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For Mom and Dad, with whom the journey began. May you be at peace.






God, grant me the serenity

to accept the things I cannot change,

courage to change the things I can,

and wisdom to know the difference.








Acknowledgments

I decided to write this book for no other reason than to keep myself from losing my mind after having bottomed out emotionally in Al-Anon. I started writing stories about recovery and reading them to my friends, who encouraged me to put them in print.

I believe it is possible to find happiness and joy on the road to recovery. And although my Al-Anon home group is rife with laughter, I’ve been to some meetings where, well, there’s not a lot of smiling going on. I wrote these meditations for those who might feel a need for more humor—and who couldn’t use more laughter?

I’d like to thank everyone who has participated in my recovery, in particular my sponsor, Corinne, and those special friends in the program who’ve taken my (many) calls and loved me on this journey. I owe you so much more than I’ll ever be able to return.

Thank you, God, for giving me the words. You have never failed me.

In spite of myself,

Misti B.






Introduction

Al-Anon saved my life. For someone like me who tends to embellish, I promise that’s not an exaggeration.

I’ll spare you the gory details, because if you continue reading you’ll find out soon enough, but also because people seldom read book introductions. I mean, what is there to say, really? I could cut and paste a paragraph from Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities here and no one would even notice. But I strive to live a program of rigorous honesty, so I won’t do that.

What you really want to know is: Why should you read this book?

Well… let’s face it, we codependents and Al-Anons aren’t especially known for our humor. (Go ahead, do an online search for “Al-Anon” or “codependent” and “humor” or “funny.”) While I identify as an Al-Anon, I include codependents in the title because they’ll definitely relate.

As the silent sufferers—the hall monitors—of the recovery community, Al-Anon and codependent lives are the stuff of country music lyrics. We’ve got a reputation for taking the fun out of a party and popping all the balloons afterward.

Until now.

If You Leave Me, Can I Come with You? was written to bring humor to anyone recovering from the harsh realities of addiction. It’s high time we threw a party in honor of our own growth! Alcoholism and other addictions are serious problems—and yet I’m totally convinced laughter is a sign of healing.

If this book reaches just one person and gives them some relief, then I’ve been of service. Honestly, I’d rather it reach millions, but as a codependent Al-Anon, it’s important for me to keep my expectations at a minimum.

I hope you laugh, or at the very least, smile a bit. And if you don’t, please don’t be mad at me. I hate it when people are mad at me.

An Important Note

For simplicity’s sake, I use the term “Al-Anon” throughout this book, as it is my primary Twelve Step program, and it has provided much of the inspiration and wisdom that this book offers. However, I include codependents in my definition and descriptions because, while it’s possible to be codependent without being in a relationship with an alcoholic or an addict, most Al-Anons are codependent, and we share many of the same behaviors and characteristics. Many codependents attend Co-Dependents Anonymous (CoDA) Twelve Step meetings, which share similar insights, principles, and practices with Al-Anon.
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January 1

New Beginnings

Happy New Year’s Day! Today is the first day of the rest of your life. It truly is the beginning of the beginning—unless you’re following the Mayan calendar or something. But let’s not try to cover all the bases and keep everybody happy. We all know where that leads. For Al-Anons, few other holidays bring this much hope, because today Al-Anons from all walks of life rally to the internal cries of “Finally! A chance to fix my life and everyone else’s!”

The New Year provides Al-Anons the rare opportunity (and a very welcome chance) to offer unsolicited advice to others and to discuss the things we find lacking in our loved ones. We begin with the gentle, totally non-leading question: “Speaking of New Year’s resolutions, do you have any?”

If ever there were a day for Al-Anons to cut loose and embrace their need to control everything and everyone around them, it would be today!

New Year’s is the nationally designated day to turn over a new leaf. Together, we will micromanage the change we want to see in the world. Especially because we aren’t hung over! Hung up, perhaps, but never, ever hung over.

In spite of myself:

Of course I’ll read one hundred books and get him to lose ten pounds by July.






January 2

Powerless

Step #1: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.”

Early on in recovery—okay, later on as well—I thought my powerlessness would be diminished in time. As in, the more recovered I was, the less powerless I would be over people, places, and things.

There’s a part of me that wants, above anything else in this entire world, to be in control. Of everything. Of myself, you, the nation, the industrial complex, and the European Union. Heck, I’d manage the whole darn solar system if I could.

