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Chapter 1: The First Language of Love
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Before I knew my name, I knew my grandmother’s hands.

They were never still. Kneading dough at dawn. Braiding my hair before school. Folding laundry with the quiet certainty of ritual. I didn’t understand then that her hands were speaking. Not in words, but in rhythm, in warmth, in the way she’d press my palm to her cheek and say, “Feel that? That’s you, too.”

Tradition didn’t arrive as a lecture. It came through touch, taste, timing. The way we set an extra plate at dinner for the ancestors. The lullaby hummed in a language I couldn’t speak but somehow understood. The hush that fell over the house when rain began—not fear, but reverence. These were my first lessons in belonging. They taught me that to be part of something was to be held by it, even when you didn’t yet know how to hold yourself.

I grew up thinking this was universal. That every child learned love through the same quiet repetitions: the same prayers before meals, the same stories told at the same time each year, the same way grief was wrapped in black cloth and shared without explanation. I didn’t realize then that what felt like instinct was inheritance. That the shape of my comfort had been carved by generations I’d never met.

This is how tradition works. Not as a set of rules, but as a current—subtle, constant, shaping the banks of your being long before you notice the water. You don’t choose it. It chooses you. And for a long time, that feels like grace.

But grace has weight.

When I was twelve, I asked why only the men lit the candles at the winter ceremony. My question wasn’t rebellion. It was curiosity, the kind that comes from feeling safe enough to wonder. My uncle didn’t scold me. He just smiled and said, “That’s how it’s always been.” His voice was kind, but final. In that moment, I felt the first crack in the floor I’d been walking on. Not a collapse—just a hairline fracture. Enough to make me pause.

I didn’t stop loving the ceremony. I still loved the scent of pine, the low chanting, the way the firelight made everyone’s eyes look soft. But now I also saw the line drawn down the center of the room. And I began to wonder: if I crossed it, would I still belong?

That’s the unspoken contract of tradition: You are loved as long as you stay within the shape we’ve made for you. It’s not usually said aloud. It doesn’t need to be. You feel it in the silence after a question. In the way certain topics vanish when you enter the room. In the careful editing of family stories—what’s repeated, what’s forgotten, what’s never mentioned at all.

For years, I tried to fit. I folded myself smaller. I learned to laugh at the right moments, to nod when I should, to keep my wondering quiet. It worked—for a while. But the self you hide doesn’t disappear. It waits. And one day, it speaks louder than the silence you’ve built around it.

The real conflict doesn’t begin with defiance. It begins with dissonance—the quiet hum of mismatch between who you are and who you’re expected to be. At first, you think it’s your fault. You try harder. You pray more sincerely. You wear the clothes, say the words, stand in the right place. But the dissonance grows. Not because you’ve changed, but because you’ve stopped lying to yourself.

And that’s when tradition stops feeling like love and starts feeling like a cage.

I don’t say this to condemn. My grandmother’s hands still live in my memory as a sanctuary. The rituals still carry beauty. But love that demands erasure isn’t love—it’s loyalty tested through disappearance. And no one should have to vanish to be worthy of belonging.

This book isn’t about rejecting tradition. It’s about asking: What if we could love it without being bound by its limits? What if the stories, songs, and ceremonies could expand to hold more of who we are—without losing their soul?

I don’t have all the answers. But I know this: the first language of love shouldn’t require silence as its price.

Last winter, I returned home for the ceremony. I stood at the edge of the room, watching the men light the candles. My hands were cold. My heart was louder than the chanting. Then my niece—seven years old, eyes wide—tugged my sleeve and whispered, “Can girls do it too?”

I looked at her. Really looked. Saw my younger self in the set of her shoulders, the hope trembling in her voice. And for the first time, I didn’t soften the truth to protect her from disappointment. I knelt and said, “Not yet. But maybe we can change that.”

She didn’t look away. She nodded, as if she’d been waiting for someone to say it out loud.

That night, I dreamed of my grandmother’s hands—not kneading dough, but holding mine. Not shaping me into what she knew, but steadying me as I became what she couldn’t imagine.

When I woke, I understood: tradition isn’t a monument. It’s a river. And rivers only live when they move.

We don’t honor the past by freezing it. We honor it by carrying it forward—changed by the journey, shaped by the ones who walk it now.

So here is my offering: not rejection, but remembrance with eyes open. Not rebellion, but responsibility. The kind that asks, What must I keep? What must I release? And what can I remake—so the next child doesn’t have to choose between love and truth?

This is the work. Not loud. Not fast. But necessary.

