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Chapter 1


Frank Wilcox sat in his cramped, cigarette-stained apartment, listening to the refrigerator wheeze like an old man on his deathbed. The thing had been on its last legs for months now, groaning in protest every time the compressor kicked in, but Frank figured it still had a few days left—more than he could say for himself. 
The kitchen table was buried under unopened bills, red-stamped notices stacked like a deck of losing hands. The worst one was taped to the wall where he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t seen it. NOTICE OF EVICTION. FINAL WARNING. The words glared at him in blocky, no-nonsense font, a bureaucratic slap to the face. He scratched at the stubble on his jaw, reached for his pack of cigarettes, and pulled one out with fingers that had started to shake more than he liked.
He didn’t bother lighting it. Just rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the paper soften, the tobacco shift inside like dry leaves. The television was on, casting jittery blue light across the dingy walls, but he wasn’t watching it. Some late-night infomercial promising a New Life! New You! with just three easy payments of $49.99. A miracle cure for the kind of rot that had already taken root in Frank’s soul.
He exhaled, a breath that felt like surrender.
God, he missed Mikey. Missed his son’s laughter, the way he used to curl up next to him on the couch, little hands wrapped around Frank’s arm like he never wanted to let go. But he had let go. Or rather, she had pried Mikey away like a souvenir from a place she’d never visit again.
Frank stood, suddenly unable to sit still, and paced the narrow apartment, the floor creaking beneath his bare feet. The walls seemed to close in around him, stained with nicotine and the ghosts of better days. His reflection in the window caught his eye, a vague, blurred shape against the night beyond, and for a second, he didn’t recognize himself. The hollow eyes. The sagging face. The weight of absence pressing into his bones.
He dragged a hand down his face, then turned away from the window. He knew what lay beyond. The empty parking lot. The streetlights buzzing like dying insects. The world, cold and indifferent, moving on without him.
The cigarette bent between his fingers. His stomach turned.
The refrigerator rattled again, a phlegmy cough in the silence. It was the only thing in this place that still had the energy to fight.
Outside, the city moved on without him. It didn’t even notice he was missing.
He could hear it though—cars rolling smooth over wet pavement, their drivers cocooned in warmth and certainty, wrapped in lives that still made sense. The kind of lives where the heat always worked, the fridge was stocked, and the bank account had more than just ghosts in it. High-rises glowed with money and power, golden light spilling out of penthouses and corner offices, proof that someone up there had figured it all out. Someone who hadn’t fumbled the ball the way Frank had.
From his window, he could see the penthouse of the Monroe Tower, a sleek glass-and-steel behemoth that sneered down at the city like a king surveying his kingdom. Frank had been inside once, back when he still had a name that meant something, when his handshake was firm, his suit pressed, and his pockets heavy with hope. It had been a charity gala—one of those swanky affairs where the wine cost more than his current rent and nobody had to check their bank balance before ordering a steak. He remembered the way the light pooled in those high-ceilinged rooms, bouncing off marble floors, the air thick with money and perfume, as if the people who lived there were soaked in success.
That was the dream, wasn’t it? The goddamn American Dream. He’d chased it hard—working late, missing bedtime stories and school recitals, all in the name of something bigger. He told himself it was for them, for his family. For Mikey. The house in the suburbs with the picture-perfect lawn, the car that never coughed black smoke when it started, the Christmas mornings that looked like something out of a Hallmark movie.
And for a little while, he’d had it. A taste, at least.
Then came the cracks. The layoffs. The second mortgage. The arguments that started over small things—the way he left his shoes by the door, how he chewed too loud—and grew into screaming matches about bills, about responsibility, about the kind of man he was turning into. About failure.
And then one day, it was gone. The house, the car, the wife who had once kissed him like he was the only man on earth. Gone.
He took a drag from his cigarette, but the bitter smoke did nothing to loosen the knot in his gut. He wanted it back. God, he wanted it back. He’d give anything—anything—to rewind time, to make different choices, to somehow pry open the clenched fist of fate and take hold of what had slipped through his fingers.
But that wasn’t how it worked. The world didn’t give second chances. It just kept moving, like the cars below, rolling smooth over wet pavement, never looking back.
The phone on the counter buzzed again. A sharp, vibrating rattle against the cheap laminate, like an insect trapped under a glass. Frank didn’t move. Didn’t need to. He already knew who it was.
Not a friend. Not family. Those stopped calling a long time ago.
This was the bank. Or maybe the credit card company. Or the collection agency that had bought his debt for pennies on the dollar and now wanted their pound of flesh. It didn’t matter which. They all sounded the same—polite but firm, patient but merciless. 
“Mr. Wilcox, we need to discuss your outstanding balance.”
“Mr. Wilcox, failure to make a payment will result in legal action.”
“Mr. Wilcox, please contact us immediately to avoid further penalties.”
He watched the screen flash, the familiar 1-800 number glowing like a tiny, digital executioner’s hood, and let it go to voicemail.
