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Introduction

So, why the title Yesterday’s Tomorrow: Raw Stories of Hard-Fought Recovery ? Well, for many of us “hard cases,” recovery doesn’t come all that naturally. We kick, scream, and flail when any nugget of traditional recovery wisdom attempts to enter our brains, making our recoveries a little harder fought than most. But who qualifies as a hard case, and can you count yourself among us? A hard case is a drug addict, alcoholic, compulsive eater, codependent, sex addict, compulsive gambler—or any or all of the above—who has, perhaps, a harder shell when it comes to receiving recovery wisdom. Yesterday’s tomorrow is like tomorrow’s yesterday: a hard case’s convoluted way of saying “today.” It all has to do with trying to hit what is for some of us that almost impossible target, the present moment. Hard cases frequently get stuck in the past or in the future, with occasional periods of bouncing back and forth between the two. But there’s more than that to being a hard case.

When it comes to prayer, hard cases frequently suffer from paralyzed knees, low-altitude sickness, and a newly discovered interest in those sciences and philosophies which hold forth on rugged individualism. Trust doesn’t come easily to a hard case, and trusting in some sort of vaporous power purported to be greater than oneself is an unlikely proposition.

As is trust in just about anything. When I was going through aftercare at a local rehab, I heard one of the patients announce that he wasn’t going to go to any Twelve Step meetings after rehab “because they told me to stay away from drunks and junkies.” I suspected he might just possibly have been a hard case.

As for meditation, this work could have just as easily been titled The I Hate to Meditate Book. The one thing the hard case finds more frightening than trusting a higher power is the hard case trusting in himself or herself. That’s what meditation is: listening by yourself, perhaps to yourself or to a higher self, or to a higher power. Where day-to-day recovering persons may slip effortlessly into the lotus position, adopt an expression of celestial bliss, and “Om” their way to enlightenment, the hard case makes jokes. “Meditation is either sleeping and not getting any rest, or resting and not getting any sleep.” Or “So it turns out I’m not a sofa spud; I’m spiritual!” Or “Om, Om on the range…”

Are we agreed that there are hard cases? Good. So, why this particular book?

I’m a hard case. Through much experimentation, I have learned that I am not unique, that there are a lot of hard cases out there. From my own experience, I know that hard cases need something more than mere slogans, smarmy platitudes, or off-the-cuff suggestions to move them to action. They need to know what and why, and even more importantly, they need to know how. It’s all well and good to say “Turn it over” to someone who is flipping flapjacks. A person holding a wildcat by the tail is never in any doubt about how to let go. In recovery, however, when it comes to letting go, hard cases need to be given the letting-go tool itself, complete with written directives and the instructional video. We need to be told and shown how it works; and most important, it needs to be done by someone carrying the scars of experience and done in a manner that can sidestep our rather substantial defenses.

If you come at a hard case with a halo on your head, all you’ll do is bore him or her to death. If your wisdom is couched in clichés or in plug-in modules of long-winded psychobabble, the hard case will probably get ill. If the message aimed at a hard case is at all self-righteous or judgmental in content or tone, the almost certain result will be anger or laughter. And if you attempt to shove any part of your religious beliefs down the throat of a hard case, chances are you’re going to get a fight. Yet there are many hard cases in recovery. To recover and stay alive, we also need the message, but how is that message going to get through all of our armor?

I always considered myself a man of judgment and reason. I didn’t know I was a hard case until after I began my journey of recovery in rehab. Early in the screening process I was somehow sorted out into a last-chance therapy group whose members started out on probation. As a genteel young lady explained it to me, “In this group they’re already onto your bullshit and they’re tired of it. Screw up once and they toss you out on your ass.” In other words, the members of this elite therapy unit were hard cases, or “tough nuts to crack,” as one fellow patient put it. At the time I didn’t know why I had been gathered up with the other nuts for this particular honor. Later, while looking at where I had scratched out the Serenity Prayer that had been printed on my coffee cup, I realized that it might have had something to do with my attitude.

My first day in rehab I awakened from my last blackout screaming at a nurse that I didn’t have a problem, and even if I did, all of this down-home-Jesus-higher-power crap had not a damned thing to do with me. In addition, I attempted to walk out of treatment on my fourth day, and only remained by the grace of a hellish cold snap and a very large roommate who promised to break my legs if that was what it would take to keep me on the premises. He repeated his offer two days later when I attempted to walk out again. Although my experience shed more than a little light on my friend’s control problem, I couldn’t really see that I was one of the tough nuts. The recovering psychiatrist who did my initial screening gave me my very first understandable indication. After listening to me go on for an hour about how I didn’t have a problem, how I really wasn’t like the other people on the unit, and even if I did have a problem, why this Twelve Step gibberish wasn’t for me, he shook his head and said, “Barry, you’re just bound and determined to make this as hard on yourself as possible, aren’t you?”

