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**Trigger Warning**

This book contains themes and descriptions of addiction, abuse, trauma, suicide, and violence, which may be distressing to some readers. Please take care when reading and prioritize your well-being.

If you or someone you know is struggling,
consider reaching out for support:
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (U.S.): 1-800-273-TALK (8255) or visit https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org

Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 (U.S., U.K., and Canada)

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357) or visit https://www.samhsa.gov

National Helpline (U.K.): Call 116 123 (Samaritans) or visit https://www.samaritans.org

Lifeline Australia: Call 13 11 14 or visit 
https://www.lifeline.org.au
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA):
Visit https://www.aa.org for global resources.
Narcotics Anonymous (NA): 
Visit https://www.na.org for global resources.

You are not alone, and help is available.

Dedication
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To those who have endured the unbearable weight of loss and addiction—this is for you. May you find strength in your struggle and know that hope, however distant, still flickers.
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To those who stand in the shadows, offering love and support—family, friends, counselors, and healers—your quiet resilience and compassion are lifelines in the darkest times.
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And to all who seek redemption, even when it feels out of reach—never stop searching for the light.
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Prologue
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Light is still possible even in the darkest moments when life feels hopeless and overwhelming. It may not be easy to see and seem impossible, but hope can be found even in the bleakest times. Life’s most demanding challenges can cloud our vision, making it difficult to believe that joy still exists, but that doesn’t mean it’s gone. Though the road may be long and painful, there is strength in holding on and looking for good in even the smallest moments.

God’s love and support are always there, especially when we need them most. In times of deep pain and despair, trusting in Him can remind us that we are never truly alone. Faith doesn’t remove our struggles but gives us the strength to endure them, knowing that a higher power holds us. Even when it feels like we can’t carry the weight of our burdens, God offers us His presence and the promise of better days ahead.

It takes great courage to find hope amid suffering; sometimes, that hope is faint. But even in our weakest moments, blessings await us if we seek them out. Life’s challenges, though painful, can become growth opportunities. With resilience, faith, and perseverance, we can move toward a brighter future, trusting that God will guide us through.

Though the road may be hard, remember that you are never alone. There is light, even when it’s hard to see, and together with God, we can find the strength to carry on. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

November 23rd, 1998
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It was a cold November morning, and the wind seeped through Alex's thin jacket, sending a shiver down his spine. The sky was heavy, overcast gray, with clouds hanging low as if pressing down on the quiet suburban streets. The air was damp, filled with the smell of wet leaves clinging to the sidewalk, remnants of the trees now stripped bare. The wind was sharp, whispering through the branches, carrying a chill that nipped at Alex's ears and nose. 

Alex, just eight years old, walked alone down the familiar path to school. The pavement beneath his feet was slick with moisture, and his shoes scuffed against the ground with each reluctant step. The school was only three blocks from his house, but today, like every day, it felt much farther. His small breath puffed out in clouds of vapor, the only warmth in the cold stillness of the morning.

When he was one block away, his heart sank. In the distance, he saw them—the two older boys, their figures looming larger as they approached. They had been tormenting him for days, calling him names and shoving him between them like a ragdoll. Their laughter, harsh and cruel, carried through the cold air as they spotted him.

Alex's instinct took over. Without thinking, he turned on his heels and ran, his small legs pumping against the cold resistance of the wind. But he was too slow. His breath came in short, frantic bursts as he heard their footsteps pound closer behind him. It didn’t take long before they were on him. 

The larger boy grabbed Alex’s shoulder, yanking him back with such force that Alex stumbled, losing his balance. Before he could react, the first shove came—hard, sending him reeling into the other boy. They laughed as they tossed him between them like a toy, the wet pavement slick beneath his feet, making it impossible to stand steady. 

Then, the larger boy’s fist connected with Alex’s face for the first time. The impact was sharp and sudden, like a crack of thunder in the still morning air. Alex’s lip split open, and he tasted the metallic tang of blood as it dripped down his chin. He fell to the ground, the cold cement biting into his palms as he landed hard. Tears welled up in his eyes before he could stop them, hot and stinging against his cold cheeks.

