

  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To God, who met me in the depths when I had nowhere else to turn and taught me how to breathe again.
To every woman who ever wondered if she was allowed to want something better, this is for you.
To my family and friends, who stood beside me even when the road was hard.
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Chapter 1: The Secret That Stole My Childhood
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Before I could explain pain, I understood silence.

When I reach back for the beginning of childhood, darkness is not the only thing I find. There is summer, wide and golden in the way only a child’s summer can be. I see fresh-cut grass through an open window, bare feet slapping the sidewalk after the sprinkler came on, a ribbon of melted popsicle running over my knuckles before I could catch it with my tongue.

We had family cookouts. My father stood at the grill, smoke curling around him as he turned hamburgers. Adults talked over one another at the picnic table. Music floated somewhere beyond the yard. My cousins chased each other until they were breathless, and their laughter came so easily that I joined in. For stretches of an afternoon, I was simply another little girl with grass on her knees and hair escaping whatever neatness had been attempted that morning.

Those memories matter to me because they prove that joy was real. They do not soften what followed, and they do not erase it. Still, they remind me that I had once felt light. Before fear had a place in me, the world had seemed simple enough to trust.

The summer between kindergarten and first grade, that trust began to change.

There was no single instant I can point to and say, That was the moment everything turned. I was six. Words such as abuse and trauma belonged to an adult language I had never been given. What I understood was the way a room could change before anyone spoke, the knot that appeared in my stomach without an explanation, the way my body began keeping watch while my mind was still trying to remain a child.

“What happens behind closed doors stays behind closed doors.”

At first it sounded like any other rule. Children hear rules all day long: do not run in the house, wash your hands, finish your homework, be home before the streetlights come on. Rules came from adults, and adults were supposed to know what was right. I heard the sentence and accepted it.

Then it came again. And again.

With repetition, its meaning changed. It stopped sounding like a household rule and became a warning. Soon it felt like a threat that followed me even when nobody was speaking. Whenever the faintest thought of telling someone rose in me, that sentence arrived too, sharp and close, as though someone had breathed it into my ear.

What happens behind closed doors stays behind closed doors.

I could not make sense of everything that was happening to me. I knew enough to be afraid, enough to hate it, enough to feel the urge to run. But where was a six-year-old girl supposed to go? How could I describe something I could not name? Silence seemed safer than discovering what speaking might cost.

My body understood long before my mind could. I listened for footsteps and watched doors open and close. I studied faces, trying to read the mood waiting behind them. The smallest change in a voice made my shoulders creep toward my ears. A pause in conversation could shorten my breath. Alertness became automatic.

Yet childhood kept reaching for me.

Outside with my cousins, I ran until my hair clung to my forehead. We invented games, changed the rules in the middle of them, argued for a minute, then forgot why we had been angry. Cold water from the sprinkler made us squeal. For those few minutes, I heard only laughter and the steady clicking turn of the sprinkler head.

Sunlight gave the yard a kind of mercy. It reached the corners, turned dust golden when children ran through it, and let me almost believe I was like everyone else. Around other children, I could forget for a little while that part of me stayed braced for something.

Then I would go back inside.

Indoors, the air itself felt different. I have never found a better way to say it. The walls seemed closer. Every sound stood out: a cabinet closing, the television turned up, someone crossing from one room to another. The laughter stayed outdoors with the daylight. Without being told, I became quiet again.

My life divided into two worlds. In the one people saw, there were clean clothes, school pictures, good grades, and a little girl who did not cause trouble. In the other, I carried fear and rules nobody else seemed to hear. One world required a smile when someone spoke to me. The other taught me how to disappear without leaving the room.

Adults found me easy.

By first grade, I had instincts no child should need. Tension announced itself before voices rose. I could tell when a question should remain unasked. I could sit directly in front of someone and retreat so far inside myself that it felt as though I had gone away. Adults sometimes called me mature, offering the word as praise.

They were mistaking survival for wisdom.

I was not calm because I had nothing to say. Quiet had become a shelter. I was not easy because life was easy; I was easy because I believed needs could be dangerous.

School offered an order that home did not. Desks stood in straight rows. Pencils and paper had places. Teachers wrote the day’s work where we could all see it. There were spelling lists, reading assignments, lunch, recess, and bells that told us what came next. If I followed directions, I understood what was expected. The rules did not rearrange themselves according to someone’s mood.

