
 



 

I Lost My Virginity 

To A Stranger 

— ✦ — 

A true story about the night I gave away something I can never 

take back — 

and the years it took me to understand why. 
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"You were always enough. The night lied to you." 

— Mirabel 

 

2 



 

Chapter One 

The Night 

— ✦ — 

I remember the ceiling. 

 

Not his face. Not his voice. Not even my own feelings 

in that moment. 

 

Just the ceiling — white, with a crack running from 

the light fitting almost to the window, 

like the room itself had been trying to escape 

for a long time 

and had not quite made it. 

 

I stared at that crack 

and thought: so this is what it feels like. 

 

It felt like nothing. 

 

And somehow, that was the worst part. 

Not the pain. Not the confusion. 

The nothing. 
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— ✦ — 

My name is Mirabel. 

 

I was seventeen years old. 

 

And for a long time after that night, 

I believed I was the only person in the world 

this had ever happened to. 

 

Not the act itself. 

I knew other people had done what I did. 

I knew the world was full of Tuesday nights 

and strangers 

and ceilings with cracks in them. 

 

What I thought I was alone in 

was the feeling after. 

 

The nothing. 

 

The way I got up, found my shoes, 

and walked to the door 

without crying. 

Without shaking. 

Without falling apart 

4 



the way I had always imagined a girl was supposed to 

when something important was taken from her. 

 

I just left. 

 

And on the walk home, 

the only thought in my head was: 

I have to remember to charge my phone tonight. 

 

That frightened me more than anything. 

 

That I could do something I had held onto 

my entire life — 

something I had protected, 

something I had told myself would matter — 

and then walk home thinking about a phone charger. 

 

I thought it meant something was broken inside me. 

 

I was right. 

 

But not in the way I thought. 

 

— ✦ — 
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Before I tell you about that night, 

I need to tell you who I was before it. 

 

Because who you are before a thing happens to you 

is the whole story. 

 

It explains the yes. 

It explains the silence that came after. 

It explains every choice I made 

in the years that followed 

without ever understanding 

why I kept making them. 

 

So let me take you back. 

 

— ✦ — 

I grew up in a house in Kumasi 

where nobody said I love you. 

 

Not because love was absent. 

But because in our house, 

love did not use words. 

 

Love was the food on the table, 
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always hot, 

always ready before you asked. 

Love was the school fees paid every term, 

on time, 

without complaint. 

Love was my mother 

pressing my school uniform the night before 

and placing it on the chair beside my bed — 

waiting for me when I woke up, 

like a small promise kept. 

 

I understood this. 

I was grateful for it. 

 

But understanding that you are loved 

and feeling that you are loved 

are two completely different things. 

 

I grew up understanding it. 

 

I never quite felt it. 

 

— ✦ — 
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What I felt instead 

was the need to earn it. 

 

To be good enough. 

Quiet enough. 

Helpful enough. 

 

To not ask for too much. 

To not take up too much space. 

 

To laugh at the right times 

and disappear at the right times 

and always, 

always 

make sure the people around me were comfortable — 

even when I was not. 

 

I was very good at this. 

 

So good that I stopped noticing I was doing it. 

 

Shrinking became my normal. 

 

Saying yes when I meant no became my normal. 
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And somewhere inside me, 

in a place I never looked at directly, 

a voice grew. 

 

Quiet. Patient. Certain. 

 

*You are not the kind of girl people choose first. 

You are not the kind of girl people stay for. 

You are the kind of girl people come to 

when the better option is not available.* 

 

I never said this out loud. 

I never even let myself think it clearly. 

 

But I believed it. 

 

The way you believe the ground is beneath your feet — 

without checking, 

without questioning, 

just walking on it every day 

as if it is simply true. 

 

That belief is what walked me into that room. 

 

— ✦ — 
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I had a picture in my head 

of how it would happen. 

 

I was not waiting for perfection. 

Not a speech. Not a grand gesture. 

Not a bed covered in petals 

or music playing from somewhere romantic. 

 

I just wanted it to mean something. 

 

I wanted his name to matter. 

I wanted to have chosen it — 

really chosen it, 

with my whole self, 

awake and certain. 

I wanted to look at whoever was beside me 

and feel safe. 

 

Not safe the way you feel in a locked room. 

Safe the way you feel when someone knows 

your full name 

and your worst day 

and still reaches for you. 

 

That was all I wanted. 

10 



It was a simple thing. 

A true thing. 

 

And that Tuesday night, 

I let it go. 

 

Not because he was worth it. 

Not because the moment was right. 

Not because something in me said yes, this, him, now. 

 

I let it go because I was tired of holding it. 

 

Because holding something carefully 

while the world seemed to drop things without caring — 

that kind of holding wears you out 

in ways that are hard to explain 

to someone who has not felt it. 

 

I was seventeen years old 

and I was tired. 

 

And he was there. 

 

And he seemed, in that moment, 

to want me. 
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And wanting — 

even a stranger's wanting, 

even a wanting with no name attached to it, 

even a wanting that would be gone by morning — 

felt, for just a moment, 

like being chosen. 

 

— ✦ — 

So I stayed. 

 

And the ceiling was white. 

Cracked from the light fitting almost to the window. 

Like the room had been trying to escape 

and had not quite made it. 

 

And when it was over, 

I found my shoes. 

 

And I walked home. 

 

And the only thing I thought about 

was my phone charger. 

 

— ✦ — 
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What I know now — 

that I did not know then — 

is this: 

 

The nothing I felt was not emptiness. 

It was protection. 

 

My body, 

my mind, 

my whole self 

had learned so early and so completely 

how to feel nothing when something hurt 

that by the time I was seventeen, 

the nothing came automatically. 

Before the hurt could even arrive. 

 

I was not broken. 

 

I was a girl who had taught herself to survive 

in the only way she knew how. 
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But surviving is not the same as living. 

 

And I had been surviving for a very long time. 

 

— ✦ — 

This book is not a sad story. 

 

I need you to know that 

before we go any further. 

 

It starts in a hard place. 

It passes through harder ones. 

 

But it does not end there. 

 

By the last page, 

I want you to know the name of your own voice. 

The quiet one. 

The one that lives underneath everything. 

The one that has been deciding what you deserve 

since before you were old enough 

to argue with it. 
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I want you to know its name 

so that you can finally, 

clearly, 

look at it and say: 

 

You were wrong about me. 

 

— ✦ — 

My name is Mirabel. 

 

I was seventeen years old. 

 

And this is the story of the night something broke — 

and the long, imperfect, beautiful work 

of learning to put myself back together. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 



 

Chapter Two 

The Girl I Was Before Him 

— ✦ — 

I want to tell you about my mother's hands. 

 

They were never still. 

 

Even when she sat down — 

which was rare, 

because sitting down was something my mother did 

only when her body forced her — 

her hands were always doing something. 

 

Folding. Smoothing. 

Picking at a loose thread on her skirt. 

Turning a cup around and around on the table 

without ever drinking from it. 

 

When I was small I used to watch those hands 

and think: 

*if I can just be still enough, 

maybe she will stop.* 
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She never stopped. 

 

What I understand now 

that I did not understand then 

is that my mother's hands were not restless. 

 

They were afraid. 

 

She had grown up in a house where things fell apart 

when nobody was watching. 

So she watched everything. 

She held everything together, 

constantly, 

without being asked, 

without being thanked — 

because to her, 

stopping meant things would fall. 

 

She was not wrong. 

 

But I was seven years old. 

And all I knew was that my mother's hands 

were always busy with something that was not me. 

— ✦ — 
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My father was a quiet man. 

 

Not cold. Not cruel. 

Just — quiet. 

 

He came home every evening, 

ate what my mother made, 

read the newspaper, 

and went to bed. 

 

On Saturdays he watched football. 

When his team won, he was warm — 

easy to be around, 

asking about school, 

filling the house with a kind of looseness 

I loved. 

 

When they lost, 

a silence came over him 

that filled every room. 

 

I learned, very early, 

to read those silences. 

 

To make myself smaller on the bad days. 
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To stay in my room. 

To not need anything. 

 

I became very good at not needing anything. 

 

It felt like kindness. 

It felt like I was protecting the peace. 

 

What I did not understand 

was the cost. 

 

That every time a child learns to stop needing, 

she does not just stop asking. 

 

She starts to believe the asking was wrong. 

She starts to believe her needs 

are inconvenient. 

Too much. 

A burden. 

 

I believed this. 

For years. 

Before I ever found a word for it. 

 

— ✦ — 
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We were not poor. We were not rich. 

 

We had a house with a small veranda 

where my mother kept her plants. 

Tomatoes. Pepper. 

A stubborn little basil plant 

that refused to die no matter what she did to it. 

 

I loved that veranda. 

 

On weekend mornings I would sit there 

before anyone else was awake, 

watching the neighbourhood come alive. 

 

The man who sold bread at the end of the road, 

his voice carrying in the cool air 

like it belonged to the whole street. 

The woman next door 

who swept her front step every morning 

without fail — 

like she was keeping a quiet promise 

to someone no one else could see. 

 

I felt peaceful in those mornings. 

Like I could breathe a full breath. 
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Looking back, 

I think that veranda was the only place 

where I was not performing anything. 

 

Not being good. 

Not being quiet. 

Not taking up exactly the right amount of space. 

 

Just — sitting. 

Just — Mirabel. 

 

I did not know then how rare that was. 

 

— ✦ — 

The first time I remember feeling like I was not enough, 

I was nine years old. 

 

My cousin Ama came to stay with us 

for three weeks while her parents travelled. 

 

Ama was everything I was not. 

Loud. Bright. Unafraid. 

She laughed with her whole face 

and never covered her mouth after. 
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She asked for things without apologising first. 

More food. Can we go out? Can I have the bigger piece? 

 

She did it all without even thinking about it. 

Like it never occurred to her 

that she might be too much. 

 

I watched her with something 

I called annoyance at the time. 

 

I know now it was grief. 

 

Because adults loved Ama in a way that was visible. 

 

My uncle called her his sunshine. 

My mother laughed differently when Ama was in the room 

— 

a real laugh, sudden, from deep somewhere — 

not the polite laugh she gave other people's stories. 

 

And my father. 

 

My quiet, careful, newspaper-reading father 

looked up when Ama spoke. 
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He did not always look up when I spoke. 

 

I told myself it did not matter. 

 

But one evening, 

the three of us at the dinner table, 

Ama telling a story about something at school — 

nothing special, nothing remarkable, 

just a story she told with her whole body, 

like she was certain she deserved to be heard — 

 

my father laughed. 

 

A real laugh. 

Sudden. 

From deep somewhere. 

 

I sat very still. 

 

I thought: what does she have that I do not have? 

 

I did not find an answer that night. 

But the question stayed. 
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It is still — even now — 

the question underneath all my other questions. 

 

*What do other people have that I do not have? 

What are they doing that I am not doing? 

What do I need to become 

before someone laughs like that for me?* 

 

— ✦ — 

I was a good student. 

 

Not because I loved studying — 

though I did not mind it. 

 

But because being good at school 

was the clearest way I knew 

to make my parents look at me with pride. 

