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Foreword 


History teaches us that no society or generation has gone untouched by alcoholism and addiction. Several hundred years ago, certain Native American tribes were known to have formed sobriety circles. During colonial times in the United States, noted physician Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, began to talk about drunkenness as a disease and called for treatment.


One of the first attempts to deal with alcoholism was not on an individual basis but through mutual support. In 1840, a group of people formed the Washingtonian Society, which at the time was a new and exciting approach. It became so popular that at one point there were 600, 000 members. Also around this time Dr. Magnus Huss, a Swedish physician, officially introduced the term “alcoholism.” An ongoing debate about the definition of alcoholism ensued and at one time it was thought that as many as 200 different definitions were being used.


Regardless of how it was defined, many institutions were established to help alcoholics. The New York State Inebriate Asylum, the Martha Washington Home in Chicago, and the Water Street Mission in New York City are a few examples. In 1879, Dr. Leslie Keeley began to open more than 120 institutes for addiction treatment in America.


During the Civil War many wounded soldiers were treated with morphine and developed physical dependence on the drug. Their dependence became known as the “soldier’s disease.” Other drug problems surfaced as well, such as cocaine addiction and opiate dependence.


By the turn of the century concern over alcoholism and drug addiction was no longer limited to the addict. Responses to addiction started to develop from the government with such actions as the 1914 Harrison Tax Act to control opiates and cocaine and the involvement of the Supreme Court.


However, all of these efforts did not seem to reach the “core” of the problem for those struggling with addiction. It was obvious that addiction was not just a physical dependence on a substance and that recovery needed to be more than merely abstinence. For a brief time between 1900 and 1940, an organization known as the Oxford Group attempted to add spirituality to the concept of recovery. Abstinence from alcohol was not a mandatory requirement for this group.


It soon became clear something more was needed. Something that would help people understand they need not recover alone. Something that would help addicts experience not only loss, but also hope. Something that could replace a lifestyle of pain and addiction with one of health and healing and mend a broken spirit, not just a body, to bring peace to a troubled soul.


In the United States, that something emerged in 1935 when two alcoholics, Bill W. and Dr. Bob, found each other and realized that together they could accomplish something that neither of them could do alone. It was the beginning of Alcoholics Anonymous and the beginning of the modern recovery movement. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was not the first group of alcoholics to join together, but it quickly became the most explosive and universal. Unlike other groups, its members found something that helped them make sense of their lives, to support each other and to form a community that asked for nothing, but gave much, that welcomed all, judged none, and replaced despair with spirituality and acceptance.


AA offered something even more—a way of life. Based on a program of the Twelve Steps of AA and the Twelve Traditions, this way of life was not limited to overcoming your past, but also offered guidelines for living a healthy future physically, emotionally and spiritually. The success of AA quickly spread not only throughout America, but also the world. In fact, many non-alcoholics were attracted to AA’s ideas about recovery because of the Twelve Steps and their application to other life situations. Without a doubt, a community had been born and its impact had touched the world.


Other events were unfolding. Universities were beginning to take an interest in trying to better understand addiction and recovery. First among these was Yale, which developed the Center of Alcohol Studies in 1943. In 1944 Marty Mann founded what is known today as the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence. A tremendous achievement in the treatment of addiction occurred in the late 1940s when three institutions, Pioneer House, Willmar State Hospital and Hazelden developed what is known as the “Minnesota Model.” Their pioneering work led to the development of 28-day programs for treatment of chemical dependency. It was also around this time that the application of AA’s program to other drug addictions emerged with the founding of Narcotics Anonymous (NA).


In the 1950s, things began to expand even more. With the founding of Al-Anon Family Groups by Lois W. and Anne B., wives of the original members of AA, family members and friends of addicts were offered support and hope based on the Twelve Steps for the first time. With the addition of spouses and children of alcoholics (CoAs), the number of people involved in recovery grew tremendously.


By the 1950s, the American Medical Association and other organizations recognized alcoholism as a disease and Dr. Ruth Fox established what is known today as the American Society of Addiction Medicine.


In the next decade the American Bar Association and the American Public Health Association adopted official statements accepting alcoholism as a treatable illness. During this time other drugs were being abused as well and the level of public awareness for treatment and recovery began to grow. Drug abuse, alcoholism and chemical dependency were now mainstream in America and the country was trying to find help. Controversy ensued over social policy and the best approaches for prevention, identification and treatment. Organizations began to help and during the 1970s and 1980s hospitals developed residential treatment programs. Third-party insurance coverage now included treatment for alcohol and drug abuse and the recovery movement continued to expand.


It was also during this time that another phenomenon emerged. The children of alcoholics, CoAs, wanted to join the recovery movement. With an estimated population of more than 28 million, their inclusion further popularized recovery. Several books on the subject reached bestseller lists, conferences were widely attended and mental health professionals began to become involved in their treatment. The Children of Alcoholics Foundation (CoAF) and the National Association for Children of Alcoholics (NACoA) were founded in the early 1980s. Concepts such as dysfunctional family and codependency became everyday words. All of these changes garnered more attention for recovery and in many cases encouraged more debate. Through it all, however, one thing remained constant and that was the quest for recovery and the application of recovery programs to as many people as possible.


