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      “Does your wife know the good you do here, Chad?” Jerry asks me before the Recovery Tools class begins.

      I turn and look at him. Damn, in all my years of counseling, nobody has ever asked me this question.

      “Well, Jerry, I honestly don’t know, but I’ll ask her.”

      The addiction business is quite misunderstood, unless you work in the field, like I have done for so long. The average person doesn’t know what it’s like to live with an addiction. It’s a disease, but for someone who doesn’t work around it every day, it’s something they don’t comprehend.

      I don’t blame people for not understanding this disease. If I didn’t work in the field, I probably wouldn’t either.

      After a discussion with this young man, I think about how the average person doesn’t understand the life of an addictions counselor either. To begin with, I spend a ridiculous amount of time on useless paperwork that pulls me away from my hands-on work with patients. I constantly fight with insurance companies to keep them paying for a patient’s stay in the facility. It pisses me off how people pay their insurance premiums, and when they need the benefits the most, it doesn’t cover shit, and to top it off, the insurance companies don’t care.

      Those fucking bastards!

      Myself, as well as every other counselor in the field, are the ones who must go to the patient and tell them they have to leave the program because their insurance company won’t pay for more. This is after meeting with administration to see if any funding is available. The answer is always no, so I end up talking to the patient and breaking the news.

      Meetings are another part of my job, which consists of two or three a week. Clinical team meetings can last up to two hours, discussing budget, funding cuts, and complaining about everything. If any time is left, patients are discussed. At best, twenty minutes is spent for thirty of them.

      An addictions counselor also attends an unbelievable amount of training classes to keep up with continuing education units. These are an incredible waste of time and money where I learn nothing. Most of the time, I find people ask stupid questions just to listen to their own voices. Then, we have the actual treatment for the patients, such as groups, classes, and individual counseling sessions. In all of my years of alcohol and drug counseling, I have heard every horrific story about the human condition.

      Drug use, drug abuse, misuse, and excuses, you name it. Once I’ve heard their story, my job is to dig deeper into why a patient has been using drugs in the first place. This is when the story gets quite grim.

      Some patients have suffered rape, committed murders, seen murders, seen rapes, have been molested, and have been perpetrators. Girls raped by their fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and cousins, with ice picks, coat hangers, all sorts of other instruments, and beaten with water hoses. Boys penetrated anally by their fathers, brothers, uncles, and cousins, resulting in blown out anal sphincters.

      Parents have taught their children how to shoot up, smoke, and snort drugs, as well as shoplifting, killing, stealing, and raping. Generational drug use is passed down to the patient, starting with the grandparents or even further back.

      The stories wear me out. They wear the counselors down in the long run. It’s common to want to hug the patients and comfort them, but it’s considered inappropriate. It’s common to want to continue to help them after they leave the facility with further counseling, but it’s unethical. Patients have to be referred to an outside therapist.

      Many times, I say to a patient, “With your story, no wonder you use drugs. Shit, I would, too.” How these people survive amazes me.

      The hardest thing I contend with, which causes me so much frustration, is when I see so much potential in a patient and they don’t see it in themselves because of their low self-esteem. I’m excellent in helping individuals to realize and find their self-esteem. Even more frustrating is when my patients have potential, but they have no wish to change their negative lifestyles.

      The generational drug use that’s passed down to them leaves these individuals not knowing what else they’re supposed to do. Using is all they know. It can make any counselor resentful toward the parents. In most cases, the patients are a product of their environment. Not to say it isn’t up to them to change their circumstances, but they didn’t ask to be born and raised in the chaos that surrounds them.

      Every patient is a case-by-case basis. Many years of days like this have come and gone. At night when I go home, I can’t tell anyone of what’s transpired throughout the day because it’s considered unethical. Thus, I’m left alone to deal with the fallout and all of my emotions.
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        * * *

      

      Tomorrow is August 12, 2037. My name is Chad Owens. I’m retiring from a forty-year career as an alcohol and drug abuse counselor. Thankful for my success, I’d planned to retire by the time I’d turned fifty, but that didn’t happen. I’ve wanted to make a living at being a writer or a musician.

      Tomorrow, I assume they’ll have a luncheon and give me a token gift, like most companies do. That’s okay with me. The company has treated me quite well over the years.

      I sit in my living room this evening in my favorite chair, looking out into the night, feeling blessed. Sipping warm milk, I have to say I’m content.

      Most of my life, I’ve been a counselor by trade. I’m also a writer. I’ve practiced this craft all my life. Fortunately, I’ve embarked on a decent career late in life with poetry, short stories, and several novels under my belt. I’m an active and healthy sixty-seven-year-old man with a wonderful wife, stepchildren, and a grandson, which I consider to be immense blessings.

      I’ve one regret, however—the fact that I’ve spent the last forty years in this field without intending to do so. Hell, if I’m honest, I fell into it and have spent most of my time dealing with other people’s problems.

