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  Chapter one
The Knock


Knock. Knock. Knock. 
The knock hit like thunder in the silence.
Sharp. Firm. The kind that doesn't ask for permission. It just landed, hard, like someone had dropped a weight on the quiet. My chest clenched before I even knew why.
I sat bolt upright on the couch. My neck screamed from the way I'd been slouched, half-passed out in front of some show I wasn't even watching. The kind you put on just to drown out the quiet. The takeout box from dinner lay tipped on the floor, lo mein noodles and sauce oozing across the hardwood like a greasy confession.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
"Police. We need to speak with Emily Matthews."
I froze. It took a second for the words to sink in. Then panic hit, sharp and sudden. Police. At my door. My eyes flicked to the cable box. Nine o'clock. I was still in my wine haze, and nothing was cleaned up. Not the dinner. Not the living room. Not me.
Then my brain clicked into people-pleasing mode. Appear normal. Look functional. Be the kind of mother who's got everything handled. Not the one who'd just drained an entire bottle of Pinot Grigio watching baking show reruns because the house felt too empty and I couldn't stand being in my own head.
I stood up too fast and almost stepped into the noodles. My shirt was wrinkled, sagging, with big block letters across the front: World's Best Mom. Emma gave it to me last year. I used to wear it on purpose. Tonight, it felt like a cruel joke waiting to show its punchline.
The hallway stretched ahead like part of a dream. My legs didn't feel attached to the ground. I put one hand on the wall to steady myself and tried to smooth my hair with the other.
Just breathe, Emily. Just breathe… You can handle this. You've talked your way out of worse situations.
Except I couldn't think of any worse situations.
I opened the door.
Two officers stood there, one older, one younger. The door light threw a hard glow across their faces. The older one had kind eyes, or maybe they were just tired. His name tag said Dalton. The younger one was already scribbling in a notepad, not even looking up.
"Ma'am, we received a welfare check request for this address. Are you Emily Matthews?"
"Yes." My voice cracked. I cleared my throat. "Yes, I'm Emily. Is something wrong?"
Even as I said it, I knew. I knew who called. I knew why.
"We need to check on the welfare of two minor children, Emma and Lucas Matthews. Are they here with you tonight?"
The hallway tilted just a little. I caught myself on the doorframe.
"Of course they're here. They just went to sleep. It's a school night."
I tried to sound offended, like the kind of mother who'd be outraged at the question. I could hear the edge in my voice, but they didn't buy it.
Dalton gave a small nod, but his eyes flicked to his partner. Something passed between them.
"Ma'am, we're going to need to see the children."
"You want to wake them up?" My stomach turned. "They just went to bed. They need their sleep."
"We just need to verify they're safe and well cared for," the younger one said. His voice was flat, his pen still moving.
I wanted to say no. Slam the door. Demand a warrant. Stand on my rights as a mother. But none of it would matter. They were going to see my kids, one way or another.
"Fine," I said. "But please be quiet. If they wake up, they'll be cranky tomorrow."
As if that was my biggest worry.
They stepped inside, and I saw my home through their eyes. Not in the half-light of denial, but as it really was. The wine glass on the floor. The bottle on the kitchen counter. Another bottle poking from the recycling bin. The stale air, like no one had opened a window in days. Emma's art project spread across the dining table. Lucas's toy trucks scattered in the hallway. Dishes from two, maybe three days ago.
"Please follow me," I said quietly, leading them to the kids' rooms. Every step felt heavier.
