is a lie they sell in journals with motivational covers, another commodity for the managed self. But because if you do not write it down, the stone closes over it. And you will have been here without any record of what it cost.

This is the record.

You, in the mirror.

The statue, smiling back.

The eleven minutes that became this.
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