      Growing up, I remember Daddy wearing a suit every day to work. I’d known back then that I didn’t want a job where I had to do the same. Most of my life, I’ve sported long hair, although it hasn’t always been this grey. I’ve never paid much attention to what I wear either.

      My mom and my brother were addicts. Dad was a codependent enabler who turned his back on every problem within our family. At work, he faced problems with bravery, not being scared of any situation the business world threw at him. Other than that, he had a living problem, that being he didn’t know how.

      This is why I say I’ve fallen into the field. In my experience as a counselor, people raised in dysfunctional families fall into careers such as counseling. Never choosing it, it chooses them.

      I went to college at the University of Texas, and the only classes I found interesting and made good grades in happened to be Psychology and Sociology. Everything else I had to study hard to make average grades. My major is in Psychology with a minor in Sociology. This degree looked like it was meant to be and natural.

      Looking back through my career, I realize many people in the counseling field are fucked-up worse than their patients. I’m so used to being around fucked-up people that I find myself comfortable around them. Maybe this means I’m fucked-up, too.

      College had been hard for me. The first time I’d attended, I partied and flunked out. The second time, I paid for my education by selling drugs and working at a part-time job.

      Once older, I became serious about my education. My classes were difficult. I studied so much to keep up, I never had time for a social life. I’d made a couple of friends I would go to ball games or play tennis with, but for the most part, all I had time for was to go to school and work.

      As much as I hate to admit it, more often than not, I feel I’ve wasted so many years and creative talent in this field. The work comes so naturally to me. It has never been a challenge.

      It’s common sense, for the most part. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thankful for the years of work without layoffs or firings. It’s been a blessing. I’ve made a decent living, and I never live check to check.

      Counseling is an art, not a science. I don’t see myself as a counselor, however. I see myself as a writer, and then a musician. And I am good at it. Good enough for me, anyway.

      The patients love to hear me play and read my writing. I’ve worked with thousands of people over this forty-year span. In general, they like me, and I never have many problems with most of them. They often share how they think I’m an excellent counselor in helping them change their lives.

      My pride lies in comments on my writing or music, because that’s what is the most important to me.
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        * * *

      

      On a Monday morning, in September of 1994, I’d begun my counseling career at Valley Pointe Hospital. Upon walking into my first treatment unit, it hadn’t taken me long to learn it was going to be a rough and violent job. The hospital was a locked facility for at-risk boys and girls from the inner city of Dallas.

      Earlier that May, I’d completed my Psychology degree. It qualified me for the position I’m now in. The starting pay had been eight dollars an hour, which was okay at the time.

      I’d walked up to the fourth floor, almost turning and walking out shortly after arriving. A long-term unit where kids from twelve to eighteen years of age resided from three to eight months, it housed the roughest kids.

      My job title was Mental Health Technician, and my duties included maintaining order on the floor. If a kid got out of line, my job was to correct him or her, and put their ass back in line through a series of interventions known as Crisis Intervention Prevention. The first step was talking them down from their anger, and then redirecting them. If that didn’t work, we dropped their asses to the floor.

      Within a couple of months, I came to realize the shit I’d learned in college was irrelevant when it came to the actual job. This had been in the early nineties. Forty years later, I still feel the same way. Not one piece of information I’d learned in college, in any licenses, or formal trainings, did I ever use on the job.

      Mr. Simpson, my first trainer in the field, had been an excellent MHT. The kids, both boys and girls, respected him.

      “Be firm, fair, and consistent,” were the first words he ever said to me.

      Little did I know, those words would be recurrent throughout the life I’ve led. Those three words were the keys for survival in this field.
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        * * *

      

      The first morning on the unit had been unbelievable. I’d seen seven takedowns on the boys’ side and three on the girls’ side. When one kid had become unruly, the others followed suit, and a dangerous situation occurred.

      Ten times during the first day, the words, “Dr. Armstrong to the fourth floor,” had echoed through the halls. This had been a code calling male staff from the entire hospital to come and restore order. During these calls, there could have been ten grown men slamming kids up and down the hallway. It often looked like a goddamn horror movie.

      That first night, I’d gone home with carpet burns all over my knees from wrestling with the patients. I’d freaked out, while the other MHT’s seemed to be calm and cool.

      I’d asked Mr. Simpson about their calmness. He’d said folks got used to it, and if I came back and stayed long enough, I would, too.

      He’d introduced me to the employees from other floors. I would never forget one of them saying, “Nice to meet you, Chad. You’re working on the fourth floor? Why? Good luck.”

      I’d gone home that night in tears. I’d never seen anything like that in my life. Kids pinned to the floor on both sides of the unit’s hallways.

      What is wrong with those fucking kids? I’d thought.

