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“Every single stupid, funny, tragic, shocking, disgusting, and boring thing in this book really happened to me. At least, I think so.”

—KRISTEN JOHNSTON

Praise for Kristen Johnston’s New York Times bestselling memoir

guts

“Raw, harrowing, and absolutely funny.”

—Entertainment Weekly, “The Must List”

“The book spares no gory detail. . . . Johnston believes that the truth quite literally set her free—specifically, on the day she decided to write GUTS.”

—The New York Times

“Spirited, raw, and thrilling . . . with an unapologetic ferocity and a generosity of spirit that instantaneously engages your heart.”

—George C. Wolfe, director and writer

“One of the best books written from the addict’s perspective I’ve ever read.”

—Scott Bienenfeld, M.D., addiction psychiatrist

“Hilarious and moving . . . as engaging as any fiction.”

—Isaac Mizrahi

“I was shocked, enlightened, awed, and moved to tears.”

—Joe Mantello, director

“GUTS is a shamefully moving, entertaining, painful, hilarious, brave, and ridiculously honest tour de force.”

—Kathy Najimy

“An amazing, alive, crazy, breathing, raw, throbbing, and, above all, brilliant testament to one woman’s courage, humor, and heart. Everyone who reads it will live lighter.”

—Brad Lamm, interventionist and bestselling author

“Hilarious and heartbreaking and truly shocking. . . . [Told] with remarkable mastery.”

—Scott Elliott, artistic director of The New Group

“Told with fearless, devastating honesty, laser-precision humor, and a refreshing lack of self-pity.”

—Joe Schrank, editor of The Fix

“GUTS is at once deadly serious and wildly hilarious—an impossible magic trick at which you are powerless not to stare.”

—Rob Burnett, executive producer, The Late Show with David Letterman

“GUTS is riveting from cover to cover. I literally could not put it down.”

—Amy Sedaris

“Absolutely dazzling and completely inspirational on so many levels. I’ve never read anything like it.”

—Tatum O’Neal

“GUTS is grounded in genuine pain, horror, and surprising emotional resonance. An honest, brave, and funny memoir.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Kristen Johnston lets loose in GUTS, and the results are raw and bracing, with a hefty dose of the charm and humor that mark her performances.”

—Time Out New York Critic’s Pick

“GUTS is utterly brilliant, every page brimming with Kristen’s sexy wit. Disarming in its honesty, hysterically funny, and so heartbreakingly brutal.”

—Kate Winslet

“Kristen Johnston’s heart and soul are transcribed in this book, and her wit is irresistible.”

—Christian Siriano

“Kristen Johnston’s brutal honesty and brilliant sense of humor make GUTS an essential book for anyone impacted by the disease of addiction, and those looking for a new life in Recovery.”

—Douglas Tieman, president/CEO, The Caron Foundation
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE PEOPLE OF LONDON. ESPECIALLY THE OVERWORKED, UNDERPAID, TALENTED, AND OCCASIONALLY UNPLEASANT STAFF OF THE HOSPITAL.

YOU SAVED MY LIFE,
IN WAYS YOU’LL NEVER KNOW.

OH, AND TO ALL THE FREAKS.
YOU KNOW WHO YOU ARE.


The only way to find true happiness is
to risk being completely cut open.

—CHUCK PALAHNIUK

Somebody’s boring me—
I think it’s me.

—DYLAN THOMAS



Foreword


GUTS: noun. The stomach or belly. Informal: Personal courage and determination; toughness of character.

I didn’t set out to write an addiction memoir. Really. In fact, I remember thinking I’d probably be checking out of the hospital by the end of Chapter One (as opposed to it becoming the crux of the entire book). Subsequent chapters would of course be stuffed with all the hilarious and embarrassing and sad and uncomfortable and awesome moments that make up my life as a newly sober person. Dating? Let me tell you, nothing beats the simple pleasure of experiencing your very first sober date at forty years young. (Especially if your date gets drunk. And then shoves his fermented tongue down your throat.) A sober Christmas? Ho ho ho, oh dear God, no. And the only purpose a sober New Year’s Eve could possibly have would be to serve as a gentle reminder that you hate everyone on Earth.

