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PART 1 
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About seven years ago I found myself sitting in a therapist's office.  The wheels had come off in epic fashion and everyone knew it....everyone but me.  I didn't have a problem, everything was completely under control.  At the time I was 44 years old.  I had life figured out and I was just putting in time at work until retirement.  I had worked growing up, gone to school, traveled, graduated college, got a career, married with two kids, a house, two dogs, a car and a minivan in the driveway.  I did all the things I was supposed to do,  I should be living the dream.   So why the fuck am I sitting here pouring my heart out to a psychotherapist?  Why is she telling me that I need to go to inpatient treatment for my addictions?  Why is she trying to talk me into leaving my friends, my family, my life to go to a mental health facility.  How did I end up here? 

Easy answer was the obvious event that had led to me sitting here talking with my therapist Susan, or more accurately at the time, listening to Susan.  In the early days, I didn't have much to say but I finally broke. I’ve been a paramedic for 21 years and at the time, I thought I had it all figured out.  

It was about seven years ago, I was working a night shift when we got a mental distress call.  My partner was a newer medic and I had never worked with him before.  We arrived on scene to find an 18 year old girl having what I can only describe as a temper tantrum.  Her phone had  been taken away by her parents and she was hysterical.  I was not in the mood for her antics at the time and I told my partner, “This one’s all yours man” Eventually we got her into the ambulance and off to the hospital.  

As my partner was triaging our patient, I began to talk to her.  I asked her bluntly, “Why are you acting like this?” She wanted to talk to her friend and I assured her that the hospital staff would happily give her a phone to call her friend once she got into a room, but until then she needed to calm down and act like an adult.  This seemed to placate her for a few moments until we were on the way to a bed.  We were rolling down the hallway when she asked if she could use my work phone to call her friend.  I told her we are not allowed to make personal calls on the work phone, but reminded her that we would get her a phone in the room.  When she followed up by asking me to use my personal phone I immediately said No again.  My patience was running thin.  Her response was to say “Fuck you” and then spit in my face. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


This was the catalyst
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While I didn’t know it at the time, this was rock bottom for me.  This is where I finally said “I need help.” I maybe didn’t ask for it in the traditional way, but I was heard that night.  While one would expect a certain degree of anger when someone spits in your face, the level I responded with was beyond any reasonable amount.  I proceeded to pick up a crash cart and throw it across the hallway at the patient who had spit on me.  

That is the moment I broke, as spit ran down my cheek I felt something snap inside me.  Like a dam had broken and everything was about to flow out and there was nothing I could do about it.  It was almost like I had disconnected from the world, I was witnessing what was happening but had no control or ability to stop it.  I felt a rage I had never felt before and the only way I knew how to express it was physically, violently.  

I knocked over my stretcher and monitor trying to jump over it to get my hands on this girl.  Every security guard in the hospital was called and within a few minutes I was surrounded by about 20 uniformed guards and several paramedics.  This did not calm me, in fact it redirected my anger.  None of the security guards involved particularly wanted a physical altercation with me.  I was not a small man at the time.  6 '4 " 285lbs and I was looking for a fight. 

I knew in my head what I was doing was wrong, but I still couldn't stop myself. As I was escorted outside the police were called.  Finally, the fight I had been looking for.  I wrestled with a No Parking sign in the parking lot for a few minutes before I was able to pull it out of the ground and throw it at the first cruiser that pulled up.  The crowd began to gather and my meltdown was now a very public show out in front of the hospital.  As more police showed up, supervisors and other medics took notice but no one really wanted to be the one to approach me.  Then I heard a voice “So Dave, how’s your night going?” 

*
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After the dust settled,  I was taken off the road.  I sat down with the medic who came out to talk me down and one of my supervisors.  They asked me what was wrong and that night I let it all out.  I told them everything, the nightmares, the marriage that had fallen apart, the drugs, the alcohol.  I had found my “rock bottom”  At the time I was living in my truck.  I was drunk most of my waking hours and over the years had developed a pretty heavy opiate addiction.  On my days off I was drinking a case of beer and a bottle of whiskey or tequila a day.  Washing down 20-30 Oxycocet and smoking weed like it was cigarettes.  Things were a little more tame on my work days, opiates to kill the hangovers and back to the booze after my shift. 

I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was finally admitting I had a problem and I needed help.  While this was the inciting event that would eventually lead to my recovery, it was not the cause of my problem.  It was just a symptom. 

*
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I'm a paramedic.  I have been for the last 21 years of my life.  It's an occupation that I grew up around.  My father was a paramedic and my mom was an ICU and ER nurse.  Both went on to be very successful in their respective fields and began to teach later on.  I grew up hearing stories about burned bodies and heads rolling down the highway.  Common place conversations that took place around the dinner table.  Perhaps I was destined to become a paramedic myself, but I will tell you, I did not grow up wanting to do it.  Nope, quite the opposite in fact.  I wanted nothing to do with healthcare and all that insanity.  It was cool as a kid having a bunch of paramedics, cops and firefighters around all the time.  They would do scenarios at my house and I would even get to play the patient sometimes.  But do that for a living?  No thanks.  Not for me.  