      At my apartment, I’d shared my day with my girlfriend.

      She hadn’t believed it either. “Are you going back there?”

      “No.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I’d found myself back at work.

      Throughout the day, there had been five takedowns. A kid had busted his nose on the floor, so it had been messy.

      Wendy, who later became my wife, was supportive. She hadn’t grasped the full gravity of how violent my job had been, but she’d been there to listen, nonetheless. We’d been together for three years when I’d finished college and taken this job.

      The two of us had met on another job while we were both in college and found we had a lot in common. Before I’d known it, we were living together. We’d struggled, like new graduates often do, but it had been a fun time, since we were young and learning about life.

      Even though I’d only made eight dollars an hour, it had seemed like a million to me. Around the same time, I’d bought my first brand new vehicle, a blue Nissan truck. I’d loved it so much.

      Wendy and I could now afford summer vacations. The first place we’d gone to had been the Grand Canyon. What a wonderful time!

      I’d made a commitment to myself to stay at Valley Pointe, thinking it would get better. For the most part, it had. Perhaps I’d gotten used to it like Mr. Simpson had said I would.

      The new kids who were soon admitted to the ward were even more violent. Thus, the job had become more dangerous.

      The first kid I’d taken down by myself had been a sixteen-year girl named Holly Ritz. She’d had a severe anger problem. Her dad had raped her with an ice pick. He’d torn her insides, so she would never be able to have children. Because of this, she was pissed.

      On that particular day, while monitoring the dayroom, I’d finished conducting a community group when she’d gotten upset at another girl for talking over her while she’d shared her daily goal.

      Holly had jumped the girl and worked her over pretty well. She’d then run out of the dayroom and down the hallway, grabbing a chair with the intention of breaking the room’s window.

      Where she thought she’d go, I’d had no clue. I’d walked down the hallway in the direction of her room.

      She’d come running out and nailed me on the side of the head with her fist.

      It had hurt. So much so, I’d seen stars. Commencing to put her in a hold, I’d slammed her ass to the ground like a sack of potatoes. That had been one of many takedowns I’d been involved in over the years.
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        * * *

      

      As I sit here in my living room on the night before my retirement party, I can’t help but wonder whatever happened to Holly. She’d been such a sad case. After I’d taken her down and restrained her, I remember telling myself I wouldn’t do any more takedowns. That had been a long time ago and very early in my career.

      It’s funny thinking about it now, but at the time, I’d thought I would be able to de-escalate them from an escalated state before it resulted in a takedown. That simply hadn’t been the case. Sometimes, takedowns were the only means in which to restore order. On that job, anyway, so that’s what my co-workers and I did. Occasionally, we could talk them down, but not often.

      I sit here drinking warm milk on this last night of being employed, remembering many incidents on a job I haven’t thought about in years. One incident stands out in my memory, which occurred a year or so on the job at Valley Pointe.
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        * * *

      

      One evening, two other staff members and I took down a kid by the name of Larry Lipscomb. Larry was a huge kid and managed to step through the facility’s doors and hide in the bushes.

      The three of us went looking for him, anticipating a possible dangerous situation. We worked the three to eleven shift, the worst shift because kids weren’t in school. There weren’t many activities going on, so they got bored, allowing more time for them to get into trouble. There were less staff on duty, making it much easier for the kids to act out.

      When Larry saw us coming, he bolted from behind the bushes.

      We caught him at the edge of the grounds, driving him hard into the dirt, and as a result, breaking the kid’s nose.

      Larry raised his head, clamping his teeth onto my leg, ripping through my jeans and penetrating my skin.

      The painful wound throbbed. Luckily, it didn’t get infected or result in any diseases such as hepatitis.

      Hauling the kid to his feet after we restrained him, we took him back to the ward on the fourth floor.

      With so much paperwork to complete, I didn’t make it home until two o’clock in the morning.

      Valley Pointe was a decent job. For a while, at least.

      I became good friends with a couple of co-workers. We were a team, and a good one. We were close, and we had to stay safe. Granted, there were plenty of tense moments. Many minor riots that could have been much worse, but weren’t, thank God.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After two years on the job, my boss offered me the lead MHT position on the three to eleven evening shift. I thought it over for days and discussed it with Wendy. It meant more money and more responsibility. If I took the position, when an incident occurred, I would be the one staff would look to for guidance and direction on how to respond. I’d be in charge. It would be my responsibility to brief my boss on every issue.

      After careful contemplation, I decided to take the position. My first night turned out to be one for the books. There were many systematic problems. The kids were hungry as hell, and the cook was late serving dinner. The recreation department was shorthanded, so the kids couldn’t go outside, or go to the gym to exercise. The nursing staff had slim-pickings, so the kids didn’t receive their medications on time. It always pissed them off to no end. These were all ingredients for a horrible evening, and it was.