In the 1990s and into this new century, recovery has continued to change and grow to meet the needs of a diverse, complex society. Concepts such as co-occurring disorders, outpatient treatment and drug courts have emerged. The era of 28-day residential treatment programs has declined, due to challenges from managed care and more and more clients are treated on an outpatient basis. Gender-specific treatment and programs that are more inclusive for people of color are becoming the norm. The concept of recovery is now being applied to a variety of quality of life issues.


More than an historical accounting of dates, facts and the founding of institutions, the history of recovery is truly a story of a grassroots movement. It was not something created by professionals, social policy or directives. People coming together who shared a common history and who shared a common dream for a better life created it. Those who chose not to judge each other, but to support each other, started it. Those who struggled alone, but recovered together, continued it. It has truly become a recovering community: a community of hope, strength, acceptance, love and resiliency. Regardless of when or why it started, or who or what institutions participated, recovery is a gift that has been given to all of us.


Robert J. Ackerman, Ph.D. 






Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.


Margaret Mead 






Introduction 


You are about to become acquainted with one of the greatest communities in the world. Not one consisting of houses, buildings, streets, shopping malls and schools, but one that resides in the very hearts and souls of people who share a common bond.


Each member of the “recovering community” has successfully overcome tremendous obstacles in their lives and in doing so find themselves in a better place physically, emotionally and spiritually than they ever thought possible.


Chicken Soup for the Recovering Soul will move, inspire and entertain you with the stories from only a few of the millions of people who have become part of the recovering community. You will quickly discover that these stories are not about pain and despair, but rather about hope and resiliency. They are not stories about strategies for change, but stories about the human spirit that will not be denied. These are the stories of people who are willing to share parts of their lives in order to help others.


Most people whose lives are touched by addiction and other problems feel completely alone. They believe that no one else would understand or appreciate their situation, and, although they begin their journey in solitude, they soon find many others who share similar experiences and are willing to help them.


Often facing daunting circumstances and ever-present self-doubt, people just like you confront their fears of the future in order to change and find a better way to live. As you read, you’ll understand how an individual cannot do it alone, how mentors appear at the right time and place. And you’ll meet people who believed they needed no one’s help but began to reach out to others and be touched in return.


Restore your faith as our writers describe the birth, growth and nurturing of spirituality that enriches the lives of people in recovery. And for so many who struggled, feeling they had no choices, new “families” are found on every page as the authors share their discovery that families of origin, friends and even our support groups can surround us with life-affirming, healthy behaviors.


You’ll be filled with awe, wonder and appreciation at the resilience of people in the face of great odds to not only overcome but thrive and grow from difficult, seemingly insurmountable circumstances. Their stories are a mixture of hope, inner strength and serenity.


And, although most of the stories in Chicken Soup for the Recovering Soul focus on overcoming addiction to alcohol and other drugs, we’ve shared a selection of pieces that illustrate how the process of recovery is now applied to other quality of life issues from depression to chronic illnesses. The concepts of recovery and the use of Twelve-Step programs are applicable to many different issues with equally successful results. Supporting each other is an effective tool and consequently the recovering community is constantly growing. We should not be surprised. When something works so well, it will become part of people’s lives.


Finally, one of the most cherished virtues in the life of a recovering individual is the resurrection of joy and one of the greatest indicators of recovery is a desire to share what you have found. The authors represented in Chicken  Soup for the Recovering Soul want to share the hope, resilience, joy and spirituality that have touched their souls. This book is about joy and life changes, a portable support group that binds millions of people together in a new community.


It is the recovering community.


Welcome.






1 
THE 
RECOVERING 
JOURNEY 


Trust is the path 
Acceptance, the direction 
Serenity, the destination 
Self-centeredness, a detour 
and 
Impatience, a rock in your shoe.


Martin Dodd 






An Angel Wore Fur 


God can do anything . . . the secret is in letting him.


Betty King 


A bleak winter night closed over Detroit. For a lone, unsteady figure reeling along the wet pavement, the weather only seemed to punctuate how cold and dark his life had become.


Tom had bailed out without a parachute and was now plunging at top speed toward a sudden stop. He had no way of knowing that just around the corner, in a narrow, unlit alley, an angel awaited.


Tom poured himself into a business, only to see it wither and die. At thirty years of age everything was lost, including his spirit. Alone, broken, hope in the future gone, the IRS, bill collectors and his landlord were suffocating him. He escaped into alcohol and drugs. Addiction squeezed tighter and tighter.


His will gone, he staggered along the street that winter night. Drinking and drugs ruled his existence.


Tom called a cheap, fifth-floor walk-up home. But he preferred not to use the front door, as “serious” bill collectors often stalked that area. He learned to come and go on a metal fire escape hanging in an alley at the rear of the building.


Steadying himself against walls and trash cans, Tom groped along the darkened corridor. But a night spent feeding his habits was too much and with the last spark of consciousness fading, his body crumpled to the freezing asphalt.