He didn’t want to cry. He never wanted to give them the satisfaction. But the pain was too much, and the tears came anyway, streaming down his face as the boys towered over him. 

The larger boy sneered, a cruel glint in his eyes. Without warning, he kicked Alex in the side, the force knocking the wind out of him. Alex curled in on himself, clutching his ribs, his body trembling from pain and fear. The world around him blurred through the haze of his tears. He could hear the boys laughing above him, their breath visible in the chilly air, as they spat on him, their loogies hitting his face and clothes with sickening wetness.

Lying there, bruised, bleeding, and broken, Alex wondered why it was always him. Why he was the one who had to endure this? The world around him felt distant and uncaring—just like the dark, empty sky above. All he could hear now was the fading echo of the boys' laughter as they walked away, leaving him alone on the cold ground.
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December 8th, 1998
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It was a crisp winter evening, the kind where the air was cold but not quite freezing. The sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving a soft orange glow fading into the deep blue sky. The porch light flickered on, casting a warm but lonely glow onto the small yard where eight-year-old Alex sat on the worn wooden steps, his knees pulled up to his chest. His breath formed little clouds in front of his face as he absentmindedly blew into the air, watching it disappear into the night.

Alex stared down at his scuffed sneakers, kicking at the chipped paint on the porch steps, his thoughts heavy with questions no one seemed willing to answer. He had repeatedly asked his momma, “Why doesn’t Daddy want to spend time with me?” Her response was the same each time: “He’s just busy, Alex. He works a lot.” But deep down, Alex wasn’t sure if he believed that anymore. The way his father avoided him and never asked about school or joined him in playing catch didn’t feel like the actions of a man who was simply busy. 

The night was growing colder, and the last remnants of daylight were fading quickly, leaving the sky dotted with faint stars. A distant wind rustled through the bare branches of the trees, sending a few stray leaves skittering across the driveway. Alex shivered and tucked his arms into his jacket, the cold biting his cheeks and fingers. The house behind him was quiet, only the faint hum of the TV inside drifting through the front door, which had been left slightly ajar.

Then, the familiar sound of tires crunching on the gravel driveway reached his ears. Alex’s heart skipped a beat as he looked up, spotting the headlights of his father’s old sedan pulling into the driveway. The car rolled to a stop, and the engine cut off, leaving an eerie stillness. For a moment, Alex held his breath, hoping, just maybe, this time would be different. He imagined his father stepping out of the car, smiling, asking how his day was, or inviting him inside to play a game. 

But instead, the car door opened with a creak, and his father, tall and distant, stepped out, his face tired and worn from another long day of work. He didn’t glance at Alex, and he didn’t even seem to notice him sitting there on the porch. His father’s shoulders were hunched, his jacket pulled tight against the cold as he trudged toward the front door. The gravel crunched under his boots, the only sound breaking the silence, and Alex's small heart sank deeper with each step his father took.

Without a word, his father disappeared into the house, letting the door swing shut behind him with a soft click. Alex stared after him, his chest tightening with a familiar ache that came from too many nights just like this one. 

He wanted to go inside, ask his father if they could spend time together, and find out if something was wrong with him that made his father ignore him. But the weight of rejection kept him rooted to the porch. He stayed there, his small figure huddled against the cold, his mind swirling with unspoken questions and unhealed wounds. The world around him felt so much bigger and emptier at that moment as if he were a tiny speck in a vast, indifferent universe.

The night deepened, the stars twinkling faintly overhead, and Alex remained on the porch, sitting in the quiet loneliness that had become all too familiar. His father didn’t come back out. And Alex knew he wouldn’t.
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December 25th, 1998
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Christmas had always been a magical time for Alex. He loved how the world seemed to transform overnight, the houses lining the street adorned with twinkling lights, glowing reindeer on lawns, and wreaths hung on every door. The smell of pine filled the living room from the decorated tree, shimmering with ornaments that reflected the soft glow of the colored lights. It was a time that used to bring him joy—a day full of laughter, presents, and togetherness.