      At bedtime, a thirteen-year-old boy came out of his room, calling me a honkey, and my co-workers niggers.

      We walked down the hall, heading for the boy’s room, intent on talking to him in the hopes of understanding why he was hollering names at us.

      He was mad at us for telling him to go to bed early.

      Upon his appearing calm, we exited his room and left him sitting on his bed. As soon as we walked back up the hallway to the nurse’s station, he nailed me in the back of the head with an apple. My team and I rushed back to his room and wrestled the kid, restraining him in a four-point hold and strapping his ass to the bed.

      One of the girls looked through the nurse’s station from the hallway leading to the female’s ward. The unexpected scene prompted her to act out.

      Staff members working on that side of the unit wrestled her to the floor and transported her to the lock-up room in the seclusion area.

      Meanwhile, the boy in restraints slammed his face into the mattress so hard, he busted his nose, thrashing his head from side-to-side and slinging blood all over the goddamn place.

      It resembled a murder scene. I grabbed a towel and covered his head to keep him from flinging blood all over us.

      While this was happening, two additional fights broke out. One in the girls’ hall, and one in the boys’ hall.

      Panicking, the head nurse called a Dr. Armstrong.

      Within minutes, there were ten staff members wrestling kids. It looked like fucking WWF Wrestling. Every restraint and lock-up room on the fourth floor was occupied, so we transported kids to restraint and seclusion rooms on other floors.

      What took the cake on this warm summer evening was when one of the girls in a seclusion room called for me. I walked up to the observation window and looked into the room.

      The young lady commenced to take off her clothes, reaching into her vagina and pulling out a tampon, eating every last bit of it. She smiled at me and said, “Umm, umm, good.”

      “You’re a crazy fuck,” I responded.

      She reported me.

      It was my word against hers. I told the boss I’d never called her such a thing, and that was the end of the matter. My boss knew I’d called her a crazy fuck, but there had been no proof.

      After a short time, this became old hat for me. After working in this environment, violence became the norm. It was frightening for some of the staff, but that’s the way it was. The only way someone could make it in such an environment was to accept it as the norm.
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        * * *

      

      One evening, I witnessed something that to this day I cannot describe with any justice. I was never one to believe in possession, but a seventeen-year-old patient who’d arrived at the unit back in the 1990’s claimed she was the daughter of Satan.

      She was being very disruptive, not following any directives. I wrestled her in the hallway.

      The nurse locked her in seclusion.

      We were sick of the girl. I’m not proud of some of my behaviors on the job over the years, especially early on, but it happened, and that was that.

      We’d made fun of her while she was locked in the room.

      She’d become so mad that the physical appearance of her face changed. The girl had turned into a different individual. Her blonde hair had a red glowing tint. The young lady’s nose had shrunk in size, and the color of her eyes changed from blue to dark brown. Her skin color changed from pale white to a dark pink.

      The person we’d observed was a different being than the one we’d locked up a few minutes prior. If such thing as possession by a demon exists, we’d seen it. Granted, we’d never told anyone what happened.

      The patient soon fell asleep. During the six months she’d been a part of the ward, she’d claimed she didn’t remember being locked up in the seclusion room. It had been a good thing, because we’d taunted the fuck out of her.
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        * * *

      

      I’d settled into the job and career pretty well. My life at home, however, became a second job.

      Wendy and I had been a couple for three years when I noticed she’d begun acting strange. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. She’d become withdrawn, never laughing or smiling anymore.

      I asked her about it several times.

      “Wendy, what’s going on? You don’t seem like yourself.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You seem quiet, distant, preoccupied. Is there someone else? What’s up?”

      She said she was okay, so I let it go.

      One particular summer evening, I got home from work, but she wasn’t in the apartment. I thought she might have been at the pool, or gone somewhere with a friend. I relaxed in my recliner and took a short nap. Since Wendy hadn’t returned, I wondered where she could have gone. I walked around the complex and couldn’t find her anywhere, so I’d gone back to the apartment.

      Thirty minutes later, she’d walked into the den, coming from the direction of the bedroom.

      “Where were you?” I’d asked.

      “In the closet.”

      “What? In the closet?”

      “Yea.”

      “You’ve been in the closet for the last two hours?”

      “Yea.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      That’s all I’d gotten out of her. Quite strange, what had been even stranger was the fact that she’d acted like it had been normal. Like it had been no big deal.

      Her behavior had been bizarre and concerning. With that and work, I was stressed out. Our relationship wasn’t going well. Prior to that moment, whenever we’d had issues, she’d talked about her feelings, like I did. I couldn’t stop thinking about how weird her behavior had been.

      I pondered so many questions about the closet incident. Was she on drugs? Had she fallen asleep in the closet? Did she have a breakdown? What the fuck?

