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      OPENING NOTE: DON’T STOP BELIEVIN’ (THE HEARTBEAT OF THIS BOOK)

      
        
        This is not your typical memoir⁠—

        it’s a mixtape of moments.

        Some beautiful, some brutal,

        some still unfinished

        a rhythm of memory, healing, and becoming.

      

        

      
        And like every good mixtape, it comes

        with a soundtrack.

      

        

      
        Music has always been how I stayed afloat.

        When words failed,

        songs like “Bring on the Rain,” “Iris,”

        and “Don’t Stop Believin’”

        held me together.

      

        

      
        Long before playlists,

        I’d sit by the radio with a blank cassette,

        waiting for Casey Kasem’s Top 40⁠—

        finger poised on the record button,

        trying to capture the songs that said

        what I couldn’t yet put into words.

        They said what I didn’t know how to say.

        They reminded me I wasn’t alone.

      

        

      
        If you’ve ever felt invisible,

        mislabeled,

        or like you had to shrink just to fit in⁠—

        this is for you.

      

        

      
        These stories aren’t polished.

        They’re real.

        Told in broken-line rhythm

        because that’s how I lived them:

        interrupted, aching, and eventually⁠—

        resonant.

      

        

      
        You’ll notice this book is structured like a 3-disc set:

      

        

      
        Disc One: Off the Record – where silence and survival ruled.

      

        

      
        Disc Two: Break the Silence – where questions cracked things open.

      

        

      
        Disc Three: Full Volume – where I stopped asking for permission to be me.

      

        

      
        Each track is a heartbeat.

        A confession.

        A scar turned into a song.

      

        

      
        You will also find throughout this book,

        playlists of songs–

        some that cracked me open,

        some that carried me forward,

        and some that live in the back pocket of my heart.

      

        

      
        And while the story is mine,

        I wrote it for you.

        The one still trying to make peace with your past.

        The one who learned to smile while breaking.

        The one who’s ready to remember who you were

        before the world told you otherwise.

      

        

      
        You’re not alone.

        You’re not too late.

        And you don’t have to carry it all quietly anymore.

        This book is for anyone

        who’s ever had to fight to stay soft.

      

        

      
        To stay open.

      

        

      
        To stay.

      

        

      
        So go ahead⁠—

        press play.

        And whatever you do…

        don’t stop believin’.

      

      

      Opening Note Playlist

      
        
        “Don’t Stop Believin’”–  Journey

        “Secrets” – One Republic

      

      

      Opening Note Reflection

      
        
        What’s the song that’s carried you through?

        Not the one you play at parties⁠—

        the one that knows your ache.

        The one that held you when no one else knew how.

      

        

      
        What would your mixtape sound like?

        Not the highlight reel⁠—

        but the moments that cracked you, shaped you, saved you.

      

        

      
        And what would happen

        if you stopped shrinking

        and let the full volume of your story rise?

      

        

      
        This isn’t just a book.

        It’s an invitation.

        To remember.

        To reclaim.

        To press play on the parts of yourself you were told to skip.

        What track in your story deserves to be played out loud?
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      PREFACE: MY GIFT

      
        
        When I was around seven,

        my grandpa told me I had a gift.

      

        

      
        Not the kind you wrap in shiny paper.

        He said my voice was a gift.

        He was not referring to a singing gift—trust me.

        I never once thought I’d be the next Celine Dion.

      

        

      
        Okay, I take that back.

        “It’s All Coming Back to Me Now.”

        There were a few legendary car rides with my sister

        where we belted Celine’s song

        like we were prepping for a world tour.

        The rearview mirror was our spotlight.

        Windows down,

        hair blowing in the wind⁠—

        just like one of those TikTok montages,

        but with more heart and less choreography.

      

        

      
        But Grandpa wasn’t talking about singing.

        He said I had a way of communicating.

      

        

      
        “You might be a politician someday,”

        he said. “You sure know how to talk.”

      

        

      
        At the time, I thought that meant I talked too much.

        Now, I know he saw something I hadn’t grown into yet.

      

        

      
        As I got older, more people echoed it.

        Teachers.

        Coaches.

        Even strangers.

      

        

      
        They said I had a voice that made people listen.

        That I was born to give a voice to the voiceless.

      

        

      
        For a long time, I wasn’t sure what that meant.

        How do you give a voice to others

        when you’re still trying to find your own?

      

        

      
        It’s taken me decades, detours,

        and more than one messy breakdown to realize:

        you don’t have to have all the answers to start speaking your truth.

      

        

      
        You just have to be willing to show up with it.

      

        

      
        So this—this is me showing up.

      

        

      
        This is me using the voice I was told was my gift.

        Not to perform,

        not to persuade,

        but to finally tell my story.