Originally, my main goal with GUTS (then called Lost in Space, and believe me, I wish I was kidding) was to write about how a stubborn, insane, bossy smartass with a few addiction issues changed her entire life in her late thirties. Kinda like a Jane Fonda exercise tape for crazy people.

Of course, as with all things I plan, that’s not what happened at all. Immediately, I began writing about things that surprised even me. I found myself revealing my most hidden shames, things I had shared with no one else, ever. Mortifying secrets I had protected with a psychotic ferocity, certain I would go to my grave holding them tightly in my white-knuckled grip. Yet I was shocked to discover how easy it was to release all my secrets. Telling the truth is simplicity itself, and with it comes an avalanche of relief. Now I understand that bringing your secrets out into the bright sunlight instantly removes their dark power.
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It took me a year and a half of discipline and concentration (two hideous qualities I’ve always been lacking) to write GUTS, and the end result is somehow exactly what it should be. It’s my truth—no more, no less.

People ask me all the time what part of GUTS was the hardest to write, and my answer always seems to surprise them. I guess most people assume that the chapters revolving around sadness or pain would be the most challenging, when actually most of those chapters have remained almost untouched from the moment I wrote them.

It turns out that the hardest chapter to write was, of all things, the introduction. I spent thousands of hours agonizing endlessly over it, rewriting and tweaking constantly, right up until the book went to the printers. I suppose I looked at it as a literal introduction, as if you were meeting me for the very first time.

Which is true because while I had worked quite a bit in plays and films for many years, I’d managed to keep out of the mainstream press. Well, mostly. Admittedly, I did show up in a few scandals, for reasons that still confound me. First, there was an insane scandal about my weight loss, which you’ll soon learn had nothing to do with an eating disorder. There was also a mind-blowingly enormous and mortifying scandal that all happened just because of a two-second, stupid, and vastly overhyped interaction I had on an airplane with a rather vile creature who’s famous only for her rather impressive knack of giving birth to thousands of children at the same time.

Other than those two illustrious moments, I knew many people would barely remember who I was, much less have any interest in reading some memoir written by that tall girl from that alien show from the nineties. So I really wanted to re-introduce myself as who I really am, not as an anorexic has-been who gets her jollies by screaming at toddlers on airplanes. That, plus I knew most people tend to assume that all famous people live in mansions with at least six cars in the driveway, an infinity pool, and of course a temperature-controlled closet for their furs. For some reason, it seemed imperative to assure you I was not one of them. I was also aware that many people believe all actors are just a bunch of spoiled, narcissistic drug addicts.

Which, of course, most of us are, but I wanted to let you know that I know I am, which would then hopefully charm you into swallowing the unappetizing concept of reading yet another addiction memoir courtesy of a has-been, pill-popping lush. My goal was to hopefully remove myself from some “celebrity” box and let you know that I’m a living, breathing, very flawed human being. Just like you.

That’s a lot of pressure on one little introduction.
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As I wrote GUTS throughout that long year, I found myself hoping that GUTS would not only appeal to people in recovery, but that somehow the book would find its way into the hands of anyone who’s ever struggled with their self-esteem. Or to those who’ve become a person they never wanted to be, or are living a life they never, ever wanted to be living.

However, when GUTS finally hit the shelves, nothing could have prepared me for the overwhelming, passionate onslaught of reactions I received (and continue to receive) from people who were inspired to change their lives, in small or big ways, just by reading this one little book. If you think I’m exaggerating, just check out the Q&A section of gutsthebook.com.