Slowly, very slowly, a strange sensation pulled Tom back. Something wet was making quick, short, abrasive strokes over his face. As he lay on his back, another observation crept into Tom’s clouded mind. There was a weight on his chest. His hand moved to investigate. Fur? “What the . . . ? ” His eyes snapped open and he found himself nose to nose with a very large cat. Startled, he scrambled to his feet with all of the speed his condition would allow and, finding the fire escape, he clambered up the five floors to his apartment. 


The next day found Tom a bit more in control. Descending the iron steps, he was surprised by the cat leaping from a pile of cardboard boxes to greet him. Big, black, short-haired and wearing a collar, Tom thought the cat had to belong to someone in the neighborhood, so he began walking the streets, hoping if the cat recognized his home, he would go to it. As if an invisible leash tied the two together, the cat matched Tom stride for stride. Tom and the cat were still walking when the sun slipped from the sky. Returning to his apartment, he and the cat parted company at the fire escape.


A violent winter storm gripped Detroit the following day. Tom stayed inside and gradually a tiny cry caught his attention. Opening the window, he was amazed to see the snow-covered cat looking up at him, meowing softly. It had struggled up five icy flights of steel steps and bypassed several other apartments to present himself to Tom. Looking down at the pitiful creature, he opened the window a little wider and his new friend darted in, tail fully erect.


Life hadn’t yet bottomed out for the pair. In the next few months they were forced from the apartment and onto the streets. Sleeping in doorways, Salvation Army collection boxes and flophouses, Tom always felt that warm, little body next to his no matter where they passed the night.


By now Tom was so entangled in his own hopelessness, drugs and alcohol, he desperately looked for a way out. Sitting on an isolated river bank, he held a loaded revolver in his hand. Cocking and uncocking the hammer, putting the barrel in his mouth, then taking it out. He just needed a little spark or nudge and all of his troubles would be over. As he repositioned the gun’s barrel in his mouth, a persistent nudge gently pushed his hand and the gun away. Tom glanced down into the golden eyes staring up from his lap. Hey, if I do this, he thought, who would take care of the cat?  Putting the gun away, he lay back on the grassy river bank and slept. Each time over the next few years, when his will to hold on weakened, the cat was there, staring deep into Tom’s very soul.


There was no bolt of lightning or clap of thunder, no inspiring revelation, but slowly and for reasons he still doesn’t understand, Tom starting fighting for control. Eventually, he walked to the front of a room full of strangers and said, “Hello, my name is Tom and I’m an alcoholic.” He found work and began putting his life together.


Eleven years had slipped by since his friend found him in that dark, cold alley. Tom came home from work one evening and after dinner sat down to watch television. As it had done for so many years, the cat snuggled down into his lap. Looking down, Tom gently stroked his friend. “You know, ” Tom spoke softly, “you’ve really been here for me when I needed you and I think I’m getting myself together. I’m gonna be okay. If you want to leave or check out, you don’t have to stay on my account.” Then Tom dozed off, his chin falling forward to rest on his chest.


Only a few minutes passed when Tom awoke and immediately he knew his friend was gone. Those golden eyes that spoke so clearly, for so many years, were closed forever.


John Crusey 






The Empty Chair 


Unless you walk out into the unknown, the odds of making a profound difference in your life are pretty low.


Tom Peters 


I walked into Thom Rutledge’s office with no great expectation. I had been treated by various eating disorder specialists for over six months and had not seen any improvements with my anorexia/bulimia. In fact, the bingeing, purging and starving were getting worse every day.


Almost as soon as we sat down Thom took a chair from the corner and put it directly across from me. I was certain that I had signed up for an individual therapy session. I was really not in the mood for anyone to join us.


He said, “I want you to imagine your eating disorder sitting in this chair.” I looked first at the door; I might be leaving soon. Then it got stranger. Thom suggested that we name my eating disorder. That’s right, he wanted to name it. He called it “Ed, ” which he explained is actually an acronym for eating disorder. Okay, something that made sense, but still I was wondering who was in more need of therapy—me or this so-called expert psychotherapist.


I scanned the walls of the office, looking for credentials. All of the other eating disorder professionals whom I had seen previously prominently displayed their various diplomas and certificates in their offices. Thom’s credentials were nowhere to be found. Instead I saw a stuffed animal (some species I didn’t recognize), an empty whiskey bottle serving as a vase for dried flowers, and an oversized deck of playing cards. Seriously, the cards were big.


Who is this guy anyway? What am I doing here? And why did he just give my eating disorder a man’s name? I was confused.


After those few moments of hesitation, I remembered that I was paying this man a lot of money to help me recover from my eating disorder. So I decided to give Thom the benefit of the doubt.


I looked at the chair, completely empty and still, and imagined my eating disorder, Ed, was sitting there. Once Thom saw that I was going to play along with his little metaphor, he took it to the next level of weird: He asked me to have a conversation with Ed.


It did not take me long to realize that this chair was the most talkative piece of furniture I had ever run across in my life. This chair—Ed—actually had quite a lot to say. Thom was no longer the only strange one in the room.


Ed said, “Jenni, you are fat. Why are you listening to Thom anyway? You will never be able to get rid of me. I have been with you your entire life.”