 

Results day was the only day 

I felt certain of my worth. 

 

When I brought home a good report card, 

my mother would show it to the neighbours. 

My father would nod and say: 
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that is my daughter. 

 

Those four words. 

 

That is my daughter. 

 

I lived for them. 

I studied for them. 

I shaped the first fifteen years of my life 

around the hope of hearing them. 

 

When I think about that girl now, 

I do not feel angry. 

I do not even feel sad. 

 

I feel tender. 

 

She was working so hard. 

With such small tools. 

Building a bridge to her parents 

out of report cards and good behaviour 

and a smile that never cost them anything. 

 

She deserved better tools. 
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She deserved to be told — without earning it first — 

*I see you. 

I love you. 

Not because you are good. 

Just because you are here.* 

 

Nobody told her that. 

 

So she grew up not knowing it was possible. 

 

— ✦ — 

By the time I was fifteen, 

I had become a very specific kind of girl. 

 

Responsible. Reliable. Easy. 

 

The kind of girl teachers trusted with the register. 

The kind of friend who listened for hours 

without ever asking for her turn. 

The kind of daughter who did not add to the problems. 

Who was not a source of drama or worry or noise. 

 

My mother once said to her friend, 

loud enough for me to hear from the next room: 
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*Mirabel is not a difficult child. 

Mirabel is a good girl.* 

 

She said it like a compliment. 

 

I received it like one. 

 

I did not understand yet 

that good girl was another name 

for a girl who had learned to want less 

than she deserved. 

 

That easy was another name 

for a girl who had buried her own needs 

so deep 

that even she had forgotten where they were. 

 

— ✦ — 

I had my first boyfriend at sixteen. 

 

His name was Daniel. 

He was tall and quiet and he smiled at me slowly, 

like a smile that had thought about it first. 
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The first time he held my hand walking home from school, 

I thought: 

so this is what being chosen feels like. 

 

I held on very tight. 

 

Too tight, maybe. 

I know that now. 

 

But at sixteen, 

I did not know the difference 

between love and relief. 

I confused them completely. 

 

Daniel ended things after five months. 

 

He said I was too sensitive. 

He said he felt like he had to be careful 

with everything he said around me. 

He said it was too much pressure. 

 

I said: I understand. I am sorry. 

I was not fine. 
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But I had been performing fine for so long 

that even I could not find the line 

between the performance and the real thing. 

 

After Daniel, 

the voice came back. 

Louder this time. 

 

*You are too much and not enough at the same time. 

You need too much. 

You are hard to love.* 

 

I did not argue with it. 

 

I had no evidence to the contrary. 

 

— ✦ — 

I turned seventeen in October. 

 

By November, 

I had been sitting with that voice for almost a year. 

I was in my final year of senior secondary school — 

still living at home, 

still pressing my uniform the night before 
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the way my mother had always done for me, 

still waking up to a bedroom that had not changed 

since I was twelve. 

 

Same curtains. Same desk. 

Same small mirror I had looked into 

for as long as I could remember. 

 

I had friends — 

Abena and Efua, 

girls I had known since we were ten. 

We shared everything on the surface. 

We laughed. We had our codes and our jokes 

and the kind of history 

that makes a friendship feel like family. 

 

But there are friendships where you share everything on 

the surface 

and nothing underneath. 

 

Where you can talk for three hours 

about someone else's problem 

and not once say the true thing — 

the thing sitting right in the middle of your chest, 

heavy and unspoken, 
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asking quietly to be heard. 

 

I did not know how to say the true things. 

 

I had never learned that they were welcome. 

 

So I talked about other people's problems. 

 

And inside, the ache continued. 

 

— ✦ — 

That is the girl who walked into that room in November. 

 

Not a girl without a head on her shoulders. 

Not a girl who did not know better. 

 

A girl who knew better 

but did not believe she deserved better. 

 

There is a difference. 

A very important one. 
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And if you are reading this 

and you recognise her — 

if you have ever known better 

but chosen less 

because somewhere inside you 

a quiet voice said this is what you get — 

 

then this book is for you. 

 

It always was. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Three 

What Was Happening Inside Me 

That I Told No One 

— ✦ — 

There is a kind of loneliness that is very hard to explain 

because from the outside 

it looks like a full life. 

 

You have friends. 

You go places. 

You laugh when something is funny. 

You exist in all the ways 

that look like living 

from the outside. 

 

But inside — 

inside there is this quiet, constant ache. 

 

Like a tooth that is not painful enough to fix 

but hurts just enough 

to remind you it is there. 

33 



Every day. 

Without rest. 

 

That was my November. 

 

The month I turned seventeen 

and realised, 

for the first time, 

that I had been lonely 

for as long as I could remember. 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to be careful here. 

 

I do not want you to think I was a sad girl. 

 

I was not sad all the time. 

 

I was not the girl crying in bathroom stalls 

or sitting alone at the back of every room. 

I was not visibly broken 

in any way that people could point at and say: 

that girl needs help. 
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I was the other kind of broken. 

 

The kind that gets up every morning 

and does everything right. 

Smiles at the right people. 

Goes home at the end of the day, 

sits on the edge of her bed, 

and feels completely, 

perfectly, 

absolutely 

empty. 

 

And then gets up the next morning 

and does it all again. 

 

That kind of broken is the loneliest kind. 

 

Because nobody sees it. 

And because nobody sees it, 

nobody comes. 

 

— ✦ — 

The week before the party, 

I had three moments I still remember clearly. 
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— ✦ — 

The first was on a Monday. 

 

I was in class, 

the teacher talking about something 

I cannot recall now, 

and I looked out the window 

at the sky — 

that specific shade of grey 

the sky turns in November, 

like it is tired of holding itself up — 

 

and I thought: 

 

*I wonder if anyone would notice 

if I just went quiet. 

For a week. For a month. 

If I stopped filling in the silences 

and waited — 

would anyone come and ask 

where I had gone?* 

 

I did not think the answer was no. 
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I just was not sure the answer was yes. 

And not being sure 

was its own kind of answer. 

 

— ✦ — 

The second moment was on a Wednesday. 

 

I was in the bathroom, 

brushing my teeth before bed, 

and I looked at myself in the mirror — 

really looked, 

the way you sometimes do 

when you catch yourself off guard 

and see yourself 

the way a stranger might — 

 

and I thought: 

 

Who are you? 

 

Not dramatically. 

Not in a way that sounds like a breakdown. 

 

Just — a simple, honest, quiet question. 
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*Who are you, Mirabel? 

What do you want? 

What do you feel 

underneath all the performing?* 

 

I stood there for a long time. 

 

The tap running. 

The toothbrush in my hand. 

 

I did not have an answer. 

 

That frightened me more than anything else that week. 

 

That I was seventeen years old 

and I could not answer 

the simplest question about myself. 

 

— ✦ — 

The third moment was on a Friday. 

 

I overheard my mother 

on the phone with her sister. 
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She was talking about my cousin Ama — 

who had just gotten into university, 

who was bright and easy and took up space 

in that beautiful, 

effortless way 

that some people simply do 

without knowing they are doing it. 

 

My mother said: 

 

*That girl knows herself. 

Even as a small child, she always knew herself. 

She never needed anyone to tell her who she was.* 

 

She said it with such warmth. 

 

I stood outside the door 

and felt it — 

that old, familiar pain. 

 

Not exactly jealousy. 

Something quieter than jealousy. 

Something sadder. 

 

Something that said: 
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*I want that. 

I want to be someone who knows herself. 

I want to be someone 

someone talks about like that.* 

 

I went to my room. 

Lay on my bed. 

Stared at the ceiling. 

 

And did not know 

that in one week 

I would be staring at another ceiling, 

in another room, 

feeling the most lost I had ever felt 

in my seventeen years. 

 

— ✦ — 

The party was not even my idea. 

 

Efua told us about it on a Thursday. 

Her neighbour's older brother 

was turning nineteen. 

There would be music and food and people, 

and we should come — 

it would be good, 
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it would be fun, 

it would be something to do. 

 

Abena said yes immediately, 

the way she always did — 

easy, already excited, 

already deciding what to wear. 

 

I said yes too. 

 

Not because I wanted to go. 

 

But because saying no 

meant going home to that bedroom, 

that ceiling, 

that tooth that would not stop aching. 

 

And I was tired of the ache. 

 

I wanted, just for one night, 

to feel something warmer. 

Something that felt like being alive 

instead of just being present. 

 

I did not know what I was really asking for. 
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I know now. 

 

I was asking for someone to see me. 

 

— ✦ — 

The night of the party, 

I spent forty minutes getting dressed. 

 

I changed three times. 

 

Not because I was being vain. 

Because I was afraid. 

 

Afraid of what, 

I could not have told you exactly. 

 

I just stood in front of the mirror in my room, 

putting things on and taking them off, 

and underneath every choice 

was a question I could not say out loud: 

 

*Will I be enough tonight? 

Will someone look at me? 

Will someone choose me?* 
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I settled on a dark green dress. 

 

It was the one I felt least invisible in. 

 

I looked at myself one last time. 

 

Mirabel. 

Seventeen. 

Dark green dress. 

Tooth aching quietly. 

 

Okay, I thought. 

Okay. Let's go. 

 

— ✦ — 

I saw him about an hour into the party. 

 

He was standing near the drinks, 

talking to two other boys, 

laughing at something. 

 

He was not the most handsome person in the room. 

He was not the most interesting. 
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But he looked up — 

and he looked at me — 

 

and something in his face said: 

I see you. 

 

That was all. 

 

That was enough. 

 

Because I had been walking around 

for seventeen years 

waiting for someone to look at me like that — 

like I was there, 

like I was real, 

like I was worth the looking — 

 

and when it finally happened, 

even from a stranger, 

even across a crowded room, 

even with no name attached to it yet — 

 

my whole body said: yes. 

My whole body said: finally. 
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— ✦ — 

I know what you are thinking. 

 

You are thinking: 

*Mirabel, you were seventeen. 

You were too young to understand 

what that look meant 

and what it did not mean.* 

 

You are right. 

 

But let me ask you something first. 

 

How old were you 

when someone first made you feel seen? 

 

How old were you 

the first time someone's attention 

felt like oxygen? 

 

How old were you 

when you realised you would do almost anything 

to keep that feeling — 

that warm, full, chosen feeling —  

just a little longer? 
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Most of us are very young. 

 

Most of us are seventeen, 

or fourteen, 

or nine years old, 

sitting at a dinner table 

watching someone else's story 

make our father laugh. 

 

We do not choose that hunger. 

 

We are handed it, slowly, 

over years — 

by every moment we needed to be seen 

and were not. 

 

— ✦ — 

His name was Kelvin. 

 

He told me this twenty minutes later, 

when he walked over. 

 

Just walked over. 

Like it was easy. 
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Like choosing someone was something you just did. 

 

He asked my name. 

He asked what school I attended. 

He said my smile was something. 

 

Nobody had told me that before. 

 

Not like that. 

Not like it was a fact 

rather than a compliment. 

 

I thought about those words for weeks after. 

 

— ✦ — 

We talked for two hours. 