I was stunned at the suggestion—and disagreed, of course. The reason I disagreed was that I figured such a person as that would have to be stupid, which was not in accordance with my self-image. I later learned that such a person is not stupid; instead, he’s a hard case. Hard cases are usually too smart for their own good.

Now, after several decades in recovery, my hard case has a few cracks in it. Still, I have major battles with things that others in the program seem to have no trouble accepting and doing. I wrestle with things like asking for help, trusting a higher power, using the phone, depending on others, trusting the process, letting go, working the Twelve Steps, staying in the present moment, and so on.

I began recovery thinking that my problem was alcohol and prescription drugs. Within two years it finally got through to me that I am also a food addict and a compulsive gambler. By then I also knew I had already earned my stripes in Al-Anon and ACA (Adult Children of Alcoholics or ACOA, now called Adult Children of Alcoholics/Dysfunctional Families or ACA). Over the course of the next few years I had to face up to being an incest survivor, as well. I seemed to be addicted to everything from fingernail biting and video games to butter bread and nasal sprays. Hell, when I stopped smoking I even became addicted to nicotine chewing gum! I ran out of days on which to have meetings some time ago.

Often during the course of this adventure the cracks in my hard case filled in again. It was all too easy for me to think, “Is this what recovery is—every time I struggle to my knees, I get slapped down again? What does the universe have against me?” I was at the top of my career when I was using but once I got clean, I couldn’t get any work. On top of this were serious health problems, tax increases, economic recessions, advancing age, thinning hair, and so on. Black depression haunted me for months on end. It was at exactly such moments when some Goody Two-shoes reading from one of those Pollyanna, everything’s-perfect-in-my-life meditation books would leave me grinding my teeth and feeling even more depressed. I must admit, there are times when I feel that the authors of those books are entirely too happy.

“We can’t afford resentments, so forgive and forget.” These are lame words to someone who is thinking, “If I can get the bastards back before I reach Step Eight, will I still be okay with the program?” In the depths of a pity wallow, though, another member of the fellowship would frequently get through my hard case and help save my sanity by the use of very special, but admittedly unauthorized, program tools: humor, grit, and an occasional spiritual two-by-four upside my head.

For example, shortly after beginning therapy for being an incest survivor, all the rules of the universe seemed to have changed for me. It was like being taken back to my first day in rehab. The shame, the anger, the emptiness, the betrayal, and how all of this affected my loved ones and my view of reality combined to make returning to my old life of puking mindless oblivion look rather attractive. It was at the closing of an NA meeting, my head deep within this chasm of self-pity, when someone began reading that particular group’s traditional closing, the third paragraph of “We Do Recover” from Narcotics Anonymous. It began, “When at the end of the road we find that we can no longer function as a human being, either with or without drugs, we all face the same dilemma. What is there left to do? There seems to be this alternative: either go on as best we can to the bitter ends—jails, institutions, or death—”

At that point I interrupted by throwing in my cynical two cents by hollering, “Right on!”

In response, a friend at the meeting said, “Remember, Barry, life sucks better clean.”

Life sucks better clean. It was funny, it was true, and it was put in terms a hard case like me could understand. I was too far in the hole that night to do anything but sneer at “Today I have a life second to none,” or some other attempt at a gratitude wallow. “Life sucks better clean,” on the other hand, was right where I was. It was all the reason I needed to stay clean that night. I added that sage remark to the many funny, irreverent, hard-hitting, filthy, and definitely unauthorized program sayings that have saved my life over the years, continuing the growth of what became Yesterday’s Tomorrow.

The purpose of this book might be easier to understand by stepping outside the program for a moment and taking a clandestine peek into a ski instructor’s frustrating session with a student who just doesn’t seem to be able to understand anything. Another skier related this tale to me:

“The teenage boy said he wanted to learn to ski fast. He was into speed and just wasn’t getting anywhere. His instructor, a tall, heavy-set man, patiently explained why the position in which the boy was holding his skis was slowing him down. Just as patiently he explained how the skis needed to be positioned and used for speed. By the time I came upon these two, I gathered that this was about the fifth time this patient show-and-tell had been performed. The instructor asked the boy if he understood this time, the boy nodded, and they gave it another try. Fifty yards down the slope, the instructor screamed “Stop!”

“The boy pulled up and the instructor plowed to a stop behind him, showering him with snow. Then the instructor opened his coat, pulled out his shirttail, pushed up his goggles, and with wide-open rolling eyes, the big man’s arms began swinging around his head, his ski poles dancing wildly in the air, dangerously close to the boy’s head. He looked quite insane. Then he bellowed at the boy, much like a mad bull elephant, ‘Go, you blockhead! And if I catch you, I will kill you!!!’

