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    To my daughter, Serenity.
You are the moment my life changed forever.Before you, I was still searching for who I was.When you came into this world, you gave me a reason to grow, to fight, and to become stronger than I ever believed I could be.
This story is about the girl I used to be…but you are the reason I became the woman I am today.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A Story of Growing Up, Falling Down, and Finding Strength
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Prologue
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People often ask when life really begins.

Some say it starts when you’re born. Others say it begins when you become an adult. But for me, life didn’t truly begin until the day I held my daughter in my arms for the first time. 

Before that moment, my life had already been filled with changes. I had moved from state to state, switched schools more times than I could count, and learned hard lessons about friendships, love, and belonging long before I fully understood them. I had been the quiet girl who didn’t fit in, the teenager trying to figure out who she was, and the young woman searching for something that felt like stability.

But nothing prepares you for the moment you realize another life depends on you.

I was only seventeen when I found out I was pregnant. Seventeen and still trying to understand my own place in the world. There were moments of fear, moments of doubt, and moments when I wondered if I was ready for what was coming.

The truth is, I wasn’t.

But sometimes life doesn’t wait until you feel ready.

When my daughter Serenity was born in May, everything inside me shifted. The world suddenly felt different. The things that once seemed so important didn’t matter the same way anymore.

She looked so small in my arms, but somehow, she gave me a strength I didn’t even know I had.

In that moment, I made a quiet promise to myself.

No matter how uncertain life became, I would do everything in my power to be the best mother I could be.

For a long time, I kept these memories to myself. Some of them were painful, some confusing, and some I didn’t fully understand until years later. But looking back now, I realize every moment shaped the woman I eventually became.

The story you’re about to read isn’t just about mistakes or hardships. It’s about growing up, finding your voice, and learning who you are through the moments that shape you. 

It’s about the girl I used to be.

And the woman I was still becoming.
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Chapter 1
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Before Life Got Complicated

Growing up in South Carolina wasn’t anything flashy. No big house. No long driveway. Just an apartment complex in a small town where everybody knew everybody, and kids played outside until somebody’s mama leaned over a balcony calling their name.

The summers felt longer back then. The pavement stayed warm even after the sun started to set. I rode my bike in circles around the parking lot, racing my cousins and pretending the painted lines were roads leading somewhere bigger. We played tag between buildings and hid behind stairwells like they were secret passageways.

Back then, life felt simple.

Or maybe I was just too young to see what was happening inside the walls.

My mama was sweet, the kind of woman who helped people without asking for anything back. My daddy worked long hours, and most days that meant he came home tired. I didn’t know what exhaustion looked like on adults. I just knew they were trying.

Even when things were tight, I never felt like I was missing anything important. We didn’t have much, but there was always food on the table and someone looking out for me.

––––––––
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When I was five, my little brother was born. I remember standing beside his crib, feeling taller than I really was. Being a big sister felt important. Like someone trusted me with something that mattered.

It felt like my first real responsibility.

I didn’t understand it then, but moments like that were the calm before life started changing.

Looking back now, I think that was the last time life felt completely light.

And not long after that, school started teaching me lessons no child is really ready for.
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Chapter 2
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The Girl Who Didn’t Fit In

School was supposed to be where kids fit in.

For me, it was the first place I learned what it felt like to be different.

I was skinny the kind of skinny, people noticed, and I dressed simple. My parents weren’t rich, but I always had clean clothes and a roof over my head. Still, I knew I didn’t look like the girls who always seemed to match perfectly or had the newest shoes.

I didn’t understand it then.

I just assumed kids were mean sometimes and that was normal.

One morning in elementary school, I was standing in line waiting for breakfast. The cafeteria was loud trays sliding across tables, kids laughing, somebody spilling something somewhere. I was holding my tray carefully when a boy behind me grabbed my milk carton and threw it at my shirt.

It burst on impact.

Cold milk spread across the front of my shirt, soaking through the fabric.

People laughed.

I felt my face get hot before the tears even came. I didn’t fight back. I didn’t yell. I just stood there, wishing I could disappear.

For a long time after that, I thought maybe something about me made people treat me that way.

Then in third grade, I met Jane.

She sat beside me in class like it was the most normal thing in the world. She didn’t ask why I was quiet. She didn’t laugh at my
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