There’s this voice in my head that whispers things like, Someday, you’ll have it figured out, and you’ll be able to manage your life. You won’t need meetings, and you’ll be able to lighten up on the whole “spiritual” part of things.

In reality, I know zero about the world’s economy, I barely passed astronomy in college, and when I look at the results of trying to manage life by myself, it’s clear I should not be listening to that voice in my head.

Instead, I’ll stop, pray, and remember that voice is wrong about this particular issue. I might even have to tell that voice to shut the heck up! And at times, I may need to use harsher language. With my voice, that is.

In spite of myself:

God, help me shut the front door on that voice!






January 3

Yells

You can’t hear anyone else when you’re yelling.

For instance, just the other day, I was in a yelling match with the overly tanned, juiced-up manager of my gym. As things got more heated between us, I began to lose perspective about what was happening. I could feel the other people in the weight room watching us, but they didn’t seem real. And the louder we yelled, the more faint the other people became, like holographic images. It’s as if our raging had sucked all the life out of the room.

Anger is my primary character defect. It has affected my life in countless ways, none of them good, and yet I still struggle with keeping my big mouth shut. In recovery, I’ve learned that even if someone else is freaking out, I don’t have to react in the moment, or at all. I can step back and take a deep breath before responding to someone else’s anger. Or, I can walk away without responding at all.

When I react to someone else’s anger with anger or irritation or sarcasm, it never, ever ends well. Ultimately, it leaves a trail of hurt and an emotional hangover that lingers for days. And it makes juiced-up, macho gym managers want to punch me.

In spite of myself:

God, please help me engage my ears before opening my mouth.






January 4

Short

When I first heard someone say “Life is short,” I was six years old. I immediately began to fear my mortality. Am I going to die soon? I wondered. Then I started obsessing. Am I living every moment to its fullest? Am I squeezing all the fun I can out of first grade?

As a kid, I would worry about things like being on my deathbed and saying, “I wish I’d played harder, eaten more Atomic Fireballs, and worked less.” Adorable little codependent-in-training that I was, fearful thoughts constantly consumed me: Am I unconsciously doing something to keep myself from being happy? What else could I be doing to wrestle more satisfaction from life?

Even today, when I hear the phrase “Life is short,” I want to scream, “No, it’s not! Bad days go on forever, and the only days that seem to fly by are when I’m on vacation!”

Yes, it’s important for me to remember that time is precious, and to ask my Higher Power to help me live in this moment, because it’s all I really have.

But enough already with the reminders that I’m not going to live forever, because warning me that life is short does nothing to help—in fact, it stresses me out. And according to a well-known government agency (yes, that one), stress related to running out of time is the number one factor in hospital visits for codependents over the age of six.

In spite of myself:

I’ll live for today, but not because I’m running out of time.






January 5

Other People

“I think there’s something wrong with me,” I said when my turn came to share in the Al-Anon meeting. “I’m beginning to dislike other people. And when I say ‘other people,’ I mean everyone.”

Since I had already put my foot in it, I continued to disclose my growing impatience with “other people.” And I didn’t mean just the folks close to me, but humanity in general. I had started to loathe people I hadn’t even met yet! “Other people” were my problem.

When the meeting ended, I expected to be told I wasn’t welcome at that meeting anymore. After all, Al-Anon was for namby-pamby types who loved too much, and there was no way in heck I’d be mistaken for one of those mousy, beaten-down enablers who loved too much! Except I did love too much—I just wasn’t mousy about it.

Instead of being escorted out of the room and asked not to return, I got plenty of hugs and smiles from the group. Two people even came up to me and said, “I feel the exact same way. Other people annoy me too!”

It made me pause. If so many people felt that way about “other people” in their lives, might I be someone else’s “other people”? I mean, it’s bizarre to think that I could be labeled as other people’s “other people,” because I’m normally a very lovable person. Especially when people don’t know me.

In spite of myself:

I’ll notice whom it is I label “other people” today.






January 6

Hall Monitors

I can always identify the former hall monitor in an Al-Anon meeting. They’re well organized, and they know all the rules about officer elections and other “official” Al-Anon-type things. They’re big on “shushing” people who talk in meetings.

In school, they were the orderly ones with freshly pressed clothes and exceptional handwriting. I envied the way they stood quietly in line like little soldiers, and how they seemed to thrive on structure. So annoying.

