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Chapter 1:
The Invisible Child
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My name is Sharon, and I was born into a house where everything appeared to be in order.

We lived in a quiet suburban neighborhood where people waved when they drove by and where everyone knew my family. My parents owned the local drugstore, the kind with a bell on the door and an ice cream freezer. My father, the pharmacist, my mother, the cosmetician. They worked 12 hours a day, 6 days a week. My dad had a phone in the house to always be available. They were respected, reliable, known. From the outside, our life looked solid and predictable, almost charmed in its sameness.

Inside the house, things were calm. Too calm, maybe. There was very little chaos and very little conflict. We did not argue much. We rarely raised our voices. Feelings were not discussed, not because anyone said they should not be, but because no one ever started the conversation. My family was just there. We loved each other, I suppose. That was the understanding. Love did not require explanation or examination. It simply existed, like the furniture.

I was the youngest child, the baby of the family. People often say the baby gets spoiled, but what I remember is being overlooked in quiet ways. My older siblings (Larry +4 yrs, Ellie + 11, and Paul + 14) had already claimed their roles, their personalities, their space. I floated around the edges, not unhappy, but not fully seen either. I learned very early how to occupy myself. I learned not to need much. Independence was praised.

Our days followed a strict rhythm. Breakfast (an English muffin), work, an hour break for dinner, and my parents went up to bed together, too. For me, it was a) kiss mom, who was still in bed when I left for school, then b) call when I got home, c) kiss good night, but no hugs! Week after week, year after year. The predictability created safety, but it also created silence. Nothing surprising was supposed to happen. Nothing difficult was supposed to be named.

Self-sufficiency was admired. No one ever said it outright, but the message was clear. I was a good child because I did not ask for too much. Helping in the drug store with displays, attending trade shows to select products, creating cut-and-paste catalogs for local offices to purchase from, and working with customers all prepared me for a future I had not yet realized. 

During the day, when my parents were working, there was Lily.

Lily lived in our house and was in charge all day. She cooked, cleaned (except on Wednesday, when someone came in to do the laundry and ironing), and made sure we were fed. She did not read to me or play with me, but she was always there, moving through the rooms, cooking in the kitchen, dusting, and vacuuming. I sat nearby and watched. I learned routines by watching her. I watched soap operas with her, listening to adult voices talk about feelings no one in my real life ever talked about.

Lily looked different from me. Her skin was darker. I did not understand why. I wondered if she had stayed in the sun too long. I wondered if I might look like her if I did the same. No one ever explained anything. Questions about the difference were never addressed. They floated through my mind and then settled quietly, unanswered.

She was the constant figure in my early childhood, yet there was no softness between us. Care existed, but affection did not. She made sure I was safe. She did not hold me and tell me stories. I did not know how to miss what I had never been given.

Dinner was every night at six, table set. Always six. The menu was consistent and unchanging (except on Fridays, when it was dairy or something that needed little preparation). The predictability was comforting and rigid at the same time. Downstairs, the bathroom carried a smell I have never forgotten. My mother’s cigarettes mixed with traces of everyone who passed through. It lingered in the hallway long after the door closed.

My mother’s desk sat in the hallway. She knew if anything was touched. Even a penny turned over would be noticed. Order mattered. Control mattered. The big round mirror by the front door reflected whoever entered and whoever left.

There was a drawer in my mother's room that I loved to look in, where she kept a bunch of small emergency gifts, always prepared. They were meant for unexpected visitors, neatly wrapped. 

The only things out of place were items that accumulated on the steps. Items meant to be carried upstairs later. Clothes. Papers. Objects that belonged somewhere else. They stayed there for days, sometimes weeks, stepped over again and again out of pure laziness. No one picked them up. We all learned how to maneuver around what should have been addressed.

Sometimes I was mischievous, for example, upstairs, above the front door, was a bathroom window where we would sometimes dump water on guests below. No one stopped us. No one watched closely enough to intervene.

Encyclopedias placed on a shelf outside the bathroom in the hall became a foundation for my education. I read them out of curiosity, not assignment. I wanted to understand things, to connect ideas, to know more than was offered. 

