[bookmark: _t7ax908awowx]Chapter One: The Ninth Ghost
I was the ninth child in a house already overcrowded with ghosts.
Not the spooky kind that rattled chains or whispered through keyholes in the dead of night. These weren’t the ghosts you could banish with salt circles or prayers mumbled into pillows.
No, these were the quiet ones. The heavy ones.
The ones that lived in glances exchanged across dinner tables, in closed doors that stayed closed for reasons no one would name, in rules so rigid and unyielding they shaped your bones before you even knew you had any. They pressed against your ribs while you slept. They taught you how to breathe shallowly, how to take up less space, how to become invisible when you needed to survive another day.
Growing up Mormon in Utah felt less like being born into a family and more like being drafted into a holy performance. A lifelong production where the stage was always set, the audience always watching, and the curtain never, ever closed.
There was a script, memorized before you could read.
There were costumes, pressed and laid out every Sunday morning without fail.
There were roles assigned at birth, determined by your gender, your birth order, and your capacity to smile on command.
And no one ever asked if the role fit. No one ever wondered if you were suffocating inside it. The assumption was simple: if God assigned the role, then it fit perfectly. If it hurt, that was your fault. Your weakness. Your lack of faith.
Obedience was the currency of belonging, and belonging was the only way to avoid emotional starvation. So you paid, and paid, and paid. You handed over pieces of yourself as tithing slips dropped into a box, hoping that if you gave enough, you’d finally feel full.
So I learned obedience the way some kids learn piano or soccer: early, intensely, and with the haunting suspicion that everyone else understood something fundamental that I didn’t. They all seemed to know the unspoken rules, the invisible boundaries, the secret language of survival. I was always a half-step behind, always watching, always trying to decode what it meant to be good enough.
I never quite figured it out.

[bookmark: _9tita0y5nen5]Chapter Two: The Greatest Performer in a House of Performance
My dad was a master of spiritual theater.
A virtuoso, really. He could have won awards for the performance he gave every single Sunday, every church gathering, every moment he stepped into the light where others could see him.
At church, he was untouchable.
A booming voice that filled the chapel and made the walls themselves seem to lean in, captivated.
A trembling testimony delivered with tears that looked, to anyone watching, like they came from the deepest wells of the Spirit.
A handshake that made grown men feel chosen and small children feel like they were in the presence of a living legend, someone who walked closer to God than the rest of us ever could.
People adored him. They lined up after services to shake his hand, to thank him for his words, to ask him to pray over their troubles.
They respected him in that particular Mormon way, where respect and fear blur together so seamlessly you can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.
They asked him for blessings, for guidance, for fatherly wisdom that he dispensed like scripture.
And he could deliver all of it with conviction. With authority. With the kind of certainty that made you believe God himself had personally briefed him.
But at home, behind the doors that locked from the inside, he became someone else entirely.
The gospel he lived in private was carved from fear and domination, not love. Not mercy. Not any of the words he spoke so beautifully in front of others.
He ruled our house with rage that could erupt over nothing—a glass left on the counter, a word spoken too loudly, a glance held a second too long. Violence that came in waves, unpredictable and terrifying. And secrets so heavy they bent the air around them, made it thick and hard to breathe.
He hurt my siblings in ways no father should. Ways that left marks you couldn’t always see, but that never quite healed.
He hurt my mother in ways no husband should. Wore her down year after year until she became a shadow of whoever she might have been before him.
He hurt my brothers for existing too loudly, too boldly, too humanly. For taking up space. For having opinions. For refusing, sometimes, to disappear.
He created a world where terror was normal, where it was woven into the fabric of daily life so tightly that you forgot there was any other way to live.
Where flinching was instinct, programmed into your muscles before conscious thought could catch up.
Where silence was the only safe language, and speaking up meant inviting devastation.
This was the first religion I ever learned, long before I understood a single doctrine or memorized a single scripture:
Stay small or suffer.
That was the gospel according to our house. That was the commandment that mattered more than all the others combined.

[bookmark: _odm5u0hom3pe]Chapter Three: The Stories I Thought Belonged Only to the Older Kids
For most of my life, I believed that only my older siblings carried the full brutality of his violence.
I watched them from a distance, the way you watch a storm from behind glass. I saw them absorb the earliest blows, both physical and spiritual. I saw them learn to flinch, to predict, to vanish into themselves when he entered a room.
They were the ones who got the worst of it, I told myself. They were the ones who bore the heaviest burdens, who carried scars I would never fully understand.
They were the ones who whispered their stories later, long after we’d all left home, after years of silence and distance had created just enough safety to speak. Their stories came out in fragmented sentences that never felt long enough to hold the weight of what they endured. Pieces offered hesitantly, tested carefully, as if they still weren’t sure it was safe to say the words out loud.
Because they had words for it, eventually. Language they’d fought to claim.
They were old enough to remember clearly, to name what happened, to rage against it, to grieve for the childhoods they never got to have.
And I—
the baby of the family, the youngest of nine—
told myself I was “lucky.”
I told myself I was mostly spared, that I’d slipped through the cracks somehow, that by the time I came along, he was tired or distracted or maybe, just maybe, different.
I told myself my story was smaller. Less important. Not worth telling.
I told myself I didn’t have the right to hurt the way my older siblings hurt, because I hadn’t survived what they’d survived.
But late at night, when I couldn’t sleep, when the house was quiet, and the ghosts pressed close, I wondered if that was true.
I wondered what I’d forgotten.
I wondered what my body remembered that my mind had locked away.
I wondered if being the youngest didn’t mean I was spared.
Maybe it just meant I was alone with it.
[bookmark: _pq8zgeq1d34p]Chapter Four: The Weight of Silence
I told myself whatever happened to me wasn’t as bad as what happened to the others. I told myself it wasn’t worth mentioning, wasn’t worth holding onto, wasn’t worth the space it took up in my chest.
I minimized everything that happened to me because that’s what the youngest learn to do in a violent home. We absorb the unspoken rules faster than we learn to tie our shoes. We become experts at reading between the lines, at understanding what’s expected without anyone having to say it out loud.
We become the ones who stay quiet to keep the family from crumbling under the weight of the truth.
But the real reason we stayed quiet was simpler and sharper than any loyalty or misplaced sense of duty.
Our father forbade us from speaking.
He told us—calmly, coldly, with a calculated menace only a profoundly broken man could master—that if any of us ever told anyone what happened in that house, he would do things we wouldn’t survive. He said it without raising his voice. He said it like he was commenting on the weather, like he was reminding us to turn off the lights before bed. That’s what made it so terrifying. The certainty in his tone. The flatness of it. The way he looked through us rather than at us.
And we believed him.
Of course, we believed him. We had seen what his hands could do. We had witnessed his fury, felt the tremors of it shake the walls. We knew he wasn’t making idle threats.
Fear trained us before language did. Before we knew how to spell our own names, we knew how to read his moods. Before we could count to ten, we could calculate the odds of making it through dinner without incident.
Fear carved commandments deeper than any scripture we’d ever learn in Sunday school. Thou shalt not speak. Thou shalt not tell. Thou shalt not break the silence that keeps this family intact.
Fear taught us that silence wasn’t just expected—it was required for survival.
So I grew up thinking my pain was minor because I was small. I was the youngest, the littlest, the one whose voice barely carried across a room. How could my suffering matter when my older siblings had endured more? How could I complain when I’d witnessed what they’d been through?
I grew up believing my memories were insignificant because they weren’t spoken about. If something important happens and no one talks about it, did it really happen at all? That’s what I wondered. That’s what I told myself on the nights I couldn’t sleep, when the memories played on repeat behind my closed eyelids.
I grew up thinking trauma had a seniority system, and the youngest were at the bottom of the roster. First-come, first-served. My siblings got to claim their pain. Mine felt like an afterthought, a footnote, something that barely registered on the scale of suffering our family had endured.
It took me years to learn the truth. Decades, really.
What happened to me wasn’t small.
It was simply silenced.
And silenced pain grows strange in the body. It doesn’t evaporate. It doesn’t fade into nothing just because you refuse to give it words. Instead, it ferments. It transforms. It finds other ways to make itself known.
It turns into self-doubt, into self-erasure, into shadows that linger long after the bruises fade. It becomes the voice in your head that tells you you’re overreacting, that you’re too sensitive, that you should be grateful it wasn’t worse. It becomes the reason you apologize for taking up space, for having needs, for existing at all.
[bookmark: _ljw4niemqtyk]Chapter Five: God Was Everywhere—Except Where We Needed Him
In church, people said God saw everything. They said it with such conviction, such absolute certainty. God knew every sparrow that fell. God counted every hair on our heads. God was omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent.
If that was true, then God saw my father raise his hand against my mother. God watched as she flinched, as she tried to make herself smaller, as she apologized for things that weren’t her fault.
God saw my siblings shrink under his rage. He witnessed them learning to become invisible, mastering the art of disappearing in plain sight.
God saw secrets rotting in the walls, like mold, spreading through our home and poisoning the air we breathed.
If God saw everything, why didn’t He intervene? Why didn’t He stop it? Why didn’t He send someone to help us, to save us, to tell us that this wasn’t normal, that this wasn’t how families were supposed to be?
Why did He seem so present when my dad cried during testimony meeting, standing at the pulpit with tears streaming down his face as he proclaimed his faith, yet so absent when my dad turned our home into a battlefield? Where was God on those nights? Where was He when we needed Him most?
I was a child desperate to reconcile contradictions adults refused to acknowledge. I searched for answers in Sunday school lessons, in scripture verses, in the testimonies of people who seemed so sure of God’s love. But nothing added up. Nothing made sense.
Obedience was holy, they taught us. Following the rules was how you showed your devotion.
But what about obedience that kept us trapped? What about the obedience that made us accomplices to our own suffering?
Reverence was required. We were supposed to honor our father and mother, to respect authority, never to question those who held power over us.
But what about reverence for truth? What about honoring the reality of what we were living through instead of the fantasy everyone pretended to believe?
The church taught that families were eternal. It was the central doctrine, the promise that made everything else make sense. Families could be together forever if we did everything right, if we followed all the rules, if we stayed faithful.
But ours felt like hell with nice wallpaper. Ours felt like something I wanted to escape, not something I wanted preserved for eternity. The thought of being sealed to my father forever made my stomach turn. How could heaven feel like heaven if we had to drag our trauma through the veil with us?
[bookmark: _99mv1jk5iymz]Chapter Five: The Art of Becoming Small
In a home ruled by unpredictability, survival becomes a skill set. You develop abilities you never knew you needed. You become fluent in a language most people never have to learn.
I learned to read my dad’s breathing like scripture. The rhythm of it told me everything I needed to know. Slow and steady meant safe, at least for now. Quick and shallow meant danger. Heavy and deliberate meant run, hide, disappear.
I learned to measure a room's temperature before entering it. I could sense tension the way animals sense storms coming. I’d stand outside doorways, listening, calculating, deciding whether it was safe to make myself visible.
I learned to disappear into the walls, the background, the corners of my own life. I mastered the art of taking up no space, of making no sound, of requiring nothing from anyone. I became so practiced at vanishing that sometimes I wondered if I was really there at all.
I became the good girl. It was the only role that felt safe.
The quiet one. Speaking up only led to trouble, so I learned to swallow my words before they could escape.
The obedient one. Compliance was currency in our house. It couldn’t guarantee safety, but it was the best bet I had. So I followed every rule, anticipated every demand, and became the child who never needed to be asked twice.
I made myself small enough to slip through the cracks, invisible enough to avoid becoming a target, good enough that maybe, just maybe, I could keep the peace.
But becoming small wasn’t free.
It cost me my voice, my needs, my sense of self. It cost me years of believing I didn’t matter, that my feelings were inconvenient, that I was a burden just by existing.
And the smallest version of myself? She’s still inside me, even now. Still waiting to be told it’s safe to take up space. Still learning that survival and living aren’t the same thing.
[bookmark: _ph04tvf8x6om]Chapter Six: The Good Girl
I was the one who didn’t cause trouble because trouble was already waiting everywhere.
My compliance was praised by church leaders, teachers, and neighbors. They called me mature for my age. Responsible. Such a sweet girl. I learned to wear their approval like armor, collecting their words and storing them away as proof that I was doing something right in a world that felt perpetually wrong.
But it wasn’t righteousness.
It wasn’t virtue or faith or any of the things they thought they saw when they looked at me with their approving smiles.
It was self-protection.
The kind of goodness a child grows when she has learned that resistance is dangerous and visibility is a liability. I became small and quiet and accommodating because those were the qualities that kept me safe. I learned to anticipate needs before they were spoken, to read the temperature of a room the moment I entered it, to make myself useful in ways that would never draw attention or ire.
I perfected the art of disappearing while remaining visible. Of being present without taking up space. Of existing in a way that wouldn’t cost me anything.
I didn’t know then that this kind of survival would cost me everything anyway.
[bookmark: _23f6bmo4gj9v]My Mother’s Love, Wrapped in Silence
My mother loved me.
I know that now in a way I didn’t know then. I can see it when I look back with adult eyes, with the perspective that time, distance, and my own journey into motherhood have given me. I can see how she tried, how she held us together with whatever strength she had left after giving so much of herself away.
But her love was shaped by survival, and survival demanded silence.
She didn’t stand up to him because she couldn’t. The cost was too high, the consequences too severe. She had learned her own lessons about what happened when you resisted, when you spoke up, when you tried to protect yourself or your children too loudly.
She didn’t protect us loudly because loudness was punished.
Instead, she protected us in the ways she could—the quiet ways, the invisible ways. The ways that wouldn’t draw his attention or escalate his anger. She fed us, clothed us, and kept the house running. She absorbed his rage so it wouldn’t spill over onto us as often. She created small pockets of normalcy in the spaces between his explosions.
Her quiet wasn’t consent—it was calculation.
Every silence was a decision. Every moment of seeming compliance was a strategy for survival. She was constantly doing math in her head, weighing the risks, measuring the odds, trying to keep all of us alive and intact in any way she could manage.
Still, her silence carved me.
It taught me that love can coexist with abandonment. That devotion can coexist with powerlessness. That being loved doesn’t guarantee being protected. I learned that sometimes the people who love you most will still watch you suffer. They’re suffering too, because they don’t have the resources or the power or the escape route they would need to save you.
These are hard truths for a child to carry. They’re hard truths for an adult to carry.
We have found our way back to each other in adulthood, with tenderness and truth. We’ve talked about those years in ways we couldn’t when I was young. She’s told me things I didn’t know, explained contexts I couldn’t have understood. I’ve shared my own memories, my own pain, and she’s held them without defensiveness, with the kind of compassion that comes from someone who knows exactly how heavy those memories are.
But the child I was still remembers the echo of her silence.
That child still lives inside me somewhere, still waiting for protection that never came, still learning to forgive the unforgiveness that shaped her.
[bookmark: _5wgqzjlprn7l]The Day the World Split Open
The divorce came when I was eight or nine.
No one sat me down with explanations. No one gathered us kids in the living room and told us gently that things were changing, that it wasn’t our fault, that we would be okay. There were no reassurances or age-appropriate conversations about what divorce meant or how our lives would look different.
Children in chaos learn to read energy, not words.
We become experts at reading faces, at interpreting the quality of silence, at sensing tension in the set of someone’s shoulders or the way they close a door. We learn to predict storms before they arrive, to feel earthquakes in the air before the ground starts shaking.
The house felt different.
The air felt thinner, charged with something I didn’t have words for. There was a strange electricity in the spaces between people, a new kind of distance that hadn’t been there before. Or maybe it had always been there, and I was only just learning to name it.
My father’s presence—or absence—became the loudest thing in the room.
When he was there, the house held its breath. When he wasn’t, we exhaled but never fully relaxed because we knew he would return. And then one day, he didn’t return the same way. His things started disappearing. His chair at the dinner table sat empty more often than not. The patterns we’d built our lives around began to shift and dissolve.
Divorce wasn’t salvation, but it was rupture.
It was the first moment anyone in our family said—out loud or silently—No more.
Someone had finally drawn a line. Someone had finally decided that this version of our life was unsustainable, that continuing forward in the same patterns would destroy us more surely than breaking everything apart.
It wasn’t the end of trauma.
The divorce didn’t erase what had come before. It didn’t heal the wounds that had already been carved into us. It didn’t give us back the years we’d spent walking on eggshells, holding our breath, trying to be small enough and good enough and quiet enough to prevent the inevitable explosions.
But it was the beginning of the truth.
The first crack in the performance we’d all been giving for so long. The first admission that things were not okay, had never been okay, would never become okay if we just tried harder or loved better or behaved more perfectly.
The first moment I realized the world could change—even if no one asked my permission.
This was the most disorienting revelation of all. I had believed, in the way children do, that the world was fixed. That the structures around me were permanent and immutable. That my family, dysfunctional as it was, would maintain its terrible stability forever.
And something in me, even then, whispered: Maybe I can change too.
If the most permanent thing in my life could dissolve, if the pattern that seemed carved in stone could actually shift, then maybe I wasn’t as fixed as I thought either. Maybe the good girl, the quiet girl, the compliant girl wasn’t all I had to be. Maybe there were other versions of myself waiting to be discovered.
It was a small whisper. A fragile hope. But it was there.
[bookmark: _dfgdz5f6f0ef]Chapter Seven: The Divorce
I was eight or maybe nine when I found out my parents were getting divorced.
The uncertainty of my own age in the memory tells you something about that time—how the days blurred together, how I was both hyperaware of everything and unable to hold onto concrete details. Time moved strangely in those years. Some moments crystallized into perfect clarity while whole months dissolved into fog.
Not from a conversation.
Not from a parent sitting me down with gentle hands and careful words, preparing me for the earthquake that was about to reshape our lives.
Not in a moment of care.
Not in any of the ways I later learned, through books and therapy and other people’s stories, that children were supposed to be told about divorce. There was no family meeting. No age-appropriate explanation. No reassurance that both parents still loved us and this wasn’t our fault.
I found out because my cousin made fun of me.
We were at a family gathering at my cousin's house. I don’t remember what the occasion was—a birthday maybe, or just one of those obligatory Sunday dinners where the extended family came together to maintain the illusion of normalcy. I don’t remember what I said to my cousin, or what innocent comment, joke, or observation prompted her response.
I only remember what she said back, loud and sharp enough to make the air change:
”At least my parents aren’t divorced.”
The words hit like a slap. Like something physical that I could feel in my chest, in my throat, in the sudden heat that flooded my face. She said it with the particular cruelty that only children can muster—that pure, uncomplicated meanness that doesn’t yet understand the weight of its own words.
She smirked.
That’s what I remember most clearly. Not the exact expression on her face, but the feeling of that smirk. The satisfaction it seemed she took in having found my vulnerable spot, in having a piece of information she could weaponize. In being able to elevate herself by diminishing me.
Someone laughed.
An adult, I think, though I couldn’t tell you who. Maybe they thought it was just kids being kids. Maybe they didn’t hear the poison in it. Maybe they heard it perfectly well and chose not to intervene because confronting it would have made everyone uncomfortable, and wasn’t comfort the whole point of these gatherings?
And I felt something drop inside me, like a trapdoor I didn’t know I’d been standing on.
The ground disappeared. The world I thought I knew—already unstable, already frightening—revealed itself to be even more uncertain than I’d realized. My parents were divorced. This was information everyone else seemed to have. This was something so known, so public, that my cousin could use it as ammunition in casual cruelty at a family gathering.
How long had I been walking around not knowing the truth about my own life?
I laughed too, because I didn’t know what else to do.
It’s one of those defensive reflexes that gets programmed into children who grow up in chaos. When you don’t know how to respond, when you’re scrambling to process information that’s too big and too painful to absorb in the moment, you mirror the social cues around you. Someone laughed, so I laughed. I made my face do whatever it needed to do to deflect attention, to prevent anyone from seeing how completely that moment had shattered me.
I kept laughing while something inside me splintered into pieces.
I kept laughing while I tried to make sense of what I’d just learned.
I kept laughing because the alternative was falling apart in front of everyone, and I had already learned that falling apart was not safe, was not allowed, would only make everything worse.
Later—hours or maybe days later, when I finally had the chance to be alone—I would let myself feel it. The betrayal of not being told. The confusion about what divorce even meant. The fear about what would happen next. The shame of being the kid whose parents couldn’t stay together, in a community where divorce was spoken about in hushed tones, where staying married no matter what was considered righteous, where my family’s dissolution felt like a public failure.
But in that moment, at that gathering, I just laughed.
And I learned another lesson in the long curriculum of survival: sometimes you find out the most important truths about your life from the people who want to hurt you with them.
[bookmark: _jrqa38b8z753]Chapter Eight: The Truth That Arrived Uninvited
I was trained to never show pain in public.
It was one of those unspoken rules that lived in the walls of our house, in the tension between words, in the carefully arranged expressions we all wore like masks. Pain was private. Pain was shameful. Pain was something you swallowed down and locked away where no one could see it.
So when the truth finally reached me, I did what I had always done.
I stood perfectly still.
I kept my face neutral.
I pretended nothing had happened.
But inside, everything was happening at once.
I didn’t even know my parents were divorced. No one had told me. Not directly, anyway. Not in the way you’re supposed to tell a child something that will fundamentally reshape their understanding of the world. There was no sitting down at the kitchen table, no gentle explanation, no attempt to soften the blow or answer the questions that would inevitably come.
In our family, truth didn’t arrive through warm conversations or honest explanations.
It arrived through accidents.
Slip-ups.
Other people’s cruelty.
It arrived in overheard phone calls and whispered arguments that stopped the moment I entered the room. It arrived in the sudden silences that fell like curtains when I asked where he was. It arrived in the way people looked at me—with pity, with caution, with a kind of careful sadness that made me feel like I was made of glass.
So there I stood that day, wherever I was, pretending nothing had happened, as my world cracked open without warning. I don’t even remember who told me, or how. I just remember the feeling—like the ground had disappeared beneath my feet, but I had to keep standing anyway. I had to keep smiling. I had to act like I was fine.
Because showing pain in public wasn’t allowed.
And I was very, very good at following the rules.
[bookmark: _vgsxey56gt6t]Chapter Nine: The Separation That Wasn’t Really Separation
Even after the separation, I still had to see him.
The word “separation” suggested distance, space, safety. It suggested that something had been divided, that boundaries had been drawn, that we were now living in a different reality than before. But for me, nothing felt separate at all. The danger hadn’t left. It had just become scheduled.
They were separated, but no one explained what that meant—only that I was supposed to go with him sometimes, like nothing had changed. Like he hadn’t destroyed our home. Like the violence I felt in my bones wasn’t real. Like I was supposed to pack a little bag and walk out the door with him and pretend we were a normal father and daughter doing normal father-daughter things.
And during these visits, he became someone else again.
He bought me gifts—things I had mentioned wanting in passing, things I didn’t even remember telling him about. He smiled wide, that charming smile that other people believed, that made them think he was wonderful, that made me doubt my own memory of who he really was. He told me I was his favorite, his angel, his everything. He lavished attention on me in a way that felt both intoxicating and suffocating.
And I believed him.
Because I was a child.
Because children love who they know, even when that love is twisted. Because my brain had been trained, through years of careful conditioning, to confuse attention with safety, affection with ownership, fear with loyalty. Because I had learned to read his moods like weather patterns, to adjust myself to whatever he needed me to be, to disappear into the version of myself that kept him happy.
Even though something he did to me was wrong.
Even though something in my body recoiled around him—a tightening in my chest, a coldness that spread through my limbs, a voice that screamed inside my head even as I smiled on the outside.
Even though a small voice inside me whispered that something wasn’t right.
I didn’t know how to separate wrong from love—because in my world, wrong was love.
Wrong was familiar. Wrong was the texture of my everyday life. Wrong was what happened behind closed doors and then got explained away as normal, as discipline, as just how things were in our family.
Wrong was wrapped in smiles and gifts and pretend tenderness.
He had taught me, long before I knew the word “trauma,” how to bond with the person who frightened me the most. He had taught me that love could hurt, that pain could feel like attention, that fear could be mistaken for excitement. He had wired my brain to seek comfort from the source of my discomfort, to run toward the person I should have been running from.
And I was so small. Too small to understand what was being done to me. Too small to have the words for it, or the framework to recognize it as wrong.
I just knew that when I was with him, I had to be perfect.
I had to be grateful.
I had to be his.
[bookmark: _vh9vlesedaho]Chapter Ten: My Sisters Tried to Explain
My sisters knew more—not because they were older, but because they had survived more.
They carried the memories I didn’t have access to, the ones from before I was born or when I was too young to remember. They carried the bruises, the violations, the things done in the dark that left marks on the soul even after the body healed. They had been old enough to register what was happening, old enough to understand that it wasn’t normal, old enough to rebel in small, desperate ways.
Old enough to speak to each other in fragments and warnings.
They had their own language, my sisters—a code built from shared trauma, from knowing looks and careful silences. They communicated in ways that bypassed words entirely, in the way they stiffened when he entered a room, in the way they positioned themselves between him and me, in the way they found reasons to interrupt when I was alone with him for too long.
And when the separation began, they tried to protect me.
They tried to explain why everyone hated him, why the aunts and uncles stopped coming around, why our mother looked ten years older than she had a year ago. They tried to make me understand why the house felt like it had been smudged with fire, like something terrible had happened there that needed to be cleansed but never quite could be. They tried to help me see why people stiffened when his name was spoken, why conversations died mid-sentence at the mention of him.
But they weren’t just talking about what he had done to them.
Little did they know that what they were saying was also happening to me.
They tried to say it gently, dropping pieces of truth like small stones, hoping they would guide me toward safety. They tried to warn me without scaring me, to protect me without burdening me with the full weight of what they knew. They were children themselves, trying to parent me in the ways the adults had failed to, trying to build walls around me that they wished someone had built around them.
But I didn’t understand what they were telling me.
Or maybe I did, in some deep, wordless place, but I couldn’t let myself know it.
Because knowing meant accepting that the person who bought me gifts and called me his angel was also the person they were warning me about. Knowing meant holding two impossible truths at the same time—that he loved me and that he hurt me, that he was my father and that he was dangerous, that I needed to stay close to him and that I needed to get as far away as possible.
My brain couldn’t do it.
So instead, I listened to my sisters with one part of my mind while another part shut the door on what they were really saying. I nodded. I pretended to understand. I went through the motions of being warned.
But I didn’t let it change anything.
Because if I did, my entire world would fall apart.
And I had already learned, young as I was, that keeping the world intact was more important than keeping myself safe.
[bookmark: _v19o12wsnanl]Chapter Eleven: Too Young to Understand
But I was too young.
I didn’t understand.
I couldn’t understand.
Because when harm happens before you have language, your body knows before your mind does. The memories live in your muscles, in your stomach, in the way you flinch at certain sounds or freeze at certain touches. They’re stored in places words can’t reach, in a part of you that remembers even when your conscious mind refuses to.
Because when a man hurts you and then tells you you’re special, your brain splits itself trying to make both things true. It creates two versions of reality and forces them to exist side by side. You become a child trying to solve an impossible equation, believing that if you could just be good enough, smart enough, quiet enough, both things could somehow fit together.
Because trauma-bonded love is the cruelest kind—the kind that makes you defend the person who broke you. It’s the kind that keeps you tethered to your abuser long after the abuse has ended. It’s the kind that makes you feel like a traitor when you finally start to see the truth.
So when my sisters tried to name the unnameable, my mind shut down. Their words hung in the air like smoke, and I couldn’t breathe them in. The child in me refused the truth, because believing it would have shattered me. I wasn’t ready. My small body, my small mind—they were already holding too much. To accept what they were saying would have meant accepting that the ground beneath my feet had never been solid at all.
I didn’t understand then.
But their words planted a seed. A truth waiting for a safer day to bloom.
Years later, that seed would burst open and I would finally be ready to say: It happened to me too. And it wasn’t my fault.
[bookmark: _dhh2rpksswgm]Chapter Twelve: He Was Forced to Leave Utah
Eventually, something happened—something big enough that they couldn’t hide it anymore.
He was forced to leave the state.
No one told me why. No one used the real words. No one sat me down and said, ”This is what he did. This is why he has to go.”
Instead, I was told, ”You won’t be able to talk to him for a long time.”
A long time? What did that even mean? Weeks? Months? Years?
The adults’ voices were too soft, too careful, too edited. They chose their words like they were walking through a minefield, trying not to set off something inside me they couldn’t control. I remember staring at them, searching their faces for clues, waiting for the part where they explained it in a way a child could understand.
It never came.
I didn’t know he had been forced out. I didn’t know he was dangerous. I didn’t know the church and the courts and the systems that usually protected men like him had finally drawn a line.
All I knew was that my father was disappearing. And even after everything he’d done, I felt a grief that made no sense. It sat heavy in my chest, confusing and painful, like mourning someone who was still alive.
Because children grieve the parents they wish they had right alongside the ones they actually lost. They grieve the dad who should have protected them, the dad who should have been safe, the dad who existed only in their imagination. And that grief is real, even when the person they’re grieving never truly existed at all.
[bookmark: _ctuke774gqev]Chapter Thirteen: When He Left, She Left Too
When he left Utah, my mom left too.
Not physically—she stayed. She still woke up every morning, made meals, paid bills, kept us alive. Her hands still moved through the familiar motions of motherhood, but there was a distance now, a fog that settled between her and the world.
But emotionally, something in her dimmed. Collapsed. Folded inward.
She was exhausted in ways she didn’t know how to say out loud. The kind of exhaustion that sleep couldn’t fix, that weekends couldn’t touch. It lived in her bones, in the set of her shoulders, in the way she stared past us sometimes like she was seeing something we couldn’t.
She had carried chaos for so long her body didn’t remember peace. For years, she had been the buffer between us and his rage, the one who absorbed the worst of him so we wouldn’t have to. She had learned to read his moods like weather patterns, to adjust herself accordingly, to make herself smaller or louder depending on what the moment required.
She had survived him, but survival had cost her something she couldn’t name. And now that he was gone, she didn’t know how to exist without the constant vigilance, without the fear that had shaped every decision she’d made for years. The crisis was over, but her body hadn’t gotten the message yet. She was still braced for impact, still waiting for the next disaster, still unable to fully exhale.
[bookmark: _z4anphloblsq]Part One: The Breaking
[bookmark: _1atbwfv8o7k0]Chapter Fourteen: The Cost of Survival
Survival had cost her pieces of herself she would never get back.
I felt her absence every day. Not the physical kind—she was there, standing in the kitchen, folding laundry, asking about homework. But there was an emotional distance I couldn’t bridge, no matter how hard I tried. She existed somewhere behind a curtain I couldn’t pull back, couldn’t even touch.
I needed her desperately. The way children need their mothers—to be seen, to be held, to be told that everything would be okay even when it wouldn’t be. But she was too tired to be needed. Too busy holding the fragile world together with her bare hands to hold me too. Her energy went to keeping us fed, keeping us safe, keeping the walls from caving in. There was nothing left over for softness.
So I learned to stop asking. I stopped reaching out for comfort that never came. Stopped expecting the tenderness I saw in other mothers when they picked up their children from school or kissed scraped knees.
Because in our house, love was something you tiptoed around, not something you leaned into. It was there—I think it was there—but it was buried under layers of exhaustion and survival and fear. Love was the thing we protected by not asking too much of it, by not demanding it show itself in ways that cost too much energy.
The divorce didn’t free us like I thought it would. It just changed the shape of the silence. The tension took on a different quality—less explosive, maybe, but somehow more permanent. Like a scar that replaces a wound.
And I never got to say goodbye. Not to him, not really. Not to who I’d been before him—the version of me that might have grown up differently, lighter, less afraid. And not to the mother who was fighting her own ghosts, the woman she’d been before survival became her full-time job.

[bookmark: _7sbufbqfrne5]Chapter fifteen: Dad’s Volcano
If my dad was anything, he was unpredictable.
His anger didn’t just show up—it burst into the room like something alive and hungry. It exploded. It took up space like a natural disaster we had to survive rather than understand, something we weathered instead of reasoned with.
He didn’t walk into rooms—he shifted the ground under them. The air changed when he arrived. You could feel it in your chest, in the way conversations died mid-sentence, in the way we all became smaller, quieter, more careful.
He was a human volcano: silent one minute, seething the next, erupting without warning. There was no predicting when the pressure would build too high, when the mountain would blow. And we were the children learning how to live with ash in our lungs, learning to read the tremors, learning to brace ourselves against the heat.
[bookmark: _uyrd5a4gr4ss]Terror Was My First Language
I didn’t grow up afraid of the dark or monsters under the bed. Those fears seemed almost quaint, almost manageable compared to what lived in my house.
I grew up afraid of everything.
I remember having nightmares every single night. Not occasionally, not during stressful periods—every single night. Dreams where he came into our house with violence in his hands, killed everyone I loved, and left me alone with the bodies and the silence and the knowledge that I couldn’t save them. Dreams where I hid in closets with my hand over my mouth, behind doors with my heart hammering so loud I was sure he could hear it, under blankets that felt paper-thin against the danger.
I was always trying to be invisible, trying to be smaller than I already was, trying to fold myself into corners and shadows where rage couldn’t find me.
But in the dreams, his footsteps found me anyway. They always did.
And the nightmare never fully ended when I woke up. The fear just changed shape, became something I carried in daylight. Because during the day, danger didn’t come from shadows or imagination. It was real and solid and present.
It sat at the dinner table.
It drove the car.
It kissed my mom on the cheek in public, played the role of husband and father where others could see.
[bookmark: _7hkycdfy18of]Constant Vigilance Was My Childhood
I lived every day with the unshakeable belief that someone I loved could be harmed at any moment. Not as a vague possibility but as a concrete certainty, something I had to prepare for, something I had to prevent if I could just be watchful enough, careful enough, good enough.
If my siblings were even five minutes late coming home, I panicked. My mind raced through every terrible scenario—car accidents, abductions, violence. I watched the clock like it held answers, listened for the sound of the door opening, the sound that meant they were safe for another day.
If my mom didn’t answer the phone right away, I imagined the worst. My stomach dropped, my hands shook. I called again and again until she picked up, until I could hear her voice and know she was still okay, still breathing, still there.
If there was shouting, a slammed door, or a sudden silence that fell too heavy—my heart sprinted ahead of me. I was a child living with the certainty that harm was always one breath away, one wrong word away, one bad moment away from destroying everything.
I appointed myself the guardian of my family’s safety, though I was too small to guard anything. I listened through walls. I memorized patterns. I learned the difference between dangerous silence and safe silence, between the footsteps that meant nothing and the footsteps that meant everything.
I was seven, eight, nine years old—and I was exhausted from a job I’d never asked for but couldn’t quit.

[bookmark: _rlry52do2obj]Chapter Sixteen: The Weight of Watching
People talk about childhood like it’s supposed to be carefree, like it’s some golden time of innocence and play. Mine was neither innocent nor carefree. It was vigilant. It was a constant state of watchfulness that carved itself into my bones and changed the way I moved through the world.
I learned to read rooms before I entered them. I learned to gauge moods from the set of shoulders, the tone of a greeting, the length of a pause. I became fluent in danger, in the small signs that preceded eruption.
My childhood wasn’t about playing or exploring or discovering who I was. It was about survival. It was about making myself small enough to avoid attention, good enough to avoid criticism, quiet enough to avoid rage.
And somehow, impossibly, I also tried to be big enough to protect the people I loved—even though I was just a child myself, even though protection wasn’t my job, even though I failed at it every single time.
[bookmark: _i0vi2ahblzo8]Chapter Seventeen: The Body Remembers
And my body never forgot it.
Not then, when I was small and powerless, watching the world through eyes that had learned too early what fear looked like.
Not years later, when I thought I had escaped, when I convinced myself that distance and time had erased the marks he left on me.
Not even now, decades removed from those moments, when I should be free but find myself still carrying the weight of what he did.
The body remembers what the mind tries to forget. It holds onto trauma like a photograph, preserving every detail with cruel precision. My nervous system became an archive of terror, cataloging each moment of fear, each instance of unpredictability, each time I wondered if this would be the day something terrible finally happened.
I’ve read that trauma lives in the body, that it embeds itself in our cells, our tissues, our very bones. I used to think that was poetic language, a metaphor meant to help people understand something abstract. But now I know it’s literal. Now I understand that my body became a museum of moments I never asked to preserve.
[bookmark: _t0agqjksxf28]Chapter Nineteen: Fear Was Entertainment to Him
He didn’t just scare us by accident—he enjoyed it.
There was intention behind every act of terror. A deliberate quality to the way he manufactured our fear and then fed off it, like he was drawing energy from our panic. He treated fear like a joke, a game, a form of entertainment designed specifically for his amusement.
He would drive us near cliffs, dangerously close, the tires spitting gravel over the edge while my sister and I sat frozen in the backseat. Our hands would grip whatever we could find—the door handle, the seat, each other—as if our small fingers could somehow anchor us to safety.
He’d laugh—a loud, delighted laugh that seemed to fill the entire car—and say things like:
”What if I just drove us off right now?”
”Wouldn’t that be wild?”
”I wonder what would happen if I just let go of the wheel.”
Like our terror was the punchline to a joke only he understood. Like our lives were props in his performance, objects he could manipulate for his own entertainment. Like hurting us emotionally didn’t count if he did it with a smile, if he framed it as play, if he could later claim he was just kidding around.
And the scariest part wasn’t the cliffs—wasn’t the very real possibility of the car going over the edge, of us tumbling through space, of everything ending in an instant.
No, the scariest part was the fact that I believed he might actually do it.
I genuinely didn’t know if he would stop. I couldn’t predict whether this was the time he’d take the game too far, whether his need for our fear would override his basic instinct for self-preservation. When you’re a child and your parent teaches you that your safety is negotiable, that your terror is funny, that your life is less important than their momentary amusement, you grow up believing safety doesn’t exist anywhere.
You learn that the world is fundamentally unsafe, that the people who should protect you might be the very ones who hurt you, that love and fear can exist in the same space, tangled together until you can’t separate one from the other.
[bookmark: _8ukbccwsqww1]Chapter Seven: Anxiety Took Up Residence in My Body
All that fear, all that unpredictability, all that emotional whiplash—it didn’t leave when he did.
It didn’t pack its bags and walk out the door when he finally disappeared from our lives. It didn’t dissolve with time or distance or the passage of years. Instead, it transformed. It found new ways to exist inside me.
It sank into my muscles, tightening them into knots I still can’t fully release. It altered my breath, making it shallow and quick, always preparing for danger. It changed my heartbeat, teaching it to race at the smallest provocation. It invaded my sleep, turning rest into another battlefield where I had to stay alert. It settled into my shoulders, which now live somewhere near my ears, perpetually braced for impact. It made a home in my stomach, which learned to stay in knots, to reject food during stress, to signal danger even when there was none. It rewired my nervous system entirely, convincing it that the world was still as dangerous as it had been when I was small.
Sometimes, even now, anxiety moves through me like it still believes he might walk into the room at any moment. My body doesn’t differentiate between past danger and present safety. It doesn’t understand that he’s gone, that I’m grown, that I have agency now in ways I never did then.
It only knows that danger used to be everywhere, unpredictable and inescapable, so it stays alert—always scanning, always preparing, always ready for the next crisis.
Even when I’m tired, when exhaustion seeps into my bones and all I want is rest, my body refuses to let down its guard.
Even when I’m safe, when I’m in my own home with locked doors and people who love me, my nervous system insists there’s still a threat.
Even when I’m trying to rest, actively working to relax, to breathe deeply, to convince my body that this moment is okay, it resists, clinging to its vigilance like a life raft.
Sometimes I wake up with that same old panic in my chest, the sensation so familiar it’s almost nostalgic in the worst possible way. My brain whispering its ancient warnings:
“Something bad is coming. Stay alert. Don’t let your guard down. It’s not safe yet.”
Because for most of my childhood, something bad always was coming. The danger was real, constant, unpredictable. My body learned those lessons well, and now it won’t unlearn them, no matter how much I tell it the war is over.
[bookmark: _qf33p6aun9ll]Chapter Twenty: Hypervigilance Became My Superpower and My Curse
I became a master of reading people—not because I wanted to, but because I had to.
I learned to decode their mood before they walked into a room, picking up on the subtlest shifts in energy. I studied their tone like a language, understanding that the same words could mean entirely different things depending on how they were delivered. I watched the direction of their eyes, knowing that where someone looked could predict what they were about to do. I monitored the tension in their jaw, recognizing that small movements there signaled larger storms brewing beneath the surface.
I could predict an explosion before anyone else sensed the spark. I became so attuned to the warning signs that I could feel a shift in the atmosphere the way some people can sense an approaching storm. The air would change. The energy would shift. And I would know, with a certainty that lived in my bones, that something was about to happen.
People called me intuitive, sensitive, perceptive, mature for my age. Adults would marvel at how well I understood people, how easily I navigated complex emotional situations, how I always seemed to know what others needed.
But it wasn’t maturity—it was survival.
It wasn’t wisdom beyond my years—it was terror disguised as skill.
It wasn’t a gift—it was a defense mechanism, honed through necessity, sharpened by fear.
I learned to protect myself with anticipation, always staying three steps ahead of danger. With silence, understanding that being quiet made me less of a target. With obedience, learning that compliance could sometimes buy safety. With disappearing, making myself so small and unobtrusive that maybe, just maybe, I’d be overlooked when the storm hit.
I kept the peace by erasing myself, by becoming whatever the room needed me to be, by abandoning my own needs and desires in favor of stability.
And while that kept me alive, while those skills helped me survive a childhood that might have otherwise broken me, it also stole parts of me I’m still trying to reclaim—
My ease, the ability to move through the world without constant calculation.
My joy, the capacity to feel happiness without waiting for it to be taken away.
My sense of safety, the belief that I can exist without constantly preparing for disaster.
My right to take up space without apology, to have needs and wants and boundaries without feeling like I’m asking for too much.
These are the pieces of myself I’m slowly, painfully, gathering back. Some days I find fragments. Some days I discover parts I didn’t even know were missing. And some days, I mourn the child I might have been if fear hadn’t taught me to disappear.
[bookmark: _3qj0n1wkqhha]Chapter Twenty-One: His Volcano Lived in Me Long After He Was Gone
Even after he left the state, even after the house grew quieter, even after we locked the doors at night and knew he wasn’t coming home—he still lived in my nervous system.
Because trauma doesn’t end when the traumatic person leaves. It stays, echoing in the body, rewriting how you see the world, rewiring how you trust others, redefining what you think love feels like.
And I grew up thinking this was normal. That being scared all the time was normal. That being anxious was normal. That nightmares were normal. That driving near cliffs while your father laughed was normal.
It wasn’t normal. But it was mine.
The house felt different without him, but not in the way you might expect. It wasn’t lighter. It wasn’t safer. It was just emptier, hollowed out, like a shell left behind after something violent had crawled out of it. The silence that filled the rooms wasn’t peaceful—it was watchful, waiting. I kept expecting him to walk through the door, to hear his footsteps on the stairs, to feel the air shift the way it always did when he entered a room.
My body remembered him even when my mind tried to forget. My heart would race at the sound of a car door slamming. My muscles would tense at raised voices on television. I learned to sleep lightly, always half-awake, always listening. Even in dreams, I couldn’t escape him. He was there in the shadows, in the undertow, in the sudden drop of my stomach when I woke up gasping.
The therapists I would see years later called it hypervigilance. They explained how trauma rewires the brain, how the nervous system gets stuck in survival mode, how the body keeps the score long after the threat is gone. But as a child, I had no words for what I was experiencing. I only knew that I felt different from other kids. Wrong, somehow. Broken in a way I couldn’t explain.
I watched other children play without looking over their shoulders. I watched them laugh without checking to see who was watching. I watched them trust their parents, lean into hugs, believe in safety. And I wondered what that felt like, to move through the world without armor.
The nightmares came almost every night. Sometimes I was falling. Sometimes I was drowning. Sometimes I was in the car again, driving too fast toward the edge of a cliff, my father’s laughter ringing in my ears as the wheels left the ground. I would wake up drenched in sweat, my heart hammering, my throat raw from screaming or holding in screams—I could never remember which.
And it would take years—therapy, motherhood, queerness, boundaries, and a different kind of love—to learn that I deserved more than survival. That the way I had lived, the way I had been forced to adapt, wasn’t the only way to exist. That there were people in the world who didn’t live with volcanoes inside them, who didn’t flinch at sudden movements, who didn’t assume that love always came with conditions and consequences.
But that knowledge was still far off, buried under layers of learned behavior and inherited pain. For now, I was just a child trying to make sense of why the danger had left but the fear remained.

