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To every warrior who fought the good fight and finished the race —who chose sobriety one day at a time, even when it hurt, even when no one noticed,
even when the world kept trying to pull them back.
This book is for those who died clean, died free, and died brave. Your story didn’t end in addiction — it ended in victory. We honor your fight. We carry your torch. You mattered. You still matter.

And you are finally home.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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M

ason Riley used to think he was in control. Senior Vice President at Radcliffe Financial. Corner office with a view of the skyline. A title that made his parents beam with pride and strangers nod with respect. Employees answered to him. Deadlines bent to him. Even the two-finger pour of bourbon he kept in his desk drawer bowed to his command — or so he thought.

He wore his success like armor. Behind the tailored suits and sharp smiles, the drinks stacked up. One after work to “unwind.” One at dinner to “relax.” A few more at night to “sleep.” Somewhere along the way, the lines blurred. The drinks stopped being a choice. They started being a need.

The first time Radcliffe Financial quietly sent him to an exclusive rehab in Malibu, Mason treated it like a spa retreat. He left after a day, claiming he was “fine.” The second time, a month later, they paid for another facility in Arizona. He stayed two days that time — long enough to shake, vomit, and threaten a nurse who tried to take his phone. By the third time, the patience wore thin. HR called it a “last chance opportunity.” Mason called it “bullshit”.

The final straw came the morning of the biggest quarterly review of his career. Mason woke up at 11:47 a.m., fully clothed on his living room floor, the smell of whiskey seeping from his pores. Ten missed calls. Two dozen messages. One meeting he would never walk into.

When he finally answered the phone, his supervisor’s voice was cold, clipped:  

“Don’t bother coming in, Mason. We wish you the best.”

They hung up before he could respond. He sat there, staring at the dead line. His hand trembled, but not from grief — from withdrawal. In the murky stew of his alcohol-soaked brain, Mason Riley began to spin the situation like a child refusing to believe in consequences.

They didn’t really mean it.

It was just a bad day. A mistake. It would pass.

They’d remember who he was — what he had done for them.

He clung to one glowing memory: the big account he landed three years ago. Three years. It might as well have been three lifetimes. His performance since then had nosedived so badly even the janitor joked behind his back that Mason spent more time in the bathroom than in the boardroom. But Mason hadn’t noticed. Or hadn’t cared.

Now, in his rattling skull, a brilliant plan formed. He would put on his commanding power suit — the gray Armani that cost more than his first car — shave, slick back his hair, and storm into the office. He would remind them who they were dealing with. He would demand his job back. And if they hesitated? He would slam his employment contract down on the desk like a thunderclap and threaten to sue the whole damn company.

He pictured it: the gasps, the hurried apologies, the reinstatement. Maybe even a promotion for the “misunderstanding.”

Fueled by this fantasy, Mason showered — a shaky, half-hearted attempt — nicked himself shaving, threw on his best suit (ignoring the alcohol stains he could never quite scrub out), and staggered into a cab headed for Radcliffe Financials’ gleaming marble headquarters.

As he stepped through the revolving glass doors, a wave of nostalgia hit him like a drug. The polished floors. The faint smell of furniture polish and money. Home.

“Officer Richard!” Mason barked, forcing a grin as he approached the security desk.

Richard, the gray-haired, affable guard who’d been posted there for decades, smiled warmly. He hadn’t read the morning’s email — the one that warned under no circumstances to let Mason Riley back into the building.

“Mr. Riley! Looking sharp, sir,” Richard said, stepping aside and tapping his badge on the gate.

Mason flashed a self-satisfied smirk. 

See? Nothing’s changed. They love me here.

He strutted across the lobby toward the elevators, ready for his triumphant return. Twenty minutes later, Richard would be fired. Because it took three additional security guards to drag Mason, cursing, slurring, and swinging weak fists, out of the building. He screamed about wrongful termination. He screamed about betrayal. He screamed about a lawsuit that would “gut them alive.”

Nobody listened. 

Nobody cared.

He stumbled out onto the sidewalk, the breath knocked out of him, his suit rumpled and torn at the sleeve. Mason shook his trembling fist at the glittering tower of glass and steel behind him.

“You’ll hear from my lawyer, you sons of bitches!” he roared.

