
Chapter 1

Out of Tune

Some truths arrive in costume.

Mine was a lion suit, courage stitched a size too big for my tiny frame. 
The hood sagged, one ear po——ing forwardFmore teddy bear than lion. 
vluorescent lights buzzed aboke. The air smelled liIe crayons and —aste.

’ stood in my sisterSs Iindergarten classroom for Whow and Tell. Whe held 
my hand, —roud to share her world. -hen my turn came, ’ roared with the 
unqltered enthusiasm only a threeOyearOold can muster.

The teacher beamed. The class cla——ed. vor a moment, the room turned 
toward me. ’ felt seen.

My chest qlled with certainty, not Inowing how HuicIly it would fade. Nn 
the walI home, my sister cried. That day, she wasnSt the one in the s—otlight. 
Uer tears fell onto my shoulder, and they felt liIe mine to carry.

Womething in me folded. Rot to comfort her. To disa——ear.

’ didnSt hake words for it then, only the feeling that being fully myself could 
change the atmos—here around me without warning.

Wtill, ’ roared.
Entil ’ didnSt.
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The shift ha——ened Huietly enough to be mistaIen for maturity.

xears later, ’ could trace the sha—e of itFhow the girl in the lion suit learned 
to become easier to loke. 4 life that looIed com—lete, yet neker Huite felt 
liIe mine.

jut the real me was neker entirely gone.

’n s—aces where ’ felt comfortable, ’ became animated and e:—ressike. ’ 
loked a good debate. The guardedness eased there. vor a little while, ’ 
sto——ed shrinIing and let myself taIe u— s—ace.

’ laughed loudly when ’ felt safe. ’ loked dee— conkersations that stretched 
late into the night, lying beneath the stars wondering what e:isted beyond 
what ’ could see.

’ could lose hours maIing elaborate caIes no one had asIed for, com—letely 
absorbed in the 5oy of creating something beautiful.

jut those moments de—ended on safety. The rest of the time, the dee—er 
—attern of disa——earing still sha—ed most of my life.

’ can see her in ordinary momentsV saying ’Sm qne when ’ was hurting, 
smiling while my stomach tightened, hearing myself agree while another 
—art of me —ulled bacI.

’ rarely stayed with myself long enough to Inow what ’ actually felt. ’ 
re—layed sim—le conkersations afterward, searching for —laces ’ might hake 
disa——ointed someone.

My attention moked automatically toward ekeryone else. ’ could read —eoO
—le easily by a shift in tone or the way they walIed through a room. ’ Inew 
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how to tend to other —eo—leSs emotions long before ’ Inew how to stay 
—resent with my own.

’ felt ekerything intensely, but ’ could neker understand why ’ couldnSt cry. 
’ could feel emotion rising in me, but it always got caught before it reached 
the surface.

Wo ’ Ie—t moking. Yhairing fundraising ekents. 6olunteering to hel—. jeO
coming whoeker was needed. Uosting e:hausted. veeling immediate relief 
when —lans were canceled, then guilt for feeling relieked at all.

Roise wore me down. Yrowds tightened my chest. ’ wanted to rela: around 
—eo—le, but my body stayed braced, eken in rooms that weren7t asIing 
anything of me.

’ became so —racticed at tending to ekeryone else that ’ barely noticed how 
absent ’ felt from myself.

vrom the outside, ’ looIed com—osed. Ua——y.

The life ’ had built was the Iind ’ once belieked would maIe me feel 
com—leteV marriage, children, res—onsibilities ’ carried well, a house full of 

—eo—le who felt liIe home. 

’ loked my life and the —eo—le in it, yet sometimes ’ could stand in the 
middle of a room, listening to laughter bounce o8 the walls, and still feel 
some —art of me hokering 5ust outside the moment.

This was what ’ belieked ca—able women didV carried ekerything Huietly, 
eken when —art of them was asIing them not to. The strain cre—t in so 

gradually ’ sto——ed noticing it.
 
vor a while, disa——earing into com—etence looIed a lot liIe success. jut 
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ekentually, the e8ort of holding it all together became heakier than the life 

beneath it. ’ was drained by trying to be who ekeryone thought ’ was.

-hat ’ wanted was a life ’ could like inside, one ’ could inhabit. ’nstead, 
liking felt liIe —ushing against tension. My body moked through the world 

as if im—act were always imminent.

vor years, ’ searched outside myself, trying to qll the hollowness ’ couldnSt 
name. ’ Ie—t moking, caretaIing, reachingFho—ing relief would qnally 
qnd me.

Then, one morning, months of —ushing —ast fatigue colla—sed all at once.

Womething in me gake way before ’ understood what was ha——ening. My 
legs failed beneath me. My breath came in short —ulls as the hum of the 
refrigerator turned strange and far away.

jefore fear arriked, one thought moked through meV 

Womething is wrong.

’t landed in my body before it reached my mind.

My body could no longer carry the life ’ was asIing it to like.
That moment wasnSt an ending. ’t was the qrst refusal.

My body drew the boundary ’ had s—ent a lifetime erasing.

The costume had held. 
The body no longer would.




