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To my inner child, the little girl who was neglected and abused. Not only did you survive, you overcame. You did it! You wrote the book, and now your voice is being heard.

To my family, those who became trapped in a box of secrets and were sacrificed in the name of silence.

To all the victims and survivors still fighting to break free, this is my way of uniting my voice with yours so together we become louder.

To my daughters, sons, and all the generations to come. You are the reason I found the courage to break the silence.​
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This book contains personal accounts of childhood trauma, including neglect and sexual abuse. Some scenes include graphic and detailed descriptions of abuse and its aftermath. These topics may be triggering for some readers.

Please take care of your emotional well-being as you read. It is okay to take breaks, pause, or skip sections. You are not alone—support, healing, and restoration are possible.

If you or someone you know is in a difficult situation, consider reaching out for help:

United States

National Sexual Assault Hotline

1-800-656-HOPE (4673)

Free, confidential, 24/7

www.RAINN.org

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline

Call or text 988

Available 24/7 for emotional distress, suicidal thoughts, or crisis
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Again, I observed all the oppression that takes place 

under the sun. I saw the tears of the oppressed,

with no one to comfort them. The oppressors

have great power, and their victims are helpless.

Ecclesiastes 4:

I was born on August twenty-seventh, nineteen seventy-nine. Just two days before Hurricane David became a category five hurricane and threatened to pay a visit to the island of Puerto Rico. Like any other newborn, I automatically found a place in my mother’s life by becoming her sixth child and her fifth daughter. I’m also the first daughter of her second marriage. It must have been a terrible time to be born, with everyone bracing for a powerful hurricane. Although the storm passed just south of the island, it brought strong winds and heavy rain, flooding, and several deaths in Puerto Rico. When a baby arrives in the middle of chaos, there's usually a story to tell. Everyone must adapt to difficult situations, and that includes me.

It happened when my father wanted some coffee, and I wanted to be fed. We ended up in an unspoken competition, each crying louder to get what we needed. My mom, nervous and overwhelmed, accidentally spilled the hot coffee on herself while trying to manage both of us. The burn left a scar on her body and a mark in my history. That’s the story of my birth. I know it by heart. But there must be more to my story; this can’t be all there is.

It will be like a woman suffering the pains of labor. When her child is born, her anguish gives way to joy because she has brought a new baby into the world. John 16:21 NLT.

At least that's what I like to think, so I ask my sister to tell me about the story of my birth. I'm waiting for that moment when they finally tell me the part about how happy and excited, they were to meet me. But no one seems to remember those details from my birth. 

My mother had five children from her first marriage: Emilia, the oldest, followed by Aida, Mara, William, and Tanairi. One day, their father came home early from work and found our mother with my father. Shortly after, she divorced him and married my father. Emilia is the one who tells me this story the most. She never forgets to add, “Because you were born, my parents couldn’t get back together.”

My father was an alcoholic. And just like my mother chose him over her first husband, my father chose alcohol over his now family. They got divorced when I was two years old. In that case I can't blame my sisters for holding a grudge against my father. They became the sacrifice in a love affair that didn't last. Each person in my family seems to hold a small piece of the beginning of my story, each one with their perspective and truth. But the one thing I’ve felt clearly over the years is their resentment. So far, no one has said anything kind about my arrival. On the contrary, I became an inconvenience.

Being a divorced woman with children has always been a challenging endeavor. It is difficult to take on the role of both mother and father, especially without support. My mother searched for ways to rise above the obstacles and silence the many critics. One step she took toward a better life was surrendering her heart to Jesus. Hoping to find peace, she became a Christian, and to appease God, or so she thought, she agreed to follow a long list of rules. One of them was to change the way she dressed. She stopped wearing pants, makeup, and jewelry. But even after all that, life didn’t get easier. Trials kept pushing her to the edge. While searching for the love of God, she ended up buried under the laws of men

Longing for God’s acceptance, she was judged by the religious people. For her, religion became another set of chains rather than the peace and freedom she had hoped to find.

We were living in Dorado, Puerto Rico. It was a hot and sunny day when Mom took all six of us to the beach. We played in the water, enjoyed the breeze, and built sandcastles together. It felt like a happy moment to spend quality time as a family. Then suddenly, right there on the sand, a group of guys from church crossed our path. They looked at my mother and began shouting at her, calling us out, “You’re going to hell, sons of the devil!” All because she was wearing shorts. Not a swimsuit or something outrageous, but shorts and not the “Christian uniform.” Which was a blouse and a long skirt.

As they cursed and humiliated us, one of the men stomped on our sandcastle. What had taken time, effort, and joy to build was destroyed within seconds. In that moment, it felt like our family was fragile and made of porcelain. As a vase that had been dropped, we shattered. That sandcastle became a living symbol of our home: something good we tried to build, only to have it crushed by the feet of someone claiming to represent God. That day, my mom stopped going to church, and religion became a scar in my family. The adversary then took a chance and strengthened the spiritual bonds.