[bookmark: _89ufa41cmyl7]Chapter Twenty-Two: Silence in the Kitchen
My mom’s silence wasn’t quiet. It had weight. It had a pulse. It filled the kitchen like fog—not suffocating all at once, but slowly enough that you didn’t notice until breathing felt like work.
She loved me. I know that now. But when I was a child, her love was braided with her pain, and I didn’t know how to separate the two.
She moved through the house like a ghost, present but not really there. I would watch her standing at the sink, hands submerged in soapy water, staring out the window at nothing in particular. Sometimes she stood there so long the water would grow cold, and she wouldn’t notice until I said something. She would blink, startled, as if she’d forgotten where she was.
I learned to read her silences the way other children learned to read facial expressions. There was the tired silence, heavy and resigned. There was the angry silence, tight and brittle. There was the sad silence, the one that made her shoulders curve inward like she was trying to disappear into herself. And then there was the empty silence, the one that scared me most, because it meant she had gone somewhere I couldn’t follow.
[bookmark: _gtpun0ouwi3s]The Echo of Her Self-Hatred
I grew up hearing her tear herself apart out loud.
“I’m worthless.”
“I’m ugly.”
“No one could ever love someone like me.”
“You kids deserve better than this.”
She said it in front of us—like fact, not insecurity. She said it the way someone might comment on the weather, casual and certain, as if her worthlessness was simply the truth of things, unchangeable and obvious.
And I didn’t understand what that did to a child. How hearing your mother hate herself becomes a blueprint for how you learn to see yourself. If she was worthless, and I came from her—what hope was there for me?
I absorbed her words like scripture. I learned that women apologized for existing. That mothers were supposed to sacrifice everything, even their sense of self. That love meant enduring, surviving, holding on no matter how much it hurt. I learned that my needs were too much, that asking for attention was selfish, that taking up space was something to apologize for.
She would look in the mirror and catalog her flaws out loud, pointing to her stomach, her thighs, her face, listing everything she hated about herself with the dedication of someone taking inventory. I remember standing next to her once, maybe seven or eight years old, looking at our reflections side by side, and wondering when I would start hating myself the way she hated herself. It felt inevitable, like puberty or learning to drive—just another stage of becoming a woman.
Years later, I would recognize this pattern in myself. I would catch my own reflection and hear her voice in my head, her words coming out of my mouth. I would apologize for things that weren’t my fault. I would make myself smaller, quieter, less. And I would realize, with a grief that felt like drowning, how deeply her pain had rooted itself inside me.
[bookmark: _8t714231vq3g]After He Left, She Did Too
When my father was forced to leave Utah, a part of my mother went with him. Not the part that loved him—that part had been broken long before—but the part that fought.
She folded inward, quiet and exhausted, a woman too tired to stand guard anymore. She was there physically, moving through the house, keeping us alive—but emotionally, she drifted, and I felt the distance in my bones.
Before, even when things were bad, even when he was raging, there had been a kind of terrible energy to our household. Fear, yes, but also alertness. A constant state of readiness. We were all soldiers in the same war, and my mother, for all her brokenness, had been our captain.
But now the war was over, or at least the most visible enemy had retreated, and my mother didn’t know how to exist in peacetime. She had spent so many years braced for impact that when the impact stopped coming, she didn’t relax—she collapsed.
She slept more. She stared more. She spoke less. The house grew cluttered because she didn’t have the energy to clean it. Meals became simpler, more sporadic. Sometimes I would find her sitting in the dark, not crying, just sitting, and when I asked if she was okay, she would nod and say nothing.
I was too young to understand depression. Too young to recognize that my mother was drowning in plain sight. I only knew that I missed her, even though she was right there. I missed the version of her that used to sing while cooking, the one who used to braid my hair and tell me stories, the one who used to feel like a person and not just a shadow of one.
I tried to be good, thinking that might bring her back. I tried to be quiet, to not need anything, to take care of myself so she wouldn’t have to worry. I tried to fill the silence with my own chatter, hoping to pull her back to the surface. But nothing worked. She was unreachable, locked inside herself, and I was on the outside pressing my hands against the glass.
[bookmark: _s4lqt0l565fp]Being Sent Away
Around this time, my sisters moved in with my aunt and uncle.
I remember the day they left. We all pretended it was temporary, a summer visit that had simply been extended. But I could feel the permanence of it, the way you feel a door closing even when no one says goodbye.
My aunt and uncle lived in a bigger house with a yard and a trampoline. They had routines and rules and family dinners where everyone sat down together. They had stability, structure, the kind of household where children could exhale. My sisters needed that. I knew they needed that. But knowing didn’t make it hurt less.
Suddenly, the house was even quieter. My mother drifted further. And I was left wondering why I had stayed. Why I hadn’t been sent somewhere safer, somewhere better. Was I stronger than my sisters? Or was I simply more forgettable?
I told myself stories to make sense of it. Maybe I was being punished. Maybe I had done something wrong. Maybe if I had been a better daughter, a quieter child, a smaller burden, I would have been chosen too.
The truth, which I wouldn’t understand until much later, was that there was no logic to it. Trauma doesn’t distribute itself evenly. Families break in jagged, uneven ways, and sometimes you’re the one left holding the sharpest pieces simply because you happened to be standing in that spot when everything shattered.
I missed my sisters with an ache that had no name. I missed the sound of their voices, the way we used to huddle together in one bed when we were scared. I missed having allies, witnesses, people who understood without me having to explain. Now I was alone in the house with my mother’s silence and my father’s ghost, and I was learning what it meant to be truly lonely.
At night, I would lie in bed and imagine what my sisters were doing. I pictured them laughing at the dinner table, jumping on the trampoline, living a life that felt normal. And I was happy for them—genuinely, fiercely happy. But I also felt left behind, abandoned, as if I had been deemed unworthy of rescue.
It would take years for me to understand that being sent away and being left behind were two sides of the same trauma. That my sisters carried their own wounds from the separation. That there was no winning in a situation like ours, only different kinds of loss.
But for now, I was just a child in an empty house, learning to survive a different kind of silence.
[bookmark: _4adyzfm65a1z]Chapter Twenty Three: The Unwanted Guest
I did too, briefly.
It wasn’t a warm landing.
My aunt and uncle had favorites, and I was not one of them. From the moment I arrived, I could feel it—the way their eyes would skip over me at dinner, the way their laughter seemed reserved for everyone else. I felt like an afterthought, a guest with a ticking clock hovering above my head, a child who didn’t quite belong anywhere. The house was full of cousins and siblings, yet I moved through it like a ghost, unseen and unacknowledged.
Even though my mom would check in when she could—dropping by in brief bursts, sleeping there sometimes—her presence felt more like a breeze than an anchor. She’d arrive with apologies and tired eyes, stay for a night or two, and then vanish again into whatever chaos awaited her. I’d watch her leave and feel the loneliness settle back over me like a heavy blanket.
I felt alone in that house, surrounded by people, yet unseen. I’d sit at the dinner table and wonder if anyone would notice if I simply disappeared. I’d lie in bed at night, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of a family that wasn’t mine, aching for something I couldn’t name.
Eventually, I moved back home.
But home didn’t feel like home either.
Because by then, most of my siblings were living with my aunt and uncle, and I was back in the house mostly alone. The place that was supposed to be my refuge had become an echo chamber of absence. Rooms that once held voices and movement now held only silence and the weight of all the people who weren’t there anymore.
[bookmark: _dg66lycwsbrx]Chapter Twenty-Four: Graveyard Shifts and Children Left Behind
My mom worked graveyards to survive.
She’d leave around 10 p.m., right when the world turned dark and my fears woke up. I’d watch her gather her things—her purse, her keys, her tired resolve—and prepare to face another night of fluorescent lights and demanding customers. She’d hug me quickly, her arms thin and trembling, rush out the door, and leave me in a silent house with rooms full of shadows that felt too big for a child to occupy alone.
The click of the door locking behind her was the loneliest sound in the world.
I wasn’t just fending for myself. I was trying to keep myself alive in a house that felt abandoned, in a body that didn’t feel safe, with a mind full of nightmares and memories that didn’t know how to sleep. Every creak of the floorboards became a threat. Every gust of wind against the windows became an intruder. I’d move from room to room, checking locks, turning on lights, trying to make the house feel less empty, less dangerous.
And this is the part that breaks me even now:
At 10 years old, I wasn’t just parenting myself. I was watching after my mother, too. I had become her guardian, her keeper, the one responsible for making sure she survived the night and made it home to me.
[bookmark: _xiuy4v0x3uj]Chapter Twenty Five: Her Words Became My Nightmares
Before leaving for work, she’d say things like:
“You kids deserve better than me.”
“You’d be better off without me.”
“I shouldn’t even be here.”
She didn’t say it as a threat. She said it as a truth she believed, spoken quietly, almost to herself, as if she were confessing to the universe. But to a child, those words were earthquakes. They shattered the fragile ground beneath my feet and left me falling through darkness with nothing to hold onto.
I didn’t hear self-loathing.
I heard prophecy.
I heard danger.
I heard a promise that one day she might not come back at all, and it would be my fault for not stopping her, for not being enough to make her want to stay.
So I’d wait.
And wait.
And wait.
[bookmark: _rw2i2v4osidn]Chapter Twenty-Six: The Nighttime Vigil
Every night, after she drove away, I’d sit in the living room, curled up on the couch, watching the door, listening for sounds. The hours stretched out like years. Time moved differently in that darkness—slowly, painfully, each minute an eternity of worry.
I was terrified she would die on her way home. Terrified something would happen to her—a car accident, a robbery, a moment of despair that would tip her over the edge. Terrified she meant what she said, that tonight would be the night she decided we really would be better off without her.
I’d call her work—her store—over and over again, just to hear her voice, just to make sure she was still alive. The phone would ring and ring, and I’d hold my breath, praying she’d answer. When she did, I’d make up excuses—I needed to know when she’d be home, I forgot to tell her something, I just wanted to say goodnight again. She never knew the real reason. She never knew I was checking to make sure she was still breathing, still in this world, still mine.
The phone became my lifeline, the cord stretching between my terror and her survival. It was the only thing that connected us through those long, dark hours. It was the only thing that kept me from drowning in the fear that consumed me.
And when dawn finally broke and I heard her key in the lock, I’d pretend I’d been asleep the whole time. I’d pretend I was a normal child who didn’t spend the night keeping watch over her mother’s life. I’d pretend my heart wasn’t still racing, my hands weren’t still shaking, my mind wasn’t already preparing for the next night’s vigil.
Because that’s what children do when they have no choice.
They survive.
They pretend.
They wait.
[bookmark: _jdh378q8ipm4]Chapter Twenty-Seven: Waiting for Her Keys in the Dark
I’d stay awake until the sun hinted at the horizon and her keys finally jingled in the door. Only then could I exhale. Only then could my small body relax into the worn couch cushions, my vigilance finally released like a breath I’d been holding for hours.
I wasn’t afraid of the dark.
I was afraid of being alone in it.
The darkness itself didn’t scare me—it was the emptiness that came with it. The way the house seemed to hold its breath alongside me. The way every creak of the floorboards made my heart leap, hoping it was her, knowing it wasn’t. The way silence has a weight to it when you’re a child and the only adult in your world has vanished into the night again.
I wasn’t afraid of monsters under the bed or in the closet. Those felt manageable, almost comforting in their predictability.
I was afraid of losing the one person I had left—even if she was barely there.
Even if “there” meant a body that came home but a mind that had already left. Even if her presence was more absence than comfort. Even if I had to parse her moods like a weather system, learning to read the barometric pressure of her sighs, the approaching storm in her silence.
But she was mine. She was all I had. And the thought of losing even that threadbare connection felt like it would unravel me completely.
So I stayed awake. Night after night. A tiny sentry posted at the window of our too-quiet house, keeping watch over a mother who couldn’t keep watch over herself—or me.
[bookmark: _mz5r444g1ouc]How Her Silence Rewrote My Worth
Her silence taught me things she never meant to teach. These lessons sank into my bones without words, without intention, without either of us understanding what was happening.
That love can disappear. Not just romantically, not just between adults, but the kind of love that’s supposed to be unconditional. The kind that’s supposed to be a given. I learned that even a mother’s love could evaporate like morning dew, leaving you thirsty and uncertain.
That being a burden is the worst thing you can be. I learned to make myself small, quiet, easy. I learned that my needs had weight, and that weight could crush the fragile scaffolding holding our life together. So I became light. I became invisible. I became nothing.
That needing too much makes people leave. So I needed less. And then less than that. Until I wasn’t sure I needed anything at all, until the act of wanting felt like a betrayal of the careful balance I’d created.
That caretaking is how you earn safety. Love wasn’t free—it was transactional. I could earn my keep by being useful, by anticipating needs, by managing crises, by becoming a child-sized adult who could hold space for everyone’s pain but her own.
That being vigilant keeps people alive. If I watched carefully enough, worried hard enough, stayed awake long enough, maybe I could prevent disaster through sheer force of attention. Maybe my anxiety was a superpower. Maybe it was the only thing standing between my mother and oblivion.
That no one is coming unless you call and call and call. And maybe not even then.
I learned not to cry. Tears required someone to witness them, someone to care. Tears were an invitation that might never be answered, and the unanswered invitation hurt worse than swallowing the sadness whole.
Not to ask. Questions revealed need, and need revealed weakness, and weakness meant you might be left behind.
Not to want. Wanting was dangerous. Wanting opened you up to disappointment. Better to kill desire before it could grow roots.
Her silence shaped me into someone who could survive anything by feeling nothing.
Her absence shaped me into someone who believed presence was a gift you had to earn, not a right you were born with.
Her pain shaped me into an emotional archaeologist, always digging through the rubble of other people’s hurt, trying to find the treasure of their healing underneath.
Her endurance shaped me too—but the endurance came later. Later, I would see her strength. Later, I would understand what it meant that she survived at all. Later, I would recognize the courage it took to keep breathing through the kind of grief that makes breathing feel impossible.
But at the time, I was just a child standing guard over a mother who couldn’t stand guard over herself. I was just a small body filled with too much fear, too much responsibility, too much awareness of how quickly everything could fall apart.
[bookmark: _g5jrvq8jxpw4]The Mother I Have Now
Our relationship now is imperfect, honest, patched together with conversations neither of us were ready to have until adulthood.
We’ve found each other again—in the pieces, in the apologies, in the messy truth of who we both were and who we’ve become. It took years. It took therapy—mine and hers. It took me establishing boundaries that felt cruel but were necessary. It took her doing her own work, facing her own demons, learning to show up differently.
I see her humanity now. Not the cardboard cutout villain that a hurt child creates to make sense of pain, but a full person. Complex. Flawed. Doing her best with tools that were broken before she ever picked them up.
I see her wounds—the ones that predated me, the ones that made her the mother she was. The generational trauma passed down like a family heirloom nobody wanted but everyone received anyway.
Her resilience. God, her resilience. The fact that she survived her own childhood. The fact that she got up every day even when getting up felt impossible. The fact that she loved me as much as she could with a heart that was mostly scar tissue.
Her heart. Which was always there, even when I couldn’t feel it. Even when it was buried under depression and grief and the kind of exhaustion that makes you a ghost in your own life.
But I also honor the child I once was—the one who stayed awake all night in a silent house waiting for her mother to come home alive.
That child deserved safety. She deserved to sleep without fear knotting her stomach. She deserved a home that felt like shelter instead of a place where she was the only one on watch.
She deserved comfort. Soft words. Gentle touches. The kind of soothing that tells a child the world isn’t as scary as it seems because someone bigger and stronger is handling the scary parts.
She deserved protection. From the chaos. From the uncertainty. From having to parent her own parent.
She deserved to sleep. To close her eyes without wondering if someone would be there in the morning. To rest without vigilance. To be a child instead of a sentry.
And slowly—through therapy, boundaries, queer joy, and my own mothering—I’m learning to give her what she never had.
I’m learning to let the child inside me finally sleep. To tell her that the watching is over. That someone else is keeping guard now, and that someone is me—the adult version, the one who’s learned to protect her the way she needed protecting all along.
I’m learning to parent myself with the tenderness I never received. And in doing so, I’m learning what it means to break a cycle, to stop passing pain down the line, to choose healing even when it’s harder than simply surviving.
[bookmark: _2bnlfy7ngsh0]Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Purity Trap
There was a moment, maybe around twelve or thirteen, when I looked in the mirror and thought: I’m not like the other girls.
But not in the cute, quirky, Disney-movie kind of way. Not in a way that earned me a spotlight or made me special in the way that gets celebrated. Not in the “chosen one” narrative that Hollywood loves to sell.
In a way that made me panic—quietly, carefully. In a way that felt like a secret I’d die before telling.
I didn’t have the word queer. Not yet. That word felt like it belonged to other people, braver people, people in cities far away from the small town where I was growing up. People who wore their difference like armor. People who weren’t afraid.
I didn’t even know that was a thing—that you could be a girl and want girls. That you could exist somewhere between the rigid categories everyone else seemed to fit into so easily. That there was language for what I felt, community for what I was becoming.
But I knew this: I was drawn to things I wasn’t supposed to like.
The way I looked at certain girls in the locker room—not with envy exactly, but with something that felt dangerous. Something that made my skin hot and my stomach flip. Something I couldn’t name but knew instinctively to hide.
I wanted short shorts. Not because they were fashionable, but because I wanted to see how they looked on my body. Because I wanted to feel desirable in a way that felt forbidden. Because I wanted to test the boundaries of what was allowed, what was acceptable, what marked you as “good” versus something else.
I wanted piercings. I wanted to mark my body as my own, to claim it with metal and intention. To signal something to the world—though I didn’t know what. To say: I’m here, I’m different, I’m not playing by your rules.
But more than any of that, I wanted to want freely. Without shame. Without the constant monitoring of whether my desires were pure enough, normal enough, safe enough.
I wanted to stop translating every feeling through the filter of: Is this okay? Am I still good if I feel this? Will I lose love if I become this?
I wanted to stop being afraid of myself.
But in a world that taught girls that their bodies were landmines and their desires were dangerous, in a community where purity culture wrapped itself around us like barbed wire disguised as protection, I learned to be very, very afraid.
And that fear would shape the next decade of my life in ways I couldn’t yet imagine.
[bookmark: _jkx8l9vy57jg]Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Weight of Unspoken Words
I wanted to say fuck without flinching.
That was the first rebellion I could name—the desire to let a single word roll off my tongue without the automatic clench of guilt that followed. It seemed like such a small thing, really. Just a word. But in my world, words had weight. They had consequences. And some words, once spoken, couldn’t be taken back.
And somewhere under all that—buried beneath the careful layers of who I was supposed to be—I noticed something else.
My eyes lingered a little too long on Hilary Duff.
It wasn’t dramatic. There was no lightning bolt moment, no sudden revelation. Just a quiet noticing, the kind that sits in your peripheral vision and refuses to look away. The way she moved. The confidence she carried. Something about her made my heart beat a little faster, made me pay attention in a way I couldn’t quite explain.
But I told myself it was just admiration.
Admiration was safe. Admiration was normal. Girls admired other girls all the time—their style, their confidence, the way they seemed to move through the world without apology. That’s all it was. That’s what I told myself, over and over, until the story became truth.
I didn’t have another story to put it in.
Being gay?
Not even on my radar.
Not in my house, where certain things simply weren’t discussed. Not in my church, where the path was narrow and clearly marked. Not in Utah, where the landscape itself seemed to reinforce the rules—vast, beautiful, and unforgiving all at once.
The idea that I could be anything other than straight, obedient, modest, and nice was so far outside the rules I didn’t even know it had a name.
There was no template for it. No example to follow. The world I lived in had categories, boxes with clear labels, and I was supposed to fit neatly into one of them. Deviation wasn’t just discouraged—it was unthinkable. So I didn’t think about it. I couldn’t afford to.
[bookmark: _r5parjza4ir3]Obedience Was the Currency of Survival
From the beginning, the church taught me that purity was everything.
It was the cornerstone, the foundation upon which everything else was built. Purity wasn’t just about actions—it was about thoughts, intentions, the secret desires that lived in the corners of your heart where no one else could see. But God could see. God was always watching.
That if I stayed clean—if I never touched, never questioned, never wanted—I’d be worthy.
Worthy of God’s love, which felt conditional and earned rather than freely given. Worthy of a husband’s love, though I couldn’t yet imagine what that would look like. Worthy of maybe even my own love, though self-love was never really part of the conversation. It was always about being worthy for someone else, for something else, for a future version of myself that would finally be acceptable.
And I’d already learned at home that being “good” was how you stayed safe.
Home had its own rules, its own invisible lines you learned not to cross. Being good meant being quiet when you needed to be quiet, invisible when visibility felt dangerous, compliant when compliance kept the peace. It meant reading the room, anticipating needs, smoothing over rough edges before they could cut anyone.
So I got good at obedience.
Perfect at it.
Scary good.
I became a kind of prodigy at it, actually. I could sense what was expected before anyone said it out loud. I could mold myself to fit any expectation, any role, any version of acceptable that the moment required. It became second nature, automatic, like breathing.
I buried every instinct that made me feel alive.
The ones that told me to speak up, to take up space, to trust what I knew in my bones to be true. I learned to distrust my own knowing, to question every impulse that didn’t align with what I’d been taught. And slowly, methodically, I disappeared myself.
Because obedience wasn’t about connection.
It was never really about love or belonging or genuine relationship. Those would have required authenticity, vulnerability, the messy reality of who I actually was.
It was about erasure.
It was about becoming so small, so contained, so perfectly molded to expectation that there was no room left for the real me. And the most dangerous part was how good I got at it, how natural it became, until I almost forgot there had ever been anything to erase.
[bookmark: _ea8oy4o16l1j]The Shame Started Young
Thirteen was when shame really moved in.
Not as a visitor, but as a permanent resident. It unpacked its bags, rearranged the furniture, and made itself comfortable in every corner of my consciousness. Shame became the lens through which I saw everything, coloring every thought, every feeling, every moment of existence.
I didn’t call it that—didn’t have the language yet to name what was happening inside me. I just knew I was “bad” in ways I couldn’t explain.
Bad was a feeling more than a fact. It lived in my chest, heavy and constant, a low-grade hum of wrongness that never quite went away. Other girls seemed to move through the world with an ease I couldn’t access, a lightness I couldn’t imagine. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just be normal?
I liked things I wasn’t supposed to like.
Clothes that showed too much skin—the ones that made me feel powerful instead of modest, that celebrated the body instead of hiding it. I’d see them in magazines or on television and feel a pull, a desire to inhabit that kind of confidence, to claim that kind of space.
Songs with swearing—the raw ones, the honest ones, the ones that didn’t sanitize emotion or pretend everything was fine. Music that felt real in a way that my carefully curated world didn’t.
The idea of being loud, unapologetic, free—everything I’d been taught not to be. The thought of taking up space without apology, of speaking without filtering, of existing without constantly checking whether I was being too much or not enough.
And while I didn’t think ”I’m gay”—that word still felt foreign, belonging to other people, other lives, other stories—I knew I was drawn to girls in a way that wasn’t quite “normal.”
It was in the way my attention caught and held. The way certain girls made my pulse quicken, made me hyperaware of their presence in a room. The way I wanted to be near them, to know them, to be known by them. It felt different from friendship, though I tried to convince myself that’s all it was.
But I didn’t let myself know it.
Knowing would require acknowledgment. Acknowledgment would require action. Action would require a courage I didn’t possess. So I built walls inside my own mind, creating compartments for thoughts I couldn’t afford to think, feelings I couldn’t afford to feel.
Because if you never say it out loud, maybe it can’t be true. Right?
That was the logic I lived by. Silence as protection. Denial as survival. If I never gave voice to what I suspected, never let the words form on my tongue, then maybe I could keep it contained. Maybe I could control it. Maybe I could make it go away.
So I hid.
I became a master at hiding things before I even had the words to describe them.
Hiding became my superpower and my prison. I learned to school my features, to control my gaze, to monitor every reaction and response. I became an expert at performance, at playing the role of the girl everyone expected me to be.
I didn’t just hide my curiosity—that dangerous interest in girls, in freedom, in lives that looked nothing like mine.
I hid my joy—the unfiltered kind, the kind that bubbled up without permission, the kind that made me loud and bright and unapologetically present.
My boldness—those moments when I wanted to speak up, to challenge, to question the things that didn’t make sense. I learned to swallow those impulses, to smile and nod instead.
My instincts—the gut feelings that told me something was wrong, or right, or true. I learned to override them, to trust the external rules more than my internal compass.
My knowing—that deep, wordless understanding that lived in my bones, the one that knew things before my mind could articulate them.
I wanted so badly to belong that I was willing to abandon myself to get there.
And that was the cruelest part of all. Not that I was being asked to be someone else, but that I was volunteering for it. That I was actively participating in my own erasure, convinced it was the only way to be loved, to be safe, to be acceptable. I traded authenticity for belonging, not realizing that belonging without authenticity isn’t belonging at all.
[bookmark: _ghlpd6arkdk8]My Body Was a Battleground
Everything about my body became suspicious.
It was no longer just mine—it was territory to be monitored, controlled, contained. My body was a problem to be solved, a source of potential sin, a liability I carried with me everywhere I went. It couldn’t be trusted to behave appropriately, to stay within acceptable boundaries, to not betray me with its wants and needs.
I was told modesty was protection.
That covering up kept me safe from unwanted attention, from objectification, from the male gaze that I was somehow responsible for managing. Modesty was framed as empowerment, as taking control, as choosing dignity over display. But it never felt like a choice. It felt like a requirement, a non-negotiable condition of acceptability.
That covering up was safety—safety from judgment, from speculation, from being seen as one of those girls who didn’t respect themselves. As if showing skin was the same as showing disrespect. As if my body was inherently shameful, something that needed to be hidden to be honorable.
That too much skin was a sin wrapped in temptation—not just my sin, but a sin I inflicted on others. I was responsible not only for my own purity but for the thoughts and actions of anyone who might look at me. My body was dangerous. My body was a weapon. My body was something I needed to apologize for simply by existing.
So I made myself small.
Contained.
Shapeless.
I chose clothes that hid rather than revealed, that erased rather than celebrated. Oversized shirts that swallowed my frame. Pants that hung loose instead of showing curves. Layers upon layers, as if enough fabric could create enough distance between me and the world.
I learned to cross my arms over my chest—a protective gesture that became habitual, automatic, a way of shielding myself from view even when no one was looking.
To lower my eyes—avoiding direct eye contact, keeping my gaze down, making myself less visible, less present, less there.
To fold in on myself—making my body smaller, taking up less space, curling inward as if I could disappear if I just compressed enough.
And underneath all that modesty—
[bookmark: _u3y7slh3se74]Chapter Thirty: Burying the Wild Girl
I was a teenager who wanted to be wild.
But wild was dangerous. Wild was shameful. Wild was wrong.
So I buried her too.
I buried the version of myself that wanted to run barefoot in the rain, laugh too loud in church hallways, and dance without worrying if anyone was watching. I buried the girl who wanted to ask questions that didn’t have neat answers, who wanted to push boundaries just to see what was on the other side. That girl—the one with fire in her chest and rebellion in her smile—she had to go.
Because I’d already learned what happened to girls like that.
They got talked about. They got corrected. They got pulled aside after youth group and told to be more careful, more quiet, more controlled. They got labeled. And the labels were never kind.
So instead of becoming her, I became someone else entirely. Someone safe. Someone acceptable. Someone who knew how to shrink herself down to fit into spaces that were never meant to hold her whole.
I became very good at pretending.
And pretending became my survival.

[bookmark: _eptxpbp8y7ik]Chapter Thirty One: Sexual Curiosity Became a Secret Life
At first, I even buried desire for men.
Because any kind of sexual thought—even about boys—was sin.
Sex wasn’t talked about with openness or nuance. It wasn’t something you explored or understood or even gently questioned. It was something you saved, suppressed, ignored. It was always “too early,” “too much,” “too impure.” It was a line you didn’t cross, a door you didn’t open, a conversation that ended before it began.
So when those feelings started bubbling up—curiosity, fantasy, hormones—I panicked.
I didn’t know how to handle wanting anything. Even if it was “heterosexual,” even if it fit neatly into the box I was supposed to check, it still felt dangerous. It still felt like something I shouldn’t be thinking about. Like something that made me dirty just for wondering.
I didn’t feel safe in my body. Didn’t feel safe with desire. Didn’t feel safe asking questions.
So I tried to kill those thoughts too.
But they kept coming. They always do.
And eventually… curiosity won.
Not in some dramatic, rebellious way—in a quiet, creeping way. Like water finding cracks in concrete. Like roots breaking through pavement. Slow and steady and impossible to stop.
I started to get more and more curious about sex. Not because I was trying to break rules—but because I wanted to understand myself. I wanted to know what the big secret was. Why it felt both thrilling and terrifying. Why everyone seemed to talk around it but never about it. Why my body felt things my mind wasn’t allowed to name.
But instead of giving me answers, my curiosity just multiplied my shame.
I felt guilty for wondering. Guilty for wanting. Guilty for thinking about things no “worthy” girl should think about.
So I didn’t talk about it. Didn’t ask anyone. Didn’t admit it.
I just added it to the growing pile of parts of myself I shoved in a box and locked shut. Another secret. Another thing to manage. Another piece of me that didn’t fit the script I’d been handed.
Curiosity became another thing I had to hide.
And secrecy became my religion.

[bookmark: _rweqrl4dea1a]Chapter Thirty-Two: Trying Harder to Be Normal
I thought if I prayed enough, obeyed enough, smiled enough—I could crush whatever was wrong with me.
That maybe everyone else had this same secret ache. That maybe I wasn’t different—just bad at being good. That maybe if I read my Bible more, memorized more verses, volunteered more at church, the feelings would fade. That I could pray them away. That God would fix me if I just tried hard enough.
So I tried harder.
I performed perfection. I became the girl who always had the right answer in Sunday school, who never missed a service, who knew how to look peaceful even when my insides were screaming. I learned to smile at the right moments, nod at the right times, say “amen” with conviction even when I wasn’t sure I believed it.
I thought maybe if I could just be normal enough, good enough, faithful enough—the rest would fall into place.
But the ache didn’t go away.
It just got quieter. Heavier. Harder to carry.
Because queerness doesn’t leave when you suppress it. It doesn’t vanish because you ignore it. It doesn’t die just because you want it to.
It just waits for you to be ready.
And I wasn’t ready. Not yet.
Not even close.

[bookmark: _aaj5hn58cgnx]Chapter Four: The Seeds Were Already There
Even though I didn’t name it, the truth was already blooming.
In the way I looked at girls. In the way my heart skipped when certain friends hugged me a little too long. In the way I noticed details about them that I told myself didn’t mean anything—the curve of a smile, the way someone laughed, the softness in their voice when they said my name.
In the way I rejected rules that didn’t make sense. In the way I questioned teachings that felt cruel. In the way I couldn’t stop asking “why” even when I was told that faith didn’t work that way.
The seeds were already there.
Buried deep, covered in shame, hidden under layers of performance and prayer.
But seeds don’t care if you want them to grow.
They just do.
And mine were already taking root.
[bookmark: _3uworn4rxxdd]Chapter 6: The First Time I Chose Myself
By the time I got to high school, the mask of purity had started to crack.
I was still obedient on the outside—the nice girl, the good girl, the church-going girl. I showed up on Sundays with my Bible highlighted and my questions buried. I smiled when the youth pastor praised my commitment. I nodded when the other girls talked about saving themselves for marriage, even as something inside me twisted with doubt.
But inside, behind the carefully constructed façade, I was crumbling under the weight of all the things I wasn’t allowed to be.
I was lonely in ways I couldn’t name. Lonely in a house that should have felt like home but only ever felt like a waiting room. Lonely in a faith that promised belonging but delivered judgment. Lonely in my own skin, which felt like a costume I’d been forced to wear for a role I never auditioned for.
I was curious about everything they told me not to think about. My body. Other bodies. The way desire felt like electricity under my skin. The way certain songs made me ache. The way I wondered what it would feel like to be touched with intention, with want, with something that felt like being chosen.
I was angry, though I didn’t have permission to be. Angry at the silence in my house. Angry at the shame that followed me like a shadow. Angry at the way everyone else seemed to know how to be normal while I felt like I was constantly performing a part I didn’t understand.
And I was hungry—for attention, for affection, for proof that I mattered. Hungry in a way that felt bottomless, a void that no amount of prayer or obedience seemed to fill.
With no one watching me at night, with no one asking where I was or who I was with, I started to make choices no one expected from the girl who gave talks on modesty in church.
[bookmark: _jmoqebh1r1tr]The House Was Empty. So Was I.
My mom still worked graveyard shifts at the hospital, disappearing into the fluorescent-lit corridors just as the sun went down. I’d watch her headlights pull out of the driveway, and then the house would settle into its familiar, suffocating silence.
No siblings to fill the rooms with noise and chaos.
No friends calling to check in.
No rules, really, because there was no one there to enforce them.
Just me, alone with the television flickering in the background and the ache that never went away. That gnawing feeling that I was too much and not enough all at once. That I was supposed to be something other than what I was, but no one had bothered to tell me what.
So I started sneaking in boys.
Late at night, after my mom’s car had been gone long enough that I knew she wouldn’t turn around. After I’d checked the lock on the front door twice, three times, just to be sure.
Quietly, always quietly. We’d keep the lights off, the volume down, our voices to whispers. I’d feel my heart hammering in my chest—not from excitement, but from the constant, electric fear of being caught.
Always with that combination of fear and hope lodged in my throat like something I couldn’t swallow.
I didn’t invite them because I wanted sex, not really.
I invited them because I wanted to be chosen. Because I thought that maybe—just maybe—if I gave them what they wanted, they would want me back. Not just my body, not just the thrill of sneaking into a quiet house, but me. The girl underneath all the performance. The girl who was lonely and hungry and desperate to matter to someone.
I thought that if I let them touch me, if I acted like I was okay with it, if I said yes enough times and laughed at their jokes and made it easy for them—they’d see me as someone worth staying for.
Sex became my audition for love. Every encounter was a desperate plea dressed up as confidence. Every yes was a hope that this time, this person, would finally fill the emptiness.
[bookmark: _7haymtqgq50c]Validation That Disappeared in the Morning
Sometimes, for a few minutes, it worked.
They’d look at me like I was wanted. Like I was the only thing in the world that mattered in that moment. Their hands on my skin felt like proof of my existence, like evidence that I was real and visible and not just a ghost haunting my own life.
Needed. Seen. Special.
The closeness, the heat, the rush of it—it filled something inside me. Briefly. Like pouring water into a cup with a hole in the bottom. For those fleeting moments, I could almost convince myself that I was enough. That I was lovable. That I was someone a person could want beyond the convenient hours of darkness.
But the moment they left—and they always left—the emptiness returned tenfold.
I’d lie awake in my bed afterward, staring at the ceiling with their scent still on my sheets, wondering how something that felt like being seen could also make me feel so invisible. How something that promised connection could leave me feeling more isolated than before.
The validation vanished with them, slipping out the door as quietly as they did. And I’d be alone again in the silence, with nothing but the weight of what I’d given away and the hollow understanding that it hadn’t bought me what I’d hoped for.
It never did.
But I kept trying anyway, because the alternative—accepting that I might be fundamentally unlovable—was too terrifying to face. So I’d wait for the next time. The next person. The next chance to prove that I was worth choosing, even as some part of me already knew the truth.
They weren’t choosing me.
They were choosing what I was willing to give.
And I was giving it all away, piece by piece, hoping that eventually there’d be nothing left to feel.
[bookmark: _4yyxmnhz1b92]Chapter One: The Echo
And in its place came the echo:
”You’re disgusting.”
”You’re broken.”
”You’re a sinner.”
The words didn’t come from outside. They lived inside me now, a chorus I couldn’t silence. They followed me everywhere—into my bedroom at night, into the bathroom mirror in the morning, into the spaces between my thoughts where I used to feel like myself.
I’d sit in church the next day, sunlight streaming through stained glass, casting colored shadows across the wooden pews. The pastor’s voice would boom through the speakers, and I’d hear the same messages I’d heard my whole life, the ones that had been drilled into me since I was old enough to understand the word “purity.”
If you have sex before marriage, it’s a sin next to murder.
Next to murder.
I’d let that sink in, over and over. The weight of it pressed down on my chest until I couldn’t breathe. Murder. As if what I’d done in the dark—seeking warmth, seeking connection, seeking anything that made me feel real—was equivalent to taking a life.
So I started asking myself the question that would haunt me for years:
How could the one thing that made me feel temporarily alive also be the thing that damned me forever?
I couldn’t answer it. I didn’t have the language for it yet. All I knew was that I was trapped.
Spinning in a cycle that resembled something horrifyingly familiar. A pattern I couldn’t name but could feel in my bones. I was caught between two impossible choices: feel nothing and survive, or feel something and be condemned.
[bookmark: _c9bffxtwneay]Chapter Two: The Pattern Looked Like Him
It didn’t hit me then, but looking back—from the distance of years and therapy and late nights staring at my ceiling trying to make sense of it all—I was recreating the same trauma I was trying to escape.
The boys came in the dark. They knocked softly, or texted, or showed up unannounced. They stayed for an hour, maybe two. And then they left just as easily, slipping out before dawn, before anyone could see, before it could mean anything.
And I let them in, every time, hoping that if I was enough—if I was quiet enough, pretty enough, willing enough—they wouldn’t hurt me. Or leave me. Or forget me.
It mirrored the worst kind of love I knew: my father’s.
Love that confused. Love that made you question your own reality. Love that hurt in ways you couldn’t explain to anyone else because it didn’t leave visible marks. Love that asked you to give up your body, your boundaries, your sense of self—just to feel like you existed. Just to feel like you mattered to someone.
And deep down, beneath all the bravado and the makeup and the late-night encounters, I didn’t believe I was worth more than that.
I didn’t believe I deserved the kind of love that stayed. The kind that showed up in daylight. The kind that didn’t make you feel dirty afterward.
[bookmark: _tytgsgptt5lf]Chapter Three: And Then—I Got Pregnant
I don’t remember the exact moment I found out. The details are blurry now, soft around the edges like an old photograph left in the sun too long.
I just remember the silence in my chest. The kind of silence that swallows you whole. The kind that makes the world go quiet even though everything around you is still moving, still making noise, still demanding your attention.
I was pregnant.
Still a teenager, barely out of high school. Still playing the part of the “good girl” for everyone who mattered—my mother, my youth group leaders, the church community that had watched me grow up. Still sitting in church pews every Sunday morning, hearing lessons about shame and sin and repentance, about the consequences of straying from God’s path.
And now I was carrying the evidence that I had failed to be “pure.” The evidence was growing inside me, cell by cell, undeniable and irreversible.
Everyone told me what I had to do. The advice came quickly, urgently, as if my pregnancy were a fire that needed to be put out before it spread.
Give the baby up.
Fix your mistake.
Repent and move forward.
Don’t ruin your life over this.
Think about your future.
Think about what people will say.
I heard those voices louder than my own. They drowned out whatever instinct I had left, whatever quiet knowing existed beneath the panic and the shame and the fear of disappointing everyone I’d ever known.
But something inside me—quiet but unshakable, small but insistent—said no.
No to erasing myself again. No to pretending this hadn’t happened. No to giving away the one thing that didn’t feel like shame, even though everyone else said it should.
No to choosing the system over my soul.
[bookmark: _cma0bzjn78zt]Chapter Four: My Child Was the First Time I Chose Me
Keeping my baby wasn’t rebellion, though I know that’s how it looked from the outside. It wasn’t me trying to make a statement or prove a point or act out against the church or my family or the expectations that had suffocated me my entire life.
It was remembrance.
It was my body finally saying, Enough. My voice, the one I’d buried so deep I’d almost forgotten it existed, rising up from somewhere I couldn’t name.
Enough of being told what to do with my desire, my body, my choices.
Enough of being shamed for seeking love in all the wrong places when no one ever taught me what the right ones looked like. When no one ever showed me that love could be safe. That it could be steady. That it didn’t have to hurt.
Enough of shrinking, of apologizing, of giving myself away piece by piece just to feel like I mattered for five minutes. Just to feel seen by someone, anyone, even if they disappeared before sunrise.
Choosing to keep my child was the first time I chose myself. The first time I said, My life matters. My decisions matter. What I want matters.
It was terrifying. It was lonely. It went against everything I’d been taught about redemption and second chances and doing the right thing.
But it was mine.
And for the first time in my life, that felt like enough.
I didn’t choose obedience.
Or validation.
Or fear.
I chose me.
I chose the part of me that wanted to protect something innocent—not because I was trying to be a savior, but because I knew what it felt like to be left behind. I knew what it meant to be abandoned, to be the collateral damage of someone else’s choices. And I refused to let that cycle continue.
I chose motherhood not as punishment, but as the first sacred commitment I had ever made to myself. It wasn’t about redemption or proving anything to anyone. It was about honoring the one thing that felt true in a world that had twisted everything else into lies.
And somehow, impossibly, this tiny human became the start of my return. To my body. To my voice. To my worth. He became the thread that pulled me back from the edge, the reason I couldn’t just disappear into the darkness that had been calling my name for so long.
And that choice? That impossible, terrifying, liberating choice? It cracked the church’s grip on me in half. It shattered the hold they’d had on my mind, my body, my future. Because once I chose him, I couldn’t unsee what I’d been blind to for so long.
[bookmark: _9rrcliwq18n8]Chapter 7: Kai Saved Me Too
I chose him.
That’s the truth, stripped of all the narratives people tried to write for me.
I chose him when everyone told me not to. When I sat in the center of a system built on shame and silence, drowning in their expectations and their judgment, and still—I chose him.
And not because I wanted to prove I was worthy. Not because I needed a redemption arc or a way to make my brokenness beautiful. I chose Kai because I wanted better. Because I wanted him to have better than what I’d been given.
Because something in me—damaged, terrified, still bleeding from wounds that hadn’t even begun to heal—still believed that maybe love could look different than the love I had survived. That maybe, just maybe, I could break the pattern. That I could be the kind of mother who stayed, who fought, who didn’t let her child become another casualty of trauma and dysfunction.
I chose him because choosing him meant choosing myself. And I’d never done that before.
[bookmark: _3a8xbhh9syw3]They Told Me to Disappear Him
The moment I got pregnant, the world rushed in to offer its solutions.
Fix it.
Hide it.
Place him for adoption.
Erase the mistake.
Make it like it never happened.
I was told I was too young to be a mother. Too unstable. Too broken. Too much like the kind of mother they warned girls about in Sunday school lessons—the cautionary tale, the what-not-to-do, the girl who threw her life away.
They said I didn’t have the resources, the maturity, the stability. They said a baby needed two parents, a stable home, a mother who had her shit together. And I had none of those things.
And for a while, I believed them. I thought maybe they were right. That maybe my trauma made me unfit. That maybe choosing him would mean ruining both of us. That maybe the most loving thing I could do was let him go, give him to a family who could offer him everything I couldn’t.
I sat in those meetings where they talked about adoption like it was the only reasonable option. They made it sound noble, sacrificial, the right thing to do. They made it sound like keeping him would be selfish.
But I couldn’t do it.
I couldn’t hand him over to strangers just to keep a lie going, just to maintain the illusion that I was still the good girl they wanted me to be. I couldn’t pretend this life inside me didn’t matter when for the first time in years, I mattered to myself because of him.
I chose Kai.
And in some strange, soul-deep way that I still can’t fully explain—Kai chose me too.
[bookmark: _5swj85xihw1y]He Became My Anchor
The first time I heard his heartbeat, I didn’t think about shame or sin or scandal.
I thought: That’s mine.
He’s mine.
Not as a possession—as a promise.
A promise that I would show up. That I would stay. That I would be the one person in his life who didn’t leave when things got hard.
I didn’t know how to mother. Hell, I was still trying to figure out how to feed myself emotionally, how to navigate a world that felt hostile and unforgiving. I was barely keeping myself afloat, barely managing to get through each day without falling apart completely.
But I knew how to love fiercely.
I knew how to protect. I knew how to fight. And I knew, deep in my bones, that this child deserved someone who would fight for him the way no one had fought for me.
So I learned. I learned how to hold space for another human when I’d never had space held for me. I learned how to be present when every instinct told me to run. I learned how to mother while I was still trying to figure out how to be a person.
And Kai? He became my anchor in ways I never expected. When the world felt like it was spinning out of control, when the weight of everything threatened to crush me, he was the one constant. The one thing that made sense. The one thing that felt real and true and worth fighting for.
He saved me as much as I saved him.
Maybe more.
And I knew what kind of love I didn’t want him to grow up inside of.
No control.
No violence.
No silence mistaken for safety.
I knew what I had lived through. I knew the weight of it—the way it settled into your bones and changed the architecture of who you were. I knew what it had done to me, how it had shaped my hands into fists even when I wanted them open, how it had taught my voice to go quiet at the exact moments I needed it most.
And I wanted him to have something else.
A different blueprint.
Even if mine was shaky and scribbled and constantly being rewritten. Even if I was making it up as I went, stumbling through the dark with nothing but instinct and a bone-deep determination not to repeat what had been done to me. I didn’t have all the answers. Hell, I barely had any. But I had enough love to know that what I’d grown up in wasn’t it. And that had to count for something.
Every time I looked at him, I made silent promises. Promises that terrified me because I wasn’t sure I could keep them. But I made them anyway, over and over, until they became the foundation of everything.
[bookmark: _5x09uthbouyh]He Didn’t Save Me—But He Gave Me a Reason To Save Myself
People say things like “my kid saved me.”
I’ve heard it a thousand times, usually delivered with a certain reverence, like motherhood is some kind of divine intervention that swoops in and fixes everything. And I get it—I understand the impulse to frame it that way. But that puts too much on a child. It makes them responsible for your healing, your sobriety, your survival. It turns them into your savior when all they should have to be is your son.
Kai didn’t save me.
But he gave me a reason to keep going.
To get help.
To go to therapy even when it felt like peeling my skin off layer by layer.
To scream less, even though screaming was the only language I’d learned for pain.
To break cycles that had been spinning for generations.
To pause—just pause—before repeating what was done to me.
He gave my healing direction. Before him, I was flailing. I was drowning in my own history, treading water with no shore in sight. But when he came, suddenly there was a horizon. Suddenly I had somewhere to swim toward.
He gave my pain a witness. Not in a heavy way—he was too small for that, too innocent. But his existence made my story matter in a way it hadn’t before. If I wanted him to be free, I had to start by freeing myself.
He gave my love a purpose. I’d spent so much of my life not knowing what to do with all the love I carried, all the tenderness that had nowhere to go. And then there he was, this tiny human who needed exactly what I had to give.
I would look at him in those early days—sleeping in the bassinet next to my mattress on the floor, tiny fingers twitching in dreams, his chest rising and falling with a rhythm that seemed impossibly fragile—and whisper: I won’t leave you like I was left.
I couldn’t promise perfection. I knew myself too well for that. I knew I would mess up, lose my temper, say the wrong thing, need too much space or give too little. I knew I would stumble.
But I could promise presence.
I could promise truth.
I could promise him a mother who would never confuse control with care. Who would never use silence as a weapon. Who would never make him feel like his existence was conditional on his obedience.
That was the best I could do. And some days, it felt like enough. Other days, it felt like nothing at all.
[bookmark: _jq8rf3uo64aa]He Reflected Me Back to Myself
Kai had a way of looking at me that made me rethink my whole story.
When he smiled at me—the real me, not the church girl, not the ashamed girl, not the broken girl—I started to believe that maybe I wasn’t beyond repair. Maybe all the things I’d been taught about myself weren’t true. Maybe I wasn’t ruined or stained or too far gone.
He saw me as safe.
So I tried to become that. I worked at it like it was a full-time job, like it was the most important thing I would ever do. I learned what safety looked like—not the fake kind, not the kind that demanded silence and compliance, but the real kind. The kind that made space for mistakes and hard conversations and feelings that didn’t have easy solutions.
He saw me as strong.
So I fought like hell to live up to it. Even when I felt weak. Even when I wanted to collapse. Even when I wasn’t sure I could make it through another day. I got up anyway because he needed me to. Because his belief in me was so pure, so uncomplicated, that I couldn’t bear to let him down.
He saw me as worthy—long before I did.
That was the hardest one to accept. Worthiness felt like a foreign concept, something other people got to have but not me. I’d been taught that I had to earn it, that it could be taken away, that it was fragile and conditional. But to him, it was just a fact. I was his mother. Therefore, I was worthy. Simple as that.
He didn’t know the doctrines I’d swallowed. He didn’t know about the theology of shame, the endless list of ways I’d supposedly failed God and family and community.
He didn’t know I’d been taught that sex made me unclean, that motherhood without marriage made me unworthy, that queerness made me unholy. He didn’t know about the purity culture that had wrapped around me like barbed wire, or the way I’d internalized every cruel message until I couldn’t tell where the church ended and I began.
All he knew was that I smelled like comfort.
That my voice meant food, and warmth, and home.
That my hands were where he wanted to sleep.
And sometimes, on the hardest days, when the shame was loudest and the doubt was crushing, that was enough to keep me going another day.
His love was uncomplicated in a way that felt revolutionary. It asked nothing of me except that I be there. It didn’t require me to be perfect or sinless or put together. It just required me to show up.
So I did.
[bookmark: _5hb49vpfjhht]I Raised Him While Raising Myself
There’s no sugarcoating it—raising a child while you’re still growing yourself is brutal.
It’s trying to build a house while you’re still learning what a foundation looks like. It’s teaching someone to walk when you’re still figuring out how to stand. It’s giving everything you have and then realizing you have more to give, even when you’re certain you’re empty.
There were nights I cried harder than he did. Nights when the weight of it all—the responsibility, the uncertainty, the fear that I was doing it all wrong—would crash over me like a wave. I’d sit on the bathroom floor while he slept, sobbing into a towel so he wouldn’t hear, wondering how the hell I was supposed to raise a whole human when I barely knew how to take care of myself.
Days I felt like I was failing him. Days when I lost my patience too quickly or didn’t have the energy to play or said something I immediately regretted. Days when I looked at other mothers—the ones who seemed to have it all figured out, who had partners and support systems and financial stability—and felt like I was drowning while they floated by on sturdy boats.
But I kept going. I didn’t have a choice. And somewhere along the way, in the midst of all that chaos and uncertainty and fear, something started to shift. I started to learn—not from books or experts or some perfect parenting philosophy, but from him. From the way he forgave me instantly for my mistakes. From the way he loved me without keeping score. From the way he taught me, without meaning to, what it meant to be present.
We grew up together, him and me. And maybe that wasn’t ideal. Maybe it wasn’t what the parenting books recommended. But it was ours. And it was real. And somehow, despite everything, it was enough.
[bookmark: _16l1n3bswtls]Chapter 7: The Version of Me I Never Got to Be
There were moments—quiet, heavy moments in the dark—when the voices crept back in. When I’d rock Kai to sleep at 2 a.m., exhausted and uncertain, and the whispers would return like old ghosts: Maybe they were right. Maybe I’m not enough.
The doubt was relentless. It knew exactly when to strike—when I was too tired to fight back, when the weight of single motherhood pressed against my chest like a stone.
But then something would shift. Kai would stir in my arms, or I’d catch my reflection in the window holding him, and I’d remember something true: I wasn’t just raising him.
I was raising me.
All the versions of me that never got their chance. The version of me that never got to be a kid—who had to grow up too fast, who carried burdens no child should carry. The version of me that was silenced—whose voice was swallowed by rules and expectations and the crushing need to be good, to be perfect, to be worthy. The version of me that had to parent herself in a house full of ghosts, navigating rooms where love was conditional and safety was never guaranteed.
Kai gave me permission to show up for that inner child, too. To finally turn toward her with the tenderness I’d been giving him. To feed her the way I fed him—with patience, with grace, with the kind of nourishment that goes deeper than food. To rest her the way I rested him—letting her finally put down the weight she’d carried for so long. To let her laugh again, the way Kai laughed—freely, without apology, without fear.
And as I loved him with my whole messy, healing heart—as I showed up day after day, imperfect and exhausted and still trying—I started to love her too.
I started to love me.
Not the version of me I was supposed to be. Not the one the church had sketched out in their eternal plan. But the real me. The one who existed beneath all the shame and silence. The one who deserved to be here.
[bookmark: _tl739ob4rzyk]Choosing Kai Was Choosing a New Path
That moment—when I said yes to him, when I chose to become his mother—was the moment the church started to lose its grip.
I didn’t realize it at first. The change was subtle, like ice beginning to crack beneath the surface of a frozen lake. But something fundamental had shifted, and there was no going back.
Because I didn’t repent.
I didn’t hide.
I didn’t erase this choice or pretend it never happened.
I chose truth. My truth. A truth that didn’t fit their narrative but was mine nonetheless.
And that truth changed everything.
Kai didn’t come into the world to fix me. He wasn’t sent as some cosmic bandage for my wounds, some divine intervention to make me whole. That’s not what this was. But loving him—showing up for him every single day—made me less willing to lie to myself. Less willing to shrink into the small spaces they’d designated for people like me. Less willing to follow rules that never made room for someone like me, for a family like ours, for a love that didn’t ask permission.
He wasn’t my redemption story, the kind they tell from pulpits to prove that broken people can be fixed.
He was my rebellion. My quiet revolution against everything I’d been taught about worthiness and belonging.
My revolution. The beginning of a new way of seeing myself—not as someone who needed saving, but as someone who was already whole.
My rootedness. The anchor that finally let me plant my feet and say, This is where I stand. This is who I am. This is enough.
Kai saved me too—not by being perfect, not by fitting some predetermined mold, but by being mine. By letting me love him. By showing me what it meant to choose someone completely, without conditions, without clauses, without escape routes.
He taught me that love doesn’t have to be perfect to be real.
And that changed everything.
[bookmark: _wyf2wvekfjrj]Chapter 8: Choosing the Voice That Would No Longer Be Silenced
I didn’t leave the church like a rebel storming the gates.
I left like a lover whose heart had finally broken too many times. A lover who had tried and tried and tried, who had bent and stretched and contorted herself into impossible shapes, hoping that this time, maybe this time, there would be room for her.
It wasn’t loud. There was no dramatic scene, no grand pronouncement.
It wasn’t rage, though God knows the rage was there, simmering beneath the surface, waiting for permission to speak.
It wasn’t a door slamming shut, satisfying and final.
It was a slow erosion. Water wearing away stone. A gradual dissolving of the foundation I’d built my entire identity upon.
A thousand paper cuts. Each one small enough to dismiss, but together they bled me dry.
A million moments of swallowing my questions—pressing them down into my stomach where they fermented and turned sour—until they tasted like guilt. Until I couldn’t tell the difference between my doubt and my sin.
Even after choosing Kai—even after all the shame, the fear, the internalized disgust that came with becoming a single mother in a community that valued eternal families above all else—I kept going back.
I sat in the pews week after week, settling into the familiar wooden benches that had held my family for generations. I held a baby I was told I shouldn’t be raising, bouncing him gently when he fussed, nursing him in the mother’s room while lessons continued in the chapel. I listened to messages that asked me to repent for the very thing that had saved me, that had given my life meaning and purpose when everything else felt hollow.
I still showed up, Sunday after Sunday, Primary song after Primary song.
Because I wanted to believe the God I grew up with—the one I’d prayed to as a child, the one I’d poured my heart out to in journals and temple trips—would make room for me. For us. For the kind of love that didn’t look like the plan they’d drawn up in correlation meetings and conference talks.
But every time I showed up, every time I walked through those doors with hope flickering in my chest, the room got colder. The smiles grew thinner. The space around me and Kai widened, like we were carrying something contagious.
[bookmark: _9a149d9cyeeq]They Said We’d Never Be Together Forever
It was a regular Sunday, unremarkable in every way except for what it would come to mean.
Another lesson about eternal families, temple sealings, and the plan of salvation—the same lesson I’d heard a hundred times before, the same one that had once filled me with longing and now filled me with something else entirely. Something that tasted like grief.
The teacher stood at the front of the room, flannel board figures arranged in neat rows, illustrating the path back to Heavenly Father. There were the ordinances, the covenants, the checkboxes we all needed to mark. There was the temple in the center, glowing and white and impossible.
And someone said it.
Casually, as if commenting on the weather. As if these words didn’t have the power to shatter someone sitting three rows back, clutching her baby a little too tight.
The words hung in the air between us, and I felt them land in my chest like stones. Heavy. Final. True, according to their doctrine. According to their plan.
And in that moment, something inside me finally, irrevocably broke.
[bookmark: _oajirdbtblpe]Chapter One: The Doctrine That Cut Like a Dagger
The words didn’t come with malice. They never did. That was what made them so devastating—they were delivered with the same gentle certainty as every other truth I’d been taught since childhood. Like scripture. Like fact. Like love wrapped in warning.
”You and your child won’t be together forever unless you’re sealed to a worthy priesthood-holding man.”
The air left my lungs all at once, stolen by the weight of what had just been said. I stood there, frozen, feeling the world tilt slightly on its axis while everyone around me continued their conversations, oblivious to the way those words had just shattered something inside me.
I looked down at Kai. His chubby cheeks were flushed from the warmth of the building. His tiny fingers were curled around mine with that reflexive grip that babies have—the one that makes you believe in forever, in promises that can’t be broken. His entire life was wrapped in my arms, trusting and perfect and whole.
And I thought: You’re telling me this isn’t eternal?
The question echoed in my mind, gaining strength with each repetition.
You’re telling me that the God who watched me choose him—in a world that begged me not to, that offered easier paths and simpler solutions—would take him from me because I’m not married to a man?
That was the moment I broke.
Not out of anger, though that would come later, in waves.
Out of grief.
Pure, unfiltered grief for everything I’d believed in, everything I’d built my life around.