But this year, something was different. The house felt colder and darker despite the festive decorations. The tension in the air was as thick as the winter chill outside. His parents argued for weeks, their sharp voices cutting through the season's warmth like a cold wind. Sitting on the couch in his pajamas, Alex stared at the Christmas tree, its lights blinking lazily as if they had also lost their usual sparkle.

From the kitchen, his parents’ voices began to rise again. At first, it was just a murmur, the kind of conversation Alex had gotten used to tuning out. But soon, the murmurs grew into harsh words, slicing through the Christmas morning quiet like a storm breaking over the horizon.

“You never listen to me!” his mother shouted, trembling angrily. 

“I’m trying! You never give me a chance!” his father yelled, his frustration boiling over.

Alex’s heart sank as the shouting intensified, bouncing off the walls of their small home, drowning out the cheerful sound of Christmas music playing softly from the living room radio. He had heard them argue before, but never like this—never so loud, so raw. 

Clutching his new toy—a gift he had barely even looked at—Alex wanted nothing more than to disappear. The joy and excitement that usually filled him on Christmas morning had been replaced by a heavy sadness that weighed him down. He got up from the couch and retreated to his bedroom, where he crawled under his bed, curling up into a ball in the dim space. The darkness felt safe, like a shield from the world outside, muffling the sound of his parents' voices. 

The minutes stretched on, each one slower than the last. His parents' argument continued forever, echoing in his ears. Tears welled up in Alex’s eyes as he pressed his hands over his ears, trying to block it all out. This wasn’t how Christmas was supposed to be. He didn’t want to feel this way—not today.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the shouting stopped. The house was eerily quiet now, except for the faint clock ticking in the hallway and the occasional creak of the floorboards as his parents moved around. Alex knew they had calmed down, but the damage had already been done. The festive spirit was gone, replaced by an empty sadness that sat heavy in his chest.

He crawled out from under the bed, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his pajama shirt. The house was still adorned with Christmas decorations—the tree still stood, the lights still blinked, but to Alex, it all felt hollow now. 

Christmas was his favorite day of the year, filled with joy and togetherness. But this time, all Alex felt was alone, standing in the middle of a room that had once felt so warm but now seemed colder than the winter outside.
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February 14th, 1999
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Valentine’s Day had always been a day that Alex looked forward to, a bright spot in the cold, bleak stretch of winter. He imagined it filled with colorful cards, candy hearts, and maybe—just maybe—a smile or two from his classmates. Even though he was often the lonely kid, always sitting alone at lunch and walking home silently, today felt like it could be different. He clutched his stack of Valentine’s cards tightly in his small hands as he walked to school, each card carefully chosen and signed, ready to share with his classmates.

The classroom was decked out with pink and red decorations—paper hearts hung from the ceiling, and cheerful messages of love and friendship were drawn on the chalkboard. The room buzzed with excitement as the other kids shuffled in, giggling and trading secret smiles, their backpacks heavy with Valentine’s cards and small boxes of candy.

Alex sat at his desk, his heart beating faster with anticipation. He sat up straighter, glancing around the room, waiting for someone to come to his desk with a card just for him. Today, he thought, would be different. Today, he wouldn’t be the kid no one noticed.

Alex's eyes sparkled with hope as the teacher called the students up one by one to distribute their Valentines. He watched his classmates walk around the room, smiling as they handed out cards. Bright, colorful envelopes piled up on the desks around him, and laughter filled the air like a melody he couldn’t quite reach.

But with each passing moment, that hopeful light in Alex’s eyes began to dim. His classmates walked by his desk one by one, chatting and laughing, but no one stopped. No one placed a card on his desk. Alex’s fingers curled tightly around the cards he had brought, his fists crumpling the edges as he fought to keep the growing knot of sadness in his chest from rising to his throat.