Life has a funny way of deciding things and again, here I am sitting in a therapist's office wondering what happened?

*
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Childhood was fun, I had a lot of freedom.  Parents doing shift work, sleeping during the day and working nights makes it hard to supervise a kid who later received a very obvious diagnosis of ADHD.  I was everywhere, always on an adventure.  I needed the excitement, I needed a thrill and I would later learn that I needed attention.  The downside of that is that I never really worried about if the attention I was receiving was for something good or bad.  Bad behaviour gets just as much attention as good behaviour, perhaps more.  

I always wanted to be a good kid, I have a good heart, but when doing the good things didn’t work out, I went to the bad attention.  It  felt better than nothing.  Attention was my first addiction.  I needed it back then, someone to look at me.  The good behaviour took work, it needed to be sustained.  Study hard, get good grades and then everyone will be proud of you when report cards come out.  Act out, be the class clown and there is an immediate reward.  The attention hits and while it wasn’t always good in the long run, the spotlight was on me at that moment.  

In time I learned to chase that feeling, the attention made me feel seen, made me feel heard.  I was a smartass but I was a funny smartass so it was hard to hate me, although several have tried and a few have even been successful.  I had my group of friends that I grew up with from the time we were old enough to play in the park down the street.  There were 7 of us and we did everything together.  Life was good, not a care in the world.  

When I turned 13 I was enrolled in an all french school and my parents decided we were moving to a new house.  It was a decision made for me and I was not particularly happy about it, but it was also a move made for my parents to try and get ahead and in reality, what parents are leaving major financial decisions to a 13 year old? I was there for two years, all new people, new school in a new language.  We had moved to a new house and I didn’t know anyone around the neighbourhood.  It was that school where I met my first bully and that house was where I met my first drug dealer.  

Dustin bullied me for 2 years.  From the first day of school he was on my case and didn’t stop for two years.  My parents had a housewarming party that summer and invited everyone on the street as well as friends and family.  

I was sitting out on the back deck when a big biker named Joe came up and said “Hi.”  At the time he seemed like the biggest, scariest person I had ever seen in my life.  He asked me if I smoke weed and I replied “No sir”

I remember his laugh when he asked me if he looked like someone people call Sir.  Then he dropped a bag of weed in my lap and advised that it goes great with a beer.  

I tucked the bag of weed into my pants and devised a plan to get the massive amount of drugs I had on me to a safe place and figure out what I was going to do with it all.  I remember feeling scared I was going to get caught, but also felt an excitement.  In my head I was like Pablo Escobar smuggling all these drugs into the basement, in reality it was a gram of weed.  

I had no idea what to do with it but my sister is about 4 years older than me and she was dating a guy named Graham Stoner.  Kind of ironic really, but the universe was pointing me in a direction.  So I talked to Graham, who was quite excited about our newfound fortune.  

A couple of weeks later my parents went away to see my grandparents for the weekend.  They had bought a house out on the lake with a nice big property, and as much as I was the one in the family who didn’t want to leave the old house, the new place had some upside.  Saturday night we sat out back and I built a nice big fire.  We hung out by the water, a cool breeze blowing off the lake, stars filled the sky.  Graham came down to the fire and asked about that bag of weed and if I wanted to try it.  

I was nervous, my entire knowledge of drugs came from after school specials on TV.  I always saw things from a different perspective when I was a kid, I guess I still do.  But I remember thinking that all the anti drug campaigns going on were kind of funny.  I recall one after school special about a kid who got caught with a joint in his textbook when his mom was unpacking his backpack after school.  My first thought was “Who’s mom unpacks their backpack for them?” but I took note to not stash drugs in my textbooks. 

As a child who has always been curious, paired with a lot of freedom and not a ton of supervision, I was always into something.  My mom made me go to church a lot as a kid and I'm pretty sure I had several ministers contemplating early retirement.  I was always inquisitive about things, although most will tell you I am argumentative, it's my way of learning.  I ask questions, often choosing the opposite side of the argument.  It's my way of learning and making things make sense.  Unfortunately at this young age, I was often told to be quiet and don’t ask questions, just do what you are told.  

This was the beginning of a long period of my life where I did not believe in anything. I never thought outside my own skin, I never felt like I was part of anything, I never gave a second of thought to life beyond today.  This is where I formed a misconception about spirituality, a misconception that would haunt me for years until someone opened my eyes.  

Back in the yard, 13 year old me with no fear, no inhibitions and a thirst for excitement and adventure sitting by the fire with a joint rolled in my lap.  We fired it up and smoked it and let me tell you, I loved it.  I sat back in my chair and stared up at the night sky.  We talked a little, although I later found out, I talked A LOT. We had some laughs, as I sat by the fire in my chair with my head back. Graham came up behind me and told me to relax, he then put his finger on my forehead and said “Imagine this is a tiny little drill making a hole in your forehead, now imagine slowly that there are little drops of mercury slowly dripping in, filling the back of your skull.  It's getting heavier and heavier” As he did this, I found it more and more difficult to lift up my head.  Eventually he slapped me in the back of the head and I popped back upright laughing away.  

