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Dedication
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For Maximus, Keila, and Malia-

Thank you for being my greatest teachers.

You are the reason this story exists. 

Through you, I found my voice.

And through you, I learned how to raise yours.

With all my love,

Mom
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Epigraph
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Silence was my inheritance.
But I chose to pass down something else—
voice, safety, and the freedom to be heard.
Respect and fear are not the same.
I was raised to confuse them.
I raised mine to know the difference.
A mother’s voice is the first permission slip a child is ever handed—
to speak, to feel, to become.
I made sure mine knew they had the right to all three.
And maybe, in these pages, you'll find the permission to reclaim your own.
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Chapter One: Dresses
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The box was heavier than it looked. Old cardboard, taped at the edges, worn soft from time and storage. Leah hadn’t opened it in the three years since her mother passed—not because she forgot, but because she didn’t want to remember.

It had her mother’s handwriting on the side: “Leah – Childhood.”

She wasn’t sure if that label was meant to be sentimental or territorial. Either way, it made her hesitate.

But today, she pulled back the tape.

Inside were yellowed photo albums, crumpled paper doilies, church programs from decades ago, and then—tucked between a manila envelope and a plastic baggie of old barrettes—she saw it. A photo. She knew the dress before she even saw the full picture.

Red velvet. White tights. Her arms hanging stiff at her sides. She was standing in her aunt’s living room, next to her cousins, maybe five years old. The photo wasn’t bent, but the memory was.

She didn’t remember much about that day, but she remembered the story her cousins told her years later—how, as soon as her mother left, they’d change her out of the dress and tights and put her in play clothes. How they let her be a kid. And then, just before her mom came back, they’d dress her up again, like she’d never left the image behind.

She stared at the photo, and for a moment, she saw it all. The stiffness. The silence. The way she never had a say.

She set the photo aside and reached deeper into the box, her fingers brushing over the edge of another frame. A school picture. Kindergarten—maybe first grade. There she was again. Same forced smile. Same dress-and-tights combination. A tiny girl sitting perfectly upright, hands folded in her lap like she’d been warned not to fidget.

And with it came another memory.

She had walked home from school one day with a snag in her tights and a faint grass stain on her dress. She’d fallen during recess, playing tag—just like any normal kid would. She didn’t cry when she hit the ground. But she remembered the way her stomach dropped when she looked down at the damage. Because she knew what would happen next.

Her mother had answered the door, looked her up and down, and said nothing. Just narrowed her eyes and turned away. The punishment didn’t come with raised hands that time—but with sharp words about carelessness, about embarrassment. That night, Leah had sat on her bed with a washcloth, scrubbing at the stain like it was a sin. Trying to clean not just the dress—but the shame.

She wasn’t trying to ruin anything. She was just playing.

But in her mother’s house, there wasn’t room for play—only for presentation.

Years later, Leah stood in the doorway of Lila’s room.

Her daughter was eight. She had just picked out her clothes for school the next day. Mismatched socks. A baggy hoodie with a cartoon unicorn on it. Purple leggings that had clearly been worn more than once that week.

“I love your style,” Leah said with a smile.

Lila beamed, twirling once. “You don’t think it looks weird?”

“Nope. I think it looks like you.”

That night, she tucked Lila into bed and kissed her forehead. Her daughter looked up at her and said, “Thanks for letting me pick.”

It seemed like such a small thing. But it wasn’t.

Now, sitting in a sea of her mother’s boxes, Leah realized that those were the moments she fought for. The ones where she chose differently. The ones where her kids never had to earn their voice—they were simply allowed to have one.

She reached for her journal—the leather one she kept tucked in her nightstand—and flipped to a blank page.

She didn’t know if she would ever show them these words. But they needed to be written.

Dear Lila,
You once thanked me for letting you pick your own clothes.
What you didn’t know is that it wasn’t just about socks and sweaters.
It was about a little girl in a red velvet dress and white tights,
A girl who came home from school with grass stains on her knees and fear in her chest.
A girl who scrubbed her clothes because she was scared of her mother’s silence.
I didn’t always know what I was doing as your mom,
but I knew I didn’t want you to feel what I felt—
unheard, unseen, uninvited to be yourself.
So I let you pick.
And in doing that, I picked too.
I picked freedom.
I picked you.
Love,
Mom
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Chapter Two: What’s for Dinner
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The house was quieter now. Maya was in her room, earbuds in, humming along to a song Leah didn’t recognize. Lila had moved out for college last fall. And Mateo—her firstborn—had been gone the longest, off living his own life, making his own meals.

Leah stood at the stove stirring a pot of arroz con pollo, the familiar smell wrapping around her like a memory. It was the kind of dish she used to make when the kids were little—one-pot, warm, comforting. She hadn’t made it in a while.

She reached up into the cabinet for a spice jar, and her hand brushed the edge of an old recipe card, handwritten and worn. It wasn’t her mother’s handwriting—her mother never let her in the kitchen, let alone passed down recipes—but it brought her back anyway. Not to her childhood, but to the moment it all began.



She was twenty-eight when she got pregnant with Mateo. Married, but still carrying so much of her past inside her—quiet wounds that hadn’t yet healed, but couldn’t be ignored anymore.

She remembered lying in bed one night, one hand on her belly, whispering to the tiny life inside her.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she had said. “But I promise you—I’ll do better than what I had.”

It wasn’t just a hope. It was a vow. One born out of fear, and faith, and fierce love
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