I loved that steadiness, though I could not have explained it then. There was comfort in a pencil moving across paper and in a book whose words stayed put. When a teacher said, “Take out your worksheet,” every child in the room did the same thing. That kind of predictability felt almost beautiful.

I finished my work neatly. I raised my hand only when I was certain of an answer and spoke softly when I was called on. Doing everything right seemed like a way to keep anyone from looking too closely.

No one suspected anything was wrong.

I was polite, compliant, and easy to overlook. Teachers smiled because I followed directions. Other children may have thought I was shy. That explanation was easier for everyone than the truth.

At the final bell, I packed my things carefully. I still remember the little sounds: zippers closing, chairs sliding across the floor, children shouting plans to one another. Some rushed toward the door with excitement. I moved slowly, because I was leaving the place where the day made sense.

The order I found at school felt like a thin coat I had to remove at home. Once I crossed the door, I returned to listening, measuring every word, taking up as little space as possible. Fear can become ordinary when you live with it long enough. I was always waiting for the next change in the air.

Ordinary tasks helped me disappear. I did what I was asked, cleaned up after myself, carried my school things where they belonged, and moved through the house as quietly as I could. It did not feel like a performance at the time. It was simply the role I knew: the good little girl who added nothing to anyone’s burden.

Now and then, someone asked, “What’s wrong?” because I had grown quieter than usual.

“Nothing,” I would say, shaking my head.

The answer came effortlessly. Nothing covered feelings too large and too unsafe to explain. I feared being asked twice. One part of me wished someone would keep asking until I could finally tell the truth; another part was terrified they might. Saying the forbidden thing out loud could bring disbelief, anger, blame, or consequences I could not picture. So I watched the adults around me instead. I noticed who smiled with their whole faces and who could make a room uneasy without raising a voice. I learned to stop certain thoughts before they fully became sentences.

Some afternoons, I carried the classroom’s neatness home in my mind: the straight lines on the chalkboard, clear instructions, the simple order of one subject following another. As I got closer to the house, that steadiness slipped away. My body resumed its watch before I had made a decision to do so.

Children should not have to become experts in tension. They should not have to memorize the sounds that come before danger or calculate the right amount of silence. I became an expert because I believed expertise would protect me.

At recess, I often watched more than I joined. The playground was alive with the squeak of swings, shoes scraping blacktop, and the whistle that called us back inside. I saw girls gather in loose circles and talk about things that seemed easy. I watched boys race, argue, and make up. Other children complained freely about being grounded or forgetting to clean their rooms.

They spoke of home as though it was possible to be annoyed there and still feel safe.

Their shoulders were loose. Their laughter did not have to be earned. They asked adults for things without flinching at the answer, as if being heard and protected were ordinary parts of childhood. That assumption did not live in me. Until then, I did not even realize a child could have it.

In third grade, the difference between my life and theirs became clearer.

One afternoon, I sat on a swing beside a classmate. The chains creaked above us, and the sun warmed the back of my neck while children ran past in little clouds of dust. My friend kicked at the dirt beneath her shoes and complained about staying up too late. She had forgotten to clean her room, she said, and her parents had taken away a privilege she cared about. Her irritation was casual, almost funny, the way a child can be irritated when she is certain an argument will never change whether she is loved.

I listened closely. I do not think she noticed.

She talked as though honesty at home might lead to a lecture or a punishment, but never danger. Her complaints were ordinary. Her safety was assumed. As I held the cold metal chains, a thought settled hard in my chest: not every house carries secrets. Not every child is afraid. Not every silence is forced.

I said none of it. I kept swinging and looked out across the playground. Until that afternoon, I had wondered whether everybody carried a private fear, whether every family had rules nobody explained, whether other children simply hid their fear better than I did. Beside that swing, I began to recognize that something in my own life was wrong.

The realization did not bring relief. It brought confusion and shame. If it was wrong, why did I feel responsible? Why did a secret I had not chosen make me feel dirty? Why was I afraid that anyone who found out would decide I was the problem?

Children make sense of the world in whatever way allows them to survive it. I took responsibility for burdens that had never belonged to me. Maybe, I thought, I could keep everyone calm by staying quiet. If I did not make trouble, perhaps the trouble would not grow. If I were good enough, small enough, careful enough, maybe I would be safe.