He continued, “Feel how tight your jeans fit across your waist right now. Isn’t that very uncomfortable? And remember this morning you had to buckle your belt one notch larger than normal. That means you better not eat dinner tonight.”


Ed went on and on throughout the session with negative comments about food, weight and more. As I sat listening to Ed, it all felt so familiar. Finally, Thom interrupted and asked, “Jenni, do you have anything that you want to say back to Ed? ”


I was speechless. I had never been given the opportunity to speak back to the condemning thoughts that had ruled my life for over twenty years. I had always assumed that these thoughts were just the truth, that they were just me. I was my eating disorder. But something had shifted now. Thom was showing me that the negative thoughts that berated me day and night did not originate with me. These thoughts, these insults came from Ed, not Jenni. And now Thom was giving Jenni the chance to speak up.


I had no idea what to say. What do you say to someone who has manipulated, abused and controlled you for years? What do you say to someone who has lied to you for your entire life? What do you say to someone who ultimately wants to destroy you? 


I sat in silence for what seemed liked an eternity. Finally, I asked Ed, “Why do you try to control my every move? Why won’t you just leave me alone? ” In the few seconds that it took me to ask those two questions, I felt just a little bit of separation from Ed. And it felt so good.


So I continued to talk to Ed: “Was it you who told me I was fat when I was only four years old in dance class? And why did you never let me eat Halloween candy as a child? One piece of candy wouldn’t have hurt me. It always looked so good. And why is the size of my dress the only thing that I remember about my high school prom? You said that was all that mattered. In college it was you who convinced me to walk into my bathroom and force myself to throw up that very first time, wasn’t it? Why? ”


I had so many questions for Ed. Thom mentioned that I would never get the answers that I wanted from Ed but that asking the questions was an excellent place to start. Thom smiled at me. I think I smiled too.


Before I knew it, the session with Thom was over, and I was out the door walking to my car. But this time, unlike leaving therapy sessions before, I left with something new. I left with hope. In the time I spent with Thom that day, I rediscovered Jenni, the healthy part of me that wanted to live and be free of my eating disorder. I learned that she just needed lots of patience and time to grow.


I sat in my car, turned the engine over and started to drive home. I was on a new road this time; I was on the real recovery path. And now I knew I could do it.


I heard Ed chuckling in the backseat mumbling under his breath something about how he would never let me go. With all of the newfound inspiration that I had just gained from Thom’s office, I imagined stopping the car and throwing Ed out. This is definitely not going to be easy, I thought, but I can do it.


Jenni Schaefer 






The Heap 


It is better to wear out than to rust out.


Bishop Richard Cumberland 


A lot of people buy big old cars and then drive and drive them until they are much older. The definition of old begins over 120, 000 miles. These cars get so old that it is difficult to tell one from another. They all begin to look alike inside and outside, but they get the job done again and again. They gain respect, a place in the family, and even acceptance and understanding of frequent breakdowns.


If you work in a drug and alcohol treatment center, the sight of an old family automobile delivering a patient is common. Once they are there, the driver hurries inside with, “I got him this far, somebody help!”


Cars rust. Rusting must start inside somewhere. Then it just pops out in spots through the paint. Once it starts, it goes fast, from a speck to many specks to a whole part. It’s the same with addicts.


Rusty cars are hard to remember new. Their vexations blot out the memory of their charm, their accessories and even particular model year. It takes concentration to call up the original image. It’s the same with alcoholics.


The rusting twelve-year-old auto with 180, 000 miles on it brought the blond, blue-eyed young man with the effects of twelve years of drinking and drugging on his body to the door of the treatment center. (The car and the young man had started their rusting at the same time.) Dad tried to get the 210-pound body out of the backseat, but only succeeded in getting his son turned onto his stomach with his hairy legs sticking stiffly out the back door. He went inside for help.


Mom sat in the front seat staring straight ahead, but not listening to the half-anesthetized slobbering snore. There was an occasional grunt, or a moan . . . which was it? She couldn’t tell. She didn’t dwell on it.


She was half thinking on the sad curiosity of times and events that rust people. When did the first spots appear? When did decay set in? When did the child’s acceptance turn to rebellion? When did the blue in the eyes become matched with red instead of white and perhaps next yellow? When did the tiny, soft, pink, kicking feet become rough, variegated and dirt embedded? When did this coarse, dirty black hair replace the smooth, curving, velvety, kissable skin of tummy, legs and backside? When did the smell of baby powder and baby lotion turn to the odor of an unbathed body and secondhand whiskey? When did spit-up turn to throw-up? When did wet diapers turn to wet undershorts? 


Sad, so sad . . . the baby is still in there . . . with a rusting body and short-circuited brain to deal with whatever life is left. She blinked tears away and her “whens” turned to “whats.”


What happened to the adventuresome youth whose methodical searching of a fascinating world became an intense panic for another fix, another drink, another free fast meal or fuzzy-memoried fornication? What happened to the athlete whose gazelle-like gait became a device to stay ahead of trouble, accountability and responsibility? What changed his innovation to deception? His persuasiveness to manipulation? An authoritative nature to bullying? What became of the energy, the schedules and numerous small jobs that were replaced by lethargy, wanderings and “big deals”? What happened to the many noisy friends whose visits to the house were replaced by whispered phone calls to just a few? 


