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      “Tenderness and kindness are not signs of weakness and despair, , but manifestations of strength and resolution.”


    

    
      Kahlil Gibran
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  Preface



Introduction

I remember it like it was yesterday.
(It wasn’t.)
I was 10 — bright-eyed, anxious, thrilled about being a fifth grader. Before school, my mom hugged me the way she always did, full and tight, as if trying to wrap protection around me. She told me I could be anything I wanted to be. That I was special. That I was unique. That I was going to make so many friends.

Some of that was true. The initial days were not bad. I started to find my footing. I was smart. Friendly. Teachers liked me. A couple kids did, too. It felt like maybe these things were going to be alright.

But my short-lived success at 10 years old came to an end.

I didn’t follow what the other boys were doing. I wasn’t interested in action movies or football or who could hit hardest. I liked dancing. I liked poetry. I liked romance. At ten years old, I was already a hopeless romantic — an old soul trapped in a skinny boy’s body. I felt things deeply. My thoughts on love were all too abstract before I even understood what it means to love.

I was unique.
And that made me visible.
And that made me an easy target.

Kids can be brutal — even without knowing it. The teasing began subtly and became sharper. The words stuck. The laughter lingered. The isolation slowly settled in, then all at once. For the next five or six years of my life is transformed into something I can only express as a silent nightmare — an outward struggle, one I endured while folding inward slowly.

The tone of voices, I can still remember. The looks. The words. How it felt to enter a room and already know what would go down.

Eventually, people tried to convince me: that I was weird. A freak. A sissy. An abnormality. And then when enough people repeat something to you — over and over and over — it stops sounding like their opinion and starts coming off as truth.

So I began to believe them.

Maybe they were right. 
Maybe I was the one who wasn’t realizing it. 
Maybe I was the problem.

And if you believe you’re the problem, you don’t even fight. You adapt.
I withdrew. I became quieter. I watched the room before I stepped into it.
I filtered myself in real time. My parts of myself felt too soft, too expressive, also different. I didn’t speak the language of what I was doing back then. I was aware that survival involves a trade-off.

In retrospect, it’s clear: I performed.
I played the part of the “normal little boy.” 
Then the “normal high school boy.” 
Then the “normal young adult male.”
I performed it well.

If you’d met me between the ages of ten and seventeen you probably would have described me as confident. Capable. Involved. Or perhaps even popular in some spaces. You wouldn’t have known that I carried shame like a second spine.

I had put my walls together meticulously. Brick by brick.

I had created a distance between the socially acceptable me and the true me. I learned how to split the public boy and the private one apart. I built defenses. I curated reactions. I measured tone.

I donned armor.
It worked.
Until it didn’t.
Because armor protects — but it also suffocates.
And so, a great many years later, I started to take it off.

This book is the process of unfastening. Of unclasping. Of letting the metal fall where it may. These are the things I don’t say out loud.




What You’re Stepping Into

What you’re holding in your hands isn’t fiction. It isn’t polished mythology. It isn’t a neatly tied redemption arc.

It’s my life — or at least the sections that insisted on being written.

These poems bloomed from memory, from confrontation, from quiet moments after long days. Some were written in anger. Some in grief. Some in tenderness. Some in confusion. 

Some just because something in me refused to quiet down any longer.

Within these pages, we pass through:

sexuality 

gender identity 

suicidal thoughts 

workplace struggles 

family dynamics 

spirituality 

grief and loss 

relationships

Not all at once. Not in order. Not cleanly.

Some poems examine the parts of myself that I struggled to ignore for years. Some are venting. Some are survival. Some are celebration. All of them made me, in some way.

I’m still growing. I’m still learning. I do not say I have all the answers. But much of my “figuring out” occurred here — on these pages, in these lines, in the quiet spaces between words.

This is less a warning than an invitation. There are heavy topics here. There are uncomfortable truths. There are contradictions. I don’t soften them. I don’t dramatize them either. They simply are.




On Structure (Or the Lack of It)

Upon first collecting this book I had a tough time organizing the piece. Some of me wanted neat sections — poems that might be grouped by theme, by age, by topic. Something easy to navigate. Something orderly.

But that didn’t feel honest.

Life didn’t fall into categories for me. Grief didn’t take its time, either — it didn’t wait. Identity didn’t come in a state of stasis. Work and shame, love and doubt, all overlapped. Some days I was studying sexuality and spreadsheets in the same breath. Some nights I was dealing with childhood in the midst of planning adult life. So I chose the mess.

The poems reshape the way memory progresses — nonlinear, emotional, sometimes sudden. In a few pages, you might leap from childhood to adulthood. You might feel tonal shifts. That’s intentional.

Being unarmored is chaotic.Authenticity is not tidy. Growth is not organized. Healing is rarely chronological.

I may, at some point, create clearer sections for navigation. But even then, I would want to ensure the humanness of it was preserved — the disorder that reflects actual living.




A Final Invitation

For it to matter, you don’t have to understand every poem.
You are not held to any single line.
You do not have to recognize yourself in every page. 

But I suspect that somewhere in here — in a stanza, in a metaphor, in a confession — you may be able to recognize something familiar. Perhaps it’s a memory of your own. Maybe it’s a feeling you didn’t name. Perhaps it’s just the relief of knowing someone else thought the thing you thought.

Take what serves you.

Leave what doesn’t.

Your life is not my life. It shouldn’t be.

But if these words give you permission — even briefly — to loosen your own armor, to breathe a little deeper, to examine something you’ve kept hidden… then this book has done its job.

As you step into this collection, give yourself space. Give yourself grace. Be curious. Be present.

I’m still here. 
I’m still learning. 
I’m still me.

And for whatever it’s worth —

I’m glad you’re here.
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I was four when my dad died.
There’s no way to prepare for that—
even as an adult.




There is definitely
no way to prepare for that
as a child of four.




At four
you don’t know how to grieve
or what grieving even is.




When I was four,
I didn’t now what was happening.
I only knew
that one day my dad was there
and the next day
he wasn’t.




Truthfully—and I feel terrible saying this—
not much changed at first.
Life went on.
My mom jumped right in,
playing both mom and dad,
protector and provider.




Life went on, when I was four.
For a few years,
I had what could only be described as
a happy childhood.




I had friends to play with.
Food on the table.
Books to read.




My mom encouraged me
(and my two brothers)
to follow our hearts,
to do what we were passionate about.




It wasn’t until I was eight or nine
that I noticed something
was different.




And it’s still hard for me
to call it grief.
I feel guilty even writing that—
because I don’t know
that I ever felt grief
the way people say you’re supposed to.




But I felt something 
harder to name.




I felt the flavor of sadness
when I watched other little boys
get picked up by their dads at dismissal.




The hint of longing
watching them play catch 
in the park.




I had my mom—
more than some people could ever hope for— 
but I didn’t have my dad.




And I felt that.




Not as earth-shattering grief,
but as quiet absence.




Something missing.
Something I couldn’t put into words,
even if I’d wanted to.




Four
The year: 2000.
Maybe I grieved.
Maybe I didn’t—
not in the way you see on TV.




But I felt it.
Or I didn’t feel it.




I felt the absence
of something that is
supposed to be there.




And for a long time
I didn’t realize
how much it had shaped me— 
or how much it still would.
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