“The boy took off down slope, that madman hot on his heels, and did so many things right he probably set a trail speed record.”



Humor, sarcasm, and irreverence, as well as hard and gritty language, are not everyone’s recovery tools. If you require a kinder, gentler, more reverent path through the daily meditation process, there are a great many such guides on the market. Find one, go ye forth, and be serene. However, if you are like me and need a tickle in the ribs, an occasional kick in the butt, and a little grit beneath your wheels to make it up that next hill, Yesterday’s Tomorrow might be for you.

The astute reader will notice that in this work I do not pretend that Twelve Step programs are efficiently administered organizations staffed by philosopher saints and peopled by angels. These programs were created and made up out of people like me: drunks, junkies, sex fiends, control freaks, and every stripe of degraded, broken bastard that life, evolution, and disease can throw up. We are somewhat less than perfect. That this wrecked mass of humanity established and operates these programs, enabling millions to recover and reclaim their lives as responsible, productive, and whole human beings, is only the beginning of the miracle begun in 1935 by Alcoholics Anonymous, the parent of all Twelve Step groups.

As in life, in every Twelve Step program there are problems, imperfections, and four-alarm idiots. Along with recovery, however, come the tools we need to deal with problems, the work we need to eliminate imperfections, and the means we need to accept everybody for who, what, and where they are with serenity. Twelve Step meetings are places of acceptance and love whose products are recovery and reclaimed lives, even for my case-hardened brothers and sisters.

Hard cases need something special, and I hope you find some of what you need in what follows. Very little of this work is original, but only a portion can be credited because most of the authors were and are anonymous. They are part of that vast underground of ambush healers who, to bring a truth into existence, cut through the bull and give the dragon’s tail a tweak.

There are, no doubt, things in this modest volume that will offend the political and program correctness police, Mr. & Mrs. Program, and all of the other program officers, blue flamers, and Twelfth Step Adventists. The program has been and remains the lifeline for me and for many of those I love. It is neither my object nor my desire, therefore, either to damage the program or offend anyone. However, each of us sees reality and reports on it through highly individual filters. This is the way I and a number of others in the program see it and work it. For others, this is an excellent opportunity to practice the slogan: “Take what you need and leave the rest.” (Come to think of it, I ran into a guy the other night who was offended by that slogan. He called it “working the program cafeteria-style.” Well, as the recovery program recruiting poster says, “Brain Damage: It’s not just a disease; it’s an adventure!”)

I have used no names of persons in Twelve Step programs who are quoted, not even first names. This has been for purposes of anonymity and to avoid confusion and misunderstanding. Through the years exactly who said what first has gotten rather dim. Someone drops a zinger into a sharing session and some of those who hear it repeat it at other meetings and sharing sessions where still others pick it up and spread it to even more meetings across the face of the globe. Although each one of these gems must have had at some time and place an original author, there is no way to track down the responsible parties. To these anonymous angels of the dark side, therefore, this book is gratefully dedicated.






1. The Road to Hell

A person new in the program, proud to show how he was making his life better, showed his sponsor the list of New Year’s resolutions he had spent the previous day writing. His sponsor adjusted his glasses and read:

This year I resolve


	to lose twenty-five pounds

	to exercise thirty minutes twice each day

	to finish the remodeling on my house

	to get a new car

	to increase my income by at least 20 percent

	to read at least six books every month

	to go to a meeting every day

	to do steps one through nine

	to call my sponsor every day

	to pray and meditate every morning and night

	to form only healthy relationships

	never to drink, drug, or eat compulsively ever again



His sponsor handed back the note and said, “Hell, son. That’s not a list of New Year’s resolutions. It’s a goddamned suicide note.”

There is an excellent reason why not one of the Twelve Step programs uses as a slogan “One year at a time” or “One lifetime at a time.” More than half a century of experience shows that it doesn’t work. What works is “One day at a time,” and some of us even have to shave this down to one hour or minute at a time.

If we attempt to take on our life’s problems all at once, sooner or later we will go down in flames. The disease is hellishly patient. The dragon is always waiting for us to put unrealistic expectations on ourselves, gleefully helping us to become miserable failures so we can go out and return to the nightmare.

Never is a long, long time. Just for today, however, I can work my program, doing the best I can to take care of myself and meet my obligations, knowing as I do that humility is the Heimlich maneuver for biting off more than I can chew.





2. Confusion Is Okay

“I don’t understand it,” admitted a woman at a meeting. “I used to be very sharp, making important decisions every day. Now that I’ve gotten into the program, it’s a good day when I can put my pantyhose on with the toes pointing the right way. I’m so confused.”