[bookmark: _n0kt3c8b08v1]Chapter Two: I Grieved the God I Was Taught to Worship
I cried in the bathroom that day, locking the door behind me while someone watched Kai in the hallway. I told them I’d be right back, that I just needed a minute, my voice steady even as my hands shook.
Then I ugly cried.
The kind of crying that doesn’t care about being quiet or composed. Gasping, shaking, begging-for-air cried. The kind that leaves you hollow afterward, wrung out like something discarded.
Not because I didn’t believe in God.
I did. I always had.
But because I no longer believed in a God that could only love me conditionally.
The church had always said God is love. It was printed on posters in the Primary room. Sung in hymns. Quoted in testimonies every fast Sunday. But somewhere along the way, I’d learned that love came with contracts. With clauses. With ceilings you couldn’t quite see until you bumped your head against them.
I grieved the version of God who would’ve let my father into the Celestial Kingdom—the man who’d left bruises and broken promises—while telling me I needed to repent for being a single mother. For being queer. For daring to ask: What if this isn’t holy? What if this is harm dressed up as heaven?
I grieved the girl I used to be. The one who gave talks on modesty in Young Women’s, her voice clear and certain. Who cried in bishops’ offices, confessing thoughts and feelings that shouldn’t have required confession. Who begged to feel worthy, as if worthiness were something that could be earned through enough self-denial, enough silence.
Who swallowed her shame like sacrament, week after week, believing that suffering was the price of salvation.
I grieved the altar I had built my life around, stone by stone, sacrifice by sacrifice.
And then, with Kai’s future hanging in the balance, I walked away from it.
---
[bookmark: _3rtpjmqmwtca]Chapter Three: I Didn’t Leave God—I Left the Cage They Put God In
People think leaving the church is easy. That it’s a license for sin, a convenient excuse to indulge in everything you were taught to resist. That it’s bitterness dressed up as enlightenment. That it’s betrayal of the deepest kind—not just of the church, but of family, of heritage, of everyone who came before you and believed.
But for me, leaving was the most sacred act of devotion I’ve ever done.
Because I didn’t leave to be free of consequences. I understood that leaving would come with its own costs—relationships strained or severed, family dinners thick with unspoken disappointment, the loss of a community that had been my entire world.
I left to be free.
I left to save my soul, which I’d spent so long trying to reshape into something acceptable, something small enough to fit inside the boxes they’d built.
To protect my child from thinking love was something to be earned through pain, through performance, through the endless cycle of unworthiness and repentance.
To reclaim the kind of God who would never ask me to sacrifice my truth in exchange for belonging. A God who wouldn’t require me to choose between my authenticity and my eternity.
I didn’t lose my faith when I left.
I reclaimed it.
I stopped praying to be straight, stopped bargaining with God to take this part of me away if I was just faithful enough, just obedient enough, just patient enough.
Stopped praying to be smaller, to take up less space, to need less, to question less, to be less of everything I naturally was.
Stopped praying to feel clean, as if my very existence were something soiled that required constant cleansing.
And started listening to the voice that had always lived inside me, quietly saying what I’d been too afraid to hear. The voice that had been there all along, beneath the layers of doctrine and expectation, patiently waiting for me to finally pay attention.
The voice that said:
You are already whole.
You are already loved.
You are already enough.
[bookmark: _rm4vasas0o4i]You Are Already Divine
[bookmark: _qp2rfhkxbnkg]The Voice That Refused to Be Silenced
Leaving the church wasn’t the end of my shame.
But it was the end of pretending it was holy.
For years, I had carried that shame like a second skin—thin, stretched tight, suffocating. I had worn it to sacrament meetings and family dinners. I had draped it over my shoulders like a temple recommend, believing it proved my worthiness. But the moment I walked away from those chapel doors for the last time, something shifted. The shame didn’t disappear, but I stopped calling it righteousness.
It was the end of letting institutions name me.
No more labels handed down from pulpits. No more identities crafted in priesthood meetings where I wasn’t even allowed to speak. I had spent too long letting other people tell me who I was—good mother, bad wife, faithful daughter, fallen woman. I had let them define my worth with their metrics, their measurements, their impossible standards.
The end of letting rooms full of men define what kind of mother I was.
I thought about all those bishop’s offices. The way they’d lean back in their chairs, fingers steepled, asking me questions about my marriage, my body, my choices. The way they’d nod solemnly and tell me what kind of mother Heavenly Father wanted me to be. As if they knew. As if their maleness and their priesthood authority gave them some divine insight into my heart, my child, my life.
The end of apologizing for surviving.
Because that’s what I had been doing. Surviving. And I was done saying sorry for it.
I chose Kai.
I chose my child over their doctrine. I chose love over their law. I chose presence over their rigid idea of righteousness. Every single time they asked me to choose between my queerness and my faith, between my child’s identity and their eternal plan, I chose Kai. And I would do it again. A thousand times over.
I chose truth.
Not their truth—the one wrapped in scripture and sustained by raised hands—but the truth that lived in my bones. The truth that had been whispering to me for years, growing louder with every rule that didn’t fit, every teaching that felt like violence, every moment I had to split myself in half just to belong.
I chose queerness.
My own. Kai’s. The beautiful, terrifying, liberating reality of it. I chose to stop treating it like something broken that needed fixing. I chose to see it as the gift it was—the expansion, the possibility, the radical act of becoming.
I chose the voice that had been silenced by fear, by scripture, by systems—and I let it rise.
That voice had been buried for so long. Buried under hymns and handbooks, under testimonies I didn’t quite believe, under the weight of trying to be good enough, pure enough, straight enough, faithful enough. But it never really died. It just waited. And when I finally gave it permission, it came roaring back.
That voice is louder now.
It speaks in therapy sessions and over coffee with friends. It speaks in the way I hold Kai, in the way I’ve learned to hold myself. It speaks when someone asks me why I left, and I don’t soften the answer to make them comfortable.
Wiser.
Because pain teaches. Because leaving teaches. Because choosing yourself after a lifetime of choosing everyone else teaches you things you can’t learn any other way.
Softer, sometimes.
Because wisdom isn’t always sharp. Sometimes it’s gentle. Sometimes it’s the quiet knowing that I don’t have to fight every battle, prove every point, defend every choice. Sometimes it’s just breathing and trusting that I’m enough.
But it no longer waits for permission.
Not from bishops. Not from family members. Not from the culture that tried to erase me. Not even from the parts of myself that still carry fear. My voice is mine now.
It no longer hides.
And neither do I.

[bookmark: _ann7ne4gwys]Chapter 9: Coming Out Wasn’t a Moment—It Was a Lifetime
People love a clean coming out story.
They want the dramatic reveal. The perfectly timed announcement. The carefully chosen words delivered to a captive audience. They want tears and hugs and instant understanding, or they want rejection and heartbreak and eventual triumph. They want a narrative arc that makes sense, that fits into a tweet or an Instagram caption or a ten-minute video that goes viral.
They want the gasps.
The sharp inhale of surprise. The “I never would have guessed” or the “I always knew.” They want reactions they can categorize, emotions they can predict, responses that confirm what they already believe about queerness, about courage, about the cost of truth.
The glitter.
The celebration. The rainbow everything. The Pride parade and the matching outfits and the joyful proclamation that love wins. And don’t get me wrong—those things are beautiful. They’re important. They’re hard-won and sacred. But they weren’t my beginning.
The triumphant rainbow flag moment followed by instant self-love and applause.
That’s the story we’ve been sold. Come out, feel free, live authentically, roll credits. But that wasn’t my experience. That’s not how it worked for me.
That’s not what happened to me.
Coming out didn’t feel like a grand unveiling.
It didn’t feel like stepping into the light. It didn’t feel like the moment in movies where the music swells and everything becomes clear. It felt messy and terrifying and uncertain. It felt like standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing I had to jump but having no idea what was waiting at the bottom.
It felt like peeling layers of shame off my skin with shaking hands.
One. At. A. Time.
Some days I could only manage one layer. Some days I’d get halfway through and have to stop because it hurt too much. Some days I’d peel something away only to find another layer underneath, older and harder and more deeply embedded than I’d realized.
It wasn’t fireworks.
It was a slow-burning candle, flickering in the back of a closet I didn’t even know I was hiding in.
The closet wasn’t obvious. It didn’t have walls I could see or a door I could feel. It was built from years of conditioning, from a lifetime of heteronormative assumptions, from a religion that told me exactly who I was supposed to be and left no room for alternatives. I had been living in that closet so long I thought it was just the shape of the world.
And every time I tried to blow it out, it kept lighting itself again.
I’d think I had it figured out. I’d think I’d dealt with it, accepted it, moved on. And then something would happen—a conversation, a memory, a moment of unexpected attraction—and the flame would spark back to life, illuminating parts of myself I still wasn’t ready to see.

[bookmark: _m1nx7yuhiw4x]Queerness Was Always There—I Just Didn’t Know I Was Allowed to See It
Looking back, queerness had always lived in me.
It was there in childhood, though I didn’t have words for it then. It was there in adolescence, though I mistook it for friendship, for admiration, for anything other than what it was. It was there in my marriage, a quiet ache I couldn’t name, a distance I blamed on everything except the truth.
In the softness I felt around other girls.
The way my heart would speed up when certain friends came over. The way I’d fixate on small details—the curve of a collarbone, the sound of a particular laugh, the way someone’s hand looked holding a pen. I told myself it was normal. I told myself everyone felt this way. I told myself it meant nothing.
In the way I wanted to be close, touch, laugh too long, get tangled in someone without knowing why.
There was always an intensity to my friendships with women. An urgency I couldn’t quite explain. I wanted to be near them, to know everything about them, to matter to them in ways that felt disproportionate to the relationship. I’d get jealous when they got close to other people. I’d feel wounded when they didn’t prioritize me. And I never questioned it. I just thought I was needy, or intense, or bad at friendship.
But I was Mormon.
And that identity came first. It came before everything. It was the lens through which I understood myself, the framework that held my entire life together. I was a child of God. I was a daughter of heavenly parents. I was part of a plan that stretched from premortal life to celestial glory. And in that plan, there was no room for queerness.
I was obedient.
Obedience had been drilled into me from the time I was old enough to sing “Follow the Prophet” in Primary. Obedience was the highest virtue, the measure of faith, the prerequisite for every blessing. I followed the rules. I said the prayers. I wore the modest clothes and avoided the R-rated movies and never drank coffee. I did what I was told because that’s what good Mormon girls did.
I was terrified.
Terrified of losing my family. Terrified of losing my eternal salvation. Terrified of the unknown, of being different, of being wrong. The fear was so deeply embedded I didn’t even recognize it as fear anymore. It was just the baseline, the constant hum of anxiety that colored every choice, every thought, every moment.
I didn’t have a framework for anything outside heteronormativity.
Heterosexuality was the default, the assumption, the only option presented. Marriage between a man and a woman wasn’t just encouraged—it was essential, eternal, ordained of God. There was no language in my world for any other possibility. No examples. No representation. No space to even ask the question.
Not even bisexuality.
I didn’t know bisexuality existed, not really. I mean, I’d heard the word, but I didn’t understand it. In my world, you were either straight or you were gay, and if you were gay, you were broken and needed to repent. There was no in-between, no spectrum, no fluidity. The rigidity of it left no room for complexity, for exploration, for the messy reality of human sexuality.
Not even curiosity.
Curiosity felt dangerous. Questioning felt like the first step toward apostasy. So I didn’t let myself wonder. I didn’t let myself consider. I shut down every thought that strayed too close to the forbidden, every feeling that didn’t fit the approved narrative. I policed my own mind with the vigilance of someone who believed their eternal soul depended on it.
I was so busy trying to survive the house I lived in that I didn’t have space to wonder who I really was.
Survival took all my energy. Between the abuse and the church’s demands and the constant effort to appear normal, to keep it together, to not let anyone see how broken I felt—there was nothing left. No emotional bandwidth for self-discovery. No mental space for identity exploration. I was just trying to make it through each day.
It wasn’t until I got to therapy school—surrounded by books and professors and peers talking about identity, systems, trauma, and liberation—that something cracked open.
Graduate school gave me permission I didn’t know I needed. It gave me language and theory and frameworks that finally made sense of my experience. I learned about attachment and family systems. I learned about religious trauma and institutional abuse. I learned about the ways we internalize oppression, the ways shame lives in the body, the ways healing is possible.
Suddenly, I had language for things I had felt for years.
Things that had been nameless and shapeless suddenly had words attached to them. Compulsory heterosexuality. Internalized homophobia. Queer identity. Gender expression. Sexual fluidity. Each new term felt like a key unlocking a door I hadn’t known was locked.
Like why I panicked around women I admired.
The anxiety that would flood my system when I was around certain women—beautiful women, confident women, women I wanted to be close to—finally made sense. It wasn’t just anxiety. It was attraction I wasn’t allowing myself to feel. It was desire I had learned to reframe as admiration, as jealousy, as anything but what it was.
Like why I couldn’t stop watching queer characters but always told myself it was just “good acting.”
All those shows and movies I’d watched, completely absorbed by the queer storylines, telling myself I just appreciated the representation, the storytelling, the performance. Never admitting that I saw myself in those characters. Never acknowledging that their stories resonated because they were my story too.
Like why intimacy with men had always felt more like performance than pleasure.
This was the hardest truth to face. The one that unraveled everything. Because I’d been married. I’d had sex. I’d played the role of wife, of heterosexual woman, of someone who belonged in that paradigm. But it had never felt natural. It had always felt like I was following a script, hitting my marks, performing a version of intimacy I’d learned from movies and manuals and young women’s magazines. The pleasure had been real sometimes, but it had never felt like me. It had always felt like something I was doing for someone else, to be someone else, to prove something to myself and to God and to everyone watching.
And now, finally, I understood why.
[bookmark: _z9o698klrwlc]Chapter One: The Awakening
I started to understand the difference between being wanted and feeling safe.
For so long, I had confused the two. I had mistaken attention for acceptance, desire for devotion. But they weren’t the same thing at all. Being wanted was conditional—it required me to be a certain way, to fit into someone else’s vision of who I should be. Feeling safe, though? That was something else entirely. That was being allowed to exist as I was, without performance, without apology.
I started to unlearn the shame that had been tattooed onto my soul by purity lessons and “modest is hottest” culture and worthiness interviews. The shame had roots that ran deep, tangled around every memory I had of being told my body was dangerous, that my thoughts were sinful, that my very existence as a woman required constant vigilance and control. It wasn’t just shame about sex or desire. It was shame about taking up space, about having needs, about wanting anything at all for myself.
Unlearning it was slow work. Some days I made progress. Other days I found myself right back where I started, apologizing for things I hadn’t done wrong, shrinking myself to make others comfortable, monitoring my own thoughts like they were criminal acts.
But I kept going.
[bookmark: _r6jbnifh91km]Chapter Two: School Was My Mirror
Going to therapy school was like holding a mirror up to every version of myself I’d ever tried to escape.
From the very first class, I knew this wouldn’t be just an education—it would be an excavation. The professors didn’t just teach us theories; they asked us to examine our own lives through those theories. They wanted us to understand that we couldn’t help others heal from things we hadn’t faced in ourselves.
I couldn’t just study systems theory. I was in a system. I was a system.
Religious systems that had taught me my worth was contingent on my obedience.
Family systems that had shaped how I loved, how I fought, how I disappeared when things got hard.
Oppression systems that had convinced me certain people—certain versions of myself—were less deserving of dignity.
Survival systems I had built, brick by brick, to make it through each day without falling apart.
And as I studied them, I started dismantling them—inside me.
It wasn’t gentle work. Some days I sat in class and felt like I was watching my entire worldview crumble in real time. Other days I felt angry—furious, even—at how much had been done to me in the name of love, in the name of God, in the name of protection.
Every paper I wrote felt like a confession. I’d sit at my laptop late into the night, typing out truths I’d never spoken aloud, analyzing dynamics I’d lived through but never had words for. I wrote about control masquerading as care. About silence masquerading as strength. About all the ways I’d learned to abandon myself to keep others comfortable.
Every class felt like a reckoning. We’d discuss attachment styles, and I’d see my entire relationship history laid bare. We’d talk about trauma responses, and I’d recognize myself in every defense mechanism. We’d explore identity development, and I’d feel something inside me shift—like tectonic plates moving after years of being locked in place.
And in between reading about power dynamics and trauma responses, I started asking myself real questions. Real, terrifying, beautiful questions.
Like: What if I’m not straight?
What if I never was?
What if that’s not wrong?
What if that’s actually… sacred?
The questions didn’t come all at once. They arrived in fragments, in moments when I was too tired to keep my defenses up. They came when I was alone in my car after class, or lying awake at three in the morning, or sitting across from my own therapist, finally saying the things I’d been thinking for years.
And once I started asking, I couldn’t stop.
[bookmark: _bjhx48b5pr35]Chapter Three: Coming Out Was Quiet, Then Loud, Then Complicated
The first time I said it out loud, it was in a whisper. To a friend.
We were sitting in her living room, and I remember my hands were shaking. The words felt too big for my mouth, too real once they were spoken. But she just nodded, smiled, and told me she’d wondered. Told me she loved me. Told me this didn’t change anything except that now I could be more myself.
Then a therapist. I said it again, a little louder this time, testing the words to see if they still felt true in a different room with a different witness. They did.
Then myself. I said it in the mirror. I said it while driving. I said it in my journal over and over until it stopped feeling like a confession and started feeling like a fact.
It wasn’t a celebration. Not at first.
It was grief.
Because every piece of me that had been silenced for so long was now waking up—confused, tender, angry, alive. And with that awakening came the realization of everything I’d lost. All the years I could have spent being whole instead of fractured. All the moments I could have felt joy instead of shame.
I grieved the years I spent hating myself. The nights I prayed to be different, to be fixed, to be normal. The relationships I’d forced myself into, trying to feel something I thought I was supposed to feel.
I grieved the love I denied. The crushes I’d reframed as admiration. The longing I’d buried under layers of religious justification and self-deception.
I grieved the girl who never got to fall asleep feeling safe in her own truth. The teenager who thought something was fundamentally broken in her. The young woman who’d been so convinced she was sinful that she’d nearly erased herself trying to be good.
But I didn’t stay in grief.
Eventually, I got louder. I started telling people who mattered. I started using words like “queer” and “bisexual” without my voice shaking. I started imagining a future where I didn’t have to hide.
I let myself flirt. With women, with possibility, with versions of myself I’d never allowed to exist before.
Let myself wear what I wanted. Clothes that felt like me instead of like armor or costume.
Let myself long out loud. Let myself say “she’s beautiful” without immediately adding distance or deflection.
It wasn’t a straight line.
I questioned myself constantly. Some days I felt certain, grounded in my truth. Other days I wondered if I was making it all up, if I was just confused or broken or seeking attention.
Asked if I was “queer enough.” Wondered if my history with men disqualified me somehow, if I hadn’t suffered enough or been brave enough to claim this identity.
Wondered if I had waited too long. If coming out in my late twenties or thirties meant I’d missed something essential, some window of authenticity that had closed while I was busy performing heterosexuality.
Felt like an impostor among people who had come out younger, braver, more publicly. People who’d fought battles I’d avoided, who’d lost families I’d kept by staying silent, who’d built lives I was only beginning to imagine.
But the truth was this: Coming out wasn’t a line I crossed. It wasn’t a single moment of courage or a door I walked through and closed behind me.
It was a home I returned to. A place inside myself that had always existed, waiting for me to remember the way back.
And it had always been mine.
[bookmark: _5ijmerg1yfwv]Chapter Four: Religious Trauma Didn’t Let Go Easily
Even as I stepped into queerness, the ghosts of religion still whispered.
They showed up at the strangest times. When I was getting ready for a date with a woman, I’d hear the Sunday School teacher’s voice reminding me that my body was a temple. When I held hands with someone in public, I’d feel the weight of a thousand disapproving stares, even when no one was actually looking. When I let myself feel desire, I’d immediately follow it with shame, like the two were inseparable.
I’d hear “You’re wrong” in my own voice. The cruelest part was that the condemnation didn’t even need to come from outside anymore. I’d internalized it so thoroughly that I could do the work of oppression myself, without anyone else lifting a finger.
I’d feel guilt for feeling joy. Happiness felt dangerous, like something I’d have to pay for later. Like God was keeping score, and every moment of pleasure would be weighed against me eventually.
I’d flinch when someone called me beautiful, as if pleasure was still something I had to earn through suffering. As if I hadn’t yet done enough penance to deserve gentleness or delight.
The religious trauma ran deeper than I’d expected. It wasn’t just about being queer—though that was certainly part of it. It was about the entire framework I’d been given for understanding myself. I’d been taught that my instincts were dangerous. That my body was a source of sin. That my thoughts needed constant surveillance. That submission was virtue and desire was corruption.
Undoing all of that wasn’t a matter of simply deciding to believe differently. The patterns were carved into me, automatic as breathing.
And yet—I kept going.
I let the discomfort sit beside me. I stopped trying to rush through it or pray it away or think my way out of it. I let it be there, acknowledged it, and kept moving forward anyway.
Some days that looked like crying in my therapist’s office. Other days it looked like going to Pride even though my hands were shaking. Sometimes it looked like blocking family members on social media or leaving church communities I’d been part of for years.
And slowly—so slowly I almost didn’t notice—the voice inside my head started to change. The shame got quieter. The joy got louder. The truth became easier to speak.
I was building something new. Not just a new identity, but a new relationship with myself. One based on compassion instead of control. On curiosity instead of condemnation. On the radical idea that I was allowed to exist, exactly as I was, without earning it.
The ghosts still whispered sometimes. But I was learning to whisper back.
I didn’t force it to leave.
But I didn’t let it drive anymore.
I walked into my queerness like someone coming home after a long exile—uncertain of where everything was, but knowing deep down: this was mine.
The first few months felt like learning to breathe underwater. Everything was familiar and foreign at once. I recognized the rooms of myself, but the furniture had been rearranged. The light came in differently now. I’d catch my reflection and think, There you are. Where have you been?
I started small. A haircut that felt more like me than any style I’d worn in years. Clothes that made my body feel like a home instead of a battleground. I let myself look at women the way I’d been trained not to—with desire, yes, but also with recognition. Like seeing family you didn’t know you had.
There were nights I cried from the weight of it all. Not because I was sad, but because I was finally letting myself feel the loss of all those years. All that time spent performing a version of myself that kept everyone else comfortable. All those moments I’d swallowed my truth to keep the peace.
But there were also mornings I woke up laughing. Mornings when I’d make coffee in my underwear and dance in the kitchen with Kai, both of us free in ways I couldn’t have imagined before. Mornings when being alive felt like a gift I’d finally learned to unwrap.
[bookmark: _j9zc21m7ospd]Becoming Proud Wasn’t Instant—It Was Intentional
Queerness didn’t save me.
But it gave me permission.
Permission to rest. To be loud. To kiss with my eyes open. To wear what made me feel like a goddamn flame. To stop mistaking suppression for holiness.
I had spent so many years equating silence with strength, submission with love, sacrifice with virtue. The church had taught me that my desires were dangerous, that my body was a problem to be solved, that my pleasure was a distraction from God’s plan. And even after I left, those lessons lived in my bones.
But queerness asked me different questions.
What if your body isn’t the problem?
What if desire isn’t something to fear?
What if love doesn’t require you to disappear?
I started to rewire my understanding of love—love that wasn’t earned, wasn’t owed, wasn’t conditional. Love that didn’t demand I shrink to fit into someone else’s idea of acceptable. Love that celebrated my wholeness instead of requiring my brokenness.
I learned to take up space without apologizing for it. I learned to say no without offering explanations. I learned to trust my gut when something felt off, even when I couldn’t articulate why.
And somewhere in all of that, I started preparing my body to receive a love that didn’t ask me to disappear. A love that wanted all of me—the loud parts, the messy parts, the parts that had been told they were too much. I started believing I was worthy of that kind of love.
I didn’t know it then, but I was building a foundation. Learning to stand on ground that was mine, not borrowed from someone else’s expectations. It would take time. It would take intention. And it would require me to face parts of myself I’d been running from for years.
[bookmark: _2o13cehtzt4s]Chapter 10: Firing My Trauma as the Dictator of My Life
Leaving the church didn’t mean the shame disappeared.
It meant I finally stopped calling it holy.
But shame has its ways. It shapeshifts. It finds new clothes, new voices, new rules to hide behind. It’s a chameleon that learns your language, adapts to your new environment, and convinces you it’s something else entirely—concern, care, protection.
And even after I left the pulpit, shame followed me into the next thing I tried to call love.
For a while, I thought I was done with all of it. The religion, the trauma, the patterns that had kept me small. I’d done the work, or so I believed. I’d walked away from everything that hurt me. I’d built a new life. I was raising Kai with intention. I was living authentically. I was free.
But trauma doesn’t leave just because you ask it to. It doesn’t pack its bags the moment you have a revelation about your worth. It lingers. It waits. It watches for the moment you let your guard down, and then it slips back in through a different door.
This time, it looked different—softer. Calmer. More intentional. No yelling. No obvious control. No fire and brimstone. Just a slow undoing of my certainty. Just a subtle questioning of my truth. Just enough quiet manipulation to make me wonder if I was asking for too much or remembering things wrong.
[bookmark: _chnie6ms4f3u]I Thought I Had Healed. I Thought This Was It.
I thought I was finally choosing better.
I had a degree. I was raising Kai with strength and consciousness. I’d walked away from religion, from family dynamics that required my silence, from anyone who demanded I be less than whole. I’d done therapy. I’d read the books. I’d journaled through my pain and come out the other side with clarity.
So when she came into my life, I didn’t think danger. I thought: Maybe this is what healing feels like.
She was different from anyone I’d been with before. She spoke the language of emotional intelligence. She understood boundaries—or said she did. She knew about trauma and healing and growth. She seemed safe.
She knew how to say the right things. How to hold space. How to love-bomb with softness, not explosions. She mirrored my goodness back to me in a way that made me feel seen—at first.
We’d have long conversations about vulnerability and authenticity. She’d tell me how much she admired my strength, my honesty, my courage to rebuild my life. She’d say I deserved someone who could match my depth, and she wanted to be that person. She made me feel chosen in a way I hadn’t felt before.
The red flags came dressed as concern. As care. As wanting the best for me.
But slowly, so slowly I almost didn’t notice, I stopped feeling like myself.
I hesitated before speaking. Started explaining myself more. Apologized too often. Shrunk without realizing I was shrinking. I’d edit my words before I said them, trying to predict how she’d respond. I’d rehearse conversations in my head, searching for the “right” way to express a need without triggering her withdrawal.
When I expressed a need, there was a shift. Not loud. Not aggressive. But present.
Suddenly, I was “too much.” My expectations were unrealistic. I was being too sensitive. I was letting my past trauma cloud my judgment. She never said these things outright—that would have been too obvious. Instead, she’d sigh. She’d get quiet. She’d remind me how hard she was trying, how much she’d already given, how exhausting it was to navigate my “intensity.”
And because I’d been trained my whole life to doubt myself, to second-guess my perceptions, to believe that my feelings were the problem, I started to believe her.
Maybe I was too much. Maybe I was asking for too much. Maybe this was just what adult love looked like—complicated, requiring compromise, not the fairy tale I’d imagined.
I didn’t see it yet, but I was back in a familiar pattern. Different person, different circumstances, but the same old script. The one where I made myself smaller to make someone else comfortable. The one where I swallowed my truth to keep the peace. The one where love meant losing myself.
It would take months before I recognized what was happening. Before I understood that healing isn’t linear, that trauma can make us vulnerable to new versions of old pain, that sometimes the most dangerous people are the ones who speak our language.
But eventually, I would see it. And when I did, I would have to make a choice—stay and continue disappearing, or leave and face the truth that I still had work to do.
This time, I chose myself.
[bookmark: _1ch0psa10gys]Chapter One: The Words That Erased Me
Or “misunderstanding.”
Or “too sensitive.”
Or “making things up.”
And I believed her. Every single time.
Because believing her meant I didn’t have to grieve another thing that looked like safety. It meant I could keep the illusion intact—the one where love didn’t have to hurt, where I wasn’t choosing wrong again, where my instincts weren’t leading me into the same trap dressed in different clothes.
So I swallowed it. I made myself smaller. I turned down the volume on my own voice until it was barely a whisper, and then not even that.
I told myself I was being reasonable. Mature. Understanding.
But really, I was just disappearing.
[bookmark: _vr167ml6edde]Chapter Two: I Didn’t Recognize the Pattern—Until I Did
It took a while to see it.
Longer than I’d like to admit.
Because when you grow up learning to normalize harm, you don’t flinch when it’s delivered with a smile. You don’t recognize the shape of it when it comes wrapped in softness, in silence, in the absence of obvious violence.
You internalize it instead.
You spin it into logic, into something that makes sense, into a story where you’re the problem and the solution all at once.
You call it your fault.
She never yelled. Never raised her voice in anger.
She never hit. Never left a mark I could point to.
She never screamed. Never made a scene.
But she silenced me just the same.
With indifference that felt like a wall I kept running into.
With passive dismissal that made me question whether I’d even spoken at all.
With emotional disappearances when I needed closeness the most—when I was reaching out, when I was vulnerable, when I was asking to be seen.
It was subtle, and that’s what made it dangerous.
Because it made me second-guess my body every time it flinched at her absence. It made me wonder if I was asking for too much, if my needs were unreasonable, if maybe I really was too sensitive after all.
The pattern didn’t announce itself. It crept in slowly, like water rising, until one day I realized I’d been holding my breath for months.
[bookmark: _5txh6p97k54l]Chapter Three: Leaving Her Was the Hardest Choice I Made While Still Bleeding
I didn’t leave because I stopped loving her.
I left because I finally started loving me.
And that distinction matters more than I knew at the time.
There wasn’t one final straw—no dramatic moment, no big betrayal I could point to and say, “There. That’s when I knew.”
Just a hundred tiny moments when I felt myself fading. When I caught my reflection and didn’t recognize the woman staring back. When I heard myself apologizing for things I didn’t do, shrinking to fit into spaces that were never meant for me.
And one clear whisper inside me saying: This isn’t what you survived for.
This wasn’t what I left the church for—to trade one cage for another.
This wasn’t what I fought through abuse for—to find myself in a gentler version of the same trap.
This wasn’t what Kai deserved to witness—a mother who taught him by example that love meant erasing yourself.
So I left.
Without a fight, because I was too tired to wage one.
Without fireworks, because the ending was quiet, like everything else had been.
Without begging her to see me more clearly, because I finally understood that wasn’t my job.
I just walked out of the version of myself who believed that pain was the price of intimacy. Who thought that if love didn’t hurt a little, it wasn’t real. Who measured her worth by how much she could endure.
And that was the real miracle—not the leaving itself, but who I became willing to be on the other side of it.
[bookmark: _s46i0lcwk82g]Chapter Four: Firing My Trauma Didn’t Mean I Was Done With It
Here’s the truth I wish someone had told me sooner:
Healing doesn’t mean trauma stops talking.
It means it stops making the rules.
It means when trauma whispers, You don’t deserve better, you whisper back, Watch me choose it anyway.
It means when love starts to feel like performance—like you’re constantly auditioning for a role you’ve already been cast in—you choose presence instead. You choose showing up as yourself, messy and unpolished and real.
It means when someone starts erasing your voice, when they talk over you or dismiss you or act like your words are background noise, you don’t wait until you’re gone to raise it. You speak up while you’re still there, while it still matters, while you still have a choice.
It means leaving isn’t weakness.
It’s a declaration.
It’s you standing up in the middle of your own life and saying: I am not building a home in the shape of a wound anymore.
I’m not constructing my future out of fear and familiar pain. I’m not choosing partners based on who feels like the hurt I already know. I’m not staying because leaving feels too hard, too scary, too much like admitting I was wrong.
I’m choosing me. Finally. Fully. Without apology.
[bookmark: _2kp5zmsx3kwv]Chapter Five: My Trauma Can Speak—But I Don’t Have to Obey
That’s it. That’s the shift I want you to understand.
My trauma still has a voice. It didn’t pack up and leave just because I made a brave choice.
It still flares up when I’m too happy, when things are going well, when I start to relax into joy. It tells me it can’t last. It reminds me of every time before when happiness turned into hurt.
It still warns me when I start to trust, when I let someone get close, when I feel myself leaning into vulnerability. It shows me the scars. It replays the old footage. It asks me if I’ve learned nothing.
But here’s what’s different now:
I hear it. I acknowledge it. I even thank it for trying to protect me.
And then I make a different choice anyway.
Because trauma’s job is to keep me safe. But safety and healing aren’t always the same thing. Sometimes healing means walking toward the very things trauma tells me to run from—connection, trust, the risk of being fully seen.
My trauma can speak. It will always speak.
But it doesn’t get to decide anymore.
I do.
It still tries to write my story in permanent ink.
But I hold the pen now.
My trauma can speak—
but I don’t have to obey.
I run this shit now.
And I’m not driving toward perfection.
I’m driving toward peace.
[bookmark: _n5l0fnn9ycb6]Chapter 11: Becoming a Therapist Didn’t Save Me—But It Showed Me the Map
I didn’t become a therapist to heal people.
Not at first.
I became a therapist because I needed to understand what the hell had happened to me. I needed answers. I needed language. I needed to know why my chest tightened when I walked into churches, why I apologized when I was angry, why love made me anxious, why I kept choosing pain and calling it home.
The decision didn’t feel noble or altruistic. It felt desperate. I was drowning in questions that nobody around me could answer. The people I’d turned to before—pastors, mentors, the elders who were supposed to know better—had given me platitudes instead of truth. They’d handed me scripture when I needed psychology. They’d told me to pray harder when I needed to understand the mechanics of my own nervous system.
So I went looking for answers myself.
Therapy school didn’t feel like school. It felt like holding a flashlight in the dark. For the first time, I saw my life clearly—not as a failure of faith or strength, but as a response to systems that were never built for my survival.
Family systems. Religious systems. Heteronormative systems. White supremacy. Patriarchy. Shame.
It was all connected. And suddenly, so was I.
Every lecture felt like someone was narrating my childhood back to me. Every case study could have been torn from my own journal. I sat in those classrooms, surrounded by textbooks and overhead projectors, and felt the ground shift beneath me. This wasn’t just education. This was excavation.
I started to see patterns I’d never noticed before. The way my family operated on unspoken rules. The way my church used fear to control behavior. The way I’d learned to shrink myself to fit into spaces that were never meant to hold me. And for the first time, I had words for what had been done to me—and what I’d done to survive it.
[bookmark: _w2l6up5if5w9]The First Time I Read About Trauma Responses, I Cried
It was a textbook. A dry, academic explanation of fawning, freezing, fight, flight. And I wept.
Because there I was—on every page.
The girl who never fought back. Who learned to make herself easy, likable, undemanding. The girl who laughed when she was uncomfortable. Who comforted her abuser to survive him. Who called herself “strong” but was mostly just afraid of being alone.
They wrote it like science. I read it like scripture. Not the kind that punished. The kind that explained.
I sat in the library that day, highlighter in hand, marking up the margins like a woman possessed. Every sentence felt like a key turning in a lock I didn’t know existed. Fawning. That was me. The peacemaker. The one who smoothed over conflict before it could escalate. The one who learned to read a room like a survival manual.
I thought back to all the times I’d apologized for things that weren’t my fault. All the times I’d laughed off comments that hurt me. All the times I’d prioritized someone else’s comfort over my own safety. I’d thought it was politeness. I’d thought it was grace. I’d thought it was what good Christian girls were supposed to do.
But it wasn’t virtue. It was a trauma response.
I wasn’t broken. I was adapting. And that shift—that single shift—was the start of everything.
For years, I’d believed something was fundamentally wrong with me. That I was too sensitive, too damaged, too much and not enough all at once. But sitting there with that textbook in my lap, I realized the truth: I wasn’t defective. I was responding exactly the way a human being responds when they’re trying to survive something unsurvivable.
My body had been keeping score the whole time. It had been trying to protect me in the only ways it knew how. And instead of thanking it, I’d spent years hating it for not being stronger, braver, more resilient.
I cried in that library until my face was swollen. Not because I was sad—though I was—but because I was finally being seen. Even if it was just by myself.
[bookmark: _sxmltzvjidij]Empathy Wasn’t Just Something I Had—It Was Something I’d Earned
People always told me I was empathetic. That I could sit with pain and not look away.
But what they didn’t see was that empathy was how I survived.
Reading faces. Predicting moods. Knowing what to say to calm the storm before the thunder started. Empathy was a survival skill.
I’d learned it the way other kids learned to ride bikes or tie their shoes. It wasn’t optional. It was necessary. Growing up, my safety depended on my ability to sense the emotional weather around me. I became fluent in microexpressions, in the subtle shifts of tone that meant danger was coming. I learned to be useful, agreeable, invisible when I needed to be.
I’d spent so much of my life performing emotional labor for people who never asked if I needed anything in return. I was the friend people called at 2 a.m. The one who always had the right words. The one who could hold space for someone else’s breakdown while my own was quietly happening in the background.
And I’d resented it sometimes. Resented being the strong one. Resented how much people took without ever thinking to give back. But I didn’t know how to stop. Because if I wasn’t useful, what was I?
But now—in this field, with these clients, with this training—it became a gift.
I could sit across from someone sobbing through shame and not try to fix it. I could hold the weight of their story without needing to make it lighter. I could be present without performing. And for the first time, my empathy felt like something I was choosing instead of something that was being extracted from me.
Therapy school taught me that empathy without boundaries is self-destruction. That I could care deeply for someone without carrying them. That saying no didn’t make me cold—it made me honest.
I started to understand that the skill I’d developed out of necessity could be wielded with intention. That the same sensitivity that had made me vulnerable could also make me effective. That I could use what I’d learned in the dark to help other people find their way into the light.
And maybe, just maybe, I could do the same for myself.
[bookmark: _e4xt2edh858]Chapter 7: Holding the Map
Not shrink from it.
Not redirect it.
Not pretend it wasn’t there.
Because I knew that terrain. I’d walked barefoot through it myself—over broken glass and sharp stones, through the dark valleys where shame lives and breathes. I knew what it felt like to be lost in that wilderness, to think you’d never find your way out.
And that’s exactly why I didn’t need to rescue them.
I didn’t need to carry them or fix them or pull them toward some predetermined destination. I just needed to hold the map steady in my hands and remind them—gently, consistently—that they could still find a way out. That there was a way out, even when the path seemed impossible to see.
I’d learned this slowly, painfully: the difference between saving someone and witnessing them. Between fixing and holding space. Between being a hero and being a guide.
The people who sat across from me didn’t need another person telling them what to do. They’d had enough of that. What they needed was someone who had survived the same wilderness and could say, with absolute certainty: You’re not crazy. You’re not broken. And you’re not alone.
[bookmark: _t61rrbk3zkd]Chapter 8: Systems Theory Finally Named the Things I Could Only Feel Before
No wonder my family was chaos.
No wonder secrets were currency, traded in whispers and weighted silences.
No wonder silence itself was survival—the only way to make it through intact, or at least appear to.
Systems theory showed me, with the clarity of a lightning strike on a dark night, that families don’t operate on logic. They don’t follow the rules we think they should. They operate on roles, on unspoken agreements, on patterns that repeat themselves across generations like an old song no one remembers learning.
And I had been assigned mine early, so early I couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t tattooed on my soul:
The peacemaker.
The soft one.
The obedient one who smiled and nodded and never raised her voice.
The one who didn’t ask too many questions, who learned to read a room before she could read a book.
The one who didn’t know the full truth because knowing too much would’ve made her dangerous. Because someone who sees clearly can’t be controlled as easily. Someone who names the dysfunction threatens the entire structure.
I started seeing my life not as a series of personal failures—not as evidence that I was fundamentally flawed or weak or wrong—but as a system trying desperately to stay intact by keeping me small. By keeping me quiet. By keeping me from growing too large or too loud or too powerful.
And that realization made me furious at first. Angry in a way I’d never allowed myself to be before. Angry at all the years I’d spent trying to fix myself when the system itself was the problem.
And then—slowly, beautifully—liberated.
Because if the system could name me, assign me a role, dictate who I was allowed to be, then I could name it back. I could see it for what it was: a construct, not a truth. A pattern, not a destiny.
And if it was a system—not fate, not failure, not some intrinsic defect in my character—then it could be studied. Understood. Dismantled.
Then it could be unlearned.
[bookmark: _u6srdkw5yhlj]Chapter 9: Therapy Didn’t Fix Me—It Gave Me a Place to Fall Apart on Purpose
My own therapist was queer.
Trauma-informed in the way that only comes from lived experience, not just textbook knowledge.
Radically honest in a world that preferred comfortable lies.
She didn’t put me on a pedestal, didn’t treat me like I was fragile or precious or in need of protection.
She didn’t pathologize me, didn’t slap diagnostic labels on every emotion I expressed.
She didn’t let me get away with the elaborate performance of pretending I was fine, of holding it all together with white knuckles and forced smiles.
She just held up the mirror—sometimes gently, sometimes not—and said:
You can tell the truth here. Even if it’s ugly. Even if it’s messy. Especially then.
And so I did.
Week after week, I told the truth.
I told her about the church and its suffocating rules, its obsession with control disguised as care.
The abuse that lived in my bones, that shaped how I moved through the world.
The cycles that repeated themselves no matter how hard I tried to break them.
The confusion of growing up in a place where love and harm wore the same face.
The shame that clung to me like a second skin.
The desperate wanting to do better, to be better, to break the patterns—and not knowing how, not having any models for what healthy actually looked like.
And she didn’t flinch.
She didn’t look away or minimize or rush to reassure me that it wasn’t that bad.
She just listened, held the weight of it with me, and made space for all of it to exist without judgment.
So I kept telling the truth.
About parenting while panicked, about being a mother while still healing the wounded child inside myself.
About still wanting love that resembled harm because that’s what my nervous system had learned to recognize as home.
About building a career while doubting my voice, wondering if I had any right to speak, to claim space, to call myself an expert.
About wanting to burn it all down some days—the expectations, the performance, the endless work of appearing functional.
She let me be brilliant and broken in the same breath.
Tired and powerful.
Healing and hurting.
She didn’t need me to be healed to be worthy, didn’t treat my wholeness as a prerequisite for my humanity.
And slowly, session by session, I started to believe her.
Started to believe that I could be all of these things at once. That I didn’t have to wait until I was “better” to deserve love, to deserve respect, to deserve to take up space in the world.
That maybe—just maybe—I was already enough.
[bookmark: _d7xugm7fdg1h]Chapter 10: Eventually, I Built a Practice For People Like Me
I didn’t set out to start Proud AF Therapy with some grand vision or business plan.
I didn’t have a mission statement or a five-year plan or any idea what I was doing, really.
I just set out to make a space that didn’t hurt.
A space where the rules were different. Where the old scripts didn’t apply.
A space where queer people could show up without having to explain or justify their existence.
Where trauma survivors could speak about their pain without being told to get over it or focus on the positive.
Where ex-Mormons and former evangelicals and people who’d walked away from the religions that raised them could process their grief without being told they just needed more faith.
Where dissidents and misfits and people who’d never quite fit the mold could exist without apologizing for it.
Where the gloriously complicated—the ones who contained multitudes, who defied easy categories—could show up exactly as they were without fear of being too much or not enough.
I built it because I needed it.
Because I’d spent too many years in spaces that required me to shrink, to soften, to make myself palatable.
Because I knew what it felt like to sit across from a therapist who didn’t understand, who couldn’t hold the complexity, who needed me to be simpler than I was.
Because I wanted to create what I’d been searching for: a place where healing didn’t mean conforming. Where growth didn’t mean erasure. Where becoming whole meant integrating all the broken pieces, not pretending they’d never existed.
I built Proud AF Therapy for the ones who’d been told they were too sensitive, too angry, too damaged, too different.
For the ones who’d been pathologized for their survival strategies.
For the ones who’d been told their trauma made them unlovable.
For the ones who’d been waiting their whole lives for permission to take up space.
I built it because we deserved better.
And because I finally believed—deeply, truly—that better was possible.
I didn’t want to be anyone’s savior.
I wanted to be a witness.
A mirror.
A co-conspirator in the sacred art of becoming.
And that’s what I do now.
I sit with people who say, “I feel crazy,” and I say, “You make perfect sense.”
I sit with people who say, “I don’t know who I am,” and I say, “Let’s find out.”
Because someone once did that for me. And it changed everything.
---
[bookmark: _9uozlmpreeke]Chapter 12: The Mother I Needed Didn’t Exist—So I Became Her
I never set out to be a cycle breaker.
I just wanted to survive.
But Kai made survival not enough. He made me want wholeness. Not for the Instagram version. Not to prove anyone wrong. But because his eyes were watching—and they were learning what love looks like.
There’s something about becoming a mother that strips away all your carefully constructed armor. You can’t hide behind wit or sarcasm or deflection when a three-year-old is staring up at you, asking why you’re crying. You can’t say “I’m fine” when your hands are shaking and your voice cracks in the middle of reading Goodnight Moon for the hundredth time.
Kai didn’t ask to be born into the middle of my unraveling. He didn’t sign up to have a mother who was still learning how to be human, still discovering that she was allowed to take up space, still figuring out that love didn’t have to hurt to be real.
But here we were.
And I had a choice: I could repeat the patterns, or I could break them.
I could pass down the same fears and silences that had been handed to me, wrapped up like heirlooms in pretty paper, or I could do the terrifying work of becoming something new.

[bookmark: _r9vf3hnzozzc]Raising a Child While Still Raising Myself
There’s no manual for parenting when your blueprint was trauma.
No map for what to do when the only model you had was fear, silence, and survival.
I had to build it from scratch. With trembling hands. With sleepless nights. With too much coffee and too much pressure and therapy notes crumpled on the passenger seat.
I was still healing from him—the man who fathered me. Still unlearning what I believed about God. Still discovering that my queerness wasn’t a sin but a song I hadn’t learned the words to yet.
And in the middle of that mess, Kai would tug at my shirt, ask for another story, crawl into my bed at 3 a.m., and I’d remember: I am not allowed to give up.
The hardest part wasn’t the sleepless nights or the tantrums in the grocery store or the constant worry about whether I was doing enough, being enough. The hardest part was realizing that I was teaching him about love while I was still learning the definition myself.
How do you teach a child that they’re safe when you’ve never felt safe?
How do you model healthy boundaries when yours were trampled so often you forgot they existed?
How do you show someone what unconditional love looks like when every love you’ve known came with conditions, clauses, fine print written in invisible ink?
I didn’t have the answers. But I had therapy. I had books with cracked spines and highlighted passages. I had friends who picked up the phone at midnight when the panic set in. I had a growing understanding that perfection wasn’t the goal—presence was.
So I showed up. Imperfectly. Messily. With all my raw edges and unhealed wounds still visible.
And slowly, painfully, beautifully, I learned that showing up was enough.