 

By the end, 

I felt warm in a way I had not felt 

in a long time. 

 

He made me feel like I was the only person 

in that whole loud, crowded room 

that mattered. 
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I did not know then 

that this was a skill. 

That some people learn it early — 

how to make you feel like the centre 

of a world that is only as big 

as this conversation, 

this room, 

this night. 

 

I did not know it would be gone by morning. 

 

I thought it was real. 

 

I thought: 

this is what it feels like to be chosen. 

 

— ✦ — 

When he asked me to come with him — 

quieter, away from the noise — 

 

I want to tell you I hesitated. 

 

I want to tell you something in me knew. 
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But the truth is simpler and sadder than that. 

 

I said yes before he finished asking. 

 

Because I was seventeen 

and the loneliness of that whole week 

was still sitting in my chest. 

Because he had said my smile was something 

and looked at me like I was real. 

Because I had been waiting — 

without knowing I was waiting — 

for so long. 

 

And I would have followed that feeling 

into almost any room. 

 

— ✦ — 

The door closed behind us. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Four 

The Night Itself 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

The room was small. 

 

That is the first thing I noticed. 

 

Not him. Not the bed. Not what was about to happen. 

 

Just the smallness of the room — 

the way the walls felt close, 

the way the single bulb on the ceiling 

made the light yellowish and tired, 

the way there was a chair in the corner 

with a jacket thrown over it 

like someone had left in a hurry 

and not come back. 

 

I stood near the door for a moment. 

 

I could leave, I thought. 

It was a clear thought. 
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A calm one. 

Not urgent, not frightened. 

Just — a fact, floating past. 

 

*I could leave right now. 

I could say I need some air. 

I could say anything at all 

and walk back out that door 

and nothing would have happened.* 

 

I thought it. 

 

And then I did not move. 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to explain that. 

 

I want to explain why a girl 

who had a clear thought — 

I could leave — 

did not leave. 

 

 

Because that is the part 
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that took me the longest to forgive myself for. 

Not what happened after. 

The stillness. 

The staying. 

 

But here is what I understand now 

that I did not understand then: 

 

Knowing you can do something 

and believing you are allowed to do it 

are two completely different things. 

 

I knew I could leave. 

 

But some part of me — 

the part that had spent seventeen years 

earning her place, 

making herself easy, 

never being too much trouble — 

that part did not believe 

she was allowed to disappoint him. 

 

Did not believe 

she was allowed to change her mind. 

Did not believe 
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that her comfort 

mattered more than his expectation. 

 

I had been taught, without words, 

without anyone meaning to teach it, 

that the needs of others 

came first. 

That a good girl 

does not cause a scene. 

That a good girl 

does not make things awkward. 

That a good girl, 

once she has said yes, 

does not say anything after. 

 

I was a very good girl. 

 

— ✦ — 

Kelvin was not a monster. 

 

I want to say that clearly, 

because this story is not about a monster. 

 

Monsters are easier. 

53 



Monsters give you someone to point to. 

Monsters make it clean. 

 

Kelvin was a nineteen-year-old boy 

at his friend's birthday party 

who saw a girl he liked 

and pursued her 

the way boys are taught to pursue. 

 

He was not rough. He was not cruel. 

He did not hold me down. 

He did not threaten me. 

 

He was, in the way the world measures these things, 

perfectly ordinary. 

 

And that is almost the hardest part to explain — 

that the night that changed me 

was not dramatic. 

Was not violent. 

Was not a story that comes with 

a clear villain and a clear crime. 

 

It was just a girl 

who did not know she was allowed to say stop — 
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and a boy 

who did not think to ask 

if she was okay. 

 

— ✦ — 

I remember the exact moment 

I left my own body. 

 

Not literally. Not in a frightening way. 

 

But there is a thing that happens sometimes — 

when something is occurring to you 

that you cannot quite process — 

where part of you floats up 

and watches from a little distance. 

 

I have heard other people describe it since. 

Quietly, in private conversations, 

in the kind of voice people use 

when they are not sure they will be believed. 

 

 

*I was there but I was not there. 
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I was watching myself 

from somewhere near the ceiling.* 

 

That is what it was like. 

 

I was there. 

And I was also watching. 

 

And the part of me that was watching 

noticed strange, small things. 

 

The crack in the ceiling — 

running from the light fitting 

almost all the way to the window. 

Like the room had been trying to escape 

for a long time 

and had not quite made it. 

 

The jacket on the chair in the corner. 

 

The sound of music from the party 

coming through the wall — 

muffled, distant, 

like it belonged to a different world. 

People were dancing on the other side of that wall. 
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People were laughing. 

People were having the warm, ordinary night 

that I had come looking for. 

 

And I was here. 

 

Watching the ceiling crack. 

 

— ✦ — 

I did not cry. 

 

I did not freeze in the dramatic way 

that people describe in films — 

no shaking, 

no visible panic, 

no moment where my face crumpled 

and everything became a scene. 

 

I just — lay there. 

 

Present and absent at the same time. 

 

 

There and also somewhere near the ceiling, 
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watching the girl in the dark green dress 

wonder how she arrived at this particular Tuesday. 

 

At one point I thought about my mother. 

 

I thought: 

if she could see me right now. 

 

And then I thought about her hands — 

never still, 

always folding, 

always holding things together — 

and something in my chest pulled tight. 

 

I thought: 

*she would not understand. 

She would not understand how a good girl 

ends up in a small room 

with a boy whose last name she does not know.* 

 

I did not understand it either. 

 

Not yet. 

 

— ✦ — 
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It was not long. 

 

When it was over, 

Kelvin lay beside me for a moment, 

said something I cannot remember — 

something ordinary, 

something that required no real answer — 

and then his phone lit up with a message 

and his attention went there 

and something in the room shifted. 

 

The moment, whatever it had been, 

was finished. 

 

I understood this 

the way you understand weather. 

You do not decide it. 

You just feel it change. 

 

I sat up. 

 

I found my shoes. 

They were near the door 

where I had stepped out of them — 

which told me, later, 
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that some part of me had known 

this would not take long. 

Some part of me had not even fully 

come into the room. 

 

I put them on. 

 

I did not look at him. 

 

Not because I was angry. 

Not because I was hurt. 

 

But because looking at him 

would have meant being present — 

really present — 

and I did not know yet 

how to be present in a moment 

that I had no language for. 

 

I said: I'll go back to the party. 

 

He said: okay. 

 

I opened the door. 
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— ✦ — 

The music was louder in the hallway. 

 

Abena was somewhere out there. 

Efua was somewhere out there. 

There were people dancing 

and people laughing 

and food on the table 

and a whole ordinary party 

that had kept going 

without noticing 

that something had ended 

in a small room down the hall. 

 

That is the thing about the nights that change you. 

 

The world does not stop. 

 

People keep dancing. 

The music keeps playing. 

The bread seller will still be on the street tomorrow 

morning. 

The woman next door will still sweep her front step. 

 

Everything keeps going. 
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Only you are standing still, 

in a hallway, 

in a dark green dress, 

holding something new in your chest — 

something you have no name for yet — 

something that is not quite pain 

and not quite shame 

and not quite sadness. 

 

Something that is all of those things 

and also something else. 

 

Something that feels like loss. 

 

— ✦ — 

I found Abena near the drinks. 

 

She looked at me and said: 

there you are. Where did you go? 

 

I said: just needed some air. 

 

She said: are you okay? You look tired. 
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I said: I'm fine. I'm good. Let's dance. 

 

And we danced. 

 

And I smiled. 

And I laughed at the right times. 

And from the outside — 

from Abena's side, 

from Efua's side, 

from every person in that room's side — 

I was a girl at a party, 

having a normal night. 

 

I was a very good performer. 

 

I had been practising my whole life. 

 

— ✦ — 

The walk home took fifteen minutes. 

 

The air was cool. 

The street was mostly quiet. 

A dog barked somewhere distant. 
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I walked and I thought about nothing. 

 

That is the honest truth. 

 

I did not think about what had happened. 

I did not think about Kelvin. 

I did not think about the room 

or the ceiling 

or the crack in it 

or the jacket on the chair. 

 

I thought: 

I have to remember to charge my phone tonight. 

 

And then I thought about what time I would wake up. 

And whether there was water in the kettle. 

And small, ordinary, completely meaningless things 

that my mind produced 

like a television switched to a channel 

where nothing important is happening. 

 

I understood later 

that this was how I survived things. 

 

I turned the channel. 
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I thought about the kettle. 

I kept walking. 

 

I was seventeen years old 

and I had learned, 

somewhere along the way, 

to protect myself 

by feeling absolutely nothing. 

 

It was the only thing 

that had never let me down. 

 

— ✦ — 

I got home. 

 

The house was quiet. 

My parents were asleep. 

The light above the kitchen door 

had been left on — it always was — 

that small yellow light 

my mother left burning 

whenever I was out. 
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I stood in the kitchen 

for a little while. 

 

I looked at that light. 

 

And I thought: 

*she waited up in her own way. 

She could not sit up. She could not ask. 

But she left the light.* 

 

That was the moment it almost broke through. 

 

The nothing almost cracked open. 

 

Because that light — 

that small, quiet, faithful light — 

was the most love I had felt all night. 

 

And it was from a woman asleep in another room 

who had never once told me she loved me in words — 

but who had never, not once in my life, 

let me come home to a dark house. 

 

I stood there for a long time. 
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Then I turned off the kitchen light 

and went to bed. 

 

And I lay in the dark 

and I stared at my own ceiling — 

familiar, 

unchanged, 

safe — 

 

and I thought: 

tomorrow I will be fine. 

 

I believed this completely. 

 

I was wrong. 

 

But I would not find that out for a while. 

 

— ✦ — 

Tomorrow came. 

 

And the day after. 

 

And the week after. 
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And on the outside, 

I was fine. 

I was always fine. 

I was Mirabel — 

good girl, 

easy girl, 

girl who never caused a problem, 

girl who smiled when you needed her to. 

 

But inside, 

something had shifted. 

 

Something small and quiet 

had moved 

in a way I could not undo. 

 

Not broken. Not destroyed. 

Not ruined the way I feared I might be 

that first night. 

 

But changed. 

 

The way a room changes 

when a window is left open overnight — 

nothing is missing, 
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everything looks the same, 

but something has come in 

and rearranged the air. 

 

I would spend the next three years 

trying to figure out 

what had changed. 

 

And why. 

 

And what to do 

about a voice that now spoke 

more clearly than ever. 

 

*You gave yourself to a stranger. 

What does that make you?* 

 

I did not know how to answer. 

 

Not yet. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Five 

I Woke Up And Pretended I Was 

Fine 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

I woke up at six fifty-three. 

 

Seven minutes before my alarm. 

 

I always woke up before my alarm. 

My body had done this for as long as I could remember — 

as if even in sleep, 

some part of me was watching, 

waiting, 

making sure nothing was missed. 

 

I lay there for a moment 

in the space between sleeping and waking 

where everything is still soft 

and the world has not yet arrived. 
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For exactly four seconds, 

I did not remember. 

 

And then I did. 