Her sponsor said, “Confusion is okay. Back when you had all the answers you were in big trouble.”



When the disease is active, the dragon has a field day because it makes us so certain about everything:


“I work hard! I deserve to relax with a [drink, drug, smoke, box of chocolates, poker game, etc.].”

“You’re the one with the problem! Not me!”

“If I don’t take care of him [her or it], who will?”

“I can handle it.”

“I can quit whenever I want.”

“I can’t get a break.”

“If I don’t control him [her, it], no one will be in control.”

“I can do it by myself.”

“Things will never get any better.”

“Things can’t possibly get any worse.”

“The only answer is for you [or me] to leave.”

“I need a [drink, drug, smoke, box of chocolates, poker game, etc.].”

And so on.



A reality check happens every time the things we’re so certain about blow up in our faces because the real world won’t go along with our fantasies. I wasn’t at all confused my first day in rehab. I knew I didn’t have a problem. Three days later, crippled by withdrawal pains and terrorized by hallucinations, I learned that I just might be in error. It seems I did have a problem. That’s when things began being very confused, because all of the old rules no longer worked and a new set needed to be learned.

Today I don’t have to know it all, I don’t have to have all the answers, and I don’t have to be certain about a damned thing. All I need to remember is that I have a disease that will make me miserable and kill me if I don’t take my medicine: meetings, not using, working the Steps, and asking for help. Everything else will become clearer in time.

Or not. As one person said at a meeting: “It’s been seven years in recovery and I still don’t know what’s going on. I’m having a whole lot better time at it, though.”





3. On Pouring Water from a Bucket

It has been said many times that everyone in AA also ought to be in Al-Anon. Similar things have been said regarding other Twelve Step groups. The addict should also be in Nar-Anon, the recovering gambler also ought to be in Gam-Anon, and so on. Many of us come from families affected by this disease: parents, spouses, siblings, and children. There is another important relationship that needs help, as well—our relationship with ourselves. Since we live with ourselves and must rebuild this relationship to recover, there is a lot we need to know about how to live with a genuine sicko. Still, the most frequent cry in any recovery program, however, is “How can I get my wife [husband, parents, children] into Al-Anon [Nar-Anon, Gam-Anon, etc.]?”

It is a family disease. It doesn’t matter who uses the substances or makes the bets—everyone is affected. Addicts and alkies don’t understand this until they get into recovery. As we become healthier mentally, it becomes pretty damned obvious that everyone who was close to us is sick. At one meeting in the dead of a Maine winter, the sharing went like this:

“I can see what my wife is doing to herself. My god, she is obsessed with controlling everything. It doesn’t matter what I do—she’s there criticizing, instructing, and usually taking over with a guilt-flinging ‘Never mind, I’ll do it!’ There is nothing I can do that is right, as far as she’s concerned. It’s not only driving me crazy, it’s already driven her crazy!”

Another man nodded and said, “I know what you mean. Yesterday I finally blew up at her. She told me to fill the humidifier and I filled a bucket and went to the humidifier. I didn’t even have the top off before she was telling me to be careful. I lifted the bucket and began pouring and she began telling me where to pour the water, how to hold the pail, and how to tilt the thing. Finally I just screamed at her, ‘I can pour water out of a goddamned bucket!’ She could really use Al-Anon. I could really use her being in Al-Anon!” He thought for a moment, his eyebrows went up, and he blurted out, “Hell, I could really use Al-Anon!”





4. The First Word

I was absolutely miserable. I hadn’t used alcohol or other drugs for two years, I was closing on my first year of being abstinent from compulsive overeating, I hadn’t been in a game or made a bet for over a year, and I was edging into my second month without nicotine or caffeine. Despite all of this immaculate living, I was having dark thoughts. I was in a panic and didn’t know what to do. I was driven to make one of my very rare telephone calls to my sponsor, and we got together the next day.

He listened to my tale of woe and said, “You’re absolutely right. It is tough to see that next step when you have your head up your ass.”

Before my anger could move my jaw into gear, he continued. “Look at what you’ve been telling me. I don’t drink. I don’t drug. I don’t overeat. I don’t gamble. I don’t smoke. I don’t use caffeine. No wonder you’re miserable. You’re a one-dude program.” He pulled out a wrinkled card printed with the Twelve Steps and dropped it in front of me. “You see that first word in the Twelve Steps?”

A little confused, I looked at the card and said, “Yeah. The first word is ‘We.’ ”

“Do you see anywhere in the Steps where it says ‘I’?” I shook my head. He tapped the card with his finger. “The most important word in the Twelve Steps is ‘we.’ This isn’t a me program; it’s a we program. I can’t do it by myself. We can. You don’t have to fight the gorilla by yourself, which is just as well, because you can’t. Hitch yourself up to that ‘we,’ otherwise that ‘I’ is going to kill you. That’s the program’s Step Zero.”