[bookmark: _ymtdaevbywx2]He Was Watching Me—So I Started Watching Myself
Children are mirrors.
They reflect back everything we try to hide. Every flinch. Every forced smile. Every time we shrink ourselves to fit into someone else’s expectation of who we should be.
Kai noticed when I apologized for things that weren’t my fault. He heard the way I softened my voice when I was angry, turning rage into something palatable, digestible, safe. He saw me disappear into myself when things got hard, retreating into the familiar fortress of silence I’d built as a child.
And I realized: if I wanted him to grow up whole, I had to start practicing wholeness myself.
So I stopped saying “I’m fine” when I wasn’t.
Stopped apologizing for crying.
Stopped hiding my rage and my joy.
Because he was watching. And I didn’t want him to grow up thinking that love meant shrinking. That being “good” meant being quiet. That softness was weakness. That queerness was shameful. That survival was enough.
I wanted him to know that rest is sacred. That boundaries are love. That no one gets to define God for you. That family isn’t who raised you—it’s who shows up. That masculinity doesn’t have to mean violence. And that you never, ever have to disappear to belong.
I started naming my emotions out loud. “Mama’s feeling frustrated right now because I’m tired and I need some quiet time.” “I’m sad today, and that’s okay. Sometimes we feel sad, and we let ourselves feel it.”
I let him see me set boundaries. “I can’t play right now because I need to rest, but we can play after dinner.” “That hurt my feelings, and I need you to use gentle words.”
I let him see me fail. I let him see me apologize when I snapped at him out of exhaustion. I let him see me try again, do better, show up even when it was hard.
Because I wanted him to know that being human isn’t about being perfect. It’s about being honest. It’s about trying. It’s about repair.

[bookmark: _rfd5srgt4qlm]There Were Still Moments I Wanted to Run
But I need to be honest about this: it wasn’t all growth and healing and beautiful breakthroughs.
There were still moments I wanted to run.
Moments when the weight of it all felt like too much. When I looked at Kai’s face and saw all the ways I was going to fail him. When I heard my father’s voice coming out of my mouth and wanted to crawl out of my own skin.
There were nights I sat in the bathroom with the door locked, crying so hard I couldn’t breathe, wondering if I was strong enough for this. Wondering if breaking cycles was actually possible or if I was fooling myself. Wondering if Kai would grow up and write his own memoir about all the ways his mother had damaged him despite her best intentions.
The fear was relentless.
What if I mess him up the way I was messed up? What if my trauma bleeds into him no matter how hard I try to contain it? What if he inherits my anxiety, my perfectionism, my deep-seated belief that I have to earn love?
What if trying isn’t enough?
But then he’d find me. He’d knock on the bathroom door with his small fist and say, “Mama? Are you okay?” And I’d wipe my face and open the door and pull him into my lap, and he’d wrap his arms around my neck and say, “I love you, Mama.”
And I’d realize: this is what breaking cycles looks like.
Not perfection. Not having it all figured out. Not erasing the past or pretending the wounds don’t exist.
But this. Showing up. Being honest. Letting him see me as human. Teaching him that love doesn’t mean never struggling—it means struggling and staying anyway.
It means being the mother I needed, even when I’m still learning how.
[bookmark: _zcwxg5z24oll]Chapter 12: The Weight of Motherhood and the Freedom of Being Queer
There were nights I’d lock myself in the bathroom and sob into a towel so he wouldn’t hear. The cold tile against my back, the muffled sound of cartoons playing in the other room, the weight of it all pressing down on my chest until I couldn’t breathe. I’d sit there, mascara running, hands shaking, wondering how long I could keep this up.
There were moments I wanted to call someone, anyone, and say, Come take him. Just for a while. Just long enough for me to sleep. Just long enough to remember who I was before I became someone’s entire world. Just long enough to stop feeling like I was drowning.
Moments when the past crept in and whispered, You’re failing him just like they failed you. The voice sounded like my mother’s. Sometimes it sounded like my own. It knew exactly where to strike, exactly which wounds were still raw, exactly how to make me feel small again.
But I stayed.
Even when I felt like leaving.
Even when I was exhausted, under-resourced, under-parented myself.
Even when every cell in my body screamed for an escape hatch, a do-over, a different life.
Because I had promised both of us: We would be different.
Not perfect.
But real.
And real meant showing up even when I didn’t have it all figured out. Real meant breaking cycles I could barely name. Real meant loving him enough to stay, even when staying felt like the hardest thing I’d ever done.
[bookmark: _8llgdkjubzct]Being Queer Saved My Parenting
The more I accepted myself, the more freedom I gave him.
It wasn’t immediate. It wasn’t some lightning-bolt realization. It was gradual, like watching dawn break—so slow you almost miss it, and then suddenly everything is illuminated.
Queerness taught me fluidity. It taught me that categories are suggestions, not mandates. That the boxes we’re handed at birth are just that—handed to us, not inherent truths.
Nuance became my compass. The space between yes and no. The gray areas. The both/and instead of either/or.
The beauty of not knowing became a spiritual practice. I stopped pretending I had all the answers. I stopped performing certainty when I felt none.
The bravery of saying, I don’t have all the answers—let’s figure it out together, became our family motto.
I let him question everything.
Even me.
Especially me.
I wanted him to know that authority doesn’t mean infallibility. That loving someone doesn’t mean agreeing with them about everything. That respect can coexist with critical thinking.
We talk about feelings in our house. Not just the acceptable ones—happiness, excitement, gratitude—but all of them. Anger. Jealousy. Shame. Grief. We name them. We sit with them. We don’t rush to fix them.
We talk about systems. About why some people have more and some people have less, and how that’s not an accident. About power and who holds it and why.
We talk about when someone says they’re sorry and when they actually change. About how words without action are just performance.
We talk about consent. What it means to respect someone’s no. What it means to check in. What it means to change your mind.
About God. About belief. About faith and doubt and the sacred space between them.
About why some people wear dresses and some people don’t and none of it determines worth. About how clothing is just fabric and expression is just freedom and judgment is just fear dressed up as righteousness.
We are rewriting the rules in real time. Creating a new blueprint from the rubble of what came before.
And sometimes, he teaches me. About resilience. About joy. About how quickly kids can forgive when they feel safe. About what it looks like to be unapologetically yourself.
[bookmark: _s4vur3qnpu9i]He Didn’t Save Me—But He Made Me Save Myself
Kai didn’t rescue me.
That’s too much to ask of a child. Too much weight for small shoulders. Too much responsibility for someone who’s still learning to tie their shoes and manage their emotions and navigate a world that wasn’t built with them in mind.
But he made me brave enough to try.
To try therapy. To finally sit across from someone and unpack the suitcases I’d been dragging around for decades. To say out loud the things I’d only ever whispered to myself in the dark.
To try boundaries. To learn that no is a complete sentence. To understand that protecting my peace isn’t selfish—it’s survival.
To try rest. To stop wearing exhaustion like a badge of honor. To understand that running on empty doesn’t make me strong, it makes me unavailable.
To try saying no. Without explanation. Without guilt. Without the compulsive need to make everyone comfortable at the expense of my own well-being.
To try softness. With myself. With my body. With my past. With the parts of me I’d been taught to hate.
To try forgiveness—of myself, mostly. For not knowing better sooner. For the mistakes I made when I was doing the best I could. For being human.
He made me look at my own inner child and finally, finally, pick her up from the corner where she’d been waiting and say: I’ve got you now.
He is the reason I stopped calling self-abandonment love. Stopped confusing sacrifice with devotion. Stopped believing that suffering was the only proof of caring.
He is the reason I became the mother I needed—and the mother he deserved.
Not perfect. Never perfect. But present. But trying. But real.
[bookmark: _95ee70rlfu7d]Chapter 13: Building Proud AF Therapy Was a Middle Finger and a Love Letter
I didn’t want to start a practice.
I wanted to start a fire.
I wanted to burn down every therapy room that made people like me feel like a diagnosis. Every intake form that had nowhere for us to fit. Every clinical approach that treated our identities like symptoms to manage.
A liability. Something to be disclosed in whispers, documented in files, handled with caution.
A moral crisis. Something that required special training, extra supervision, lengthy discussions about “cultural competence.”
A complication. An asterisk. A footnote in the margins of mainstream mental health.
I wanted to create something that said: You are not too much. You are not hard to love. You are not a problem to fix.
So I started Proud AF Therapy.
And it wasn’t just a business. It was a declaration. A reclamation. A homecoming for everyone who’d ever been told they needed to change who they were to deserve care.
It started small. One office. One therapist. One radical belief: that queer people, trans people, people of color, people existing at the margins deserved more than tolerance. We deserved celebration. We deserved therapists who got it. Who didn’t need every term explained. Who understood that our identities weren’t the problem—the world’s response to them was.
I wanted to build something where people could walk in and exhale. Where they didn’t have to translate themselves. Where they could be messy and complicated and contradictory and still be met with compassion.
Where healing didn’t mean assimilation.
Where therapy wasn’t about making you more palatable to a world that never wanted you to begin with.
It was a middle finger to every system that tried to shrink us.
And a love letter to everyone who refused to be shrunk.
[bookmark: _9dz9oztjx4n3]Chapter One: The Middle Finger
It was a middle finger to every bishop who asked about my “worthiness.” Every time they looked at me with that tilted head, that soft-voiced concern that wasn’t concern at all—it was judgment wrapped in pastoral care. Every time they made me sit across from them and explain myself, defend myself, prove that I deserved to exist in a body they deemed broken.
To every professor who treated queerness like an elective topic. Like it was something you could choose to study or not, depending on your interests. Like my existence was theoretical. Like I was a case study instead of a person sitting right there in their classroom, trying not to disappear.
To every therapist who pathologized my trauma without asking where it came from. Who wrote words like “resistant” and “difficult” in their notes. Who wanted to medicate the symptoms without ever touching the wound. Who treated my survival mechanisms like character flaws.
To every system that told me I had to earn the right to feel safe. That I had to be good enough, quiet enough, straight enough, small enough, grateful enough. That safety was a privilege I needed to qualify for instead of a basic human right.
And it was a love letter—
to my younger self. To the kid who thought something was wrong with them. Who learned to hold their breath in rooms that should have felt like home. Who survived by becoming invisible.
To every client who walked in afraid to speak. Afraid that even here, even in therapy, they’d be too much or not enough. Afraid that their truth would be met with that familiar look of discomfort or disappointment.
To every queer person who thought therapy would hurt like religion did. Who’d been burned before by people who were supposed to help. Who walked through my door braced for impact, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
To every trauma survivor who learned to perform instead of heal. Who got so good at seeming fine that they forgot what it felt like to actually be fine. Who traded authenticity for acceptance and lost themselves in the bargain.
[bookmark: _fchckv8ftjzf]Chapter Two: A Place Where People Didn’t Have to Explain Themselves
I wanted a place where people didn’t have to explain themselves before they could be themselves.
Where Black, Brown, queer, trans, neurodivergent, disabled, fat, immigrant, polyam, questioning, ex-religious, angry, grieving, complex people could show up and just—
breathe.
Where the air itself felt different. Where you could walk in and know, immediately, that you didn’t have to translate yourself. That you could show up in your full complexity and no one would ask you to make yourself smaller or simpler or easier to understand.
Where no one would have to start a session by defining their pronouns or defending their pronouns. Where that information could just exist without becoming the whole conversation. Where your identity wasn’t up for debate or discussion unless you wanted it to be.
Where clients didn’t have to un-teach their therapist before they could unpack their pain. Where they didn’t have to spend the first three sessions explaining basic concepts about their own existence. Where they didn’t have to be the educator and the patient at the same time, doing double the work for half the healing.
Where therapy wasn’t a colonized practice handed down by white institutions, but a living, liberating act of remembering who the fuck you are. Where we could honor the ways our ancestors healed—through story and ritual and community and rage and rest. Where we didn’t have to pretend that Western psychology had all the answers.
I wanted to build something that felt like coming home after a lifetime of exile.
[bookmark: _xf0p11pst196]Chapter Three: It Wasn’t Just About the Clients
It wasn’t just about the clients—it was about the therapists too.
I wanted to hire people who’d been told they were too emotional. Who cried at supervision meetings and got feedback about “professional boundaries” when what they really had was empathy. Who felt everything and were told that made them weak instead of powerful.
Too political. Who couldn’t separate their work from their values because their values were why they did this work in the first place. Who understood that therapy is political, that mental health is political, that who gets to heal and how they get to heal is always political.
Too queer. Who’d been passed over for positions because they didn’t “fit the culture.” Who’d been told to tone it down, dress differently, be less obvious. Who brought their whole selves to work and were punished for it.
Too fierce. Who didn’t smile enough in interviews. Who asked hard questions. Who refused to accept “that’s just how it is” as an answer. Who made people uncomfortable by existing loudly.
Too intersectional. Who saw the connections between everything—between racism and mental health, between poverty and trauma, between systems of oppression and individual suffering. Who couldn’t treat someone’s anxiety without also addressing the world that made them anxious.
Too real. Who didn’t perform professionalism the way they were taught. Who spoke like humans instead of clinicians. Who built relationships instead of maintaining boundaries for the sake of boundaries.
I wanted them all.
I wanted a team that didn’t flinch at big feelings. That could sit with someone’s rage without trying to calm it down. That could hold someone’s grief without rushing toward silver linings. That understood sometimes the most healing thing you can do is simply witness someone’s pain and say, “Yes. I see it. It’s real.”
That didn’t correct a client’s language. That didn’t say “person with substance use disorder” when the client said “addict” and meant it as reclamation. That let people name their own experiences in their own words.
That didn’t require politeness before truth. That understood sometimes “fuck” is the most honest word in the room. That knew you could be kind without being nice, loving without being soft.
I built Proud AF to be a refuge for therapists who never felt safe in the field that was supposed to hold healing.
Because I’d been there. I’d sat in those supervision meetings feeling like an impostor. I’d gotten that feedback about being “too passionate” or “too invested.” I’d watched other therapists perform neutrality while I bled empathy all over the place and wondered what was wrong with me.
I wanted to create the place I’d needed when I was coming up. The place where your edges weren’t something to sand down but something to celebrate. Where your wounds weren’t disqualifications but qualifications. Where you didn’t have to choose between being a good therapist and being yourself.
Because therapists deserve therapy too. We hold so much for so many people. We carry their stories in our bodies. We lose sleep over clients we can’t stop thinking about. We give and give and give, and then we’re supposed to go home and somehow not need the same things we provide all day.
We deserve rest too. Real rest, not just a weekend off. Rest that doesn’t come with guilt. Rest that’s built into the structure of how we work instead of something we have to fight for.
We deserve softness and community and joy and rage too. We deserve to laugh until we cry. To rage about the injustices we witness. To celebrate our clients’ wins like they’re our own. To be held when we’re the ones breaking. To be part of something bigger than our individual practices.
I didn’t want to work despite my queerness, my trauma, my edges.
I wanted to work because of them.
Because they made me better at this. Because I understood things I couldn’t have understood without them. Because they gave me a kind of vision that clinical training never could.
[bookmark: _scb4iafsvpps]Chapter Four: My Practice Isn’t Polished—It’s Sacred
My practice isn’t polished—it’s sacred.
We don’t do shame here. Not in any form. Not the obvious kind or the subtle kind. Not the kind that sounds like concern or the kind that looks like help. We’ve all had enough shame to last several lifetimes. This is a shame-free zone.
We don’t whisper words like abuse or assault like they’ll break the walls. We say them out loud. We name them clearly. We don’t soften them or euphemize them or dance around them. Because pretending something is less than it was doesn’t make it hurt less. It just makes you feel crazy for hurting so much over something people can barely bring themselves to name.
We don’t gaslight people into “positive reframes” when what they need is rage. When someone says “I’m angry,” we don’t say “What are you grateful for?” When someone says “This isn’t fair,” we don’t say “Everything happens for a reason.” Sometimes things are fucked up. Sometimes you have every right to be furious. Sometimes the most healing thing is to stop trying to find the lesson and just feel the feeling.
We cuss. Because sometimes “darn” doesn’t cut it. Because language matters and authenticity matters more than propriety. Because this is real life, not a corporate training video.
We cry. Clients cry. Therapists cry. Sometimes we all cry together. We don’t apologize for it or explain it away or reach for the tissues like tears are something to be cleaned up quickly. We let them fall. We honor what they mean.
We validate. We say “That makes sense” and “You’re not crazy” and “Anyone would feel that way” and we mean it. We reflect back what we hear so people know they’ve been truly listened to. We make space for experiences that have never been acknowledged before.
We question. We question the stories you’ve been told about yourself. We question the systems that hurt you. We question the beliefs that keep you small. We don’t accept things as truth just because someone in authority said them. We dig deeper.
We burn things down with consent and then help build something honest in its place. We dismantle the narratives that never served you. We challenge the internalized oppression. We help you see what’s yours to carry and what never was. And then, slowly, carefully, with your full participation, we help you build something new. Something real. Something that fits who you actually are instead of who you were told to be.
Proud AF Therapy isn’t clean.
It’s real.
And real is messy. Real is complicated. Real is crying and laughing in the same session. Real is progress that doesn’t look linear. Real is healing that doesn’t follow a timeline. Real is showing up exactly as you are and being met exactly where you are.
That’s what I built. That’s what we do.
This is the place I needed when I was drowning. This is the place my younger self would have walked into and finally, finally felt safe.
This is Proud AF.
[bookmark: _cruh2u8krz7e]Chapter 13: The Space We Hold
It’s a space where someone can say, “I don’t know who I am,” and we don’t hand them a worksheet. We don’t pull out a diagnostic manual or prescribe a neat five-step plan. We hand them presence. We hand them options. We say: Let’s figure it out together.
That’s what makes this work different. That’s what makes it real.
I’ve watched clients walk through my door carrying shame like a second skin, convinced they were broken beyond repair. They came expecting to be fixed, managed, or categorized. Instead, they found something they didn’t even know they were looking for—someone who would sit with them in the mess without needing to clean it up immediately.
The space I’ve built isn’t just a therapy practice. It’s a sanctuary. A laboratory. A place where people can unravel without fear of judgment, where they can speak their truth without being told it’s too much or not enough. Where they can be contradictory and complicated and still be held.
And every time I sit down with a new client, I remember why I do this work.
Because I know what it feels like to be silenced. To be dissected. To be talked over. To be told, “That’s not trauma, that’s drama.” To have my pain minimized, my experiences questioned, my reality debated as if it were up for discussion.
So I listen. Not like a savior. Like a mirror. Like someone who’s been there. Like someone who knows the weight of silence and the risk of telling the truth.
I listen the way I needed to be listened to.
And sometimes, the client doesn’t even know what they’re healing yet. They just know they feel safe here. They know they can exhale. They know they won’t be rushed or judged or abandoned when they reveal the parts of themselves they’ve been taught to hide.
That’s the magic. That’s the revolution.
It’s not in the techniques or the credentials or the carefully curated office space. It’s in the presence. The witnessing. The unwavering belief that every person who walks through that door deserves to be seen, heard, and valued exactly as they are.
That’s the foundation everything else is built on.

[bookmark: _s0q8xrpw7xrb]Chapter 14: Reclaiming Joy, Pleasure, and Rest
I used to think survival was the goal.
If I wasn’t in danger, I was doing great. If I wasn’t crying on the bathroom floor, I was healed enough. If I could get through the day without a panic attack or a flashback, I was winning.
But surviving isn’t the same as living.
It took me years to realize I was still living inside trauma—just with better lighting. More degrees. More boundaries. A nicer apartment. Healthier relationships. But still grinding. Still hustling for approval. Still believing I had to earn every second of peace.
I had learned how to function, but I hadn’t learned how to thrive. I had stopped the bleeding, but I hadn’t started to bloom. I was safe, but I wasn’t free.
Until I got tired.
Until my body whispered, then screamed: This is not freedom.
Freedom wasn’t just about escaping danger. It was about embracing joy. It was about reclaiming the parts of life I’d been too busy surviving to notice. The pleasure. The rest. The softness. The moments that didn’t serve a purpose beyond simply feeling good.
I had spent so long in survival mode that I’d forgotten what it felt like to live in my body with anything other than hypervigilance or exhaustion. I’d forgotten that my body was capable of more than enduring. That it could dance, stretch, sigh with contentment, melt into a warm bath, shiver with delight.
I’d forgotten that life could be more than just bearable.
[bookmark: _qmadi3fxw2oh]Rest Felt Like a Risk at First
The first time I canceled a client to take a nap, I cried.
I sat on the edge of my bed, phone in hand, staring at the message I’d just sent apologizing for the last-minute cancellation. And I felt the tears come—hot, shameful, ridiculous tears—because I had spent so long believing that my value was tied to my output.
My ability to hold everyone else. My performance as a “healed” person. My productivity as proof of my resilience.
Rest felt like failure. Like I was letting people down. Like I was being selfish or weak or ungrateful for the life I’d fought so hard to build.
But my body didn’t care about my guilt. It was done. It had carried me through years of trauma, years of survival, years of pushing through exhaustion because I thought that’s what strength looked like.
And now it was asking—no, demanding—that I stop.
So I did. I turned off my phone, closed the blinds, and let myself collapse into bed. And for the first time in longer than I could remember, I slept without setting an alarm. I slept without guilt gnawing at the edges of my consciousness. I slept like someone who deserved rest simply because she was tired.
And when I woke up hours later, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years: restored.
Rest isn’t laziness. Rest is resistance. Rest is reparations.
Rest is sacred.
Especially for those of us who were taught that our worth was only measurable in how much we could endure. How much we could carry. How much we could give without breaking.
Rest is the radical act of saying: I am enough without performing. I am worthy without producing. I deserve care simply because I exist.
It’s taken me years to believe that. Some days, I still struggle with it. But I’m learning. I’m practicing. I’m unlearning the lies that told me rest was something to be earned rather than something to be claimed.
[bookmark: _yyhvdtdr1afh]Pleasure Was the Language I Was Never Taught to Speak
Not just sexual pleasure—though that too. But everyday pleasure. The kind that lingers. The kind that doesn’t require apology.
I grew up learning to make myself small, to suppress my needs, to move through the world with as little disruption as possible. Pleasure felt indulgent. Frivolous. Selfish.
But reclaiming pleasure has been one of the most healing things I’ve ever done.
It started small. Wearing clothes that make me feel powerful instead of invisible. Turning off my phone and dancing in the kitchen to music that makes my whole body come alive. Laughing too loud in a restaurant without apologizing for taking up space. Choosing softness on purpose—soft fabrics, soft lighting, soft words for myself.
Sleeping in without guilt. Letting myself stay in bed an extra ten minutes just to savor the warmth of the blankets and the quiet of the morning.
Kissing someone slowly without rushing to the end. Letting the moment be what it is without needing it to be anything more.
Tasting food instead of counting calories. Actually experiencing the flavors, the textures, the pleasure of nourishment.
Crying when something moves me—a song, a sunset, a moment of unexpected tenderness—and not feeling ashamed of my softness.
These are the small revolutions. The everyday reclamations. The moments when I choose my own pleasure, my own joy, my own peace over the grinding hustle of productivity and performance.
This is what healing looks like when it’s not just about surviving. When it’s about thriving. When it’s about remembering that life is meant to be lived, not just endured.
And every time I choose rest, every time I choose pleasure, every time I choose joy, I’m not just healing myself. I’m dismantling the systems that taught me I didn’t deserve those things in the first place.
That’s the real revolution.
[bookmark: _lqcemr74l5o]Saying Yes to Joy Without Justifying It
For so long, I feared that pleasure would pull me away from God. I had been taught, in subtle and not-so-subtle ways, that joy was something to be earned, that it required justification, that it needed to come with an explanation or an apology attached. I thought that if I allowed myself to feel good—really good—I would somehow drift further from the divine, further from what I was supposed to be.
But I was wrong.
Turns out, pleasure brought me closer to the divine in me. Not the divine they told me about in hushed tones and stern warnings, but the divine that lives in my laughter, in my body, in the way I move through the world when I’m not apologizing for taking up space. The divine that doesn’t require permission slips or proof of worthiness.
The divine that just is.

[bookmark: _pn9iya95c5cu]Chapter 14: Queer Joy Is My Religion Now
Queer joy is not performative. It’s not something I put on for the cameras or trot out when it’s convenient, when it’s safe, when someone’s watching and expecting a show. It’s not a costume I wear once and hang back up in the closet when the party’s over.
It’s not rainbow capitalism—those corporations who slap a pride flag on their logo for thirty days and call it allyship while doing nothing to protect queer lives the other eleven months of the year. It’s not their sanitized, marketable version of what they think we should be.
It’s not Pride once a year and shame the rest. It’s not confetti in June and silence in July. It’s not celebration with conditions, joy with an expiration date, love with a disclaimer.
Queer joy is dancing even when the world says you’re not allowed to be seen. It’s moving your hips in a dive bar at 2 a.m., it’s twirling in your kitchen to a song that makes you feel alive, it’s existing loudly in spaces that were designed to erase you. It’s the refusal to make yourself smaller, quieter, less vibrant just because someone else is uncomfortable with your light.
It’s holding hands with someone you love in daylight. Not in the shadows where it’s “safer,” not in the privacy of your own home where no one can judge, but in broad daylight. On the street. In the grocery store. At the park. Holding hands like it’s the most natural thing in the world—because it is.
It’s softness in a world that punishes tenderness. It’s allowing yourself to be gentle when everything around you demands hardness. It’s choosing vulnerability even when you’ve been hurt for it before. It’s believing that softness is not weakness, that tenderness is not something to be ashamed of, that love—real love—requires the courage to stay open.
It’s choosing truth, again and again, even when it costs you everything. Even when it means losing family, losing friends, losing the version of yourself you thought you were supposed to become. It’s choosing authenticity over acceptance, honesty over comfort, freedom over the illusion of safety.
Queer joy is radical. It’s an act of resistance in a world that wants us gone, hidden, ashamed. It’s the middle finger to every system, every institution, every person who said we shouldn’t exist, shouldn’t be happy, shouldn’t get to live full, beautiful, messy, complicated lives.
Queer joy is holy. It’s sacred in a way that organized religion could never contain. It’s the divine made manifest in our bodies, our relationships, our communities. It’s the proof that God—or whatever force moves through this universe—loves us exactly as we are.
Queer joy is survival upgraded into liberation. It’s not just making it through another day, another year, another decade. It’s not just enduring. It’s thriving. It’s taking everything they said would kill us and transforming it into fuel for living more fully, more loudly, more unapologetically.
And I want all of it.
For me.
For Kai, who deserves to grow up in a world where joy isn’t something you have to fight for, where being yourself isn’t an act of bravery, where love is just love.
For every client who walks through my door and says, with hesitation in their voice and hope in their eyes, “Can I really want this much?”
Yes.
You can.
You do.
You should.
You’re allowed to want it all—the love, the pleasure, the success, the peace, the joy. You’re allowed to reach for it with both hands and not feel guilty about it. You’re allowed to believe you deserve good things, beautiful things, soft things.
Because you do.

[bookmark: _2bauim6e94f1]Chapter 15: I’m Not Healing to Be Palatable. I’m Healing to Be Free.
So I rest now. I take naps in the middle of the day without setting an alarm. I lie in bed on Saturday mornings and don’t count it as laziness or weakness or wasted time. I let my body recover, let my mind wander, let myself exist without producing, without performing, without proving my worth through exhaustion.
I laugh now. Real laughter, the kind that comes from my belly and makes my shoulders shake. Not polite laughter designed to make others comfortable, not performative laughter to smooth over awkward moments, but genuine joy that erupts from somewhere deep inside me. The kind of laughter that’s contagious, that fills rooms, that reminds me I’m alive.
I flirt now. I let myself feel desire and express it. I wink at strangers, I send cheeky texts, I allow myself to be playful and sensual and interested. I don’t hide that part of myself anymore, don’t pretend I’m above wanting connection, wanting touch, wanting to be seen as desirable and whole.
I say no to what shrinks me—to people who drain my energy, to obligations that don’t serve me, to expectations that were never mine to carry in the first place. I say no without offering explanations, without apologizing, without cushioning the blow with excuses about how busy I am or how much I wish I could say yes.
And yes to what sets me the fuck free. Yes to opportunities that scare me in the right way. Yes to relationships that challenge me to grow. Yes to experiences that remind me I’m more than my trauma, more than my past, more than the small, scared version of myself I used to be.
I’m not here to be digestible. I’m not packaging myself into bite-sized pieces that are easy for others to swallow, easy to understand, easy to categorize and file away. I’m not editing myself down to fit into spaces that were too small for me in the first place.
I’m here to be whole. And that’s messy and complicated and sometimes contradictory, and I’m okay with that now. Being whole means embracing all of it, not just the pretty parts, not just the parts that people want to see.
And that includes rage. The hot, burning anger at systems that failed me, at people who hurt me, at the ways I was taught to be small and quiet and grateful for scraps. I don’t swallow that rage anymore. I don’t push it down and pretend it’s not there. I let it exist, let it inform me, let it fuel the changes I want to see in the world.
And grief. The deep, aching loss for the childhood I didn’t get, for the time I spent hiding, for the relationships that couldn’t survive my becoming. I don’t rush through grief anymore. I don’t treat it like something to get over. I let it move through me in waves, let it teach me about what matters, let it soften me even as it breaks me open.
And pleasure. The joy of good food, good sex, good conversation, good music. The simple delight of sunshine on my skin, of a book that makes me think, of a friend who really sees me. I don’t apologize for seeking pleasure anymore. I don’t treat it like a guilty indulgence. I pursue it actively, intentionally, unapologetically.
And healing. The slow, sometimes painful work of untangling old patterns, of rewiring neural pathways, of learning new ways of being in the world. Healing that doesn’t look like a straight line, that includes setbacks and breakthroughs and everything in between.
And softness. The gentle way I speak to myself now, the kindness I extend to my own mistakes, the tenderness I allow into my relationships. Softness that doesn’t mean weakness but means strength enough to stay vulnerable, to stay open, to keep choosing connection even when it’s scary.
And boundaries. Clear, firm boundaries that protect my energy, my time, my peace. Boundaries that say “this far and no further,” boundaries that teach people how to treat me, boundaries that create the container in which I can actually be myself.
And naps. Glorious, guilt-free naps that honor my body’s need for rest, that acknowledge I’m human and not a machine, that give me permission to slow down in a world that’s always demanding I speed up.
And Sundays that don’t include guilt. Sundays where I don’t spend the whole day dreading Monday, where I’m not mentally running through my to-do list, where I actually rest and recharge instead of using my day off to prepare for being productive again.
I am not rebuilding myself in the image of who they told me to be. I’m not trying to become the daughter my parents wanted, the wife society expected, the therapist who never shows her own wounds, the person who makes everyone else comfortable at the expense of my own authenticity.
I am creating myself from the ground up—joy by joy, breath by breath, permission by permission. I’m choosing who I want to be based on what feels true, what feels aligned, what makes me feel most alive. I’m building a life that’s mine, not a life that fits someone else’s blueprint.
This is what becoming proud looks like. Not the Pride with a capital P that happens once a year with parades and parties, but the quiet, daily pride that comes from choosing yourself again and again. The pride that comes from looking in the mirror and recognizing the person staring back at you, from knowing that every scar and wrinkle and gray hair was earned in the process of becoming who you really are.

[bookmark: _ianoa2bjdrtp]Chapter 16: The Mother My Younger Self Needed
She still lives in me, that younger version of myself. She’s not gone, not erased, not left behind in some distant past that I’ve moved beyond. She’s still here, tucked away in the corners of my psyche, emerging in moments when I least expect her.
The quiet girl who used to be me. The one who learned early that silence was safer than speaking, that invisibility was preferable to attention, that small and unnoticed meant protected.
The one who flinched when the door slammed, whose whole body would tense at the sound of raised voices, who could read the emotional temperature of a room within seconds of entering it. Who developed hypervigilance as a survival skill and carried it into adulthood like a badge she never wanted to earn.
Who counted her breaths in the dark, using the rhythm to calm herself, to remind herself she was still here, still alive, still making it through another night. Who learned to self-soothe because no one else was coming to comfort her, who became her own parent long before she should have had to.
Who believed she was too much and not enough in the same heartbeat. Too sensitive, too emotional, too needy, too loud when she finally did speak—but also not pretty enough, not smart enough, not good enough to be loved without conditions. Who lived in that impossible paradox where nothing she did was ever quite right.
She wore obedience like armor, thinking that if she just followed all the rules, if she just did everything right, she would finally be safe. That good behavior would protect her from harm, that perfection would earn her the love she craved.
Softness like a threat, because every time she’d been soft before, every time she’d been vulnerable or tender or open, she’d been hurt. So she learned to view her own gentleness as dangerous, learned to harden herself against the world, learned to armor up before anyone could get close enough to wound her.
And silence like it was the only language she was ever allowed to speak. Silence that meant compliance, silence that meant safety, silence that meant survival. She learned to swallow her words, to keep her truth locked inside, to never ask for what she needed because asking meant risking rejection.
I didn’t just grow up. Growing up would have been natural, expected, the normal progression from child to adult. That’s not what happened to me.
I grew over her. I built layers of protection, developed coping mechanisms, created personas that could function in the world even when I was falling apart inside. Layer after layer of survival, each one designed to keep me functional, to keep me moving forward, to keep the broken parts hidden.
Until I almost forgot her voice. Until the person I’d become was so far removed from who I used to be that I couldn’t remember what that little girl needed, what she wanted, what she dreamed about before the world taught her to dream smaller.
But she never left. She couldn’t leave. She’s the foundation of everything I am, the root system beneath all this growth. She’s the one who endured, who survived, who kept me alive when I wasn’t sure I wanted to be.
She just waited. Patient and persistent, tucked away in my unconscious, showing up in my dreams and my triggers and my patterns. Waiting for me to be ready, to be strong enough, to be safe enough.
For me to come back and find her. For me to turn around and look at her with compassion instead of shame, with tenderness instead of judgment, with the kind of love she always deserved but never received.

[bookmark: _x550dlqgwjc4]She Didn’t Need Me to Rescue Her. She Needed Me to Choose Her.
For so long, I thought healing meant forgetting. I thought the goal was to move past my childhood, to put it behind me, to relegate it to history and leave it there. I thought that dwelling on the past meant I was stuck, that real healing meant not thinking about it anymore.
I thought I needed to move on, to be over it, to reach some magical point where none of it mattered anymore. Where I could talk about my trauma without feeling it, where I could be asked about my childhood and answer with clinical detachment.
I thought healing meant letting it go—releasing it like a balloon into the sky, watching it drift away until it disappeared completely. I thought the endpoint of therapy, of growth, of becoming, was a place where the past had no hold on me anymore.
But that’s not what healing is.
Healing isn’t forgetting. It’s remembering with compassion. It’s looking back at that scared little girl and seeing her clearly, seeing what she went through, seeing how hard she tried, seeing how much she carried.
Healing isn’t moving on. It’s integrating. It’s bringing that younger self along with me instead of trying to leave her behind. It’s acknowledging that she’s part of my story, part of who I am, and that denying her existence doesn’t make me stronger—it just makes me more fragmented.
Healing isn’t letting it go. It’s holding it differently. It’s picking up the weight of my past and learning to carry it in a way that doesn’t break my back, that doesn’t consume all my energy, that allows me to move forward while still honoring where I’ve been.
She didn’t need me to rescue her because she’d already rescued herself. She survived. She made it through. She got me here, to this moment, to this life, to this place where I finally have the tools and the safety and the support to do the deeper work.
What she needed—what she’s always needed—was for me to choose her. To turn toward her instead of away. To see her pain and not flinch from it. To hold her story as sacred instead of shameful.
She needed me to parent her the way she should have been parented the first time around. To give her the unconditional love, the patience, the gentleness, the protection that every child deserves but not every child receives.
She needed me to tell her that none of it was her fault. That she didn’t cause it, couldn’t control it, couldn’t have prevented it. That she was just a child trying to survive in circumstances no child should have to survive.
She needed me to validate her experience instead of minimizing it. To stop saying “it wasn’t that bad” or “other people had it worse” or “at least...” To acknowledge that it was that bad, that it hurt, that it left scars, and that her pain is real and valid regardless of anyone else’s experience.
She needed me to believe her. To trust her memories, her feelings, her truth. To stop gaslighting her the way others had, to stop questioning whether she was overreacting or being too sensitive or making too big a deal out of things.
She needed me to be proud of her. Not in spite of what she went through, but because of how she handled it. Because she survived. Because she kept going. Because she held onto enough hope, enough resilience, enough stubborn determination to live to get us both to the other side.
And now, finally, I’m choosing her. Every day. In every decision. In every moment when I have to choose between making others comfortable and honoring my own truth, I’m choosing her. When I have to choose between people-pleasing and setting boundaries, I’m choosing her. When I have to choose between staying small and taking up space, I’m choosing her.
I’m becoming the mother she needed. The one who sees her, who protects her, who creates safety for her to exist exactly as she is. The one who says “you’re allowed to be angry” and “your feelings matter” and “you don’t have to earn my love.”
I’m giving her what she never had: unconditional acceptance, unwavering support, and the freedom to just be.
And in doing so, I’m giving myself permission to finally be whole.
[bookmark: _3loyu6vd0w4b]Chapter One: The Bright Side Myth
“Looking at the bright side.”
That’s what everyone tells you to do, isn’t it? Rewrite the pain into something prettier. Turn your trauma into a lesson. Find the silver lining. Make it mean something beautiful.
I tried that for years. I became an expert at it—at spinning my story into something palatable, something that wouldn’t make people uncomfortable at dinner parties. I learned to laugh about the hard parts, to minimize, to say “it wasn’t that bad” even when it was.
But healing didn’t ask me to do that. Healing didn’t ask me to abandon her again—the girl I used to be, the one who lived through it all.
It asked me to sit with her instead.
To listen to what she’d been trying to tell me all along.
To stop rushing past her pain to get to some prettier conclusion.
To tell her the truth: You didn’t imagine it. It was real. And it wasn’t your fault.
She doesn’t need me to make it okay. She doesn’t need me to find the lesson or the growth or the reason why it had to happen. She doesn’t need me to be grateful for what broke her.
She needs me to say: I believe you. I see you. I’ve got you now.
And so I sit with her. I let her speak. I let her cry. I let her rage. I don’t tell her to look at the bright side anymore.
Because sometimes there isn’t one. And that’s okay.
[bookmark: _jaym3rxkdikn]Chapter Two: If I Could Hold Her, I’d Tell Her Everything I Know Now
If I could go back and hold that little girl—the one with scraped knees and tangled hair and eyes that held too much—I’d tell her everything I know now.
I’d tell her she’s not crazy for being afraid of the dark. That her fear makes sense. That the dark held real dangers, not imagined ones, and her body knew it before her mind could name it.
I’d tell her that her dad’s love was not love. That love doesn’t hurt like that. That love doesn’t take without asking. That love doesn’t leave bruises—visible or invisible. That what he called love was something else entirely, something that had nothing to do with her worth and everything to do with his brokenness.
I’d tell her that her body isn’t disgusting. That it never was. That the shame she carries doesn’t belong to her—it belongs to the people who made her feel that way. That her body is a miracle, not a problem. That it deserves gentleness and care and pleasure and safety.
I’d tell her that her queerness is hers to celebrate. That the feelings she’s afraid to name are beautiful. That loving who she loves is not wrong or broken or something to hide. That she will find her people, and they will see her, and she will finally understand that she was never the problem.
I’d tell her she is not wrong for questioning everything. That her doubt is intelligence, not weakness. That asking “why” and “is this right” and “does this have to be this way” makes her wise beyond her years. That she should keep questioning, keep pushing back, keep refusing to accept things just because someone says so.
I’d tell her that love is not something she has to earn. That it’s not a reward for being good enough or quiet enough or pretty enough or small enough. That real love doesn’t have conditions. That she deserves it simply because she exists.
I’d tell her she will grow into someone powerful, clear, raw, and wildly safe. That the girl she is now—scared and confused and trying so hard to survive—will become a woman who knows her own mind. Who speaks her truth. Who doesn’t apologize for taking up space. Who creates safety for herself and others. Who is both tender and fierce.
I’d tell her she doesn’t have to prove her worth. She doesn’t have to achieve or perform or perfect herself into deserving love and respect.
She already is worthy. She always has been. She always will be.
[bookmark: _m32sj6srzrst]Chapter Three: I Mother Myself Now
I don’t always get it right.
There are still days when I look in the mirror and hear the old voices—the ones that told me I was too much and not enough, all at once. Sometimes I still criticize my reflection, picking apart the body that has carried me through so much.
Sometimes I forget to eat, lost in work or worry or the old pattern of punishment disguised as productivity.
Sometimes I shrink when I’m supposed to stand tall, making myself smaller in rooms where I have every right to take up space.
Sometimes I flinch when someone raises their voice, even if they’re not yelling at me. Even if they’re not angry. Even if I’m safe. My body remembers what my mind tries to forget.
But now I notice when I do these things.
Now I name it when it happens: That’s the old pattern. That’s the fear talking. That’s not true anymore.
Now I take her hand—that younger version of me, the one who’s still learning that the world can be different—and say, Let’s do this differently.
I mother myself by saying no. By setting boundaries without guilt. By not explaining or justifying or apologizing for protecting my peace.
I mother myself by buying myself flowers, just because. Not waiting for someone else to think I’m worth it. Knowing I am.
I mother myself by going to therapy even when it’s hard. Even when I don’t want to talk about it. Even when it would be easier to pretend everything is fine. I show up for the difficult conversations with myself.
I mother myself by resting. By understanding that my worth is not tied to my productivity. By letting my body be tired without punishment. By sleeping in. By doing nothing and calling it sacred.
I mother myself by letting myself love and be loved. By staying open even when it’s scary. By trusting even when trust feels dangerous. By receiving care without immediately trying to earn it or return it.
I mother myself by not chasing people who don’t choose me back. By recognizing when I’m fighting for scraps of affection. By walking away from relationships that require me to diminish myself. By knowing that the right people won’t make me beg for their love.
I mother myself by laughing loud. By not making myself smaller to make others comfortable. By taking up space with my joy.
I mother myself by holding space for my own rage and joy without apology. By letting myself be angry at what happened. By letting myself be happy now. By refusing to choose between healing and feeling.
That’s how I mother her—the girl I used to be.
That’s how I honor her—by doing what no one else did.
By living the life she never believed she’d have. By becoming the adult she needed. By proving that survival was only the beginning.
[bookmark: _ya9fhs4650ji]Chapter Four: She Didn’t Need to Be Saved—She Needed to Be Seen
For the longest time, I thought healing meant saving that little girl. Rescuing her from the past. Erasing what happened. Making it unhappen somehow.
But that’s not what she needed.
She didn’t need to be saved. She needed to be seen.
She needed someone to witness her pain without minimizing it. To acknowledge what happened without rushing to fix it. To say “that was wrong” instead of “everything happens for a reason.”
And now? Now I see her.
She’s not just the girl I survived. She’s not a chapter I’ve closed or a version of myself I’ve outgrown.
She’s the girl I’m becoming again.
Not the scared part—though I honor that fear, understand where it came from, and know it kept her alive.
Not the silenced part—though I recognize why she went quiet, why speaking felt more dangerous than staying small.
But the wild part. The part that existed before the world told her to be smaller.
The honest part. The part that always knew the truth, even when she wasn’t allowed to say it.
The radiant, unfiltered, deeply feeling part. The part that experiences everything intensely—joy and pain and love and rage—without apology.
The part that still dances barefoot in the kitchen when a good song comes on.
That still writes bad poetry at two in the morning because the words won’t wait.
That still sings off-key in the car and doesn’t care who hears.
That still believes in possibility, even after everything.
She’s not a ghost anymore, haunting the edges of my life.
She’s here. Present. Alive.
We’re here. Together now, instead of fractured.
Together, finally.
And she’s proud of me.
I can feel it sometimes, in quiet moments. Her pride. Her relief. Her gratitude.
Because I didn’t just survive. I didn’t just make it through.
I became the mother she needed. The one who protects her and listens to her and believes her.
The therapist she couldn’t find. The one who asks the right questions and sits with the hard answers.
The friend who never leaves. The one who shows up, especially when it’s difficult.
I became the adult she deserved all along.
And in becoming that for her, I became whole again.
Not healed in the sense of fixed or finished or past it.
But healed in the sense of integrated. Of whole. Of finally, finally home in my own body.
We’re here now. Both of us.
And we’re not going anywhere.
The queer adult she prayed might be real.
The safe place she never had.
And we’re not done.
We’re still becoming.
[bookmark: _m9le1q21gwa1]Chapter 16: Becoming Proud
I used to think healing would make me smaller. More palatable. More obedient. More like the version of me they could love.
But healing didn’t do that.
It made me loud. Honest. Queer. Boundaried. Soft in places that used to be steel. Unapologetically alive.
And proud.
Not in a rainbow flag kind of way, though I love a good flag. Not in a parade kind of way, though I’ve marched with my whole chest. But proud in the way you are when you know how far you’ve come and you refuse to pretend otherwise.
I look at myself now and I see someone I barely recognize from five years ago. Someone who speaks without apologizing first. Someone who takes up space without permission. Someone who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to reach for it.
That person feels like a stranger sometimes. Like someone I met in a dream and woke up being.
But she’s real. She’s me. And I’m proud of her in ways I never thought possible.
[bookmark: _egsn2poiarya]Pride, For Me, Means Ownership
It means I own my story. All of it.
Even the parts I didn’t choose. Even the chapters soaked in shame. Even the nights I thought I wouldn’t make it. Even the moments I wanted to disappear. Even the days I stayed silent when I should’ve screamed.
I own it all.
Because it’s mine. Because it made me. Because I’m still here.
And I didn’t just survive. I created a life I actually want to be awake for.
That’s the part that surprises me most. Not that I made it through, but that I built something on the other side. Something soft and colorful and mine. Something that feels like home in a way I never had before.
I have a partner who sees me. Really sees me. Not the version of me I perform, but the messy, complicated, beautiful truth of who I am. I have friends who know my whole story and love me anyway. I have a child I’m raising with honesty instead of silence, with freedom instead of fear.
I have a life that feels like breathing.
And I’m proud of that. Proud of the work it took to get here. Proud of the times I chose myself when it would’ve been easier not to. Proud of the nights I stayed even when leaving felt simpler.
Ownership doesn’t mean I’m grateful for the trauma. It means I refuse to let it own me anymore. It means I get to decide what it means, what it made, what it taught me.
And mostly, it taught me that I’m stronger than I ever gave myself credit for.
[bookmark: _1jgclgqd42j8]I Am Not a Broken Thing That Got Fixed
I’m a wild thing that got free.
And that’s different.
I still cry during cartoons. Still flinch when someone yells. Still carry the memories in my nervous system like a soft hum that never quite fades.
But I don’t obey those memories anymore. I don’t let them drive. I don’t build my relationships around them.
I can love now without disappearing. I can parent now without performing. I can rest now without earning it.
I can ask for more. I can say no.
I don’t have to be perfect to be worthy. I just have to be honest.
That realization came slowly, like a sunrise I didn’t notice until the whole sky was pink. One day I woke up and realized I hadn’t apologized for existing in weeks. I hadn’t made myself smaller to make someone else comfortable. I hadn’t swallowed my needs to keep the peace.
I had just been myself. Fully, messily, imperfectly myself.
And the world didn’t end.
In fact, the world got better. My relationships got deeper. My life got richer. My heart got lighter.
Being free doesn’t mean being healed. It means being honest about what still hurts and choosing to live anyway. It means carrying the scars without letting them define the journey. It means knowing that broken things can still be beautiful, still be whole, still be enough.
I am enough. Not because I fixed myself, but because I was always enough. I just had to get free enough to see it.
[bookmark: _ulozumxvdiys]Becoming Proud Means I Keep Choosing
Because healing isn’t a finish line. It’s a daily choice.
To stay. To tell the truth. To rest. To play. To fight when it matters.
To say, Not this time.
To walk away. To reach out. To let go. To start again.
To be proud, not just of who I’ve become, but of the fact that I never stopped becoming.
Some days, the choice is easy. I wake up grateful and grounded, ready to face whatever comes. I move through my life with confidence and clarity, knowing who I am and what I need.
Other days, the choice is hard. I wake up tired and triggered, pulled back into old patterns, old fears, old versions of myself I thought I’d left behind.
But I choose anyway.
I choose to get out of bed. I choose to ask for help. I choose to be gentle with myself when the world feels sharp. I choose to remember that healing isn’t linear, that setbacks aren’t failures, that I’m allowed to struggle and still be proud of how far I’ve come.
I choose to keep becoming.
Because that’s what pride is, really. Not the absence of struggle, but the presence of choice. Not the end of the journey, but the commitment to keep walking. Not perfection, but progress. Not arrival, but becoming.
And I’m becoming someone I’m proud of. Someone I would’ve needed when I was younger. Someone I wish I could go back and show to the scared, small version of me who thought she’d never make it out.
I did make it out. And I brought myself with me.
[bookmark: _9gqanv685n4g]I Still Have Work to Do. But I Don’t Do It Alone Anymore.
I have Kai.
And that changes everything.
Having a partner who knows my whole story, who’s seen me at my worst and chosen to stay, who believes in my healing even when I don’t—that’s its own kind of miracle.
Kai doesn’t fix me. They don’t try to. They just hold space for me to fix myself, to find myself, to become myself.
They remind me that I’m not too much. That my queerness is beautiful. That my boundaries are healthy. That my needs matter. That my voice deserves to be heard.
They remind me that love doesn’t have to hurt. That safety is possible. That I can be soft without being small.
And when the work gets hard, when the old wounds open up and I forget who I am, Kai is there. Not to rescue me, but to witness me. Not to fix me, but to believe in me. Not to carry me, but to walk beside me.
That’s what I needed all along. Not someone to save me, but someone to see me. Not someone to heal me, but someone to hold space while I heal myself.
I still have work to do. I always will. Healing is lifelong, becoming is endless, and pride is something I have to choose over and over again.
But I don’t do it alone anymore.
And that makes all the difference.
I look at my life now and I see pride everywhere. In the way I love. In the way I parent. In the way I show up for myself and the people I care about. In the way I refuse to shrink. In the way I speak my truth. In the way I rest without guilt. In the way I play without apology.
In the way I keep becoming.
And I’m proud of that. So damn proud.
Not because I’m perfect. Not because I’ve arrived. Not because the work is done.
But because I keep choosing. I keep showing up. I keep becoming.
And that, more than anything, is something to be proud of.
[bookmark: _z6ok8yacy79m]Chapter One: The Exhale
I have love.
I have therapy.
I have a body that I’m learning to come home to, slowly, like a guest who’s finally been invited inside after years of standing on the porch.
I have community. Real community. The kind that doesn’t demand I shrink or perform or apologize for taking up space.
I have rage. And I’m learning that rage isn’t the opposite of healing—sometimes it’s the doorway.
I have joy. Not the kind I was taught to perform in Sunday School, but the messy, unpredictable kind that shows up in grocery store parking lots and Tuesday afternoons.
I have softness. I didn’t think I’d ever find it again, but here it is, tender and stubborn, living inside me despite everything.
I have boundaries that were built in blood, carved out of survival, and now protect me in peace. They cost me everything to build. And they’re worth it.
And I have me.
Not the shell of me I once used to survive. Not the version that smiled when she wanted to scream, or stayed quiet when she needed to run.
But the real me.
The full me.
The one who laughs loud and tells the truth and walks with her shoulders back, even when her hands still shake.
The one who knows she belongs, simply because she exists.
Even when she’s grieving.
Even when she’s scared.
Even when the world tells her otherwise.
I am proud.
Of this life I’m building, brick by fragile brick.
Of this becoming that nobody warned me would feel like dying and being born at the same time.
Of this story that no one handed to me, no one wrote for me, no one gave me permission to tell.
That I carved out with trembling hands and a voice I had to dig up from the grave.
This is not the end.
But this is the exhale.
This is me, standing in the middle of my own life, finally able to breathe.
Becoming proud.
Again.
Still.
Always.