And it begins with a single question, asked gently, in the language we first learned:
“Can I still belong—if I become myself?”
The answer isn’t in the past.
It’s in what we build next.
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Chapter 2: Naming Myself
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I didn’t choose my name the first time. It was given—wrapped in hope, stitched with lineage, spoken over me before I could speak for myself. For years, it fit like a coat handed down: familiar, warm, slightly too big. I wore it without thinking. Until the day I looked in the mirror and heard a stranger answer when it was called.

That’s how it starts—not with a declaration, but with a disconnect. A flicker of wrongness in the space between what you’re called and who you feel yourself to be. At first, you dismiss it. It’s just a name. It doesn’t matter. But names are not neutral. They are the first frame the world puts around you. And if the frame doesn’t hold your truth, everything inside begins to warp.

I tried to adjust. I smiled when people used my old name. I answered quickly, so no one would notice the pause—the split second it took to remember I was supposed to be her, not me. But the pause grew longer. The smile, thinner. Inside, a quiet panic built: If I don’t claim my name, who will I become?

Naming yourself is an act of survival.

It’s also an act of grief. Because to say, “This is my name now,” is to admit that the old one no longer fits—and that the people who loved you by it might not recognize you in the new skin. I lost friends over my name. Not loudly. Not with shouting. But with silence. A text left unanswered. A hesitation in the voice. A birthday card addressed to someone I no longer was. Each one a small death.

But here’s what no one tells you: naming yourself is also joy. The first time someone used my new name without prompting, I cried in a grocery store parking lot. Not because it was dramatic, but because it was ordinary. A cashier said it while handing me my receipt. No fanfare. No interrogation. Just: “Have a good one, Kai.” And in that moment, I existed—fully, simply, without explanation.

That’s the power of a name: it doesn’t just label you. It locates you. In the world. In your body. In time.

For a long time, I thought claiming my identity meant rejecting my past. That to be me, I had to un-become her. But that’s a false choice. My history isn’t erased because my name changed. The child who loved climbing trees, who cried at sad movies, who memorized constellations—that child is still here. She just needed a name that let her breathe.

This is the quiet revolution of self-naming: it’s not about invention, but revelation. You’re not creating a new person. You’re uncovering the one who’s been there all along, waiting for permission to surface.

And permission doesn’t come from outside. It comes from within—from the moment you decide your truth matters more than their comfort.

I rehearsed my new name in the shower. Whispered it into my pillow. Wrote it in notebooks no one would see. Each repetition was a stitch, sewing me back into myself. It felt selfish at first. Why make everyone adjust for me? But then I remembered: every person who’s ever lived authentically has asked the world to stretch. Civil rights. Women voting. Queer love made visible. None of it began with consensus. It began with one person saying, “This is who I am,” and refusing to apologize for the ripple it caused.

My name is not a demand. It’s an offering. A bridge. If you say it, you’re saying: I see you. I honor your journey. I’m willing to learn.

Not everyone crosses that bridge. Some stand on the shore and call my name a phase, a trend, a betrayal. I used to argue. Now I don’t. Their refusal says more about their fear than my worth. You cannot convince someone to love your truth. You can only live it so clearly that they have to decide: Do I walk away, or do I grow?

The hardest moment came with my father. He’d called me by my birth name for twenty-three years. One evening, over tea, he fumbled. Paused. Looked at his hands. Said, “I’m trying. It’s just... hard.” I wanted to say, “It’s harder for me.” But I didn’t. Instead, I said, “I know. And I’m glad you’re trying.”

That’s the other secret of naming: it requires grace—for others, and for yourself. You will misstep. They will misstep. What matters is the willingness to keep trying. To say, “Actually, it’s Kai,” gently, again and again, until it sticks. Not as correction, but as invitation.

Language is how we build reality. And when the language we’ve been given doesn’t reflect our reality, we have the right—and the responsibility—to rewrite it.

Some people say, “It’s just a name. Why make it a big deal?” But ask any immigrant who changed their name to sound “less foreign.” Ask any woman who kept her surname. Ask any trans person who fought to have their name recognized on an ID. Names are never just names. They are contracts of recognition. They say: You exist. You matter. You belong here.

To name myself was to say: I am not a mistake. I am not a compromise. I am not waiting to become real.

I am already here.

And the more I say my name, the more I believe it.

Last month, I signed a lease with my new name. Watched it appear on a mailbox. Heard it called at a doctor’s office. Each time, a small victory—not because the world changed, but because I stopped asking it to ignore me.

This is the courage to become: not a grand gesture, but a thousand tiny acts of fidelity to





d2d_images/cover.jpg
)

)

DI A L AMELANN SN DAl A)

IR

\
4

L)

NI MDD 0. A

S

lL\ mﬂ LL[
i Nilton Filhe ,’S' /-8

LT e





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