I don't have any memories from this day. But it is one of those stories that Aida tells me every time she is having a rough day. She believes God punishes people when they turn away from him. Therefore, God is punishing us.

I feel like something in me is changing. I’ve been sleeping, and now it’s time for me to wake up. Can I get a few more minutes? Just a little longer before I open my eyes to start living with a conscience. I’m not ready to be awakened. It is too early; I’m not ready yet.

As I opened my eyes, I put on my new clothes: a red polo shirt with a navy-blue pleated skirt. This will be my uniform. For the first time, I’ll be attending school. I get excited, skipping around the house, happy and full of energy. Then I hear her shouting, Take off your uniform and go to your room. I’d rather not see you! Oh no, that’s my mother shouting. She must be mad. I better run and hide from her. I need to close my eyes; it’s not safe. 

Mom, look! I know how to tie my shoes. Wait, I already tied them earlier. Mom, could you show me how to tie my shoes? Go and ask one of your sisters. I’m not your teacher, she replied. I feel sad. I just wanted her to be proud of me. I’m sure Tanairi will teach me, and she does. I try again and show my mom, but she doesn’t even look at me. Her face is blank, with no expression at all. I feel disappointed. This is not the reaction I was hoping for. But it’s okay; she’s always too busy to pay attention to me.

Mom, can you give me a hug? I ask her in a quiet, careful voice. As I walk toward her, she pushes me away. Stop being so clingy and grow up; you’re five years old, she says. I can’t hold back my tears. I run upstairs and lock myself in the bedroom before she gets mad.

Aida, why doesn’t Mom love me? I ask through tears. That’s how Mom is. Stop giving her hugs and kisses, she replies.

In school, we were working on a family project. I had to fill in the blanks on the questions about my family. What are the names of my parents? Where do they work? Who lives in my home?

Do I have a father? I asked innocently. Yes, Brenda, my teacher replied, “all the kids have one”. I felt ashamed for asking aloud.

At home, I said, Mom, the teacher wants to know who my father is. She said every kid has one, so I must too. I had been asking all day, and she kept avoiding me. Until she got annoyed and answered my questions. I was supposed to fill in the blanks and find out who I am. Instead, I felt belittled and rejected by my mom's answers.  

Brenda, you were born by a coincidence, a mistake. That is all you are. Tell your teacher that your father is nobody. An alcoholic. His name is “Drunk.” There, that’s all about your father, she answered. So here I am, back in school, getting yelled at by my teacher because I told the whole class that my father’s name was Drunk.  

This created some sort of curiosity in me. Do I have a father? Maybe my mom is lying about who my dad is. Why did she leave her husband for him if he is not good enough? 

Months passed, and I kept trying to capture glimpses of life that I could understand. Little things I learned at school and noticed at home. Most of my days just seemed to disappear as the day went by. If I closed my eyes, I wouldn’t know what was going on around me, and I wouldn’t feel anything either. When my eyes are open, I record everything. With every detail being stored inside my memory.

Every so often, Emilia comes home to visit with her husband and kids. My mom likes him because he works and has a car. He would take us to his house in Dorado, Puerto Rico. There was a small window with a view of the ocean. I could see the waves coming and going, crashing into the shore, as if dancing to a song. Eddy stood behind me so close that I could hear him breathing. I would rather not record that. I focused on the waves instead. I stared at them hard, as if I could make them speak louder than anything else. At first, they looked peaceful, but then they became angry and agitated. Crashing violently into the shore, only to retreat in fear. Just like them, I retreated and closed my eyes.

We usually go to the beach and spend the day there. Sometimes, though, Mom will go to a different spot to fish with Eddy and his friends. For some reason, I always follow her. Maybe I am just being the baby of the house. Mom stops in the middle of the woods and does bad things with Eddy's friends. I turn around and look the other way, pretending not to hear or see. But I just know it’s bad. They drink alcohol and laugh at my mother's effort to entertain them. While I just sit quietly on a rock, staring at the water. Sinking within my emotions, waiting for someone to fish me out of this family.

When Emilia visits us in Cataño, Puerto Rico, I hide from Eddy. I don't like it when he finds me and touches my private parts. He laughs like it’s some type of game: ready or not, here I come! Pretend that he didn’t see me and then shout, I found you! He knows how Mom likes to punish us with her silence. She will never listen to us and will always choose any men before us. He knew my family, our secrets, and our mischievousness. He also knew my hiding spots and would always find me. Except when I am quick to hide under a bed. Then he can’t touch me. Here under the bed, I am safe.