 

— ✦ — 

I stared at the ceiling. 

 

My ceiling this time. 

Familiar. Safe. Unchanged. 

 

No crack running to the window. 

No yellow tired light. 

Just my ceiling — 

the one I had looked at 

every morning of my seventeen years — 

looking back at me 

the same way it always had. 

 

I waited to feel something. 

 

I took stock of myself 

the way you check your body after a fall — 

carefully, from the inside, 
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looking for where it hurts. 

 

There was something. 

Not pain exactly. 

More like the feeling after you have held 

a heavy bag for too long 

and finally put it down — 

a kind of hollow ache where the weight used to be. 

 

Something had happened. 

Something was different. 

 

But the world did not feel ended. 

The ceiling had not fallen. 

My heart was still beating 

in its ordinary, unremarkable way. 

 

Okay, I thought. 

Okay. 

 

I got up. 

 

— ✦ — 
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The mirror in my room 

is small and slightly tilted — 

it has been that way since I knocked it 

moving my desk in JSS3 

and we never fixed it properly. 

 

I looked at myself in it. 

 

Mirabel. 

Seventeen. 

Wednesday morning. 

 

I looked the same. 

 

That surprised me, somehow. 

That I could feel this shifted thing inside me 

and still look exactly the same on the outside. 

 

Same face. Same eyes. 

Same girl who would go downstairs in a few minutes 

and sit at the kitchen table 

and eat what her mother put in front of her 

and say good morning 

and mean nothing by it 

and have nobody know. 
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I practised it once, quietly, to myself. 

 

Good morning. 

 

Easy. Normal. Fine. 

 

I was good at fine. 

 

I had been good at fine 

for my entire life. 

 

— ✦ — 

My mother was already in the kitchen. 

 

She moved the way she always did in the mornings — 

with purpose, 

with those busy hands, 

with the radio on low 

and the smell of tea already in the air. 

 

She looked at me when I came in. 

 

The way mothers look — 
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that quick, full look 

that takes everything in 

in under a second. 

 

I smiled. 

 

Good morning, I said. 

 

She said: you came home late. 

 

I said: the party ran long. Efua's mum dropped us. 

 

She looked at me for one more second. 

 

I held the smile. 

 

She turned back to the stove. 

 

Sit. Eat before school. 

 

I sat. 

I ate. 

 

The tea was hot. 
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The bread was the way I liked it. 

 

My father came in, 

nodded at me, 

poured himself water, 

left again. 

 

The radio played something quiet. 

 

Outside the window 

the street was waking up — 

I could hear it, 

the ordinary sounds 

of an ordinary Wednesday 

in a neighbourhood 

that had no idea. 

 

I ate my bread. 

I drank my tea. 

I was fine. 

 

— ✦ — 
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School was easier than I expected. 

 

That is the thing about being 

a good performer for a long time — 

when you really need the skill, 

it is already there. 

Polished. Ready. 

Asking nothing of you 

except that you show up. 

 

I showed up. 

 

I sat in my seat. 

I answered when called on. 

I laughed at Abena's joke about the maths teacher. 

I shared my lunch with Efua 

the way I always did on Wednesdays. 

 

I was, from every angle, 

completely fine. 

 

Abena said: *you were quiet at the end of the party last 

night. 

Did something happen?* 
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She said it lightly. 

The way you ask when you are not sure you want to know. 

 

I said: I was just tired. The week caught up with me. 

 

She said: same. I need this term to end. 

 

And we talked about the term ending. 

 

And it was that easy. 

To take a question that was almost the right question 

and move it somewhere safe. 

 

I had done it my whole life. 

With my parents. 

With my friends. 

With myself. 

 

I was very good at moving things somewhere safe. 

 

— ✦ — 

The first crack came at two fifteen. 

 

I was in the bathroom — 
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the one at the end of the corridor, 

the one people used less, 

the one that was sometimes just quiet. 

 

I was washing my hands. 

 

And I looked in the mirror above the sink — 

this mirror not tilted, 

this mirror flat and clear and honest — 

 

and something happened in my face. 

 

I did not cry. 

I want to be clear about that. 

I did not cry. 

 

But my face did something. 

 

It crumpled, briefly, 

the way a piece of paper crumples 

when you press it in your fist — 

and then I breathed in 

and it went smooth again. 

 

All in under three seconds. 
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No one saw. 

No one was there. 

 

But I saw. 

 

I stood there for a moment 

after it passed — 

water still running, 

hands still wet — 

and I looked at myself 

and I thought: 

 

how long can you do this? 

 

The question surprised me. 

 

I had never asked it before. 

 

I had always just — done it. 

The performing. 

The fine. 

The moving things somewhere safe. 

 

It had never occurred to me 

to wonder how long a person could keep it up. 

80 



 

I turned the tap off. 

 

I dried my hands. 

 

I went back to class. 

 

— ✦ — 

That night I lay in bed 

and let myself think about it. 

 

Properly. 

For the first time. 

 

I let the thought come without chasing it away. 

 

*Last night happened. 

A thing that cannot be undone happened. 

And no one knows. 

And I am not sure I would know how to tell anyone 

even if I wanted to. 

And I do not know what I feel. 

And I do not know what I am supposed to feel. 

And I do not know if what happened was okay 
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or not okay 

or something in between those two things 

that does not have a name yet.* 

 

I lay with all of that. 

 

In the dark. 

In my room. 

Under my familiar ceiling. 

 

And I noticed something. 

 

The voice — 

the quiet, patient, certain one 

that had been speaking underneath everything 

since I was a little girl — 

 

was talking. 

 

Louder than usual. 

 

*You gave yourself to a stranger. 

What kind of girl does that? 

What does that say about you? 

What does that make you?* 
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And then, underneath that, 

something quieter still. 

Something so quiet I almost missed it. 

 

*Was it your fault? 

Did you do this to yourself? 

Did you walk in there knowing 

and choose it anyway 

and now you want to feel something 

that you do not get to feel — 

because you chose it? 

Because you said yes?* 

 

I did not have answers. 

 

I just lay there 

with the questions 

pressing down on my chest 

like a hand. 

 

— ✦ — 
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Here is what I want to say to you. 

 

If you have ever lain in the dark 

after something happened 

and spent more time wondering 

what it says about you 

than asking whether you are okay — 

 

I want you to sit with that for a moment. 

 

I want you to notice 

what it means 

that your first question to yourself 

was not are you alright 

but what does this make you. 

 

I want you to notice 

who taught you to do that. 

 

Because no one is born 

turning a wound into evidence 

of their own unworthiness. 
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We learn it. 

We learn it from the years of earning love. 

From the report cards and the good girl 

and the smile that never costs anyone anything. 

From the father who looked up for someone else. 

From the boyfriend who said you were too much. 

From every moment the message arrived — 

quietly, without cruelty, without intention — 

that you were responsible 

for how other people felt 

and not entitled 

to feel very much yourself. 

 

Mirabel learned it too. 

 

I learned it so well 

I could not even offer myself 

basic kindness 

in the dark. 

 

The kindness of a simple question. 

 

Are you okay? 

 

— ✦ — 
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I was not okay. 

 

I want to be honest about that now, 

even though I could not be honest about it then. 

I was not okay. 

 

Not in a falling-apart way. 

Not in a way that anyone would have seen 

or named or pointed to. 

 

But inside, 

in the place I never showed anyone — 

the true room, 

not the performance room — 

 

something was hurting. 

 

Something that needed to be held carefully 

was not being held at all. 

 

And so it did what unheld things do. 

 

It did not disappear. 

 

It went underground. 
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And there, 

in the dark, 

in the quiet, 

in the place I could not see — 

 

it started to grow. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Six 

The People I Could Not Tell 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

There is a difference between a secret 

and a silence. 

 

A secret is something you choose to keep. 

You know it is there. 

You hold it on purpose. 

You could speak it if you decided to. 

 

A silence is something different. 

 

A silence is what happens 

when you have something to say 

and you open your mouth 

and nothing comes out — 

not because you decided to stay quiet 

but because somewhere between the knowing 

and the saying, 
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something closes. 

 

Something in your throat. 

Something in your chest. 

Something that has been closing 

for so long 

you no longer notice it happening. 

 

That was me. 

 

For weeks after that Tuesday, 

I did not keep a secret. 

 

I lived inside a silence. 

 

— ✦ — 

I thought about telling someone 

fourteen times. 

 

I counted. 

 

Not at the time — 

I only counted later, 

going back through the weeks 
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the way you go back through a house 

after something has gone missing, 

looking in every room. 

 

Fourteen times 

I was standing close enough to someone 

to say the true thing. 

 

Fourteen times 

something closed. 

 

— ✦ — 

The first time was three days after. 

 

I was with Abena. 

 

We were sitting on the low wall 

outside the school canteen, 

eating chin chin from a paper bag, 

talking about nothing — 

the easy, wandering talk 

of two people who have known each other 

long enough 

to not need a subject. 
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And she said, out of nowhere: 

 

*Do you ever feel like something happened to you 

and you don't know what to call it?* 

 

I went very still. 

 

She was not talking about me. 

I knew that. 

She was talking about something with her parents — 

something she had been carrying for a while — 

and she was using the kind of language 

that reaches for the big thing 

through the side door. 

 

But those words. 

 

Something happened and you don't know what to call it. 

 

I felt them land. 

 

Right in the centre of me. 

 

I looked at her. 

She was looking at the ground, 
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chin chin in her hand, 

thinking her own private thought. 

 

I thought: 

*say it. This is the moment. She just gave it to you. 

She opened a door. Walk through it.* 

 

I thought this very clearly. 

 

And then I heard myself say: 

 

Yeah. I think everyone feels like that sometimes. 

 

And I offered her more chin chin. 

 

And she took some. 

 

And the door closed. 

 

— ✦ — 

The second time was a week later. 

 

It was a Sunday. 

My mother and I were in the kitchen — 
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the two of us alone, 

my father out, 

the radio off for once, 

just the sound of water 

and the smell of onions 

and the particular Sunday quiet 

that feels different from all other quiet. 

 

We were not talking. 

We were just — together. 

Moving around each other 

the way you do in a kitchen 

you have shared for years, 

no collision, 

no planning, 

just the easy choreography 

of a familiar space. 

 

And my mother said — 

not looking at me, 

chopping something, 

in her matter-of-fact way: 

 

*Are you alright? 

You have been quiet.* 
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Three words. 

You have been quiet. 

 

My mother. 

Who noticed things in her sideways way. 

Who never said I love you in words 

but left the kitchen light burning 

every time I came home late. 

 

She had noticed. 

 

I looked at her back. 

At those hands, moving. 

 

I thought: 

*tell her. 

She asked. 

She is right here. 

She left the light on. 

Tell her.* 

 

And I felt it — that closing. 

 

Because telling my mother 

meant becoming a different kind of daughter 
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in her eyes. 

Not the good girl. 

Not the one she held up to the neighbours. 

 

I had built so much of my relationship with her 

on being the easy one. 

The one who did not cause worry. 

The one whose room she never needed to stand outside of 

with that particular kind of mother-fear 

that I had seen cross her face 

when other people's children 

came to grief in visible ways. 

