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    This is dedicated to Erica...I told you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I had enough, it's been a long week and I wanna cuss!" - Steve

      

    


Introduction: The Perfect Lie
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The Woman in the Mirror

I can't remember if I slept. The bathroom mirror shows me a face I almost don't recognize—pupils swallowing the color, skin the shade of old dishwater, a thin film of sweat gathering at my hairline even though the house is freezing. My heart is still running. It's been running for hours, a trapped bird slamming against my ribs, and I can feel each beat in my throat, in my temples, in the tips of my fingers curled around the edge of the sink. The ceramic is cold. I grip it harder, waiting for the world to stop tilting.

Down the hall, my husband Steve breathes in the slow rhythm of someone who has no idea his wife is wide awake and coming down from a high that started twelve hours ago. The clock on my phone says 5:47 a.m. In forty-three minutes, his alarm will go off. In forty-three minutes, I have to be the woman he married. I have to walk into the kitchen, pour coffee, ask about his day before it's even started, and laugh at the right moments. I have to be normal.

The word normal feels like a joke I tell myself. A joke I've been telling for twenty years.

I turn on the faucet and splash cold water on my face. It doesn't help. Nothing helps except the thing I can't do right now—the thing I promised myself I wouldn't do again until tonight, when the house goes dark and quiet and I can slip into the bathroom with the lock clicked shut and the pipe pressed to my lips like a secret. That's the only time I feel human. The only time my thoughts stop screaming at each other long enough for me to breathe without effort.

I lift my head and stare at the woman in the mirror. She stares back, and I hate her. I hate how good she is at this. How she can stand in a room full of people and smile while her insides are on fire. How she can kiss her husband goodnight with meth still burning in her veins and he never, not once, suspects a thing. She's a masterpiece of deception, and she is also falling apart in the most ordinary, invisible ways.

My hands are shaking now. Not the subtle tremor I can hide by folding laundry or gripping a coffee mug—the big shakes, the ones that come when the drug is leaving my system and taking my composure with it. I press my palms flat against the counter and count backward from ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. By the time I reach one, the shaking has slowed, but my heart is still a wild animal throwing itself against the cage of my chest.
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Twenty Years of Shadows

Twenty years. Two decades of hiding in plain sight while my husband built a life next to a stranger. Steve knows what brand of toothpaste I like, knows I can't stand the sound of people chewing, knows I cry at commercials with dogs in them. But he doesn't know that I keep a glass pipe wrapped in an old sock inside a tampon box at the back of the bathroom cabinet. He doesn't know that the "headaches" I complain about are really comedowns, or that the "late nights working on the budget" were just me sitting in the dark, waiting for his breathing to deepen so I could disappear into the only version of myself that feels real.

Our house is a split-level in a neighborhood where people wave when you check the mail. We have a front porch with a swing. We host Fourth of July barbecues. We have framed wedding photos on the mantle and a son named Atreal who is seventeen and sharp enough to notice things I pray he never sees. On paper, we are the family everyone wants to be. In reality, I am a woman who hasn't slept more than three hours a night in years because sleep means surrendering control, and control is the only thing keeping the whole structure from collapsing.

I learned early that the secret to hiding addiction is not in the big lies—those are too easy to spot. It's in the small, boring details that no one bothers to question. The tampon box. The locked bathroom door that I've trained everyone to accept as "Mom needs a minute." The grocery store trips that take forty-five minutes instead of twenty because I'm meeting a dealer in the parking lot of a dollar store three towns over. The constant, exhausting vigilance of making sure every inconsistency has an explanation and every explanation sounds too mundane to be false.

But the cost of living like this is not something you can see in a bank statement or a medical chart—at least not at first. The cost is in the energy it takes to maintain the fiction. The way your mind splits into two parallel tracks: the one that's present in the conversation, and the one that's cataloging alibis, rehearsing answers, scanning for threats. You learn to sleep with one eye open. You learn to hear footsteps before they reach the door. You learn that paranoia isn't a side effect of the drug—it's a survival skill, and you get very, very good at it.
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The Crack in the Facade

Last Tuesday, something happened that I can't stop replaying. I was standing in the kitchen, chopping onions for dinner, when my friend Sarah stopped by unannounced. She does that sometimes—just walks in through the garage door like she lives here, because she practically does. We've known each other since Atreal was in diapers. She knows my coffee order and my mother's maiden name and the way I take my eggs. She does not know about the meth.

She leaned against the counter and watched me chop, and for a while we talked about nothing—the HOA meeting, the price of gas, whether Atreal was going to try out for band again. Normal things. Safe things. Then she tilted her head and said, "Erica, you look exhausted. Like, more than tired. Are you okay?"

The question landed in my chest like a stone dropped into still water. My hand stopped moving. The knife hovered over the cutting board. For three full seconds, I could not think of a single thing to say, and in those three seconds, I saw something flicker across Sarah's face. Concern that bordered on recognition. The kind of look you give someone when you're starting to suspect that what you're seeing isn't just a bad week—it's something darker, something that has been building for a long time.

I recovered. I always recover. I laughed and waved the knife and said something about the new mattress we bought being too firm, and Sarah laughed too, but the laugh didn't reach her eyes. She left ten minutes later, and I stood at the sink gripping the counter until my knuckles went white, replaying the conversation on a loop, cataloging every micro-expression, every pause, every inflection. Did she know? Could she possibly know? Or was I just so deep in my own paranoia that I was seeing threats where there were none?

The truth is, I've been asking myself that question for two decades. And I am so tired of not knowing the answer. I am so tired of living in the gap between what
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