I grew up in the chaos of alcoholism, and as a result, I was often sent home with notes from teachers saying I talked too much. So I accepted the fact that I’d never be hall monitor material. And while I never really wanted to be a hall monitor, I would have at least liked to have the chance to say “no” to the opportunity.

Because of my participation in Al-Anon, I’ve been forced to work with more than my fair share of hall monitors. And surprisingly, I’ve found some of them to be quite nice. Now, instead of ignoring them or running away from them, I’m learning to appreciate them.

Without hall monitors, meetings would be chaotic; no one would organize holiday parties or make sure the “no texting during meetings” suggestions are enforced. Truth be told, the hall monitors have begun to rub off on me. I actually “shushed” someone who was talking during a meeting last week.

In spite of myself:

I’ll show some love for the hall monitors in my life today.






January 7

Motion

According to Newton’s first law of motion, an object at rest tends to stay at rest, and an object in motion tends to stay in motion. When an object is moving, it will remain in motion until an outside force acts upon it.

From this point, there’s a lot of really scientific-sounding theory and physics talk—information I’m not prepared to go into. My point is this: The Al-Anon brain is similar to the “object” in this example. When my brain gets going, especially if it’s been fueled by any strong emotion—fear, pride, jealousy, or a juicy resentment—it’s gonna keep going. And it’ll continue until it’s done the mental equivalent of a five-hundred-meter sprint in four seconds.

But it doesn’t stop there. My brain then wants to do a hundred pull-ups, swim the English Channel, and jog up Mount Everest.

My brain isn’t prepared to handle that much activity without the help of a Higher Power. It’s like assuming I’m ready to compete in a triathlon because I can stroll to the mailbox. When my brain goes into overdrive, I need to slow myself down, ask for guidance from God, and consciously give my brain a break. Sometimes that includes paying close attention to a mundane task. Sometimes it means listening closely to the sounds created by the movements I make while I observe my own actions. Amazingly, when I do slow down, I’m able to hear my Higher Power and more likely to make good decisions. Unless they involve math or science. I rarely make good decisions when they come down to math or science, no matter how calm I am.

In spite of myself:

Today I will give my brain a break.






January 8

Peace Out

“If it works, don’t fix it,” the hipster was sharing at the meeting. Frankly, I wasn’t paying much attention because I was engrossed in the tattoos on his neck and the massive gauges in his ears. But I heard the part about not fixing things that aren’t broken.

Wait. Something is working, so I should leave it alone? Clearly this slacker has never toyed with the notion of work, so what could he know about the subject?

I wanted to interrupt with, “This guy’s obviously an imposter. If he were a real Al-Anon, he wouldn’t be settling for things that just work.” Maybe I could steer him in the right direction.

“I enjoyed your share,” I said sweetly when the meeting was finished. “Are you sure you wanted an Al-Anon meeting?”

“Yeah, why?” he asked, reaching for a donut.

“You might want to give working and fixing a little more… respect.”

“I think what you mean is ‘control,’ ” he said, wolfing down the donut. “It’s not our job to fix anything or anyone else.”

“I think you misunderstood the spirit in which my comment was intended,” I said.

“Oh no, I understood you perfectly. Peace out,” he said as he turned away.

“Peace out is right, dude!” I yelled back. Slacker boy kept on walking.

It’s about time someone stood up for making the world a better place. I mean, just because things aren’t broken doesn’t mean they can’t be improved. At least a little.

In spite of myself:

Let’s give some love to fixing things that could work better!






January 9

Playing God

Today is Play God Day. There is no “official” information on the origination of this holiday, but let’s not let details like that keep us from participating.

I rather enjoy playing God because I’m reasonably good at it. I know all about world cuisine, I’m familiar with classical and modern literature (Socrates, Shakespeare, and nearly anything Oprah recommends), and I’m an exceptional judge of character. As for style, my sorority awarded me the title “Most Likely to Make Emily Post Jealous.”

But enough about me. Play God Day is the perfect way to do good for others, which is what we Al-Anons love to do, unless other people get in the way and screw things up.

To commemorate Play God Day, do something that will make a positive difference in someone else’s life. It could be something simple, like visiting a family member who is ill or helping a neighbor. You can start small—for example, last year I reupholstered my sister’s hideous orange tweed couch while she was at work. My friend had the exterior of her mother-in-law’s house painted while she was away on vacation. I even have a friend who spent the day pretending he was a doctor, but that’s not recommended.