We smoked another one and I decided it was time to go for a little adventure.  I wandered down the dirt road that led to my parents home.  I walked through the orchards and down by the water, exploring every little creek, picking up rocks and looking for animals.  Hearing all the sounds in the night, at one point, as I passed under a low hanging willow tree, I thought to myself “This must be what it feels like to be lice in a giant head of hair” A weird thought, but it was the first time I recall ever thinking about my size in comparison to something bigger than me.  

When I got back to the fire we sat and ate chips, drank pop, laughed and had one of the greatest nights of my young life.  It felt good to sit by the water with my sister and Graham, happy, smiling and loving life.  My biggest complaint in the world at the time was moving to a nice house on the water out in the country.  But I guess at 13, you’re not supposed to have huge life problems yet.

I was an average kid.  Not dumb, but didn’t make the Honour Roll very often, if ever.  I guess I was more of what you could describe as “clever”.  I didn’t always make the best choices, and it often led to trouble.  But I was also pretty good at getting out of it.  I learned to read people at a very young age.  I knew when I was in trouble and what to do to avoid it, or at least soften the blow.  A trait I have proudly passed on to my daughter.  

I knew on report card day that I was going to catch some heat so I always made sure to stop in the park and pick a bunch of wildflowers for my mom. I always picked flowers for my mom, it made her smile and that made me happy (good attention) but I also knew that when mom was in a good mood, repercussions for bad grades and the teacher's comments, were not quite as harsh.  Including my last name, I have four names and I always knew how much trouble I was in by how many of those names my mom used.  

David!! - I had done something dumb, but also kind of funny.  I once threw spaghetti on the wall to see if it was cooked but it was way up by the ceiling, about 18 feet up on the wall.  I said nothing and it remained there for years.  When it was finally noticed....DAVID!! 

David Nathan!! - I maybe crossed a line and while it was funny later on in life, it was not at the time.  We had a dog when I was a kid and one day the whole family was headed out somewhere.  The car was packed.  Both my grandmothers and my sister were in the car and like usual, I was still running around like a lunatic chasing butterflies or whatever caught my eye.  My dad was trying to get the dog in the house and the dog was not having it.  In his frustration he said something along the lines of “this fucking dog...”  Eventually he got that cute little puppers into the car and we were off.  As we drove down the street I stuck my head up into the front, between my dad and my grandma and said “Fuckin dog eh dad!?” ...DAVID NATHAN!!

David Nathan Alexander - I always liked my name.  Sounds pretty cool, well done mom and dad.  Although I don’t think David is all that creative, I still like it.  When I was about 16, I went to a high school dance.  Somehow, a bottle of whiskey ended up mixed in with the bottle of Coke I had.  I was drinking away, had a few joints in my smoke pack and having a great time with everyone.  When it was over, I hopped in my buddy's car who was driving me home and we were off.  I live in a town that has a major shipping canal run right through the middle of it with lift locks between two great lakes.  I live on one side and my friend on the other.  We pulled up to the canal and the bridge was up.  My friend, Mike, was concerned as his parents were “No excuses” strict about curfew and we were cutting it close.  

I didn’t want him to get in trouble so I told him I would walk from the bridge so he could get home.  I still had a joint and some of my drink left and I'm always up for adventure, big or small.  I sat and watched the boat go by, laid my head right beside where the bridge meets the road, a game we used to play, watch the bridge come down and it looks like it is going to crush your head.  I walked along the side of the road through the country.  I came across the first major road when a spotlight hit me.  I turned to see a cop sitting in a parking lot, he clearly saw me so I walked over and said Hi.  He asked what I was doing and explained that I was walking home because my friend and I got stopped at the bridge.  He asked what I was drinking and I told him it was just Coke and offered him some. 

First mistake.  

He took the bottle, popped off the lid and was immediately aware of what I was drinking.  He then asked where I live and I pointed west and said straight down the road.  He asked if I would like a ride and I said “Sure” 

Second mistake.  

He opened the back door and I hopped in. As he pulled a U turn and drove east out of the parking lot, I reminded him where I live and he said “I know where you live” and we were off on an adventure together. 

I spent a good part of the evening in a room with a couple of drunks who were passed out and incoherent on a bench.  It was an eye opening experience for me, I walked in, heart racing, eyes wide, hands buried deep in my pockets when I felt that last joint.  Officer Drebin didn’t even search my pockets.  After a while things seemed quiet, like everyone was asleep so, I decided it was a good time to smoke that joint.  I fired it up and hauled it back, when it was close to gone I tossed it on the floor between two guys passed out on a bench and laid my head back like I was asleep.  When the guard came in he was losing his mind asking who did it, I was just a young kid who was startled awake by all the yelling and had no idea what was going on, the two incoherent drunks eventually passed back out.  

The sun came up and two officers came and got me to bring me home to my parents.  On the way I asked them if we could stop for something to eat.  They said No and I proceeded to tell them I have not eaten since sometime before dinner the night before and I didn't feel very good.  Almost like I was going to throw up, I just needed a little food.  Eventually I convinced them that it was better to let me eat than clean up puke out of the back of the cruiser.  