Emma's room was first. I opened the door slowly and carefully. She was curled under her unicorn blanket, her little chest rising and falling with each breath. Her blonde hair fanned across the pillow like something out of a shampoo ad. A book lay open beside her. She must have fallen asleep reading. Her cheeks were flushed. She looked peaceful.
Dalton leaned in. "She looks good," he said softly.
Of course she did. Whatever else I'd done wrong, I hadn't let anything happen to them. Not yet. That was still my line, the one thing I hadn't crossed.
Lucas's room was next. Four years old, tiny. Tangled in his dinosaur blanket, half-hanging off the bed, his stuffed dinosaur clutched in one hand. Toy trucks scattered across the mattress. He must have fallen asleep mid-play. His breathing was deep and steady.
"Both children appear healthy and safe," Dalton said to his partner, who kept writing like none of this was new.
We went back to the living room in silence. My bare feet felt every crumb and dent in the floor. The takeout on the floor seemed to glow under the lamp now, waiting to betray me.
Dalton looked at me. His tone shifted, colder.
"Ma'am, we can smell alcohol. Have you been drinking tonight?"
The lie was ready. I'd used it a hundred times. Just one glass. Just dinner. Just normal. But I couldn't get it out.
"I had some wine," I said. "After the kids went to bed."
"How much?" the younger one asked.
How much? Like there was a number that made it okay. Like one glass would make them nod and leave. But they'd seen the bottle. They'd smelled it on me.
"I don't know," I said. "A normal amount."
They stayed another twenty minutes. Asked about my job. I still had one, barely. Asked about childcare. My mom helped when she could. Asked about my support system. I didn't have one. Asked if I thought I had a drinking problem. I told them no. Everyone drinks wine.
Dalton handed me a card with numbers for social services. The other one said they'd be filing a report. Words like follow-up, caseworker, and child safety landed like matches on dry leaves.
When they left, I locked the door and leaned against it. I waited until I heard their car pull away, then just stood there. Everything was still. Too still.
I stared at the wine glass on the floor. At the sticky noodles. At my shirt. At the life I'd been pretending was still under control.
I went back to see my kids again. I needed to see them one more time, just to make sure.
Emma hadn't moved. Still tucked into her blanket, clutching her bunny. Lucas was wrapped up like a little burrito. They were safe. Still mine. For now.
I kissed their foreheads. I whispered I loved them. And I meant it.
Then I went into the bathroom and turned on the light.
The mirror didn't lie. It never had. I just stopped looking.
A woman stared back with bloodshot eyes and hollow cheeks. Her skin looked gray. Her shirt was stained. Her hair hung limp. But it was the eyes that stopped me. They belonged to someone else. Someone who had given up. Someone who drank wine at noon and called it brunch. Someone who broke promises to her kids and still swore she was a good mother.
Someone whose ex had to call the police to check if her kids were safe.
I gripped the counter until my knuckles went white.
This was the moment. Not the night Jake left. Not the day I lost the promotion. Not the morning I forgot Emma's lunch.
This was the moment I had to decide if I was going to keep pretending I was fine, or finally admit I wasn't.
It was 10:15.
In the morning, my kids would ask for breakfast. Cereal. Help tying their shoes. They would look at me like I had all the answers.
I splashed cold water on my face.
The woman in the mirror still looked like a mess. But she was still their mom.
Maybe that was enough. Maybe it was the first step.
The mess on the floor could wait.
There were bigger things to clean up.
And after tonight, everything had to change.