I do recommend that you honor the fact that other people need help. They just don’t know it. But don’t let that hold you back because Play God Day gives you absolute permission and total authority to express the part of yourself that is all-knowing and all-powerful. But I bet you’ve already had plenty of practice at that.

In spite of myself:

I love playing God because I’m so good at it!






January 10

Probable Cause

I used to freeze up whenever I’d see a police car in the lane next to me, even if I didn’t happen to be talking on the phone, texting, or applying mascara. I had no warrants or outstanding tickets, and aside from being a little vague about whether my insurance was current, I had no real reason to be afraid of law enforcement. I was just uneasy around authority figures.

The moment I’d see an officer of the law, panic would set in, and I’d start rehearsing what I was going to say when they pulled me over. Even if they didn’t turn on the flashing lights, I’d start obsessing over things I hadn’t done in years! Being stuck in front of a squad car at a traffic light could screw up my entire afternoon.

Now that I’m working an Al-Anon program, I realize I don’t have to avoid or fear people in authority simply because they have authority. Especially if I’ve done nothing wrong.

That pervasive, low-level anxiety is not nearly as strong as it was. I know I’m doing the best I can every day and I have nothing to be ashamed of. I’m no better or worse than anyone else, and I don’t have to fear someone who appears to have more power than me.

In fact, nowadays, I can look at a police officer and smile instead of cringe. Sometimes, I even wave at them. Okay, I don’t wave anymore. I tried that once, and I got pulled over.

In spite of myself:

I have nothing to fear, except when I really do.






January 11

Interpretations

Al Capone’s business card said he was a “used furniture dealer.”

My ex-boyfriend’s business card said he was a dentist. Truthfully, he was a dentist, but he was also under investigation for stealing money from his business partners. And he turned out to be engaged to another woman when he proposed marriage to me. These things he did not tell me.

Early on in our relationship, he told me of his passion for wanting to save the world through better dentistry.

So, when he told me he was working until midnight giving free fillings to local orphans, I believed him, probably like Al Capone’s significant other believed he sold used furniture.

Alas, things aren’t always what they appear to be, and there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to know when they aren’t. Looking too deeply into “situations” can be untidy and painful, and I prefer tidy and painless. Or, as some people might say, I’m not really fond of reality. Although I want to believe what the business card says, I’ve found it’s better to watch what people do over time, because the titles they give themselves don’t always match up with what they do. Titles are subject to interpretation, and if I pay attention, the truth will be revealed in time. It’s not always easy, because I genuinely believe people are who they say they are… unless they claim to be a “dentist”—that always gives me pause.

In spite of myself:

I’ll remember that the titles people give themselves are subject to interpretation.






January 12

Boundaries

Pardon me, but that thing you’re stepping on? It’s called a “boundary.” I realize you didn’t even know I had boundaries until just now, but you are hereby on notice that I am going to start setting them. Limits, that is.

I know, this might seem to be coming from out of the blue, but the truth is, you’ve committed quite a few boundary violations, and I think it’s time to let you know. Many of your habits are like nails on a proverbial chalkboard. And, according to one of the self-help books I’m reading, it’s time I told you about my feelings and about the ways in which you’re a boundary violator. I mean, you wouldn’t want me to hold all this in and then, BAM! One night I smother you in your sleep. Ha ha. Of course, I would never, ever do that.

I’ve been told that establishing these boundaries will greatly improve our relationship. And, by the way, that face you’re making? It’s a serious boundary violation. So you need to cut it out. Right now. And no more eye rolling.

And, if you don’t mind, could you please step back a few feet? A teensy bit farther? Just a smidge more? I’m feeling crowded.

So… I think this boundary-setting thing is going to work out for us—I already feel better, don’t you? Wait, before you answer that, can you back up just a tad?

In spite of myself:

Perhaps I’ll define my boundaries with Post-it Notes instead of police tape.






January 13

The One

I knew you were the one for me when the sheriff put you in handcuffs.

Frankly, when I met you last week, I wasn’t even sure I liked you. But tonight, with the sirens blaring, the crowd gathering, and the way you staggered over to me and kissed me on the cheek, I suddenly found you very attractive. So vulnerable. So much passion and substance. Almost irresistible.

I’d never noticed that dimple in your chin. It’s very sexy.

