				Surviving to Becoming
I grew up in the projects where sirens were background music and shouting through thin walls was just part of the night air. Crime, drugs, alcohol, dysfunction — that wasn’t chaos to me. That was normal. That was childhood. You don’t question your world when you’re small. You just learn how to survive inside it.
I didn’t know I was poor. I didn’t know I was growing up in something people whispered about or pitied. I just knew the sounds of arguments through walls, the way you learned to read a room quickly so you’d know whether to speak or stay quiet. Survival becomes instinct before you even know the word.
At school, kids were surprised when they found out where I lived.
“You live there?” they’d ask, eyes wide.
“But you’re clean. You have nice clothes.”
I didn’t understand it at first — like they expected me to look dirty, torn, broken on the outside the way they imagined my life must be on the inside. Looking okay was protection. Looking okay was the only way I knew how to tell the world; I am more than where I come from.
Trauma didn’t arrive in my life like a storm. It was there before I could even talk, before I had memories, before I even knew what safety was supposed to feel like.
I learned early that being seen could be dangerous. That attention didn’t always mean love. That sometimes the safest thing a child can do is become small — smaller than her voice, smaller than her needs.
So, I did.
I learned how to disappear while still sitting in the room. How to stay quiet even when my mind was loud. How to make myself easy. Invisible. Good.
When you grow up like that, you don’t call it survival. You call it normal.
Joining the military was the first time I realized the world was bigger than the blocks I grew up on.
Before that, life had always felt small. Small rooms. Small expectations. Small versions of myself. The projects teach you how to live contained — contained emotions, contained dreams, contained voice. You learn not to take up space because space was never really yours to take.
But the day I left, something inside me cracked open.
It wasn’t courage exactly. It was more like escape mixed with hope. I didn’t join because I was fearless. I joined because I wanted out. Out of the noise. Out of the patterns. Out of the chaos.  
The military showed me a new world, but it also awakened old wounds. I thought my trauma began there. I convinced myself the military broke me. It took years — and therapy — to realize: the military didn’t create my wounds. It recognized them. It spoke their language. It touched places that were already bruised.
I thought I was going to therapy to talk about what happened to me as an adult. That’s what I told myself.
The room was quiet in a way that felt unfamiliar. Not the tense quiet I grew up with —. This quiet was patient. Waiting. And somehow that made it harder to breathe.
She asked me a simple question: “When did you first start feeling this way?”
I opened my mouth to talk about adulthood, about relationships, about recent pain. But instead, something unexpected rose up:
“…I think I’ve always felt this way.”
The words hung in the air.  And before I understood what was happening, I started talking — about things I had never said out loud. About memories I had buried deep down. About feelings I had spent a lifetime outrunning.
That was the moment I realized something that changed everything: I wasn’t falling apart. I was finally telling my truth.
No one tells you that healing comes with grief.  Because that’s what it is — mourning. Not for someone who died, but for someone who never got to fully live.
When I started telling the truth about my life, I thought I’d feel relief. I thought honesty would lift the pressure I’d been carrying around for years. Instead, I felt sadness. The kind that reminded me of the girl I used to be.
She wasn’t dramatic. She wasn’t weak. She wasn’t broken. She was small. She was scared. She was doing her best in a world that never taught her how to feel safe.
Grieving her doesn’t mean I’m stuck in the past. It means I finally love the child I once was. And maybe healing isn’t about leaving her behind. Maybe it’s about finally turning around… kneeling down… and saying the words she waited her whole life to hear:
You didn’t deserve what happened to you. You weren’t too much. You weren’t not enough. You were a child. And I love you.
For most of my life, I thought I was someone I had to fix. Not someone to know. Not someone to understand. Someone who was broken.
Somewhere along the way — slowly, I started noticing something: I wasn’t becoming someone new. I was uncovering someone who had been there all along.
The woman I’m becoming is patient where I used to be harsh. Curious where I used to be ashamed. Tender where I used to be critical. She doesn’t hate the girl I was. She understands her.
The woman I’m becoming knows strength is telling your truth. Strength is staying. Strength is letting yourself be seen — even if your voice shakes when you speak. And she knows that you are allowed to live.
If you’re reading this and you’re tired — I see you.
Not the kind of tired sleep fixes. The kind that lives in your bones. I know that tired. I know what it’s like to move through life smiling on the outside while your insides feel like they’re holding their breath. I know what it’s like to think survival is just who you are.
If that’s you, I want you to hear something I wish someone had told me years ago: There is nothing wrong with you. You are not broken. You are not weak. You are not failing at life. You adapted. You survived.
Surviving is not where your story has to end. You are allowed to want more. More calm. More softness. More joy. More you. Your story matters because you matter. And even if no one told you that when you were younger, it is not too late for your life to change its tone.
You are still here. And being here means your story is still being written.
I am not the same person I was when I first learned to hide. I am not the same person who grew up believing silence was safety, that love had to be earned, or that my voice didn’t matter. I carry those parts of me still — the girl who survived, the woman who fought — but I carry them with gentleness now, not judgment.
I have learned that strength is not about armor. It is about showing up and letting the world see you anyway. I have learned that peace is not a destination; it is a series of choices, to feel, to exist. I have learned that joy can coexist with scars.
This story does not end here. I am still becoming. Still learning. Still claiming the life I always deserved, and letting myself rest in it. The past is part of me, yes — but it does not define me. And the future is mine to shape, in small moments.
To anyone still surviving: may you see yourself as I am learning to see myself — strong, worthy, and alive. May you feel that peace can exist for you, however slowly, and may you carry your story forward with courage, love, and tenderness for the girl and woman you are becoming.
This is the life I have. This is the life I choose. And every breath I take is a reminder: I am here. I am whole. I am enough.