She blinked again, but her “whats” did not turn to “whys.” Spending days such as this, many days over, was not unusual in her life. Wasting time is normal, interruption is normal, angry is normal, broken promises and no plans are normal. She came from an alcoholic family. She married an alcoholic. Now her son is an alcoholic and an addict. That seems normal. She cannot question the why of normal!


Not even the why of How come all these heaps around me are alcoholic and not me? Why am I spared? Why am I not more upset and even now myself drinking over the death and disappearance of my baby laying on the backseat? 


These things are too sad to ponder, she decides, as she shifts her own 210 pounds to reach the glove box and her stashed Twinkies behind Dad’s pint. The bra strap over her giant breast prosthesis breaks again. You are all such rusting heaps, she reflects without emotion once again, as she bites into the spongy cake. Oh well. . . .


Before her teeth meet the creamy center, she already feels that familiar surge of comfort and excitement that will last but a few minutes.


Oh well.


And the gurgling, rusting baby on the backseat continued his death rattle.


Epilogue:


Three hours later the young man was in severe withdrawal.


Three days later he was successfully detoxed.


Three weeks later he received a medallion for completing alcohol and drug rehab.


Three months later he received a chip for attending ninety Twelve-Step meetings in ninety days.


Three years later he was employed as a certified unit counselor in an alcohol and drug treatment center.


He later became a Ph.D. director of such a center. . . . God cares.


Joseph R. Cruse, M.D. 






Touched by a Higher Power 


The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.


John Milton, Paradise Lost 


Dinner was at a local Greek restaurant to be followed by dancing at one of Chilliwack’s more popular nightclubs. It was a time filled with great food, laughter, teasing and recollections of the school week. Fully satisfied, some would leave for home while the rest of us made our way to the club. Bright, colorful lights flashed and strobes pierced the semi-dark room filled with people having a good time listening to a good cover of “Twilight Zone, ” a song originally done by Golden Earring. The music was loud and the party was just beginning. My hands helplessly reached for the concoction capable of turning man to animal.


Looking to my girlfriend, I asked jokingly, “Hey, baby! Do you mind if I get drunk tonight? ” Knowing that we lived just a couple of blocks from the club Phyllis replied, laughing, “Sure. Why not! I don’t have too far to carry you home!” Over the music I shouted, “Right on! You’re my kind of girl.”


The night of drinking, laughter and dancing would take its toll. As if I didn’t have enough to drink, or wasn’t drunk enough already, I always had to finish with a zombie or two, a very potent drink of various types of alcohol and a bit of mix. My laughter was now diminishing and the apparent heaviness of my heart was showing on my face.


“Are you okay? ” Phyllis asked.


Looking like the zombie I had just drank, I replied, “Yeah. I’m fine. And you? ” Rubbing my thigh lightly as she always had, Phyllis said, “It’s okay. Everything will be all right.” Her eyes looked right into mine as if she could see right through me, reading my mind, seeing my soul. Feeling her love and knowing that I couldn’t hide anything from her, tears began to fill my eyes.


“Had enough to drink? Want to go home? ” she asked. Hesitantly I answered, motivated by the thoughts of the damage I’d now begun to do in my drunkenness, not feeling too safe inside myself, “Sure. Let’s go home.”


I awoke in the morning, sad, sick, sorry and extremely hungover, awaking again to the words that I dreaded hearing after a good night’s drunk.


“You’re not going to like yourself very much when you see what you’ve done.” Silence filled the air. I was too ashamed to even look at Phyllis for those words only meant one thing. Defeated, I slowly made my way toward the living room, hoping in these few minutes the damage I’d done would somehow miraculously repair itself. “Oh my God! I did this? ” 


Phyllis scared and very concerned asked, “You don’t remember? ”


Fear gripped me as I envisioned the fury it must have taken to reap such destruction. “No.Why? Why did I do this? ”


“We had just left Huggies. You were quite drunk and I wanted to get you home. You stopped in the parking lot across the way. I looked at you. Your eyes and your face were as if you had become a different person. I asked if you were okay. You said yes. I told you to keep on walking—we were almost home.”


“Not moving you started asking, ‘Why? ’ I asked what you were talking about, ‘Why? ’ what? You didn’t answer, you just stared. You started hollering, your fists were clenched and you ran angrily toward the house. You kicked in the door. By now you were cursing. ‘Why!’”


Fearfully I asked, “Where were the kids when all this was happening? ”


“I found a note on the table, they spent the night at a friend’s place. There was no one home but you and me, ” she explained.


Not really wanting to know, I asked, “What happened next? ”


“You began smashing everything, punching and kicking the walls—that’s where all the holes are from. Walking over to the fireplace you knocked everything onto the floor. You flipped the couches and the armchair as if they were paperweights, smashing the coffee table, and throwing the other table around. You walked over to your weights and picked up your barbell and began repeatedly slamming it to the floor hollering and cursing.”