The sobbing and drooling are a bit of a turn-off, but since you whispered, “You complete me” and told me I was everything you ever needed, well, despite my better judgment and your stale whiskey breath, I really, really like you. And it’s not because you’re going to jail, either.

Yes, I believe this is the first time this has ever happened to you. And, absolutely, we can work on things while you’re in jail, or prison, or wherever you end up. I mean, really, don’t all new relationships require some work? Isn’t everyone a work in progress? And, what is love without a little bit of pain?

Of course, darling, I’ll be waiting for you when you get out. I have such a good feeling about the two of us. I think you just might be the one for me.

In spite of myself:

Is that feeling I’m having burning love—or searing pain?






January 14

Nile Denial

Okay, so I’m new to all this recovery stuff, but several times this past week, in various meetings, I’m sure I’ve heard someone say something like, “De Nile’s not a river in Egypt.”

Ummm… excuse me… but the Nile is a river in Egypt. It is a river, and it’s a darn big one at that. What is wrong with these people? Didn’t any of them show up for geography class in high school? Were they too busy getting fitted for veneers? This is L.A., after all.

Are these folks just plain stupid?

Ah, here we go again. The woman sitting two rows in front of me just said, “De Nile’s not a river in Egypt.”

Maybe it’s the meetings I’m going to. Maybe these Al-Anon types aren’t into maps. Perhaps they teleport themselves around town. Or maybe they don’t have access to history books or a world atlas. I have no idea, but the propagation of this fallacy about the Nile, the longest river on the planet, is driving me bonkers!

Maybe it’s time I check out some meetings on the other side of town. Because if I hear that Nile cliché one more time, I’m going to have to politely offer the group a quick geography lesson.

Better yet, I’ll just carry a globe with me to meetings.

In spite of myself:

What? You’re telling me the saying is “De Nile’s not just a river in Egypt?” Oh. Well, then… never mind.






January 15

Don’t… Do It!

Despite what the Nike ads say, “Just do it” is not the best advice for an Al-Anon. “Just doing” anything can be a slippery slope. Whenever I start making major decisions without getting direction from my Higher Power and feedback from people I love and trust, things go downhill pretty fast. I can’t ever “just do it.”

I’ve written a letter to the executives at Nike, to see if they would consider changing their campaign from “Just do it” to something more thoughtful, like, “Don’t… just do it,” or “Just do it, but wait twenty-four hours first.” Even better, “Just do it, but consider the consequences.”

In the meantime, I’ve put a Post-it Note with the word “DON’T” over the picture of the tennis superstar that’s taped up on my refrigerator. It’s a reminder for me to stop and think before I “just” call, text, stalk someone online, or quit my job without a backup plan. And a reminder that you don’t get six-pack abs by standing in front of a refrigerator.

I haven’t heard from any executives at Nike, but I feel certain that I will. Maybe I’ll see a new Nike ad featuring my clever idea in a magazine or on a billboard somewhere soon. Not to worry—I’m just grateful that a major advertiser can be the recipient of the inspiration I’ve experienced in recovery.

In spite of myself:

Today, I won’t… just do it.






January 16

Puzzled

I was listening to a woman explain the experience of recovery by analogy. She said that each of our lives is like a puzzle piece. As we recover and change, we don’t always fit into the old puzzle in the same way we used to.

“So, if I change and I don’t fit the old puzzle anymore, and the other pieces of the puzzle don’t change, then what?” I asked her.

“Then,” she said, “sometimes we have to find another puzzle to fit into, metaphorically speaking.”

That really burned me.

“But I don’t want to find another puzzle! I want things to fit into the puzzle I have, the one with the pieces spread out all around me, metaphorically speaking,” I snapped.

“Just because we don’t like something doesn’t mean it isn’t so,” she replied, smiling. “It may take time, but believe me, you will find the puzzle where you fit perfectly.”

I wanted to say, “Look, lady, I’ve spent thousands of hours, and tens of thousands of dollars on my particular puzzle, and I have no inclination to go out and find a new one. I’d prefer the puzzle I have just work around the ‘new’ me.” But I didn’t. I’ve learned that my sharp wit is not always well received in these so-called “teachable moments.”

Yes, a good analogy can go a long way, but I’m a pretty simple person, so I’ve decided to steer clear of people who offer wisdom in the form of analogies, allegories, or puzzles. Mostly because I don’t understand them, and I have no clue how to integrate them into real life. Non-metaphorically speaking, that is.