After that I made it a “we” program instead of a “me” program, the panic was over, and the program began working for me.



There is a lot more to recovery than being abstinent from a substance or behavior. There is learning a new way of life that involves helping and being helped by others. Today I don’t have to fight the dragon by myself. In fact, with the help of my brothers and sisters in the program, I no longer have to fight at all. Every program’s version of the Twelve Steps begins with “We.” It’s for a reason.





5. Beginner’s Kit

“Don’t use, go to meetings, and ask for help,” said a person at a meeting. In a nutshell, it’s the beginner’s recovery kit. It is a simple remedy for complicated people. Whatever your substance or behavior is, don’t act out, go to your program meetings, and ask for help. Get help from the meeting, from a sponsor, from a power that is stronger than your disease. It’s so simple, but sometimes it’s too simple to understand.

For example, another person at the meeting answered that statement by saying, “I have a brain trained to rationalize using again and again when I know good and well that using will destroy me and consume everyone and everything I value. Simple rationalizations haven’t worked for years. I need complexity, a labyrinth of cause and effect so mind-numbing that the truth can get lost in it forever. That’s why when I hear ‘Don’t use,’ the next words out of my mouth are, ‘Yeah, but.…’ ”

“Don’t use,” repeated the first person.

“Yeah, but what if my car breaks down? What if I get in a fight with my boss? What if I get bad news from my doctor? What if I lose my job? What if I can’t pay my bills? What if the people I owe money to send leg-breakers after me? What if my life partner leaves me? What if my life partner stays and abuses me? What if my dog gets run over? What if an earthquake swallows my house? What if the world’s leaders freak and trigger off a nuclear holocaust? What if everything and everybody in the world gangs up against me? What then?”

“Don’t use,” the first person repeated a second time. “Even if your ass falls off, don’t use. There is no reason good enough.”

The second person clasped his hands together, looked at the floor, and said, “Yeah, but what if I can’t stop?”

The first person raised his eyebrows, shrugged, and held out his hands as he said, “Oh, well in that case you need a miracle. But don’t worry about that. Twelve Step programs depend upon miracles. To get one working for you, don’t use, go to meetings, and ask for help.”



Just for today I’ll try to be simple enough to recover.






6. Moments of Silence

At the beginning of every meeting, the chairperson usually opens the session by calling for a moment of silence followed by the Serenity Prayer. Depending on the person holding the chair, this moment can last as little as a few seconds or as long as a minute or two. When I first came into the program I had absolutely no idea what to do during such moments except be uncomfortable. The fact that I was uncomfortable during communal silences prompted my therapist to suggest that I spend the time trying to get in touch with what it was that was making me uncomfortable. That was when I learned how much of my time I had spent filling my life with noise.

I usually had music or the television on, or I was filling the air with my own words. All of this, of course, was meant to drown out what I was feeling inside. In other words, I used noise like a drug. Ever since learning that, I use those moments of silence to listen to myself.

A friend uses the time to say a small prayer. He says to himself, “Help me to hear your message. Help me to carry your message.” If the moment of silence is so short he can only say the first part, he figures it’s a sign for him to spend the meeting with his mouth shut and his ears open.

Another person in the program uses the time to ask himself why he is there. If his answers come up lame, he shares about it at the meeting. Some use the time to be grateful for recovery and that night’s meeting. Some say, “Help me to help.” Still others clean their fingernails, wiggle their feet, take a snooze, or stare impatiently at the nearest timepiece. There’s nothing right or wrong about any of these ways of spending moments of silence. It is an individual program.

Then there are assigned moments of silence where the chairperson asks those at the meeting to remember why they are there or to keep a sick program brother or sister in mind. The importance of such moments became clear one night after a meeting of painful and honest sharing. The meeting closed with a group hug, then the chairperson said, “Let’s have a moment of silence for the still-suffering addict.”

“Who just might be standing next to you,” added a small voice.

It’s as good a way as any to ask for help.





7. The Proper Equipment

There are piles of suggestions in the program. We get them in program literature, we get them at meetings, and we get them from sponsors, friends, and from higher powers. However, they are only suggestions. This is mainly because all one has to do to get an addict to refuse to do something is to tell him that he must do it.

The program suggests “Don’t use, go to meetings, and ask for help.” It also suggests staying away from old using friends and places. It suggests putting off any big relationship changes for the first year. And it suggests praying, meditating, using a sponsor, using the phone, getting involved in service work, and working the Twelve Steps. True, they are only suggestions. However, as one program brother put it, “The program suggestions are like the word ‘Pull’ on a parachute’s D-ring. It’s only a suggestion, but if you don’t take it, you better come up with another answer fast.”