“And where were you while this was happening? ”


Phyllis replied, “Right here, next to you.”


In utter dismay at the vast devastation, I asked, “Weren’t you afraid? ”


“No. I began to pray. You made your way into the dining room, crying, still asking ‘Why? ’ I just watched you. I wasn’t afraid.”


The tone of her voice changed as she said, “I really need to talk to you about something.”


My spirit, already crushed, braced itself for the worst.


“After doing all the damage, do you remember anything at all? ” she asked.


Puzzled, I answered, “Nothing. Why? ”


Silently she stared at me, and then continued. “From where I was sitting you were in full view—you didn’t enter the kitchen, you stood in front of the doorway.” Pausing again, she looked at me questionably. “You began to talk to someone . . . ”


Quickly I interrupted her. “You said we were alone.”


“Yes. That’s true, but as I watched you were motioning with your hands, very clearly talking to someone. I couldn’t understand what you were saying but I could hear you as clear as I hear you now. You spoke with this person, or whatever it was, for about ten minutes. Do you remember who, or what it was, and what it is that you talked about? ”


Even more perplexed I replied, “No. Are you sure this is what really happened? ”


Assertively she retorted, “Come on now. You know me. Would I make something up like this or lie to you? ”


Phyllis was a woman of many years of sobriety, a woman of integrity. She’d never play such a cruel trick on me. She continued, “Whatever you two talked about, it must have been something good. Afterward you changed completely. You turned to me with an incredible look of peace back in your eyes and on your face.


“You walked toward me, and of all the damage you had done, the only thing that you picked up was the calendar with the picture of Jesus on it. You pinned it back onto the wall, then said, ‘Let’s go to bed sweetheart, I’m tired.’”


Powerful emotions stir as I recall that night years ago and think about the places from which I have come, worlds of seemingly unrecoverable loss and immense pain. Wondering how a hand of beauty, love and grace could reach into darkness so vile to rescue one such as I. Tears, no longer of rage and anger, roll down my face in thankfulness for the life I have now found. Sobriety; a life no longer dominated by drugs, alcohol, rage, pain. Five years, each new day bringing with it the promise of something better, this can only be so as the words he spoke still echo somewhere deeply in my soul.


Godwin H. Barton 






Silent Rage 


Free to seek a counselor’s care 
She sits in silence, unaware 
That peace could ever come to reign 
In triumph over wretched pain 


She sits alone. Betrayed since birth 
She feels no joy; she knows no worth 
She trembles and cowers with deep distrust 
Cursed by thoughts of her father’s lust 


She longs to scream to another’s ear 
What she knows her mother will never hear 
But her cries, unanswered, have left her mute 
No words to even bear dispute 


Shunned and shamed her guilt grows deep 
Like an ugly weed that slowly creeps 
Into her soul to confuse and kill 
Her sense of right . . . her dreams . . . her will 


As she sits in silent rage 
Entrapped within a self-made cage 
Of hate that sucks away her youth 
She hides her only hope—the truth.


Kay Conner Pliszka 






Summer Treasures 


No bird soars too high, if he soars on his own wings.


William Black 


My last customer’s tab had been rung up on the old cash register. I carefully placed the final dirty dish in the holding tray then shoved the tray into the gaping mouth of the huge gleaming steel dishwasher. It was finally quiet, the morning rush over. I had been working since 6 A.M. and my ten-year-old stomach had been rumbling for an hour. “Break time, Janie girl, ” Anna smiled over her shoulder as she finished cleaning the hot stove with oil and the big rectangle chore stone, “How ’bout I cook you some breakfast? ”


I loved Anna’s kind face, her sparkling blue eyes and her strong arms that would wrap around me when my mom wasn’t looking. Anna had been the morning cook since my parents bought the small town café. “Auntie Anna, ” as I called her, was tall, big boned, thin as a rail and had huge hardworking hands. It was the custom for children raised in the l950s to call all adults Aunt, Uncle or Mr. or Mrs., never by their first names. Anna had insisted that she was to be my “Auntie.”


Just as I was about to say “I’d love some pancakes, ” my mother came into the kitchen with a pie in her hand and a look on her face as cold as the steel sinks. She glared at me, then Anna, put the pie in the oven and stalked out of the kitchen. She had been giving me the silent treatment for two days, ever since my father had told me that I could accept Anna’s invitation to work on her ranch in the afternoons for the summer after our work in the café was done. Of course my mother’s icy silences, cold withdrawals and statements that I would never amount to anything seemed to need no reason. No matter how hard I worked or tried to seek her approval, I had grown accustomed to the cold climate of inevitable failure, just as I had grown accustomed to my father’s unwelcome touches and my parents’ late-night whiskey battles.


“Don’t pay her any mind, Janie girl, ” Anna said kindly, “She just isn’t in the best of moods this morning. You’re a good hardworking girl, now eat some pancakes, you’re going to need some energy for that work waiting for you at the ranch this afternoon.” She winked at me.