[bookmark: _h3ot7f3e1d6i]Chapter Two: The Ninth Ghost
I was the ninth child in a house already overcrowded with ghosts.
Not the spooky kind you see in movies, with cold spots and creaking floorboards.
The quiet ones. The heavy ones.
The ones that lived in glances that said too much and said nothing at all. In closed doors that stayed closed for reasons no one explained. In rules so rigid they shaped your bones before you even knew you had any.
Growing up Mormon in Utah felt less like being born into a family and more like being drafted into a holy performance. A lifelong production where the stage was always set, the audience was always watching, and the script had been written long before you arrived.
There was a script for how to pray.
There were costumes for how to dress.
There were roles for who you were supposed to become.
And no one ever asked if the role fit. No one wondered if you could breathe inside it. No one checked to see if the seams were cutting into your skin.
Obedience was the currency of belonging, and belonging was the only way to avoid emotional starvation. So you learned to obey, not because you believed, but because the alternative was invisibility. Or worse—exile.
So I learned obedience the way some kids learn piano or soccer: early, intensely, and with the haunting suspicion that everyone else understood something I didn’t.
I learned to say the right things in the right tone at the right time.
I learned to smile when I wanted to cry.
I learned to shrink when I wanted to explode.
I learned that my body didn’t belong to me—it belonged to God, to the church, to my future husband, to everyone except the girl living inside it.
And I learned, most of all, that asking questions was the fastest way to become dangerous.

[bookmark: _uew6unkjt9y2]Chapter Three: The Greatest Performer in a House of Performance
My dad was a master of spiritual theater.
At church, he was untouchable. Larger than life. The kind of man people pointed to when they talked about what it meant to be faithful.
A booming voice that could fill the chapel and make the walls feel too small.
A trembling testimony that brought grown women to tears and made teenagers squirm with guilt for not feeling the Spirit as deeply as he seemed to.
A handshake that made grown men feel chosen and small children feel like they were in the presence of a church legend, someone who knew God personally and could put in a good word if you were worthy enough.
People adored him.
Respected him.
Asked him for blessings, guidance, fatherly wisdom.
And he could deliver all of it with conviction. He could lay his hands on someone’s head and speak words so powerful, so certain, that you’d believe he had a direct line to heaven.
But at home, he became someone else entirely.
The gospel he lived behind closed doors was carved from fear and domination, not love. It was built on control, not compassion. On power, not protection.
He ruled our house with rage that came in waves—unpredictable, violent, suffocating.
He ruled it with violence that left marks on bodies and deeper marks on souls.
He ruled it with secrets so heavy they bent the air around them, made it hard to breathe, made it impossible to speak.
He hurt my siblings in ways no father should. In ways I didn’t have words for as a child, and still struggle to name as an adult.
He hurt my mother in ways no husband should. In ways that taught me early that love could look like suffering, that devotion could feel like disappearing.
He hurt my brothers for existing too loudly, too boldly, too humanly. For taking up space. For having needs. For being boys who didn’t know how to be small enough, quiet enough, invisible enough to be safe.
And the worst part? The most suffocating part?
Everyone outside our house thought he was a saint.
And we were taught that keeping his sainthood intact was more important than our safety.
More important than our truth.
More important than us.
[bookmark: _nwhh4kaqh2ux]Chapter One: The First Religion
He created a world where terror was normal.
Where flinching was instinct.
Where silence was the only safe language.
This was the first religion I ever learned: Stay small or suffer.
It wasn’t written down anywhere. There was no holy book, no commandments carved into stone tablets. But we all knew the rules by heart. We learned them the way other children learned to tie their shoes or recite the alphabet—through repetition, through consequence, through the kind of fear that seeps into your bones and never quite leaves.
The house itself seemed to hold its breath when he was home. The walls absorbed our silence like a sponge soaking up water. We moved through the rooms like ghosts, careful not to make too much noise, careful not to exist too loudly. Even the air felt different when his car pulled into the driveway—thicker, heavier, charged with the possibility of violence.
I remember the sound of his footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. Each one a warning.
I remember how my mother’s voice would change when she heard them. How it would become smaller, softer, more apologetic. How she would start moving faster in the kitchen, trying to finish dinner before he could find something to criticize.
I remember how my siblings and I would exchange glances across the dinner table—silent conversations conducted entirely through eye contact. Are you okay? Is he in a bad mood? Should we leave the table early?
We became experts at reading his moods. We had to. Our survival depended on it.
When he was calm, we breathed easier. When he was angry, we scattered like birds fleeing a storm. And when he was that particular kind of quiet—the quiet that came before the explosion—we disappeared entirely.
This was the world he built for us. A world where love and terror were so tangled together we couldn’t tell them apart. A world where the person who was supposed to protect us was the person we most needed protection from.
And we learned, all of us, that some prayers go unanswered. That some suffering is witnessed by no one. That some hells are perfectly ordinary, tucked into suburban houses with nice lawns and two-car garages.
[bookmark: _uh86ctnq1tcp]Chapter Two: The Stories I Thought Belonged Only to the Older Kids
For most of my life, I believed that only my older siblings carried the full brutality of his violence.
I watched them absorb the earliest blows, both physical and spiritual. They were the ones who stood between him and the rest of us, the ones who took the worst of it, the ones who learned first what it meant to live under his fists and his fury.
They were the ones who whispered their stories later, long after we’d all left home, in fragmented sentences that never felt long enough to hold the weight of what they endured. In kitchen conversations that started with “Remember when...” and ended with someone staring at the floor, unable to finish. In phone calls that began as casual check-ins and spiraled into something darker, something we couldn’t quite name.
Because they had words for it.
They were old enough to remember, to name, to rage, to grieve. They could point to specific incidents, specific scars. They could say, “This happened on this day,” and “That happened when I was this age.” Their memories had shape and substance. Their trauma had a timeline.
And I—
the baby of the family—
told myself I was “lucky.”
Told myself I was mostly spared. Told myself that whatever happened to me wasn’t as bad, wasn’t worth mentioning, wasn’t worth holding.
I minimized everything that happened to me because that’s what the youngest learn to do in a violent home. We watch our older siblings break under the weight of the family’s dysfunction, and we convince ourselves that if we can just stay smaller, quieter, more invisible, maybe we’ll escape unscathed. Maybe we’ll be the exception. Maybe we’ll be the one who makes it out intact.
We become the ones who stay quiet to keep the family from crumbling under the truth. We’re the ones who smile in photographs, who pretend everything is fine, who learn to perform normalcy so well we almost believe it ourselves. We’re the glue holding together something that should have fallen apart long ago.
But the real reason we stayed quiet was simpler and sharper:
Our father forbade us from speaking.
He told us—calmly, coldly, with a calculated menace only a deeply broken man could master—that if any of us ever told anyone what happened in that house, he would do things we wouldn’t survive. He said it matter-of-factly, the way someone might comment on the weather or remind you to lock the door. His tone was almost reasonable, which somehow made it worse.
He didn’t yell when he made these threats. He didn’t need to.
The violence in his voice was quiet, controlled, absolute. It was the voice of someone who knew exactly how much power he had, and who enjoyed wielding it. It was the voice of someone who had done this before, who would do it again, who had nothing left to lose and everything to protect.
And we believed him.
Of course we believed him. We’d seen what he was capable of. We’d seen him explode over nothing, over everything, over the simple fact of our existence. We’d seen furniture overturned, walls punched, doors kicked in. We’d seen our mother try to shield us with her own body. We’d seen things children should never have to see.
So yes, we believed him when he said he would hurt us if we spoke.
Fear trained us before language did.
Fear carved commandments deeper than any scripture. It wrote rules directly onto our nervous systems, bypassed our conscious minds entirely, and settled into the part of us that operates on pure instinct. Fear taught us to freeze, to flee, to fawn. Fear taught us that survival meant submission.
Fear taught us that silence wasn’t just expected—it was required.
It was the price we paid for relative safety. It was the tax we owed for being allowed to exist in that house. And we paid it, day after day, year after year, until silence became so natural we forgot we’d ever known how to speak.
So I grew up thinking my pain was small because I was small.
I grew up believing my memories were insignificant because they weren’t spoken. I grew up watching my older siblings carry their trauma like heavy stones, and I convinced myself that my own wounds were barely scratches. I told myself that what I experienced didn’t count, didn’t matter, didn’t measure up to the violence they’d endured.
I grew up thinking trauma had a seniority system, and the youngest were at the bottom of the roster. I thought suffering required witnesses, validation, acknowledgment. I thought if no one else remembered what happened to me—or if they remembered but said it wasn’t that bad—then maybe it wasn’t real at all.
It took me years to learn the truth:
What happened to me wasn’t smaller.
It was simply silenced.
And silenced pain grows strange in the body. It doesn’t disappear just because we refuse to name it. It doesn’t evaporate just because we pretend it never happened. Instead, it transforms. It becomes something else entirely.
It turns into self-doubt, into self-erasure, into shadows that linger long after the bruises fade. It becomes anxiety that has no obvious source, depression that seems to come from nowhere, anger that feels disproportionate to whatever triggered it. It becomes a constant sense of wrongness, a feeling that something inside us is broken but we can’t quite say what or how.
Silenced pain becomes the stories we tell ourselves about why we’re not good enough, not strong enough, not worthy enough. It becomes the voice that says we’re too sensitive, too dramatic, too much and not enough all at once.
It becomes the part of us that learned, very early and very well, that our reality doesn’t matter. That our experience isn’t valid. That our truth isn’t true.
And it takes years—sometimes decades—to unlearn those lessons. To find our voices again. To speak the words that were forbidden to us.
To finally say: This happened. This was real. This mattered.
[bookmark: _21yqfe71n3of]Chapter Three: God Was Everywhere—Except Where We Needed Him
In church, people said God saw everything.
They said it with such certainty, such confidence. They sang about it in hymns, preached about it from the pulpit, quoted scripture to prove it. God’s eyes were on every sparrow that fell. God knew every hair on our heads. God was omniscient, omnipresent, all-seeing and all-knowing.
Nothing escaped His notice. Nothing was hidden from His sight.
If that was true, then God saw my father raise his hand against my mother.
God saw the first time and the hundredth time. God saw her flinch, saw her try to make herself smaller, saw her apologize for things that weren’t her fault. God saw her prayer life become an endless negotiation—Please let him be in a good mood today, please let dinner be exactly how he likes it, please let us make it through one evening without bloodshed.
God saw my siblings shrink under his rage.
God watched them learn to read his moods, to predict his explosions, to calculate the exact angle of their existence that might keep them safe. God saw them grow up too fast, lose their childhoods to vigilance and fear. God saw them trying to protect each other, trying to protect me, trying to hold together something that was already shattered.
God saw secrets rotting in the walls like mold.
God saw the silence we kept, the lies we told to teachers and neighbors and anyone who asked if everything was okay at home. God saw us learn to wear masks, to perform normalcy, to split ourselves into the versions we showed the world and the versions that existed only behind closed doors. God saw the truth festering in the dark corners of that house, spreading like decay, poisoning everything it touched.
If God saw all of this—and the people at church insisted He did—then why didn’t He stop it?
This was the question that haunted me long before I had words for it. This was the question that lived in the space between the hymns we sang on Sunday morning and the violence that waited for us at home. This was the question that made every sermon feel hollow, every prayer feel futile, every testimony about God’s protection feel like a cruel joke.
Where was God when my mother locked herself in the bathroom to cry? Where was God when my father’s voice echoed through the house, making us all freeze in terror? Where was God during the worst nights, the ones I still can’t speak about, the ones that live in my body as sensation rather than memory?
The people at church had answers, of course. They always did.
God works in mysterious ways. God has a plan. God never gives us more than we can handle. Suffering builds character. This is all part of His divine purpose. We can’t understand His ways. We just have to have faith.
But those answers felt like violence too. A different kind, maybe. Softer. More polite. But violence nonetheless.
Because they asked me to accept that God chose to watch and do nothing. That God had the power to intervene but decided not to. That my suffering was intentional, purposeful, part of some grand design I was too small to comprehend.
They asked me to worship the God who let it happen.
And for a long time, I tried. I tried to make sense of it. I tried to be grateful for small mercies. I tried to believe that God was present even in the darkness, even in the silence, even in the moments when His absence felt like the loudest thing in the room.
I tried to reconcile the God of Sunday school stories—the one who loved children, who protected the innocent, who heard every prayer—with the God who seemed to look away when we needed Him most.
But the contradiction lived in me like a splinter, sharp and infected.
And eventually, I had to choose: either God wasn’t there, or God was there and didn’t care.
Either way, we were alone.
[bookmark: _3k6xiqwkefwn]Chapter One: The God Who Looked Away
If God saw everything, why didn’t He intervene?
That question lived in my chest like a stone I couldn’t swallow. Heavy. Constant. Impossible to ignore.
Why did He seem so present when my dad cried during testimony meeting, his voice breaking as he spoke of faith and family and the sacred bonds that tied us together? The congregation would nod, murmur their amens, reach for tissues. They saw a man moved by the Spirit.
Yet that same God felt so absent when my dad turned our home into a battlefield. When his voice didn’t break with devotion but with rage. When the sacred bonds he spoke of on Sundays became chains by Monday.
I was a child desperate to reconcile contradictions adults refused to acknowledge.
The church had answers for everything—except the questions that mattered most to me. How could a man bear testimony one day and terrorize his family the next? How could both versions be true? How could God hear prayers in the chapel but not the ones whispered into pillows at night?
Obedience was holy, they said.
But what about obedience that kept us trapped? What about the obedience that meant staying quiet when you should scream? What about the kind of obedience that protected the abuser and silenced the abused?
Reverence was required.
But what about reverence for truth? What about the truth that lived in our house—the one we were taught to cover up, dress up, explain away?
The church taught that families were eternal.
But ours felt like hell with nice wallpaper. Eternal damnation in a three-bedroom house with a manicured lawn and a minivan in the driveway. The kind of hell that looked perfect from the outside, the kind that made you question your own reality because everyone else insisted everything was fine.
Maybe that was the cruelest part. Not just the violence, but the gaslighting that came with it. The insistence that what I saw, what I felt, what I knew—none of it was real. Or if it was real, it certainly wasn’t that bad. And if it was that bad, well, we shouldn’t talk about it.
So I learned to hold contradictions like other children held toys. I learned to live in the space between what was said and what was true. I learned that some questions don’t have answers, and asking them only makes things worse.
God saw everything, they promised.
But from where I stood, it seemed like He was looking the other way.
[bookmark: _w0cyrm5n7pl]Chapter Two: The Art of Becoming Small
In a home ruled by unpredictability, survival becomes a skillset. Not the kind they teach you in school, but the kind you develop in your bones, in your nervous system, in the parts of you that learn to stay alive before your brain can even name what’s happening.
I learned to read my dad’s breathing like scripture. The rhythm of it told me everything I needed to know. Slow and steady meant safe—or safe enough. Quick and shallow meant danger was coming. That particular pause between exhales meant he was deciding something, weighing something, and I needed to be somewhere else before he finished the calculation.
I learned to measure the temperature of a room before entering it. Not with a thermometer, but with that sixth sense children develop when their safety depends on it. I could tell from the hallway whether the kitchen was a war zone or a neutral territory. I could feel the charge in the air, the tension that gathered like storm clouds, the electricity that crackled right before everything exploded.
I learned to disappear into the walls, the background, the corners of my own life. I became a ghost in my own house. I learned which floorboards creaked and which ones didn’t. I learned how to move through space without taking up space. I learned how to make myself so small, so quiet, so invisible that maybe—just maybe—I could slip through the day unnoticed.
I became the good girl.
The quiet one.
The obedient one.
The one who didn’t cause trouble because trouble was already waiting everywhere. Trouble lived in our house like an unwanted guest who never left. It sat at the dinner table. It lurked in doorways. It filled the silence and the noise alike. I didn’t need to add to it.
My compliance was praised by church leaders, teachers, neighbors. They called me mature for my age. Responsible. Such a help to your mother. Such a good example to the other children. They smiled at me with approval, held me up as a model of righteous behavior.
But it wasn’t righteousness.
It wasn’t virtue or faith or any of the things they named it as.
It was self-protection.
The kind of goodness a child grows when she has learned that resistance is dangerous and visibility is a liability. The kind of perfect behavior that comes from knowing that any mistake could be the one that tips everything over the edge. The kind of obedience that’s less about choosing good and more about avoiding disaster.
I learned to anticipate needs before they were spoken. To apologize before I’d done anything wrong. To smooth over tensions, redirect attention, absorb blame that wasn’t mine to carry. I became a tiny adult, a child diplomat negotiating peace treaties in a war I didn’t start and couldn’t end.
And everyone told me I was such a good girl.
They had no idea I was just trying to survive.
[bookmark: _vfurki8g4v18]Chapter Three: My Mother’s Love, Wrapped in Silence
My mother loved me.
I know that now in a way I didn’t know then. I know it with the clarity that only comes with years and distance and the hard work of understanding that love is more complicated than we’re taught to believe.
But her love was shaped by survival, and survival demanded silence.
She loved me the only way she could—quietly, carefully, in the margins of a life that didn’t belong to her. Her love came in small gestures: a hand on my shoulder when my father left the room, an extra cookie slipped onto my plate, staying up late to help with homework even when she was exhausted beyond measure.
She didn’t stand up to him because she couldn’t.
I understand that now. I understand that she was as trapped as we were, maybe more so. That leaving seemed impossible, unthinkable, a leap she couldn’t make with three children and no money and a church community that would have called it sin. That standing up to him meant risking everything—our home, our safety, our lives.
She didn’t protect us loudly because loudness was punished.
Loudness meant escalation. Loudness meant violence. Loudness meant the kind of consequences that made silence seem like wisdom. So she learned to protect us in whispers. To shield us in small ways. To redirect his attention when she could, to absorb his rage when she couldn’t, to create tiny pockets of safety in a house that had none.
Her quiet wasn’t consent—it was calculation.
Every silence was a choice. Not the choice between right and wrong, but the choice between bad and worse. Between surviving today and risking tomorrow. Between holding on and falling apart. She made a thousand silent calculations every day, weighing costs and consequences I was too young to understand.
Still, her silence carved me.
It taught me lessons I’m still trying to unlearn. It taught me that love can coexist with abandonment, that you can love someone and fail to protect them, that good intentions don’t always translate into action.
It taught me that devotion can coexist with powerlessness. That you can be devoted to your children and still unable to save them. That trying your best sometimes isn’t enough, and that’s a tragedy, not a failing.
It taught me that being loved doesn’t guarantee being protected. That love is necessary but not sufficient. That you can know someone loves you and still feel desperately alone. That a mother’s love, however real, can’t shield you from a father’s rage.
We have found our way back to each other in adulthood, with tenderness and truth. We’ve had the conversations we couldn’t have then. We’ve held space for complicated feelings—grief and anger and love all tangled together. We’ve built something new, something honest, something that acknowledges the past without being trapped in it.
But the child I was still remembers the echo of her silence.
That little girl still lives somewhere inside me, still waiting for someone to speak up, still wondering why no one said stop. I can understand my mother’s choices now with my adult mind. I can extend compassion and forgiveness and grace.
But the child in me still aches for what she needed then and didn’t receive.
That’s the complicated truth I’ve learned to hold: I can love my mother and grieve what she couldn’t give me. I can understand why she stayed silent and still wish she’d found her voice. I can forgive her and still feel the impact of her choices.
Love and loss. Understanding and anger. Forgiveness and grief.
All of it true. All of it real. All of it mine to carry.
[bookmark: _9il85paopuk8]Chapter Four: The Day the World Split Open
The divorce came when I was eight.
No one sat me down with explanations. No one gathered us kids around the kitchen table to tell us gently, carefully, that things were going to change. There was no family meeting, no age-appropriate conversation about how sometimes adults make difficult decisions and it’s not your fault and we’ll always love you.
Children in chaos learn to read energy, not words.
We knew something was happening before anyone said anything. The air in the house changed first. The silences became different—less dangerous, maybe, but more final. Heavier. Like the silence after an explosion when the dust is still settling and you’re checking to see if you’re still alive.
My parents stopped speaking to each other entirely, communicating only through terse notes and tight-lipped exchanges when absolutely necessary. My father’s absences grew longer. My mother’s face grew harder. We kids moved through the house like ghosts, afraid to ask questions that might shatter whatever fragile peace had been negotiated.
The house felt different.
It felt like something had already ended even before anyone announced it. Like we were living in the after, waiting for someone to tell us what we already knew. Rooms that had felt like danger zones began to feel abandoned instead. The kitchen where he’d raged became just a kitchen. The living room where we’d held our breath became a space where we could exhale, tentatively, testing the air.
The air felt thinner.
Easier to breathe but harder to trust. Like maybe the pressure had lifted but we weren’t sure it was safe to believe it yet. Like maybe this was just another trick, another temporary reprieve before the next storm. I kept waiting for him to come back, for everything to return to the way it had been. I didn’t know yet that sometimes things break so completely they can’t be put back together.
My father’s presence—or absence—became the loudest thing in the room.
When he was gone, we could relax incrementally, our bodies slowly releasing tension we’d carried for so long we’d forgotten we were carrying it. But even his absence had weight. It filled the spaces he’d occupied, left outlines of him in every corner. We were shaped by him even when he wasn’t there.
Divorce wasn’t salvation, but it was rupture.
It was a breaking that needed to happen even though it hurt. It was the ending of something terrible and also the ending of the only family structure I’d ever known. It was relief and grief and fear all mixed together in a confusion I didn’t have words for.
It was the first moment anyone in our family said—out loud or silently—No more.
The first time someone drew a line. The first time the unacceptable was named as unacceptable. The first time survival meant leaving instead of staying. The first time the lie that we were a happy family was allowed to die.
It wasn’t the end of trauma.
The divorce didn’t erase what had happened. It didn’t undo the years of fear and violence and learned helplessness. It didn’t magically heal the wounds that had been carved into us. The aftermath brought its own challenges—custody battles and financial struggles and the specific kind of grief that comes with your family falling apart even when it needed to.
But it was the beginning of truth.
It was the first crack in the performance. The first acknowledgment that the pretty picture we’d been presenting to the world didn’t match the ugly reality we lived. The first admission that something was desperately, fundamentally wrong. The first step toward naming what had been unnameable.
The first moment I realized the world could change—that the terrible permanence I’d assumed was actually breakable. That we weren’t sentenced to this forever. That my mother, despite everything, could still choose. That there was a door, and even though it took years, even though it cost everything, she could walk through it.
And in that realization, something loosened in my chest. Not hope exactly—I was too young and too hurt for hope. But possibility. The smallest sliver of light through a crack that hadn’t existed before.
The world could change.
Maybe, someday, so could I.
Even if no one asked my permission.
And something in me, even then, whispered:
Maybe I can change too.

[bookmark: _8jgh0jdoalv]Chapter 2: The Divorce
I was eight or maybe nine when I found out my parents were getting divorced.
Not from a conversation.
Not from a parent.
Not in a moment of care.
I found out because my cousin made fun of me.
We were at a family gathering—one of those mandatory events where everyone pretended everything was fine, where the adults drank too much and the children were left to fend for themselves in the basement or the backyard. I don’t remember what I said to her, only what she said back. Her words came out loud and sharp enough to make the air change, to make everyone nearby go quiet:
”At least my parents aren’t divorced.”
She smirked when she said it. Like she’d won something. Like my pain was a trophy she could hold up to make herself feel bigger.
Someone laughed.
And I felt something drop inside me, like a trapdoor I didn’t know I’d been standing on.
The world tilted. My stomach lurched. But I laughed too, because I didn’t know what else to do. Because I was trained to never show pain in public. Because admitting hurt meant admitting weakness, and weakness meant becoming a target.
Because I didn’t even know my parents were divorced.
No one had told me.
Not my mother. Not my father. Not a single adult who supposedly loved me enough to protect me from finding out this way.
In our family, truth didn’t arrive through warm conversations or honest explanations. It arrived through accidents. Slip-ups. Other people’s cruelty. The truth was something you stumbled into, something that blindsided you when you weren’t looking.
So there I stood, pretending nothing had happened, laughing along with everyone else as my world cracked open without warning. I stayed at that gathering for hours afterward, playing games I didn’t care about, eating food I couldn’t taste, smiling until my face hurt.
And the whole time, a question screamed inside me:
Why didn’t anyone tell me?

[bookmark: _abfqzm2piuhy]The Separation That Wasn’t Really Separation
Even after the separation, I still had to see him.
They were separated—divorced, technically—but no one explained what that meant. No one sat me down and said, “Your father won’t live with us anymore, but you’re safe now.” No one told me why it had happened or what would change or whether I was allowed to feel relieved.
They only told me I was supposed to go with him sometimes. For visits. For weekends. Like nothing had changed. Like he hadn’t destroyed our home. Like the violence I felt in my bones wasn’t real.
And during these visits, he became someone else again.
He bought me gifts—toys I’d mentioned once in passing, clothes that were too expensive, treats I wasn’t allowed to have at home. He smiled wide, his teeth too white, his laugh too loud. He told me I was his favorite, his angel, his everything. He took me to parks and restaurants and movie theaters, places where other people could see us, where he could perform being a good father.
And I believed him.
Because I was a child.
Because children love who they know, even when that love is twisted. Even when that love hurts. Even when that love leaves marks no one else can see.
Because my brain had been trained to confuse attention with safety, affection with ownership, fear with loyalty.
Even though something he did to me was wrong.
Even though something in my body recoiled around him—a tightness in my chest, a knot in my stomach, a voice that screamed run even when I was sitting perfectly still.
Even though a small voice inside me whispered that something wasn’t right.
I didn’t know how to separate wrong from love—because in my world, wrong was love.
Wrong was familiar. Wrong was normal. Wrong was what I’d known since before I had words for it.
Wrong was wrapped in smiles and gifts and pretend tenderness. Wrong came with compliments and special treatment and the promise that I was different, better, more important than everyone else.
He had taught me, long before I knew the word “trauma,” how to bond with the person who frightened me the most. How to crave approval from the hands that hurt me. How to mistake control for care.
And I carried that lesson with me for years.
Into every relationship. Into every friendship. Into every moment when someone showed me the smallest bit of attention and I mistook it for love.
Because no one ever taught me the difference.
[bookmark: _i6boi5em2xja]Chapter One: My Sisters Tried to Explain
My sisters knew more—not because they were older, but because they had survived more.
They carried the memories with them everywhere. The bruises. The violations. The things done in the dark when no one else was watching. They had been old enough to register what was happening, old enough to understand the weight of it, old enough to rebel against it in their own small ways. Old enough to speak to each other in fragments and warnings when they thought I couldn’t hear.
And when the separation began, when the family started to fracture in ways I couldn’t yet name, they tried to protect me.
They tried to explain why everyone hated him. Why the house felt like it had been smudged with fire, like something had burned through it and left only ash and the memory of heat. Why people stiffened when his name was spoken, why conversations would stop mid-sentence if I walked into the room.
But they weren’t just talking about what he had done to them.
Little did they know that what they were describing, what they were trying to warn me about, was also happening to me. Had been happening. Was still happening.
They tried to say it gently, their voices soft and careful. Dropping pieces of truth like small stones along a path, hoping they would guide me toward safety, toward understanding, toward some kind of escape.
But I was too young.
I didn’t understand what they were trying to tell me.
I couldn’t understand.
Because when harm happens before you have language for it, your body knows before your mind does. Your nervous system remembers what your consciousness can’t yet name.
Because when a man hurts you and then tells you you’re special, your brain splits itself trying to make both things true. It creates two separate worlds that can’t touch each other.
Because trauma-bonded love is the cruelest kind—the kind that makes you defend the person who broke you. The kind that makes you feel protective of your abuser. The kind that tangles love and fear so tightly together that you can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.
So when my sisters tried to name the unnameable, when they tried to give me the words I didn’t have yet, my mind shut down.
The child in me refused the truth. Had to refuse it.
Because believing it, accepting it, would have shattered me completely. Would have destroyed the only version of reality I could survive inside of.
I didn’t understand then.
But their words planted a seed.
A truth waiting for a safer day to bloom.
Years later, when I was finally strong enough, when I had finally built enough distance and safety around myself, that seed would burst open. It would crack through the concrete I had poured over it. And I would finally be ready to say the words I couldn’t say as a child:
It happened to me too.
And it wasn’t my fault.
It was never my fault.
[bookmark: _47gy5fj7pu14]Chapter Two: He Was Forced to Leave Utah
Eventually, something happened—something big enough that they couldn’t hide it anymore. Something that forced people to act, to do something, to make a decision that had consequences.
He was forced to leave the state.
No one told me why.
No one used the real words, the honest words, the words that would have helped me understand.
No one sat me down and said, “This is what he did. This is why he has to go. This is why you won’t see him anymore.”
Instead, I was told, “You won’t be able to talk to him for a long time.”
A long time?
What did that even mean to a child? Weeks? Months? Years? Forever?
The adults’ voices were too soft, too careful, too edited. Every word had been chosen and polished and stripped of anything sharp or real. They spoke in euphemisms and half-truths, in careful phrases that said everything and nothing at once.
I remember staring at them, searching their faces for clues. Waiting for the part where they would explain it in a way a child could understand. Waiting for someone to tell me what was really happening.
It never came.
The explanation I needed never arrived.
I didn’t know he had been forced out. I thought he had chosen to leave. I thought maybe he didn’t want to see me anymore. I thought maybe I had done something wrong.
The silence around his absence was louder than any explanation could have been.
[bookmark: _acxubtle9xwk]Chapter 2: The Grief That Made No Sense
I didn’t know he was dangerous.
I didn’t know the church and the courts and the systems that usually protected men like him had finally drawn a line. I didn’t know what any of it meant—just that something was shifting beneath us, cracking open like the earth before a quake.
All I knew was that my father was disappearing.
And even after everything he’d done, I felt a grief that made no sense. A grief that arrived uninvited and sat heavy in my chest, making it hard to breathe some nights when I lay in the dark. Because children grieve the parents they wish they had right alongside the ones they actually lost. We mourn the father who should have been there—the one who taught us to ride bikes and fixed our scraped knees and made us feel safe. We grieve the fantasy even when the reality was a nightmare.
That’s the cruel mathematics of being a child: you love them anyway. You miss them anyway. Even when you know better.
[bookmark: _4du860npq6jc]When He Left, She Left Too
When he left Utah, my mom left too.
Not physically—she stayed. Her body remained in that house, moved through those rooms, occupied the same space we did. She still woke up every morning, made meals, paid bills, kept us alive. The dishes got washed. The laundry got folded. The bills got paid on time. From the outside, everything looked functional.
But emotionally, something in her dimmed. Collapsed. Folded inward like a flower closing against the cold.
She was exhausted in ways she didn’t know how to say out loud. She had carried chaos for so long her body didn’t remember peace. Her nervous system had been stuck in survival mode for years, and now that the immediate threat was gone, she didn’t know how to come down from that ledge. She had survived him, but survival had cost her pieces of herself she would never get back.
And I felt her absence.
Not the physical kind—the emotional kind. She was there, standing right in front of me, but somewhere behind a curtain. Behind glass. Present but unreachable, like she was underwater and I was calling to her from the shore.
I needed her. Desperately. The way a drowning person needs air.
But she was too tired to be needed. Too busy holding the world together to hold me too. Her hands were full just keeping herself upright, just making it through one more day without falling apart completely.
So I learned to stop asking. Stopped reaching. Stopped expecting tenderness.
I taught myself to need less, to take up less space, to swallow my questions and fears and loneliness. Because in our house, love was something you tiptoed around, not something you leaned into. It was fragile. Conditional. Always one wrong move away from shattering.
Divorce didn’t free us. It just changed the shape of the silence.
The house felt different without him—quieter, yes, but not peaceful. The absence of his violence didn’t automatically fill with warmth. It just left a vacuum, and we didn’t know how to fill it. We walked through rooms that echoed. We ate dinners without conversation. We existed alongside each other like ghosts haunting the same house.
And I never got to say goodbye—not to him, not to who I’d been before him, and not to the mother who was fighting her own ghosts while I fought mine.
[bookmark: _mvtt6u7rd0gf]Chapter 3: Dad’s Volcano
If my dad was anything, he was unpredictable.
His anger didn’t just show up—it burst into the room. Exploded. Took up space like a natural disaster we had to survive rather than understand. You couldn’t reason with it. Couldn’t negotiate with it. Couldn’t see it coming in time to brace yourself.
He didn’t walk into rooms—he shifted the ground under them. The air changed when he arrived. The temperature dropped or spiked. Everyone tensed. We developed a sixth sense for his moods, reading the subtle signs in his posture, his breathing, the set of his jaw. We became experts in his weather patterns, always watching the horizon for storms.
He was a human volcano: silent one minute, seething the next, erupting without warning.
And we were the children learning how to live with ash in our lungs. Learning to hold our breath. Learning to make ourselves small. Learning that survival meant staying quiet, staying invisible, staying out of the blast radius.
[bookmark: _i25d6u94s8cj]Terror Was My First Language
I didn’t grow up afraid of the dark or monsters under the bed.
I grew up afraid of everything.
Fear wasn’t an occasional visitor in my childhood—it was the foundation. It was the air I breathed, the lens through which I saw the world. It shaped how I moved through rooms, how I spoke (or didn’t speak), how I learned to read people’s faces for signs of danger.
I remember having nightmares every single night. Not sometimes. Not occasionally. Every single night.
Dreams where he came into our house, killed everyone I loved, and left me alone with the bodies. Dreams where I hid in closets, behind doors, under beds, my hand clamped over my mouth to keep from making a sound. Dreams where I ran and ran and ran but my legs moved through thick air, slow as molasses, while he gained ground behind me. Dreams where I screamed for help but no sound came out, my voice stolen, my throat closed.
I’d wake up gasping, drenched in sweat, my heart hammering so hard I thought it might break through my ribs. And for those first few seconds, I wouldn’t know where I was. Wouldn’t know if the nightmare was over or if I’d just opened my eyes to find it continuing.
Some mornings I’d wake up and lie there in the gray light, too afraid to get out of bed. Afraid of what the day would bring. Afraid of setting him off without meaning to. Afraid of existing too loudly in a house where loudness could get you hurt.
Terror was my first language. Before I learned to read or write, I learned to be afraid. I learned to flinch. I learned that the world was not a safe place, and that the people who were supposed to protect you could be the very ones you needed protection from.
[bookmark: _jm0ti193es70]Chapter One: The Architecture of Fear
Under blankets—
trying to be invisible,
trying to be smaller than I already was.
I would curl myself into the tightest ball possible, knees pressed against my chest, breath held shallow and quiet. If I could just take up less space, maybe I wouldn’t be noticed. Maybe I could disappear into the mattress, into the darkness, into nothing at all.
The blankets became my fortress, thin and insufficient as they were. Cotton and thread against chaos. I knew they couldn’t protect me—not really—but pulling them over my head felt like something. Like an action I could take when I had no other power. Like a small act of defiance in a world where I had no control.
Dreams came most nights, uninvited and relentless.
Dreams where his footsteps found me anyway.
Heavy. Deliberate. Growing louder.
I would try to run in those dreams, but my legs moved through invisible quicksand. I would try to scream, but my voice evaporated before it could leave my throat. And always, always, those footsteps kept coming. Steady. Inevitable. Closer.
And the nightmare never fully ended when I woke up.
The fear just changed shape.
It morphed from the abstract terror of sleep into the concrete dread of daylight. Morning didn’t bring relief—it just brought a different kind of vigilance. The monster in my dreams had a face I recognized. A voice I heard every day. Hands that sometimes ruffled my hair and sometimes slammed doors hard enough to shake the walls.
Because during the day, danger didn’t come from shadows.
It sat at the dinner table, fork scraping against a plate.
It drove the car, hands tight on the steering wheel.
It kissed my mom on the cheek in public, performing normalcy for an audience that had no idea what happened behind closed doors.
That was the most confusing part—the way he could shift between versions of himself so seamlessly. The way he could be charming to strangers, funny with neighbors, affectionate in front of witnesses. And then, when the door closed and the audience left, the mask would slip.
I learned early that danger doesn’t always look dangerous.
Sometimes it looks like family.
[bookmark: _y9nui4iwhwgb]Chapter Two: Constant Vigilance Was My Childhood
I lived every day with the belief that someone I loved could be harmed at any moment.
This wasn’t anxiety in the clinical sense—not yet, anyway. This was rational fear based on observable patterns. This was my nervous system correctly identifying that my environment was unstable, unpredictable, and unsafe.
If my siblings were late coming home, I panicked.
Five minutes past when they should have walked through the door, and my mind would spiral. Had something happened? Had he been waiting for them? Were they hurt, scared, hiding? I would stand by the window, watching the street, my heart hammering against my ribs, counting the seconds until I saw their figures approaching.
If my mom didn’t answer the phone right away, I imagined the worst.
One ring. Two rings. Three. By the fourth ring, my hands would start shaking. By the time voicemail clicked on, I’d already run through a dozen catastrophic scenarios in my head. Each unanswered call felt like confirmation that something terrible had finally happened.
If there was shouting, a slammed door, or a sudden silence—
my heart sprinted ahead of me.
The yelling was bad, but the silence was worse. At least when there was noise, I knew where everyone was. I could track the storm. But silence meant uncertainty. It meant something had shifted, and I didn’t know what. It meant danger might be moving through the house quietly, and I wouldn’t know where it was until it found me.
I was a child living with the certainty that harm was always one breath away.
Other kids worried about tests or whether they’d make the soccer team. I worried about survival. I worried about protecting people I was too small to protect. I worried about outcomes I had no power to change.
Childhood should have been about scraped knees and birthday parties and learning to ride a bike. Mine was about reading the room, predicting moods, staying small, staying quiet, staying ready.
And my body never forgot it.
Not then, when I was living it.
Not years later, when I thought I’d escaped.
Not even now, decades removed from that house, that life, that version of him.
My nervous system still carries the imprint of those years like a scar that never fully fades.
[bookmark: _bku2wrj8npb7]Chapter Three: Fear Was Entertainment to Him
He didn’t just scare us by accident—
he enjoyed it.
That was the part that took me years to fully understand. The fear he caused wasn’t collateral damage from his anger. It wasn’t an unfortunate side effect of his bad moods. It was intentional. Deliberate. Desired.
He treated fear like a joke,
a game,
a form of entertainment designed specifically for his amusement.
I remember the look on his face when he scared us. The brightness in his eyes. The curve of his smile. He lit up the way other parents lit up watching their kids open Christmas presents. Our terror delighted him.
He would drive us near cliffs,
dangerously close,
the tires spitting gravel over the edge.
We’d be in the backseat, frozen, not daring to speak. My siblings and I would lock eyes, communicating in the silent language we’d developed over years of living like this. The car would creep closer to the edge. Closer. The world dropping away just feet from our tires.
He’d laugh—
a loud, delighted laugh that filled the car—
and say things like:
”What if I just drove us off right now?”
”Wouldn’t that be wild?”
”Should I do it? Should I just keep going?”
His voice playful, teasing, like he was joking about getting ice cream or taking a detour. Like our lives weren’t in his hands. Like the punchline wasn’t our potential deaths.
Like our terror was the punchline.
And we couldn’t even respond. Couldn’t beg him to stop, because that would make it funnier. Couldn’t cry, because tears were proof that his game was working. So we sat there, silent and petrified, until he finally pulled back from the edge, laughing at how scared we looked.
Like our lives were props in his performance.
Everything was material for him. Our feelings. Our fears. Our desperate need for safety. All of it was just fuel for whatever mood he was in, whatever impulse struck him in the moment.
Like hurting us emotionally didn’t count if he did it with a smile.
He had convinced himself—and tried to convince us—that cruelty wasn’t cruel if he was laughing while he did it. That terrorizing children was fine as long as he called it “just kidding” afterward. That our pain was invalid if he decided it was.
And the scariest part wasn’t the cliffs—
it was the fact that I believed he might actually do it.
Because I had learned by then that he was capable of things I couldn’t predict. That his impulses overrode everything else, including our safety. That when he was in one of his moods, anything could happen.
When a parent teaches you that your safety is optional,
when they demonstrate through their actions that your life is less important than their entertainment,
when they show you again and again that your fear means nothing to them,
you grow up believing safety doesn’t exist.
Not really. Not reliably. Not as something you can count on.
You grow up believing the world is fundamentally unsafe, because the first world you knew—your home—was.
[bookmark: _ebvc15emmfqt]Chapter Four: Anxiety Took Up Residence in My Body
All that fear,
all that unpredictability,
all that emotional whiplash—
It didn’t leave when he did.
I thought it would. When I finally got out, when I finally put physical distance between myself and that house, I thought the fear would evaporate. I thought my body would understand that the danger had passed, that I was safe now, that I could finally relax.
But trauma doesn’t work like that.
It doesn’t pack its bags and leave just because the circumstances change.
It sank into my muscles, deep into the fibers, teaching them to stay perpetually tense.
My breath became shallow and rapid, always prepared for fight or flight.
My heartbeat learned to race at the slightest trigger, real or perceived.
My sleep turned restless, my subconscious convinced that letting my guard down was dangerous.
My shoulders climbed up toward my ears and forgot how to drop.
My stomach learned to stay in knots, digestion a low priority when survival felt uncertain.
My nervous system rewired itself around the assumption that danger was always present.
The body keeps the score, as they say. And mine has kept meticulous records.
Sometimes, even now, anxiety moves through me
like it still believes he might walk into the room at any moment.
I’ll be sitting in my own home, in my own safe space, doing something completely mundane—reading a book, making coffee, folding laundry—and suddenly my nervous system will sound every alarm. Heart racing. Breath catching. Muscles tensing. Preparing for a threat that isn’t there.
My body doesn’t differentiate between past danger and present safety.
It can’t always tell the difference between a memory and a current reality. A footstep in the hallway now triggers the same physiological response as his footsteps did then. A raised voice in public sends me spiraling even when it has nothing to do with me. A car getting too close to the edge of the road makes my hands grip whatever surface is nearby.
It only knows that danger used to be everywhere,
so it stays alert—
constantly scanning for threats,
constantly prepared for the worst,
constantly braced for impact.
Even when I’m tired and desperately need rest.
Even when I’m safe and every rational part of my brain knows it.
Even when I’m trying to relax, trying to convince my body that it’s okay to let go now.
Sometimes I wake up with that same old panic in my chest, heart already racing before I’m fully conscious. The fear arrives before thought does, before I can remember where I am or orient myself to safety. My body has launched into crisis mode while my mind is still foggy with sleep.
And I have to talk myself down. Remind myself where I am. That I’m an adult now. That I have my own space. That he can’t reach me here. That the danger passed years ago.
But some mornings, my body doesn’t believe me.
Some mornings, it takes longer to convince my nervous system that the threat isn’t real.
Some mornings, I carry that panic with me through the day, a low hum of anxiety that colors everything.
This is what living through sustained fear does. It doesn’t just affect you in the moment—it reshapes your entire relationship with safety, with your body, with the world. It teaches your nervous system patterns that take years, sometimes decades, to unlearn.
And some days, I’m still learning.
Still trying to convince my body that it’s allowed to feel safe now.
Still working to create the sense of security that should have been my birthright from the beginning.
[bookmark: _fmo0a1opz9c7]Part One: The Architecture of Fear
My brain whispers to me still, after all these years:
“Something bad is coming.”
It’s a reflex now, hardwired into the circuitry of my thoughts. A warning system that never quite learned how to power down. Because for most of my childhood, something bad was always coming. The whisper wasn’t paranoia—it was pattern recognition. It was my body keeping score.
I learned early that calm was just the intermission between storms.
[bookmark: _pzjxpqoakcuk]Chapter 3: Hypervigilance Became My Superpower and My Curse
I became a master of reading people in the way some children master piano or mathematics. It wasn’t a choice. It was necessity dressed up as talent.
I learned to read their mood before they walked through the door—the weight of their footsteps on the porch told me everything I needed to know. I learned to decipher their tone, the microscopic shifts that signaled whether this would be a good night or one where we’d all need to make ourselves small and silent.
I watched the direction of their eyes, tracked where their gaze landed and how long it lingered. I studied the tension in their jaw, the particular set of their shoulders that meant danger was brewing beneath the surface. I could predict an explosion before anyone else sensed the spark, before the fuse even started to burn.
People called me intuitive. They said I was sensitive, perceptive, mature for my age. Adults marveled at how well I could read a room, how I seemed to know what people needed before they asked.
But it wasn’t maturity.
It was survival.
I learned to protect myself with anticipation, staying three steps ahead of disaster. I learned to protect myself with silence, understanding that the less I said, the less I could say wrong. I learned to protect myself with obedience, becoming whatever version of myself would cause the least disruption.
I learned to protect myself with disappearing—not physically, but emotionally. I became a ghost in my own home, present but not really there, watching from somewhere safe inside myself.
I kept the peace by erasing myself, by sanding down every edge that might catch on someone else’s anger. I became smooth, agreeable, invisible.
And while that kept me alive, while it got me through those years intact on the outside, it also stole parts of me I’m still trying to reclaim—
my ease, the ability to move through the world without constantly calculating risk,
my joy, the kind that’s uncomplicated and doesn’t come with a side of guilt,
my sense of safety, the bone-deep knowing that I’m allowed to exist without justification,
my right to take up space without apology, without making myself smaller so others can breathe easier.
Those parts of me didn’t die. They just went into hiding. And coaxing them back out has been the work of my entire adult life.
[bookmark: _fl7zarsnhl17]Chapter 3.5: His Volcano Lived in Me Long After He Was Gone
Even after he left the state, packed his things and drove away to start whatever new life he’d convinced himself would be different,
even after the house grew quieter, the air less electric with potential violence,
even after we locked the doors at night and knew—really knew—he wasn’t coming home,
he still lived in my nervous system.
Because trauma doesn’t end when the traumatic person leaves. That’s the cruelest lesson I learned. The body doesn’t understand that the threat is gone. It just knows what it knows, and what it knows is fear.
It stays, lodged in your muscles and your reflexes and your dreams.
It stays, echoing in the body like a song you can’t get out of your head, playing on repeat in the background of everything you do.
It stays, rewriting how you see the world, teaching you that safety is always temporary and peace is always conditional.
It stays, rewiring how you trust others, making you believe that everyone you love will eventually show you who they really are, and who they really are will hurt you.
It stays, redefining what you think love feels like—confusing intensity with passion, control with care, unpredictability with excitement.
And I grew up thinking this was normal, that every family operated this way behind closed doors. That being scared all the time was just part of being a kid. That being anxious was just my personality, something written into my DNA. That nightmares were something everyone had, not a symptom of something deeper and darker.
That driving near cliffs while your father laughed at your terror was just his sense of humor, his way of toughening you up.
It wasn’t normal.
But it was mine. It was the only childhood I got, the only reference point I had for what family meant.
And it would take years—
therapy sessions where I finally said the quiet parts out loud,
motherhood, which cracked me open and showed me what unconditional love could actually look like,
queerness, which gave me permission to rewrite the stories I’d been told about who I was supposed to be,
boundaries, which I learned to set even when they made me feel guilty and selfish,
and a different kind of love, the kind that doesn’t leave bruises, the kind that doesn’t keep score—
to learn that I deserved more than survival.
That simply making it through wasn’t the goal.
That I was allowed to want more than just “not being hurt.”
[bookmark: _u52sts1zw2b8]Chapter 4: Silence in the Kitchen
My mom’s silence wasn’t quiet.
It had weight, like humidity on a summer day, pressing down on everything.
It had a pulse, a rhythm that matched the anxiety thrumming through the house.
It filled the kitchen like fog—not suffocating all at once, not dramatic enough to make you panic, but slowly enough that you didn’t notice until breathing felt like work. Until the air itself felt heavy.
She loved me.
I know that now, can see it clearly from the distance of years and my own motherhood. I know she loved me the best way she knew how, with the tools she had, which were few and broken.
But when I was a child, her love was braided with her pain, twisted together so tightly I couldn’t see where one ended and the other began. And I didn’t know how to separate the two. I didn’t know I was supposed to try.
[bookmark: _h7qwu4j8t55e]The Echo of Her Self-Hatred
I grew up hearing her tear herself apart out loud, her voice casual, conversational, like she was commenting on the weather.
“I’m worthless.”
“I’m ugly.”
“No one could ever love someone like me.”
“You kids deserve better than this.”
She said it in front of us, while making dinner or folding laundry or staring out the kitchen window at nothing in particular. She said it like fact, not insecurity. Like she was reading from a script she’d memorized long before we were born.
And I absorbed it all. Children are sponges for their parents’ pain, soaking up every drop of self-loathing and internalizing it as truth. If my mother—who I loved, who I thought was beautiful, who I needed—believed she was worthless, what did that make me?
Her words became the soundtrack to my own inner dialogue, the voice that would later tell me I wasn’t good enough, pretty enough, worthy enough. The voice I’m still learning to talk back to.
And I didn’t understand what that did to a child.
How hearing your mother hate herself becomes a blueprint for how you learn to see yourself. If she was worthless, and I came from her—what hope was there for me?