 

I could not bear to become 

that kind of grief for her. 

 

I could not bear to see her face change. 

 

So I said: 

I'm fine, Mum. Just school stress. 

 

She said: eat properly. You look thin. 

 

I said: I'm eating. 
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She nodded. 

 

She kept chopping. 

 

And I stood there 

in the kitchen that smelled like onions 

and I thought: 

 

you are protecting her. 

 

And then, quieter: 

 

or are you protecting yourself? 

 

I did not answer that. 

Not then. 

 

— ✦ — 

Here is what I understand now 

that I did not understand then: 

 

Silence is rarely about one thing. 

 

I did not stay silent only because I was ashamed. 
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I did not stay silent only because I did not have words. 

 

I stayed silent because silence was the first language 

I ever learned. 

 

In a house where love was shown through doing, 

where problems were managed quietly, 

where the Sunday silences meant make yourself small — 

I had learned, before I could put it into words, 

that the correct response to pain 

was privacy. 

 

That feelings, especially inconvenient ones, 

were not for sharing. 

They were for handling. 

Alone. 

Quietly. 

Without burdening anyone else 

with the weight of them. 

 

This is not a criticism of my parents. 

 

They were doing what their parents taught them. 

And their parents before that. 

A whole long line of people 
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managing quietly, 

handing the silence down 

like a family heirloom — 

not meaning to, 

not knowing they were doing it, 

just passing on 

the only tools they had. 

 

But I was seventeen 

and I had just experienced something 

that I did not know how to manage alone. 

 

And the only tool I had 

was silence. 

 

So I used it. 

 

— ✦ — 

The third time I almost told someone 

was the hardest. 

 

It was Efua. 
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We were at her house after school — 

her mother was out, 

her little brother was watching something loud in the next 

room — 

and we were on her bed, 

doing nothing in particular, 

the way teenagers do on slow afternoons, 

existing without agenda. 

 

And she said: 

*Mirabel, can I tell you something 

and you won't judge me?* 

 

I said: of course. 

 

And she told me something. 

 

Something private. 

Something she had done 

that she was not sure how to feel about. 

Something that lived in the grey space 

between a choice and a mistake. 

 

She told me all of it. 

Her voice getting smaller as she went. 
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Her eyes not quite meeting mine. 

When she finished she said: 

I don't know what kind of person that makes me. 

 

And I sat up. 

 

And I looked at her — 

this girl I had known since we were ten, 

this girl who had just handed me 

something real and unguarded 

and true — 

 

and I said: 

 

*It makes you a person. 

Just a person. 

Not a bad one. 

Not a good one. 

Just someone who was in a moment 

and made a choice 

and is now here, still standing, still you. 

That is enough.* 
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She looked at me. 

 

Her eyes filled. 

She said: how do you always know what to say? 

 

I almost laughed. 

 

I almost laughed 

because I was sitting there 

giving her every word I needed to hear for myself 

and could not say to myself. 

 

Every single word. 

 

I could see it for her so clearly. 

I could hold it gently for her. 

I could make space for her grey without judgment. 

 

But for myself — 

for Mirabel, 

sitting on that same bed, 

carrying that same need — 

I had nothing. 

 

Only the silence. 
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Only the voice. 

Only the question pressing down like a hand in the dark. 

 

What does this make you? 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to stop here 

and speak to you directly. 

 

If you have ever been the person 

who gives good counsel 

and terrible self-counsel — 

if you have ever seen your friend's pain 

with extraordinary clarity 

while remaining blind to your own — 

if you have ever said to someone else 

the exact words you are starving to hear yourself — 

 

you know something important 

about the way we are taught to care. 

 

We are often taught to care outward. 

To give. To hold. To listen. 

To be the safe place for other people. 
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But no one teaches us to turn that care around. 

To aim it at ourselves. 

To sit with ourselves 

the way we sit with the people we love — 

gently, 

without judgment, 

making room for the grey. 

 

We give everyone else the benefit of the doubt. 

We give ourselves the cross-examination. 

 

This is not a personality trait. 

 

It is something we learned. 

 

And it can be unlearned. 

 

I am still learning. 

 

— ✦ — 

The weeks passed. 

 

And the silence got heavier 

the way silence does — 
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not all at once, 

not dramatically, 

but gradually, 

the way weight accumulates 

when you carry something long enough. 

 

I went to school. 

I laughed with Abena and Efua. 

I ate my mother's food. 

I watched my father with his newspaper. 

I slept under my familiar ceiling. 

 

And inside, 

in the true room — 

the one I showed no one — 

 

the thing that had gone underground 

was growing. 

 

Quietly. 

 

In the dark. 

 

Without a name. 
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Without anyone to witness it. 

 

That is the most dangerous kind of growing. 

 

— ✦ — 

I did not tell anyone for three years. 

 

Three years. 

 

And in those three years, 

the silence shaped me 

in ways I am still discovering. 

 

It shaped the next person I let in. 

And the one after that. 

And the choices I made 

about who I was worth. 

And what I was worth. 

And what kind of love I was allowed to ask for. 

 

Silence does that. 

 

An untended thing 

does not stay the same size. 
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It grows. 

 

And it grows in the shape of the space it is kept in. 

 

Mine was kept in a very small, dark space. 

 

So it grew small and dark and certain. 

 

And it told me things, 

in that small dark voice, 

that I believed for far too long. 

 

— ✦ — 

If there is one thing I want you to take 

from this chapter — 

from this whole book — 

it is this: 

 

You are allowed to say it out loud. 

 

Whatever it is. 

 

The thing in the small dark room inside you. 
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The thing you have been carrying quietly 

for weeks or months or years. 

The thing you have protected everyone else from 

at the cost of your own breathing. 

 

You are allowed to say it. 

 

Not because saying it fixes it. 

Not because speaking will make it neat. 

 

But because a thing said out loud 

becomes something you can look at. 

 

And a thing you can look at 

cannot own you 

the way a thing unseen can. 

 

I wish someone had told me that at seventeen. 

 

Standing in Efua's bedroom, 

giving her the exact words I needed, 

unable to turn them around. 

 

I wish someone had sat beside me 

in that bathroom at two fifteen 
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and asked — simply, 

without agenda, 

without needing me to be fine — 

 

*Mirabel. 

Are you okay?* 

 

I would have broken open. 

 

And that would have been 

the beginning. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Seven 

How It Changed The Way I Let 

People Touch Me 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

I did not notice it happening. 

 

That is the thing I need you to understand 

before I tell you the rest. 

 

I did not wake up one morning 

and decide to be different. 

I did not make a choice, 

conscious and deliberate, 

to change the way I moved through the world. 

 

It just — happened. 

 

The way your posture changes 

after an injury you never quite treated. 

You do not decide to hold yourself differently. 
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Your body decides for you. 

It finds the position that protects the tender place. 

And then it stays there. 

And then staying there becomes normal. 

And one day you realise 

you have been walking crooked for years 

without ever noticing 

the moment you started. 

 

— ✦ — 

The first thing that changed 

was how quickly I let people in. 

 

Before that Tuesday in November, 

I had been careful. 

 

Not closed — but careful. 

The way you are careful 

with something you are still deciding 

whether to trust. 

 

After — 

 

after, I stopped being careful. 
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Not in a way I recognised as recklessness. 

In a way that felt, at the time, 

like confidence. 

Like I was freer now. 

Like I had crossed a line 

that other people crossed 

and the world had not ended 

and I was still here — 

still Mirabel, 

still functional, 

still getting up and going to school 

and eating my mother's food — 

 

so what exactly was I protecting? 

 

That was the logic. 

I can see its shape clearly now. 

 

But logic that comes from a wound 

is not the same as logic 

that comes from a clear mind. 

 

It was not freedom. 

It was a girl who had decided, 

quietly and without ceremony, 
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that the careful thing she had been protecting 

was already gone. 

 

And if it was already gone — 

 

why be careful? 

 

— ✦ — 

His name was Marcus. 

 

I met him four months after the party. 

 

He was seventeen, 

a year ahead of me, 

and he had the easy confidence 

of someone who had never been told 

he was too much. 

 

He laughed loudly. 

He took up space without apologising. 

He said what he thought 

without checking first 

whether the room wanted to hear it. 
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I found this magnetic. 

 

I found all of this magnetic 

the way you find a quality magnetic 

when it is the exact quality 

you have spent your whole life 

suppressing in yourself. 

 

We talked for two weeks 

before he asked to see me alone. 

 

And I said yes. 

 

Quickly. 

Without the deliberate consideration 

I had given everything before. 

 

And I want to be honest 

about what was in that yes. 

 

It was not desire. 

Not purely. 

 

It was the need to feel chosen again. 
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The need to replace the memory of a room 

with a different room. 

A different person. 

A different story about what I was worth. 

 

As if the right person, the right experience, 

could retroactively fix 

what the wrong one had broken. 

 

That is not how it works. 

 

I know that now. 

 

But at seventeen, 

still unhealed, 

still carrying the underground thing 

without a name for it — 

 

I thought it was. 

 

— ✦ — 

Marcus was kind to me. 

 

I want to say that. 
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It matters. 

 

He was not Kelvin. 

He was not careless or indifferent. 

He asked questions. 

He noticed things. 

He said my name like it meant something. 

 

But. 

 

I did not let him in the way he deserved. 

 

Because the girl he was trying to reach 

was not fully present. 

 

She was there — laughing, talking, close — 

but the true room, 

the inner one, 

the one that most needed to be seen — 

was locked. 

 

Had been locked since November. 

Was getting harder to unlock by the day. 

 

And I did not tell him this. 
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I could not tell him this 

because I did not have words for it yet. 

 

I just knew that when he held me, 

some part of me went somewhere else. 

 

Not the ceiling this time. 

Something less dramatic than that. 

 

Just — a slight distance. 

A millimetre of glass 

between myself and the moment. 

 

He could not feel it. 

 

I could. 

 

— ✦ — 

I ended things with Marcus after three months. 

 

He asked why. 

 

I said: 

I just think we want different things. 
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He said: 

*I don't think that's true. 

I think you won't let me close enough 

to want anything with you.* 

 

I did not respond. 

 

I did not respond 

because he was right 

and I did not know what to do 

with someone being right. 

 

He left. 

 

I sat with the accuracy of what he had said 

for one afternoon. 

And then I put it somewhere safe. 

 

That is what I did with true things. 

I put them somewhere safe. 

 

Somewhere they could not reach me. 

 

— ✦ — 
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After Marcus came Leo. 

 

After Leo came a name I barely remember. 

 

After that came James, 

who lasted six weeks. 

Then someone who lasted two. 

Then a long stretch of no one 

that felt, at the time, 

like independence. 

 

Looking back, 

it was not independence. 

 

It was exhaustion. 

 

— ✦ — 

Here is the pattern. 

Let me show you it clearly, 

because I was inside it too long 

to see its shape 

and I want to save you 

the time it took me. 
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I would meet someone. 

 

They would give me the feeling — 

that warm, chosen, seen feeling 

I had been chasing since I was nine years old 

at that dinner table. 

