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Chapter 1: His Addiction, My Childhood

The first time I realized something was wrong, I was just a kid.

At that age, you don’t know what addiction is. You don’t understand the chemical grip of a substance, or how it turns someone into a ghost of themselves. But you understand pain. You understand silence. You understand when love starts feeling like fear.

My father had a way of disappearing even when he was physically present. At first, it was in small moments—his eyes drifting off during conversations, his temper snapping over nothing, the shift in his voice that went from warm to cold like a flipped switch. I didn't have the vocabulary then, but now I know what I was seeing: the early stages of addiction creeping into our home.

We lived in a modest neighborhood where things looked decent from the outside—but the inside of that house told a different story. My mom tried to hold everything together with the kind of strength that only a mother could carry, especially when she’s standing in the ruins of the life she dreamed about. But no matter how many meals she made, or how many smiles she forced, the tension in the air was something none of us could ignore.

It wasn’t until one day, when I went looking for something as simple as food, that I stumbled into a world I wasn’t supposed to see. My mom wasn’t home. I knocked on their bedroom door softly, then pushed it open. What I saw on the bed stopped me in my tracks.

There it was—laid out casually like it belonged there: pills, needles, plastic bags, a lighter, and something in foil I didn’t recognize. I froze. My heart thudded in my chest, and even as a child, I knew I wasn’t supposed to be seeing this. He turned and saw me, his face dazed, then angry. I mumbled something—maybe “sorry”—and backed out of the room like I had just opened the door to hell.

That night, I didn’t eat. I didn’t sleep. I just sat in my room, the image of that bed replaying over and over again in my mind like a movie I couldn’t turn off. I didn’t know exactly what I had seen, but I knew it wasn’t right. I knew it wasn’t normal. And I knew, without question, that something inside my dad had changed for good.

I started noticing more after that. The nodding off at random times. The slurred words. The unexplained rage. The way he’d vanish for hours—or days—and return like nothing had happened. Sometimes he was calm. Sometimes he was violent. Sometimes he wasn’t there at all.

I never told anyone—not right away. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I was afraid. Afraid of what would happen to my mom if she left. Afraid of being taken away from her. Afraid of being blamed. I didn’t know who I could trust, so I said nothing. I carried it.

School was my escape, but even there, I was distant. I was quiet. I wasn’t the kid raising my hand or laughing in the halls—I was the one with too much weight in his eyes. I sat at lunch tables while my mind wandered back home. I hated group projects. I hated open house nights. I hated when people asked questions about my “dad,” because I didn’t know how to lie but I couldn’t tell the truth either.

The worst part? No one asked. Not really. Not in the way that would’ve made me open up. I was surviving in silence, and no one could hear me scream from under all that pretending.

Eventually, it got worse—too bad for my mom to hide anymore. The fights became louder, more violent, and more frequent. There were nights we had to leave. Nights when the police showed up. Nights when I covered my ears under the blanket while my brothers cried and chaos filled the house. My mom, bless her, found the strength to leave. I watched her pack everything we could carry. I watched her try to stay calm even though her hands were shaking. I watched her walk away from a man she once loved, holding the hands of her sons like we were the only thing she had left.

That was the last time I saw him.

No goodbye. No explanation. Just gone.

But even in his absence, he haunted me. His addiction didn’t leave when he did. It lingered. In the way I avoided conflict. In the way I checked the locks twice every night. In the way I panicked at loud voices. In the way I thought maybe one day, he’d come back.

Looking back, I know now that was the moment my childhood ended—not the day he left, but the day I saw that bed full of evidence. That day I realized I was never going to have a normal dad. That day I learned how to survive instead of how to live.

His addiction wasn’t just his.

It was mine, too.

Because every time he got high, I got hurt.
Every time he disappeared, I had to hold the pieces.
Every time he lied, I had to live in the truth.
This wasn’t just his addiction.
It was my childhood.
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Chapter 2: The Silence That Followed
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You’d think that once he was gone, everything would feel lighter. That the tension would leave the room with him, and we’d finally be able to breathe. But it didn’t. Because even after the yelling stopped, the silence was just as loud.

We moved into a new place—smaller, quieter, emptier. It was supposed to be a fresh start. That’s what people always say when they don’t know what else to call survival. But fresh starts don’t erase the memories. They don’t stop the flashbacks. They don’t cancel out the years you spent walking on eggshells, afraid to breathe too loud.

My mom was exhausted, but she never stopped trying. I saw the weight she carried in her eyes, in the way she moved through rooms like she was holding in a scream. She did everything to protect us, but no one was protecting her. And in some ways, I felt like I had to grow up just to keep her standing.

We didn’t talk about what had happened. Not really. It was like this invisible agreement—don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t relive it. But trauma doesn’t care if you speak it out loud. It lives in your body. It shows up in your sleep, in your temper, in the way you shut down when people get too close.

I remember nights where I’d sit in the dark and wonder if I was going to turn out like him. If anger was something passed down like eye color. If I was cursed. If I’d ever be able to have a normal family, or if I was too broken to deserve one.

School didn’t get better—it got harder. I couldn’t focus. I’d zone out for minutes at a time, stuck in memories that came out of nowhere. Teachers thought I was lazy. Other kids thought I was weird. But none of them saw what I saw. None of them had a father who turned into a stranger. None of them had packed their lives into bags and watched their mother cry in silence while pretending to be strong.

Even when life got “calmer,” I was still in survival mode. Still watching doors. Still checking facial expressions. Still afraid that peace wasn’t permanent.

And that’s the thing they don’t tell you about getting out.
Just because you escape the person doesn’t mean you escape the pain.
Leaving him didn’t end the story.
It was just the next chapter of damage.
People talk about recovery like it’s a straight line. Like once you’re “free,” you start healing. But what they don’t say is how easy it is to carry the abuse with you. In the way you love. In the way you panic. In the way you blame yourself even when it’s not your fault.

I didn’t miss him.
But I missed the version of him I used to believe in.
And that might’ve been worse.
I never told my mom about the bed. About the needles. About the time I saw him light up and pretend it was nothing. I didn’t want to hurt her more. I didn’t want to remind her of the man who broke her. So I stayed quiet.

But the silence... it screamed.

It screamed in my chest every time someone asked, “Where’s your dad?”
It screamed in my bones when I saw other kids with both parents at school plays.
It screamed in my mind every night I laid awake wondering how things turned out this way.
And that’s when I realized—
You don’t need someone to still be in your life for them to keep breaking you.
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