8. The Great Mind-Opener

Many of us came into the program with our minds shut like steel vaults. When I first learned about going to meetings, getting a sponsor, and relying on others in the program, I said to myself, “That’s out of the question.” I was uncomfortable around others, and I couldn’t even imagine trusting anyone other than myself. My mind stayed closed until the pain of trying recovery on my own forced me to reconsider my decision. As Marcel Proust wrote, “To kindness, to knowledge, we make promise only; pain we obey.”

Pain is the great mind-opener. I wasn’t willing even to consider that I might have a problem until the painful consequences of my disease moved me to review the issue. Every major period of growth in the program for me has been preceded by an amount of pain sufficient to make changing my way of doing things the more attractive path. If I can achieve and maintain an open mind, if I can always be teachable, I can avoid a lot of pain by learning from the experiences of others. Today I work on opening my mind by experiencing fully the painful consequences of having a closed one.





9. A Special Secret

Just as there are no successful ways to force someone into recovery, there are no successful ways to force anyone into Al-Anon, Nar-Anon, or any other support group. Support groups such as these are not programs for people who need them; they’re programs for those who want them. There are ways to carry the message, however. I learned one method at an Al-Anon meeting. The speaker was sharing how her husband had gotten into Twelve Step recovery, and how trying to control his life and discover his special secret led her to her own recovery.

“I would constantly search through the house, the garage, and the garden looking at all of his old hiding places, looking for that bottle I knew he had. I’d question him about where he was going, demand an accounting of where he’d been, check up on what he was up to, and sit up nights to make sure he didn’t leave the house after I went to sleep. One night he came home, from a meeting—he said—and went straight up to the bedroom. After that, he came downstairs to make himself some coffee. He had obviously hidden something in the bedroom. Why else sneak into the house like that?

“I was determined to find out what his secret was. While he was busy with the coffeepot, I went upstairs and began searching. I searched the closet, beneath the bed, between the mattress and the box springs, the night stands, and the wastebasket. Then I looked in the bureau. What he had hidden was in the bureau beneath his clean underwear and socks: a white envelope filled with something. That night, after he was asleep, I took the envelope downstairs, went to the kitchen, and steamed it open. It was filled with Al-Anon literature and a meeting list.”





10. Bring Your Ass

For a long time when I was new in the program, I had only one tool. I went to the meetings. I didn’t have a sponsor, I didn’t use the telephone, I didn’t read the literature, I didn’t work the Steps, and my idea of a higher power was a vague reference to “the program,” which I never used as a source of help. I was afraid of many things. I was afraid of the others in the program, I was afraid that I really wasn’t worth anyone else’s time or concern, and I was absolutely terrified of being rejected.

It is possible to stay clean by doing nothing but going to meetings. However, it is a rough road. I kept to that road, however, and learned from others at the meetings that there is a better way. As one person put it, “If all your problems were nails, the only tool you’d need would be a hammer.” Little by little at the meetings I learned about the other program tools. As I overcame my fears and began to trust just a little, I began to share. I read the literature, I did a little service work, went on Twelfth Step calls, got a sponsor, called people between meetings, and worked the Twelve Steps of recovery. Once I got on my knees and asked a power greater than myself to help me, I was the only one who was surprised when, all of a sudden, I was sharing in this wondrous thing called serenity. As one person pointed out in reference to meetings, “All you have to do is bring your ass. Your mind and heart will eventually follow.”





11. The Banana That Got Away

“I need to watch where I’m walking,” shared an old-timer. “The further I back away from the edge of that cliff, the closer I might be getting to the edge of another cliff.”

He shared that night about how he worked the program so well that he eventually discovered he could skip a meeting or two and would still be clean and serene. “There are lots of tools other than meetings, so who needed them? Skipping a few meetings freed up my evenings and gave me a lot more time with my family to do things I wanted to do. After a few months of this, I stopped going to meetings altogether. A few weeks after that I looked at myself, still clean and serene, and decided that I had been proven right. I no longer needed meetings. A little over a year later I had lost my family, job, home, and car and was screaming out my guts in a detox center.”

Another addict at the meeting clasped his hands over his belly and nodded as he said, “Yep. Them’s what don’t go to meetings don’t get to hear what happens to them’s what don’t go to meetings. That’s why they say to keep coming back. It’s only the banana that gets away from the bunch that gets skinned.”