      I tried to talk to her about it again, but she wouldn’t respond. She’d tell me she was okay and not to worry. We’d argue over it, because I’d been having trouble accepting what happened without a real explanation.

      I soon accepted the fact that she wasn’t going to be honest. Perhaps she didn’t know what had happened. Nevertheless, I had no clue what to think. I squashed it down inside, like I did with so many things in our relationship, and tried to move on.
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        * * *

      

      For once, I enjoyed work. There were a couple of kids I liked working with every day.

      One particular kid was a thirteen-year-old boy named Freddie. His father was a monster, beating him daily over a two-year period with a water hose, though he used anything that was readily available.

      Freddie was the sweetest kid, very polite, thoughtful, and helpful throughout the unit. According to what I’d been told, one winter morning, a few weeks before he’d come to Valley Pointe, he’d gotten up in the middle of the night to get a drink of water and spilled a drop on the kitchen counter.

      The next morning, his father had seen it and became enraged. He’d grabbed the hose, marched into Freddie’s room, and beat him until he bled. His father shredded his skin so bad, he hadn’t been able to lie on his back. He’d also broken four of his toes.

      Once done, he’d kept him locked in a closet for two days with no food and water. Before going to work on the third day, he’d unlocked the door and let him out.

      Bruised and hungry, Freddie had calmly gone to his father’s closet where he’d known a loaded shotgun stood in the corner behind the clothes. It always was, since he’d checked it out prior to that moment. He’d stashed it under his bed and went about his day.

      Later that day, his father came home from work drunk.

      Freddie had known it would be another night without supper, but it would be the last one.

      His father passed out around eight that evening in front of the television in the living room.

      Pulling the gun out from under his bed, he’d spoken the only religious words he’d known, put the barrel to his father’s right temple, and blown his brains out. He’d then cleaned the blood off himself and went to bed in peace for the first time in his life.

      The next morning, he’d caught the bus and went to school as if it had been a normal day. Freddie hadn’t been charged with murder. Instead, he’d been sent to me at Valley Pointe.

      Another kid I was fond of was a sixteen-year old we called Speedway because he walked so fast. His mother had sexually abused him and sold him to her boyfriends for money and drugs.

      Speedway was a deviant kid, but he had a good side when he wanted to show it. He was quite intelligent and a whiz at video games. His proper behavior earned him extra privileges many times.

      One privilege he earned quite often was being able to stay up after nine o’clock at night. I liked playing Nintendo with him and took the opportunity to talk to him and listen to his story.

      Speedway had disclosed to his father what his mother was doing to him, but he hadn’t believed him. His father had introduced him to smoking weed, drinking, and snorting cocaine. His father didn’t care about anything other than getting high. He sure didn’t care about Speedway being sexually abused and pimped out.

      It amazed me how I’d adapted and gotten used to too many things in the field over the years. When I’d first started, it had been hard for me to get used to the fact that the kids got high with their siblings. Once I’d gotten used to that, I’d begun hearing stories of them getting high with their parents. As the years passed, I soon heard of them getting high with their grandparents, and then stories of kids getting high with their great-grandparents.

      It was amazing how things have changed over the course of forty years of doing this. Most of the teenagers at Valley Pointe were good kids, who were misguided by parents who were misguided by their parents and then their parents. Shit really does roll downhill.

      When my job collided with home life, it was always stressful. Both dealt with the human condition, feelings, traumas, etc.
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        * * *

      

      One spring evening in 1996, I came home from a jog to find my wife lying on the bed crying.

      “What’s wrong, Wendy?”

      “I just swallowed a handful of sleeping pills.”

      “What were they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Panicked, I rushed her to the emergency room where the doctor pumped her stomach and placed her on suicide watch. Terrified and confused, I could not fucking believe what was happening. The stories I’d heard from patients finding their mothers, fathers, and other family members in these situations was now fucking happening to me. It freaked me out.

      After the doctor stabilized Wendy, he admitted her to the adult psych unit. She was there for two weeks.

      I got off work at one facility and went to another to visit my wife. When the shock and fear wore off, I became angry, very angry.

      She was so selfish to do this. Deep in her heart, she didn’t want to die. It was nothing more than a cry for help. With what, I hadn’t a clue.

      Once discharged home, our healing began. We tried working through it and processing what had happened, but I never got a good explanation as to why she’d done it.

      Wendy went to therapy for several years. She appeared to be happy, telling me she was working through childhood issues. She initially blamed the suicide attempt on me because of a comment I’d made about her having low self-esteem.

      As we continued to work through these particular issues, my resentments toward her faded. She soon shared childhood issues she’d gone through with me.

      It’s then I understood what she’d been dealing with.

      A cousin had sexually abused her, and her brother had been physically abusive toward her, too. She’d grown up seeing a great deal of violence.