We pulled into the McDonalds drive through where I ordered 4 egg mcmuffins, some hashbrowns and an orange juice.  Asked the cops if they wanted coffee and added two to the order.  Got up to the second window to pay and when they asked me for money I said “Money?  I'm broke, if I had money I wouldn't have been walking home last night and we wouldn’t be here”  

Surprisingly one cop thought it was really funny. The other, who had to pay, did not. He pulled two of the egg mcmuffins out of the bag and gave one to his partner then threw the bag around through the open back window at me.  As I got some food in me, I felt better and I began to get chatty.  

By the time we arrived at my house, they both could not wait to get me out of that car.  We pulled in the driveway and they opened the back  door.  With a big smile on my face I asked “Do you want to meet my mom and dad?”  I was immediately met with a resounding NO!  As they pulled out of the driveway my mom was stepping out of the front door to leave for work...DAVID NATHAN ALEXANDER!!

David Nathan Alexander Chandler - I have heard this one a handful of times in my life.  When I did hear it, I would quietly sneak out the back door, down to the lake and wander along the shore until I got into town and found a place to hide out until things were a little more calm at home.  Yes, it was sometimes worse than being brought home by the police, often when David Nathan Alexander Chandler was called, it was related to drugs and alcohol. 

*
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I had a good childhood growing up, two hard working parents who were, and still are, ridiculously in love.  Two people who absolutely adore each other from the day they met.  My father was a paramedic who went on to teach paramedics for 26 years at the local college.  My mother was an ICU and ER nurse who also went on to teach Nursing at the local college and ended with her teaching career teaching English as a Second Language.  

It was a busy life growing up with parents who were shift workers.  Someone is always heading out the door to work while the other is on the way home.  Dinner is in the oven, take it out at 7, dad will be home at 7:15 unless he gets a late call.  We did not really have a set dinner time.  Meals were dictated by whoever was working nights.  If mom was home it was chicken and vegetables, something healthy.  When dad was home we used to make a pyramid of hotdogs and drink chocolate milk.  

I always had fun with my parents, we went camping, and family vacations.  Dad coached my baseball teams while mom cheered embarrassingly loud at games. There was always food on the table and roof over our heads and I will always be grateful for everything my parents have done for me. 

I was your typical kid.  Average grades, average height and weight.  I was OK at sports, a starter but never an all star type athlete.  I didn’t really stand out at anything in particular, but for the most part it was enough to fit in, to make friends and have some fun.  I met my first best friend when I was 4, playing in the park down the street from my house.  Johnny and I would go on to be tight friends for the next 35 or so years.  I met a few others and life was, what I thought at the time, exactly what it was supposed to be.  It was almost overnight that it had all changed.  

The new house, new neighbourhood, new school, trying to make new friends.  I was a shy kid who was comfortable with my friends and wasn’t much for really meeting new people.  I was happy with how things were, change was scary.  But here I was, in a new school trying to make friends.  I was easily influenced in my early teenage years, I had an older sister and I often became friends with her friends.  Eventually I wasn’t so much Carolyn's little brother as I was just Dave.  

I often shared my story of the first time I smoked a joint, my head filled with mercury, being lice in a willow tree, the laughs we had.  Turns out my interest in marijuana attracted others who shared a similar interest and all of a sudden I had my new group of friends.  I was not always your typical pot head, melted into the couch and doing nothing all day.  In fact it was quite the opposite.  I think I was inadvertently self medicating my adhd and while I have no clinical basis to back this up, anecdotally, I felt better, more focused and confident.  I was funny and I made people laugh, I was on the football team, and while not a star, it made things a little easier as far as making some friends and sometimes sorting out bullies.  

When I started in my second high school after being “politely asked” to leave the first one after, I met my second bully.  I started into Grade 11 and I met Dustin.  He was a tall, skinny kid.  Not unlike myself but a bit taller and a bit heavier.  I had also met a girl on my first or second day of school and I later found out she was Dustin's girlfriend, and he was not happy about my newfound acquaintance.  

For a year I was pushed around by Dustin, teased, made fun of and harassed.  At the time I was about 5’8” and 160lbs and still didn’t have a ton of friends at the new school and the ones I did make were bullied by Dustin and his friends too.  I went home that summer and spent the next three months suffering through the most horrendous growing pains I have ever felt in my life and while that summer was not the end of it, I came back to school the next year around 6’0” and 200lbs.  

Football started and I could not wait to get out onto the field.  We were running a drill where there were two lines.  One is the ball carrier line and the other is the tackling line.  To my amazement Dustin was able to count to three and managed to wedge himself into the ball carrier line where he would be lined up against me.  The goal is to race to the pylon, get around it and make the hit or get run over by the ball carrier.  

As Dustin got the ball I took off, rounded that pylon and for the first time in my life, I discovered that I could stand up to bullies.  Some say turn the other cheek, some say ignore them, some say walk away.  That day I put a shoulder into my bullies gut and drove him into the ground like I was trying to leave a lasting imprint on the earth.  