      

        

      
        You’re going to read things

        I’ve only ever shared with one or two people—if that.

      

        

      
        Stories I’ve buried under

        shame,

        silence,

        or “it wasn’t that bad” for far too long.

      

        

      
        This book isn’t polished.

        It’s not perfectly healed.

        But it’s honest.

        And that, I’ve learned, is enough.

      

        

      
        I don’t know about the politics business.

        Honestly, that part still scares me.

        Not because I don’t care⁠—

        but because it’s so often loud, cruel, and divisive.

      

        

      
        It brings out the ugliest parts of people.

        The parts that want to follow party lines

        more than they want to be human.

      

        

      
        I’ve seen politics weaponized in churches,

        in schools,

        in family group texts⁠—

        and I’ve learned that silence

        sometimes feels safer than showing up.

      

        

      
        But maybe that’s the point.

        Maybe the reason it scares me

        is because somewhere deep down,

        I know I can’t stay silent.

        Not forever.

        Not when the stakes are people’s

        bodies, rights, lives, and stories.

      

        

      
        I don’t need to be an expert in everything.

        But I do know what feels right.

        And what doesn’t.

      

        

      
        And the thing is⁠—

        I’ve never fit neatly in one box.

        I’m politically fluid.

        I vote with my gut,

        my values,

        and the people I love in mind.

        And that doesn’t always follow party lines.

      

        

      
        And as much as I’ve thought about stepping in⁠—

        really stepping in⁠—

        putting myself through the brutal process

        of an election is one thing…

        dragging my family along for the ride?

        That doesn’t feel like the kind of sacrifice I want to make.

      

        

      
        Still, maybe that’s the point.

      

        

      
        Maybe the fear isn’t the problem.

        Maybe it’s the invitation.

        To speak up when it counts.

        To lead in ways that feel aligned.

      

        

      
        To remember that being a changemaker

        doesn’t always mean being on a ballot⁠—

        sometimes it just means

        refusing to stay quiet.

      

        

      
        Maybe the real courage

        is using your voice even when it trembles.

      

        

      
        So here I am.

        Voice shaking.

        Showing up.

      

      

      My Gift Playlist:

      
        
        “The Story” – Brandi Carlile

        “Fearless” – Kat Perkins

      

        

      
        Bonus Track:

        “It’s All Coming Back to Me Now” – Celine Dion

      

      

      My Gift Reflection:

      
        
        There’s a moment in each of our lives

        when someone sees something in us

        before we see it ourselves.

        A spark.

        A gift.

        A truth.

      

        

      
        Sometimes it’s a whisper we ignore.

        Sometimes it’s a roar we bury.

        But it’s always there, waiting for us to come back and claim it.

        Your voice doesn’t have to be loud to be powerful.

        It doesn’t have to be perfect to be true.

        And it doesn’t have to match anyone else’s to be worth hearing.

      

        

      
        What’s one thing you’ve always been told you were “good at” that maybe you didn’t fully believe?

      

      

      
        
          	
        Who told you?
      

      	
        What did you make it mean at the time?
      

      	
        What do you know about it now?
      

      

      

      
        
        And if you could speak one truth today—just one—what would it be?

      

        

      
        Write it.

        Say it.

        Whisper it to yourself if you need to.

      

        

      
        But let it live outside of you.
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        Before I found my voice,

        I learned how to listen.

      

        

      
        To the rules that shaped me,

        the whispers that warned me,

        the walls that held what I wasn’t ready to name.

      

        

      
        Silence was my first language.

        Instinct was my second.

      

        

      
        Off the record was where I kept

        everything that mattered most⁠—

        the stories I folded small enough

        to slip between the cracks

        so no one could take them from me.

      

      

      DISC ONE Playlist
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            Track 1 Girl Under the Stairs

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        How did I get here?

      

        
      
        I ask myself that a lot.

      

        
      
        Not in the metaphorical life path way⁠—

        but in the literal,

        how did I get under the stairs at school

        with him during track practice kind of way.

      

        
      
        I think we were supposed to be running bleachers.

        Or maybe lifting weights.

      

        
      
        I was on the varsity track team.

        Sixth grade.

        Even have a few blue ribbons

        tucked in the old ribbon box I inherited from my grandpa⁠—

        his ribbons beside mine,

        proof that I could throw.

        That I was strong.

        Valuable.

        Watched.

      

        
      
        But somehow, I got pulled off course⁠—

        diverted—

        right into that shadowy pocket

        under the stairs outside the history room.

      

        
      
        Right into him.

      

        
      
        I don’t remember anyone noticing we were gone.

      

        
      
        Not the coach.

        Not the teammates.

        Not even the building⁠—

        which seemed to lean away, like it couldn’t bear to be a witness.

      

        
      
        Like it had seen this before… and still couldn’t watch.