      It was hard for me to go to work and deal with issues from the kids, and then have the same issues going on at home. I spoke to a therapist at work a few times and found her to be a big help. She wasn’t very well liked. Many thought she was crazy, but she helped me, and that’s all I cared about. Years later, she married a former patient.
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        * * *

      

      The job became more and more unorganized. The administration staff at Valley Pointe, I was convinced, were insane. They needed to be in treatment themselves. The individuals were just plain stupid, especially the Nursing Supervisor. The decisions and practices they put in place were dangerous and irresponsible.

      The kids seemed to get bigger and more violent. They didn’t fuck with me too much because I always followed the three basic rules: firm, fair, and consistent in dealing with the patients.

      MHT’s came and went by the droves. Staff reported for work for one shift and never came back. They couldn’t handle the pressure of the administration above them.

      As the years passed, policies changed. We had to be careful when touching unruly patients. We couldn’t drop a kid anymore because of the fear of lawsuits. It never made sense to me because the kids got more violent, but we couldn’t touch them.

      Throughout my career, I had one formal incident filed against me. A kid claimed I’d used excessive force by slamming him into a wall. He’d been beating up another kid, and blood had flown everywhere, so I’d pinned him against the wall to prevent him from getting away. After an investigation, I’d been cleared of the claim.

      Since then, I’ve seen so many people lose their jobs over stupidity, most of them due to inappropriate relationships with patients. Valley Pointe was the hardest job I’d had, but I’d learned more there than anywhere else I’ve ever worked.

      In college speech class, my teacher had always said that throughout any career, one could expect to make speeches in front of five to seven people on a consistent basis. That turned out to be so true. Between giving shift reports to conducting groups with patients, it’s always been a consistent part of my job. Public speaking, in my opinion, was the biggest confidence-building experience anyone could ever have. It would either make you or break you.

      I’d been wrong. I had learned something in college I’d used on the job. Imagine that!
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, my relationship with Wendy got better, although there was something missing I couldn’t quite put my finger on. The job was okay. We were able to save money.

      I was twenty-nine years old and felt good about life. In my mind, I still struggled to process through Wendy’s suicide attempt. She was in therapy, doing much better, so it helped me to feel better.

      Something never felt right in our relationship, however. I constantly had to look over my shoulder and watch my back, an issue that was always a problem for me.

      Wendy had been married when we’d met. We’d had an affair and were caught red-handed by her husband.

      I was lucky he hadn’t tried to kill me. Twenty-year-old young adults back then, I’d been renting my first place with a friend of mine—a house in the country. I don’t know how her husband ever found it, though I supposed he’d followed her.

      Memories surfaced. I recalled every vivid detail of the moment he’d shown up at the house.
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        * * *

      

      Wendy and I finished making love. We basked in the moment, enjoying each other’s company.

      A knock sounded in the distance. Skip, my roommate, answered the door.

      “Where they at?” a man asked.

      I recognized the voice. It belonged to her husband.

      The two of us panicked. We scrambled off the bed in search of our clothes. Once we were fully dressed, we moved toward several chairs located on the other side of the room.

      “There is not going to be any shit,” Skip said.

      Footsteps echoed across the tile floor. The person neared the bedroom door. Sneakers squeaked with every step. The doorknob turned, and the door opened. A hand reached out and turned on the light.

      Wendy’s husband stood across the threshold. He glanced in our direction. His lips thinned to a tight line.

      “You’re an adulterous …”

      He was a big guy. I stood across the room in front of a chair with my hands behind my back holding a knife. I am not a violent man, but I was prepared to use it if I had to. I said no words to the man.

      We stood, watching each other in silence.

      Wendy sat nearby, motionless, waiting to see what would happen next.

      He turned off the light and walked away, leaving the house several minutes later.

      She and I remained silent until we heard his car crank and drive down the road out of hearing range.

      “Jesus! Fuck.”

      I looked at her as she said the words. “Get up until we are sure he ain’t coming back.”

      Why she stayed and didn’t go back to her sister’s that night is beyond me. We slept in our clothes the entire night. I shook and shivered all night long, like my body does whenever I’m nervous. She slept like a baby.

      My roommate thought it was a funny situation and called us dumbasses for getting involved. He went outside to take a look around the yard to make sure everything was good before coming back into the house and going to bed.
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        * * *

      

      Succumbing to such horrible feelings, they’re the worst I’ve ever felt. Wendy always said she’d felt relief once her marriage had ended. It didn’t lessen the fact that I had to look over my shoulder for several years. I hadn’t trusted her ex-husband and thought he’d sneak up on me somewhere, but he never did.

      Needless to say, there had been no honeymoon phase in our relationship, which is a shame not to have. Over the years, I’ve learned that having a good honeymoon phase in a relationship makes everything that arises easier to get through. I believe aspects of a honeymoon phase can last as long as a relationship.