Eventually Dustin was helped off the field and practice resumed.  Funny thing,  the bullying stopped.  People became a lot nicer to me and I had discovered something about myself.  To this day I do not like bullies, I do not like people who abuse their power and I have little to no tolerance for it and I had discovered that when you hit back, people think twice about bullying you.  

Show no weakness. 

As I progressed though my high school years, I had a lot of fun.  I went to parties, we had fires out on the beach, typical teenager stuff.  I had my friends again, I had found a home and a sense of belonging with them.  I have always gotten along quite easily with people, something that has helped me in every job I have had.  Customer service, bartending and paramedicine.  I have always been a people person and can make casual conversation about literally anything.  But I have always been very cautious about those who I truly let get close to me, to know the real me.  The friends I make are often friends for a lifetime, although there have been some exceptions.  

When I was 16 I met Michelle, or Mitch as we all called her. We met through a mutual friend and we quickly became close.  We were good friends for a couple of years and while I really liked her, she had a boyfriend.  I always thought she was just going to be my friend. She was sweet, funny, kind, beautiful... way out of my league.  For about a year Mitch and I were best friends.  Over the years we developed feelings for each other and we started dating.  

To this day I believe she was the woman I was meant to be with, I fell deeply in love with her.  While at the time everyone said it was just Puppy love, typical teenage stuff.  They were all wrong, she was someone I connected with on a level I would not feel again until I was close to 40 years old.  Mitch had a different upbringing than I did.  Her parents were drinkers and her father leaned towards the mean side. Her mother was a wonderful woman but lived with an underlying tension that I felt in the house.  When I would spend the night there, I knew he was up late at night in the kitchen with a bottle of whiskey and I wanted to avoid seeing him so badly that i would just pee in the laundry tub in the basement and go back to bed so I didn't have to walk past him to the bathroom. 

Mitch and I had a lot of fun.  She didn’t often want to be at home and my parents were not her biggest fans, so we were out a lot together.  Always found a place to hang out, a couch we could crash on or a place we could get something to eat.  Mitch and I were both big fans of smoking pot and we made a bit of a living being the ones who could always find weed if you needed it.  Not drug dealers, more like middle men who knew all the drug dealers and happy to help some friends out.  We never charged anyone for our services, just liked to help people out.  It didn’t hurt that I always smoked a joint with the dealer I was picking up from, then smoked another one with whoever we got it for. 

Neither of us drove (legally) so it was a free ride to wherever we had to go as well.  I started driving when I was 14 with my friend Al.  He let me drive his GMC Jimmy around town so he could make out with his girlfriend in the back.  It was weird but I loved driving so I ignored it and tore around town like a lunatic.  No fear of anything, not like I had a licence they could take away and how much trouble can a 14 year old really get in anyways? That's David Nathan Alexander type trouble, no big deal.  

Things were good.  Mitch and I hung out smoking weed and having fun.  Two kids against the world.  It was going to be Dave and Mitch until the end of time.  We had so much fun together, I had found my person.  The one who I could share all my hopes and dreams with.  The future looked bright, things were going along great.  Of course we had the typical fights that young people tend to have in relationships, but for the most part things were good for the next year or so.  

As most teenage relationships do, we had our problems.  Emotionally immature at the time and things did not always go smoothly.  Mitch and I had broken up for a while and went our separate ways.  We still talked and spent time together. I always believed we would find our way back to each other.  

One afternoon I was sitting in the living room waiting for dinner when the phone rang.  It was my good friend Shawn.  There was a football game on that night and I figured he was calling to see what the plan was for that evening.  He asked if I was sitting down. I immediately felt my stomach and my heart shatter into a million pieces as he told me that Mitch was dead.  

Everything around me stopped, why would he say something so awful as a joke? Except it wasn’t a joke, it wasn’t a bad dream.  It was my new reality.  This was not my first experience with the death of someone I cared about.  

When I was 14 I was spending the summer up north with my grandparents, part of a plan to keep me away from some of the less desirable friends I had around home.  It was up north where I could go fishing, had some cousins and made friends up there.  

I was hanging out with a bunch of friends one night and someone suggested we go to a party.  I had to call and ask my grandma if it was OK. So on the way to pick someone up, my friends dropped me off at a phone booth and said they would be back in a few minutes.  I called grandma and after some begging and pleading, I was allowed to go.  I sat down on the curb and waited for the mini van to come driving down the street to pick me up and head out for a night of fun.  But the van never came.  

I had gotten out of the sliding door on the back passenger side of the van and my friend Carrie jumped into my seat.  I don’t know all the details, but it was unknown to me at the time that the driver of the van had been drinking.  As he took a turn too fast the van rolled, the sliding door flew open and at some point the van rolled over onto Carrie where she was killed.  I spent that night talking relentlessly to my Grandmother while we waited for my mother and father to make the three hour drive up to pick me up the next morning. 

It's different talking about death when your dad is a paramedic and your mom is an ER/ICU nurse.  You have a much different outlook on death and dying.  One I did not understand at the age of 14.  The whole situation was shocking to me and it all felt very surreal.  I had nightmares about it, I asked “Why not me?” Afterall, I had just gotten out of the seat Carrie was in. Did I not close the door when I got out?  Was this my fault?  Of course it was not my fault and of course I was reassured that it was not my fault, but it didn't really feel that way.  It felt like I was just hearing the things you're supposed to hear.  Advice on how to cope, but no one ever really asked how I felt and those who did, offered the advice and never asked again.  