Never in a million years could I have imagined that writing GUTS would be my ticket to a front-row seat of the real greatest show on Earth: as a witness to hundreds of people as they began the monumental, agonizing, painful, and extraordinary process of living a truthful life. Because of GUTS, I’ve been shown the staggering beauty of the human spirit, and it has humbled me to my knees. Which is why the life that’s changed the most by this book has, of course, been mine.

Here’s just one example of what I mean:

My friend Aly knows a woman who’s a counselor at a drug and alcohol rehab. The counselor shared with Aly that she had a twenty-two-year-old patient I’ll call “Jay.” Jay said absolutely nothing for his first two weeks there. Literally, not one word. In group meetings he would say nothing, and when they tried to talk to him one-on-one, he would stare at the floor, silent. All the counselors tried everything they could to reach this kid, to no avail. They finally ran out of ideas.

One day, Aly’s friend had just finished GUTS, and it happened to be on her desk. At the end of yet another agonizingly fruitless session with Jay, she gave him the book to read, as an afterthought.

The next morning in group, Jay suddenly spoke for the first time. He said, “Silence equals death, and I need to talk now.”

I could never put into words how I felt when Aly told me this story. And there was more. Two weeks later, I received this hand-written letter:

To Ms Johnston,

My name is Jay. I am 22 years old and a meth and pill addict. This is my 2nd time in Rehab. For the last 6 years I have wanted to die and have tried several unsuccessful times to end my life, feeling like a failure even at that. I have ADD, stutter, severe social anxiety and was bullied so bad through high school that it caused me to have severe panic attacks. I wake up at night gasping for air.

My father told me he didn’t raise his son to be a fucking pussy. I live in constant fear & silence. Nobody cares. Least of all me most of the time. But I now understand that “silence equals death” and if someone like you can be brave, maybe I can be too? Maybe someone does care? Maybe there is a chance for someone as worthless as me? I am starting to believe there might be. Thank you, Ms Johnston. You don’t know me but you may have just saved my life.

Sincerely,

Jay
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So whenever those long, familiar fingers of despair reach out for me, or I’m overwhelmed by life and want to just give up—I think of Jay. Or I think of Amanda, Tori, Dar, Bill, Kenny, Aly, Morgan, Wesley, Kit, Marc, Melly, Kelly, Ana, Michael, Carly, Marsha, F. Malone, Lisa, Stephanie, Rob, Shadley, Priscilla, Lucas, Darece, Jeff, Julie, Eden, Scott, Emily, Dallas, Kevin, Ashley, Stef, Patrice, Vicki, Johnny, Ben, Michelle, Anna, Kari, Regina, Wayne, Brad, Pam, Lynn, and all the rest of you exceptional souls who’ve changed my life forever simply by changing your own.

It is you, my new friends, who have shown me what the word “guts” really means.

This is for you.

Kristen

September 2012



introduction
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thank you ever so much for buying my book. I feel as if I know you already, and maybe even kind of like you. You certainly have exquisite taste in reading materials. As long as you don’t trash me behind my back or send me naked pictures of yourself playing air guitar, we’re good. (And, yes, I’m referring to you, inmate 49607.)

I thought it might be best if we got a few things straight before I tell you way more about me than you ever wanted to know. I’d like to start off by vowing to you that every single stupid, funny, tragic, shocking, disgusting, and boring thing in this book really happened to me.

At least, I think so.

No, I’m pretty sure.

You see, there are certain portions of my life that I was wide awake for, yet completely unaware of, even as they were happening. And no, I’m not crazy. Well, that’s not really true. I’m not mental institution crazy. Yet.