  
  Chapter two
Freshman Year Freedom


Istood in the bathroom that night, clutching the sink, staring at the person in the mirror. My face looked gray under the harsh light. Eyes bloodshot, skin dull, the t-shirt clinging to me like a joke I didn't get anymore. The silence in the house felt different now. Not peaceful. Not private. Just exposed. 
And I kept asking myself the same question. How did I get here?
How did a woman who once graduated magna cum laude, who had a full scholarship, a plan, a future, end up like this? So far gone that her ex-husband had to call the police to check on her kids?
I used to think the turning point was the first blackout. Or the first time I lied about how much I drank. Or the night the custody fight started, when I realized just how thin the ground beneath me had become.
But the truth was harder. It went deeper.
It started long before I knew there was something to lose. Back in a time and place that now feels almost imaginary. A different life. A different version of me.
It started when drinking still felt like freedom.

    
  The back window of my parents' Honda shrank until it disappeared around the dorm parking lot corner. And just like that, my childhood was gone.
I stood there on the sidewalk, milk crates of my life stacked around me, watching the emptiness settle in. I was eighteen, fresh out of high school with a full ride to a prestigious university. Straight-A student, debate team captain, valedictorian. And for the first time in my life, nobody was watching.
The air was thick with possibility. And fear. But mostly freedom.
"You must be Emily!" someone chirped behind me.
I turned to see a girl with impossibly shiny hair and a pageant-winner smile. "I'm Jessica, your resident assistant. Ready for the best four years of your life?"
I smiled back, polite, unsure. I didn't know then just how right she was. Or how wrong.
That first week was a blur of awkward icebreakers, mystery meat at the dining hall, and the jarring intimacy of sharing a shoebox-sized dorm room with someone I'd never met. My roommate Katie was a farm girl from Nebraska who brought an actual quilt her grandma made and printed photos of her dog and baby cousins. It felt like she was trying to transplant her whole life onto the cinderblock walls.
I unpacked my laptop, textbooks, and a case of energy drinks I'd convinced myself were crucial for academic survival. I thought I was being practical. Looking back, I was just trying to hold on to control.
The first party came three days in.
"Come on, Emily," Katie begged, standing in front of the mirror with a lip gloss in hand like she was prepping for surgery. "It's just a mixer for the honors dorm. How wild could it possibly be?"
Those are the kind of words that always lead to trouble.
The party was in the basement of Wellington Hall, lit by cheap string lights and filled with nervous overachievers pretending to be chill. The punch was bright red and definitely spiked, though no one said it out loud. Everyone stood in awkward little circles, trying too hard not to try too hard.
That's when Madison from my calculus class handed me a bottle.
"It's just a wine cooler," she said, like she was offering me a juice box. "My mom lets me have them at home."
I hesitated for half a second before taking it, the condensation slick against my fingers. The bottle was cold and sticky, its label peeling at the edges. I twisted the cap off, surprised at how easily it gave way, like it had been waiting for me.
The first sip was sweeter than I expected. Syrupy, like melted Jolly Ranchers. Artificial fruit with a bite of something sharp underneath. It didn't taste like alcohol the way I'd imagined. It tasted like a secret. Like something I wasn't supposed to like but did anyway.
I tried to play it cool, holding the bottle like I'd done this before, nodding along to the music in the background, even though my hand trembled just enough that I had to switch it to the other. My whole body felt suddenly electric, like someone had turned the volume up on my skin.
Each sip made the world shift a little. The noise in the room stopped scraping at me. My shoulders dropped. My breath became easier. The tight coil of worry I always carried (the pressure to be good, to be perfect, to never mess up) unwound just enough for me to forget it was there.
By the time I finished, the colors around me felt warmer. Softer. The edges had blurred just enough to stop cutting. The music seemed to pour into me instead of bouncing off. And I caught myself laughing, really laughing, without first checking who was watching.
I didn't feel afraid. I didn't feel small. I just felt… light.
And that feeling (that buzz under my skin, that sudden sense that maybe I was enough without trying so hard) was the part I wanted more of.
That was it. The moment I started believing alcohol could fix things.

    
  In October, I rushed to a sorority. And that's when drinking stopped being cute.
"Alright, ladies," Brittany barked, standing on a couch in the Kappa basement in ripped jeans and the confidence of someone who ruled the world. "Tonight, we're gonna teach you how to party like a Kappa."
The room had been transformed into an alcohol obstacle course. Beer pong in one corner, flip cup in another, a table for "power hour," which meant taking a shot of beer every single minute for sixty minutes straight.
"The key is to know your limits," Brittany grinned, "and then push past them."
I'd always been competitive. I didn't know how not to be. So, I tackled drinking the same way I'd tackled AP exams and speech tournaments. I wanted to win.
And I did. I was good at it.
By Halloween, I had a rhythm. Wine coolers during study sessions. Beer at parties. Vodka when I needed courage. It wasn't about getting wasted. It was about becoming someone else.
The girl who walked into parties like she'd always been there. Who laughed easily and didn't overthink every word. Who flirted without anxiety and made friends without trying. The girl who felt light. Effortless. Fun.
At night, while Katie spread her chem books across our shared desk, I'd pour a glass from the bottle I kept tucked behind my sweaters. Just enough to blur the edges. To make everything feel less serious. Less sharp.
"Doesn't that make it harder to study?" Katie asked once, eyeing me as I highlighted a chapter in my psych textbook.
"No, it helps me focus," I said, and I meant it. That buzz made everything easier. "My dad has a glass of wine every night with the paper. It's what adults do."
Katie blinked like she didn't quite know what to say. She was pre-med, with a five-year plan and a high school sweetheart waiting back home. She didn't need wine to feel steady.
I envied her for that. And I pitied her for it too.