 

I would say yes. 

Quickly. Without the careful deliberation 

I owed myself. 

 

They would try to get close. 

 

And the closer they got, 

the more the glass thickened. 

The more I went somewhere else. 

The more I performed closeness 

rather than actually being close. 

 

Because being actually close 

meant being actually seen. 

 

And being actually seen 

meant the risk that they would see 

what I had been hiding — 
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the underground thing, 

the question that pressed down like a hand, 

the voice that had been talking 

since before November 

but was now louder than ever. 

 

*What does this make you? 

What are you worth? 

How much of yourself 

are you willing to give 

to feel chosen for one night?* 

 

I was terrified of being seen 

and desperate to be seen 

at the exact same time. 

 

So I let people close enough 

to give me the feeling. 

 

But not close enough 

to actually reach me. 

 

— ✦ — 

My body changed too. 
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Not physically. 

But the relationship I had with it. 

 

Before November, 

my body was — 

just my body. 

Unremarkable. 

Present. 

Mine. 

 

After — 

 

it felt like something 

that had been handled 

without care. 

 

Like something that had been borrowed 

and returned 

slightly damaged 

and I had not known 

what condition it was in 

until it came back. 

 

I became both more aware of it 

and less comfortable in it 
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at the same time. 

 

More aware — 

because I noticed now 

the way people looked at me. 

The way a look could feel like a decision 

being made about me 

without my input. 

 

Less comfortable — 

because I no longer felt 

that easy, unconsidered ownership 

of my own skin. 

 

I had to think about my body now. 

 

Before, it had simply been where I lived. 

After, it was somewhere I was not quite sure 

I was still allowed to be at home. 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to talk about something 

that I have never heard spoken about plainly. 
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There is a kind of loss 

that is not recognised. 

 

Not by the law. 

Not usually by the people around you. 

Sometimes not even by yourself. 

 

It is the loss that happens 

when you do something 

that was technically your choice — 

you said yes, 

no one forced you, 

the word was yours — 

 

but the yes came from a place so depleted, 

so mistaken about your own worth, 

so shaped by years of believing 

you were not allowed to ask for more — 

 

that it did not feel like your choice. 

 

Not fully. 

 

Not the way a choice feels 

when it comes from a full, clear, self-respecting place. 

123 



The world does not have clean language for this. 

 

It falls between categories. 

It does not fit the boxes 

that allow people to say 

this was done to you 

or 

this was done by you. 

 

It lives in the in-between. 

 

And in-betweens are lonely places. 

 

Because no one comes for the in-betweens. 

There is no script for them. 

There is no name to give it at a dinner table 

or in a conversation with your mother 

or in a journal entry 

at one in the morning. 

 

There is just you, 

in the in-between, 

trying to make sense of something 

the world is not sure deserves to be made sense of. 
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I want you to know: 

 

it deserves to be made sense of. 

 

Whatever happened to you — 

whatever your in-between is — 

it deserves the time, 

and the words, 

and the gentleness 

of being looked at carefully 

and taken seriously. 

 

Even if you said yes. 

Even if you walked in. 

Even if you stayed. 

 

You still deserve to make sense of it. 

 

— ✦ — 

I was eighteen when I finally admitted to myself 

that something had changed in November. 

 

Not in a therapist's office. 

Not in a conversation with a friend. 

125 



Alone. 

In the small hours. 

In my room. 

 

I wrote it in the back of a notebook — 

not a journal, 

just a school notebook, 

the last page, 

in very small handwriting, 

as if making it small made it safer: 

 

something happened and I am not the same. 

 

Eight words. 

 

That was all. 

 

But they were true. 

 

And they were mine. 

 

And for the first time 

in over a year — 

 

I had said the true thing. 
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To myself. 

In small handwriting. 

On the last page of a school notebook. 

 

It was the smallest possible beginning. 

 

But it was a beginning. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Eight 

I Kept Choosing People Who 

Reminded Me Of That Night 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

I want to tell you about a boy named Theo. 

 

Not because he was the worst. 

Not because he was the most important. 

 

But because Theo was the one 

where the pattern became impossible to ignore — 

even for me, 

even inside it, 

even with all my talent 

for putting true things somewhere safe. 

 

Theo was nineteen. 

I was eighteen. 

We met at a friend's gathering 

on a Saturday in March. 
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He was quiet in a way I mistook for depth. 

He listened carefully in a way I mistook for interest. 

He said little, 

so what he did say felt important — 

which is a very effective quality 

in someone who has nothing important to say. 

 

I was interested in him immediately. 

 

And I have thought, many times since, 

about why. 

 

Why Theo. 

Why that particular combination 

of warmth and distance. 

Of attention that arrived and then withdrew. 

Of closeness that felt perpetually 

just out of reach. 

 

I know why now. 

 

It felt familiar. 

 

— ✦ — 
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Familiar is a powerful thing. 

 

We talk about it as if it is simple — 

oh, it felt familiar, like home — 

as if familiar is always warm, 

always safe, 

always good. 

 

But familiar is just 

what you know. 

 

And what you know 

is shaped entirely 

by what you have experienced. 

 

If what you experienced, growing up, 

was love that you had to earn — 

love that came with conditions, 

love that arrived unevenly, 

love that was present one moment 

and absent or distracted the next — 

 

then that is what love 

feels like to you. 
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Not because you want to be hurt. 

Not because you enjoy the uncertainty. 

 

But because your nervous system 

learned its definition of love 

in that house, 

at that table, 

with those people — 

and it filed it away 

as the template. 

 

And then it went looking for the template. 

 

Over and over. 

In different faces. 

In different rooms. 

Across different years. 

 

Trying to find the thing 

it learned to call love 

and finally, 

this time, 

make it work out. 

 

— ✦ — 
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Theo gave me just enough. 

 

That is the only way I know how to say it. 

 

Just enough warmth to stay. 

Just enough attention to hope. 

Just enough closeness to believe 

that if I was patient enough, 

good enough, 

easy enough — 

he would finally arrive fully. 

 

Would finally choose me 

all the way. 

 

Would finally say — 

without me having to earn it, 

without me having to perform for it, 

without me shrinking into exactly 

the shape he needed — 

 

*I see you. 

I am here. 

You are enough.* 
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He never said it. 

 

People like Theo never do. 

 

Not because they are cruel. 

But because they cannot give 

what they have not been given themselves. 

 

We were two people 

with empty cups 

trying to pour for each other. 

 

— ✦ — 

I spent seven months with Theo. 

 

Seven months of just enough. 

 

Seven months of checking my phone. 

Of reading messages twice. 

Of wondering what his silences meant. 

Of making myself smaller so he would not leave. 

Of making myself larger so he would notice. 

Of trying, constantly and exhaustingly, 

to find the exact size I needed to be 

133 



to make him stay. 

 

I told Abena once — 

not the whole truth, 

but the edges of it — 

that I felt like I was always auditioning. 

 

She said: for what? 

 

I said: *I don't know. 

For him to like me. 

For him to choose me. 

For him to just — arrive.* 

 

She was quiet for a moment. 

 

Then she said: 

*Mirabel, he should already be there. 

You shouldn't have to pull someone 

all the way to you.* 

 

I heard her. 

 

I understood the words. 
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I went home and called Theo 

and when he answered with that voice — 

that warm, unhurried, slightly distant voice — 

something in my chest said finally 

the way it always did 

when he paid attention. 

 

And I forgot what Abena had said. 

 

For another three months. 

 

— ✦ — 

When Theo ended things 

he said he cared about me 

but was not ready for something serious. 

 

I said: I understand. 

 

I did not cry in front of him. 

 

I went home, 

sat on the edge of my bed, 

and felt the familiar hollow — 

the shape of someone leaving. 
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And then something different happened. 

 

Something that had not happened before. 

 

I thought: 

I have felt this before. 

 

Not this exact conversation. 

Not this exact boy. 

But this feeling. 

 

This specific hollow. 

This particular shape of absence. 

 

I had felt it after Daniel. 

I had felt it after Marcus. 

I had felt it in smaller ways 

in the weeks after Leo, 

after James, 

after all the in-between ones. 

 

The same hollow. 

The same shape. 
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Different people. 

Same ending. 

 

— ✦ — 

I got out a piece of paper. 

 

I do not know why I did this. 

It was not a plan. 

It was just — 

a need to see something 

outside of my own head. 

 

I wrote their names. 

 

Kelvin. 

Marcus. 

Leo. 

James. 

Theo. 

 

And beside each name 

I wrote one word. 

Not a judgment. 

Just the truest thing I could say 
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about what it had felt like. 

 

Kelvin: there and then gone. 

Marcus: kind but I would not let him in. 

Leo: I was not really present. 

James: I ended it before he could. 

Theo: warm but always just out of reach. 

 

I looked at the list for a long time. 

 

And I saw it. 

 

For the first time, 

from the outside, 

with the names written down 

where I could look at them — 

 

I saw the shape of it. 

 

The pattern. 

 

Not in them. 

In me. 

 

What I chose. 
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What I returned to. 

What felt like love 

because it felt like what I already knew. 

 

The distance. 

The earning. 

The almost-but-not-quite. 

The waiting to be chosen fully 

by someone who was never going to choose fully. 

 

Over and over. 

 

A whole long line of it. 

 

Starting, in some ways, 

long before Kelvin. 

 

Starting at a dinner table. 

With a report card. 

With four words — 

that is my daughter — 

that I had been chasing 

in every room I had ever entered since. 

 

— ✦ — 
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I want to say something carefully here. 

 

This chapter is not about blame. 

 

Not Kelvin's. 

Not Marcus's or Leo's or Theo's. 

Not my parents'. 

Not mine. 

 

Blame is not the point. 

 

The point is understanding. 

 

Because you cannot change a pattern 

you cannot see. 

You cannot heal from a wound 

you have never looked at directly. 

You cannot make a different choice 

until you understand why you keep making 

the same one. 

 

I spent years inside this pattern 

without being able to name it — 

not because I was not intelligent, 

not because I was not trying, 
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but because the pattern was the water I swam in. 

 

It was all I knew. 

 

It felt like life. 

It felt like just the way things were. 

 

It did not occur to me 

that the water could be different. 

 

That love could feel different. 

 

That chosen could feel different — 

not like a relief, 

not like finally, not like something won — 

 

but like rest. 

 

Like arriving somewhere 

and not having to prove 

you deserve to stay. 

 

I had never felt that. 

 

I did not know it existed. 
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— ✦ — 

I kept the piece of paper. 

 

I folded it in half 

and put it in the same notebook — 

the one with the eight words 

on the last page. 

 

Something happened and I am not the same. 

 

Now, a few pages before that: 

 

Five names. 

Five words. 

One pattern. 

 

The notebook was getting heavy 

with things I could not say out loud. 

 

But here is the thing about written things. 

 

They stay. 

 

They are there when you go back. 
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They do not pretend to be something they are not. 

They do not soften or revise themselves 

to protect you. 

 

They just stay. 

 

And sometimes, 

when you are ready — 

really ready — 

you go back. 

 

And you read what you wrote. 

 

And you see yourself clearly. 