I can’t begin to tell you how tempted I am to fill you in on the reason I have such gaping holes in my memory, but I think it’s way too early for that. Besides, it’s a crucial plot point, and I should probably at least make an effort to build up some dramatic tension before revealing—

Oh, fuck it. I hate waiting. I’m a pill-popping lush.
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Your mind is totally blown, isn’t it? After all, “an actress addicted to booze and pills” is relatively unheard of. And “an actress addicted to booze and pills who then writes a book about it” is even rarer. And when I say “unheard of” or “rare,” what I really mean is “disturbingly commonplace.” It was a dark day indeed when I was forced to admit that I was about as “special” and “unique” as a manila envelope. Even worse, I was beginning to suspect that this whole time, my fun, fabulous life was really just one long, meaningless, self-indugent, cliché-ridden thrill ride.

I’ve been in recovery for five years, and I’ve worked my ass off to prevent a relapse, but one never knows with something as stupid and annoying as addiction. I could stub my toe, get a papercut, or just be bored and all of a sudden, it’s “Has anyone heard from Kristen? She was supposed to be my maid of honor last night and she never showed up.”

Because I spent a large extent of my life plowed, you might find yourself longing for more details about certain events. Trust me, so do I. But what am I supposed to do, make shit up? Where’s the fun in that?

Certainly, I used to be quite skilled at mild exaggerations to make a story more dramatic or funny. However, I’ve decided to tell the truth this time, even if it kills me. Mostly because I don’t want Oprah to yell at me. (I don’t care if she doesn’t have a show anymore. She still scares the ever-loving shit out of me.)

Oh, and I’ve been known to use salty language, but very rarely, and only when it’s absolutely fucking necessary.
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So that’s me. Just your simple, everyday, alcoholic, pill-popping addict-slash-actress who periodically indulges in hyperbole liberally sprinkled with profanities. Translation: I’m a lying drama queen with a dirty yap and a yen for chemicals. Go ahead, say whatever you want about me, because you could never come close to what I’ve said about myself.

I think that about covers it.

You can’t say I didn’t warn you.

One last quick thing before we begin. I thought this would be a great opportunity to say a simple and heartfelt “thank you” to all of you truly incredible people who are lucky enough to spend your lives in the happy, safe, and lavender-scented meadow of the “nonaddict.”

I know I can speak for all of us addicts when I say how deeply grateful we are to all you special souls who aren’t addicted to anything. I, for one, feel—

Umm, wait a second—hold on, that doesn’t sound quite right. Let me read it again. Oh, crap. That’s right. I’m such a flake. I always seem to forget this one little thing:

You don’t exist.

Everyone’s addicted to something.

Now, before you get your panties in a twist and send me some long, defensive rant (which, by the way, no addict would ever do), just hear me out. First of all, I’m willing to admit that there’s a very slight possibility I think this way because I live in the Babylon of creativity and mental illness, which is New York City. But, I travel a lot. And I read In Touch magazine.

Of course that’s not all the research I’ve done on this subject. Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve also spent hundreds of hours exhaustively gathering information from my couch while studiously examining wasted hot messes implode on one of the hundreds of quality “reality” shows offered by almost every single network on television today. That, plus talking to a bunch of people has led me to this completely nonscientific yet chilling conclusion: everyone, absolutely every single postpubescent person in this great nation, is or was addicted to SOMETHING.

You know, I don’t know why people get so touchy about being accused of being an addict in the first place. Like it was some bad thing, when it’s really not. In my experience, addicts are usually charming, talented, intelligent, creative, funny, sensitive, and ambitious. I’ll admit, this is the case only when they’re not using. While engaged in their “drug” of choice, addicts are either terrifying, mortifying, or so painfully boring that even their loved ones eventually find themselves praying that they’ll have an overdose. (Just a small one. Perhaps a brief coma.)

Oh, please. You know it’s true. And who could possibly blame you?

But, dear loved ones, lest you get too excited thinking you’ve escaped the drug and alcohol curse (so far), do keep in mind that addiction comes in many shapes, sizes, and forms. For example: one fine summer day, you might innocently decide to take a golf lesson. You enjoy it immensely. You then begin to look forward to your Saturday-morning game. Then, without warning, you decide to quit your dental practice, yank your kids from school, load up a moving van, and move everything (including your furious, party-pooper wife) to Arizona.