Aida has a boyfriend. He’s been visiting her for a few weeks now. Oh, here he comes again. I ran up to the room and told Aida that her boyfriend had arrived. She doesn’t say anything. She just stays quiet and then starts to cry. It turns out Pin isn’t here to see Aida; he’s here to see Mom. Now Pin is dating my mother.

He comes over almost every night. They drink alcohol and listen to bolero. That’s the kind of music older people listen to. Bolero music means that the night will be long, and Mom will have a friend over. We know the rules. Don’t go downstairs to interrupt her because you will be punished. We stayed hidden upstairs, quiet in our bedrooms. If Mom hears us, if she even hears us breathing, she’ll come up and beat us all one by one. It is difficult to fall asleep with loud music, but after a while you get used to it. 

I'm asleep, but I feel uncomfortable; there's something wrong with my body. I open my eyes, and there is Pin sitting on my bed. He is touching my private parts. Shh... don’t you dare make noise! This became his nightly routine, waking me up with his aggressive touch. When he comes over, I try to stay awake. He doesn't make any noise when he comes up the stairs and walks the hall, but I still can feel his presence getting close. What if I sleep on the opposite side of the bed? Then, instead of him touching my lips with his private part, he will touch my feet. I’m exhausted from lack of sleep. 

— Mom, last night, Pin came into my room. He comes to my room, and he... My mother interrupted me with a slap on the face and said, you are a liar; go to your room! I ran to my room and threw myself on the bed. I don’t understand why she slapped me; how can she say I'm a liar if she didn’t even hear what I had to say? He touched me. He touched me, I whispered while I cried myself to sleep. 

To be punished by Mom means that she will stop talking to you for days or even weeks. She doesn’t look at me or acknowledge that I’m alive. The strange thing is that her silence also brings relief. Pin is also ignoring me. He still goes upstairs to the second floor, but now he goes into my sister Mara’s room. I think he’s touching her too. But unlike me, she seems to like it; she kisses him and touches him in return. Mara is Pin's new girlfriend. 

Mom called me and said so casually with a smile, like it was nothing. You were right. Pin goes up to the rooms. So, I dared to ask, Mom, can you say you’re sorry? She asked, who do you think you are? I’m your mother! I will never apologize to you. Go to your room until you learn how to stay quiet. With her actions, I understood that she wasn't concerned about the fact that Pin was going up to the rooms or that he touched me. She was just mad that he was dating Mara. For me, the whole thing became something to be ashamed of. But I learned that this is a part of my family tradition. One man can date my mom and her daughters. Like we were a recycling company. 

Soon after, my mom started a relationship with a married man. One night, she got him drunk, and he fell asleep on the sofa. When he did, she took pictures of him with an instant camera. She gave me the photo, and I used it as a fan until the picture appeared on the photo paper. She didn’t know how to take pictures. He was lying with his eyes closed, with no shirt, on an ugly yellow sofa. However, my mom found it amusing, as she was unable to hold back her laughter.

A few weeks later, she took me to this fancier neighborhood. There, she gave me an envelope with pictures, including the photo of him sleeping. I was given the instructions to knock on a specific door.

I knocked on the door and gave the envelope away to his wife. As she opened it and looked at the pictures, I saw the look of sadness and pain in her eyes. I felt like I understood her. That's how I feel when my mom does things to belittle me. Without a word, she can break my heart into tiny pieces. That was the look of a heartbreak. 

Aida started a new relationship with Manny, who lived just down the street from us. One evening Mom beat her up in public. I remember watching as my mom dragged Aida by the hair, pulling her all the way down the street and into our house. That day, Aida had had enough. She packed her things and moved out with Manny and his parents.

Not long after that, Emilia divorced Eddy and moved with her two kids into an apartment right around the corner from us. Almost immediately, she met a man named Oswaldo, and he moved in with her. But Oswaldo was cruel. He didn’t like my nephew just because he was a boy. To please him, Emilia sent her son to live with Eddy. Like a toy, she gave him up and decided to stay with only the girl. Oswaldo didn’t like any males at all. Not even animals. He had a male dog, and he would beat him too. He seemed to get along with females, especially with my sister Mara, who had broken up with Pin and was now single. I try not to record too much of what happens in my family. The dynamic is confusing, scary, and full of secrets that are too heavy to carry. So, I do what I’ve always done. I hide within myself, and I close my eyes when it’s not safe.

We are all girls, except for my brother. So, there's always a boyfriend around who gets treated like a king. This is how my family works. 

It is time to grow up; now I am no longer the youngest in the house.

My mother had a new daughter. I have a little sister named Leilani. She is beautiful with light skin and green eyes. I promise myself to take care of her. Leilani, like the rest of us, doesn't have a father. The teacher says we all have one, but none of our fathers are present. They’ve all abandoned us, and I wonder if I even have a mother.   

