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Dedication
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For the ghosts who taught me how to live.

For Donnie, the brother of my youth.

For Rob, the brother of my heart.

And for Courtney, the keeper of its wings.

I carry you. Always.
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Foreword
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This book is a weapon.

It’s for the ones who feel the monster of the night closing in. It’s for the ones who have stood at the edge and wondered what it would feel like to fly, or to fall. It’s for the ones who have tasted the God-like feeling of relief and the hell of paying for it.

This is not a story about the glory of addiction. There is no glory. There is only the fight. The dirt. The blood. The relentless, grinding war for your own soul. I have been a soldier in that war for most of my life. I have lost brothers, lovers, and myself along the way. I have been left for dead on the battlefield more times than I can count.

But I am still here.

This book is the story of why. It is a map of my own personal hell, written so that you might find your way out of yours. It is an unapologetic street sermon, preached from the pulpit of rock bottom. It is proof that you can stand in the ashes of a life you burned to the ground and decide to build again.

If you are in the darkness, know this: you are not alone. I have been there. And I am telling you, with every scar on my soul, that there is a way out. It is not easy. It is not pretty. But it is possible.

This is my story. This is my sermon. This is my rising.

***
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INTRODUCTION:

A Letter to the Ghosts I Love

This story was supposed to be a letter to the drugs. A confession. A final goodbye to the chemical that I let become my god. But the truth ain’t that simple. The drugs were just the weapon, not the war. They were the tools I used to quiet a world that was screaming inside my own head. The real story, the one that matters, is a letter to the ghosts. The ones who walk beside me. The ones who deserved better.

This is a letter to Donnie, my childhood best friend. We were boys who promised to have each other’s backs forever, but forever got cut short by a darkness I couldn’t see and a pain he couldn’t speak. He took his own life and took a piece of my past with him.

This is a letter to Rob, the brother I chose. He stood beside me as my best man, the kind of loyal I thought was bulletproof. But the needle found a way through. He died by his own hand, chasing a high that promised heaven and delivered a morgue. He was the mirror of my own addiction, and his death was a reflection I can’t ever unsee.

And this is a letter to Courtney. My first love. My soulmate. The only one who ever stole the breath from my lungs and made my heart forget its rhythm. She was the beginning of every love song I ever understood. But her story ended in a tragedy so profound it feels like a myth. She left this world on my birthday, forever tying her goodbye to my hello. She didn’t just break my heart; she took a piece of it with her. That piece has wings now.

Don’t get it twisted. This is a story about addiction, but it’s not the kind you see in the movies. This is a story about surviving. It’s about being homeless on streets where the summer sun cooks you alive and the winter night is a monster that wants to eat you. It’s about my own heart stopping, my skin turning blue, and being brought back to a life I wasn’t sure I wanted. It’s about walking into rehab thirty-three times, a revolving door of failure and fragile hope.

But this ain’t a story about despair. It’s a story about what happens when you’ve lost everything—your friends, your loves, your home, your dignity—and you decide to fight anyway. It’s about the thirty-fourth attempt. It’s about standing in the ashes of a burned-down life and finding a reason to build again.

This is a sermon from the street. This is the story of how I learned to rise.

***
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Part One: The Rise


Chapter 1: The First Character
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Before the needle, before the bottle, before the little white pills sat in my hand like a sacrament, there was pain. Don’t ever forget that. Don’t let anyone tell you this story started with a choice I made in a back alley or a dark room. This story started on the pavement when I was three years old, under the weight of a car driven by a man who was already drunk on his own demons. He didn’t justhit me. He ran me over, and then, in a fog of whiskey and confusion, he put the car in reverse and backed over me again. My beginning was an ending. My first memory was a lesson in how the world can break you without reason or remorse.

They told my folks I was a ghost before I’d even learned how to be a boy. I had to learn to walk again, my legs dragging behind me like a memory of what they were supposed to be. I had to learn to talk again, the words caught in my throat, tangled up in the trauma. I grew up a patchwork kid, stitched together with scars and screws. I walked with a limp, a permanent hitch in my step that announced to the world I was broken. My left arm never quite got the message to work right, hanging at my side like a stranger. I was a living monument to someone else’s bad decision.
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