All so that you can live directly on a golf course and satisfy your growing need to play golf every waking minute of every single day.

This, my new friend, is when you no longer play golf. Now, it plays you.

Ring any bells?

If not, don’t worry, I’ve got another little experiment here that better illustrates my point. Just take a deep breath and ask yourself if you’ve ever “had an issue” with one or more of the below. The results can be just between the two of us, no one else ever needs to know. And to start things off on the right foot, I’ll cop to having issues with eleven of the following, at one time or another:

[image: line]

Drugs, booze, sex, gambling, work, power, religion, shopping, love, cutting or self-harm, food, cleaning, plastic surgery, lip balm (or is this just me?), nicotine, television, porn, gossip, winning everything, which is sometimes referred to as being “the best,” toxic relationships, sports (playing and/or watching), tattoos, home decor, cars, exercise, money, being right, adrenaline, collecting animals, obsessively collecting anything (dolls, stamps, Hummel figurines, etc.), being too invested in one’s kids (with a very special shout-out to all of you stage mothers, you naughty Munchausen syndrome by proxyites, and of course you Little League rage-aholics), makeup, lying, tanning, fame, people addicted to addicts, stimulation, rage, caffeine, and, finally, what I like to refer to as the umbrella of doom, under which fall all things computer-related, including the Internet, objects that let you send/receive e-mail, eBay, Facebook, Twitter, online dating, Myspace, Google, and all video games. (Unless it’s Tetris, that’s perfectly healthy.)
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Well, Jesus. I don’t know about you, but I’m wiped. I hope I didn’t skip anything. I’m not too worried, however. I’m sure if I did, all of you addicts will let me know immediately.

Now here’s where it can get quite confusing: many of the above are wonderful and fulfilling activities. A few are necessities. What morphs them into addictions is when they become a habit or an obsession to the extent that they “damage, jeopardize, or shorten one’s life. Or when ceasing these behaviors causes physical or psychological trauma.”

That definition comes courtesy of Wikipedia, but even that doesn’t fully encompass what I understand addiction to be. Scouring the Internet, I couldn’t find even one definition that fully satisfied me, probably because most of them were more than likely written by well-meaning clinicians who are only addicted to harmless activities such as knitting. (Knitting! How could I have forgotten about those damn knitters?) Therefore, because I’m lucky enough to be an addict (which also means I know more about everything than anyone else), I feel compelled to add my own definition. I’m quite proud of it:

ad.dic.tion [noun]: When one habitually and obsessively engages in mood-altering behavior that, despite the obliteration of every single thing in their lives they once held dear, they find they simply cannot stop.—Kristepedia

Pretty good, right? Perhaps you’d like to take a gander at that list again? Seriously, go ahead, I’ll wait. I have to call a toxic friend back anyway.
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Great. Now, if you can still honestly say to me (well, okay, to my book, but I’ll know it if you lie, even if you think I can’t see you skulking in the back of that bookstore) that you have never had an addiction to any of the above?

Well, then, I stand corrected. My sincere apologies. You are one lucky soul.

Unfortunately, you also might just be the dullest person alive, and I kind of feel even worse for you than I do for the rest of us lunatics. (And I could not agree with you more, hon. This is so not the book for you. That new James Patterson hardcover is just two shelves over, you go enjoy.)
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Anyone still here?

Oh, goody, let’s go.

I got some stories for you.



one
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I SEE NOTHING, I HEAR NOTHING



sometimes people’s lives change because of the smallest thing: a song, a comment, a fight, a dark night of the soul, or simply a decision.

I’m just a wee bit denser than that. I’m sure that there were many, many signs that I was killing myself, and I was probably given thousands of opportunities to change my life and make it wonderful, but once you’ve washed down a handful of Vicodin with a bottle or two of a full-bodied cabernet, even reading stop signs while driving a car becomes a tad tricky.