My parents gave me things easily. If I wanted something, all I had to do was ask. It did not need to be a birthday or a holiday. The answer was almost always yes. I was never punished. There were no firm rules for me. At the time, it felt like freedom. Looking back, I see it differently. Boundaries can feel like love when they are offered with attention.

Being noticed came with conditions, and even then, there was a preferred distance. I could be seen, but not centered. I could be acknowledged, but not drawn close. Approval arrived through obedience and restraint, through doing exactly what was asked without altering the atmosphere of the room.

Achievements mattered. Performance mattered. Quiet competence mattered. But feelings did not. I was often called Sara Bernhardt, while I didn't know who that was, it sounded dismissive of my feelings.

I laughed easily as a child. I learned how to smooth things over before there was anything to smooth. I learned how to make moments lighter, less complicated. It became second nature to push emotions down and move on. No one taught me how to do this. I simply absorbed the rules of the house.
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It was a good home. I know that. Nothing terrible happened there. And yet, even then, I was already searching for something I could not name. A place to land. A sense of being held in a way that did not require earning.

I did not feel invisible all the time. But I felt quietly misplaced, like a piece that fit well enough not to be noticed, but never quite belonged at the center. That feeling did not frighten me then. It simply felt normal. It was the air I breathed.

And so, from the very beginning, I learned how to disappear politely, how to be capable early, and how to mistake calm for closeness. I did not know it yet, but these lessons would follow me long after I left that perfect house.

***
[image: ]


The story my family loved to tell was always delivered with laughter.

“Can you believe it?” someone would say. “She wasn’t even two yet.”

And then the punchline. “She got on the bus all by herself.”

It was retold at holidays and dinners, sometimes to strangers. Proof of how independent I was. Proof that I had always been a big girl.

What no one ever lingered on was the waiting.

I remember the front door because it was tall, heavy, and hard to open. I remember standing there, excited in a way small children get, all nerves and anticipation. I had been told a bus was coming to take me to camp. That meant something important was about to happen. I was going somewhere. I watched through the glass as the bus pulled up and stopped outside the house.

I waited for someone to come.

No one did.

The house was quiet. Too quiet. I looked around for my mother, for Lily, for anyone who might take my hand or carry me down the steps. There was no panic in the memory, no tears. Just a pause long enough for a child to decide that if something was supposed to happen, she would make it happen herself.

I opened the door. It was heavy, but I managed. I walked down the steps alone and climbed onto the bus. Somehow, no one questioned it. The driver did not ask where my mother was. No one stopped me. The doors closed, and the bus drove away.

I was not quite two years old.

Years later, the adults told the story like it was charming. I smiled when they laughed because that is what I had learned to do. Inside, though, the story lodged itself differently. It became my first lesson in something I would live out repeatedly. If no one comes for you, go anyway.

At the time, I remember feeling proud. I had done something on my own. That feeling stayed with me. Independence felt good. It felt rewarded. Even when it came from absence.

I remember the day I brought home my first-grade report card. The paper felt thick in my hands. Official. Important. I had worked hard, though no one had asked me to. School made sense to me. Rules were clear. Effort had a result.

When my parents looked at the report card, their eyes went right to the number. One hundred. Perfect.

And then to the comment.

“She is not working up to her potential ability.”

I did not understand. I still do not understand.

How could one hundred not be enough? What lived beyond that number? What was being asked of me that I could not see?

No one explained it. There was no conversation. No reassurance. The comment simply existed, written in ink, authoritative and final. It followed me home and stayed.

That sentence became a quiet companion. It sat next to every success. Every accomplishment. Every effort. If perfection was not enough, then effort itself was suspect. It taught me to question my instincts. It taught me that there was always something unseen I was failing to deliver.

The bus story stayed funny to them. To me, it became something else. A marker. A beginning. It showed me what kind of child I was expected to be. Capable. Undemanding. Proud of doing things alone.

There was never anger in these memories. That is what makes them complicated. No one was cruel. No one was trying to harm me. But absence leaves its own imprint. Silence teaches lessons as clearly as shouting does.