I was angry, sad, confused.  A mass of emotions at a young age and no one to turn to.  I never felt like I had someone who understood me.  After that I started to party more with friends.  Drinking at parties, smoking weed.  Experimenting with LSD and mushrooms.  Mitch and I shared many of those common interests and I went on to do my share of drugs and drinking with her but it always felt like fun.  “Healthy intentions” when drinking and partying.  I wanted to have a good time and while I recognize now that addiction had already taken hold of me, I wasn't what I thought the stereotypical alcoholic was.  Angry, out of control, miserable.  I was having fun and so I thought it was no big deal.  

After Mitch died, I went to her funeral and afterwards I went and sat out on a curb outside the funeral home and opened a bottle of whiskey.  I would recognize much later in a therapy appointment that this was the first time I ever took a drink to numb the pain.  I had never felt so alone in my life. 

*
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The next few years became a bit of a blur.  Parties, drinking, drugs, women, more alcohol, more drugs.  There was never enough and I did not have an off switch.  I honestly don't really recall ever saying No to a drink.  I had no direction in my life.  It took me a little longer to graduate high school but I got to keep playing football so I didn't mind going back.  Eventually I graduated and got a job working in the mall selling shoes in a sports store.  I did that for about 6 years.  It was the perfect job, pretty girls walking by all day, two bars in the mall and never had to work past 9pm.  

It’s funny how sometimes we come to a crossroads in our lives, one where we know we have to make a life changing decision.  And I can recall several of them, but then there are the decisions we make that seem inconsequential at the time.  Little things that mean nothing but end up having lifelong repercussions.  At various points in my journey I have felt I made a “good” choice or a “bad” choice.  In reality, I just made choices without really putting a lot of thought into the long term repercussions of it. Sounds good at the time.  It was around this time in my life that I made one of those decisions.

It was a Thursday night and I was sitting with Johnny and Mike having a couple of beers and smoking weed, just shootin’ the shit and hanging out.  Somehow the conversation turned to New Orleans and none of us knew anyone who had ever been there.  By about midnight Mike and I decided we were leaving for New Orleans the next day.  

We had gone onto the internet and started chatting with some random girls I knew who quickly agreed to let us stay with them.  They lived in a university townhouse complex and it was spring break so their roommates were gone for the week and we had a place to stay.  Mike and I were packed and ready to go in the morning, I just had to convince Johnny.  He was scheduled to work and I called him for about the 47th time just before we left.  I could tell he wanted to go but couldn't figure out how to get out of work.  I said “Johnny, 10 years from now we will be talking and I'm going to bring up my trip to New Orleans with Mike, are you really going to remember this upcoming week working in the greenhouse or will it be the story about me, Mike and Johnny?”  

I pulled into his driveway, he tossed his bags in my car and 30 minutes later we were at the border to the USA with $200 each to last 7 days, including gas money.  Fortunately back in the day, gas was cheap and we managed to fill my car three times for the low price of $14 a tank.  We each threw $14 in the glove box so we were sure to have gas money to get back home.  Accommodations were covered for the week and we found a pizza place that was all you can eat for $3. We had food figured out.  All we needed now was alcohol.  

There were two things I was warned about before going to New Orleans.  Two rules that I needed to know.  Rule #1 DO NOT urinate in public.  For a place that so strongly encourages drinking, there was a surprising lack of bathrooms and most of them you had to buy a drink to use.  Nasty cycle really.  Rule #2 DO NOT piss off the cops.  They will not find you cute or amusing.  You will go to jail.  

So here we are, hanging out in New Orleans, a bunch of cases of cheap beer and out on adventures trying to find cheap bars to drink in.  One night we came across a little bar that had $5 cover, One dollar drafts and free pool.  It seemed like a cheap night of drinking and entertainment so we went in.  I went up to the bar to buy the first round.  I had a $10 bill and ordered 9 beers.  The bartender looked at me like I had three heads, but I assured him they were not all for me and pointed to my two friends.  $9 in beer with a dollar tip seemed normal to me.  He then asked me “Do you know what a draft is?”  Obviously I know what a draft is as I rolled my eyes.  He reached under the bar and put a pitcher on the table.  Turns out I didn't know what a draft was, but I was pleasantly surprised to learn that his version of a draft was much bigger than mine.  

I excitedly repeated “I'll take 9!!!”  We drank pitcher after pitcher while we played pool, met new friends and had a pretty fun night.  As it was getting late, I heard the bartender call last call so I wandered up to the bar and ordered three last drafts before heading out.  The bartender told me he could not as he had called last call.  “I know, that's why I'm standing here at the bar ordering three more.”  He said he couldn't serve that much as it would take us too long to drink them.  I assured him that we would leave the moment he said he had to go,  even if we only drank half....they are a dollar each. 