      The fact that Wendy had a daughter from her previous marriage complicated things. Her little girl had lived with us for a year or so before she signed away her parental rights to her ex-husband, Walt.

      I’ve looked back and wondered if she’d done so because of me. She’d made her own decisions that were hers to live with. I’ve tried to talk to her about it numerous times over the course of fourteen years, but she never talked about why she didn’t want to see her little girl anymore. It had been a huge secret, strange and dysfunctional. Comfortable and happy enough, though, I thought less and less of it. We just lived life.

      I became friends with one of my married co-workers. Wendy hit it off well with his wife. It was good for her to have a friend. They hung out, doing women things. We double dated often, going to movies and dinner, and over to each other’s houses for Sunday afternoon football.

      Patrice was African-American, so there were many things she and Wendy didn’t have in common. For the most part, they got along quite well.

      The job had been tolerable with my friend, Barry, working the same shift. Many nights on the job reminded me of WWF Wrestling. Some days, we’d go into work and immediately dropped kids to the floor.

      The same kids came onto the ward repeatedly. Their parents didn’t want them at home, especially around Christmastime. Sometimes, I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want them home either. I’ve always believed it to be poor parenting skills. More often than not, that caused kids to act out. Either way, it was a sad situation.

      Barry was a good partner to have on the shift. He had my back, and I had his. A difficulty brewed in our friendship, however, when he had an affair with a nurse on the unit.

      As the four of us grew closer, knowing he was sleeping with another woman became an awkward situation for me. Patrice was a sweetheart. In my mind, I’d betrayed her as much as he had.

      I never shared this with Wendy because if I had, she would have told Patrice about her husband’s affair. It would have put all of us in an awkward situation. I got through it, though. We continued to hang out for another year until Barry and Patrice moved to Seattle. Eventually, we lost complete contact.
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        * * *

      

      Over the past forty years, I’ve wondered whatever happened to the kids I’d worked with at Valley Pointe. If any of them are still alive, which is doubtful, they are probably in the prison system.

      Back then, I hadn’t been much older than most of them. I was twenty-six when I’d first taken the job. Some of them had been eighteen. It’s only a difference of eight years, but it’s not that much. I’ve seen several adult patients turn themselves around, be productive, and keep long-term sobriety. During the four years I’d worked at Valley Pointe, I never heard about any of the kids getting better. That’s not to say some didn’t, of course.

      Throughout the course of my career, I’ve worked with patients who stayed sober and ended up being my co-workers. This happened a lot, though there were co-workers who also relapsed and ended up being patients.

      The disease of addiction doesn’t care about who a person is. If someone has it, they have it. One of the first things I learned at Valley Pointe was addiction is a disease. If they have no desire to change, then they won’t. Another thing I’ve learned over the years is many families don’t want to hear about it being a disease. They’ve been hurt and are tired of their children and other family members stealing and getting in trouble. They want them to stop what they’re doing, once and for all.

      As the years have progressed, more people in society accept addiction as a disease. People are more tolerant and want more services to help addicts and alcoholics. A lot of research had been conducted in the early 2000’s. Doctors learned that there are actual brain differences in addicts compared to non-addicts.

      Al-Anon became popular. Families went to those meetings to learn why their loved ones couldn’t stop. Addiction was treated like a disease of the mind, body, and spirit.

      Ironically, in the 2000’s, money for treatment suffered cuts, and many facilities shut down. They were building prisons, but not treatment centers.

      I look back and think about the fact that if I’d known about what would happen to the field, I sure as hell wouldn’t have stayed in it for forty years. I don’t understand why I’ve stayed in it this long. I suppose I’d gotten comfortable. Pay raises and promotions happened, so it was harder and harder to turn away.

      Before I knew it, like with most avenues in life, roads got longer, and time grew shorter. Perhaps I gravitated toward the counseling field because I’d grown up in a very dysfunctional family full of drugs, emotional, sexual, and physical abuse.

      At the age of fourteen, I’d discovered I had the gift of writing, primarily poetry. I’d also discovered I had a natural ability for playing the guitar. This was an escape from the family dysfunction. While growing up, I’d write and play music constantly. If not for both, I don’t think I would have ever made it to the age of sixty-seven.

      When I was younger, I’d tried for years to become a musician. After high school, at eighteen, I’d packed everything I had in my car and moved to Branson, Missouri, to try to get a gig in one of the country shows in town. Once there, I’d seen the other guitar players and realized I wasn’t as good as I thought I was.

      I’d ended up working in the music business, doing light and sound for a couple of years before I’d decided to go to college. I continued to write poems, short stories, and songs throughout the years of my early career.