[bookmark: _v7uzggir86rp]After He Left, She Did Too
When my father was forced to leave Utah, a part of my mother went with him.
Not the part that loved him—that part had been broken long before—but the part that fought. The part that stood up, pushed back, kept going. That part vanished the day he left, and what remained was something quieter, something hollow.
She folded inward, quiet and exhausted, a woman too tired to stand guard anymore. I watched her drift through the house like a ghost, present but not really there. She moved through the motions—cooking when she remembered, washing dishes, keeping the lights on—but her eyes were somewhere else, somewhere I couldn’t reach.
She was there physically, moving through the house, keeping us alive—but emotionally, she drifted, and I felt the distance in my bones. It was like watching someone slowly disappear while standing right in front of you. I wanted to grab her, shake her awake, pull her back to me. But I was just a child, and I didn’t know how.

[bookmark: _pr72dk8obmw9]Being Sent Away
Around this time, my sisters moved in with my aunt and uncle. I did too, briefly.
It wasn’t a warm landing. My aunt and uncle had favorites, and I was not one of them. The difference was obvious in the small things—the way they lit up when certain children walked into the room, the way they laughed at some jokes but not others, the way affection was distributed like rations, carefully measured and never quite enough for everyone.
I felt like an afterthought, a guest with a ticking clock, a child who didn’t quite belong anywhere. I tried to make myself useful, tried to be good, tried to earn my place. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was temporary, that any day now someone would remember I wasn’t supposed to be there and send me away again.
Even though my mom would check in when she could—dropping by in brief bursts, sleeping there sometimes—her presence felt more like a breeze than an anchor. She’d arrive tired, offer a weak smile, maybe run her hand through my hair before collapsing on the couch. Then she’d be gone again, leaving behind only the faint scent of her perfume and the weight of her absence.
I felt alone in that house, surrounded by people, yet unseen. I moved through rooms full of noise and laughter, but none of it touched me. I was invisible, a shadow child living among the living.
Eventually, I moved back home. But home didn’t feel like home either.
Because by then, most of my siblings were living with my aunt and uncle, and I was back in the house mostly alone. The rooms that once held the chaos of children—fighting over toys, giggling past bedtime, filling the air with life—were now silent. Empty. The house felt too big, the walls too wide, the silence too loud.

[bookmark: _pcezvqoh4n1c]Graveyard Shifts and Children Left Behind
My mom worked graveyards to survive. It was the only shift she could get, the only way to keep the lights on and food in the fridge. She’d leave around 10 p.m., right when the world turned dark and my fears woke up.
She’d hug me quickly, her arms tight for just a moment before she pulled away. “I’ll be back in the morning, baby,” she’d say, her voice tired, her eyes already somewhere else. Then she’d rush out the door and leave me in a silent house with rooms full of shadows that felt too big for a child to occupy alone.
I’d stand at the window and watch her taillights disappear down the street, swallowed by the darkness. Then I’d turn back to the empty house and feel my chest tighten, feel the panic start to rise.
I wasn’t just fending for myself. I was trying to keep myself alive in a house that felt abandoned, in a body that didn’t feel safe, with a mind full of nightmares and memories that didn’t know how to sleep. Every creak of the floorboards became a threat. Every shadow in the hallway became something sinister. I’d lie in bed with the covers pulled up to my chin, eyes wide open, listening to every sound, waiting for morning.
And this is the part that breaks me even now: At 10 years old, I wasn’t just parenting myself. I was watching after my mother, too.

[bookmark: _m1tmz34uv6p8]Her Words Became My Nightmares
Before leaving for work, she’d say things like: “You kids deserve better than me.” “You’d be better off without me.” “I shouldn’t even be here.”
She said them casually, like she was commenting on the weather, like they were simple facts that didn’t need questioning. But to me, they were daggers. Each one landed in my chest and stayed there, sharp and cold.
I’d watch her say these things, watch her button her coat and grab her keys, and I’d feel terror flood my body. What if she didn’t come back? What if she meant it this time? What if tonight was the night she decided we really would be better off without her?
I couldn’t tell her how scared I was. I couldn’t find the words to explain that her sadness was becoming mine, that her hatred of herself was teaching me to hate myself, that every time she said she shouldn’t be here, I heard that I shouldn’t be here either.
So I’d nod, force a smile, tell her I’d be fine. Then I’d spend the night awake, counting the hours until dawn, praying she’d come home, terrified of what it would mean if she didn’t.
[bookmark: _zcbpskl0xt65]Chapter One: Earthquakes in Words
She didn’t say it as a threat.
She said it as a truth she believed—one of those truths that adults carry around like stones in their pockets, heavy and smooth from years of turning them over. She probably thought she was just speaking out loud, releasing pressure, giving voice to the weight she carried every single day.
But to a child, those words were earthquakes.
I didn’t hear self-loathing in her voice, though that’s what it was. I heard prophecy. I heard danger. I heard a promise that the world was going to take her from me, that she was going to disappear, that I would wake up one morning and she would simply be gone.
So I’d wait.
I’d wait and watch and listen, because that’s what children do when the ground beneath them starts to crack.
[bookmark: _o17ob7lbsv7r]Chapter Two: The Nighttime Vigil
Every night, after she drove away, the house would settle into a particular kind of silence—the kind that presses against your eardrums and makes you hear your own heartbeat.
I’d sit in the living room, curled up on the couch with my knees pulled to my chest, watching the door, listening for sounds. Any sounds. A car engine. Footsteps on the porch. The jingle of keys. Anything that would tell me she was coming back.
I was terrified she would die on her way home.
Terrified something would happen to her—a car accident, a stranger, some invisible hand reaching out of the dark to take her away from me.
Terrified she meant what she said.
I’d call her work—her store—over and over again, just to hear her voice, just to make sure she was still alive. The employees probably thought I was annoying, this kid calling every hour asking for her mom. But I couldn’t stop. I needed to know.
The phone became my lifeline, the cord stretching between my terror and her survival, a thin plastic thread connecting me to the only person I had.
I’d stay awake until the sun hinted at the horizon, painting the sky in soft pinks and grays, and her keys finally jingled in the door. Only then could I exhale. Only then could I unclench my fists and feel my shoulders drop and know that we’d made it through another night.
I wasn’t afraid of the dark.
I was afraid of being alone in it.
I wasn’t afraid of monsters under the bed or in the closet.
I was afraid of losing the one person I had left—even if she was barely there, even if she was more ghost than mother most days, even if her presence was just a shadow moving through rooms.
[bookmark: _gc6g5yff1e7c]Chapter Three: How Her Silence Rewrote My Worth
Her silence taught me things she never meant to teach, lessons that sank into my bones without a single word being spoken.
That love can disappear. That it’s conditional, temporary, something that can be here one moment and gone the next.
That being a burden is the worst thing you can be. Worse than being mean. Worse than being bad. If you need too much, people will leave.
That needing too much makes people leave. So you learn to need nothing, to ask for nothing, to be small and quiet and easy.
That caretaking is how you earn safety. If you can just take care of everyone else, if you can just make yourself useful enough, indispensable enough, maybe they’ll stay.
That being vigilant keeps people alive. If you watch carefully enough, if you stay awake long enough, if you monitor every breath and every movement, you can prevent disaster through sheer force of will.
That no one is coming unless you call and call and call. And even then, maybe they won’t come. Maybe you’ll always be alone in the dark, waiting.
I learned not to cry, because crying was neediness made visible.
Not to ask, because asking revealed the depth of your wanting.
Not to want, because wanting anything at all was dangerous.
Her silence shaped me in ways I’m still discovering.
Her absence shaped me, carved out hollow places inside me that I’ve spent my adult life trying to fill.
Her pain shaped me, taught me to read the emotional weather of every room I entered, to anticipate storms before the first drop of rain fell.
Her endurance shaped me too—but the endurance came later, when I was old enough to understand what she’d survived, what she’d carried, what it had cost her to keep going.
At the time, I was just a child standing guard over a mother who couldn’t stand guard over herself, a small soldier in a war I didn’t understand, fighting enemies I couldn’t name.
[bookmark: _bfbd5r27887m]Chapter Four: The Mother I Have Now
Our relationship now is imperfect, honest, patched together with conversations neither of us were ready to have until adulthood.
We’ve found each other again—in the pieces, in the apologies, in the messy truth of who we both were and who we’ve become. We’ve sat across kitchen tables and on living room couches and said the things that needed to be said, the things that hurt to say and hurt to hear.
I see her humanity now, not just her role as my mother.
I see her wounds, the ones she carried long before I was born, the ones that shaped how she loved me and how she couldn’t love me.
Her resilience, the fact that she showed up at all, that she kept going when everything in her must have been screaming to stop.
Her heart, which was always there even when it was too broken to show itself.
But I also honor the child I once was—the one who stayed awake all night in a silent house, watching the door, waiting for her mother to come home alive.
That child deserved safety. She deserved to know that her mother would be okay, that the world wasn’t as dangerous as it felt.
She deserved comfort. She deserved to be held when she was scared, to be told that everything would be alright, even if it was a lie.
She deserved protection. She deserved to be the one being cared for, not the one doing the caring.
She deserved to sleep. She deserved to close her eyes and trust that the world would still be there when she woke up, that her mother would still be there.
And slowly—very slowly—I’m learning to give that child what she needed then, even if I can only give it to her now, across the distance of years and healing and hard-won understanding.
Through therapy, boundaries, queer joy, and my own mothering—
I’m learning to give her what she never had.
[bookmark: _xmo0jcl9riyv]Chapter 5: The Purity Trap
There was a moment, maybe around twelve or thirteen, when I looked in the mirror and thought: I’m not like the other girls.
But not in the cute, quirky, Disney-movie kind of way. Not in a way that earned me a spotlight or made me feel special. In a way that made me panic—quietly, carefully, in that secret place inside where I kept all the things I couldn’t say out loud.
I didn’t have the word queer yet. I didn’t even know that was a thing you could be. But I knew this: I was drawn to things I wasn’t supposed to like. Things that made my skin feel electric and alive, even as they filled me with a dread I couldn’t name.
I wanted short shorts, the kind that showed off legs and made me feel bold. I wanted piercings—silver hoops, maybe a nose ring, something that said I wasn’t so precious and breakable. I wanted to say fuck without flinching, without checking over my shoulder to see who might have heard. I wanted to take up space in ways that felt forbidden.
And somewhere under all that, buried deeper than the rest, I noticed my eyes lingered a little too long on Hilary Duff. On the way she moved. The way she laughed. The way she existed in the world with such easy confidence.
But I told myself it was just admiration. I was admiring her style, her personality, her success. That’s what girls did, right? They admired each other. I didn’t have another story to put it in. I didn’t have a framework for what I was feeling, so I shoved it into the box labeled “normal” and tried to forget about it.
Being gay? That wasn’t even on my radar. Not in my house, where certain topics simply didn’t exist. Not in my church, where the path was narrow and clearly marked. Not in Utah, where everyone seemed to know exactly who they were supposed to be and how they were supposed to get there.
The idea that I could be anything other than straight, obedient, modest, and nice was so far outside the rules I didn’t even know it had a name. It was beyond imagination. Beyond possibility. So I didn’t imagine it. I didn’t let myself go there.
Instead, I learned to be smaller.
[bookmark: _ncjc2ckrmp2o]Obedience Was the Currency of Survival
From the beginning, the church taught me that purity was everything. That if I stayed clean—if I never touched, never questioned, never wanted—I’d be worthy.
Worthy of God’s love. Worthy of a husband’s love someday. Maybe even worthy of my own.
And I’d already learned at home that being “good” was how you stayed safe. How you kept the peace. How you made sure the ground beneath your feet didn’t suddenly give way. So when the church reinforced that same message, it felt familiar. Natural, even. Like I’d been training for this my whole life.
So I got good at obedience. Perfect at it. Scary good.
I followed every rule, memorized every standard, anticipated every expectation before it was even spoken. I dressed modestly. I spoke quietly. I never questioned authority. I kept my shoulders covered and my skirts long and my thoughts to myself.
I buried every instinct that made me feel alive, that made me feel like myself, because those instincts felt dangerous. They felt like cracks in the foundation. And I couldn’t afford cracks.
Because obedience wasn’t about connection, I realized later. It wasn’t about growing closer to God or becoming more myself or finding some deeper truth. It was about erasure. About making myself small enough, quiet enough, invisible enough to fit inside the narrow lines they’d drawn for me.
And I was so good at it that sometimes I forgot there was anything underneath to erase.
[bookmark: _7in937558h7r]The Shame Started Young
Thirteen was when shame really moved in and made itself at home.
I didn’t call it that at the time—I just knew I was “bad” in ways I couldn’t explain to anyone, including myself. There was something wrong with me, something broken, something that made me different from the girls around me who seemed so comfortable in their goodness.
I liked things I wasn’t supposed to like. Clothes that showed too much skin, that hugged my body instead of hiding it. Songs with swearing, with anger, with raw emotion that felt more honest than anything I heard at church. The idea of being loud, unapologetic, free—of taking up space without apologizing for it.
And while I didn’t think ”I’m gay” in so many words, I knew I was drawn to girls in a way that wasn’t quite “normal.” A way that felt different from how I was supposed to feel. A way that made my heart beat faster and my face flush and my thoughts spiral into places I couldn’t control.
But I didn’t let myself know it. Not really. Not in any way that mattered.
I became an expert at looking away. At redirecting my thoughts the moment they started to wander somewhere dangerous. At telling myself stories about what I was feeling that fit inside the acceptable narrative.
That wasn’t attraction—it was admiration.
That wasn’t desire—it was just noticing.
That wasn’t who I was—it was just a phase, a confusion, a momentary glitch in the system that would correct itself if I just tried hard enough.
And I tried so hard. I white-knuckled my way through youth group and church dances and conversations about who was cute and who liked whom. I forced myself to develop crushes on boys, to write their names in my journal, to imagine futures with them that felt flat and colorless but acceptable.
I learned to perform heterosexuality before I even knew that’s what I was doing.
Because the alternative was unthinkable. The alternative was being cast out, being wrong, being the kind of person my community had no room for. The alternative was losing everything—my family, my friends, my place in the world, my understanding of who I was supposed to be.
So I chose obedience. I chose silence. I chose the slow suffocation of self-erasure over the terrifying freedom of truth.
And I got so good at it that I almost convinced myself it was working.
[bookmark: _3pkasgd3suo]Chapter One: The Silence That Protects Nothing
Because if you never say it out loud, maybe it can’t be true. Right?
That’s what I told myself, anyway. That’s the bargain I made without realizing I was making it. If I kept quiet, if I never gave voice to the questions burning inside me, then maybe they would eventually fade away. Maybe I could pretend they were never there at all.
So I hid.
I became a master at hiding things before I even had the words to describe them. Before I understood what I was feeling or why it scared me so much, I had already learned to bury it. To lock it away. To smile and nod and play the part I thought everyone needed me to play.
I didn’t just hide my curiosity. I hid my joy. My boldness. My instincts. My knowing.
Every piece of myself that felt too loud, too bright, too much—I folded it up and tucked it away. I learned to make myself digestible. Palatable. Safe.
I wanted so badly to belong that I was willing to abandon myself to get there. And the worst part? I didn’t even realize I was doing it. It felt like survival. It felt like the only option I had.
[bookmark: _djumf7pzltf6]Chapter Two: My Body Was a Battleground
Everything about my body became suspicious.
I was told modesty was protection. That covering up was safety. That too much skin was a sin wrapped in temptation. That my body, left unchecked, could become a stumbling block for others. That I was responsible not just for my own purity, but for the thoughts of anyone who looked at me.
So I made myself small. Contained. Shapeless.
I learned to cross my arms over my chest, to lower my eyes, to fold in on myself. I learned to take up as little space as possible, to move through the world like I was apologizing for existing. I wore oversized sweaters and long skirts and kept my head down. I became an expert at disappearing.
And underneath all that modesty was a teenager who wanted to be wild.
Who wanted to run and dance and feel the sun on her skin. Who wanted to be loud and messy and free. Who wanted to exist without constantly calculating whether she was too much or not enough.
But wild was dangerous. Wild was shameful. Wild was wrong.
So I buried her too. I locked her away with all the other parts of myself I wasn’t allowed to be. And I tried to convince myself that this smaller, quieter version of me was who I really was. That the girl who wanted to be wild was just a temptation I needed to resist.
[bookmark: _nso12eqddelw]Chapter Three: Sexual Curiosity Became a Secret Life
At first, I even buried desire for men.
Because any kind of sexual thought—even about boys—was sin. It didn’t matter that I was attracted to the “right” gender. It didn’t matter that my curiosity was technically pointing in the direction everyone expected. Desire itself was the problem.
Sex wasn’t talked about with openness or nuance. It was something you saved, suppressed, ignored. It was always “too early,” “too much,” “too impure.” Sex was reduced to a list of don’ts, a minefield of potential mistakes, a gift you were supposed to wrap up and save for some distant future wedding night.
So when those feelings started bubbling up—curiosity, fantasy, hormones—I panicked.
I didn’t know how to handle wanting anything. Even if it was “heterosexual,” it still felt dangerous. I had been taught that good girls didn’t think about these things. That purity meant emptying yourself of desire, not just controlling it.
I didn’t feel safe in my body. Didn’t feel safe with desire. Didn’t feel safe asking questions.
So I tried to kill those thoughts too. I prayed for them to go away. I fasted. I read scriptures. I begged God to make me pure, to take away the feelings that made me feel so dirty and broken.
But they kept coming.
And eventually... curiosity won.
Not in some dramatic, rebellious way—in a quiet, creeping way. It didn’t happen all at once. There was no moment of defiance, no conscious decision to stop fighting. It was more like erosion. Like water slowly wearing down stone.
I started to get more and more curious about sex. Not because I was trying to break rules—but because I wanted to understand myself. I wanted to know what the big secret was. Why it felt both thrilling and terrifying. Why everyone was so afraid to talk about it. Why my body seemed to have its own ideas about what it wanted, ideas that had nothing to do with what I’d been taught.
But instead of giving me answers, my curiosity just multiplied my shame.
I felt guilty for wondering. Guilty for wanting. Guilty for thinking about things no “worthy” girl should think about. Every thought felt like evidence of my brokenness. Every fantasy felt like betrayal. Every moment of desire felt like proof that I was failing at being who I was supposed to be.
So I didn’t talk about it. Didn’t ask anyone. Didn’t admit it.
I just added it to the growing pile of parts of myself I shoved in a box and locked shut. My sexuality became another secret I had to manage, another thing to hide, another way I was too much and not enough all at once.
Curiosity became another thing I had to manage in secret. And the weight of all those secrets was starting to crush me.
[bookmark: _h4ntkp1pn5na]Chapter 5: The Weight of Silence
And secrecy became my religion.
I built altars to it in my chest, learned its prayers by heart, memorized every ritual of hiding. Secrecy had its own commandments, and I followed them with a devotion I never quite managed to give God. Don’t tell. Don’t show. Don’t let them see what’s underneath.
[bookmark: _4gug5cjcgdec]I Thought I Could Be “Normal” If I Just Tried Harder
I thought if I prayed enough, obeyed enough, smiled enough—I could crush whatever was wrong with me. I could flatten it into nothing, starve it until it withered away. That maybe everyone else had this same secret ache, this same wrongness living inside them, and they were just better at burying it. That maybe I wasn’t different—just bad at being good.
But the ache didn’t go away.
It just got quieter. Heavier. Harder to carry.
I’d wake up some mornings and feel it there, pressing against my ribs like something alive. Other days I could almost forget it existed. Almost. But it was always there, waiting in the spaces between prayers, in the silence after youth group, in the way my stomach dropped when other girls talked about boys with that breathless excitement I could never quite summon.
Because queerness doesn’t leave when you suppress it. It doesn’t evaporate under the heat of shame or dissolve in holy water. It just waits for you to be ready. It burrows deeper, makes a home in your bones, becomes part of the architecture of who you are.
And I wasn’t ready. Not yet.
Not even close.
[bookmark: _pensazjerwed]The Seeds Were Already There
Even though I didn’t name it, the truth was already blooming.
In the way I looked at girls—not just looking, but looking. The way my eyes would catch on the curve of a shoulder, the flash of a smile, the way certain girls moved through the world like they owned it.
In the way I rejected rules that didn’t make sense. The arbitrary ones, the ones designed to make us smaller, quieter, more palatable. Something in me bucked against them even when I couldn’t explain why.
In the way my soul knew it was okay to swear, to rage, to want more. To take up space. To be loud. To be hungry for something bigger than the tiny box they’d built for girls like me.
In the way I felt holy in ways the church never taught. Not in the pews or during praise songs, but in the wild moments—dancing alone in my room, screaming into pillows, writing things I’d never let anyone read.
And deep inside, under all the shame, beneath the layers of good-girl conditioning and purity-culture poison, a small, brave whisper was already saying: You are not wrong. You are not broken. You are just beginning.
I wasn’t out. I wasn’t free. I wasn’t even conscious of what I was yet.
But something inside me had already refused to die. Some essential part of me had dug in its heels and said no. No to erasure. No to silence. No to the slow death they called righteousness.
And that refusal—that whisper—would one day become a roar.
[bookmark: _otzli11b9a9u]Chapter 6: The First Time I Chose Myself
By the time I got to high school, the mask of purity had started to crack.
Little fractures at first. Hairline splits that no one else could see. But I felt them. I felt the way the mask didn’t quite fit anymore, the way it chafed and pinched, the way I had to work harder and harder to keep it in place.
I was still obedient on the outside—the nice girl, the good girl, the church-going girl who gave talks on modesty and wore her virtue like a badge. But inside, I was crumbling under the weight of all the things I wasn’t allowed to be.
I was lonely. So lonely it felt like a physical ache, like hunger or thirst or something even more primal.
I was curious about everything they told me not to wonder about. About bodies and desire and all the things that happened in the dark.
I was angry. At the rules. At the silence. At the way they made me feel broken for wanting things I couldn’t even name.
I was hungry—for attention, for affection, for proof that I mattered. That I was real. That I existed as more than just a good example or a cautionary tale waiting to happen.
And with no one watching me at night, with no one there to enforce the rules or remind me who I was supposed to be, I started to make choices no one expected from the girl who gave talks on modesty in church.
[bookmark: _e1twi1rx0uyz]The House Was Empty. So Was I.
My mom still worked graveyard shifts. She’d leave around ten, and the house would fall into that particular kind of silence that only comes when you’re truly alone. Not just quiet—empty. The kind of silence that echoes.
No siblings to keep me honest or rat me out. No noise except what I made. No rules except the ones I’d internalized so deeply they felt like my own thoughts.
Just me, alone, and the ache that never went away.
So I started sneaking in boys.
Late at night, after my mom’s car disappeared down the street. Quietly, always quietly—parking around the corner, coming in through the back door, moving through my house like ghosts. Always with that combination of fear and hope lodged in my throat. Fear of getting caught. Hope that this time, maybe, I’d feel something that made sense.
I didn’t invite them because I wanted sex. Not really. I mean, sure, that was part of it—the physical curiosity, the hormones, the rebellion of it all.
But mostly, I invited them because I wanted to be chosen. I wanted someone to pick me, to want me, to look at me like I was worth the risk. I wanted proof that I existed. That I mattered. That I was more than just the good girl, the invisible girl, the one everyone assumed would always do the right thing.
I wanted to feel something. Anything. Even if it was wrong.
Especially if it was wrong.
Because at least wrong felt like mine.
[bookmark: _m8t6vvecpaar]Chapter One: The Audition
I thought maybe—just maybe—if I gave them what they wanted, they would want me back.
That became my logic. My bargain with the universe. If I let them touch me, if I acted like I was okay with it, if I said yes enough times—they’d see me as someone worth staying for. Someone worth choosing. Someone who mattered beyond the moment.
Sex became my audition for love.
I rehearsed the part perfectly. I learned how to smile at the right times, how to move my body in ways that made them feel good, how to swallow down the parts of me that wanted to ask for something more. I became an expert at reading what they needed from me, and I delivered it without question.
Because I believed that if I performed well enough, eventually one of them would look at me and see something beyond what I could give them in the dark. They’d see me—the girl underneath all the trying, all the pretending, all the silent screaming.
But they never did.
[bookmark: _hbnt0sji13b4]Chapter Two: Validation That Disappeared in the Morning
Sometimes, for a few minutes, it worked.
They’d look at me like I was wanted. Needed. Special. The closeness, the heat, the rush—it filled something. Briefly. In those moments, I felt like I existed. Like I had weight in the world. Like I wasn’t just floating through my life, invisible and untethered.
Their hands on my skin told me I was real. Their breath in my ear told me I was here. Their body against mine told me I mattered, even if only for an hour, even if only in the dark, even if only when no one else was watching.
But the moment they left, the emptiness returned tenfold.
I’d lie awake in my bed, staring at the ceiling, watching the shadows shift as car headlights passed by my window. The silence pressed down on me like a physical weight. I’d replay everything that had just happened, searching for proof that it meant something. That I meant something.
But I never found it.
Instead, I was left wondering how something that felt like being seen also made me feel so invisible afterward. How something that was supposed to make me feel whole only reminded me of all the ways I was broken.
The validation vanished with them. It slipped out the door, climbed into their cars, drove away into the night. And in its place came the echo—the voices I’d been trying to drown out, the ones that had been there all along, waiting for the quiet to return.
“You’re disgusting.”
“You’re broken.”
“You’re a sinner.”
I’d sit in church the next day, in the same pew I’d sat in since I was a child, listening to the same messages I’d heard my whole life. The pastor’s voice boomed through the sanctuary, righteous and certain, preaching about purity and holiness and the wages of sin.
If you have sex before marriage, it’s a sin next to murder.
Next to murder.
I’d stare at the cross hanging above the altar and let those words sink into my bones. Murder. Taking a life. That’s what I was doing, according to them. Every time I let a boy touch me, every time I said yes when I should have said no, every time I traded my body for a few moments of feeling wanted—I was committing a sin equal to ending someone’s life.
So I started asking myself: How could the one thing that made me feel temporarily alive also be the thing that damned me forever?
How could the same touch that pulled me out of numbness also push me deeper into shame?
How could I be both saved and destroyed by the same hands?
I was trapped. Spinning in a cycle that resembled something horrifyingly familiar, something I couldn’t quite name yet but could feel in every cell of my body.
[bookmark: _o137t6i8rao8]Chapter Three: The Pattern Looked Like Him
It didn’t hit me then, but looking back—I was recreating the same trauma I was trying to escape.
The boys came in the dark. They took what they wanted. They left just as easily. And I let them in, hoping that if I was enough—if I gave enough, if I performed well enough, if I made myself small enough—they wouldn’t hurt me. Or leave me. Or forget me.
But they always did. They always left. Because that’s what the pattern demanded.
It mirrored the worst kind of love I knew: my father’s.
Love that confused. Love that hurt. Love that asked you to give up your body to feel like you existed. Love that came with conditions I could never quite meet, rules I could never quite follow, a finish line that moved every time I got close.
My father taught me that love was something you earned through submission. That affection was currency, and my body was the price. He never said it out loud, but his hands did. His silence did. His presence in my room when it should have been empty did.
And so I learned. I learned that to be loved, you had to disappear. You had to let them in, even when every instinct screamed to run. You had to be quiet, be still, be good.
The boys who came after him were just echoes of the same lesson. Different faces, different names, but the same story. The same transaction. The same emptiness afterward.
And deep down, I didn’t believe I was worth more than that. I didn’t believe I deserved the kind of love that asked for nothing. The kind that stayed. The kind that saw me as whole instead of something to be used and discarded.
I didn’t believe that kind of love existed for girls like me.
[bookmark: _hgtwskwdjrlh]Chapter Four: And Then—I Got Pregnant
I don’t remember the exact moment I found out. I just remember the silence in my chest. The kind of silence that swallows you whole, that erases sound and light and breath all at once.
I was pregnant.
The test sat on the bathroom counter, two pink lines staring back at me like an accusation. I picked it up with shaking hands, brought it closer to my face as if proximity would change the result. But the lines didn’t fade. They didn’t blur. They stayed exactly where they were, clear and undeniable and terrifying.
I was still a teenager. Still playing the part of the “good girl” at school, at church, at home. Still sitting in church pews hearing lessons about shame and sin and repentance, still singing hymns about purity and grace, still nodding along when the youth pastor talked about saving yourself for marriage.
And now I was carrying the evidence that I had failed to be “pure.” The proof was growing inside me, cell by cell, day by day. There would be no hiding this. No pretending. No more performing.
Everyone would know.
Everyone would see what I had done. What I had let happen. What I had become.
The panic set in slowly, then all at once. My mind raced through scenarios, each one worse than the last. My parents finding out. The church finding out. School. Friends. Strangers. Everyone would know that I was exactly what they’d warned us about in youth group—the cautionary tale, the fallen girl, the one who couldn’t keep her legs closed.
Everyone told me what I had to do:
Give the baby up.
Fix your mistake.
Make this go away before it ruins your life completely.
They said it with certainty, like there was only one path forward. Like the decision had already been made for me. Like my body, once again, wasn’t really mine.
[bookmark: _q90zlqjyp397]Chapter 6: The First Time I Chose Me
Repent.
Don’t ruin your life.
I heard those voices louder than my own. They came from every direction—from the pulpit, from concerned family members, from well-meaning friends who had never walked a mile in shoes like mine. The chorus was deafening, drowning out everything else, filling every quiet moment with their certainty about what I should do, who I should become, how I should atone.
But something inside me—quiet but unshakable—said no.
It wasn’t loud. It didn’t thunder through me like the voices of authority I’d been taught to obey. It was a whisper, really. The kind you could easily miss if you weren’t listening. But I was listening. For the first time in my life, I was listening to myself.
No to erasing myself again.
No to giving away the one thing that didn’t feel like shame.
No to choosing the system over my soul.
I had spent my entire life learning how to disappear. How to fold myself into smaller and smaller shapes until I could fit into the boxes others built for me. I had learned to silence my own voice, to doubt my own instincts, to apologize for taking up space. And now they were asking me to do it again—to make myself and my child vanish, to pretend this pregnancy was just another mistake that could be corrected, hidden, swept under the rug of propriety.
But I couldn’t. Not this time.
[bookmark: _dp377r5e2mqd]My Child Was the First Time I Chose Me
Keeping my baby wasn’t rebellion, though I know that’s how some people saw it. They looked at my swelling belly as an act of defiance, a middle finger raised to the church and its teachings. But that’s not what it was. Not really.
It was remembrance.
It was my body finally saying, Enough.
Enough of being told what to do with my desire, my body, my choices. Enough of being shamed for seeking love in all the wrong places when no one ever taught me what the right ones looked like. No one had given me a roadmap for healthy love, for boundaries, for the kind of affection that didn’t come with conditions or cost. I had been stumbling through the dark, reaching for connection wherever I could find it, and now I was being punished for it.
Enough of shrinking, of apologizing, of giving myself away just to feel like I mattered for five minutes.
I was tired. So tired. Tired of being small, of being sorry, of trading pieces of myself for scraps of approval. And I realized, standing there with my hand on my stomach, feeling the flutter of new life inside me, that I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t keep disappearing.
Choosing to keep my child was the first time I didn’t choose obedience. Or validation. Or fear.
I chose me.
Not the me they wanted me to be. Not the repentant sinner, head bowed, asking for forgiveness. Not the cautionary tale, the girl who learned her lesson. I chose the real me—the one who had been buried under years of shame and silence and trying to be good enough.
I chose the part of me that wanted to protect something innocent—not because I was trying to be a savior, swooping in to rescue anyone, but because I knew what it felt like to be left. I knew what it was like to feel unwanted, to sense that you were too much trouble, too complicated, too broken to be worth the effort. And I couldn’t do that to this baby. I couldn’t do that to myself.
I chose motherhood not as punishment, but as the first sacred commitment I had ever made to myself.
The church had always talked about covenants, about promises made before God. But this felt more holy than any of those. This was a promise between me and the life growing inside me, between me and the woman I was becoming. I would show up. I would try. I would do better than had been done for me.
And somehow, impossibly, this tiny human became the start of my return.
To my body—not as a source of shame, but as something powerful and miraculous.
To my voice—not asking permission, but speaking truth.
To my worth—not earned through obedience, but inherent, unshakable, mine.
And that choice? That impossible, terrifying, liberating choice? It cracked the church’s grip on me in half.
Because once you choose yourself—really choose yourself—it becomes harder to let others choose for you. Once you trust your own voice, once you honor your own instincts, once you decide that your life and your body and your future belong to you, everything changes. The walls they built around you start to crumble. The chains they wrapped around your mind start to loosen.
And slowly, painfully, beautifully, you start to become free.

[bookmark: _rl6hslwnqe6w]Chapter 7: Kai Saved Me Too
I chose him.
That’s the truth, and it’s important that you understand it. I chose him when everyone told me not to. When the pressure to do otherwise was immense, crushing, relentless. When I sat in the center of a system built on shame and silence, surrounded by people who were so certain they knew what was best for me, and still—I chose him.
And not because I wanted to prove I was worthy. Not because I needed a redemption arc, some kind of narrative that would make me the hero of my own story. Not because I thought that having this baby would somehow erase all the things I’d done, all the ways I’d been broken, all the mistakes I’d made.
I chose Kai because I wanted better.
Because I wanted him to have better than what I’d had. Better than the conditional love. Better than the shame-soaked affection. Better than the kind of care that came with strings attached.
Because something in me—damaged, terrified, still bleeding from wounds that hadn’t even begun to heal—still believed that maybe love could look different than the love I had survived.
Maybe love didn’t have to hurt. Maybe it didn’t have to come with conditions and contracts and constant surveillance. Maybe it could be soft and steady and sure. Maybe I could learn to give it, even if I’d never really received it. Maybe my brokenness didn’t disqualify me from trying.
[bookmark: _4hw9p64vip4k]They Told Me to Disappear Him
The moment I got pregnant, the world rushed in to offer its solutions. Everyone had an opinion, a plan, a path forward that would make this whole messy situation go away.
Fix it.
Hide it.
Place him for adoption.
Erase the mistake.
They spoke in hushed tones, with sympathetic eyes, as if they were helping me. As if they were on my side. They talked about my future—my education, my reputation, my chances at a normal life. They painted vivid pictures of how hard it would be, how much I would struggle, how much I would regret this decision if I didn’t take their advice.
I was told I was too young. And I was—barely more than a child myself, with so much growing up still to do.
Too unstable. And I was—my life a patchwork of trauma and survival, with no solid ground beneath my feet.
Too broken. And I was—carrying wounds that I didn’t even have names for yet, scars that ran deeper than I understood.
Too much like the kind of mother they warned girls about. The cautionary tale. The statistic. The girl who would repeat the cycle, who would damage her child the way she’d been damaged.
And for a while, I believed them.
I thought maybe they were right. Maybe I was foolish to think I could do this. Maybe my trauma made me unfit, unqualified, incapable of being what a child needed. How could I give what I’d never received? How could I break a cycle I was still trapped in? How could I teach someone else to be whole when I was still in pieces?
The doubt crept in during the quiet moments—late at night when I was alone with my thoughts, or in the morning when I woke up and remembered what was happening to my body, to my life. It whispered that I was being selfish, that keeping this baby was about me and not about what was best for him. That the most loving thing I could do would be to give him to someone else, someone better, someone who wasn’t carrying around the weight of everything I carried.
I sat with those doubts. I let them speak. I didn’t push them away or pretend they weren’t there. Because they were real, and they were valid, and they deserved to be acknowledged.
But in the end, they weren’t enough to change my mind.
Because underneath the doubt, underneath the fear, underneath all the voices telling me what I should do, there was something else. Something quiet but insistent. Something that said, You can do this. You can learn. You can become.
And I chose to believe that voice instead.
I chose to believe that love could be learned, that healing could happen, that cycles could be broken. I chose to believe that wanting better was enough of a starting place. That intention mattered. That trying mattered.
I chose to believe in the possibility of transformation—not just for me, but for both of us.
And that belief, fragile as it was, became the foundation of everything that came after.
That maybe choosing him would mean ruining both of us.
But I couldn’t do it.
I couldn’t hand him over to strangers just to keep a lie going. I couldn’t pretend this life inside me didn’t matter when for the first time, I mattered to myself because of him.
I chose Kai.
And in some strange, soul-deep way—Kai chose me too.
[bookmark: _8yra6smpm4yg]He Became My Anchor
The first time I heard his heartbeat, I didn’t think about shame or sin or scandal. I thought: That’s mine. He’s mine.
Not as a possession—as a promise.
The ultrasound room was cold and sterile, fluorescent lights humming overhead like a constant warning. The technician was kind but efficient, moving the wand across my belly with practiced precision. I was alone. No hand to hold. No partner waiting in the hallway. Just me and the mounting dread that had followed me for weeks.
Then she turned the screen toward me.
And there it was. A flutter. Steady and persistent. A rhythm that belonged to someone else entirely.
“There’s the heartbeat,” she said softly, as if she knew what that sound might mean to me.
I stared at the screen, watching that tiny pulse of light expand and contract. Something inside me cracked open. Not breaking—blooming. Like a flower forced through concrete. I pressed my hand to my stomach, and for the first time since I’d seen those two pink lines, I didn’t feel afraid.
I felt claimed.
I didn’t know how to mother. Hell, I was still trying to figure out how to feed myself emotionally. But I knew how to love fiercely. And I knew what kind of love I didn’t want him to grow up inside of.
No control. No violence. No silence mistaken for safety.
I knew what I had lived through. The years of walking on eggshells. The weight of someone else’s anger shaping my choices. The way love had been twisted into something sharp and suffocating.
I knew what it had done to me. How it had carved out parts of me I was only now learning to name. How it had taught me that my voice didn’t matter, that my feelings were inconvenient, that survival meant shrinking.
And I wanted him to have something else. A different blueprint. Even if mine was shaky and scribbled and constantly being rewritten.
I left the clinic that day with a grainy printout clutched in my hand. Black and white proof that I wasn’t alone anymore. That I had something worth fighting for. Someone who depended on me to break the patterns that had nearly broken me.
[bookmark: _hx3t6drxm2m7]He Didn’t Save Me—But He Gave Me a Reason to Save Myself
People say things like “my kid saved me.”
But that puts too much on a child.
Kai didn’t save me. But he gave me a reason to keep going. To get help. To go to therapy. To scream less. To break cycles. To pause before repeating what was done to me.
He gave my healing direction. He gave my pain a witness. He gave my love a purpose.
I started therapy when I was six months pregnant. My stomach was round and obvious by then, impossible to hide beneath oversized sweaters. I sat in that beige office with its generic landscape paintings and box of tissues on every surface, and I cried for the first time in months.
My therapist, Dr. Chen, was patient in a way I wasn’t used to. She didn’t rush me. Didn’t try to fix me with platitudes or Bible verses. She just listened as I unraveled years of silence.
“What do you want for your son?” she asked during one session.
The question caught me off guard. Everyone else had been asking what I wanted from him—how I would provide, what my plans were, whether I’d considered all the ways this would ruin my life.
But what did I want for him?
“Freedom,” I said finally. “I want him to feel free.”
Free to cry without being told he was too sensitive. Free to question without being accused of disrespect. Free to take up space without apologizing for existing.
“Then you have to model that,” Dr. Chen said gently. “You have to become free yourself.”
I would look at him in those early days—sleeping in the bassinet next to my mattress on the floor, tiny fingers twitching in dreams—and whisper: I won’t leave you like I was left.
I couldn’t promise perfection. But I could promise presence. I could promise truth. I could promise him a mother who would never confuse control with care.
The nights were long in the beginning. Kai would wake every two hours, hungry and needy and completely dependent on me. My body ached. My mind was foggy from sleep deprivation. There were moments when I wanted to scream into a pillow or drive somewhere far away.
But I stayed.
I learned to nurse him in the dark, his small body warm against mine. I learned the different pitches of his cries—hunger, discomfort, loneliness. I learned that showing up, even when you’re exhausted and uncertain, is a kind of love in itself.
Some mornings I would wake before him, just to watch him sleep. To marvel at the fact that this whole person existed because I had chosen him. Because I had decided that his life mattered more than my reputation.
[bookmark: _jaz178bq279h]He Reflected Me Back to Myself
Kai had a way of looking at me that made me rethink my whole story.
When he smiled at me—the real me, not the church girl, not the ashamed girl, not the broken girl—I started to believe that maybe I wasn’t beyond repair.
He saw me as safe. So I tried to become that.
He saw me as strong. So I fought like hell to live up to it.
His first real smile came at six weeks. I had read about it in all the parenting books—how those early expressions were just gas, just reflexes, not actual recognition. But when it happened, when his eyes locked onto mine and his whole face lit up with unmistakable joy, I knew it was real.
He knew me.
Not the version of me that everyone else saw. Not the girl who had disappointed her family or embarrassed her church or made all the wrong choices. He saw his mother. The person who fed him and held him and sang off-key lullabies at three in the morning.
To him, I was enough exactly as I was.
That realization changed something fundamental in me. For so long, I had been trying to earn worthiness—through obedience, through achievement, through making myself smaller and quieter and more palatable. But Kai didn’t need me to be anything other than present.
He taught me that love doesn’t require perfection. It requires showing up.
As he grew, I watched pieces of myself reflected in him. The way he observed the world with cautious curiosity. The way he felt things deeply, his emotions written across his face before he had words to name them. The way he needed time to warm up to new people, to feel safe before he could be himself.
I recognized those traits because they were mine too. The parts of me that had been criticized as weaknesses suddenly felt like gifts when I saw them in my son.
When Kai would reach for me—chubby hands stretching toward my face, pulling at my hair with uncoordinated enthusiasm—I felt seen in a way I never had before. Not judged. Not evaluated. Just loved for being exactly who I was in that moment.
He became my mirror, reflecting back a version of myself I had forgotten existed. The girl who laughed easily. The girl who was creative and curious. The girl who had been buried under years of criticism and control.
Kai helped me remember her. And in remembering, I started to reclaim her.
[bookmark: _pex08vrjb42v]Chapter 7: The Boy Who Saw Me Whole
He saw me as worthy—long before I did.
Kai didn’t know the doctrines I’d swallowed whole, the ones that sat heavy in my stomach like stones. He didn’t know I’d been taught that sex made me unclean, that motherhood without marriage made me unworthy, that queerness made me unholy. He didn’t know about the Sunday school lessons or the youth group talks or the whispered warnings about girls like me.
All he knew was that I smelled like comfort.
That my voice meant food, and warmth, and home. That my hands were where he wanted to sleep. That when he cried, I came running. That when he reached for me, I was there.
And sometimes, on the hardest days, that was enough to keep me going another day.
I would hold him against my chest, his tiny body curled into mine, and feel something I hadn’t felt in years: wanted. Not for what I could perform or prove. Not for how well I could recite scripture or how perfectly I could smile through pain. Just wanted. Just loved. Just enough.
In those moments, when it was just the two of us in the quiet hours of the morning or the long stretches of the night, I could almost believe it. That maybe I wasn’t the mess they said I was. That maybe I was exactly what this tiny human needed. That maybe—just maybe—I was worthy after all.
[bookmark: _umvet67dpj72]I Raised Him While Raising Myself
There’s no sugarcoating it—raising a child while you’re still growing yourself is brutal.
There were nights I cried harder than he did, my face buried in a pillow so he wouldn’t hear. Days I felt like I was failing him in a thousand small ways—forgetting to switch the laundry, burning the eggs, losing my patience over spilled juice. Moments I thought, Maybe they were right. Maybe I’m not enough. Maybe I’m ruining him just by being me.
But then I’d remember something that changed everything: I wasn’t just raising him. I was raising me.
The version of me that never got to be a kid, who had to be careful and quiet and good. The version of me that was silenced every time she asked the wrong question or felt the wrong feeling. The version of me that had to parent herself in a house full of ghosts, navigating grief and shame and expectations that no child should carry.
Kai gave me permission to show up for that inner child, too. To feed her when she was hungry—not just for food, but for gentleness. To rest her when she was exhausted from performing. To let her laugh again, loud and unfiltered and free.
And as I loved him with my whole messy, healing heart—fumbling through bedtime routines and making up silly songs and learning what it meant to be patient with someone else by being patient with myself—I started to love her too.
I started to love me.
Not the version they wanted. Not the version that followed all the rules. But the real me. The one who was trying. The one who was learning. The one who showed up every single day, even when it was hard. Especially when it was hard.
[bookmark: _nyano2f3iy7p]Choosing Kai Was Choosing a New Path
That moment—when I said yes to him—was the moment the church started to lose its grip.
Because I didn’t repent. I didn’t bow my head and apologize for existing. I didn’t hide him away like a secret or a shame. I didn’t erase myself to make others comfortable. I chose truth. And that truth changed everything.
Kai didn’t come into the world to fix me. He wasn’t some divine intervention sent to straighten out my crooked path or teach me a lesson about consequences. But loving him made me less willing to lie to myself. Less willing to shrink into the shape they demanded. Less willing to follow rules that never made room for someone like me—someone messy and complicated and beautifully, defiantly alive.
He wasn’t my redemption story, the kind they tell in testimony services with tears and applause. He was my rebellion. My revolution. My rootedness.
Every time I chose him—chose to show up, chose to stay, chose to love him fiercely and without apology—I was choosing myself too. I was choosing a life where I didn’t have to earn my worth. Where I didn’t have to prove I deserved to take up space. Where I could simply be, and that could be enough.
Kai saved me too—not by being perfect, but by being mine. By needing me in a way that was pure and uncomplicated. By loving me in a way that had nothing to do with doctrine or performance or guilt.
He saved me by reminding me, every single day, that love doesn’t have to hurt. That it can be soft. That it can be simple. That it can just be.
[bookmark: _go8qenfza0bs]Chapter 8: Choosing the Voice That Would No Longer Be Silenced
I didn’t leave the church like a rebel storming the gates.
I left like a lover whose heart had finally broken too many times. Like someone who’d given everything and realized, somewhere along the way, that it would never be enough. That I would never be enough—not because I wasn’t trying, but because the bar kept moving. Because the rules kept changing. Because the goalposts shifted every time I got close.
It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t rage. It wasn’t a door slamming shut with dramatic finality.
It was a slow erosion. A thousand paper cuts. A million moments of swallowing my questions until they tasted like guilt, until they sat in my throat like stones I couldn’t quite choke down.
Even after choosing Kai—after deciding that my love for him mattered more than their approval—I tried to hold on. I tried to make it work. I showed up on Sundays with a baby on my hip and hope in my heart, believing that maybe, just maybe, grace would find me there.
But grace, I learned, has conditions in places like that. And I had broken too many of them.
So I began to pull away, slowly at first. Missing a service here and there. Sitting in the back when I did come. Staying quiet during prayers. And then, one day, I realized I hadn’t been in months. That I didn’t miss it. That the knot in my chest had loosened. That I could finally breathe.
Leaving wasn’t the end of my faith. It was the beginning of finding a new one—one built on questions instead of answers, on love instead of fear, on the wild, uncontainable truth that I was never meant to be small.
And the voice they tried so hard to silence? It was just getting started.
[bookmark: _fkelpo9yd75o]Chapter One: The Weight of Staying
Even after all the shame, the fear, the internalized disgust—
I kept going back.
I sat in the pews week after week, holding a baby I was told I shouldn’t be raising, listening to messages that asked me to repent for the very thing that had saved me.
I still showed up.
The chapel smelled the same as it always had—carpet cleaner and hymnal paper, mingled with the faint sweetness of the sacrament bread being passed down each row. The folding chairs in the overflow section squeaked when people shifted their weight. Sunday school manuals rustled. Babies fussed and were bounced on tired knees.
I knew this place. I had memorized its rhythms before I could read.
But now, everything felt different. Now, I was the one they whispered about in the foyer. The cautionary tale wrapped in modest clothing and forced smiles. The girl who had “made a mistake” but was “trying her best.”
Kai squirmed in my arms, his tiny fist reaching for the hymnal in the rack ahead of us. He was eight months old. He didn’t know that the woman two rows over had stopped inviting me to Relief Society activities. He didn’t know that the bishop had asked me, in his office with the door cracked open, whether I was “truly repentant” or just going through the motions.
He didn’t know that every Sunday, I walked through those doors carrying more than just his diaper bag.
I carried the weight of their judgment. The heaviness of trying to reconcile the God I loved with the institution that barely made room for me. The exhaustion of performing worthiness when I wasn’t sure I believed in their definition anymore.
But I kept going back.
Because I wanted to believe the God I grew up with would make room for me.
For us.
For the kind of love that didn’t look like the plan.
I wanted to believe that grace was bigger than their boxes. That mercy wasn’t contingent on a marriage certificate or a temple recommend. That somehow, if I just showed up enough, prayed hard enough, smiled through enough lessons about eternal families and righteous motherhood, I would find my place.
I would belong.
But every time I showed up, the room got colder.