    
  Spring semester was when Jake Matthews came into the picture. And with him came a new kind of drinking. The kind that didn't just take the edge off or make me feel confident. It made everything feel romantic.
I first noticed him at Murphy's Pub, that off-campus dive with greasy burgers and bartenders who didn't ask too many questions. He was sitting with a bunch of business school guys, laughing at something, leaning back like the world belonged to him. It wasn't just a smile. It was the way he listened when other people talked. The way he held his beer like it was no big deal, like drinking wasn't about nerves or pressure. Just something normal people did.
"Excuse me," he said later, appearing next to me at the bar. "You're in Professor Wilson's macro class, right? I'm Jake Matthews."
"Emily," I said. I could actually meet his eyes, thanks to the two beers already in my system. "You sit three rows behind me."
"I do," he said, smiling again. "Can I buy you a drink?"
That one drink turned into three. Then into two hours of leaning in too close, sharing stories about everything and nothing. He told me he was majoring in econ, wanted to work in finance, and when he talked about the stock market, his whole face lit up. Like it wasn't about money. Like it was magic.
When I told him I was studying communications, he asked real questions. Not the polite kind. He actually listened.
Eventually, I glanced at the time and realized it was past midnight. "I should probably head back."
"Let me walk you," he said, already reaching for his wallet and dropping cash on the bar without a second thought.
The walk back to my dorm felt unreal. We were both tipsy and young, wrapped up in that soft buzz where everything felt like a movie. He told me about growing up in Connecticut, wanting to move to New York, and some summer trip to Europe he was planning. He spoke like someone who had already figured it all out.
"What about you?" he asked when we reached my building. "What's your five-year plan?"
I laughed, not because I had an answer, but because I didn't. "I guess I'm still figuring that out."
"I like that," he said. "Keeps things interesting."
When he kissed me goodnight, I tasted beer and hope… that dangerous feeling that maybe, just maybe, this could turn into something real.
Our first official date was at Romano's, the nicest restaurant within walking distance of campus. Jake ordered a bottle of wine with confidence that made it feel like we belonged there. He swirled it in the glass like he'd seen in movies and handed it to me with a grin.
"To new beginnings," he said.
"To new beginnings," I echoed, pretending I was just as grown-up as he looked.
The wine was smoother than anything I'd ever tasted. Rich. Expensive. He talked about internship interviews while I twirled pasta around my fork and soaked in every second. For a moment, I felt like the version of myself I always imagined I'd become. Smart. Attractive. In control. The kind of girl who could handle a relationship and a bottle of wine at the same time.
By spring break, we were officially together. And drinking had woven itself so tightly into my life that I barely noticed it anymore. It was just part of the rhythm.
We went to Panama City Beach with a group of friends and checked into a motel that smelled like chlorine, beer, and bad choices. The plan was simple. Drinking on the beach all day. Club-hopping all night. Waking up somewhere in between.
"Shots!" my sorority sister Melissa yelled on the first night, carrying a tray of something blue and neon. "Spring break rules. No counting. No limits. No regrets."
I hadn't done shots before. But Jake handed me one with a wink.
"When in Rome," he said.
The burn was awful. But the warmth afterward? That part was familiar. And welcome. One shot turned into three. Then five. Then the number stopped mattering. At some point I ended up dancing on a table while Jake stood below cheering me on, laughing like this was the most fun anyone could ever have.
The next morning, I woke up on the bathroom floor. My head throbbed. My stomach flipped. I was wearing someone else's bikini top and had no idea how I got there.
"Rough night?" Jake said, stepping over a pile of towels and seeing me slumped against the toilet. He looked half-concerned, half-amused. Like this was a rite of passage.
"I think I overdid it," I muttered, rubbing my temples.
"Welcome to spring break," he said, then offered me a beer like it was breakfast. "Hair of the dog?"
I hesitated, then took it. That was just what you did. You didn't sit around sulking while everyone else had fun. You drank through it. Laughed it off. Got back in the game.
That beer led to another. Then another. We drank on the sand all day, danced at clubs all night, and the whole trip blurred into this loud, sunburned, half-remembered haze. By the time we made it back to campus, I'd had my first blackout. My first real hangover didn't fade after a nap. My first whisper of doubt, wondering if maybe I'd taken things too far.
But no one else seemed to think so. Jake thought it was hilarious. My sorority sisters called me a legend. The blurry photos from that week made it into our group chat with laughing emojis and captions like "never forget."
I was fitting in. Better than ever.

    
  Senior year came faster than I was ready for. One minute I was figuring out my class schedule for junior fall, and the next I was updating my resume, obsessing over job interviews, and filling out grad school applications. The pressure was relentless. What was I going to do next? Where would I go? Who would I be?
Still, my grades were solid. More than solid. I'd kept my scholarship, kept up appearances, kept everything looking sharp from the outside. My social life seemed full and normal. I had friends. I had Jake. I had it together.
The glass of wine I used to pour while studying had quietly turned into two. Sometimes three, especially on nights when Jake was out with his frat brothers and I was alone in my apartment, trying to pretend the silence didn't feel so heavy.
By junior year, I'd moved off-campus into a little one-bedroom that felt like luxury compared to dorm life. I had hardwood floors, and actual glassware. No more Solo cups or pouring from whatever was cheapest. I knew the difference between Pinot Grigio and Sauvignon Blanc. I'd become that girl, the one who knew what to pair with pasta and which bottle to bring to a party.
One night, while Ashley and I were working on our capstone project, I poured myself another glass. She watched me, eyebrows raised.
"You drink more than most people I know," she said.
"It helps me think," I told her, without missing a beat. That line had become my go-to. "And besides, I'm not getting drunk. Just maintaining a pleasant buzz."
She gave me a look but didn't say anything else. Nobody ever really did. This was college, and college was supposed to be a little excessive. We were young. We were invincible. Hangovers were just part of the culture. Consequences were something we'd think about later.
By the time I hit graduation, I could drink most of the guys under the table and
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