Eventually he agreed and as he was shutting off the lights, we were chugging back the last of the jugs while being ushered out the door.  The girl who drove had gone to get the car with Mike as Johnny and I waited out in the parking lot.  I don't know if it was the night air or the gallons of beer,  but I had to pee and felt the need to announce my needs.  Johnny asked why I didn't go in the bar. “I don't know, hindsight is 20/20  Perhaps it was because I was chugging a pitcher of beer as I was getting pushed out the door, but this doesn't solve my current problem.”  So, as I stood in the parking lot, I decided it was time to find a place to pee or find a change of pants.  

I remember staring up at the sky, feeling the breeze on my face and drunkenly swaying back and forth relieving myself. Thinking how weird it was that I was peeing somewhere in Louisiana.  All of a sudden a car pulled up behind me and I felt myself being pulled backwards.  I tried to keep my balance while not peeing on myself.  As I hit the  back of my head I heard a number of people yelling at me.  I was confused as to what I had done wrong when I was reminded of the two rules.  Not only was a breaking Rule #1 by peeing in public, I was accidentally breaking Rule #2 as I was unknowingly peeing on the tire of a cop car.  Mike had yanked me into the car and we were off.  

We were having the time of our lives.  We hung out in the french quarter for a while, toured around and saw some sights.  Touristy stuff, threw beads, tasted hot sauce that I had to sign a waiver to try.  Maybe got into a little trouble on some late nights but managed to avoid any real trouble.  Friday was rapidly approaching and none of us wanted to go home.  We all decided that we were going to stay for a few extra days.  

I was scheduled to work on Sunday and, at first, I said we had to head home. Johnny's immediate response was one I could not argue with.  “You made me call in for a week, you can take Sunday off”  So, Saturday afternoon I called the store I was working at and my manager answered the phone.  I told him I was not going to be able to make it to my shift on Sunday and that I would be there Wednesday for work.  His response surprised me.  “Dave, if you're not here for your shift on Sunday, don't bother coming in Wednesday” 

I am not particularly a fan of authority and his response rubbed me the wrong way so I said “The decision has already been made, even if I was sober enough to drive right now, it's a 22 hour drive home.  I wasn't asking for Sunday off, I was letting you know I won’t be there” A few days later we were set to hit the road, had just filled the car up with gas and we were off..  I pulled up to the road and as I stepped on the brake, some fluid came out.  Interesting.  We checked out what we could with our limited knowledge of cars and the brakes still worked so we decided to give it a shot and hit the road anyways.  Not like we had the money to fix anything if we wanted to anyways.  

I drove the first leg of the trip but eventually my lack of sleep caught up with me and I switched seats with Mike.  I passed out hard in the passenger seat.  The window was down, a breeze hitting my face and I was fast asleep.  Eventually I woke up to see that we were fishtailing and sliding sideways down a highway in Cleveland in the snow.  It seemed like a bad dream so I just went back to sleep.  Eventually we rolled up to the border to Canada when my muffler broke.  My car sounded like a tank rolling up when we realized we did not budget the $5 it cost to cross back into the country.  After half an hour of digging out change from under the seats of the car we managed to come skidding into the driveway.  I was hungover, jobless and my life was about to take a turn that would dictate the rest of my life.  

Funny enough, this was not the last time I came stumbling back into Canada hungover and jobless.  

So it was time to print out some resumes, throw on a shirt and tie and hit the pavement.  I am fortunate to live close to Niagara Falls Canada and the tourist industry offers plenty of employment opportunities.  My father played hockey with the head chef of a prominent restaurant/tourist attraction in the falls and he offered me a job as a bartender.  I jumped at the chance and started my new job the following week.  

I had a few things to learn, but it was a little lounge with snacks and appetizers on the menu and a limited drink menu.  I made money faster than I could spend it.  Being in a border town brought a lot of American money.  The exchange rate offered in tourist businesses was not great but tourists rarely cared as the American dollar went a long way.  Between my regular pay, tips in Canadian money and tips in American money, I was making a killing.  Upwards of $300 a day.  I have always been friendly and had already spent 6 years in customer service, let me tend bar and give people drinks and watch the money pour in.  

A week into my new job, I got a phone call from the manager of the store I used to work in.  He was relatively new at our store and did not really know the employees or their history.  He did not know that I had worked at 13 different branches of our store or that I had become good friends with several of the head office guys I met while helping to open new stores all over the province or that I was by far the best salesman our store had.  

He started by apologizing to me for his response to my request.  I quickly reminded him it was not a request.  It was me informing him I was not coming in.  I'm not a cocky guy, but I felt bullied and I like to hit bullies back.  He then said he may have acted hastily in his decision and wanted to know what it would take to get me to come back.  I responded with “$300 a day.” 

I knew there was no way they would pay me that and so my career as a bartender began. 

My sister Carolyn and I were always close growing up.  She is four years older than me and was always someone I looked up to when I was growing up. She had a similar path as I did, going to different schools.  I followed her to every one of them, becoming friends with her friends and travelling in similar circles.  While we had the typical sibling rivalry she never treated me like a “little” brother.  I was her brother and we were pretty good friends.  I would go to war for my sister, and on occasion, after a night of drinking I have had to.  

