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			Dedication

			
		
    For the child in me who survived what never should have happened.
For the version of me who didn't know how to ask for help.
For the nights I spent wondering if anyone would notice if I disappeared.
For the voice I had to fight to find.
For every piece of me that broke,
and every piece that refused to stay broken.
For the girl who learned to shrink herself into corners,
and the woman who finally decided she deserved to take up space.
—
For my grandma — the most loyal, loving, giving woman I have ever known.
The only person who never left me. The only person who always showed up.
You were the first person who made me feel like I mattered.
You handed me warmth when the world handed me cold.
You never asked me to be less. You never made me feel like too much.
In every room that ever felt unsafe, you were the door I ran to.
In every season that swallowed me whole, you were the one constant.
You were my proof that love could be quiet and steady and real.
This is for you most of all.
—
For everyone who has ever lived through silence, pain,
abandonment, or fear — this is for you too.
For the ones who smiled through it. For the ones who couldn't.
For the ones still in the thick of it, not yet sure they'll make it out.
You will.
For the children who raised themselves.
For the adults still healing the childhoods no one protected them from.
For anyone who has ever felt invisible in a room full of people,
or alone in a house full of noise.
You are not too broken. You are not too far gone.
You are not what happened to you.
This book is yours too.


    



  	
        
            
            I learned to survive before I learned to live." — S.F.
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For the child in me who survived what never should have happened.

For the voice I had to fight to find.

For every piece of me that broke,

and every piece that refused to stay broken.
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For my grandma — the most loyal, loving, giving woman I have ever known.

The only person who never left me. The only person who always showed up.

This is for you most of all.
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And for everyone who has ever lived through silence, pain,

abandonment, or fear — this is for you too.

Author’s Note

THIS BOOK IS A RECONSTRUCTION of memory, perception, and lived experience. Some names have been changed or omitted to protect privacy. Some details have been compressed or rearranged for narrative clarity, but the emotional truth remains unchanged.

This is not just a record of events.

It is a record of survival.

Memory is not a photograph. It is not fixed, clean-edged, or neutral. It is a living thing — reshaped by time, by fear, by what the body needed to protect itself. Some moments in this book live in me with the clarity of a struck bell. Others arrive fractured, in pieces, the way trauma tends to travel: sideways, in sensation, in the smell of something or the sound of a particular kind of silence.

I have written what I remember. I have written what my body has never forgotten. I have written the parts that stayed with me even when I tried to leave them behind.

I owe no one a softened version of this story.

Least of all myself.

— Savanah Fritts, Lafayette, Indiana, 2026
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Wabash Ignition

SAVANAH ENTERED THE world on a cold March morning in 1996, when the Wabash River was still half-frozen and carrying the runoff of a winter that refused to end.

Lafayette, Indiana, was not a gentle birthplace.

It was a place where the wind cut sideways and the river smelled faintly of metal and old time — of industry and rot, of everything that had once been made here and was now slowly coming undone. The sky in March was the color of a bruise healing wrong. The trees had not yet remembered what green was. The city sat in the flat land the way cities do when no one planned them for beauty — simply there, simply functional, simply enduring.

Into this, she arrived.

She was born in Home Hospital — a squat brick building that hummed with fluorescent lights and a particular brand of institutional resignation. The kind of place where people came to begin and to end, and where the hallways held both equally, without ceremony. The nurses noted her bright, alert eyes. The way she seemed to look straight through people. As if she had arrived already carrying more awareness than a newborn should, as if the world had somehow already briefed her on what was coming and she had decided, even then, that she would not look away from it.

Her parents were Elena Wells and Caleb Mercer.

Two people who had collided by accident and stayed together out of habit. The kind of couple who worked in parallel for a while, running alongside each other, close enough to touch but never quite in the same lane. By the time the ink on Savanah’s birth certificate dried, they were already drifting. Not dramatically. Not with screaming or slammed doors — not yet. Just the quiet kind of drift that happens when two people realize they have nothing holding them together except the mess they’ve already made.

Their breakup was not dramatic. It was simply another quiet collapse in a long line of them.

Savanah would not remember any of this.

But her body would.

—
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THE FIRST HOME SHE knew was a rental on Tippecanoe Street — a sagging duplex with thin walls, peeling linoleum, and a front door that never quite latched. The place smelled of cigarettes and damp carpet. The windows rattled whenever a truck passed, which was often. The pipes made sounds at night that no one explained. The overhead light in the kitchen buzzed on a frequency that felt, after a while, like it was inside your skull.

It was the first of many houses that would not feel like home.

Elena, drowning in untreated depression, moved through the house like a ghost. Not cruel. Not intentional. Simply absent in the way some people are absent even when they are standing right in front of you — their eyes somewhere else, their attention always just slightly beyond reach. She loved Savanah in the fragmented, painful way that people love when they have never been taught
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