But he didn’t go to a lawyer. His legs carried him, almost by muscle memory, two blocks down to O’Malley’s Bar, the dingy watering hole where he’d killed more dreams than he’d care to admit. The place where he had always been somebody — if only because he could drink anyone else under the table.

Eight hours later, Mason wasn’t standing proud in a courtroom or an office. He was lying face-down in an alley, bleeding from his nose, with a fresh black eye courtesy of Tiny — the 6’5”, 300-pound bouncer who earned his ironic nickname by making drunks like Mason fly through doors without breaking a sweat.

The last thing Mason remembered before darkness swallowed him was Tiny’s deep, grumbling voice:

“Go home, man. You’re done here.”

But Mason Riley had no home. Not anymore. Only the wreckage he’d built, and the pit he was sinking deeper into. Tomorrow — if he made it to tomorrow — would be Day One. But first, he had to survive the night.

*_*_*_*

By some miracle, Mason was able to drive himself home without killing someone or getting another DUI. When he stumbled pass the doorman and into his high-rise corporate apartment, still woozy from the bar brawl and the concrete alley, he barely noticed the first bad sign: the key fob didn’t work on the elevator.

He slammed it against the elevator sensor three, four times — nothing. Finally, the lobby security came over, smirking behind their ties.

“Sir,” one of them said, overly polite, “your lease has been terminated. Company property. You need to vacate the building.”

Mason roared back, his voice hoarse from drinking and screaming. 

“Terminated? You can’t terminate my lease! I live here!”

The argument quickly drew a small audience: residents pretending not to watch, security guards trading bets on how long before he got cuffed.

In the middle of his tirade, Mason caught something out of the corner of his eye — flashing hazard lights and a thick chain being tightened around the sleek black body of his beloved Mercedes-Benz.

Blink of An Eye Towing & Wrecking Service, written in bold, mocking letters on the side of the truck, had arrived with sniper-like timing.

He sprinted through the doors, elbowing past a cluster of security trying to block him.

“Hey, Mr. Riley!” shouted William, the doorman Mason never tipped. 

The old man was practically gleeful, pointing down the street.  

“Looks like they’re repossessing your Benz too!”

Mason’s heart dropped into his shoes. 

He broke into a dead run across the concrete, yelling, “That's MY CAR, you assholes!”

But it was too late. He reached the curb just in time to watch the tow truck make the corner, the back of the Mercedes bobbing mockingly behind it like a severed trophy.

In a fit of pure rage and helplessness, Mason hurled his car keys down onto the pavement so hard the fob exploded into jagged plastic pieces.

“MOTHERFUCKER!” he screamed, his voice echoing off the glass and steel canyons of downtown.

Behind him, the lobby security laughed — not behind hands this time, but openly, full-throated, a pack of jackals smelling blood. Something in Mason snapped. He spun around, murder in his glassy, bloodshot eyes, and lunged back toward the entrance, shoving the first guard aside. That’s when he felt a firm hand clamp down on his shoulder.

Without thinking — without seeing — Mason threw a wild punch behind him. A punch that landed squarely on the stone-cut jaw of Patrolman Michael Walsh, who had been strolling his beat when he saw the commotion and decided to intervene.

The blow bounced off Walsh like a fly hitting a windshield. The cop’s expression didn’t even change. Mason barely had time to register what he’d done before Walsh’s nightstick snapped forward with brutal precision, tapping Mason once — just once — on the side of the head. Lights out.

When Mason came to, the world was spinning again — this time from the inside of a rank city drunk tank, his head pounding in agony. As the haze lifted, he realized someone was standing over him, arms crossed, shaking his head with a mixture of disgust and pity.

It was Danny Gleason — his best friend, his last real friend — holding a pink slip of paperwork and a tired, defeated look.

“Jesus, Mason,” Danny muttered, tossing a brown paper bag containing Mason’s watch and wallet onto the bench beside him. “You just had to make it harder.”

Mason tried to sit up, wincing.

“You bailed me out?” he croaked.

Danny snorted. 

“Yeah. Congratulations. You’re officially too broke to fail.”

Mason leaned his head back against the cold cement wall and laughed — a broken, hollow sound.

“Ready to talk now?” Danny asked, voice low but firm. “Ready to stop acting like this isn’t real?”