Soon after, adults began whispering in rooms that went quiet when I entered. Something was shifting. Conversations stopped when I came near. Faces tightened. Questions came in careful voices, but after protecting the secret for so long, I had no idea how to step outside the silence even when adults asked.

Foster care arrived in my life through explanations a child could not fully understand. Adults spoke of arrangements and where I would be staying. They said things would be all right in the way adults sometimes do when they are trying to make a frightening thing sound manageable. I listened. I nodded. Inside, it felt as though the floor had moved beneath me.

One house, then another, then another.

Every home had its own smell, its own sounds, its own rules. In one, I heard people moving around before morning. In another, the quiet itself felt too large. Some homes were gentle; others held me at a distance. None were mine.

People gave me a bed, food, and directions to the things I needed. When someone was kind, I wanted desperately to trust it. But experience had taught me that a home could change without warning. I could unpack a bag, yet some part of me remained packed and ready.

I watched the people around me and tried to absorb their routines quickly so I would not make mistakes. My ears stayed tuned to the same old signals: the tone of a voice, approaching footsteps, the silence after a question. Being simply a child in someone’s care was not something I knew how to do.

Caseworkers asked questions. Teachers made notes. Adults described me in careful words: withdrawn, quiet, difficult to read. I heard those words, or words close to them, and wondered what they expected from me. I wanted to be understood, but attempting an explanation made my throat close. Silence had protected me in the only way I understood. How was I supposed to lay it down in front of strangers?

No one seemed to see that silence was the only protection I knew.

Gentleness confused me. A kind question could bring tears behind my eyes because I could not tell whether it was safe to answer. Fear had trained me to expect attention to come with a cost. Whenever somebody noticed me, I waited for what would happen next.

That was one of the deepest losses: not only safety itself, but the ability to recognize safety when it appeared.

Eventually, I returned home. The walls were familiar. Meals, school days, laundry, birthdays—the ordinary business of a household—resumed. My return was handled as if I had simply come back to where I belonged. No one sat down with me to ask what I remembered or what I carried. No one asked how it felt to be passed from one place to another.

Whatever had been disrupted was not meant to be discussed.

I understood without anyone saying it plainly. The house moved on, so I moved on too. I went to school, did my work, came home, and adjusted myself to every face in the room.

But I was not the same little girl who had left.

Foster care had shown me how quickly homes could change and how suddenly people could disappear. Returning did not restore any belief that things would remain steady. Instead, it made me ready for the next break. I lived in a low, quiet state of readiness, alert even in calm moments.

Before entering a room, I read it. I measured my words. A door shutting too hard registered in my body; a raised voice from another room made me still. Being on guard became so familiar that I did not recognize it as a burden. It was simply the way I moved through the world.

Teachers continued to praise me for good behavior. Adults smiled and called me a good girl. Gradually, I came to believe that goodness meant invisibility: no needs, no noise, no request that anyone look too closely.

Children are supposed to need things. They are supposed to ask questions, be loud sometimes, cry, and be comforted. None of that felt available to me. What I understood was how to make myself manageable.

Books became a refuge. Under blankets with a flashlight, I read while the soft circle of light fell across the page and the rest of the room disappeared. I found stories about protected children, defeated monsters, and people whose truth mattered. In those stories, someone noticed when something was wrong. Someone came to help. The frightened child was not ordered to keep quiet, and the person who had been hurt was not blamed for surviving.

I held those stories close. At times I read slowly just to remain inside them. A page could turn and take me somewhere else. Books asked nothing of me before they let me belong.

Before long, I began to write.

I filled notebooks with stories I never planned to show anyone. I kept the pages close and shut the cover whenever I heard someone near. The girls I wrote about were brave. They escaped. They spoke freely. They did not always have the answers, but they found a way forward.

My pen carried what my voice could not.

I rarely wrote my own life directly; I would not have known where to begin. But the feelings found their way onto the page. There was always a frightened girl, a girl waiting to be heard, a girl imagining a life where love did not require fear. I gave my characters words that had not yet become mine.

Writing did not solve what had happened. It did not undo it. It gave the parts of me with nowhere else to go a place to rest, and it showed me that something inside me was still reaching toward a different ending.