By the time the last student passed him, the air in the room felt stifling. His desk was empty. There were no bright envelopes, candy, or kind words scribbled on a card, just the cold, hard surface staring back at him. Alex’s heart felt heavy, like a cold winter wind had blown through it, leaving a hollow ache.

He could hear the other kids chatting, comparing their piles of cards, and laughing over silly notes. It all seemed to fade into the background, a distant hum as Alex sat there, trying to make himself invisible. He stared down at his stack of Valentines, still gripped tightly, cards meant for classmates who hadn’t even thought of him.

He bit his lip, willing himself not to cry. But the sting of rejection was too strong, the loneliness too deep. It felt as if the room had shrunk, closing in around him, while everyone else moved on, their lives filled with warmth and connection that Alex couldn’t touch.

The teacher’s voice rang out, announcing the end of the Valentine exchange, but Alex barely heard it. All he could think about was the empty space in front of him, the cold feeling in his chest, and the sharp reminder that, once again, he was alone.
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April 1st, 1999
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Alex had woken up that morning with excitement bubbling in his chest. April Fool’s Day was finally here, and he couldn’t wait to join the fun. He had never been much of a prankster, but he thought things might be different this year. Maybe today, the other kids would let him in on their jokes. Perhaps he’d finally feel like he belonged.

The day started like any other. The schoolyard buzzed with energy, kids laughing and whispering about their pranks. Alex stood on the edge of the group, waiting for his chance to be part of it all. But as the morning went on, something changed. The playful excitement in the air began to feel heavy, like a storm gathering on the horizon.

It wasn’t long before the pranks turned on him. First, a group of boys ran up to Alex, their grins wide and mischievous. Before he could even react, they dumped a bucket of cold water over his head, drenching him from head to toe. The icy shock made him gasp, and the boys’ laughter surrounded him. His clothes clung to his skin, and his hair dripped water into his eyes, but the worst part was the laughter. It wasn’t the lighthearted kind—this was sharp, mocking.

He tried to shake it off, telling himself it was just a joke, just part of the day. But as he sat down in his chair later in class, a loud “frrrrt” echoed through the room. Alex’s face flushed bright red as he realized they had slipped a whoopee cushion under his seat. The class laughed, pointing and snickering as Alex sank deeper into his chair, wishing he could disappear.

Then came the silly string. During recess, more kids ganged up on him, spraying neon green and pink string into his hair until it was a sticky, tangled mess. It clung to his clothes and face, and he could barely see through the strands. The other kids giggled and ran off, leaving Alex alone in the schoolyard, his cheeks burning with shame.

He tried to fight back the tears, but they welled up in his eyes, threatening to spill over. The laughter from his classmates echoed in his ears, each giggle and snicker feeling like a sharp jab to his heart. He felt humiliated, a walking target for everyone else’s amusement. 

When the final bell rang, Alex hurried out of school, his eyes cast down, hoping to avoid any more pranks. But as he walked home, his heart heavy and his clothes still sticky from the silly string, he noticed something ahead. A group of kids, those same classmates who had laughed at him all day, were crossing the street toward his house. He could see their grinning faces, and his stomach twisted with dread. 

They were carrying something. As Alex got closer, he saw eggs. His breath caught in his throat. He knew they were up to no good. Panic surged through him, and he broke into a run, his heart pounding. But it was too late. 

The kids caught up to him quickly. The first egg hit him square in the back, the cold yolk splattering across his shirt. Then came another and another. Each egg hit him with a sickening smack, cracking open and leaving trails of yellow slime dripping down his body. The laughter of the other kids was deafening, a cruel chorus that rang in his ears as they pelted him over and over until he was covered in egg yolk and slime, humiliated and broken.