 

And something begins. 

 

— ✦ — 

I was eighteen years old 

and I had just seen myself clearly 

for the first time. 

 

Not all the way. 

Not yet. 
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But clearly enough. 

 

Clearly enough to know 

that the water I was swimming in 

was not the only water there was. 

 

Clearly enough to be tired — 

really tired, 

the deep-down tired 

that has nothing to do with sleep — 

of the same hollow, 

the same shape, 

the same ending. 

 

I did not know yet 

how to choose differently. 

 

I did not have the tools. 

 

But something in me 

had looked at that list of names 

and said, quietly: 

 

enough. 
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Not loudly. 

Not with certainty. 

Not with any kind of plan attached to it. 

 

Just — 

 

enough. 

 

That was all. 

 

But it was real. 

 

And sometimes 

enough 

is how everything starts. 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Nine 

The Day Something Cracked 

Open 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

It was not what I expected. 

 

I had imagined, in the vague way 

you imagine things you are not sure will ever happen, 

that if I ever had a turning point 

it would arrive with force. 

 

A breakdown, maybe. 

Something visible and undeniable 

that would force the issue — 

make the underground thing surface 

whether I was ready or not. 

 

Or a conversation. 

Someone saying exactly the right thing 

at exactly the right moment. 
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A hand on my shoulder. 

A sentence that unlocked everything. 

 

I had imagined it arriving 

like a storm. 

 

It did not arrive like a storm. 

 

It arrived like a Tuesday afternoon 

in an empty room. 

 

— ✦ — 

I was nineteen. 

 

University now — 

a new city, 

new rooms, 

new people 

who did not know the performed version of me 

and therefore could not tell 

the difference between that 

and the real one. 

 

I had arranged myself carefully 
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in this new place. 

 

Friendly but not too close. 

Present but not fully available. 

The kind of person people liked 

without knowing much about. 

Which was, I understood by then, 

exactly how I preferred it. 

 

— ✦ — 

It happened on an ordinary Thursday. 

 

My roommate was out. 

My phone was quiet. 

I had finished my work for the day 

and there was nothing demanding my attention 

and no one needing anything from me 

and I had no performance to give. 

 

I sat on the edge of my bed. 

 

Just sat. 

 

The room was very quiet. 

148 



Afternoon light coming through the curtain. 

Dust moving slowly in it. 

Nothing happening. 

 

And I had nowhere to put myself. 

 

— ✦ — 

This sounds like a small thing. 

 

I know it sounds like a small thing. 

 

But for someone who had spent 

two years 

filling every quiet space — 

with people, with tasks, 

with the performance of fine, 

with the movement of someone 

who is always somewhere to be — 

 

sitting in a quiet room 

with nowhere to put myself 

was enormous. 

 

Because the quiet meant 
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there was nothing between me 

and the thing I had been moving away from. 

 

And the thing was still there. 

 

It had always been there. 

 

Underground. 

Patient. 

Waiting for exactly this — 

 

a Thursday afternoon, 

an empty room, 

nowhere to go, 

nothing to do, 

no one to perform for. 

 

— ✦ — 

I did not do anything dramatic. 

 

I did not cry. 

Not at first. 

 

I just sat there. 
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And for the first time in two years — 

maybe longer, 

maybe my whole life — 

I stopped. 

 

I stopped performing. 

I stopped managing. 

I stopped arranging myself 

into the shape least likely to cause concern. 

 

I just sat. 

 

And in the sitting, 

something that had been held 

very tightly 

for a very long time — 

 

let go. 

 

Not all at once. 

Not with drama. 

 

Just — a loosening. 

 

The way a fist opens 
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when it has been closed so long 

it has forgotten it was holding something. 

 

— ✦ — 

And then I cried. 

 

Finally. 

Two years later. 

In an ordinary university room 

on an ordinary Thursday afternoon. 

 

Not beautifully. 

Not the way people cry in films — 

one perfect tear, 

a face still composed, 

everything controlled and cinematic. 

 

The ugly kind. 

The kind that comes from somewhere 

deeper than sadness. 

The kind that sounds different — 

more animal, 

more honest — 

because it has been compressed 

for so long 

152 



that when it finally comes 

it comes like something 

that was always going to come 

and was simply waiting 

for you to stop running 

long enough for it to find you. 

 

I cried for a long time. 

 

I cried for the girl in the dark green dress. 

 

I cried for the nine-year-old 

at the dinner table, 

counting the ways she was not enough. 

 

I cried for the girl in the bathroom 

at two fifteen 

whose face crumpled for three seconds 

and then went smooth 

because there was no one there 

to witness it falling apart completely. 

 

I cried for the fourteen times 

she almost spoke 

and closed instead. 
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I cried for Theo. 

For Marcus. 

For the whole long line of just-enough 

she had mistaken for love 

because she did not know 

love could feel different. 

 

I cried for the notebook. 

For the eight words in small handwriting. 

For the five names and five words 

folded up quietly 

like things too true 

to leave lying out. 

 

I cried for two years of fine. 

 

All of it. 

At once. 

 

On the edge of a bed 

in a city I had moved to 

thinking a new place 

might make me a new person. 

 

— ✦ — 
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When it stopped — 

and it stopped, eventually, 

the way all storms stop — 

 

I sat in the aftermath. 

 

Quiet. 

Eyes swollen. 

Chest hollow in a different way than usual — 

not the hollow of absence 

but the hollow of something 

finally released. 

 

I looked around the room. 

 

Same room. 

Same afternoon light. 

Same dust moving slowly in it. 

 

Everything the same. 

 

And yet. 

 

Something was different. 
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I was different — 

not transformed, 

not fixed, 

not suddenly healed and whole — 

but different the way a room is different 

after you have opened a window. 

 

Nothing has changed exactly. 

 

But something has come in. 

Fresh air where there was none. 

The smell of outside. 

The sound of the world 

that had been muffled 

suddenly a little closer. 

 

— ✦ — 

I picked up my phone. 

 

I looked at it for a long time. 

 

And then I did something 

I had never done before. 
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I called my mother. 

 

Not to tell her. 

Not yet — I was not ready for that, 

and that was allowed, 

I understood now 

that healing does not have a deadline — 

 

but just to hear her voice. 

 

Just because I wanted, suddenly, 

desperately, 

with an ache that surprised me, 

the voice of the person 

who had left the light on. 

 

Every time. 

Without being asked. 

Without needing me to explain. 

 

Just — the light. 

Burning in the kitchen. 

Because I was out 

and she was waiting. 
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She answered on the third ring. 

 

She said: Mirabel. 

 

Just my name. 

The way she always said it. 

Matter-of-fact. 

Ordinary. 

 

And I thought: 

she has been saying my name my whole life 

and it has always sounded like that — 

like a small, certain thing. 

 

Like something she knows without question. 

 

I said: hi, Mum. 

 

She said: are you eating? 

 

I laughed. 

 

Actually laughed — 

surprised by it, 

the way you are surprised 
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by warmth you did not expect. 

 

I said: yes. I'm eating. 

 

She said: *good. 

Your father says hello.* 

 

I said: tell him I say hello back. 

 

We talked for eleven minutes 

about nothing important. 

 

Her garden. 

The basil plant. 

Still refusing to die. 

 

And I sat there 

in my ordinary university room 

on an ordinary Thursday 

and I felt, for the first time 

in as long as I could remember, 

like I was actually there. 

 

Not performing being there. 

Not watching myself from a slight distance. 
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Actually there. 

 

In my body. 

In the room. 

In my own life. 

 

Present. 

 

— ✦ — 

That phone call did not fix anything. 

 

I want to be honest about that. 

 

I still had the underground thing. 

I still had the voice. 

I still had two years of unexamined patterns 

and a notebook full of truths 

I had not yet looked at in daylight. 

 

The crack was not a cure. 

 

It was just — a crack. 

 

Light through a crack 

160 



is not the same as sunlight. 

But it is still light. 

 

And I had been in the dark 

for long enough 

to know the difference. 

 

— ✦ — 

In the weeks that followed, 

I started doing something 

I had never done before. 

 

I started being honest with myself. 

 

Not about everything. 

Not all at once. 

Not with the brutal, rushing honesty 

of someone trying to get it all done quickly. 

 

But slowly. 

Gently. 

The way you ease back into something 

after a long time away — 

carefully, 
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giving yourself time to adjust 

to the light. 

 

I wrote in the notebook. 

Not just the last page anymore. 

All of it. 

 

I wrote about November. 

About the ceiling. 

About the crack in it. 

About the jacket on the chair. 

About the music through the wall. 

 

I wrote about my mother's hands 

and my father's Sunday silences 

and the nine-year-old at the table 

who needed someone to look up. 

 

I wrote about the glass — 

the millimetre of glass 

between me and every person 

who had tried to reach me. 

 

I wrote about Theo. 

About the piece of paper. 
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About the word enough 

sitting alone on the page. 

 

I wrote it all down. 

 

In the notebook. 

In small handwriting. 

In a room I was beginning, slowly, 

to feel at home in. 

 

— ✦ — 

And then — slowly, 

over weeks and months, 

in the imperfect, nonlinear, 

two-steps-forward-one-step-back way 

that real healing moves — 

 

I started to talk. 

 

Not to everyone. 

Not all at once. 

 

To one person first. 

Then another. 
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I started — slowly, 

terrifyingly, 

with a voice that shook the first time — 

 

to say the true things out loud. 

 

And every time I did, 

the underground thing 

lost a little ground. 

 

The voice got a little quieter. 

 

The glass got a little thinner. 

 

Not gone. 

Not immediately. 

Not perfectly. 

 

But thinner. 

 

And thinner is not nothing. 

Thinner is everything, 

when you have been living behind glass 

your whole life. 
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— ✦ — 

This is the part of the story 

people always want to rush. 

 

They want the before and the after. 

The darkness and then the light. 

The broken and then the healed. 

 

But healing is not a before and after. 

 

Healing is the long, messy, 

unglamorous middle. 

 

It is the Thursday you cry 

and the Friday you are okay 

and the Saturday you cry again. 

 

It is the step forward 

and the two steps back 

and the understanding, slowly, 

that the two steps back 

are not failure — 

 

they are just part of it. 

Part of the middle. 
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Part of the honest, imperfect, 

completely human work 

of choosing yourself 

after years of believing 

you were not worth choosing. 

 

— ✦ — 

I was nineteen years old 

in an ordinary room 

on an ordinary Thursday. 

 

And I stopped. 

 

And something cracked. 

 

And the light came in. 

 

Not all at once. 

Not enough to see everything. 

 

But enough. 

 

Enough to take the next step. 

Enough to pick up the phone. 
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Enough to say — 

to myself, 

in the quiet aftermath 

of the truest cry of my life — 

 

*okay. 

Okay, Mirabel. 

Let's begin.* 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 
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Chapter Ten 

What I Would Say To Her Now 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

I want to write her a letter. 

 

The girl in the dark green dress. 

 

The one standing outside that door 

on a Tuesday night in November, 

seventeen years old, 

with a tooth aching quietly in her chest 

and a boy on the other side 

who had told her her smile was something. 