      A better writer than musician, I put most of my energy into writing, even though I’ve kept playing guitar. The creativity kept me sane and grounded my entire life. This is a blessing, considering my career choice has been a stressful experience.
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        * * *

      

      The third year on the job at Valley Pointe brought a new supervisor into my life. His name was Bob. A hard ass on the unit, he was good to the employees, though he had plans to clean up the place, restore order, and squash all chaos. This guy was a Vietnam veteran, had gone to school to get his RN, and wasn’t nice to the patients.

      He did, indeed, clean up the place. For six months, it ran like a smooth, oiled machine. I endured those months without any carpet burns on my knees or elbows from wrestling with kids.

      Administration demoted Bob and moved him to another floor after his eighth month. They’d come up with a lame excuse, but what it boiled down to was that it was the calm on the unit. They couldn’t justify holding compliant kids. The system needed patients to act out so they had a reason to bill insurance companies and Medicaid for extended stays.

      I noticed how much bullshit was evident in the system. Healthcare and human services positions are set up to keep people sick. Even the medical profession is set up this way. If people are well and stable, no money will be made.

      As time went by, I got more duties on the job, since I was still lead MHT by title. I’d also taken on the role of a social worker’s aid. I sat in on group therapy with the social workers and drug and alcohol counselors. This was a refreshing change from wrestling all the time. It sucked I wasn’t being paid for the extra work, but I learned from it.

      Truth be told, I’d volunteered for it. I was outgrowing the Mental Health Technician position. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to do it. I was overqualified. A beneficial experience, I continued to learn about counseling from the social workers and therapists.

      Another new supervisor came on board that was scared to death of the patients. It was worse than ever on the unit.

      I began looking for another job in counseling, where I could practice what I’d studied in school. After all, I hadn’t spent five years getting a degree to wrestle fucking kids all my life. I wanted a job where I could work with adults. Although I didn’t know how much better they’d be, I wanted something different.

      In the private sector, I had to have a Master’s degree to counsel. In the prison system, all I needed was a Bachelor’s degree, so I applied to a minimal security prison in Dallas. This was a state job in the Community Corrections Department. I had one interview and didn’t get the position, so of course, I was disappointed.

      One of the interviewers on the panel told me to check back in six months. He’d winked at me as if he’d known something was coming up soon.

      Meanwhile, I struggled through Valley Pointe for another six months. The kids were violent as hell. There had been three riots over a period of three months. Full-time staff quit and per diem staff didn’t take shifts on the fourth floor because of the volatility.

      So many times, it was just me, another tech, and a nurse working the floor with eighteen at-risk teens. It was absolute hell.

      I drove home on the verge of tears every evening for months. Every afternoon, I’d almost drive right past the facility, while thinking about not going into work. Wendy was still in college and had a part-time job that wasn’t making much money. I had a new truck to pay for, and we had rent to pay, so I couldn’t just up and quit.

      I will never forget the Friday evening when I’d finally known I had to make a change. At nine o’clock, the patients were in the dayroom watching a movie. I sent two kids to their room for early bedtime for disruptive behaviors. I’d been sitting in a chair at the end of the hall where I could keep an eye on the dayroom and the hallway at the same time.

      One of the kids had come out of his room into the hallway to ask me something.

      At the same time, another kid stepped out of his room, walking toward the first kid with a wooden chair over his head.

      I’d run down the hall, getting in between them. I’d known better, but being so burnt out, I’d let my guard down.

      The kid dropped the chair at my directive.

      When he did, the other kid charged him.

      I’d dropped the charging kid like a bad habit and pinned him to the ground.

      He’d squirmed out from under me, stood up, and hit me with two quick jabs to the forehead.

      Meanwhile, the nurse at the station had called a Dr. Armstrong.

      Several staff members arrived.

      Something came over me—a sudden surge of strength. I’d noticed the corner of the doorframe and slammed the kid’s head into it. I’d held the boy’s left arm, while two staff members held his right arm. I’d pulled all three of them toward the doorframe because, I admit, I wanted his face to hit it, and it did, spilling blood everywhere.

      One of the techs approached me. “You slammed his face on purpose. You could have hurt us all. If it happens again, I will report you.”

      Upset, I’d driven home in tears. The pouring rain plus the tears caked in my eyes made it very hard to see the road in front of me. The windshield wipers slapping back and forth smearing instead of drying the water made me even more nervous. Luckily, I made it home safely. I walked into the apartment, putting my keys on the table and taking off my wet clothes.

      Wendy stood nearby, waiting for me, as if she’d known I had a bad night.

      I walked over to her in my wet underwear and hugged her. It felt like I was being hugged by an angel of comfort.

      “I’m going to talk to my supervisor tomorrow about me changing to the overnight shift. That way, I won’t have to deal with the patients.”
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        * * *

      

      Luckily, the kid I’d slammed into the door never pursued a grievance. The following Monday, the Community Corrections Department called and offered me a counseling position.

      My last day at Valley Pointe was on New Year’s Day. The following Monday, I started working at Community Corrections.
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