As my teenage years came closer, longing grew underneath all that silence. I wanted to be seen without being examined, wanted without being controlled, loved without having to earn it by being obedient or careful. The longing showed itself in small ways before I understood what it was. I remembered a kind sentence long after the speaker had forgotten it. When someone included me in a conversation, warmth rushed through me with an intensity that embarrassed me. Attention felt precious because I had spent so long not knowing how to ask for it.

At school, I watched friendships form around me. Girls leaned together in hallways, whispered, then burst into laughter. They made plans for after school as though it was understood there would be somewhere safe to go, someone waiting for them, an ordinary evening ahead. I wanted that unguarded belonging. I wanted to stop feeling as though I was looking in through a window.

There were ordinary moments too. I do not want to make it sound as though every day was only fear. Sometimes I did well on a test and felt quietly proud. Some classroom mornings smelled of paper and crayons, and I could disappear into the work in front of me. At a table with other children, laughter occasionally escaped me before I remembered to be careful. Yet even happiness carried caution. A part of me always stayed held back, waiting for the mood to change.

Silence did more than hide a secret. It made me doubt my own reactions. If something hurt, I wondered whether I was overreacting. If someone frightened me, I searched for a reason that made their behavior my responsibility. Discomfort was something I explained away before I ever considered trusting it.

I also became keenly aware of what other people seemed to need from me. Disappointment, even when I had done nothing wrong, made me hurry to repair it. A sigh could sound like impatience. A question forming on someone’s face could make me worry before it was asked. This was not healthy kindness. It was a child’s attempt to keep the people around her from becoming angry.

I had no sense that a self could exist apart from other people’s moods. Everyone else’s anger felt like something I needed to manage. If I could predict what was coming, I believed I might prevent it.

At night, I listened to the house settle. Pipes made small sounds. A floorboard creaked. The refrigerator clicked on and off. Ordinary household noises kept me awake because I heard every one of them. I pulled the blanket close and told myself to sleep, but rest was difficult when my body did not believe it was safe.

Sometimes I imagined being older. The dream was not grand. I imagined a room that felt like mine, a closed door that meant privacy instead of fear, and a life in which I could speak without rehearsing every word. I could not see the details, but I knew I wanted it.

The urge to escape lived beside the need to belong. I wanted to leave what frightened me, and I wanted someone to choose me so completely that I would never feel alone. The two desires tangled together. By my teenage years, I carried both the girl who wanted to run and the girl who wanted to be held.

I wanted someone to look at me and mean it when they said I mattered.

No one had shown me what healthy love looked like. My earliest lessons had made closeness feel dangerous and had taught me that keeping the peace mattered more than speaking. Boundaries, room for your voice, steadiness—those were parts of love I had never been taught to expect.

Loneliness was the word beneath all of it.

By then, I was so skilled at hiding pain that I could mistake my own longing for something smaller. I told myself I only wanted to fit in or have someone to talk to. Underneath was a deeper hunger: to be chosen, to feel special, to believe attention might finally mean safety.

I was not looking for trouble. I was reaching for the kind of love I thought I had missed all my life—closeness that felt like being chosen, attention that felt like protection, someone who might quiet the lonely places in me. I had no idea that this need could make me vulnerable to anyone who knew how to offer love in pieces.
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Chapter 2: Looking for Love
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By the time I entered my teenage years, the habits that had once helped me survive had settled so deeply into me that they felt like personality.

I made myself small without thinking. Before speaking, I read the room. I adjusted toward whatever other people seemed to want, often so quietly that I barely noticed I was doing it. Years of tracking other people’s moods had left me unsure what it felt like to move through the world without watching.

To most people, I was simply quiet.

Teachers found me easy to have in class. I came in, took my seat, completed my work, and seldom drew attention. In the hallways, I moved with the current of other students while remaining separate from it. Being unnoticed still felt safer. If no one saw me, no one could ask the questions I was afraid to answer.

For a long time, being overlooked had protected me. Eventually, that protection became its own kind of loneliness.

Other teenagers seemed to be discovering themselves in public. They tried out clothes and new ways of talking, made plans, argued, and found their way back to the same groups. I watched with the sense that everyone else had been handed instructions I had missed. I wanted to stand in a room without first locating the safest place. I wanted to join the noise without fearing it. Speaking without calculating whether my words might anger someone felt like an enormous wish, even though it should have
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