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The Question

Before you meet them—the captain, the mother, the teenager, the surgeon—I need you to understand something they all believed with perfect certainty:

They did not have a problem.

Not one of them woke up that morning and thought, Today I will destroy a family. They woke up thinking, I’m fine. I’m in control. I can handle it.

That is the lie this book is about. The lie addiction tells you in your own voice. The lie that lets you pour another, hide the bottle, explain away the shaking hands, the missed appointments, the look in your lover’s eyes.

Therapists ask four simple questions. They take ten seconds. They have saved countless lives by catching the lie before the lie catches up.

Ask yourself now.

One: Have you ever felt you should cut down on your drinking?

Two: Have people annoyed you by criticizing your drinking?

Three: Have you ever felt bad or guilty about your drinking?

Four: Have you ever had a drink first thing in the morning to steady your nerves or get rid of a hangover?

If you answered yes to even one, you are standing where they stood. On the precipice. One drink from a decision you can't take back.

The people in this book answered yes. They just kept driving anyway.

Their stories begin now.
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1 shoes in the rain



[image: ]


The rain in Los Angeles never washed anything clean. Sergeant Eleanor Vance stood under the hissing drizzle of a patrol car’s light bar, the plastic hood of her raincoat beading up, her hands numb inside nitrile gloves that were the wrong kind of barrier for this.

It was the shoes she couldn’t stop seeing.

One small, pink sneaker with a light-up butterfly on the heel, lying on its side in the gutter’s sluggish stream. The other was twenty feet away, near a crumpled grocery bag leaking oranges. A man’s brown loafer, scuffed and solid, pinwheeling slowly where it had been flung onto the center median. 

The scene was a sprawling, wet textbook of physics and anatomy, sketched in skid marks, glittering glass, and dark, rain-diluted streaks. But Ellie’s veteran eyes kept returning to the shoes. They were so ordinary.

“Vance.” 

Lieutenant Harlow materialized beside her, his own face a mask of grim endurance. 

“Witness in the bus shelter says a dark sedan, maybe a Crown Vic, moving fast. No plate. Hit them in the crosswalk. Didn’t even brake.”

Ellie nodded, her gaze tracking the brutal geometry. The crosswalk paint was bright white, a cruel joke. The impact point was clear—a spray of debris fanning out from the western line. The family had been almost across. 

“Hit from the west. Threw them east and forward. Sedan continued...” 

She followed the gouge in the asphalt, a deep, angry scar that trailed off around the bend. 

“Driver lost control after. Hit something hard.”

“We’ve got a BOLO out. Every unit in the valley is looking for a damaged dark sedan.” 

Harlow’s radio crackled with static and tense, clipped voices. He turned away, barking orders about the coroner’s ETA.

Ellie moved slowly, her boots splashing through the puddles. She crouched by the pink sneaker. The butterfly was dark. She reached out, not to touch it, but to trace its shape in the air. Five years old, she thought. Maybe six. The mother’s shoe, a practical flat, was under the wreckage of a shopping cart. The father had tried to protect them. His body was furthest out, as if he’d thrown himself in front.

Her own radio, set to a separate channel, squawked. 

“All units, vicinity of Laurel and Tujunga, report of a single-vehicle collision, vehicle into a utility pole. Fire and RA responding. Possible 187 connection.” 

A possible connection to a homicide. Her homicide.

Ellie was moving before Harlow could turn. 

“That’s two miles straight down Tujunga,” she called over her shoulder, already sprinting for her unmarked sedan. “My scene.”

The two-mile drive was a blur of siren and strobing light, her mind holding the image of the pink sneaker superimposed on the wet road. The rain came harder. As she rounded the final bend, she saw the smoking hood of a car, wrapped in a lover’s deadly embrace around a concrete power pole. Wires danced and sparked above. Fire crews were dousing the smoldering engine. And the car, despite the crumpled hood and deployed airbags, was unmistakable.

It was a black-and-white. An LAPD patrol unit.