Independence became my badge. I wore it everywhere. It protected me from disappointment. If I did not expect someone to come for me, then their absence could not hurt.

Still, the question from the report card lingered. If this is not enough, then what is? It pushed me harder even as it hollowed me out. I learned to aim higher without knowing why. To perform without knowing what was wanted.

The bus drove on. I did too.

And no one noticed that independence, once learned too early, is not always freedom. Sometimes it is simply the shape absence takes when it stays with you long enough to feel like strength.

By the time I reached elementary school, I understood the system.
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Good behavior mattered. Good grades mattered. Being agreeable mattered. Feelings did not.

School rewarded me in ways home did not. Teachers smiled at me. Papers came back marked with red checks and gold stars. I sat quietly, raised my hand, and followed directions. I was good at it. I was praised for it. It felt safe to succeed where the rules were written down. I would actually raise my hand before the bell rang and say, “Teacher, you forgot to give us homework.” That fear I would have nothing to do with when I got home. 

At home, attention came in short bursts. When it arrived, it was usually attached to something I had done right. An A. A compliment passed along by a teacher. A part in a play. Those moments lit the room briefly, like a match struck and blown out quickly. I learned to savor them because I did not know when the next one would come.

The first time my parents showed up for a school performance, I was young enough to still believe that this was how it worked. If something mattered to me, they would come. I was Little Red Riding Hood in first grade, nervous and excited, standing backstage in a costume that scratched my neck. I remember scanning the audience and spotting them. I remember how my chest loosened when I did.

After that, they never came again.

I waited anyway. Each performance, I still looked out into the crowd. I told myself they might surprise me. I was never given the lead role again, but would lie and tell them I was the standby, hoping it would bring them back into the audience. 

It did not. I swallowed the disappointment and adjusted. I stopped expecting it. I stopped mentioning plays and assemblies unless directly asked. Wanting felt risky. Silence felt safer.

Achievement remained my currency. It was the one thing that consistently worked.

I had a best friend almost since birth, Carolyn. She lived behind my house. We met on the corner and walked to school every day. She ate at my house or slept over often. Close enough to feel like an extension of my world, and far enough to be entirely different. Her home felt warm the moment you stepped inside. Her parents were there. They sat on the couch. They laughed easily. They spoke to each other and to their children in voices that felt relaxed.

At her house, people lingered. No one rushed off to work after dinner. No one followed a strict schedule that closed the day down at the same time every night. There were fishing trips and picnics and beach days. There was noise that felt alive rather than controlled.

I loved being there. I watched how her parents touched her head as they passed. How they asked questions and waited for the answers. How they noticed when she entered a room.

I did not have the language for the difference then. I only knew how it made me feel. Seen. Comfortable. Like I could breathe.

She often slept at my house (not "over" because my dad said that meant on the roof). We met at the corner to walk to school, just the two of us. We were between the ages of 5 and 11. At night, we looked out the windows at each other and tried to set up a system to talk using cups and a string, but it didn't work.

My parents were generous and taught that if you don’t ask for much, you'll get what you need. However, if I asked for something, I often received it. Gifts came easily, but their presence did not.

When I was about 7 or 8 years old, I asked my parents for a built-in pool. I said how fun that would be. They built one. Just like that. It was an extraordinary gift. It was also useless.

I was not allowed to use it without a supervisor. Lily was afraid of water. My parents worked long days. The pool just sat there, sparkling but off-limits. A playground without companions. The only deal I had to make was that I no longer went to day camp.

That summer, I woke up every morning feeling empty. What was I going to do today? Who was I going to do it with? The question echoed quietly, day after day. Even Carolyn was busy! 

On Sundays, there were people coming and going, especially in the summer, to enjoy the pool. Always a BBQ, a reason for relatives to visit. Year-round, my dad picked up Aunt Bea on weekends. It was so comforting to have her there, sitting in the living room, interested in what I was doing. Adults living by schedules, siblings moving in and out of rooms. Yet inside all that
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