SHARING OUR STORIES

PARTNER
RESOURCE

The Drive To College
A Son's Story

For most of my life, | thought my dad just didn't like me very much. | know that sounds harsh.

But when you're a kid, you don't have a lot of explanations available to you. You only have experiences.

And my experience was that my dad was always there, but never really there. He worked hard.

Provided for our family. Never missed a game if he could help it. He wasn't abusive. He wasn't cruel. He wasn't
absent. At least not physically. But emotionally, he felt like he lived behind a wall | could never get through.

I remember watching my friends with their dads and wondering what | was missing. Some of them talked for
hours. Some of them joked around together. Some of them seemed genuinely comfortable with each other.
My dad and | mostly exchanged information. How was school? Fine. How was practice? Good. Need
anything? No. That was about the depth of it. As | got older, | stopped trying. It hurt less that way.

By the time | graduated high school, | had pretty much accepted that this was just who my dad was.

A good provider. A decent man. Not somebody you talked to about anything important.

Not somebody you went to when life got hard. Not somebody who really knew you. And if 'm being honest, |
carried some resentment about that. A lot of resentment, actually. | didn't want money. | didn't want advice.

I wanted a father.

The summer before college, things felt especially strange. Everyone kept talking about this exciting new
chapter. Meanwhile, all | could think was that | was leaving home and | didn't really know the man who raised
me. A few weeks before | left, my dad started meeting with a coach. At the time, | didn't think much about it.

I figured it was another self-improvement thing that adults do. What | didn't know was that he was talking about
things he had spent most of his life avoiding. Things that happened when he was a boy. Things nobody in our
family knew. Things that had shaped him in ways even he didn't fully understand.

The morning we left for college, we loaded the last box into the car and started the drive.

| expected the usual. Sports. Weather. Classes. Traffic. The safe topics. The topics that never went anywhere.
For the first couple of hours, that's exactly what happened. Then something changed.

I still remember it. We were somewhere on a stretch of highway in Illinois with nothing around but fields.

My dad got quiet. Not the normal quiet. A different quiet. The kind where you know somebody is trying to
decide whether or not to say something. Finally he took a deep breath. And started talking.



At first | didn't understand where the conversation was going. Then | realized he was telling me things he had
never told anyone. About the abuse. About the shame. About the fear. About growing up feeling alone.
About carrying secrets for decades. About never learning how to be emotionally close to another person
because nobody had ever shown him how. | sat there staring out the passenger window listening to a man |
thought | knew become a completely different person. The strange thing was that he never used the story as
an excuse. He never said: "This is why I'm not a good father." He never said: "This is why | failed you." He never
asked for sympathy. He simply explained.

For the first time in my life, | understood that my father's distance wasn't rejection. It wasn't a lack of love.

It wasn't that | wasn't important enough. It was pain. Pain he had been carrying long before | was born.

Pain he never learned how to talk about. Pain he thought he was protecting everyone from. By the time we
arrived at campus, nothing had magically changed. We hadn't become best friends. We hadn't solved twenty
years of emotional distance. But something had shifted. For the first time, | felt like | knew him. Not the father.
Not the provider. Not the man behind the wall. The person. And for the first time, I think he felt seen too.

As we unloaded the car, he hugged me. Nothing unusual about that. Except this time it felt different.

It felt real.

Years later, when | think about that drive, | don't remember what we packed. | don't remember what route we
took. I don't remember much about moving into the dorm. What | remember is that somewhere on a highway
between home and college, my father finally let me meet him. And it changed our relationship forever.
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