I will never forget my first glimpse of the “Flying W Ranch” as we rounded the corner of the dusty dirt road in Anna’s old pickup. The ancient, big, white farmhouse with a wraparound porch that seemed to radiate as much love as Anna’s solid arms; the huge red barn, the corral full of beautiful horses, cattle grazing on what appeared to be endless acreage and the Australian shepherd that yipped at the tires of the truck.


After we got out of the truck, Anna introduced me to her two boys whom I’d never met, Sandy and Donny, and to her husband, Pete. Then they took me to the corral and introduced me to Fleet Foot, a beautiful black stallion. As I rubbed his silky muzzle and looked into his soft warm brown eyes, I was told that he was one of the finest cutting horses on the ranch and would be mine for the summer.


I worked on the ranch every summer until I left home at eighteen, even though my mother made it so hard for Anna that she finally quit her cooking job when I was twelve. My memories are full of summer afternoons flying through tall grass holding onto the reins while Fleet Foot did his job cutting the cattle; racing Sandy and Donny bareback across rivers and streams; kneading bread dough with Auntie Anna; sitting at the big harvest kitchen table watching her churn butter; saying grace before dinner; and hearing “Zip” lap the rich cream Uncle Pete always gave him fresh from the bucket because “He was a hardworking animal who deserved his share of the best.”


I never told Auntie Anna or Uncle Pete the horrors that were going on in my childhood home; I didn’t need to, although I often confided my deepest secrets to Fleet Foot and Zip. Adult children of alcoholics carry wounds from their childhood, but many, like me, also carry the treasures and gifts of people along the way who took the time to care. When my children were young they helped me make bread once a week, we shared meals around a harvest table like the one in that old farmhouse, our house was frequently full of extra children, we always had a dog, I hugged my children every day of their lives, and I still love to sit with my grandchildren on the wraparound porch of my home.


Those days on the “Flying W” were few but the work I did there was more than cutting cattle and mending fences; the lasting work was the mending of my spirit and the knowledge that like Zip, we all deserve to be treated with kindness and compassion when we give our best.


Jane Middelton-Moz 
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“You can live a perfectly normal life if you accept the fact that your life will never be perfectly normal.”


©2002 Randy Glasbergen, www.glasbergen.com






The Skeleton in My Closet 


If you have a skeleton in your closet, take it out and dance with it.


Carolyn MacKenzie 


My graduation dress made a surprise appearance from the back of my closet last spring. The kids dug it out in an effort to supply vintage clothing for a fashion show the local high school was hosting.


The fabric was brittle with the accumulated filth of thirty years; the yellow chiffon muted under a layer of dust. The green velvet ribbon around the empire waist had faded to a melancholy gray, the elongated bow drooping like the ears of a well-loved stuffed toy.


My daughters covered their mouths in mock horror as the dress slid off the coat hanger and slumped to the floor. Their guffaws echoed in my head as I reached for the gown. I heard the faint rattle of bones as the skeleton I had zipped into the folds of yellow chiffon was suddenly released. The secret I had hidden behind the wedding dress, bridesmaids’ gowns, outdated Christmas outfits, the “large” clothes, the winter coats and the maternity dress I couldn’t bear to part with, lay blatantly at my feet.


“What’s wrong, Mom? ” my eldest daughter asked as I felt the color drain from my face. I held my breath, and vainly searched for words.


My youngest daughter gingerly gathered the dusty folds of fabric in her arms, cradling them like an antique doll. “Can I try it on? ” she asked.


I looked into the healthy faces of my two teenage daughters, at their cheeks faintly bronzed by sunshine, at their arms, muscled and firm, their bodies, strong and feminine, and cursed the guilty secret that was now out of the bag.


“You can try it on, ” I said tentatively, “but I don’t think you’ll be able to do it up—I was very thin in high school.”


I stand five-foot-nine in my stockinged feet. The dress is a smidge smaller than a size six. Aside from a fading snapshot, safely tucked in a photo album at my father’s house, there is no evidence of what I did to myself in my grade twelve year—except, of course, for the dress itself.


The dress reappeared in my doorway draped over the slim frame of my fifteen-year-old daughter. She’s much shorter than I was as a teenager, more fit, more athletic . . . prettier. Billows of material mounded around her feet—but the back of the dress gaped open, the zipper strained. It was impossible to close.


We all walk with demons, of this I am fairly certain, but sitting face-to-face with one I had never acknowledged was as unnerving as anything I have ever experienced.


I had never admitted to anyone that I was bulimic. Hell, the word hadn’t even been invented when I discovered what I believed to be the ultimate weight control program.


My daughters eyed me dubiously, waiting for an explanation.


“I had an eating disorder in high school, ” I finally whispered, surprising myself with the frankness in my voice. “My mother had to have the dress specially made for me when I graduated.”


My mother. My mother had been frantic as she watched her healthy teenaged daughter melt away. She marched me into doctors’ offices, pounded desks with her fist and demanded that they get to the bottom of whatever it was that was causing me to lose so much weight. They never did. I feigned innocence. My monthly cycles stopped. I exercised like a fiend, ate like a horse and quietly disappeared into the bathroom immediately following every meal. Then we couldn’t find a dress to fit the skeleton I had become. I hated myself.