Her stomach turned to ice. She parked hard, her door flying open into the scent of burnt wiring, coolant, and something else—the coppery tang of blood. A patrol officer she didn’t recognize was standing dumbstruck by his own cruiser’s passenger door. The driver’s side was pinned against the pole.

“Who?” Ellie demanded, her voice harsh.

The young officer just pointed a trembling finger.

Ellie moved to the shattered windshield. The airbag, now deflated, was stained red. And there, slumped against the steering wheel, was Captain Royce Braxton. His head was lolled to the side, a cut on his temple oozing. His uniform shirt was disheveled. And even through the chemical stink of the airbag and the rain, through the closed window, she caught it—the sweet, cloying, unmistakable smell of bourbon.

“Get the jaws,” she heard herself say, her voice flat. “Now.”

It took the fire crew ten minutes to peel the door open. Royce Braxton was alive, moaning softly, his breath a toxic cloud. As they extracted him onto a backboard, his eyes fluttered open. They were glassy, unfocused, swimming in a deep, dumb confusion.

“Royce,” Ellie said, her face close to his. “Captain. It’s Ellie Vance. Do you know what you did?”

His brows furrowed, a child struggling with a hard sum. 

“Vance? What... station... call the station. Tell them I’m... delayed.” 

His words were thick, slurred.

A firefighter handed her the contents of the footwell: Braxton’s service weapon in its holster, his baton, and a heavy, half-empty glass flask with a monogrammed ‘B’. It felt like a stone in her gloved hand.

The paramedics loaded him into the ambulance. The young patrol officer finally found his voice. 

“Sarge... the scene back there... was it...?”

“A family of four,” Ellie said, not looking at him, staring at the flask. “In the crosswalk.”

The officer turned and vomited into the gutter.

*_*_*_*

At the hospital, under the fluorescent glare of the ER, Braxton was treated, blood-drawn, and placed in a private room with a uniformed officer outside—a formality that felt like a sick parody. The watch commander arrived, face ashen. Internal Affairs was notified. The machinery began to grind.

Ellie stood in the hallway, her raincoat dripping a puddle on the linoleum. She held the evidence bag containing the flask. She thought of the procedural steps: the blood draw, the chain of custody, the administrative leave, the union rep, the inevitable, slow crawl of justice. It all felt abstract, distant. The only things that felt real were the pink sneaker in the rain and the smell of bourbon in the crushed cruiser.

Harlow found her there. 

“His BAC just came back. Point one-eight.” 

He ran a hand over his face. 

“Jesus, Ellie. A captain.”

“The family?” Ellie asked, though she knew.

“Pronounced. All four. Names are Melendez. Mateo, Elena, Luca, Sofia.” 

Each name was a hammer blow.

She finally moved, walking down the sterile hall to Braxton’s room. The officer at the door nodded and let her in. The Captain was handcuffed to the bed rail, a concession to the enormity of what was coming. The booze was metabolizing, leaving behind the raw, trembling wreck of a man. His eyes were clearer now, and they were filled with a dawning, abysmal horror.

“Ellie?” he whispered.

She didn’t sit. She stood at the foot of the bed, a statue of judgment in a damp coat. She held up the evidence bag with the flask. 

“This was in your car, Royce.”

He stared at it, then closed his eyes, a tear tracking through the grime on his cheek. 

“I just... I had a few at the retirement thing. For Callahan. I was fine.”

“You killed a family, Captain. A mother, a father, an eight-year-old boy, and a five-year-old girl. You left the station after ‘a few,’ got behind the wheel of a city-owned vehicle, and you erased them.”

A raw, animal sound escaped his throat. 

“No... no, that's not... I didn't see them!”

“You were drunk,” she said, her voice quiet, final. “You didn’t see anything until it was too late. Now you will. For the rest of your life, you will see them.”

She turned to leave, the paperwork for his formal arrest waiting. As her hand touched the door handle, his voice, broken and




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ONE DRINK
FROM HELL

A MOTIVATIONAL NOVEL

s A \
Y | \ =
o A5 N
? . =
Ve 7 . -

JERRIMIAH STONECASTLE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
STONECASTLE

&

PUBLICATIONS





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