Mason didn’t answer.  He didn’t need to. The train wreck was real. The pit was real. And if he didn’t start clawing his way out soon, it would bury him alive. Danny Gleason — his oldest friend, the best man at his wedding, the one who bailed him out more times than he deserved, looked down into Mason’s hollow eyes and at  his sunken cheeks.

“Do you want your life back?” he asked.

Mason shrugged. 

“I don’t care.”

The slap came hard and fast — open palm, stinging, not angry but desperate.  

“Your wife, whose storybook marriage you destroyed, cares. Your kids, who have asked me for the past three picnics, barbeques, and Christmas why there father doesn’t show up, care. And somewhere under all this...” 

Danny paused, taking in a deep breath.

“Somewhere under all this I know you care too. You just forgot how to show it.”

Mason said nothing for an uncomfortable moment. His lip trembled as he struggled to find a reply that wouldn’t invite an even harder slap to his already battered face.

“Thanks but I’ve lost the last thing I cared about, and now I have no roof over my head.”

“Well, over the past twenty years it’s felt like you’ve had a second home in my house,” Danny said, begrudgingly. “I think my marriage can survive a few days with you until I can get you into John Camp’s Cooler. Now, get your stank ass up. We’re going to take you home to shower, get some clean clothes on, and then we’re going to drive upstate to meet John Camp.”

Mason tried to smirk, but the weight behind Danny’s words sank like stones in his gut. Because Mason knew exactly what Danny meant.

For twenty years, Danny and his wife Elizabeth had been dragged into the storm that was Mason Riley’s life. Twenty years of 1:00 a.m. phone calls — desperate and slurred — asking for a ride home because Mason had wrapped his car around yet another telephone pole. Twenty years of Danny leaving warm beds and crying children to play cleanup crew for Mason’s disasters.

There were nights when Mason wasn’t the one calling. It was Rita, near tears, begging Danny to come over because Mason had passed out drunk on their living room floor again, and she was threatening to take the kids and leave unless someone got him out of there.

And then there were the other nights — the ones that still made Danny clench his fists.  The ones when Mason would show up on their doorstep, reeking of booze and cheap perfume, grinning like a fool, needing an alibi after picking up some floozy at O’Malley’s and disappearing into a sleazy motel.

And every time, Danny had made excuses for him. Covered for him. Picked him up, dusted him off, and pushed him back into the world. But the last time — the last time was different.

Mason had stumbled to their house after midnight, hammered out of his mind. Before Elizabeth could even get the door fully open, he lurched inside and vomited all over her freshly stained hardwood floors, the ones she’d spent weeks refinishing by hand. Elizabeth stood there frozen, the bile rising in her throat not just from the smell but from twenty years of swallowed anger finally clawing its way up.

And when Danny helped Mason into the bathroom, wiped up the mess, and tried to calm her down — tried, once again, to smooth it over — Elizabeth finally broke. Her voice didn’t shake. Her eyes didn’t tear up. Her hands didn’t tremble.

She simply looked Danny square in the face and said, “Either that fucking drunk goes...or I and the kids go.”

There was no fight after that. No negotiation. No compromise. For the first time, Danny realized Mason Riley wasn’t just hurting himself anymore. He was poisoning everything around him.

For the first time in his adult life, Mason sat there, silent, feeling like a child waiting for directions he couldn’t even imagine yet. He turned to Danny, voice cracking more from fear than from the hangover.

“So...what happens now? I mean...after we get to your place? How am I supposed to get my stuff out of my apartment? How am I gonna get around with no car? The towed my fucking baby tonight, Danny. What about my credit card bills and how do I pay my child support with no job?”

The words tumbled out faster and faster, a growing tidal wave of problems he could no longer outrun. Danny let him finish. Then he slowed the car down, pulling onto the shoulder under the buzzing orange glow of a streetlight. He shifted the gear into park and turned to face Mason fully.

“You really ready to stop going downhill” Danny asked, voice low and deadly serious. “You really ready to get your life back?”

Mason swallowed hard and nodded automatically. 

“Yeah. Yes.”

“Don’t lie to me, Mason,” Danny snapped. “This isn’t about words anymore. You willing to give up control? Turn your life over to somebody else — somebody who’s been where you are, somebody who knows the way back?”