[bookmark: _2hux4hvnnyc0]Chapter Two: The Doctrine That Shattered Me
It was a regular Sunday.
Nothing marked it as different from the dozens that had come before. The same opening hymn. The same prayers over the sacrament. The same announcements about ward activities and temple trips that I would never be invited to join.
Another lesson about eternal families, temple sealings, and the plan of salvation.
I had heard versions of this lesson my entire life. I could recite the talking points by heart: families are forever, temples bind us for eternity, the sealing power holds the keys to exaltation. It was the bedrock of everything we believed. The promise that made all the sacrifice worth it.
But today, something was different.
Today, the teacher was talking about single mothers.
My spine straightened. Kai had fallen asleep against my chest, his warm breath creating a damp spot on my shoulder. I adjusted my hold on him and tried to keep my expression neutral.
“Of course, we love and support our single mothers,” the teacher said, her voice sticky-sweet with manufactured compassion. “They’re doing the best they can in difficult circumstances.”
There it was. The pity. The patronizing kindness that felt more like condescension.
She continued, flipping through her manual. “But we have to remember the doctrine. We have to remember what’s required for exaltation.”
And then someone said it.
Casually.
Like it was just doctrine, not a dagger:
”You and your child won’t be together forever unless you’re sealed to a worthy priesthood-holding man.”
The words hung in the air.
I felt the air leave my lungs.
Around me, people nodded. Pens scratched in notebooks. Someone said “amen” under their breath. This wasn’t controversial. This wasn’t up for debate. This was simply what we believed.
I looked down at Kai—his chubby cheeks, his tiny fingers curled around mine, his entire life wrapped in my arms.
And I thought: You’re telling me this isn’t eternal?
My throat tightened. My vision blurred.
You’re telling me that the God who watched me choose him—in a world that begged me not to—would take him from me because I’m not married to a man?
I thought about the pregnancy test. The two pink lines that had appeared like a prophecy. The night I sat on my bathroom floor, twenty-two years old and terrified, knowing that everyone would tell me to give him up. To “do the right thing” and place him with a “forever family.”
But I couldn’t.
I wouldn’t.
Something in me—something deeper than doctrine, older than fear—had whispered: Keep him. You were made to be his mother.
And I had listened.
I had chosen him when it would’ve been easier not to. I had given up scholarships, relationships, the approval of almost everyone I knew. I had learned to change diapers with shaking hands and sing lullabies through tears. I had counted his fingers and toes in the hospital and promised him, promised him, that I would never leave him.
That I would always be his mother.
That was the moment I broke.
Not out of anger.
Out of grief.

[bookmark: _msg5l26hekbb]Chapter Three: When Love Comes With Conditions
I cried in the bathroom that day.
I didn’t make it through the closing prayer. I didn’t shake hands with the bishop or smile at the visiting teacher who had been “assigned” to check on me. I just stood up, Kai still sleeping against me, and walked out of the chapel.
My feet moved on autopilot—down the hall, past the primary rooms where children sang about sunbeams and pioneers, into the women’s bathroom at the far end of the building.
I locked myself in the handicapped stall.
And then I ugly cried.
Gasping, shaking, begging-for-air cried.
The kind of crying that comes from somewhere ancient. The kind that shakes your whole body and leaves you hollow. I pressed my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound, terrified that someone would hear me. Terrified that someone would knock on the door and ask if I was okay.
Because how could I explain this?
How could I tell them that their doctrine had just taken a knife to my heart?
Kai woke up, startled by my shuddering breaths. He looked at me with wide, confused eyes. I kissed his forehead and whispered, “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry.”
Not because I didn’t believe in God.
But because I no longer believed in a God that could only love me conditionally.
The church had always said God is love.
I had learned that in Primary, singing it with hand motions and gap-toothed smiles. I had read it in the scriptures, underlined it in pink highlighter. I had borne my testimony of it from the pulpit, my voice cracking with conviction.
But that love came with contracts.
With clauses.
With ceilings.
It came with the caveat that I had to earn it. That I had to prove I was worthy of it. That even my relationship with my own son—the purest, most sacred thing I had ever known—wasn’t guaranteed unless I checked the right boxes. Married the right person. Made the right covenants.
I thought about all the lessons I’d sat through about God’s infinite love. His perfect mercy. His tender care for each of His children.
But somehow, that infinite love had limits.
That perfect mercy came with fine print.
I grieved the version of God who would’ve let my father into the Celestial Kingdom while telling me I needed to repent for being a single mother.
My father. Who had walked out when I was seven and never looked back. Who had been sealed to my mother in the temple but hadn’t bothered to show up for birthdays or graduations. Who held the priesthood, who had been baptized and confirmed and ordained, who technically checked all the boxes.
He could be exalted.
But me? The daughter who had stayed? Who had tried so hard to do everything right? Who had chosen life when it would’ve been easier not to?
I needed to repent.
For being queer.
For daring to ask: What if this isn’t holy?
I thought about the feelings I had pushed down for years. The way my heart had raced when Sarah from Young Women held my hand during a prayer. The crushes I had rebranded as “admiration” or “friendship” because I couldn’t let them be anything else.
The night I had googled “am I gay” and then cleared my browser history, terrified that God had seen me even think the question.
The shame that had calcified in my chest, layer after layer, year after year, until I couldn’t remember what it felt like to breathe without it.
I grieved the girl who gave talks on modesty.
Who had stood at that pulpit at fifteen and told the congregation that our bodies were temples, that we had to protect our virtue, that the most important thing we could bring to our future husbands was our purity.
I had believed it. God, I had believed every word.
Who cried in bishops’ offices.
I had confessed things that weren’t even sins. I had asked if watching a PG-13 movie made me unworthy to take the sacrament. I had wept over holding hands with a boy, convinced I had compromised my virtue.
I had been so desperate to be good. To be clean. To be enough.
Who begged to feel worthy.
How many hours had I spent on my knees? How many prayers had I offered, pleading with God to make me better, stronger, purer? How many times had I fasted and read my scriptures and served and smiled and tried, tried, tried to earn the peace that everyone promised would come?
Who swallowed her shame like sacrament.
Every Sunday. Every single Sunday. The bread and water passed down the row, the reminder of Jesus’s sacrifice, the symbol of worthiness and covenant and belonging.
I had taken it with shame lodged in my throat like a stone.
I grieved the altar I had built my life around.
And then, I walked away from it.

[bookmark: _b1dpsi4qfucx]Chapter Four: The God Beyond the Walls
I didn’t leave God—I left the cage they put God in.
People think leaving the church is easy.
They think it’s about wanting to sin. About being offended. About choosing the “easy path” because the covenant path was too hard.
But leaving nearly killed me.
It wasn’t a casual decision made on a whim. It wasn’t rebellion or laziness or a desire to drink coffee and wear tank tops. It was survival.
It was choosing to breathe after years of suffocating.
For weeks after that Sunday, I couldn’t sleep. I would lie awake in my tiny apartment, Kai asleep in his crib beside my bed, and stare at the ceiling. I replayed every lesson, every talk, every testimony I had ever heard. I tried to find the loophole. The exception. The way to make it all make sense.
Maybe I had misunderstood. Maybe the teacher was wrong. Maybe there was some obscure verse or modern revelation that would tell me it was okay. That my love for my son counted. That my existence mattered.
But I couldn’t find it.
The more I searched, the more I realized: this wasn’t a bug. It was a feature.
The church was working exactly as designed. And there was no room for me in that design.
I stopped going to church first. I told myself it was temporary. That I just needed a break. That I would go back when I felt stronger, when my testimony was rebuilt, when I could handle the hard truths again.
But the break became weeks. Weeks became months.
And something unexpected happened.
Without the constant weight of shame, I started to feel lighter. Without the weekly reminders of my unworthiness, I started to breathe easier. Without the pressure to perform righteousness, I started to discover what actual peace felt like.
I started to pray differently. Not the scripted prayers I had learned in Primary. Not the desperate, bargaining prayers I had offered in bishops’ offices.
I prayed like I was talking to someone who actually liked me.
I stopped asking God to fix me and started asking God to help me understand who I really was. I stopped begging for worthiness and started believing I might already be worthy. I stopped trying to shove myself into their boxes and started wondering what shape I was actually meant to be.
And slowly—so slowly I barely noticed at first—I started to feel God again.
Not the God of worthiness interviews and temple recommends.
Not the God who required me to be married to a man to keep my own child.
Not the God who demanded perfection and obedience and the constant suppression of who I was.
But a different God.
A bigger God.
A God who had been there all along, underneath the layers of doctrine and policy and institutional control. A God who had whispered to me the night I found out I was pregnant: Keep him. A God who had held me while I cried in that bathroom stall. A God who had never actually required me to be anything other than what I was.
I started to see God in places the church had never taught me to look. In the way Kai laughed when I made funny faces. In the kindness of my neighbor who babysat without asking questions. In the therapist who told me, gently, that shame was not the same thing as the Holy Ghost.
In my own resilience. In my own capacity to love.
I had spent my entire life believing God lived in a building. That He spoke through prophets and bishops and general authorities. That the only way to access Him was through the proper channels, the correct ordinances, the approved methods.
But what if I had been wrong?
What if God had never been contained by their walls?
What if the cage wasn’t protecting God—it was protecting the institution’s power?
[bookmark: _823fb4nrbo9p]Chapter 8: The Sacred Act of Leaving
They told me leaving was weakness.
That it was a license for sin.
That it was bitterness wrapped in rebellion.
That it was betrayal of everything I’d been taught to hold sacred.
But for me, leaving was the most sacred act of devotion I’ve ever done.
Because I didn’t leave to be free of consequences. I knew there would be consequences—whispers in the hallways, phone calls that went unanswered, family dinners I’d never be invited to again. I left to be free. I left to save my soul from drowning in someone else’s version of righteousness.
I left to protect my child from thinking love was something to be earned through pain, through silence, through making yourself small enough to fit into boxes built by hands that never knew you.
I left to reclaim the kind of God who would never ask me to sacrifice my truth in exchange for belonging. A God who didn’t demand I cut off pieces of myself to be worthy of love.
I didn’t lose my faith when I walked away.
I reclaimed it.
I stopped praying to be straight, stopped bargaining with heaven to turn me into someone I was never meant to be. I stopped praying to be smaller, quieter, more palatable to people who couldn’t see past their own fear. I stopped praying to feel clean, as if queerness was a stain I could scrub away with enough repentance.
And I started listening to the voice that had always lived inside me, the one I’d been taught to ignore, the one that whispered beneath the hymns and scripture verses and testimonies. The voice that quietly, persistently said: You are already divine.
The leaving wasn’t sudden. It was slow. Gradual. Like watching the sun set over mountains you’ve known your whole life, realizing you’ll never see them from this angle again. Each step away felt like both grief and relief, loss and liberation tangled together in my chest until I couldn’t tell which was which.
But with every step, I breathed a little easier.
With every step, I became a little more myself.
[bookmark: _48tod4bbyxmy]The Voice That Refused to Be Silenced
Leaving the church wasn’t the end of my shame.
The shame followed me like a shadow, showing up in moments I least expected—at grocery stores when I saw women from my old ward, in the mirror when I caught my own reflection, in the quiet of night when doubt crept in and asked if I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.
But leaving was the end of pretending that shame was holy.
It was the end of letting institutions name me, of letting their language define my worth. It was the end of letting rooms full of men—men who’d never lived in my body, never loved the way I loved, never held my child in the dark and promised them a different world—define what kind of mother I was, what kind of woman, what kind of soul.
It was the end of apologizing for surviving.
I chose Kai. I chose to show my child that authenticity mattered more than approval, that truth mattered more than comfort. I chose to model courage instead of conformity.
I chose truth, even when it was messy and complicated and didn’t fit into neat testimony meeting narratives.
I chose queerness, not as a rebellion but as a homecoming. As a return to something I’d always been but never had permission to claim.
I chose the voice that had been silenced by fear, by scripture twisted into weapons, by systems designed to keep people like me hidden and small and sorry. And I let it rise.
That voice is louder now.
Wiser, too. Tempered by experience and loss and the kind of growth that only comes from walking through fire.
Softer, sometimes. Gentler with itself and others, knowing that shame doesn’t heal shame, that judgment doesn’t create change.
But it no longer waits for permission.
It no longer hides in the spaces between what’s said and what’s meant, no longer apologizes for taking up room.
And neither do I.
[bookmark: _68cvp09xwpoy]Chapter 9: Coming Out Wasn’t a Moment—It Was a Lifetime
People love a clean coming out story.
They want the dramatic reveal, the kind you see in movies. The gasps of surprise and acceptance. The glitter falling from the ceiling like divine approval. The triumphant rainbow flag moment followed by instant self-love, unconditional family support, and thunderous applause from everyone who matters.
That’s not what happened to me.
My coming out didn’t feel like a grand unveiling, didn’t feel like stepping into a spotlight and claiming my truth with perfect confidence and timing.
It felt like peeling layers of shame off my skin with shaking hands, one trembling layer at a time, never quite sure if I was healing or just exposing myself to more hurt.
One. At. A. Time.
It wasn’t fireworks and celebration and pride parades.
It was a slow-burning candle, flickering in the back of a closet I didn’t even know I was hiding in. A small flame I’d tended without understanding what it meant, what it was trying to tell me.
And every time I tried to blow it out—every time I tried to convince myself I could just ignore it, could just focus on being a good Mormon wife and mother and daughter—it kept lighting itself again.
The flame refused to die, no matter how hard I tried to extinguish it.
[bookmark: _yinuysydbwu2]Queerness Was Always There—I Just Didn’t Know I Was Allowed to See It
Looking back now, with the clarity that only distance and acceptance can bring, I can see that queerness had always lived in me.
It was there in the softness I felt around other girls, a tenderness that went beyond friendship but didn’t have a name I was allowed to use. In the way I wanted to be close to them, wanted to touch their hands and their hair and their faces with a reverence I told myself was normal. Wanted to laugh too long at their jokes, get tangled in their lives and their stories without knowing why it felt so necessary, so vital to my existence.
It was there in the way certain women made me feel—a flutter in my chest, a warmth in my stomach, a desperate desire to be seen by them in ways I couldn’t articulate.
It was there in the dreams I had and dismissed, in the thoughts I had and immediately pushed away, in the feelings I experienced and immediately translated into something more acceptable, more explainable, less dangerous.
But I was Mormon.
I was obedient, trained from childhood to follow the rules, to trust the leaders, to believe that the path had already been laid out for me and all I had to do was walk it without questioning.
I was taught that certain feelings weren’t real, weren’t valid, weren’t part of God’s plan for my life. That they were temptations to overcome, trials to endure, weaknesses to pray away.
So I didn’t see my queerness, even though it was right there.
I didn’t see it because I’d been taught not to look.
[bookmark: _z9bxxe7d9st1]Chapter One: Terror and Survival
I was terrified.
I didn’t have a framework for anything outside heteronormativity. Not even bisexuality. Not even curiosity. The world I grew up in had drawn such rigid lines around what was acceptable, what was holy, what was possible—and I had internalized every single one of those boundaries until they became the walls of my own cage.
I was so busy trying to survive the house I lived in that I didn’t have space to wonder who I really was. Survival took all my energy. Every day was about reading the room, managing the tension, keeping myself small enough to stay safe. There was no room left for self-discovery, no bandwidth for questions that might unravel the fragile peace I was desperately trying to maintain.
Who had time to explore identity when you were just trying to make it through dinner without a fight? Who had the luxury of introspection when your nervous system was on high alert, constantly scanning for the next threat, the next disappointment, the next way you might fail to meet impossible expectations?
I didn’t know it then, but I was performing. Always performing. The role of the good daughter. The faithful believer. The straight girl who did everything right. I had learned my lines so well that I’d forgotten they were lines at all. I thought the script was me.
[bookmark: _mz68vthvu52x]Chapter Two: The Mirror
It wasn’t until I got to therapy school—surrounded by books and professors and peers talking about identity, systems, trauma, and liberation—that something cracked open.
The campus felt different from anywhere I’d ever been. People spoke openly about things that had only existed as whispers in my previous life. Shame. Desire. Queerness. Pain. And they spoke about these things not as sins to be confessed, but as experiences to be understood, honored, witnessed.
Suddenly, I had language for things I had felt for years.
Like why I panicked around women I admired. That flutter in my chest that I’d always interpreted as anxiety or inadequacy—what if it had been something else entirely? What if my body had been trying to tell me something that my mind refused to hear?
Like why I couldn’t stop watching queer characters on television but always told myself it was just “good acting.” I would defend my fascination to anyone who asked, explaining away the hours I spent rewatching those scenes, the way my heart raced when two women looked at each other with longing. It was the cinematography, I’d say. The writing. Never the recognition.
Like why intimacy with men had always felt more like performance than pleasure. I had convinced myself that this was just what sex was—something you did for someone else, something you endured, something that proved you were normal and desirable and functioning correctly. I didn’t know that desire could feel different. That it could feel like coming home instead of leaving yourself behind.
I started to understand the difference between being wanted and feeling safe. For so long, I had conflated the two. I thought if someone wanted me, I should feel grateful. I should say yes. I should perform desire even when I felt nothing, or worse—felt trapped.
But safety, I was learning, was something else entirely. Safety was being able to say no. Safety was being seen, not just consumed. Safety was staying present in my own body instead of floating somewhere above it, counting ceiling tiles, waiting for it to be over.
I started to unlearn the shame that had been tattooed onto my soul by purity lessons and “modest is hottest” culture and worthiness interviews. Every week in class, we talked about internalized oppression, about the ways systems of control get inside us and become our own voices. I began to recognize that voice—the one that told me I was dirty, broken, wrong. It wasn’t mine. It never had been.
[bookmark: _afelbtkx3trw]Chapter Three: School Was My Mirror
Going to therapy school was like holding a mirror up to every version of myself I’d ever tried to escape.
I couldn’t just study systems theory as an abstract concept, something that applied to other people, other families, other cultures. I was in a system. I was a system. Every theory we studied, every model we examined, reflected back some part of my own experience that I’d been trying not to see.
Religious systems that taught me my body was dangerous, that my thoughts could condemn me, that love had to look one specific way or it wasn’t love at all.
Family systems where roles were rigidly defined, where speaking up meant betrayal, where loyalty was measured by silence and compliance.
Oppression systems that I’d absorbed so completely I didn’t even recognize them as external anymore—they’d become my own thoughts, my own judgments, my own limitations.
Survival systems I’d built brick by brick to keep myself functioning, to keep myself acceptable, to keep myself alive. But what had kept me alive was also keeping me from living.
And as I studied them, I started dismantling them—inside me.
It was slow, painful work. Every revelation felt like pulling a thread that threatened to unravel everything. If this belief wasn’t true, what else wasn’t true? If this story about who I was had been wrong all along, who was I actually? The questions were terrifying and thrilling in equal measure.
Every paper I wrote felt like a confession. I would sit at my laptop late at night, tears streaming down my face as I typed about attachment theory, about developmental trauma, about the ways children learn to abandon themselves in order to stay connected to their caregivers. I was writing about research, citing studies, maintaining academic distance—but really, I was writing about myself. Every time.
Every class felt like a reckoning. We’d discuss a case study and I’d see myself in it. We’d role-play a therapy session and I’d realize I was speaking my own truth through a hypothetical client’s words. My professors probably knew. My classmates probably knew. I was the only one still pretending I was just an observer, just a student, just someone learning to help others.
And in between reading about power dynamics and trauma responses, I started asking myself real questions. Not the performative questions I’d asked before—the ones designed to lead me back to the predetermined answer, the acceptable conclusion. Real questions. Dangerous questions. Questions that didn’t have safe answers.
Like: What if I’m not straight?
What if I never was?
What if that’s not wrong?
What if that’s actually… sacred?
That last question broke something open in me. Sacred. What if my queerness—this thing I’d been taught to fear and suppress and deny—what if it was actually sacred? What if it was a gift instead of a curse? What if it was exactly how I was meant to be?
[bookmark: _uc5bm88cnvit]Chapter Four: Coming Out Was Quiet, Then Loud, Then Complicated
The first time I said it out loud, it was in a whisper.
To a friend I trusted, someone who I knew wouldn’t recoil, wouldn’t try to fix me, wouldn’t immediately start praying for my soul. We were sitting in her car after class, and the words just came out—small, trembling, barely audible. “I think I might be attracted to women.” Even saying “might” felt like jumping off a cliff.
She didn’t gasp. She didn’t cry. She just nodded and said, “Okay. Tell me more.” And I did. Haltingly, messily, with lots of backtracking and qualifications and “I don’t knows.” But I said it. I existed outside my own head as a queer person, even if just for those few minutes in that parked car.
Then a therapist. My own therapist, not one I was practicing with. I said it more clearly this time, with more conviction. “I’m attracted to women. I don’t think I’m straight.” She smiled—not with pity or concern, but with something that looked like recognition, like welcome. “How does it feel to say that?” she asked. And I realized: it felt like relief.
Then myself. Alone in my apartment, looking in the mirror, I said it out loud. “I’m queer.” Just those two words. I’m queer. They hung in the air like a prayer, like a promise, like a truth that had been waiting my entire life to be spoken.
It wasn’t a celebration, though. Not yet. It was grief.
Because every piece of me that had been silenced for so long was now waking up—confused, tender, angry, alive. And with that awakening came the recognition of what I’d lost. All the years spent living half-alive. All the opportunities I’d missed. All the love I’d denied myself and others.
I grieved the years I spent hating myself. The countless hours spent praying to be different, to be fixed, to be normal. The energy I’d wasted trying to force myself into a shape that would never fit. The violence I’d committed against my own soul in the name of righteousness.
I grieved the love I denied. The women I’d pushed away, the crushes I’d refused to acknowledge, the moments of connection I’d severed before they could become something more. I thought about all the times I could have been brave and chose fear instead.
I grieved the girl who never got to fall asleep feeling safe in her own truth. I mourned for younger me—for the teenager who thought she was broken, for the child who learned to split herself in two, for every version of myself who deserved better than the prison I’d built.
But I didn’t stay in grief. Grief is not a place you can live, not permanently. It’s a tunnel you move through, as slowly as you need to, knowing there’s light on the other side even when you can’t see it yet.
Eventually, I got louder. Not all at once—it wasn’t like flipping a switch. But gradually, incrementally, I started taking up more space. I started saying “I’m queer” instead of “I think I might be attracted to women.” I started using “when” instead of “if” when I talked about future relationships with women.
I let myself flirt. Awkwardly at first, with all the grace of a teenager even though I was years past adolescence. I had to learn a whole new language, a whole new way of being in the world. But I practiced. In coffee shops and at parties and in online spaces where other queer women gathered. Sometimes I succeeded. Often I failed. But I was trying, and that alone felt revolutionary.
I let myself wear what I wanted. I cut my hair. I bought the clothes that made me feel like myself instead of like someone’s idea of what I should be. I stopped apologizing for taking up space, for being visible, for looking the way I wanted to look.
I let myself long out loud. This was the hardest part—admitting desire without shame attached to it. Saying “she’s beautiful” without immediately following it with a deflection or disclaimer. Wanting without punishing myself for wanting.
It wasn’t a straight line, though. Nothing about this journey was linear or clean or simple.
I questioned myself constantly. Was I sure? How did I know? What if I was wrong? What if this was just a phase, just confusion, just rebellion against my upbringing? What if I was appropriating queerness, taking up space that wasn’t mine?
The doubt was relentless, especially in the beginning. Every time I felt certain, the old voices would creep back in, whispering that I was making a mistake, that I was throwing away my salvation, that I’d regret this. Some days I believed them. Some days I didn’t.
But even in the questioning, even in the uncertainty, I knew I couldn’t go back. I couldn’t unknow what I’d learned about myself. I couldn’t return to that small, terrified version of me who’d spent her whole life trying to disappear.
I was here now. Visible. Imperfect. Still figuring it out. But finally, devastatingly, beautifully alive.
[bookmark: _2ugbfpm2ol1y]Chapter 9: Coming Home to Myself
I used to ask myself if I was “queer enough.”
As if there was some threshold I hadn’t crossed, some credential I was missing. As if my journey needed to match someone else’s timeline to count. I wondered, late at night when sleep wouldn’t come, if I had waited too long—if the window for claiming this truth had somehow closed while I was busy surviving everything else.
In queer spaces, I felt like an imposter among people who had come out younger, braver, more publicly. People who had marched and fought and declared themselves before they could legally drink. People who hadn’t spent decades in a church that taught them their very existence was rebellion against God. I’d watch them move through the world with a confidence I didn’t know how to manufacture, and I’d think: Maybe I’m too late. Maybe I missed my chance to belong here too.
But the truth was this:
Coming out wasn’t a line I crossed.
It was a home I returned to.
And it had always been mine—even when I couldn’t see it, even when I was afraid to walk through the door, even when I convinced myself I was trespassing on someone else’s property. The foundation had been there all along, waiting. I just had to give myself permission to turn the key.
[bookmark: _u0foecn0l4uc]Religious Trauma Didn’t Let Go Easily
Even as I stepped into queerness, even as I claimed the word for myself and wore it like armor, the ghosts of religion still whispered.
They knew my voice better than anyone. They could mimic my inflection perfectly.
I’d hear “You’re wrong” in my own tone, my own cadence, as if I was the one who had always believed it.
I’d feel guilt for feeling joy—actual, physical guilt that would clench in my chest when I laughed too freely or wanted too openly.
I’d flinch when someone called me beautiful, as if pleasure was still something I had to earn through suffering, as if happiness without punishment was a trick I should have seen coming.
The programming ran deep. Decades of teaching don’t evaporate just because you walk away from the building. They live in your nervous system. They shape your reflexes. They tell you who you’re allowed to be and what you’re allowed to want, and they don’t ask permission before speaking.
And yet—
I kept going.
I let the discomfort sit beside me like an unwelcome passenger I couldn’t force out of the car. I didn’t pretend it wasn’t there. I didn’t force it to leave. I acknowledged it, made space for it, but I didn’t let it drive anymore. I didn’t let it choose the destination.
I walked into my queerness like someone coming home after a long exile—uncertain of where everything was, fumbling for light switches in rooms that should have been familiar, but knowing deep down, in a place words couldn’t quite reach: this was mine. This had always been mine.
[bookmark: _uq88frqxuzdn]Becoming Proud Wasn’t Instant—It Was Intentional
Queerness didn’t save me.
Let me be clear about that. It wasn’t a magic solution, wasn’t a cure-all that erased years of damage with a single realization. It didn’t undo the trauma or silence the voices or make the healing happen overnight.
But it gave me permission.
Permission to rest without apologizing for taking up space.
Permission to be loud, to take up air, to stop shrinking myself to fit someone else’s idea of acceptable.
Permission to kiss with my eyes open, to be present in my own desire without shame clouding the moment.
Permission to wear what made me feel like a goddamn flame instead of dressing to disappear.
Permission to stop mistaking suppression for holiness, to stop believing that denial was the same as devotion.
Permission to rewire my understanding of love—love that wasn’t earned through performance, wasn’t owed through sacrifice, wasn’t conditional on my ability to contort myself into someone else’s vision of acceptable.
And somewhere in all of that, in the slow, intentional work of relearning how to exist in my own skin, I started preparing my body to receive a love that didn’t ask me to disappear. I started believing I deserved to be seen—fully, completely, without apology—and still be worthy of staying.
Pride wasn’t something that arrived one day like a package I’d been waiting for. It was built. Brick by brick, choice by choice, moment by moment. It was intentional and hard and worth every single uncomfortable step.

[bookmark: _z45qnm8sk1n]Chapter 10: Firing My Trauma as the Dictator of My Life
Leaving the church didn’t mean the shame disappeared overnight.
It meant I finally stopped calling it holy.
I stopped bowing to it, stopped treating it like wisdom, stopped letting it masquerade as God’s voice in my head. I learned to recognize it for what it was: a wound that had been taught to speak with authority it never earned.
But shame has its ways. It’s adaptable. It’s patient.
It shapeshifts when you’re not looking. It finds new clothes, new voices, new rules to hide behind. It learns what you’ll accept and what you’ll reject, and it adjusts accordingly. Evolution at its most insidious.
And even after I left the pulpit, even after I walked away from the building and the people and the god who demanded I sacrifice myself to prove my love, shame followed me into the next thing I tried to call love.
It looked different this time—softer, more palatable.
Calmer. More reasonable.
More intentional, or at least that’s what I told myself.
No yelling. No obvious control. No dramatic explosions that I could point to and say, “There. That’s the problem.”
Just a slow undoing of my certainty, like water wearing down stone.
Just a subtle questioning of my truth, gentle enough that I couldn’t call it abuse but persistent enough that I started doubting myself.
Just enough quiet manipulation to make me wonder if I was asking for too much or remembering things wrong, if my version of events was somehow less reliable than theirs, if I was being dramatic or sensitive or broken in ways I hadn’t fully grasped yet.
It was sophisticated. It was insidious. And because it didn’t match the abuse I’d known before, I almost didn’t see it for what it was.
[bookmark: _fo2pxcrhuih8]I Thought I Had Healed. I Thought This Was It.
I thought I was finally choosing better, finally using the lessons I’d learned to pick someone different.
I had a degree now—proof that I could finish something, that I could build toward a future, that I wasn’t the failure the church had predicted I’d become.
I was raising Kai with strength, with intention, with all the love I hadn’t known how to give myself yet. I was showing up as a mother in ways my own mother couldn’t, breaking cycles I’d inherited, choosing different paths even when they were harder.
I thought that meant I was healed enough. Strong enough. Aware enough to spot the red flags I’d missed before.
But trauma doesn’t work that way. It doesn’t hand you a certificate of completion and send you on your way, immunity granted. It lingers. It affects your radar. It makes certain kinds of harm feel like home because your nervous system has been trained to recognize them as love.
And so I walked into something new, believing it was different, believing I had learned enough to keep myself safe this time.
I didn’t know yet that healing isn’t linear. That progress doesn’t make you invincible. That sometimes the hardest patterns to break are the ones we don’t even realize we’re repeating.
[bookmark: _ggmzfb4rdksv]Part One: The Mirage of Safety
I’d walked away from religion, from family dynamics, from anything that demanded my silence. The church had taught me that my voice was dangerous, that my questions were sins, that my very existence needed to be smaller, quieter, more palatable. So I left. I packed up the parts of myself I’d been told to hide and I walked straight out the door.
It felt like freedom at first. Like breathing for the first time.
So when she came into my life, I didn’t think danger. I didn’t see red flags or warning signs. I saw softness. I saw someone who listened, who made space, who seemed to understand the weight I’d been carrying. I thought: Maybe this is what healing feels like.
She knew how to say the right things. The kind of things that landed directly in the wounded places I was still learning to tend. She knew how to hold space in a way that felt generous, intentional, like she could see all of me and wasn’t afraid. How to love-bomb with softness, not explosions. There were no grand gestures or overwhelming declarations. Just quiet consistency. Just presence.
She mirrored my goodness back to me in a way that made me feel seen—at first. She reflected the parts of myself I’d been trying to reclaim. The kindness. The creativity. The hope. And in her reflection, I felt real. I felt possible.
But slowly, so slowly I didn’t notice it happening, I stopped feeling like myself.
I hesitated before speaking. I’d start to say something and then pause, running it through an invisible filter I didn’t remember installing. Checking my tone. Softening my edges. Making sure I wasn’t too much.
I started explaining myself more. Justifying my feelings before I even named them. Building cases for my own emotions as if they needed to be proven in court before they were allowed to exist.
I apologized too often. For things that didn’t require apologies. For taking up space. For needing things. For being human in ways that apparently inconvenienced her.
I shrank without realizing I was shrinking.
When I finally worked up the courage to express a need, there was a shift. Not loud. Not aggressive. But present. The air would change. Her face would rearrange itself into something unreadable. And suddenly, I was “too much.” Or “misunderstanding.” Or “too sensitive.” Or “making things up.”
And I believed her.
Because believing her meant I didn’t have to grieve another thing that looked like safety. It meant I didn’t have to admit that I’d gotten it wrong again. That I’d mistaken harm for love. That I’d walked straight from one cage into another, this one just decorated differently.
[bookmark: _l8undmavw6wf]Part Two: The Slow Recognition
[bookmark: _9mqemddu5mk4]I Didn’t Recognize the Pattern—Until I Did
It took a while to see it. Longer than it should have, maybe. But when you grow up learning to normalize harm, you don’t flinch when it’s delivered with a smile. You don’t recognize abuse when it comes wearing the face of concern. When it speaks softly. When it never raises its voice.
You internalize it instead. You spin it into logic. You call it your fault. You tell yourself you’re overreacting, being dramatic, making mountains out of molehills. You do the work of your abuser for them.
She never yelled. She never hit. She never screamed. There were no broken dishes or slammed doors. No violence in the way I’d been taught to recognize it.
But she silenced me just the same.
With indifference. With passive dismissal. With emotional disappearances when I needed closeness the most. She’d go cold right when I reached for warmth. Absent right when I needed presence.
It was subtle, and that’s what made it dangerous. Because it made me second-guess my body every time it flinched at her absence. Every time my nervous system tried to tell me something was wrong, I talked myself out of it. I gaslit myself on her behalf.
I’d think: She’s just tired. She’s just stressed. She’s just processing. Give her space. Don’t be needy. Don’t be too much.
But my body knew. It always knows. It was trying to tell me what my mind wasn’t ready to hear yet.
[bookmark: _tqni7bzd3exe]Part Three: The Breaking Point
[bookmark: _syldkfen81ni]Leaving Her Was the Hardest Choice I Made While Still Bleeding
I didn’t leave because I stopped loving her. I wish it had been that simple. I wish the love had just dried up and blown away, making the decision easy.
I left because I finally started loving me.
There wasn’t one final straw. No dramatic betrayal or explosive fight. Just a hundred tiny moments when I felt myself fading. A hundred small deaths. A hundred times I watched myself disappear a little more.
And one clear whisper inside me saying: This isn’t what you survived for.
This wasn’t what I left the church for. I didn’t walk away from one institution that demanded my silence just to hand that silence over to someone else. I didn’t fight for my voice just to give it away.
This wasn’t what I fought through abuse for. I didn’t survive my childhood, didn’t claw my way toward healing, didn’t do all that work just to end up right back in a dynamic that made me small.
This wasn’t what Kai deserved to witness. My child didn’t need to learn that love meant shrinking. That relationships required you to betray yourself. That safety was just another word for silence.
So I left.
Without a fight. Without fireworks. Without begging her to see me more clearly. Without trying to explain myself one more time or make a case for my own humanity.
I just walked out of the version of myself who believed that pain was the price of intimacy. The version who thought suffering was proof of loyalty. The version who confused endurance with love.
And that was the real miracle. Not the leaving itself, but the fact that I finally believed I deserved something different. That I finally chose myself, even when it hurt. Even when it meant being alone again. Even when it meant starting over.
[bookmark: _7hgecbok2hva]Part Four: The Aftermath
[bookmark: _ry6a8qh6jllo]Firing My Trauma Didn’t Mean I Was Done With It
Here’s the truth I wish someone had told me: Healing doesn’t mean trauma stops talking.
It doesn’t mean you wake up one day completely free, unburdened, brand new. It doesn’t mean the past stops showing up in your body, in your reactions, in the way you move through the world.
Leaving her didn’t erase what happened. It didn’t undo the patterns she reinforced or the wounds she reopened. It didn’t magically restore the parts of myself I’d lost while trying to love her.
The aftermath was messy. Some days I felt strong, clear, certain I’d made the right choice. Other days I felt like I’d made a terrible mistake. I missed her. I missed the good parts. I missed the version of us that existed before everything got complicated.
But I didn’t go back. And that was new. That was different. That was growth.
I was learning, slowly, that I could hold two truths at once: that I loved her, and that she hurt me. That there were beautiful moments, and that beauty doesn’t cancel out harm. That I could grieve what we had while still knowing I deserved better.
I was learning that healing isn’t linear. That it doesn’t follow a timeline or check boxes or move in predictable patterns. That some days you take ten steps forward and other days you take five steps back, and both are part of the process.
I was learning that my trauma had taught me to survive, but now I needed to learn how to live. And those are two entirely different skills.
[bookmark: _eaas3nc9o9qr]Chapter 10: The Shift
It means it stops making the rules.
It means when trauma whispers, You don’t deserve better, you whisper back, Watch me choose it anyway.
It means when love starts to feel like performance, you choose presence instead.
It means when someone starts erasing your voice, you don’t wait until you’re gone to raise it.
It means leaving isn’t weakness. It’s a declaration.
I am not building a home in the shape of a wound anymore.
[bookmark: _xzvdgcodl1jp]My Trauma Can Speak—But I Don’t Have to Obey
That’s it. That’s the shift.
My trauma still has a voice. It still flares up when I’m too happy. Still warns me when I start to trust. Still tries to write my story in permanent ink.
But I hold the pen now.
My trauma can speak—but I don’t have to obey.
There’s a difference between listening and obeying. I used to think they were the same thing. That if my body tensed, if my chest tightened, if that familiar dread crept in—I had to follow it. Had to believe it. Had to let it steer.
But now I know better.
Now I can feel the fear and still choose differently.
I can hear the old voice saying, This won’t last. This will hurt you. You’re not safe here—and I can nod, acknowledge it, thank it for trying to protect me, and then keep walking forward anyway.
I run this shit now.
And I’m not driving toward perfection. I’m driving toward peace.
[bookmark: _hfb67k2vbydw]Chapter 11: Becoming a Therapist Didn’t Save Me—But It Showed Me the Map
I didn’t become a therapist to heal people.
Not at first.
I became a therapist because I needed to understand what the hell had happened to me.
I needed answers. I needed language. I needed to know why my chest tightened when I walked into churches, why I apologized when I was angry, why love made me anxious, why I kept choosing pain and calling it home.
Therapy school didn’t feel like school. It felt like holding a flashlight in the dark.
For the first time, I saw my life clearly—not as a failure of faith or strength, but as a response to systems that were never built for my survival.
Family systems. Religious systems. Heteronormative systems. White supremacy. Patriarchy. Shame.
It was all connected.
And suddenly, so was I.
I remember sitting in my first Systems Theory class, listening to the professor explain triangulation, enmeshment, parentification—all these clinical terms for things I’d lived but never named. I scribbled notes so fast my hand cramped. Every concept felt like a key turning in a lock I didn’t know existed.
This wasn’t about me being broken.
This was about me being shaped by forces bigger than myself.
And if I could understand the shape, maybe I could reshape it.
[bookmark: _cpkdglkfa7rd]The First Time I Read About Trauma Responses, I Cried
It was a textbook. A dry, academic explanation of fawning, freezing, fight, flight.
And I wept.
Because there I was—on every page.
The girl who never fought back. Who learned to make herself easy, likable, undemanding. The girl who laughed when she was uncomfortable. Who comforted her abuser to survive him. Who called herself “strong” but was mostly just afraid of being alone.
They wrote it like science.
I read it like scripture.
I sat in the campus library, highlighter in hand, tears dropping onto the pages. Around me, other students typed on laptops, sipped coffee, studied like this was just another assignment. But for me, this was resurrection.
I wasn’t weak.
I was adaptive.
I wasn’t broken.
I was surviving.
And survival, I was learning, sometimes looks like compliance. Sometimes it looks like silence. Sometimes it looks like loving people who hurt you because it’s safer than being alone.
Fawning wasn’t failure. It was strategy.
And recognizing that didn’t excuse the pain I’d endured—but it did release me from the shame of how I’d endured it.
[bookmark: _gfea3t71853a]Learning the Language Changed Everything
Before grad school, I had feelings. After grad school, I had frameworks.
I learned words like attachment styles and cognitive distortions and intergenerational trauma. I learned that my anxiety wasn’t random—it was patterned. That my relationships weren’t cursed—they were repetitive. That my body wasn’t betraying me—it was remembering.
I learned that trauma isn’t what happens to you. It’s what stays inside you when there’s no place for it to go.
And I learned that healing isn’t about erasing the past. It’s about changing your relationship to it.
Every lecture felt personal. Every case study felt familiar. I’d sit in class and think, Oh my god, that’s my mother. That’s my ex. That’s me.
The professors talked about defense mechanisms, and I saw every wall I’d ever built.
They talked about schemas, and I saw every belief I’d inherited without question.
They talked about rupture and repair, and I finally understood why I kept leaving people before they could leave me.
I wasn’t learning therapy.
I was learning myself.
[bookmark: _w6dvjbdb55]But Knowledge Alone Didn’t Heal Me
Here’s the hard part: understanding my trauma didn’t make it go away.
I could name my attachment style—anxious, leaning avoidant when triggered. I could identify my cognitive distortions—catastrophizing, black-and-white thinking, personalization. I could trace the origins of my shame back to childhood, back to church, back to every moment I learned that my worth was conditional.
But knowing all of that didn’t stop me from spiraling when someone didn’t text back.
It didn’t stop me from fawning in conflict.
It didn’t stop me from apologizing for things that weren’t my fault.
Because trauma isn’t an intellectual problem.
It’s a nervous system problem.
And you can’t think your way out of a body that’s been taught to expect danger.
That’s what they don’t tell you in grad school. Or maybe they do, and you just can’t hear it yet. You think if you study hard enough, read enough theory, understand enough about the brain—you’ll be fixed.
But healing isn’t about knowing.
It’s about practice.
It’s about rewiring.
It’s about doing the thing that scares you and surviving it enough times that your body starts to believe safety is possible.
So yes, becoming a therapist showed me the map.
But I still had to walk the road.
[bookmark: _pwepeuyizbgn]Chapter One: The Shift
Not the kind that punished.
The kind that explained.
I wasn’t broken, I realized one day, sitting in that cramped classroom with its flickering fluorescent lights and the smell of burnt coffee wafting from the faculty lounge. I wasn’t defective or damaged beyond repair, no matter how many times I’d been made to feel that way.
I was adapting.
My nervous system had been doing exactly what it was designed to do—protecting me, keeping me alive, finding ways to survive in an environment that often felt hostile. Every hypervigilant moment, every people-pleasing instinct, every time I’d made myself small to avoid conflict—it had all been adaptation, not failure.
And that shift—that single, seismic shift in perspective—was the start of everything that came after.
It was the crack in the foundation that would eventually bring down the entire house of shame I’d been living in for decades. It was the first time I looked at my own story and saw resilience instead of weakness, strategy instead of brokenness.
[bookmark: _uzeefetthr7k]Chapter Two: Empathy Wasn’t Just Something I Had—It Was Something I’d Earned
People always told me I was empathetic.
That I could sit with pain and not look away. That I had this uncanny ability to understand what others were going through, to sense the undercurrents in a room, to know what someone needed before they asked for it.
But what they didn’t see—what they couldn’t possibly know unless I told them—was that empathy wasn’t some innate gift I’d been born with.
It was how I survived.
Reading faces became second nature before I even understood I was doing it. Predicting moods was how I knew whether it was safe to ask for things, to speak up, to exist loudly. Knowing what to say to calm the storm before the thunder started was the difference between peace and chaos in my childhood home.
Empathy was a survival skill, honed and sharpened through years of necessity.
But now—in this field, with these clients sitting across from me in quiet therapy rooms, with this training that was teaching me to name what I’d always felt—it became something else entirely.
It became a gift.
I could sit across from someone sobbing through shame, their face contorted with the weight of secrets they’d carried for years, and not try to fix it. Not shrink from it. Not redirect the conversation to something more comfortable or manageable.
Because I knew that terrain intimately.
I’d walked barefoot through it, feeling every sharp stone and broken branch along the way. I’d navigated those dark woods without a flashlight, stumbling and falling and getting back up again.
I didn’t need to rescue them from their pain.
I just needed to hold the map, to sit beside them in the darkness, and remind them—gently, patiently, as many times as it took—that they could still find a way out. That there was a path forward, even when they couldn’t see it yet.
[bookmark: _5urzn82ef8wy]Chapter Three: Systems Theory Finally Named the Things I Could Only Feel Before
No wonder my family was chaos.
No wonder secrets were currency, traded in whispers and loaded silences. No wonder silence itself was survival, a way of protecting yourself from knowing too much, from becoming complicit, from having to choose sides.
Systems theory showed me, with stunning clarity, that families don’t operate on logic or reason or fairness.
They operate on roles.
And I had been assigned mine early, probably before I was old enough to understand what was happening: The peacemaker. The soft one. The obedient one. The one who didn’t ask too many questions. The one who didn’t know the full truth because knowing too much would’ve made her dangerous—to the carefully constructed narratives, to the fragile equilibrium everyone was desperate to maintain.
I started seeing my life not as a series of personal failures, not as evidence of my own inadequacy, but as a system trying to stay intact by keeping me small.
By keeping me compliant.
By keeping me in my designated role.
And that realization made me furious at first—bone-deep, shaking-with-rage furious at all the years I’d spent blaming myself for things that were never my fault, for dynamics I didn’t create and couldn’t have changed as a child.
And then, slowly, beautifully, it liberated me.
Because if the system could name me, assign me a role, dictate how I should behave and what I should believe and who I should be, then I could name it back. I could see it for what it was—not some immutable truth about the world, but a construction. A pattern. A set of unspoken rules that could be examined, questioned, challenged.
And if it was a system—not fate, not failure, not some cosmic punishment for my inherent unworthiness—then it could be unlearned.
Deconstructed.
Rebuilt.
[bookmark: _35febemlysvj]Chapter Four: Therapy Didn’t Fix Me—It Gave Me a Place to Fall Apart on Purpose
My own therapist was queer.
Trauma-informed in a way that went beyond buzzwords and training certifications. Radically honest in a way that sometimes made me uncomfortable but always made me feel seen.
She didn’t put me on a pedestal because I was pursuing this work, because I was trying to help others, because I presented as someone who had it together.
She didn’t pathologize me, turning every struggle into a diagnosis, every difficult moment into evidence of disorder.
She didn’t let me get away with pretending I was fine when I clearly wasn’t, when the cracks in my carefully maintained facade were starting to show.
She just held up the mirror—sometimes gently, sometimes with more force than I was ready for—and said: You can tell the truth here. Even if it’s ugly. Especially if it’s ugly. Especially if you’re afraid of what I’ll think when you say it out loud.
And so I did.
Week after week, I told her things I’d never said out loud before.
I told her about the church—the rigid doctrines, the judgment disguised as concern, the way faith had been weaponized to control rather than liberate.
The abuse that happened in spaces that were supposed to be safe, perpetrated by people who were supposed to protect.
The cycles I’d watched repeat themselves across generations, patterns so deeply ingrained they seemed inevitable.
The confusion of loving people who hurt me, of being hurt by people I loved.
The shame that lived in my body like a second skeleton, shaping how I moved through the world.
The wanting to do better, to break free, to create something different—and not knowing how. Not having a roadmap or a guide or even the language to describe what I was searching for.
And she didn’t flinch.
She didn’t look away or change the subject or reassure me too quickly that everything would be okay. She sat with me in the mess of it all, in the contradiction and complexity, and made it clear through her steady presence that I could survive telling the truth.
That I could survive being known.
[bookmark: _xuf6mo1zekif]Chapter 11: The Therapist Who Saved My Life Wasn’t Perfect—She Was Present
So I kept telling the truth.
About parenting while panicked. About the way my chest would tighten when Kai cried too long, when I couldn’t fix it fast enough, when I felt like I was failing him in real time.
About still wanting love that resembled harm. About how sometimes I’d catch myself drawn to the familiar sting of criticism disguised as care, how I had to rewire my brain to recognize that real love shouldn’t leave bruises on my spirit.
About building a career while doubting my voice. About the impostor syndrome that whispered I had no right to help anyone when I was still so broken myself, when my own life felt like a series of barely-contained disasters held together with duct tape and desperation.
About wanting to burn it all down some days. About the rage that still lived in my bones, the exhaustion that made me want to walk away from everything I’d built and start over somewhere no one knew my name or my past.
She let me be brilliant and broken at the same time.
Tired and powerful in the same breath.
She didn’t need me to be healed to be worthy of her time, her attention, her belief in me.
And slowly, session by session, I started to believe her.
I started to believe that maybe I wasn’t too much. That maybe I was exactly enough. That maybe the cracks in my foundation weren’t flaws but the places where the light was finally getting in.
[bookmark: _93xprfcs0845]Eventually, I Built a Practice For People Like Me
I didn’t set out to start Proud AF Therapy with some grand vision or business plan.
I set out to make a space that didn’t hurt. A space where people could breathe without performing. Where they could fall apart without apologizing for the mess.
A space where queer people, trauma survivors, ex-Mormons, dissidents, misfits, and the gloriously complicated could show up without fear of being too much or not enough. Without wondering if they needed to edit themselves down to be acceptable. Without bracing for judgment disguised as concern.
I didn’t want to be anyone’s savior swooping in with all the answers.
I wanted to be a witness to their becoming.
A mirror reflecting back their own strength when they couldn’t see it yet.
A co-conspirator in the sacred, messy art of building a life that actually felt like theirs.
And that’s what I do now, every single day.
I sit with people who say, “I feel crazy,” and I say, “You make perfect sense. Your reactions are completely logical responses to illogical situations.”
I sit with people who say, “I don’t know who I am anymore,” and I say, “Let’s find out together. Let’s excavate all the layers of who you thought you had to be and discover who you actually are underneath.”
Because someone once did that for me, in a small office with bad lighting and a box of tissues that never ran out.
And it changed everything.