In spite of myself:

God will find the place I fit best, no matter how puzzled I am.






January 17

Trains


If a train doesn’t stop at your station, then it isn’t your train.

—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON



I used to spend a lot of time chasing trains. It was painful, running after trains that hadn’t stopped at my station. Hopping on and off of moving locomotives is exhausting. And it’s hard on the knees.

I no longer chase after moving trains. Yes, there have been a few I’ve been tempted by, trains I was 100 percent convinced were going to stop to pick me up—but they didn’t. I’ve also stood by, heartbroken as the perfect Pullman entered the station, slowed down for a moment, and then kept chugging down the tracks, leaving me in the dust. The shame of throwing myself on the tracks for something that wasn’t mine has led to some messy, dramatic scenes.

Al-Anon has taught me to trust that, despite my protestations, there’s a Higher Power in charge of the train schedule, and the schedule rarely, if ever, gets posted ahead of time. I can get all aggravated about it, or I can buy a hot pretzel and peruse the selection of Kenny G CDs in the gift store while I’m waiting at the station.

No one said waiting for the right train would be easy. In fact, it can be torturous at times. But if it isn’t stopping at my station, then it’s not my train. I refuse to jump onto moving locomotives anymore. Especially if they aren’t going to slow down for me. A complete stop would be preferred, of course.

In spite of myself:

I’ll resist the urge to chase trains—or anything that’s moving—today.






January 18

New Glasses

There’s a book based on a talk given by a man named Chuck, about how recovery is like getting a new pair of glasses. He suggests that as we heal, our perspective changes and we look at the world differently. When we pick up a “new pair of glasses,” we see the world with more love and compassion.

When I put my glasses on, they tend to home in on what’s wrong with everything in sight and how much work it’s going to take for me to fix it.

While “seeing the world through the eyes of compassion” sounds like lyrics to a groovy easy-listening song, I’m an Al-Anon, and I need to rely on my Higher Power from the moment I wake up if I want to see the world with that kind of loving perspective.

I call it an exceptional day if I can maintain a loving attitude throughout breakfast. Sometimes, I’m all out of love before I’ve even gotten out of bed. On those days, I say, “God, here are my glasses. I’ll let you look through them today.” This generally works out really well because I wear contact lenses.

In spite of myself:

God, you can have my glasses and my contact lenses—today.






January 19

Almost Famous

Marco and I had been best friends since middle school. We’d seen each other through the trauma of musical auditions, horrible breakups, and even more painful breakouts.

Aside from offering each other misguided advice about dating, we talked about little other than ourselves and our jobs. Our relationship was delicately held together, tightly bound by a frayed cord and a chance that one of us would become famous, or die in a fiery crash on Mulholland.

In truth, if I were in a fiery crash, I wouldn’t think of calling Marco. He wouldn’t pick up the phone if it would interfere with his beauty sleep.

When I found Al-Anon, most of my relationships were like the one I had with Marco—shallow and not so stable. I’d become fixated on success and winning, and my true friends were rare, mostly because I wasn’t willing to be authentic. I only wanted to be known for my accomplishments—that’s all I thought I had to offer my friends.

I’m not totally over the need to win (some defects die hard), but my friendships today are beautiful and precious. They aren’t based on any of us becoming rich or famous, or a fear that one of us may die soon in a fiery crash. They’re built on mutual trust and acceptance, kindness, generosity of spirit, and knowing that we can count on each other when things get rough.

While I still do my best to schedule my crises during daylight hours, I don’t have to anymore because I can always count on my Al-Anon pals to pick up the phone, even if it is “after hours.”

In spite of myself:

I love Al-Anon because I can have a crisis any time I need to!






January 20

Icons

On the wall in the therapist’s office there is a large poster displaying mood icons representing different emotions: Happy. Sad. Silly. Confused.

When I came into recovery, the only emotions I felt were definitely not on that poster: Enraged. Postal. Homicidal.

To say I was perturbed and filled with resentment would be putting it mildly. Life hadn’t worked out the way I planned, and I was stuck in a loop of unproductive emotions ranging between angry and really, really pissed off. When I started working the Twelve Steps, my life got better, and I began to experience a spectrum of emotions I’d never acknowledged before (i.e., joy, elation, appreciation). In fact, today, I’m able to identify feelings I’m having at the moment I’m having them, which brings me great freedom! And I enjoy being able to share those feelings with others. For instance, just the other day, I noticed my friend’s new shoes were unflattering, so I said (in my nicest indoor voice), “Boy, those shoes are unfortunate looking, but I still love you.” Frankly, her emotion was not one of appreciation.