Again, Mason rushed to answer. 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever it takes.”

Danny’s jaw tightened. He shook his head slightly.

“Think hard before you answer,” Danny warned, his eyes drilling into Mason’s bloodshot ones. “Because that means when I tell you to do something, you do it. No questions, no arguments, no bullshit. You don’t get a vote anymore. Your thinking got you here. Your brilliant ideas cost you your job, your family, your dignity.”

He let that sink in a moment, the heavy silence pressing down on Mason like a lead blanket.

“You gonna hand it over?” Danny asked again. “Or you gonna keep pretending you can fix this yourself?”

Mason hesitated. This time, he didn’t answer right away. And somehow, Danny knew that hesitation meant he finally understood what was at stake.

“I’ll do it,” Mason said, voice smaller now, almost a whisper. “I’ll do whatever you say.”

Danny nodded once, sharp and final. He pulled the car back onto the road. Mason stared out the window for a long minute before asking the next question, his voice tentative.

“So...what’s John Camp’s Cooler?”

Danny snorted softly. 

“It’s a place where hardheaded drunks like you go to get sober.”

Mason shifted uncomfortably. 

“How long will I be there?”

“Six months,” Danny said without hesitation.

Mason’s mouth dropped open. Six months? Six damn months?

He started to interrupt — “But what about my...”

Danny slammed a hand against the dashboard, making Mason jump.

“First thing you need to do is shut the fuck up!” Danny barked. “Forget about your bills. Forget about your job. Forget about your ex, your kids, your reputation.”

Mason blinked, stunned into silence.

“Your one and only job now,” Danny continued, slower, emphasizing every word, “is to get clean and stay clean. That’s it.”

He looked at Mason hard.  

“Keep it simple, stupid.”

Danny leaned back against the seat, taking a deep breath.

“You focus on the next right thing. Not next week. Not next month. Not next year. One day at a time, sometimes one goddamn minute at a time. You do that, Mason, and maybe — just maybe — you’ll crawl out of this hole alive.”

Mason nodded mutely, absorbing the full gravity of the deal he was making.

“And just so you know,” Danny added, glancing over at him, “the Cooler ain’t like those high-end spas your company used to pay for. No infinity pools. No hot yoga. No five-star chefs making you gourmet salads.”

Mason gave a weak chuckle, more reflex than humor. Danny’s eyes stayed cold.

“It’s a place where your resolve gets tested. Where your bullshit dies screaming. And where you either come out clean...or you don’t come out at all. They’ll help you — but only if you’re sick and tired of being sick and tired.”

Mason closed his eyes.

For the first time in years, he whispered, “I’m tired.”

The car fell silent again as they drove into the night. Ahead of them, somewhere in the darkness, John Camp’s Cooler waited — a place where Mason Riley was about to meet the beast he’d been feeding for twenty years. And this time, there would be no running.
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T

he five-hour ride to upstate New York was mostly silent, except for the occasional slap of Danny’s fingers on the steering wheel and Mason’s intermittent groans from the backseat. 

His head throbbed like a rotten drum, his stomach rolled like he’d swallowed gasoline, and his skin alternated between burning hot and ice cold. Withdrawal was no longer knocking politely. It was tearing down the walls.

Just before dawn, the black BMW slowed at a rusted security gate flanked by floodlights. A tired-looking guard in a red flannel shirt stepped out of the booth and scanned Danny’s driver’s license with a flashlight. The man scribbled down the license plate, nodded grimly, and waved them through.

Mason sat up groggily and looked out the window. The massive four-story building loomed beyond the fog — a monstrous structure of dark grey brick and weathered mortar, with stained glass windows sealed over in thick metal grating. It resembled a church, but something holier-than-thou had long since died inside. Now it looked like a tomb.

Mason rubbed his eyes and slurred, “Is this an insane asylum?”

Danny shifted into park, turned off the engine, and pocketed the keys. 

“No. But that’s where you belong.”

Mason grunted. “So...I can leave anytime I want to?”

Danny looked over at him like a disappointed parent. 

“Sure. But your body will give out before your shoes do. It’s 250 miles back to the city, champ.” Then he stepped out, came around the
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