12. Do I Really Need a Meeting?

A person was sharing that she really didn’t believe in “slips.” She said, “A slip sounds like ‘Oops, I didn’t see that oily spot on the sidewalk.’ A relapse is different. Every relapse I’ve had or seen was planned out months in advance. It’s like sneaking out the night before, pouring motor oil all over the front steps, then ‘slipping’ when you go to work the next morning. They’re more like jumps than slips, and they always seem to begin with cutting out meetings. The dragon is sneaky, so we’re not always aware of the planning, but it’s there. That’s why I need meetings, to blow away the dragon smoke.”

Sooner or later everyone is tempted to cut back on meetings or to skip them altogether. This doesn’t mean you always wind up in a detox ward, but it does always deny the others at the meetings of the absent addict’s presence. The help was there and freely given when I needed it, and being at the meeting is one form of service I can do to share this wonderful gift of my recovery with others. Today I can remember that I may not always need a meeting, but the meetings always need me.





13. Putting Down the Paddle

The regulars at the meeting had heard this line from this same person a dozen times or more, each time just before he was preparing to go out and use again. “I needed every last drink, drug, and destructive act that brought me here,” he said. “I’ve had a lot of slips, but this time I’m back for good. This time I’ve really hit my bottom.”

“You know,” drawled a voice from the back of the room, “if you hit your bottom often enough they call it a spanking.”





14. How to Bury a Bone

Two friends in the program were talking, and the first person had just finished describing how his boss had verbally assaulted him two days before. “I don’t know what it is,” he continued. “I keep telling myself that it has nothing to do with me, how it really is unimportant, and ‘let go and let God.’ Still, it’s gnawing at the back of my head. I keep turning it over but it keeps coming back.”

His friend said, “You sound like a dog trying to bury a bone without biting it. You’ve got to pick it up before you can let it go.”

Marcel Proust wrote, “We are healed of a suffering only by experiencing it to the full.” I knew a person who used to put it differently. In rehab my counselor used to greet patients and family members by saying, “I wish you a lot of pain.” This statement more than once drew a raised eyebrow and a response of, “Uh, thanks a heap,” as the respondee anxiously looked about for the white coats who would take that very strange counselor away to Happy Valley. Even so, as time has passed in the program I’ve learned what they meant. There is no healing without feeling.

As one addict put it, “It’s like a rotten tooth. If you get it pulled, it’s going to hurt like hell for a short time, but then the pain is gone. If you don’t get it pulled, it’s going to hurt and make you sick forever.”

No one gets into the program without injury. For today I welcome the pain that is necessary for me to recover.

Mostly.





15. Where I’m Supposed to Be

It was at a small meeting on a gloomy evening in the depths of a Maine winter. Most of those sharing were all on the same subject. “I’ve got such-and-such years in the program but I’m not where I ought to be.”

“So this is recovery, huh? Day after day with no excitement of any kind. Where’s the payoff?”

“When I first came into the program it seemed so exciting, but now it’s all old stuff.”

“Where is all of this serenity that’s supposed to land on me?”

And so on. No one appeared to be happy where he or she was, including the new person who shared. He had been silent during the meeting, but after he introduced himself and told us why he was there, the effect on the meeting was electric.

“I’m a heroin addict,” he began. “Eight years ago I stopped using heroin because I was afraid of losing my job. To help me through it, I drank, and I’ve been drinking ever since. My problem right now is that the drinking is getting way out of control and I’m afraid of losing my job again. What I need from you people is this: how do I control the drinking until I can retire and go back to heroin?”

We didn’t have any answers that he was willing to hear, but he gave all of us a valuable gift. After listening to him there wasn’t a single addict in the room who wasn’t exceedingly grateful for where he or she was in the program.



For today I am grateful for everyone who shares at meetings. Without their examples of what does and does not work, I am on my own. On my own I don’t work at all.






16. Admit or Accept?

Step One says, “We admitted we were powerless over our addiction [substance, compulsion], that our lives had become unmanageable.”

After a four-month return to the addictive wilds, one of the lucky ones who managed to make it back to the program alive said, “I don’t get it. I took the First Step. I admitted I was powerless and that my life was unmanageable.”

“You admitted it,” said his sponsor, “But maybe you didn’t quite get around to accepting it.”

To someone new in the program, especially after coming off a four-month binge, distinctions between “accept” and “admit” sometime seem a bit confusing. Many of us don’t want to look stupid, however, and so we answer, “Right. That was my problem all along.” Later, when we’re by ourselves, we frown, scratch our heads, and mutter, “What in hell was he talking about?”

“Admit” and “accept” are different ends of the same pipe. One definition of “admit” says that it means “to accept as true.” Similarly, one definition of “accept” says that it means “to regard as true.” What we need to know to recover, however, sometimes comes from strange places. Curiously enough, the Latin root for “admit” means “to send” and the Latin root for “accept” means “to receive.” In other words, for some of us, admitting our powerlessness means that we’ve told this to others. Accepting it, however, means that we’ve let ourselves in on this vital piece of information.