She had met a guy when she was living out west, he was an Australian travelling the world and happened to run into my sister in a mall she was working in.  They stayed in touch and he came to visit and stay with us a few times.  Eventually they got married and she moved to Australia with him.  In Dec 1999, she called home at Christmas to tell everyone that she was pregnant with twins.  I wanted to go see my sister and meet my niece and nephew and I had the perfect job to save the money to do it.  

*                        
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My job bartending was awesome.  I collected my regular pay and it covered my rent, food and bills.  All the basics for living.  I saved every American dollar I made for my trip to Australia, and I made about $100 a day in Canadian money for spending.  I learned early that drinking at my job was acceptable as long as I kept it out of sight.  From that point on I had a coffee cup in my hand and it always had beer in it.  A friend approached me at one point and asked how much I was drinking.  I laughed it off with a joke “Just enough to keep me smiling for tourists” I always thought of myself as somewhat responsible with my drinking and would always get a ride home with one of the waitresses in the bar.  He then said “Seriously man, a manger noticed that your car has been parked in the lot for a week now.”  

I worked my ass off that summer with the goal of leaving for Australia to meet the kids and travel for a while.  I got a work VISA for a year in Australia and had made plans to travel around Europe for another six months when that expired.  I worked hard but I still had my extra money to go out and have fun too.  I had a few friends who I worked with in various departments and as the bartender I got to know everyone.  One day a girl came into the bar and asked me if I would set her up on a date with my friend Mike, the same guy who travelled to New Orleans with me.  I said Sure, we can go for drinks after work, but  bring a friend so I'm not the third wheel.  

We all got together that night and Mike hit it off with the young lady I set him up with and I got along quite well with the girl she brought.  Her name was Lindsey.  We all hung out a lot that summer, out for drinks, work events and while Lindsey and I got along quite well, she had just gotten out of a relationship and I was leaving for Australia in September and was not sure when or if I was ever coming back.  

I knew Lindsey from around work.  I used to bug her at the end of the night when we were counting cash or dumb phone calls to reservations to annoy her.  Typical little boy teasing the girl he likes.  We had a good time that summer and we got to know each other pretty well.  Eventually September rolled around and it was time for me to set off on my adventure.  I had put in my notice at my job, got rid of my apartment and crashed at my parents for a month before I left.

*
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I arrived in Australia on Sept 16 after the longest trip of my life.  The unfortunate timing of my trip was that it was right after the 2000 Olympics began in Sydney.  To take the most direct flight was almost twice as much money as the backwards route I found.  A 48 hour flight that went from Toronto to Chicago to Japan to Sydney to Melbourne with several layovers.  The worst layover I had was in Japan, I was there for about 18 hours and at 6 '4”, there were not a lot of comfortable places for me to rest in Japan's airport.  

I wandered around for a while, had a few beers before deciding on where I was going to get some rest.  I went to the terminal where my flight was leaving from and it was completely empty.  At this point I had been up for about 30 hours so I put down my bag as a pillow and laid across about 6 or 7 seats and passed out cold.  I started to hear voices, like white noise, people everywhere talking all at once.  I opened my eyes and pulled up my hat to see hundreds of people everywhere.  People packed shoulder to shoulder in seats, families sitting on the floor, and me...the giant Canadian stretched out across 7 seats.  I jumped up and did my best to disappear.  Not an easy feat at my size in Japan, but eventually I made it to Australia.  

*
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It's funny what a small world it really is.  I met a guy from Australia when I was bartending.  A long haired shaggy backpacker. He was travelling across Canada, staying in hostels and seeing the world.  As someone who loves to travel with a sister in Australia, I immediately hit it off with him.  We talked for several hours before he pulled out a map and asked me how long it would take to walk to the border to the US from where we were at.  I laughed and said “Several hours, but I can save you some time if you don't mind waiting for me to close the bar.”  I gave him a couple of beers to pass the time while I counted cash and finished up. We hopped in my car and half an hour later I dropped him off at the border.  I had told him about my upcoming trip to Australia and he handed me a business card and told me to look him up when I got there.  

My first week in Australia was spent trying to shake off a cold coupled with jet lag that left me congested, ears unable to decompress and not sure what time of day it was.  Eventually I got myself sorted, had spent some time with my niece and nephew and I was ready to have some fun.  As I unpacked some of my stuff I came across the business card I was given a while back.  It had a phone number and address on it so I asked my brother in law if he knew where the address was.  He replied “Yeah mate, that's down the street from here”  I couldn't believe it, the backpacker was literally walking distance from my sisters.  

I don't particularly like to shave, but my job as a bartender required me to be clean shaven and wear a tuxedo minus the jacket.  I eventually located the address on the card and hesitantly knocked on the door.  I was greeted by a clean cut gentleman in a shirt and tie and my initial thought was that he no longer lived there.  I had lost my clean cut look, shaved my head, had a beard and my attire was far from a tuxedo.  I finally asked him “Have you ever been to Niagara Falls?” Holy Shit!!!!  It was him, but we had reversed roles.  I was a shaggy backpacker wandering through town and he was a clean cut executive for Japan Airlines.  
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