      

        
      
        This wasn’t the first time.

      

        
      
        I wish it were.

        Not with him.

        Not for me.

      

        
      
        I was six or seven the first time something like this happened,

        and I spoke up.

        I told someone.

      

        
      
        And of course, he said I was lying.

        Of course he did.

        That moment⁠—

        when truth was met with disbelief⁠—

        wasn’t just a moment.

        It was a blueprint.

        It laid down the track

        for how I’d walk through future betrayals:

        quietly,

        inwardly,

        without expecting protection.

        Or justice.

      

        
      
        Because once you're labeled a liar

        for telling the truth,

        you stop wasting your breath.

      

        
      
        Eight more times.

        That’s how many more times it happened.

        With different boys.

      

        
      
        I won’t call them men—they didn’t earn that title.

      

        
      
        And honestly⁠—

        there were probably even more than eight.

        I just can’t remember.

      

        
      
        Every time I start counting,

        tracing the timeline back,

        I stop.

      

        
      
        Because I don’t want to remember.

        Not all of it.

        Not again.

      

        
      
        Some of them I barely remember,

        mostly because of alcohol.

        Alcohol didn’t just blur the moments.

        It blurred me.

      

        
      
        It made it easier for them to take what they wanted

        and easier for others to look the other way.

      

        
      
        It hid me⁠—

        not just from the outside world,

        but from myself.

        It gave them an alibi.

        And it gave me shame.

      

        
      
        Not because I did anything wrong⁠—

        but because I couldn’t prove I didn’t.

      

        
      
        Eventually, the fear of what they’d do to me if I told someone

        outweighed the hope that anyone would believe me.

      

        
      
        So I stayed quiet.

        Swallowed whole

        by silence that wasn’t mine.

      

        
      
        One night, highly intoxicated,

        I went home with a guy whose name I never knew.

        A blur of a face I couldn’t place even if I tried.

      

        
      
        My dear friend Laurie insisted on going with me⁠—

        my quiet guardian.

        Some part of her must’ve felt what I couldn’t say out loud.

      

        
      
        She always seemed to know

        when I was in over my head.

        When I was too hurt, too numb, too lost

        to protect myself.

      

        
      
        I don’t remember much.

        Just waking up,

        wondering where I was.

      

        
      
        The smell of stale beer.

        The sting of regret in my throat.

      

        
      
        I threw up in his tape collection.

        (That detail I remember vividly⁠—

        a strange kind of justice

        for whatever had or hadn’t happened.)

      

        
      
        I found Laurie sleeping

        on the bachelor infested couch downstairs

        and whispered that I wanted to go home.

      

        
      
        She nodded, didn’t ask questions.

        Thank God.

        She didn’t ask.

        And I didn’t have to lie.

      

        
      
        There are some friendships that save you

        without needing to be named as salvation.

        Laurie was that for me.

      

        
      
        Another time was at a wedding dance

        in a small town in South Dakota.

      

        
      
        Everyone was on the floor doing the alligator.

        I crouched down to join in,

        then turned to my friend and said

        I was leaving to go to a party with a guy

        I’d met the last time I was in town.

      

        
      
        I had been drinking before we left,

        but I wasn’t intoxicated.

        Not even close.

      

        
      
        The last thing I remember

        is sitting in the backseat of a car,

        wedged between two people.

      

        
      
        The next thing I knew,

        I was waking up on the floor of a strange house.

        The lighting was strange⁠—

        maybe blue,

        maybe just cold⁠—

        and there was a lamp on the ground.

      

        
      
        No blankets.

      

        
      
        No furniture.

      

        
      
        Just a body

        that didn’t feel like mine anymore.

      

        
      
        The next morning I woke up

        with atrocious hickies all over my neck.

        Big purple reminders⁠—

        bruises in the shape of someone else’s actions.

        Evidence of something

        I didn’t choose,

        couldn’t stop,

        and couldn’t even remember.

      

        
      
        And I know what some people might be thinking:

        You’d been drinking.

        So maybe it was your fault.

        That tired, cruel narrative.

      

        
      
        I wasn’t wearing anything “provocative.”

        I’ve never even owned anything “sexy.”

        Just jeans.

        Maybe a dress shirt.

      

        
      
        It would be the last time my guard⁠—

        and my voice—was down.

      

        
      
        Some memories are clearer than others.

      

        
      
        Eventually, I learned.

        Too much.

        Too soon.

      

        
      
        The most sinister thing about manipulation

        is how soft it can sound.

      

        
      
        They say the right things in the right voice

        at the wrong time,

        and suddenly,

        you’re the one who feels guilty.

      

        
      
        Like you offered this.

        Like you invited harm.

        Like your existence is what needs to be questioned.