One day at school, two older boys took me to the backyard. It was an isolated place, with nothing but very tall grass. Suddenly, my brother William appeared and asked me to leave. As usual, I did as I was told and walked away. I put distance between myself and the boys. I hadn’t gone that far when I heard my brother’s voice. I looked back and saw them holding him against the wall. Instantly, a wave of anger rose inside me. You’re a boy; why don’t you defend yourself? I whispered with a low and trembling voice. Just like my sisters, I turned my back on him and kept walking. But I didn’t make it far. I stumbled over a rock and fell onto the grass. In moments like these, gravity feels heavier, almost like it’s trying to keep me down. While lying there, I noticed wildflowers hiding quietly among the grass. They looked so fragile that I was glad I hadn’t stumbled on them. Tears ran down my cheeks as I whispered, do not worry, little flowers. I won’t tell anyone you’re hiding here. It’s our secret. No one will step on you. Then the bell rang. It was time to return to class. I stood up and walked back to my classroom like any other day, as if I was only coming back from lunch. 

When the school day ended, I went back home. What had I done? My mom looked at me like she wanted to kill me, and my brother’s glare felt like a death sentence. I’m used to it. Without saying a word, I went straight to hide in my room.

My brother did not go back to school after that day. I never really understood why he dropped out. But every time they talk about school, they blame me, saying it is my fault. I wish I knew what he meant by it was because of me. But I do know this much: it’s not my fault. I never asked him to save me and take my place. 

My mom went out and left us home alone for a few days. She tends to do this because she says that she needs a break from us. Leilani has been crying nonstop. There’s no milk for her to be fed. Tanairi is my mom’s personal babysitter. Mara still lives with us, but she never comes out of her room. So, it’s my job to go out and either find our mom or find milk. But I don’t know where to go. I look for her at the bar and at that apartment where people go to do drugs. I’m running around in circles, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. Going back and forth empty-handed, feeling lost and small.

I stop by Aida’s house, but Mom isn’t there either. Aida, I ask, can I please have a little milk to take home for Leilani? She says no. My heart sinks, but I start heading back home. Aida is still living with Manny’s family, and her bedroom is the last one down the hall on the second floor. Just before I reach the steps, her father-in-law calls out to me. He tells me to come into the room. I pause. I know it’s inappropriate to go into people’s bedrooms. But perhaps he can help. Once I stepped inside his bedroom, he asked me to get closer. He was lying down on the bed. Do you know where my mom is? I asked. Without saying a word to me, he reached for my arm and pulled me toward him. Then he touched me in between my legs. I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed while he was smiling and enjoying the moment. Does he think I like being touched?

I felt glued to the floor; my legs didn’t work anymore. My eyes searched the room for a way to escape, but instead they landed on a painting hanging on the wall. The painter did a bad job. I couldn’t tell what it was supposed to be. A mess of colors blurred and unfinished. A mess of emotions that was unable to form a picture, just like me. 

Brenda, you can go. I hear Aida’s voice calling my name. She sounded far away. Slowly I looked at her, and there she was, standing next to me. Her father-in-law was gone. “He’s done. Go home,” she said, laughing. I didn’t understand what was funny. As soon as I felt my legs again, I fled, running without stopping all the way home.

A few hours later, my mom came home. I waited for the right moment, then quietly said to her, Mom... Ñin touched me. At first, she just giggled. Then she asked me, If you know he’s a dirty old man, why did you get close to him? Everyone knows he can’t keep his hands to himself. That’s what you get for getting close to him. 

I stayed silent; I didn’t know the answer to her question. Replaying in my mind the moment I got close to him. I needed to find her. I couldn’t reply, so I ran to my room, and there I cried myself to sleep.

​
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My soul, wait in silence for God alone, 

for my hope is from Him. 

Psalm 62:5 NASB

All along, I knew who my father was, but he was nothing like my “dream father.” I still held in my heart the hope of meeting him one day. The father I created in my mind was perfect. He loved me, acknowledged me, and truly cared. A protector, strong like a superhero, always ready to fight against evil.

I have to be responsible and go out to look for my mother. We’d been left home alone, and my brother is on the verge of an episode. I tried to calm him, but nothing lasted. I knew where she might be, probably at a bar nearby. And yes, I found her. Just as I expected, she was drunk, barely able to stand straight. Therefore, when she agreed to come home with me, I felt like I’d won a war without having to fight. I guess today is my lucky day.

When Mom drinks, she believes she’s the sexiest woman alive and acts like every other woman is beneath her. She’s convinced she can get any man’s attention, even if it means getting naked in public. We were just around the corner from home when a man called out to her. He was sitting on a chair, drinking a beer. Without hesitation, my mother walked over and sat on his lap. I was surprised because when she’s sober, she can
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