What were they gonna say that he didn’t already know? That he was drowning? That they were out of patience? That the American Dream—the gleaming house, the sturdy 401(k), the weekends spent grilling in the backyard while your happy, whole family laughed—was nothing more than a sucker’s bet, and he’d lost?
Yeah, he knew. He knew it better than anyone.
He ground out his cigarette in an overflowing ashtray, the butt joining a graveyard of half-smoked remnants. The ashes were starting to spill over the sides, tiny gray ghosts of a man who used to have a future. He ran a hand through his thinning hair and let out a breath that felt like it had been sitting in his chest for years.
Mikey.
His stomach twisted at the thought of his son, a sharp, icepick stab of pain that never dulled. That was the real loss. Not the money, not the house, not the job that had chewed him up and spit him out like gristle. Mikey. The only thing he’d ever really loved. The only thing that made waking up in the morning feel like it mattered.
But Mikey wasn’t here. Mikey was somewhere else, tucked into a warm bed in a house that wasn’t Frank’s, calling someone else Dad.
And Frank? Frank was just a ghost, haunting the ruins of the life he’d lost, waiting for the walls to finally cave in.
“There’s gotta be a way out,” he muttered, but the words felt hollow, like a prayer spoken to an empty church. Like he was the only one left in the congregation, kneeling on splintered pews, begging for salvation that would never come.
His gaze swept across the apartment, the rotting husk of his life. The peeling wallpaper curled away from the drywall like old skin. The kitchen light flickered erratically, casting jumpy shadows across the ceiling, as if the place itself was as restless as he was. The garbage bag by the door sagged, filled with beer cans, cigarette butts, and the remnants of meals he could barely afford. It had been sitting there for three days because, really, what was the point?
The whole damn place stank—stale smoke, sour sweat, the ghost of whiskey spilled on the floorboards and never properly cleaned up.
He was drowning.
And no one was throwing him a lifeline.
Not the bank, with its robotic phone calls and impossible demands. Not his ex-wife, who had packed up their son and left him like last night’s trash. Not the goddamn universe, which had chewed him up, spit him out, and moved on without so much as a backward glance.
Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed, cutting through the night like a blade. Someone else was in trouble. Someone else was losing. At least he wasn’t alone in that.
Frank’s eyes drifted back to the eviction notice, its ink dark and final, a tombstone in paperwork form. Maybe there was no way out. Maybe the only way was down.
That thought slithered through his mind, cold and heavy, curling around his ribs like a fist. His heart pounded, a slow, deliberate beat, like footsteps leading him somewhere he wasn’t sure he wanted to go.
His hands twitched. His throat tightened.
Frank let out a long, shuddering breath, ran his tongue across his dry lips, and whispered, "I need a drink."
It was the only thing left that could quiet the noise. The only thing that could make the walls stop closing in.
And tonight, he needed that more than ever.
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Chapter 2


The bar smelled like sweat, old beer, and the kind of bad decisions that crawled home with you and never left. The floor was sticky, a thin layer of spilled drinks and regret ground into the tile, and the air was thick with the sour tang of whiskey breath and the low hum of voices trying to forget themselves. The place had that familiar haze, not just from the cigarette smoke curling near the ceiling, but from the kind of exhaustion that clung to the regulars—men who had nowhere else to be and nothing better to do. 
Frank sat hunched over a glass of cheap whiskey, rolling it between his fingers, watching the amber liquid slosh like something alive. The first sip burned its way down, a slow fire licking through his throat, curling hot and mean in his gut. His stomach clenched in protest, but his mind sighed, sinking into that first hint of numbness like a man stepping into a warm bath.
He took another sip, slower this time, letting the heat spread through his limbs, softening the sharp edges of his thoughts. The headache that had been drilling into his skull all day eased just enough to make him think maybe, just maybe, this was the cure. Maybe if he drank enough, he could silence the thoughts clawing at the back of his brain—the bills, the bank, the hollow space where Mikey used to be.
The neon OPEN 24 HOURS sign outside the window buzzed and flickered, slicing the room into jagged streaks of red and blue light. It cast his reflection in the bar mirror, distorted and ghostly, making him look even worse than he felt. Hollow-eyed. Drawn. A man who had lost too much and was damn near out of things to lose.
Behind him, the bartender wiped a damp rag over the counter in slow, absentminded circles, the way you’d polish a coffin before lowering it into the ground. A couple of stools down, a guy in a stained flannel shirt nursed a beer, eyes glazed, staring at the television mounted in the corner. Some late-night news anchor droned on about the economy, the job market, things that didn’t mean a damn to the people here. The only market they cared about was the one that sold liquor, the only economy that mattered was how far they could stretch their last twenty bucks before payday.
Frank downed another sip, let the whiskey settle deep in his bones, heavy and warm, pressing down on the panic clawing at his chest. He wasn’t drunk yet. But he would be.
He had to be.
Across from him, Benny Malone was halfway into a bottle of whatever bottom-shelf poison they poured here, grinning like he had just pulled the wool over the devil’s eyes. He had the look of a man who’d had his ass kicked by life and learned to enjoy it—or at least pretend to. His skin was leathered
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