 

I have wanted to write this letter 

for a long time. 

 

Not to undo the night. 

Not to warn her away from the door. 

Not to arrive like a wiser, older version of herself 
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with a list of instructions 

and a guarantee of a better outcome. 

 

Just — 

to be there. 

 

To stand beside her 

in the hallway, 

in the noise and the music 

and the ordinary chaos of a party 

that had no idea — 

 

and say the things 

she needed to hear 

and nobody said. 

 

— ✦ — 

Dear Mirabel, 

 

I know you. 

 

*I know the way you spent forty minutes getting dressed 

tonight 

and changed three times 
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and it was never really about the clothes.* 

 

*I know the week you have had. 

The window on Monday. 

The mirror on Wednesday. 

The doorway on Friday 

where you stood and listened 

and felt that old, quiet grief 

of wanting to be someone 

someone talks about like that.* 

 

*I know you said yes to this party 

not because you wanted to come 

but because the alternative 

was going home to a bedroom 

and a ceiling 

and an ache you did not have a name for.* 

 

I know all of it. 

 

*And I am not here to tell you 

that what is about to happen 

will not change you.* 

 

It will. 
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*I will not lie to you. 

You deserve better than a lie 

dressed up as comfort.* 

 

*What I am here to tell you 

is what it changes you into.* 

 

— ✦ — 

*It changes you into someone 

who has to learn, slowly and imperfectly 

and at great cost, 

what you should have been taught for free.* 

 

That you are allowed to say stop. 

 

That you are allowed to change your mind. 

 

*That your comfort — 

your safety, 

your peace, 

your sense of being okay in your own body — 

is not a small thing 

to be weighed against someone else's expectation 

and found wanting.* 
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It is not a small thing. 

 

It is the whole thing. 

 

*It is the only thing, 

in the end, 

that was ever really yours.* 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to tell you about your mother. 

 

*I know you think she does not see you. 

I know you think the love in your house 

is the kind you have to earn — 

the report cards, 

the good girl, 

the smile that never costs anyone anything.* 

 

*I know you have been earning it 

for as long as you can remember 

and you are tired.* 

 

*But Mirabel — 

she leaves the light on.* 
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*Every single time you go out, 

she leaves the light on in the kitchen.* 

 

*She does not tell you she does this. 

She does not make it a moment. 

She just does it, 

quietly, 

the way she does everything — 

with those hands that are never still 

because she is always, 

always 

making sure things do not fall apart.* 

 

*She is not perfect. 

She did not give you everything you needed. 

No parent does.* 

 

But she leaves the light on. 

 

*And one day — 

not tonight, 

not for a while yet — 

you will call her. 

Just to hear her voice. 

Just because you need it.* 
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And she will answer. 

 

And she will ask if you are eating. 

 

*And you will laugh — 

actually laugh, 

surprised by the warmth of it — 

and you will talk for eleven minutes 

about a basil plant.* 

 

*And it will be the most loved 

you have felt in years.* 

 

*Hold onto that. 

Even before it happens. 

Hold onto the fact 

that she is there.* 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to tell you about the voice. 

 

*The quiet one. 

The one underneath everything. 

The one that has been talking 
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since you were nine years old 

at that dinner table.* 

 

*I know you can hear it tonight. 

I know it has been getting louder lately.* 

 

*I know it says things about you 

that feel like facts.* 

 

They are not facts. 

 

*They are conclusions 

a hurt child drew 

from insufficient evidence.* 

 

*You were nine years old. 

You were not equipped 

to understand what your father's distraction meant 

or did not mean about your worth.* 

 

*You were not equipped to understand 

that love in your house 

was not withheld as a verdict on you — 

it was simply expressed in a language 

nobody ever translated.* 
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*You did the only thing a nine-year-old can do 

with information she cannot process — 

you made it about yourself.* 

 

You decided it meant something about you. 

 

It did not. 

 

It never did. 

 

*And the voice that grew from that decision — 

the patient, certain, quiet one — 

is not the truth about you.* 

 

It is a story. 

 

A very old story. 

 

*Written by a child 

who was doing her best 

with what she had.* 

 

You are allowed to write a new one. 
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— ✦ — 

I want to tell you about the years after tonight. 

 

They will not be easy. 

 

*You will carry this quietly 

for longer than you should. 

You will put true things somewhere safe 

and lose track of where safe is. 

You will give other people 

the exact words you are starving to hear yourself 

and not understand, for a long time, 

why you cannot turn them around.* 

 

*You will choose people 

who feel familiar 

in the way that hurting feels familiar 

when it is the only love you have known.* 

 

*You will spend seven months 

with someone who gives you just enough 

and call it love.* 

 

*You will end things before people can end them first 

and call it independence.* 
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*You will be so good at fine 

that people will believe you.* 

 

You will believe yourself. 

 

— ✦ — 

But. 

 

There will be a Thursday. 

 

*An ordinary Thursday, 

in a new city, 

in a quiet room, 

with afternoon light coming through the curtain 

and dust moving slowly in it.* 

 

And you will be tired. 

 

*Tired in the deep-down way 

that has nothing to do with sleep.* 

 

And the running will stop. 

 

*Not because you decide to stop it. 
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Because you are simply 

too tired to keep going.* 

 

*And in the stopping — 

in the quiet, 

in the ordinary Thursday afternoon — 

something will crack.* 

 

*Not break. 

Crack.* 

 

There is a difference. 

 

A crack lets the light in. 

 

*And you will cry — 

finally, 

fully, 

without managing it — 

for the girl in the dark green dress, 

and the nine-year-old at the table, 

and the bathroom at two fifteen, 

and all the true things 

you put somewhere safe 

and all the just-enough love 
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you mistook for the real thing.* 

 

You will cry for all of it. 

 

And then you will stop. 

 

And you will call your mother. 

 

And she will ask if you are eating. 

 

And you will laugh. 

 

— ✦ — 

*And then — 

slowly, 

imperfectly, 

in the two-steps-forward-one-step-back way 

that real things move —* 

 

you will begin. 

 

— ✦ — 

I want to tell you what beginning feels like. 
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*It does not feel like triumph. 

It does not feel like a door swinging open 

with light pouring through 

and music playing 

and everything suddenly clear.* 

 

*It feels like a Tuesday morning 

when you wake up 

and notice, quietly, 

that the voice is a little less loud today.* 

 

*It feels like writing eight words in a notebook 

and folding the page 

and leaving it there.* 

 

*It feels like saying a true thing out loud — 

your voice shaking — 

to one person.* 

 

And surviving it. 

 

And saying it again. 

 

*It feels like learning to sit in a quiet room 

without immediately filling the quiet.* 
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*It feels like reading something 

and thinking: 

that is me. 

Someone wrote that about me. 

I am not the only one.* 

 

*It feels, in the end, 

like the slow and patient work 

of getting to know yourself — 

the real one, 

the true one, 

the one underneath all the performing — 

and finding that you can bear her.* 

 

That you can do more than bear her. 

 

*That she is, in fact, 

someone worth knowing.* 

 

— ✦ — 
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Mirabel. 

 

You are seventeen years old. 

 

*You are standing outside a door 

in a dark green dress 

with a boy on the other side 

who does not know your middle name.* 

 

And I cannot stop you. 

 

*I cannot reach back through the years 

and put my hand on your shoulder 

and say: not this one. 

Not tonight. 

Go home. 

You are worth more than this room.* 

 

*I cannot give you the words 

you do not have yet.* 

 

*I cannot make you believe, tonight, 

what it will take you years to understand — 

that you were never the problem.* 
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That you were not too much. 

 

That you were not hard to love. 

 

*That you were a girl 

who had been taught, without cruelty, 

without intention, 

that she had to earn the love 

she was owed for free — 

and she had been earning it 

faithfully, 

exhaustingly, 

without complaint — 

for seventeen years.* 

 

And she was tired. 

 

And she deserved rest. 

 

*And she did not know yet 

that rest was available.* 

 

— ✦ — 
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So I cannot stop you. 

 

But I can tell you this: 

 

You are going to be okay. 

 

*Not tonight. 

Not tomorrow. 

Not for a while.* 

 

But you are going to be okay. 

 

More than okay. 

 

*You are going to become someone 

who knows her own name in a way 

that does not depend on anyone else saying it.* 

 

*You are going to become someone 

who can sit in a quiet room 

without being afraid of the quiet.* 

 

*You are going to become someone 

who writes the true things down, 

and says them out loud, 
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and turns toward the wound 

instead of away from it — 

not because it stops hurting, 

but because you learn 

that the looking 

is the beginning of the healing.* 

 

*You are going to have a friend 

you tell the true thing to.* 

 

*You are going to feel chosen — 

really chosen, 

all the way, 

without earning it — 

and you are going to know 

what to do with it.* 

 

*You are going to call your mother 

and laugh about a basil plant 

and feel the love you always needed 

in the eleven most ordinary minutes.* 
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You are going to be tender with yourself. 

 

*Slowly. 

Imperfectly. 

But truly.* 

 

— ✦ — 

The night lied to you. 

 

The voice lied to you. 

 

*Everyone who made you feel 

like you were not quite enough — 

they were working from their own wounds, 

their own incomplete information, 

their own long lines of silence 

handed down like heirlooms.* 

 

None of it was the truth about you. 

 

The truth about you is this: 

 

*You are someone who notices 

the crack in the ceiling.* 
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*You are someone who leaves the light on — 

who has always left the light on — 

for the people she loves, 

even when no one left it on for her.* 

 

*You are someone who, 

when her friend said 

I don't know what kind of person this makes me — 

sat up and said: 

it makes you a person. 

Just a person. 

Not a bad one. 

Not a good one. 

Just someone who was in a moment 

and made a choice 

and is still here, still standing, still you.* 

 

You said that. 

 

You knew that. 

 

You knew it for everyone but yourself. 

 

Now know it for yourself. 
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You were in a moment. 

 

You made a choice. 

 

You are still here. 

 

Still standing. 

 

Still you. 

 

*And you — 

Mirabel, 

seventeen, 

dark green dress, 

tooth aching quietly —* 

 

you are enough. 

 

You were always enough. 

 

The night lied. 

 

— ✦ — 
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*With all the love I did not know 

how to give you then,* 

 

Mirabel 

 

— ✦ — 

— ✦ — 

This is not the end of the story. 

 

The end of the story is you. 

 

*Whatever room you are sitting in right now. 

Whatever you are carrying 

that you have not put down yet. 

Whatever voice has been speaking underneath everything 

— 

patient, quiet, certain — 

telling you what you deserve 

before you were old enough to argue.* 

 

This book was never really about me. 

 

*It was always about the moment 

you recognise yourself in a page 
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and feel, for the first time 

or the first time in a long time —* 

 

less alone. 

 

*That moment — 

that exact moment of recognition — 

is where the real story begins.* 

 

Yours. 

 

I hope you write it. 

 

I hope you say the true things. 

 

I hope someone leaves the light on for you. 

 

*And I hope — 

more than anything — 

that you learn to leave it on 

for yourself.* 

 

— ✦ — 

Thank you for reading. 

— Mirabel 
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