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DEDICATION

For the little girls who survived houses that were supposed to be homes.

For my sisters — those here, and those only in memory.

And for every version of me that kept going without knowing why.
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I am grateful to every version of myself that survived without a roadmap.

To the girl who sat in the punishment chair and learned to dream instead — you were never meditating on your sins. You were building a way out.

To my sisters: we were handed the same silence. The fact that we each found our own voice anyway is the only miracle I believe in.

To the cats — both of them — who arrived exactly when they were supposed to.

To the books that felt like home when nothing else did.

And to anyone who reads this and recognizes themselves in these pages: you are not alone, you were never broken, and this story is partly yours too.

— A.P.
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For as long as I can remember, I dreamed of not existing. Not of death, exactly — I was too young to fully understand death — but of a quiet, painless disappearance. Of simply never having been.

I remember asking my mother, once, why she had children if she didn't seem to want them. The question came out of me the way a splinter works its way to the surface: slowly, painfully, and with a kind of relief once it was finally out. Her answer, though, was never an answer. 

Instead, what I heard most often — repeated out loud, casually, as though it were nothing — was: "Why did I ever have children? I should have aborted them all." She said it the way someone complains about the weather. Without shame. Without softening it for the ears of the small person standing nearby.

And then there was the other thing she said. That having children had been an investment. That we owed her. That one day, when we had money of our own, we would be expected to pay her back — for the roof, for the food, for the inconvenience of our existence.

When my older brother came of age, he enlisted in the national navy. He worked hard, saved what he could, and one day called her to ask how much he owed her — genuinely, earnestly, wanting to settle the debt she had always spoken of. 

My mother laughed. Not a warm laugh, but a loud, mocking one. She told him he could never repay her, that the debt was beyond calculation. It was, I understood later, never really about money. It was about ownership. He sent her part of his salary for years. That, I think, was always the point.

I was perhaps ten years old when that phone call happened. I stood somewhere nearby, listening, and felt something tighten in my chest — a cold arithmetic taking hold of me. How would I ever pay her back? What did I have to offer? The worry settled into me like sediment, quiet and heavy, and it never fully left.

It was around that time that I began to ask myself, in the private language of a child who has no other language for it: What would it feel like to not exist? To owe nothing. To belong to no one. To simply not be here, taking up space, accumulating a debt I never agreed to.

The thought was not violent. It was almost tender. Not-existing sounded like rest.

Sometimes my mind drifted toward suicide — but something always pulled me back. Not hope, not love. Fear. My mother was devoutly evangelical, and she had filled my earliest years with vivid, specific descriptions of what awaited those who took their own lives. 

"No suicide will ever enter the kingdom of heaven," she would say, and then continue to paint the alternative in great detail: the devil, the demons, the eternal worms, the fire that never goes out. Hell was not abstract in our house. It was practically a neighbor.

She spoke of God the same way — not as comfort, but as warning. A God who demanded obedience, who required fear, who would be deeply, personally offended if you doubted Him or failed to worship correctly. I was introduced to faith not as something that held you gently, but as something that could drop you at any moment if you weren't careful enough.

I confess that there were times I thought I'd rather take my chances with the worms.

But I stayed. And in the middle of one of my darkest stretches — the kind of sadness that sits behind your eyes and makes everything feel distant and waterlogged — my grandmother gave me a cat.

She was tiny, just weeks old, and had recently lost her own mother. In that, we were perhaps not so different. She fit in the palm of my hand and looked at the world with enormous, unblinking eyes, as though she found it surprising but not yet disappointing. 

From the first night, she refused to leave my side. She followed me to the bathroom. She slept pressed against my ribs. She seemed to believe, with her whole small body, that wherever I was, was where she needed to be.

I had never felt that before. Not from a person. I had heard the word "love" used often in our house — mostly in the context of God's wrath or maternal sacrifice — but I had never felt it as something warm and freely given, something that asked nothing in return.

This cat loved me. Simply, completely, without condition. And I loved her back with a ferocity that surprised me — as though all the love, I'd had no use for until then had been waiting somewhere inside me, coiled and patient.

My mother noticed. "You love a cat more than you love me," she said more than once. She wasn't wrong. But I wonder if she ever asked herself why.

When my cat died, the world went gray again. The anxiety came back like a tide, filling all the spaces she had occupied. I retreated further into my mind — a place that was, in those years, both refuge and torment. 

I asked the questions I always asked: What is on the other side? What if it's the hell my mother described? What if the punishment for not appreciating this life — a life I had never asked for and never felt suited to — was eternity in darkness?

It was the anxiety, strangely, that kept me alive. Not courage. Not joy. The fear of what might come after was just slightly larger than the exhaustion of what was already here. If that is what surviving looks like, then I was surviving. Though I'm not sure, even now, that surviving and living are the same thing. 

I don't know exactly how old I was. Maybe twelve. But I remember it was a Sunday — one of those Sundays that smelled like talcum powder and cheap soap and carefully ironed clothes, as though holiness were something you could press into fabric with enough heat.

Sundays at home had their own gravity. We ate little, spoke even less, and moved through the house as though the floorboards themselves might report back to God. My mother would comb my hair with a force that had nothing to do with knots — each tug a silent sermon, each pull a warning: Behave yourself. We're going to church today.

I nodded without speaking. I had already learned that Sundays were not for questions. Not about the long dresses. Not about why we couldn't run. Not about why God seemed to take such personal offense at every small thing I happened to enjoy.

The church was a remodeled house with white, cold walls. The kind of white that doesn't suggest purity so much as erasure. The pastor's voice bounced off those walls and filled every corner, louder than any thought you might try to hold onto.

That is where I learned to be still. Not to cough. Not to glance toward the windows, where the ordinary world continued without us. Not to let my mind wander — because wandering, I had been given to understand, was a short road to wandering away from God entirely.

Thinking was dangerous. Especially for a child.

I remember the first time real fear found me in that place. The pastor was describing hell — not as a concept, not as a distant theological possibility, but as an address. A specific place where people burned forever. Where the disobedient ended up. The liars. The children who fell asleep during services.

I had lied. I had fallen asleep. The arithmetic was simple and damning.

That night I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, fully convinced the fire would start at my feet before morning. I told no one. What words would I have used? I am afraid of burning for eternity. I am afraid of God. These were not sentences a child was supposed to say out loud. So, I kept them in, where they hardened into something I would carry for years.

School was a different country.

The other children ran and shouted and pushed each other and laughed with their mouths wide open — a kind of laughter I watched from a careful distance, the way you might watch a fire you don't entirely trust. They seemed to live on a planet where joy was permitted without a surcharge. I found them fascinating and slightly alien.

One day a girl asked me why I never came to birthday parties. I told her we weren't allowed — that it wasn't godly. She laughed, not unkindly, and offered me a piece of candy. She said I could eat it even if I hadn't been to the party.

I took it the way you take something you know you'll have to pay for later. I held it in my pocket all day, warm and slightly sticky. That night I ate it under the covers, in
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