[bookmark: _e2g2njpad28a]Chapter 12: The Mother I Needed Didn’t Exist—So I Became Her
I never set out to be a cycle breaker with a capital C and capital B.
I just wanted to survive another day, another week, another season of holding it together.
But Kai made survival not enough anymore.
He made me want wholeness, not just functioning. Not for the Instagram version where everything looks curated and perfect. Not to prove anyone wrong or show them I’d made it despite their predictions.
But because his eyes were watching every single thing I did, and they were learning what love looks like. What safety feels like. What a parent does when they’re scared or angry or overwhelmed.
I couldn’t let him learn the lessons I’d been taught.
[bookmark: _3y2x94lv1ir7]Raising a Child While Still Raising Myself
There’s no manual for parenting when your blueprint was trauma, when the foundation you’re building on is cracked and unstable.
No map for what to do when the only model you had was fear, silence, and survival mode. When “family dinner” meant navigating emotional landmines and learning to read micro-expressions like your life depended on it.
I had to build it from scratch, one decision at a time.
With trembling hands that didn’t always know what they were doing.
With sleepless nights spent googling “how to raise emotionally healthy kids” at 2 a.m.
With too much coffee and too much pressure I put on myself and therapy notes crumpled on the passenger seat of my car, scribbled reminders about staying present and breaking patterns and choosing differently.
I was still healing from him in those early years—the man who fathered me but never really knew me, who taught me that love was conditional and approval had to be earned and mistakes were unforgivable.
Still unlearning what I believed about God, about worthiness, about who deserved grace and who didn’t.
Still discovering that my queerness wasn’t a sin or a phase or something to be ashamed of, but a song I hadn’t learned the words to yet. A part of me that had been there all along, waiting to be acknowledged and celebrated instead of buried.
And in the middle of that messy, ongoing reconstruction of everything I thought I knew, Kai would tug at my shirt asking for snacks or stories or attention.
Ask for another bedtime story, his small voice insistent and trusting.
Crawl into my bed at 3 a.m. with nightmares or growing pains or just needing to know I was still there.
And every single time, I’d remember the same thing like a mantra, like a prayer, like a promise I’d made to both of us: I am not allowed to give up. Not on him. Not on this. Not on becoming the parent I needed and never had.
[bookmark: _erwikc66j7q1]Chapter One: He Was Watching Me—So I Started Watching Myself
I stopped saying “I’m fine” when I wasn’t.
It happened gradually at first—a hesitation before the automatic response, a pause that stretched long enough for the truth to surface. I’d catch myself mid-sentence, feel the lie forming on my tongue, and something in me would resist. Because he was there. Watching. Learning what it meant to be human from the only example I could offer: me.
So I stopped apologizing for crying.
I let the tears fall in front of him when they needed to. I stopped rushing to the bathroom, stopped turning away, stopped pretending that pain wasn’t real if you could hide it well enough. I cried when I was overwhelmed. When I was grieving. When the world felt too heavy and my body needed to release what words couldn’t hold.
I stopped hiding my rage and my joy.
I let him see me angry—really angry—at injustice, at systems that failed us, at people who should have known better. And I let him see me laugh until I couldn’t breathe, dance in the kitchen at midnight, celebrate the smallest victories like they were everything. Because they were.
Because he was watching.
And I didn’t want him to grow up thinking that love meant shrinking. That being worthy of affection required making yourself smaller, quieter, less. I didn’t want him to learn that taking up space was selfish, that having needs was inconvenient, that expressing yourself fully was somehow too much.
That being “good” meant being quiet.
I’d spent so much of my own childhood perfecting that particular performance—the art of disappearing while still being present. Smiling when I wanted to scream. Nodding when I wanted to run. Saying yes when every cell in my body was screaming no. I knew what it cost. And I refused to pass that inheritance down.
That softness was weakness.
God, how many years had I spent building armor? Constructing walls so high and thick that nothing could get in, but nothing could get out either. I’d learned early that vulnerability was dangerous, that tenderness was a liability, that if you let people see your soft parts they’d only use them against you. But here was this child, all softness and openness, and I realized: maybe the strongest thing I could do was stay tender. Maybe resilience didn’t have to mean hardness.
That queerness was shameful.
I wanted him to grow up knowing that there were infinite ways to be human. That love came in more forms than we’d been taught. That gender was vast and beautiful and complex. That who you loved and how you loved and who you were in your deepest self—none of it was wrong. All of it was holy.
That survival was enough.
Because it wasn’t. Not for him. Not anymore. I’d spent years just trying to make it through, measuring success by whether I was still breathing at the end of the day. But he deserved more than a parent who was merely surviving. He deserved someone who was learning to live.
I wanted him to know:
Rest is sacred.
That your body isn’t a machine, that exhaustion isn’t a badge of honor. That stopping, pausing, sleeping, doing nothing—these aren’t luxuries or signs of weakness. They’re necessities. They’re how we stay human.
Boundaries are love.
They’re not walls or rejections or punishments. They’re the way we protect what’s precious. They’re how we teach people how to treat us. They’re how we honor ourselves and others at the same time.
No one gets to define God for you.
Spirituality isn’t one-size-fits-all. Faith isn’t about fitting into someone else’s box or following someone else’s rules. Your relationship with the divine, with meaning, with purpose—that’s yours. And it can look however you need it to look.
Family isn’t who raised you—it’s who shows up.
Blood doesn’t obligate loyalty. DNA doesn’t equal love. Family is the people who see you, hold you, choose you over and over again. Family is built, not just born.
Masculinity doesn’t have to mean violence.
Being a man, being masculine, being strong—none of it requires aggression or domination or emotional shutdown. There are other ways. Gentler ways. Ways that don’t leave destruction in their wake.
And you never, ever have to disappear to belong.
If they can’t love you as you are, then it isn’t real belonging. If you have to cut off pieces of yourself to fit, then the space isn’t meant for you. The right people, the right places—they’ll have room for all of you.
[bookmark: _giddlyc7bbg1]Chapter Two: There Were Still Moments I Wanted to Run
There were nights I’d lock myself in the bathroom and sob into a towel so he wouldn’t hear.
The weight of it all would crash down without warning—usually around 2 AM when I was too tired to keep the walls up anymore. I’d sit on the cold tile floor, towel pressed against my mouth to muffle the sound, and let everything I’d been holding come pouring out. The fear. The doubt. The bone-deep exhaustion that no amount of sleep could touch.
Moments I wanted to call someone, anyone, and say, Come take him. Just for a while.
Not forever. Just long enough for me to remember who I was before I became responsible for another human’s entire existence. Long enough to sleep for ten hours straight. Long enough to not have to make another decision, answer another question, or solve another problem. Just a break. Just a breath. But there was no one to call. No backup. No relief shift.
Moments when the past crept in and whispered, You’re failing him just like they failed you.
That voice was insidious. It knew exactly where to strike, exactly which wounds were still tender. It would wait until I’d made a mistake—yelled when I should have stayed calm, missed a school event, fed him cereal for dinner three nights in a row—and then it would pounce. See? You’re just like them. You’re repeating the cycle. You’re not good enough. You never were.
But I stayed.
Even when I felt like leaving. Even when the urge to just get in the car and drive and never look back was so strong I could taste it. Even when I didn’t think I had anything left to give.
Even when I was exhausted, under-resourced, under-parented myself.
I was still trying to raise myself while raising him. Still learning the basics of emotional regulation while teaching them. Still figuring out what healthy attachment looked like while attempting to model it. I was doing it all without a manual, without the foundation that should have been laid decades ago, without the support systems that make parenting sustainable instead of devastating.
Because I had promised both of us: We would be different.
Not perfect. I’d given up on that illusion early. Perfection wasn’t the goal and never could be. I was going to mess up. I was going to have bad days. I was going to get it wrong more often than I wanted to admit.
But real.
That was what I could offer. Honesty. Authenticity. A parent who was flawed and trying and human. A parent who said “I’m sorry” and meant it. A parent who was learning alongside him instead of pretending to have all the answers. Different didn’t mean flawless. It meant conscious. It meant intentional. It meant breaking the patterns even when it hurt.
[bookmark: _whmagsmdxm8z]Chapter Three: Being Queer Saved My Parenting
The more I accepted myself, the more freedom I gave him.
It was a direct correlation I hadn’t expected but couldn’t deny. Every step I took toward embracing my own queerness, my own truth, my own complicated identity—it opened up space for him to explore his. Every time I stopped apologizing for who I was, I stopped requiring him to apologize for who he was becoming.
Queerness taught me fluidity.
Nothing had to be fixed or final. Gender could shift. Attraction could evolve. Identity could be a journey rather than a destination. I didn’t have to have everything figured out, and neither did he. We could try things on, change our minds, grow in unexpected directions. We could be curious instead of certain.
Nuance.
The world wasn’t binary. People weren’t simply good or bad. Feelings could contradict each other and both be true. You could love someone and be angry at them. You could be grateful and resentful at the same time. Things could be complicated and messy and that was okay. Better than okay—it was real.
The beauty of not knowing.
Queerness had forced me to sit with uncertainty. To exist in the questions instead of rushing toward answers. To be comfortable with “I don’t know yet” or “I’m still figuring it out” or “maybe there isn’t one right way.” That comfort with ambiguity became one of the greatest gifts I could give him.
The bravery of saying, I don’t have all the answers—let’s figure it out together.
I could admit when I didn’t know something. When I was confused. When I needed to learn alongside him. We became co-investigators of life instead of falling into that tired parent-child dynamic where I was supposed to have all the wisdom and he was supposed to receive it passively. We were both students. Both teachers.
I let him question everything.
No topic was off-limits. No belief was too sacred to examine. No authority—including mine—was beyond critique. If something didn’t make sense to him, if something felt wrong, if something seemed unjust, he could say so. He could push back. He could demand better explanations.
Even me. Especially me.
I wanted him to know that loving someone didn’t mean accepting everything they did without question. That respect didn’t require blind obedience. That he could disagree with me and we’d both survive it. That his voice mattered, even when—especially when—it was challenging mine.
We talk about feelings in our house.
All of them. Not just the pleasant ones. Not just happiness and excitement and pride. We talk about anger and jealousy and fear. We talk about anxiety and grief and disappointment. We name them. We explore where they live in our bodies. We discuss what they’re trying to tell us. We validate them instead of dismissing them.
We talk about systems.
About power and privilege and how the world is structured. About racism and classism and all the ways society sorts people into hierarchies. About why some people have so much while others have so little. About how injustice isn’t accidental—it’s designed. And about how we can work to dismantle what’s broken and build something better.
We talk about when someone says they’re sorry and when they actually change.
Because words without transformation are just noise. An apology means nothing if the behavior continues. We talk about recognizing patterns, about trusting actions over promises, about the difference between someone who made a mistake and someone who is a mistake waiting to happen again.
We talk about consent.
About bodily autonomy. About the right to say no. About how no one—not family, not friends, not authority figures—gets to touch you or use you or access you without your permission. About how you get to change your mind. About how “yes” only counts when “no” is a real option.
About God.
About spirituality and faith and meaning. About the difference between religion and relationship. About how different people understand the divine in different ways and none of them have to be wrong for another to be right. About questioning and seeking and the courage it takes to believe—or not believe—differently than you were taught.
About why some people wear dresses and some people don’t and none of it determines worth.
About how clothing is fabric, not destiny. About how self-expression is beautiful in all its forms. About how masculinity and femininity are performances we’re all giving, and you get to write your own script. About how what you wear, how you move, who you love—none of it makes you more or less valuable as a human being.
We are rewriting the rules in real time.
There’s no roadmap for this. No guide for how to raise a child when you’re simultaneously trying to undo decades of your own conditioning. We’re making it up as we go. Questioning assumptions. Trying new approaches. Failing and adjusting and trying again.
And sometimes, he teaches me.
He reminds me to play. He asks questions I never thought to ask. He challenges beliefs I didn’t realize I still held. He shows me what it looks like to be unselfconscious and present and free. He is both my student and my teacher, and I’m learning to receive his wisdom as gracefully as I hope he receives mine.
[bookmark: _gao17ttpdc6y]Chapter Four: He Didn’t Save Me—But He Made Me Save Myself
Kai didn’t rescue me.
That’s too much to ask of a child. Too much weight to put on small shoulders. Too much responsibility to assign to someone who didn’t choose to be born, didn’t choose me, didn’t choose any of this. He wasn’t my therapist or my savior or my reason for living. He couldn’t be. That’s not what children are for.
But he made me brave enough to try.
Because I couldn’t keep doing what I’d been doing. Couldn’t keep white-knuckling my way through life. Couldn’t keep pretending I was fine when I was falling apart. Not with him watching. Not with his future being shaped by my present. So he became my motivation—not my salvation, but my catalyst.
To try therapy.
I’d resisted for years. Told myself I couldn’t afford it, didn’t have time, didn’t really need it. Told myself I could handle it on my own, that I was strong enough, that therapy was for people who were really broken. But watching him grow, seeing how quickly he absorbed everything from his environment, I realized: my unhealed trauma was going to become his inheritance if I didn’t do something. So I found a therapist. Started unpacking decades of shit I’d been carrying. Began the slow, painful, necessary work of healing.
To try boundaries.
Learning to say no. To not over-explain or over-apologize. To recognize that protecting my peace wasn’t selfish—it was essential. To understand that I could love people and still limit their access to me. To stop letting guilt manipulate me into situations that drained me. To teach Kai, through example, that you get to decide who and what you allow into your life.
To try rest.
Actual rest. Not just sleep, though I needed more of that too. But real rest—stopping without guilt. Pausing without panic. Allowing myself to simply be instead of constantly doing. Teaching my nervous system that it was safe to relax. Showing Kai that rest wasn’t laziness—it was wisdom.
To try saying no.
No to obligations that depleted me. No to people who only took. No to expectations that weren’t mine. No to roles I never agreed to play. No to anything that required me to betray myself. Just no. Complete sentence. No explanation needed.
To try softness.
After years of armor and walls and defensive hardness, I started experimenting with vulnerability. With asking for help. With admitting when I was struggling. With letting people see me as I actually was instead of as I thought I should be. It was terrifying. It was also liberating.
To try forgiveness—of myself, mostly.
Because I’d been carrying so much shame. So much self-blame. So much certainty that everything wrong in my life was my fault, that I deserved every bad thing that had happened, that I was fundamentally flawed and unworthy. But I couldn’t model self-compassion for Kai while drowning in self-hatred. So I started practicing forgiveness. Started treating myself with the same gentleness I wanted him to have for himself. Started believing that maybe, just maybe, I was doing better than I thought.
He made me look at my own inner child and finally, finally pick her up from the corner and say:
“I’m sorry no one protected you. I’m sorry you had to grow up so fast. I’m sorry you learned that love was conditional and safety was temporary and you were too much and not enough all at once. I’m sorry you had to be so strong when you should have been allowed to be soft. I’m sorry you’re still scared. I’m sorry you’re still hurting. But I’m here now. I see you. I’ve got you. You’re safe with me. You can rest now. You can play now. You can be the child you never got to be. I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to be okay. I promise. We’re going to heal together.”
I’ve got you now.
He is the reason I stopped calling self-abandonment love.
He is the reason I became the mother I needed—and the mother he deserved.

[bookmark: _kmdpnk46vwrq]Chapter 13: Building Proud AF Therapy Was a Middle Finger and a Love Letter
I didn’t want to start a practice.
I wanted to start a fire.
I wanted to burn down every therapy room that made people like me feel like a diagnosis, a liability, a moral crisis, a complication. Every space where the intake forms felt like interrogation. Every place where “What brings you in today?” really meant “Prove to me that you deserve care.”
I wanted to create something that said, "You are not too much." You are not hard to love. You are not a problem to fix.
So I started Proud AF Therapy.
And it wasn’t just a business. It wasn’t a brand. It wasn’t a clever marketing strategy designed to capitalize on marginalized pain.
It was a middle finger to every bishop who asked about my “worthiness” while standing in a building built on stolen land and unpaid tithes. To every professor who treated queerness like an elective topic—something you could skip if you weren’t “interested” in “that kind” of client. To every therapist who pathologized my trauma without asking where it came from, who labeled my survival responses as symptoms instead of strength.
To every system that told me I had to earn the right to feel safe.
And it was a love letter—to my younger self, the girl who learned to shrink so she wouldn’t be cast out. To every client who walked in afraid to speak, afraid their truth would be too much, too messy, too complicated for a fifty-minute hour. To every queer person who thought therapy would hurt like religion did, who expected another authority figure to tell them they were broken.
To every trauma survivor who learned to perform instead of heal. Who learned to say “I’m fine” before anyone even asked. Who mastered the art of making other people comfortable with their pain.
This was for all of us.
[bookmark: _v6q1z1knw2ou]I Wanted a Place Where People Didn’t Have to Explain Themselves
Where Black, Brown, queer, trans, neurodivergent, disabled, fat, immigrant, polyam, questioning, ex-religious, angry, grieving, complex people could show up and just—breathe.
Where no one would have to start a session by defining their pronouns or defending their pronouns. Where a client could say “they/them” and the therapist would simply nod and move forward, no explanation necessary, no curiosity disguised as allyship.
Where clients didn’t have to un-teach their therapist before they could unpack their pain. Didn’t have to educate before they could heal. Didn’t have to spend half the session explaining why microaggressions matter or why coming out is never a one-time thing or why religious trauma doesn’t go away just because you left the church.
Where therapy wasn’t a colonized practice handed down by white institutions, filtered through theories written by men who never considered bodies like ours, but a living, liberating act of remembering who the fuck you are.
I wanted a space where healing didn’t mean assimilation. Where getting better didn’t mean getting quieter. Where mental health didn’t require you to fit into someone else’s definition of whole.
[bookmark: _xgc2aat9dwzl]It Wasn’t Just About the Clients—It Was About the Therapists Too
I wanted to hire people who’d been told they were too emotional, too political, too queer, too fierce, too intersectional, too real.
The ones who got pulled aside after supervision and told to “maintain better boundaries”—which really meant stop caring so much. The ones who were told to remove their pride flags from their offices because it might make clients “uncomfortable.” The ones who were warned that bringing social justice into the therapy room was “unprofessional.”
I wanted them all.
I wanted a team that didn’t flinch at big feelings. That didn’t pathologize rage or label justified anger as “dysregulation.” That understood sometimes a client needs to scream before they can whisper. That knew healing isn’t linear and progress doesn’t always look peaceful.
That didn’t correct a client’s language when they said “crazy” or “insane” because they understood reclaiming words is part of reclaiming power. That didn’t require politeness before truth. That could sit with someone’s mess without needing to clean it up or fix it or make it easier to digest.
I built Proud AF to be a refuge for therapists who never felt safe in the field that was supposed to hold healing. Who went to grad school full of hope and left feeling disillusioned. Who were taught theories that erased them. Who had to choose between being authentic and being employed.
Because therapists deserve therapy too. Deserve rest too. Deserve spaces where they don’t have to perform wellness or fake neutrality or pretend they’re not affected by the same systems that crush their clients.
We needed a place where we could be whole too.
[bookmark: _hgh0ztfazewo]Chapter 13: My Practice Isn’t Polished—It’s Sacred
I deserve softness and community and joy and rage too.
I didn’t want to work despite my queerness, my trauma, my edges. I wanted to work because of them. Those jagged parts of me—the ones I’d spent years trying to sand down, to apologize for, to hide in therapy sessions where I was supposed to be the “good client”—those were exactly the parts that made me capable of this work.
For so long, I thought healing meant becoming palatable. Easier to digest. Less complicated. I thought if I could just smooth out all my rough spots, I’d finally be worthy of taking up space in a room. But the truth is, my edges are what cut through the bullshit. My trauma is what helps me recognize it in others. My queerness is what taught me that the rules we’re handed don’t have to be the rules we live by.
So I built something different.
We don’t do shame here.
We don’t whisper words like abuse or assault like they’ll break the walls. We say them out loud, with our full chests, because secrecy is what gives them power. We drag them into the light and look at them directly, and we name them for what they are.
We don’t gaslight people into “positive reframes” when what they need is rage. Sometimes the healthiest thing you can do is get pissed off. Sometimes healing looks like screaming in your car or burning a letter you’ll never send or finally saying, “What happened to me was fucked up, and I’m allowed to be angry about it.”
We cuss.
We cry.
We validate.
We question.
We burn things down with consent and then help build something honest in its place.
My private practice isn’t clean. It’s real. It’s messy and raw and sometimes uncomfortable, because growth isn’t a straight line and healing doesn’t happen in neat little increments. It happens in waves. It happens in breakdowns and breakthroughs. It happens when someone finally feels safe enough to fall apart.
It’s a space where someone can say, “I don’t know who I am,” and we don’t hand them a worksheet. We don’t pull out some pre-packaged identity workbook or force them into a box that doesn’t fit. We hand them presence. We hand them options. We say: Let’s figure it out together.
Because I’m not here to fix anyone. I’m here to witness them. To hold space while they untangle the knots that other people tied. To remind them that they’re not broken—they’re just responding to broken systems.
And every time I sit down with a new client, I remember why I do this.
Because I know what it feels like to be silenced. To have your pain minimized or dismissed. To be told you’re too sensitive, too dramatic, too much.
To be dissected. To have therapists analyze you like a case study instead of seeing you as a whole person. To feel like a problem to be solved instead of a human to be understood.
To be talked over. To have someone interrupt your story to redirect you back to their agenda, their theory, their preferred modality that doesn’t account for who you actually are.
To be told, “That’s not trauma, that’s drama.” As if there’s a hierarchy of suffering. As if your pain needs to meet some arbitrary threshold before it’s worthy of attention.
So I listen.
Not like a savior. I’m not here to rescue anyone or play the hero. I’m here because we’re in this together, because I’ve been in the trenches too.
Like a mirror. I reflect back what I see and hear, so people can start to recognize themselves outside of the distorted images they’ve been handed.
Like someone who’s been there. Like someone who knows the weight of silence and the risk of telling the truth. Like someone who understands that coming to therapy in the first place is an act of courage.
And sometimes, the client doesn’t even know what they’re healing yet. They just know something feels off. They just know they’re tired of pretending. They just know they need to talk to someone who won’t judge them for being complicated.
They just know they feel safe here.
That’s the magic.
That’s the revolution.

[bookmark: _dj5g85mj6wkf]Chapter 14: Reclaiming Joy, Pleasure, and Rest
I used to think survival was the goal.
If I wasn’t in danger, I was doing great. If I wasn’t crying on the bathroom floor, I was healed enough. If I could get through the day without a panic attack, that counted as a win.
But surviving isn’t the same as living.
It took me years to realize I was still living inside trauma—just with better lighting. I had upgraded my surroundings, sure. I had more degrees hanging on my wall. More boundaries in place with people who used to drain me. More language to describe what had happened to me.
But I was still grinding.
Still hustling for approval.
Still running on fumes and calling it resilience.
Still believing I had to earn every second of peace. That rest was something you got after you’d proven yourself. That joy was a reward you received only after you’d suffered enough to deserve it.
I was functioning, but I wasn’t free.
Until I got tired.
Until my body whispered, then screamed: This is not freedom.
My body started keeping score in ways I couldn’t ignore. Migraines that wouldn’t quit. A knot in my chest that had taken up permanent residence. Sleep that never quite felt like rest. I’d wake up exhausted, already behind, already bracing for the next thing.
And I realized: I had survived everything that tried to break me, only to break myself with productivity.
Rest felt like a risk at first.
The first time I canceled a client to take a nap, I cried. Not because I was sad—because I was terrified. Terrified that if I stopped moving, I’d lose everything I’d built. Terrified that rest would be mistaken for weakness. Terrified that people would see me as unreliable, unprofessional, not committed enough.
Because I had spent so long believing that my value was tied to my output. My ability to hold everyone else. My performance as a “healed” person. My productivity as proof of my resilience.
If I wasn’t constantly doing, constantly achieving, constantly proving myself, then what was I worth?
But rest isn’t laziness.
Rest is resistance.
It’s radical to stop in a world that profits from your exhaustion. It’s revolutionary to choose yourself when you’ve been taught that self-care is selfish. It’s an act of defiance to say, “I don’t have to earn my right to exist.”
So I started small. I started saying no to things that didn’t serve me. I started taking breaks without justifying them. I started letting myself enjoy things without turning them into productivity hacks.
And slowly, I started to remember what it felt like to live.
Not just survive—but actually live.
To laugh without calculating whether I’d “earned” it. To rest without guilt gnawing at me. To experience pleasure without waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Joy became my practice. Not the performative kind—the real kind. The kind that bubbles up when you’re doing something for no reason other than it makes you feel alive. The kind that exists in quiet moments, in stillness, in presence.
I started reclaiming pleasure, too. Not just the big, obvious things, but the small ones. The texture of a soft blanket. The taste of something delicious. The feeling of sun on my skin. The satisfaction of a deep breath.
For so long, I had numbed myself to avoid pain. But numbness doesn’t discriminate—it takes the joy with it. So I had to teach myself to feel again. To let the good in, even when it scared me.
Because here’s what I learned: You can’t selectively numb. You can’t close yourself off to hurt without also closing yourself off to happiness. You can’t guard your heart so tightly that nothing bad gets in without also keeping out everything beautiful.
Healing isn’t just about surviving the hard stuff. It’s about letting yourself have the good stuff, too.
It’s about rest. It’s about joy. It’s about pleasure.
It’s about believing you deserve all of it—not because you earned it, but because you’re alive.
And that’s enough.
[bookmark: _cqvbtba2mhxe]Chapter 14: Rest as Resistance
Rest is resistance.
Rest is reparations.
Rest is sacred.
Especially for those of us who were taught that our worth was only measurable in how much we could endure.
I learned early that productivity was virtue. That busyness meant importance. That if I wasn’t exhausted by the end of the day, I hadn’t done enough. My mother worked three jobs. My grandmother worked until her body gave out. I watched the women in my family wear their tiredness like badges of honor, like proof of their devotion, their strength, their love.
So I learned to do the same.
I worked through illness. I worked through heartbreak. I worked through grief. I said yes when I meant no. I stayed late, came in early, answered emails at midnight. I believed that rest was for people who had earned it—and I could never quite earn enough.
But rest isn’t something you earn. Rest is a human right. And for Black folks, for queer folks, for anyone whose ancestors were forced to labor without choice, rest is more than self-care. Rest is an act of defiance. Rest is taking back what was stolen. Rest is saying: my body belongs to me.
So now I rest. I rest on purpose. I rest without apology. I rest because my younger self never could. I rest because it’s the most revolutionary thing I can do in a world that wants to grind me down to nothing.
Rest is how I honor the ones who came before me. Rest is how I heal.
[bookmark: _u3700sa4sgmv]Pleasure Was the Language I Was Never Taught to Speak
Not just sexual pleasure—though that too.
But everyday pleasure.
The kind that lingers.
The kind that doesn’t require apology.
I was raised in a tradition that treated pleasure with suspicion. Pleasure was indulgent. Pleasure was selfish. Pleasure was sinful. Joy was fine, as long as it was contained, controlled, appropriately expressed. But pleasure? Pleasure was dangerous.
So I learned to deny myself. I learned to associate goodness with discomfort, holiness with sacrifice. I learned that if something felt too good, it was probably wrong.
It took me years to unlearn that lie.
Pleasure is wearing clothes that make me feel powerful. Pleasure is turning off my phone and dancing in the kitchen when no one’s watching. Pleasure is laughing too loud in a restaurant and not caring who hears. Pleasure is choosing softness on purpose, even when the world demands I stay hard.
Pleasure is sleeping in without guilt weighing on my chest. Pleasure is kissing someone slowly without rushing to the end, without performing, without worrying about what comes next. Pleasure is tasting food instead of counting calories, savoring every bite like it’s the first and last.
Pleasure is crying when something moves me. Pleasure is saying yes to joy without justifying it to anyone.
For so long, I feared that pleasure would pull me away from God. I thought desire was a distraction from devotion, that wanting too much would make me lose sight of what mattered.
Turns out, pleasure brought me closer to the divine in me. Turns out, God was never asking me to suffer. That was just what I was taught by people who were afraid of what I might become if I felt too free.
[bookmark: _xrrud19qd89f]Authenticity and Queer Joy Is My Religion Now
Queer joy is not performative.
It’s not rainbow capitalism.
It’s not Pride once a year and shame the rest.
It’s not a corporation changing their logo in June and staying silent when laws get passed that threaten our lives. It’s not tolerance. It’s not acceptance. It’s not being allowed to exist as long as we stay small, stay quiet, stay grateful for scraps.
Queer joy is dancing even when the world says you’re not allowed to be seen. Queer joy is holding hands with someone you love in daylight, even when you feel the stares, even when your heart beats faster, even when you know there’s risk.
Queer joy is softness in a world that punishes tenderness. It’s painting your nails. It’s wearing what makes you feel like yourself. It’s letting your voice crack or deepen or change. It’s trying on new names until you find one that fits. It’s looking in the mirror and finally recognizing who’s looking back.
Queer joy is choosing truth, again and again, even when it costs you everything. Even when you lose family. Even when you lose friends. Even when you lose the version of yourself you thought you were supposed to be.
Queer joy is radical. Queer joy is holy. Queer joy is survival upgraded into liberation.
And I want all of it.
For me.
For Kai.
For every client who walks through my door and says, “Can I really want this much?”
Yes. You can. You do. You should.
You don’t have to shrink your desires to fit someone else’s comfort. You don’t have to apologize for taking up space. You don’t have to earn the right to be fully, completely, unapologetically yourself.
This is what I tell them. This is what I’m still learning to tell myself.
[bookmark: _q8wg0v5pobb3]I’m Not Healing to Be Palatable. I’m Healing to Be Free.
So I rest now.
I laugh now.
I flirt now.
I say no to what shrinks me and yes to what sets me the fuck free.
I’m not here to be digestible. I’m not here to make anyone comfortable. I’m not here to prove that I’m one of the good ones, that I’m acceptable, that I’m worthy of basic human decency.
I’m here to be whole.
And that includes rage. The kind of rage that comes from decades of being told to be smaller, quieter, easier. The kind of rage that comes from watching people you love suffer for no reason other than who they are.
And grief. The grief of losing people who couldn’t accept the real me. The grief of losing time. The grief of all the years I spent hiding, performing, trying to be someone I wasn’t.
And pleasure. The pleasure I denied myself. The pleasure I’m reclaiming now. The pleasure I’m teaching myself to reach for without flinching.
And healing. The slow, messy, nonlinear healing that doesn’t look like what they show in the movies. Healing that includes setbacks and relapses and days when I don’t recognize my own reflection.
And softness. The softness I was afraid to show. The softness that felt like weakness but turned out to be the strongest thing I could offer—to myself, to Kai, to the people I love.
And boundaries. The boundaries I didn’t know I was allowed to have. The boundaries I’m still learning to enforce without apologizing.
And naps. Long, luxurious, guilt-free naps. Naps that aren’t because I’m sick or exhausted but because rest is my birthright.
And Sundays that don’t include guilt. Sundays where I don’t go to services. Sundays where I sleep late and make breakfast and read in bed and don’t feel like I’m disappointing anyone.
I am not rebuilding myself in the image of who they told me to be.
I am creating myself from the ground up—joy by joy, breath by breath, permission by permission.
This is what becoming proud looks like. This is what freedom feels like. It’s messy and beautiful and terrifying and necessary.
And I’m finally, finally letting myself have it.
[bookmark: _tvv9skohojol]Chapter 15: The Mother My Younger Self Needed
She still lives in me.
The quiet girl.
The one who learned to hold her tongue. The one who made herself small so the adults in the room wouldn’t notice her. The one who believed that if she was good enough, smart enough, obedient enough, she might finally be loved the way she needed.
She’s still here. I feel her sometimes when I’m alone, when the house is quiet, when Kai is asleep and the world has stopped demanding things from me. I feel her in the tightness in my chest, in the way I still apologize too much, in the way I still brace for rejection even from people who have proven they’re safe.
[bookmark: _s5ba2ioohyqq]Chapter 16: The Girl in the Shadows
She was the one who flinched when the door slammed.
The one who counted her breaths in the dark, slow and deliberate, trying to make herself smaller with each exhale.
The one who believed she was too much and not enough in the same heartbeat—too loud when she laughed, too quiet when she should have spoken, too present, too invisible, always somehow wrong.
She wore obedience like armor, polished and heavy. It was the only protection she knew, though it never actually protected her from anything. It only made her easier to control.
She wore softness like a threat. Because it was. Softness meant vulnerability, and vulnerability meant danger. So she tucked it away, deep inside where no one could use it against her.
And silence—she wore silence like it was the only language she was ever allowed to speak. It became her mother tongue, her default, her safest option. Words were dangerous. Words got you in trouble. Words made things worse.
So she learned to swallow them.
I didn’t just grow up.
I grew over her.
Layer after layer of survival stacked on top of her small, trembling form. I built a life on top of her silence. I became someone new, someone stronger, someone who could function in the world. I learned to smile at the right times, to make eye contact, to pretend I wasn’t still that frightened girl underneath it all.
Until I almost forgot her voice.
I went years without thinking about her. Years without acknowledging that she was still there, curled up inside me, waiting. I told myself I had moved on. That I was fine. That I was healed.
But she never left.
She just waited.
For me to come back and find her.
For me to finally turn around and see her standing there in the shadows, patient and small, hoping I would remember.
[bookmark: _eisdms5r6syh]Chapter 17: She Didn’t Need Me to Rescue Her. She Needed Me to Choose Her.
For so long, I thought healing meant forgetting.
I thought it meant leaving her behind, that scared little girl, and becoming someone completely different. Someone untouched by what happened. Someone who could pretend none of it mattered anymore.
Moving on, they called it.
Letting it go.
“Looking at the bright side.”
Rewriting the pain into something prettier, something more palatable, something that wouldn’t make people uncomfortable at dinner parties.
I tried all of it. I tried to bury her under positivity and productivity. I tried to outrun her with achievement. I tried to drown her out with noise and distraction and the relentless pursuit of being okay.
But healing didn’t ask me to abandon her again.
It asked me to sit with her.
To pull up a chair next to that frightened child and just be present. To not try to fix her or change her or make her stop crying. To just listen.
To tell her: You didn’t imagine it. It was real. And it wasn’t your fault.
The words I needed someone to say to me back then. The words no one said.
She doesn’t need me to make it okay.
She doesn’t need me to explain it away or justify it or find the silver lining. She doesn’t need me to turn her pain into a lesson or a motivational story.
She needs me to say:
I believe you. I see you. I’ve got you now.
That’s all. That’s everything.
[bookmark: _9c8gt12ndu3h]Chapter Three: If I Could Hold Her, I’d Tell Her Everything I Know Now
I’d tell her she’s not crazy for being afraid of the dark.
That the shadows she sees aren’t in her imagination. That her fear is valid. That she has every reason to be afraid. That the dark held real dangers for her, and her body knew it, even when her mind tried to rationalize it away.
I’d tell her that her dad’s love was not love.
That what he called love was control. That what he called discipline was abuse. That what he called affection was violation. That she has permission to name it what it really was. That she doesn’t have to protect him anymore. That she doesn’t owe him forgiveness. That she doesn’t owe him anything at all.
I’d tell her that her body isn’t disgusting.
That the shame she carries isn’t hers. That her body is sacred and worthy and whole, exactly as it is. That what was done to her doesn’t define her. That she gets to reclaim herself, inch by inch, breath by breath. That she is allowed to feel beautiful. That she is allowed to feel powerful. That she is allowed to take up space.
I’d tell her that her queerness is hers to celebrate.
That the feelings she’s trying so hard to suppress are not wrong or sinful or broken. That the love she feels is real and valid and beautiful. That she doesn’t have to hide. That she will find her people. That she will find a community that sees her and celebrates her and loves her exactly as she is. That being different is not a curse—it’s a gift.
I’d tell her she is not wrong for questioning everything.
That her doubt is not weakness. That her questions are not rebellion. That thinking for herself is not betrayal. That she has permission to examine what she was taught. That she has permission to reject what doesn’t fit. That she has permission to build her own belief system, her own values, her own truth.
I’d tell her that love is not something she has to earn.
That she doesn’t have to be perfect to be worthy. That she doesn’t have to perform to be accepted. That she doesn’t have to shrink herself to be loved. That real love doesn’t require her to disappear. That real love sees her fully and chooses her anyway.
I’d tell her she will grow into someone powerful, clear, raw, and wildly safe.
That she will become a woman who speaks her truth. Who sets boundaries. Who walks away from what hurts her. Who chooses herself over and over again. Who builds a life that feels like home. Who creates safety for herself and others. Who turns her pain into purpose without letting it consume her.
I’d tell her she doesn’t have to prove her worth.
She already is.
She always was.
[bookmark: _gofmf3jfav45]Chapter Four: I Mother Myself Now
I don’t always get it right.
Some days I still look in the mirror and hear my mother’s voice instead of my own. Some days I still see the flaws before I see the beauty. Some days I still pick myself apart with the same cruelty I learned as a child.
Sometimes I still criticize my reflection.
The way my body has changed. The lines on my face. The softness around my middle. The parts of me that don’t match the impossible standard I learned to measure myself against.
Sometimes I forget to eat.
I get so caught up in taking care of everyone else, in meeting deadlines, in being productive, that I ignore my own hunger. I skip meals. I push through. I tell myself I’ll eat later, and later never comes.
Sometimes I shrink when I’m supposed to stand tall.
Someone questions my decision, and suddenly I’m second-guessing everything. Someone challenges me, and I fold. Someone raises their expectations, and I contort myself to meet them, even when it costs me.
Sometimes I flinch when someone raises their voice, even if they’re not yelling at me.
My body remembers before my mind catches up. The tension. The fear. The instinct to disappear. Even when I’m safe, even when I know I’m safe, my nervous system doesn’t always believe it.
But now I notice.
I catch myself in the act. I see the pattern playing out. I recognize the old programming trying to run.
Now I name it.
I say it out loud: “I’m criticizing myself again.” “I’m people-pleasing again.” “I’m fawning again.” “I’m abandoning myself again.” Naming it takes away some of its power.
Now I take her hand and say,
Let’s do this differently.
Let’s choose another way. Let’s break the pattern. Let’s practice something new.
I mother myself by saying no.
By setting boundaries even when people are disappointed. By choosing rest over productivity. By declining invitations that drain me. By ending conversations that hurt me. By walking away from relationships that require me to betray myself.
I mother myself by buying myself flowers.
By creating beauty in my space. By celebrating myself without needing a reason. By treating myself with the tenderness I always wanted someone else to offer.
I mother myself by going to therapy even when it’s hard.
By showing up to sessions when I’d rather hide. By speaking the truth even when my voice shakes. By doing the work even when it hurts. By not giving up on myself.
I mother myself by resting.
By lying down when I’m tired. By taking breaks without guilt. By honoring my body’s needs. By understanding that rest is not laziness—it’s resistance. It’s radical. It’s necessary.
I mother myself by letting myself love and be loved.
By staying open even though it’s terrifying. By letting people in even though they might leave. By accepting care even though it feels vulnerable. By believing I’m worthy of tenderness.
I mother myself by not chasing people who don’t choose me back.
By recognizing when I’m forcing something. By letting go when someone shows me they’re not available. By understanding that I don’t need to convince anyone of my value. By choosing people who choose me freely, fully, consistently.
I mother myself by laughing loud.
By not dimming my joy to make others comfortable. By taking up space with my delight. By letting myself be exuberant and unrestrained and fully alive.
I mother myself by holding space for my own rage and joy without apology.
By allowing all of my feelings to exist. By not performing calm when I’m furious. By not performing gratitude when I’m grieving. By letting myself be complicated and contradictory and fully human.
That’s how I mother her.
That small, frightened girl who still lives inside me. That’s how I give her what she needed then. That’s how I show her she matters.
That’s how I honor her.
By living the life she deserved all along.
[bookmark: _itxj6sw2nsp9]Part Three: Becoming
[bookmark: _psvsumgiznbe]Chapter 15: The Girl I’m Becoming Again
By living the life she never believed she’d have.
[bookmark: _c525qmyz1zjx]She Didn’t Need to Be Saved—She Needed to Be Seen
For years, I thought healing meant rescuing that younger version of myself. I imagined pulling her out of the wreckage like some kind of hero, strong and capable, finally able to do what no one else had done. I thought I needed to save her.
But that’s not what she needed at all.
She didn’t need saving. She needed witnessing. She needed someone to look at her—really look at her—and say, “I see you. I see what happened. I see how hard you tried. I see that none of it was your fault.”
She needed to be seen.
And now?
Now, something has shifted.
She’s not just the girl I survived anymore. She’s not a ghost I carry or a wound I nurse or a secret I keep locked away in the back of my mind.
She’s the girl I’m becoming again.
Not the scared part of her. Not the part that learned to shrink and apologize and disappear into the wallpaper whenever adults entered the room.
Not the silenced part.
The wild part.
The honest part.
The radiant, unfiltered, deeply feeling part that somehow survived everything that tried to crush it.
The part that still dances barefoot in the kitchen when a good song comes on, not caring who’s watching or whether the moves are right.
The part that still writes bad poetry in the margins of notebooks and sings off-key in the shower and believes—against all evidence, against all reason—in possibility.
She’s not a ghost anymore.
She’s here.
We’re here.
Together.
And she’s proud of me.
I can feel it sometimes, her pride. It’s not loud or showy. It’s quiet, like a hand on my shoulder. Like a voice that whispers, “You did it. You actually did it.”
Because I didn’t just survive.
I became the mother she needed. The one who doesn’t yell or disappear or make love conditional. The one who apologizes when she’s wrong and repairs what she breaks and shows up even when it’s hard.
I became the therapist she couldn’t find. The one who would have listened without judgment, who would have said, “You’re not crazy. You’re not broken. You’re responding perfectly to an impossible situation.”
I became the queer adult she prayed might be real. The one who proves that you can be different and still be okay. That you can love who you love and be who you are and build a life that feels true.
I became the safe place she never had.
And we’re not done.
We’re still becoming.
Every day, I choose her. I choose us. I choose the life she dreamed of when she was small and scared and couldn’t imagine a future that didn’t hurt.
I choose it all.

[bookmark: _3k389xthfizx]Chapter 16: Becoming Proud
I used to think healing would make me smaller.
More palatable, like food that’s been carefully seasoned to offend no one.
More obedient, like a dog that’s been trained to sit and stay and never bark.
More like the version of me they could love.
The version that didn’t ask too many questions or need too much space or want things they couldn’t understand. The version that apologized for existing and made herself convenient and never, ever caused a scene.
But healing didn’t do that.
It didn’t sand down my edges or teach me to smile through pain or make me easier to digest.
It made me loud.
Honest in ways that make people uncomfortable.
Queer in ways I can’t hide even if I wanted to.
Boundaried in ways that feel like walls to people who are used to walking right through me.
Soft in places that used to be steel, because I don’t need armor anymore. I have discernment now. I have choice.
Unapologetically alive.
And proud.
Not in a rainbow flag kind of way, though I love a good flag. I’ve got one hanging in my office and another folded in my closet, and I’ll never apologize for either of them.
Not in a parade kind of way, though I’ve marched with my whole chest, with glitter on my face and joy in my heart and a sign that said exactly what I meant.
But proud in the way you are when you know how far you’ve come and you refuse to pretend otherwise.
Proud in the way you are when you’ve walked through fire and come out the other side not unscathed, but alive. When you’ve done the work that no one sees—the therapy sessions and journal entries and three a.m. panic attacks you breathed through alone. When you’ve rebuilt yourself from the ground up and you know, bone-deep, that no one can take that from you.
That’s the kind of proud I am.
[bookmark: _69gph3o283v4]Pride, For Me, Means Ownership
It means I own my story.
All of it.
Not just the pretty parts or the triumphant parts or the parts that make sense in retrospect.
Even the parts I didn’t choose. The trauma. The abuse. The things that were done to me before I had words for them.
Even the chapters soaked in shame. The times I believed the lies they told me about myself. The years I spent thinking I was the problem.
Even the nights I thought I wouldn’t make it. The nights I stood at the edge of something dark and couldn’t see a reason to step back.
Even the moments I wanted to disappear. To become invisible. To stop taking up space in a world that felt too big and too cruel and too indifferent to my pain.
Even the days I stayed silent when I should’ve screamed. When I swallowed my truth to keep the peace. When I made myself small to make someone else comfortable.
I own it all.
Because it’s mine.
Because it made me who I am, even the parts I wish had never happened.
Because I’m still here, and that means something.
And I didn’t just survive.
I created a life I actually want to be awake for.
A life with people who see me and love me anyway. A life with mornings that feel gentle and evenings that feel safe. A life where I get to choose, every single day, what I let in and what I keep out.
A life that looks nothing like what I thought it would, and everything like what I needed.
[bookmark: _10sbdcxw2r2d]I Am Not a Broken Thing That Got Fixed
I’m a wild thing that got free.
And that’s different.
It’s not about becoming whole again, as if there’s some perfect version of me I’m trying to get back to. It’s not about fixing what’s broken or erasing what happened or pretending the scars aren’t there.
It’s about breaking out of the cage I was kept in. It’s about remembering that I was always meant to run and roar and take up space. It’s about reclaiming the wildness that trauma tried to kill.
I still cry during cartoons. The emotional scenes get me every time, and I’ve stopped being embarrassed about it.
I still flinch when someone yells, even when it’s not at me. Even when it’s just a stranger in a parking lot or a character on TV. My body remembers.
I still carry the memories in my nervous system like a soft hum, a background frequency that never quite goes away.
But I don’t obey those memories anymore.
I don’t let them drive. I don’t hand them the steering wheel and let them decide where I go or who I trust or what I’m capable of.
I don’t build my relationships around them, constantly bracing for abandonment or betrayal or the inevitable moment when someone will hurt me the way I was hurt before.
I can love now without disappearing.
I can let someone in without losing myself. I can be close without becoming small. I can need and want and ask for things without shame.
I can parent now without performing.
I can show up for my kids as a real person, flawed and imperfect and sometimes tired, instead of as a character I’m playing. I can let them see my humanity. I can apologize when I mess up. I can love them without making them responsible for healing me.
And that’s what pride feels like.
Not perfection.
Not arrival.
Not some final destination where all the work is done and all the wounds are healed and I never struggle again.
Pride feels like knowing I’m doing it. I’m living the life that once seemed impossible. I’m becoming the person I needed when I was young.
I’m here.
I’m alive.
I’m free.
And I’m so fucking proud of that.
I can rest now without earning it.
I can ask for more.
I can say no.
I don’t have to be perfect to be worthy.
I just have to be honest.
[bookmark: _gaya35nqazni]Becoming Proud Means I Keep Choosing
Healing isn’t a destination. It’s not a place I arrive at one day, breathless and triumphant, planting a flag in the ground and declaring myself done. It’s not a certificate I frame on the wall or a medal I hang around my neck.
It’s a daily choice.
Some days, the choice is easy. I wake up and the light is soft and I remember who I am without having to fight for it. Those days feel like grace.
Other days, the choice is hard. The old patterns knock at the door. The old voices whisper in my ear. The familiar weight of unworthiness settles on my chest like it never left, like it’s been waiting for me to slip.
But even on those days, I choose.
To stay. To root myself in this life I’ve built, even when the ground feels unsteady beneath me.
To tell the truth. To speak what’s real, even when my voice shakes, even when the words feel too big for my mouth.
To rest. To let my body soften, to close my eyes in the middle of the day if I need to, to stop running from stillness.
To play. To remember that joy isn’t something I have to earn, that laughter isn’t frivolous, that lightness is just as sacred as struggle.
To fight when it matters. To stand my ground when someone tries to take what’s mine, to push back when the world tries to shrink me.
To say, Not this time. To recognize the trap before I step into it, to see the old story coming and choose a different ending.
To walk away. To release what no longer serves me, even when it’s comfortable, even when it’s familiar, even when letting go feels like losing.
To reach out. To ask for help, to admit I can’t do it alone, to trust that there are hands ready to catch me.
To let go. To forgive, not because anyone deserves it, but because I deserve to be free.
To start again. To know that every morning is a chance to choose differently, to try again, to meet myself with compassion instead of contempt.
To be proud. Not just of who I’ve become, but of the fact that I never stopped becoming. That even in the darkest moments, some part of me kept moving toward the light.
[bookmark: _3dibpt9zz7e6]I Still Have Work to Do. But I Don’t Do It Alone Anymore.
There was a time when I believed I had to carry everything myself. When asking for help felt like admitting defeat. When leaning on someone else meant I was weak, broken, less than.
I don’t believe that anymore.
Now, I have Kai. I have love that doesn’t ask me to be smaller, quieter, easier. Love that sees all of me and doesn’t flinch. Love that holds me when I fall apart and trusts me to put myself back together.
I have therapy. A space where I can lay down the weight I’ve been carrying and sort through it piece by piece. Where I can say the unspeakable things and know I won’t be abandoned for it.
I have a body that I’m learning to come home to. A body I once treated like an enemy, like a prison, like something to punish. Now, I’m learning to listen to it. To honor its needs. To thank it for carrying me this far.
I have community. People who see me, who celebrate me, who remind me I’m not alone in this. People who’ve walked similar paths and left breadcrumbs for me to follow.
I have rage. Clean, righteous rage that fuels my healing instead of consuming it. Rage that says, What happened to me was wrong. Rage that protects me, that sets boundaries, that refuses to let anyone treat me that way again.
I have joy. Real joy. The kind that bubbles up without permission, that catches me off guard in the middle of ordinary moments. Joy that doesn’t need a reason, that exists simply because I’m alive.
I have softness. The ability to be gentle with myself, to speak to myself the way I’d speak to someone I love. To meet my mistakes with curiosity instead of cruelty.
I have boundaries that were built in blood, and now protect me in peace. Boundaries that cost me everything to create, but now give me everything I need. Boundaries that say, This far and no further.
And I have me.
Not the shell of me I once used to survive. Not the version of myself I constructed to please others, to stay safe, to make myself small enough to fit into spaces that were never meant for me.
But the real me.
The full me.
The one who laughs loud and tells the truth and walks with her shoulders back.
The one who takes up space without apologizing for it.
The one who knows she belongs.
Even when she’s grieving. Even when the tears come and the old pain resurfaces and she has to sit with the parts of herself that still hurt.
Even when she’s scared. Even when the future feels uncertain and the ground beneath her feet feels shaky and she doesn’t know how the story ends.
Even when the world tells her otherwise. Even when society says she’s too much or not enough, too loud or too quiet, too angry or too soft.
I am proud.
Of this life. Of every single choice that brought me here, even the messy ones, even the ones I wish I could take back.
Of this becoming. Of the ongoing process of unfolding, of revealing, of discovering who I am beneath all the layers of protection and performance.
Of this story that no one handed to me. This story that I had to write myself, word by painful word. This story that I carved out with trembling hands and a heart that refused to stop beating.
This is not the end.
There will be more chapters. More challenges. More moments when I have to choose myself all over again.
But this is the exhale.
This is the moment I pause and look back and see how far I’ve come.
This is me, standing in my truth, owning my story, claiming my worth.
This is me.
Becoming proud.
Again, because healing isn’t linear and I’ll have to find my way back to this feeling more than once.
Still, because even now, in this moment of clarity, the work continues.
Always, because this is who I am now—someone who chooses pride over shame, truth over silence, becoming over being stuck.