I remember going for week after week to some poor therapist, sobbing about how shitty I felt, how awful my life had become, how alone I was. It did occasionally occur to me that perhaps I should clue her in to the fact that I was a raging alcoholic and drug addict, but I quickly banished that ridiculous thought. That stuff is “private.” I learned that a long, long time ago. Instead, I wasted hundreds of her hours (not to mention my cash), asking her (and anyone else stupid enough to be my friend at the time) the one question no one seemed able to answer: “Why, oh why, am I so unhappy?”

On the long, bleak nights when my sorrows and fears were so unbearable that no amount of pills or booze would knock me out, I would stare wide-eyed into the darkness, begging it for an answer. Sometimes a blurry clue would start to form, but just as it started to come into focus, it would disappear, like a ghost. It teased me, always sneakily crawling way back deep inside to snuggle in the dark cavern where I hid all things I deemed “unpleasant,” “scary,” or “a bummer.”

My father used to be obsessed with the TV show Hogan’s Heroes (alas, now you know the secret inspiration of my subtle comedic choices). There was a stupid, fat German guard named Schultz, who would nervously sing, “I see nothing, I hear nothing!” whenever he was accidentally made privy to the prisoners’ weekly escape plans.

Basically, the small remaining part of myself that was still sane became Schultz. Which is not saying all that much for my sanity. I avoided thinking too much about the fact that no matter what I did or how many times I managed to wean myself off pills, eventually I couldn’t go more than a few excruciating days without them. Or that I was feeling worse and worse every day, suffering from agonizing bouts of searing heartburn. Or, that I was starting to look really, really bad.

You know, it just occurred to me—I think I was beginning to look like Schultz. Oh my God. Listen, I wasn’t always this way, dammit! I wasn’t always some fat Nazi’s doppelgänger. I used to be the rowdy, fun girl at the bar, or the dinner party, who was chock-full of sassy, dry witticisms you might chuckle at the next day. I was just very, very social, that’s all.

Who could’ve imagined that the totally together, funny, ambitious, generous, and smart girl would slowly morph into a lonely couch potato who spent her free time hiding her wine and pill bottles from her cleaning lady?

[image: line]

I’m pretty sure I’ve been an addict since I was born, but my love affair with chemicals started in high school. “I can totally slam that bottle of Wild Turkey faster than you, entire basketball team!” But, because it ebbed and flowed throughout the years—hiya, Schultz—I convinced myself that everything was fine.

Or sort of fine. Kind of. Sometimes.

I mean, when you’re in a play and all you care about is where you’re getting loaded afterward, that’s slightly worrisome. But if you can’t fucking wait for the fucking audience to get over it and stop giving you a standing ovation already, because you’re dying to get to the bar? Well, then—that’s just a whole other kettle o’ crazy.

But it was all I knew, really. Plays were simply a conduit, an appetizer to the most important event of the entire day: getting hammered. Endless, sometimes heated arguments between the cast over which place had the best martinis would continue right up until entrances. (And sometimes even beyond.)

Nowadays when I’m in a play, the first thing I do when we move into the theater is to grab a dark red lipstick (frosty pink just doesn’t have the same panache) and scrawl in my dressing-room mirror my new mantra:
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Yeah, yeah, yeah, Shakespeare ’tis not. But that’s not the point. You see, it means something to me. Besides, “one day at a time,” while an excellent motto, doesn’t really work for me. I can’t help but picture Bonnie Franklin screaming “Schneider!” for the umpteenth time, to canned laughter. You’re more than welcome to borrow my mantra, but to be fair I must warn you about a scary potential mind-fuck—which really only applies if you’re a gay male and over forty. Whatever you do, please try not to think of the poster for the film The Main Event, which showcases a tightly-permed Barbra Streisand in one of the most nauseating costumes in all of celluloid history: boxing shorts and nude pantyhose.
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