It made me think of my own battle with reality in rehab. Three days of yelling at everyone, “I don’t have a problem,” followed by that bone-crushing withdrawal and the admission that I did have a problem. I remember saying to my roommate that night, “I have never before felt so defeated.”

He nodded and answered, “That’s why they say to watch out for that First Step. It’s a big one.”



Today admitting my powerlessness over my addictions is as easy as saying “Good morning” to someone. Accepting it, however, is and will always be my first and most important task of the day. As that great sage Popeye once said, “I yam what I yam.” Just as soon as I forget that, I’m on my way back to the nightmare.





17. Power Play

A man in a big hurt once made his way into a meeting and shared his story with us. After he was finished, he said he definitely had a problem with pot. The weed was choking every aspect of his life out of existence and he was powerless to stop it. This looked like a pretty good First Step to me until one of the old-timers said, “I heard your story, and I was just wondering if you think you might have a problem with alcohol too.”

The guy emphatically shook his head. “No. The booze is under control. When I’ve had enough to drink, I pass out.”

Some of us began laughing until it became clear that he wasn’t kidding.

I witnessed another version of the same thing. This inquiring mind wanted to know how to get off cocaine. His use of pot, however, was no problem. “After all,” he added, “pot is only psychologically addictive.”

Someone at the meeting then asked, “So when are you getting your brain transplant?”





18. Putting God in the Driver’s Seat, and Other Highway Nightmares

Shared one person at a meeting: “I am powerless over all people, places, and things.”

“You must be scary as hell on the highway,” remarked an old-timer. When asked to explain what he had meant by his comment, the old-timer said, “I have lots of power. This morning I got up by myself, washed, dressed, and fed myself, drove myself to work, made three really big sales, did grocery shopping, ate dinner, and made it here for the meeting. That’s power. I also have the power to empty booze out of bottle A, pour it into glass B, and dump the stuff down drain C.

“What I don’t have power over,” he continued, “is my disease. I didn’t ask for it, I couldn’t stop it, and I can’t get rid of it. But if I take that first drug, at that moment I become powerless over everything.”



Another person once said at a meeting, “Humility is simply understanding and accepting the facts of reality. An addict saying he has control over drugs is living out a suicidal fantasy. A recovering addict who says he is powerless over everything has given up life as a human being.”

Every now and then I run into another version of super-powerlessness. “I cannot change myself. Only my higher power can change me.” This, curiously enough, is often a rationalization for not changing at all. In well-intentioned attempts at becoming or appearing “higher power-centered,” some addicts claim this dogmatic powerlessness over changing themselves, often followed by the more astonishing claim that counselors, therapists, psychiatrists, and rehabs are useless. After one such statement, an old-timer responded by saying, “Speaking for myself, there are many things about myself that I can change. I can change how I look at things, I can change my attitude, and I can change my goals. Thanks to modern surgery I can even change how I look. One thing I am powerless over, though, is written down in the First Step.”



Thus the parable of the man and the flood. The devout fellow is standing on his rooftop, the water rising around him, and he prays for his higher power to save him. As the waters lap at his feet, a rescuer in a rowboat comes by and calls for the man to get in.

“No,” the man answers, “my higher power will save me.”

The water rises to his waist and two rescuers in a power boat come by and call out to the man to get in. “No,” he answers, “my higher power will save me.”

The water rises until all but his head is submerged. A rescue helicopter hovers over the man and one of the crew lets down a ladder and calls to the man to grab onto it. “No,” the man answers, “my higher power will save me.”

The water closes over the man’s head and he drowns. When he gets to Heaven he says to his higher power, “Why am I dead? I prayed and prayed and prayed for you to save me.”

And his higher power answered: “I sent you two boats and a chopper, you jerk. Why in the hell didn’t you use them?”



As our old friend Anon Y. Mous once said, “If you are powerless over everything, then you aren’t responsible for anything.” Today I see the danger in taking on the false humility of absolute powerlessness. If I do not have the power to choose and to use the many tools and avenues of recovery around me, I’m dead.






19. The Act and How It Plays

The second part of Step One wanted me to admit that my life was unmanageable. What made this particularly hard for me was the disease’s ability to provide me with a very selective memory. I could remember that the year I went into rehab I made more money than any year before or since, while conveniently disregarding getting drunk and falling off my riding lawn mower. The mower and I rolled down a steep slope, the machine drove itself over my legs, and left some of the most interesting scrollwork on my shins. I could remember having a house. What faded in memory, however, is how much of the time I spent breaking windows, shredding paintings, punching holes in walls and doors, and later repairing what I could and mourning the rest.
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