      

        
      
        The instances that occurred while I was a minor⁠—

        none of them were more than five years older than me,

        so they didn’t check the ACE score box.

      

        
      
        (ACE stands for Adverse Childhood Experiences⁠—

        a tool used to assess trauma through

        a checklist of specific events like abuse, neglect, or household dysfunction.)

      

        
      
        Funny how trauma tries to get quantified like that.

        Like pain has to pass a standardized test to be valid.

      

        
      
        Not that it mattered anyway.

        I wasn’t going to tell anyone.

      

        
      
        But if you’ve ever found yourself under the stairs⁠—

        physically,

        emotionally,

        metaphorically—

        you know.

      

        
      
        You know what it means to go still and small.

      

        
      
        You know what it feels like

        to try and disappear

        before someone else decides to make you disappear first.

      

        
      
        And maybe,

        like me,

        you’ve blamed yourself.

      

        
      
        You’ve tried to stitch timelines

        and justifications together

        into something that makes it all make sense.

      

        
      
        But here’s the truth:

        the girl under the stairs

        didn’t put herself there.

        She was placed there by a world

        that didn't listen when she first said,

        “something happened."

      

        
      
        She was quiet,

        not because she was weak,

        but because silence was the only thing

        that had ever protected her.

      

        
      
        Until now.

      

        
      
        Somewhere,

        deep in the silence of that staircase,

        I learned that speaking up could be dangerous.

      

        
      
        So I didn’t.

      

        
      
        I learned that being still might keep me safe.

      

        
      
        So I was.

      

        
      
        But safety built on silence

        is a safety that cages you.

      

        
      
        Sometimes,

        I think I’m glad I never said anything.

      

        
      
        Because even back then,

        girls who spoke up⁠—

        or worse, girls who didn’t survive⁠—

        were the ones picked apart.

      

        
      
        She was too much.

        Too fast.

        She shouldn’t have been out that late.

        Shouldn’t have worn that.

        Shouldn’t have trusted him.

      

        
      
        There was a girl found in the park.

        He said she wanted it.

        She didn’t live to say otherwise.

      

        
      
        He was handsome,

        came from a good family.

        They worried about his future.

        Her name became a warning.

      

        
      
        But not for boys.

      

        
      
        I was too young to understand it all,

        but old enough to feel

        the lesson underneath:

        Speak, and they’ll shame you.

        Stay quiet, and at least they’ll leave you alone.

      

        
      
        And now,

      

        
      
        I see it hasn’t changed much.

      

        
      
        A girl tells her truth

        and suddenly she’s an accuser⁠—

        as if naming the harm

        makes her the one causing it.

      

        
      
        I’ve watched women break open in courtrooms,

        and somehow they’re the ones on trial.

      

        
      
        Their past.

        Their clothing.

        Their tone of voice.

      

        
      
        I’ve seen young girls testify

        against powerful men

        and get treated like liars

        for not being perfect victims.

      

        
      
        And the one who named royalty?

        She got dragged through headlines

        like she was the one

        with something to hide.

      

        
      
        They twist survivors into destroyers.

        Make our voices sound like weapons.

      

        
      
        Our truth⁠—

        a threat.

      

        
      
        Back then,

        I thought silence was survival.

      

        
      
        Now I know it was armor.

        Heavy.

        Suffocating.

        But the only thing I had.

      

        
      
        And then came 2024.

      

        
      
        I hired Coach Tiff.

        A spunky 5-foot former CIA agent,

        American Gladiator runner-up,

        and unapologetic truth-slayer.

        With her sharp insights,

        louder-than-life presence,

        and gravity-defying spiked hair,

        that made her easily look 7-foot-4.

      

        
      
        That woman

        could spot a limiting belief across state lines.

        You’ll hear about her again in this book⁠—

        she left her fingerprints all over the blueprint of my becoming.

      

        
      
        Part of her coaching program

        included a two-day intensive in San Diego.

      

        
      
        It was there that I

        
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
        
        
      

        
      
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        You are not to blame for what someone else chose to do. Full stop.
      

      	
        Just because no one believed you once doesn’t mean your truth isn’t still worth speaking.
      

      	
        Manipulation isn’t always loud. Sometimes it sounds like flattery. Sometimes it wears a familiar face.
      

      	
        You don’t owe silence to anyone who hurt you.
      

      	
        Healing won’t be linear. You’ll feel strong one day and gutted the next. Both are part of the process.
      

      	
        Forgiveness doesn’t mean forgetting. And it never means pretending it didn’t matter.
      

      	
        You’re allowed to be angry. You’re allowed to name what happened. You’re allowed to stop protecting the people who didn’t protect you.
      

      	
        One day, your story will be a lifeline for someone else.
      

      	
        And maybe the most important one: You were never broken. Just buried. And girl–you are already digging yourself out.
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