Twenty years later, when my mother was diagnosed with cancer, I fought with the demon again. She died never knowing my secret or the fact that her grief-stricken, painfully thin daughter was starving herself again.


The room was suddenly static with disbelief—my youngest daughter let the dress fall from her shoulders. It landed with a silent puff at her feet.


“Why did you keep the dress? ” my eldest daughter asked. 


I scooped the musty fabric from the floor. “As a reminder I suppose, ” I said, rocking it.


She sat down beside me. “Why didn’t you ever tell me? ” The maternal tone in her voice was laced with concern.


“It’s not something I’m very proud of, ” I whispered. “Or something that ever goes away.”


I had confessed.


The appearance of the grad dress forced me to admit that bulimia has walked with me for thirty years. That I have wrestled with its powerful grasp through every major event in my life. That even now, when the world around me spins out of control, I look inward to the thing I CAN control and fight the urge to take its hand again.


As I eyed the soft fabric in my lap I realized that eating disorders never disappear, they simply shuffle themselves to the backs of closets and lurk. Whether mine was waiting for control or acceptance, I’m not sure. But now that the skeleton is out of my closet, I hope I can learn to accept the teenager who wore that dress, and perhaps forgive her the dark secret she’s been hiding.


Elva Stoelers 






How Dry I Am 


Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path.


Alcoholics Anonymous, Chapter V 


It seems like only yesterday that I was passed out on my couch. Night after night, week after week, I’d slip into darkness, like a ship leaving the harbor at twilight. Sometimes I wasn’t even particular about the couch—it didn’t necessarily have to be my couch, any couch would do, or the floor. It was the escape that was important. And my Stoli.


It seems like yesterday, because I can readily recall the garbled phone conversations I had with friends where I tried so hard not to hang on to my S’s, for fear that they would turn into telltale slurs. The next day the conversation would drift back to me like a fog, hazy and surreal.


But it wasn’t yesterday. I know because I’ve been married to a man that has never seen me consume an ounce of alcohol in nine years; I was a year sober when I met him. I know because I have since borne two healthy sons, now four and six years old.


It seems like only yesterday, but it was over ten years ago.


A decade is a long time by many standards. To a worker ant, for instance, whose average life span is a couple of weeks, ten years would be the equivalent of an ice age. To a tortoise, which can live over a hundred years, a decade may be trivial. Maybe one decade is remembered as the Shark Years, another the Decade of Births.


So, I just finished my first Dry Decade. It was heavy on the major life stuff: I fell in love, got married, quit my job, moved to another state, bought a house and had two babies. How I did it all without Stolichnaya, I don’t know. But I couldn’t have done it with Stolichnaya, either.


“So how were the first ten years? ” a friend asked as we celebrated my ten-year sobriety anniversary.


I sat mute. I could hardly remember. In some ways, the past decade has been a blur. Then again, so were the years preceding it. It was clear that I had a problem, even early on. I look at pictures my father took of me in my playpen, two years old and holding my father’s Hamm’s beer can, and I see an alcoholic waiting to happen.


I remember my first hangover that lasted all day when I was in fourth grade. The first time I smoked pot with my sister in sixth grade. I remember drinking like the guys, and not liking the disparity that I sensed between the sexes. Why was it socially acceptable, almost a rite of passage, for the guys to drink the way they did, but not the girls? I wanted to cross the gender line and have equal drinking rights. I wanted to ease the pain of what was becoming an increasingly violent and dysfunctional family life. I wanted to drink and laugh. It cloaked the hurt and emptiness inside.


At some point in my drinking career, I did cross the line. Not the gender line, but the line distinguishing the social drinkers from the alkies. Consciously, I didn’t know I had crossed over, although people who knew me were aware of my slide. Gradually, I dropped out of contact with old friends, and became a barfly. Then I married a fellow drinker. 


What would have served as wake-up calls to many—losing a job and getting a DWI—I went through in total denial. I bamboozled my way through a court-mandated responsible drinking class, and continued down the craggy path that I had chosen. Toward the end, drinking had no time limits; morning, noon and night were all perfect opportunities to imbibe. In fact, what better way to brace for the day, than with a little vodka and orange juice? 


Gripped by a sudden desire for semi-honesty, I told my therapist that I was bothered by my unhealthy lifestyle. I had been hard at the bottle, any bottle, for over ten years. After my inevitable divorce at age twenty-eight, I also started smoking, and I told my therapist that it just didn’t fit my self-image.


“I’m drinking martinis every now and then, ” I told her, throwing in, “that was my father’s drink of choice, too.”


“What bothers you more? ” she asked, “The drinking or the smoking? ”


“Oh, the smoking, ” I said, throwing up a smoke screen even for myself. Denial runs deep.


But I was unsettled that night. I knew on a visceral level that I was slowly killing myself. I was involved in a new relationship with another alcoholic, a new drinking and smoking buddy. We urged each other on, talking night after night about our respective divorces, drowning our sorrows in self-destructive behavior. In the mornings I went to the bathroom and retched, thinking nothing of the metaphor inherent there.
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