Alex couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. He ran the rest of the way home, his vision blurred with tears, his body trembling from the cold and the shame. The sticky, slimy mess clung to his skin, but what hurt the most was the cruelty—the way they had singled him out, making him the butt of their jokes. 

When he reached his front door, his tears were flowing freely. He fumbled with the doorknob, wanting nothing more than to crawl into his room, away from laughter and pain. 

As he passed through the house to his room, his mother called out to him, but Alex kept going to his room, not answering her. Alex just wanted to be alone and forget about what had just happened.
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July 4th, 1999
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The Fourth of July had always been one of Alex’s favorite days. For weeks, he looked forward to the neighborhood block party, an afternoon filled with laughter, the smell of burgers on the grill, games with friends, and the grand finale of fireworks lighting up the night sky. For the last three years, it had been the highlight of his summer, a day when everything felt perfect when the world seemed a little brighter.

This year, the sun hung high in the sky, casting golden light over the rows of houses, their porches decorated with red, white, and blue streamers. The block was buzzing with activity—neighbors chatting, kids running through sprinklers, and the clatter of dishes being set on picnic tables. With a grin on his face, Alex played tag with a few friends, darting between the parked cars and lawn chairs, his heart pounding excitedly. But as he raced past the driveway, his fun suddenly stopped.

A group of older kids, boys he recognized from school, approached him with smirks plastered across their faces. The day's joy vanished instantly, replaced by a creeping sense of dread. Alex’s stomach tightened as they closed in on him, their eyes cold and predatory. The laughter of his friends faded into the background as these older boys began their assault.

“Look who it is, the little crybaby,” one of them sneered, stepping forward. Before Alex could even think of running, a fist slammed into his stomach, knocking the wind out. The sharp pain rippled through his small frame, and he doubled over, gasping for air. 

Another boy shoved him, and Alex stumbled backward, his legs giving out beneath him as he fell hard onto the ground. The hot pavement scraped against his skin, but the pain in his body was nothing compared to the humiliation that came next. The older boys kicked him while he was down, their laughter echoing around him as he curled into himself, trying to protect his face. 

The other kids, his friends—the ones he had just been playing with—stood frozen, watching silently. None of them stepped in. None of them came to his defense. Alex felt the sting of their betrayal as sharply as the kicks landing against his ribs.

His heart raced in panic, his body trembling, and then it happened—he urinated on himself. The warmth spread across his legs, and he felt the shame crash over him in waves, drowning out everything else. His face burned with humiliation, his tears mixing with the dirt on his cheeks. He wanted to disappear, to melt into the ground so no one could see him like this.

The beating continued, the older kids laughing and calling him names—"Weak,” “Pathetic," “Baby.” The words cut deeper than the punches, leaving scars that wouldn’t heal. Alex squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block it all out, praying for it to stop.

Then, finally, his mother’s voice rang out, sharp and angry, cutting through the chaos.

“Get away from him!” she screamed, rushing across the yard. The boys scattered, taking off in a run as soon as they saw her. Alex lay on the ground, his body aching, his face streaked with tears and dirt. His mom knelt beside him, her hands shaking as she touched his arm gently, checking him for injuries.

“Alex, honey, are you okay?” she asked, her voice soft now but filled with worry. 

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t. The words were stuck in his throat, buried beneath the shame and fear. He just nodded weakly as she helped him to his feet. 

As they made their way toward the house, Alex glanced back toward the party, where people were still laughing and celebrating as if nothing had happened. But his eyes landed on his father, standing by the porch, arms crossed. His father wasn’t rushing toward him. He wasn’t asking if Alex was okay.

Instead, his father just stood there, shaking his head in disappointment.

That look, his father’s silent, disapproving stare, hit Alex harder than any punches. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of his lungs, leaving him hollow. Tears streamed down his face, but he quickly wiped them away, hoping his father didn’t see. 

Inside the house, his mom cleaned him up, her hands gentle as she wiped away the dirt and bandaged his scrapes. But no matter how much she tried to comfort him, that day's
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