Later, when we were at the movies and I was laughing hysterically, my friend “shushed” me. While I didn’t like being “shushed,” I tried to remember that not everyone is able to experience their emotions in the moment as I do now.

My poor friend. Maybe I should offer her some of my mood icons.

In spite of myself:

I’ll be more patient with frowny-faces. And people with unfortunate shoes.






January 21

Hear Me?

A well-known commercial features a bespectacled guy wandering around different locations with a cell phone held to his ear, asking, “Can you hear me now?” over and over.

I used to feel like that guy: sort of lost, disconnected, and unheard by others. My solution? Repeat the same words over and over, louder each time.

I finally figured something out.

If people aren’t listening to me, it’s probably because they don’t want to. Talking louder is not the solution. The truth is, most of us—myself included—are self-absorbed. We’re all great at talking, but few of us are truly skilled at listening.

We all want the same thing: to be heard by people who “get” us. When I take the time to listen to others, chances are, they’ll take time to listen to me. And if I’m feeling like someone isn’t listening to me, it could be because they aren’t feeling heard by me. Either that, or they don’t have a decent cell phone connection. In which case, they should probably consider switching phone companies. I can always help them with that. But only if they really want my help.

In spite of myself:

If I’m not feeling heard by others, maybe I should listen better.






January 22

Thinking Problem

From the brain of an Al-Anon:

Yes, sometimes I think too much, but I don’t consider it a problem. I’m absolutely in control of my thinking. I can stop whenever I want to. I just don’t want to.

Some people say my thinking gets in the way at times, but it’s not like it’s interfering with my relationships or my job or anything.

Except for that time I was late for work because I was obsessed with finding a cure for cancer. And the week I missed because I was organizing an intervention for my boyfriend. Come to think of it, my supervisor did seem distant when he passed by me in the hallway at lunch today. Is he thinking about letting me go? Maybe I should update my résumé.

True, the other day, a friend told me to stop analyzing so much. But for goodness’ sake, what else should one be doing with her head?

I suppose I could learn to relax more. Maybe I could give meditation a shot. I would, but it’s clear I’ve got to start looking for a new job now, because this one is obviously on the skids, like everything else in my horrible, rotten life.

After all I’ve done for that ungrateful company I work for, you’d think they’d treat me better than this! I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when I tell them I’m leaving.

In spite of myself:

The words “controlled” and “thinking” don’t necessarily go together for an Al-Anon.






January 23

Teachers

“When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.”

I’ve heard that saying most of my life, both in and out of the rooms of recovery. While I agree with it in theory, my experience has been that the teachers I’ve wanted have rarely appeared on time. They’re often late, or, in many cases, hung over. Or gross. Or spiteful and angry because they didn’t want to be my teacher.

Whenever I did encounter the rare but oft-prayed-for “hot teacher,” he seldom returned my infatuation. I’d waste entire semesters fantasizing about me and said teacher cruising along the Mediterranean coastline on his minty green Vespa. As if a straight, hot teacher would ever be caught on a minty green Vespa!

The bottom line: My teachers have hardly ever appeared when I was ready for them, and I was never entirely sure I wanted the lessons they were offering me. More often than not, I’ve had to repeat the boring courses, and there have been times when I wasn’t even sure what the point of the lesson was until it was too late.

Alas, not every saying works for everyone.

In spite of myself:

God, can you just wake me when the lesson’s over?






January 24

Great Caesar

I was brand new to Al-Anon and had been out of work for over a year. I’d applied for every kind of job imaginable—coffee barista, waitress, door-to-door window installation sales, real estate—but had gotten no offers. Desperation set in.

When a friend recommended me for a job at an upscale restaurant, I was there, filling out an application, within the hour. It had been years since my last restaurant job, and I’d forgotten the name of my previous boss. All I could remember was that he was an Italian we called Caesar who screamed a lot, and I could never understand him. I couldn’t remember anything else, so I punted.

“You worked for… Julius Caesar?” The manager eyed me suspiciously as he pored over my application.

“Yes!” I answered. “What are the chances of that?”

“Slim to none,” he replied cautiously.

It was obvious I was lying, but I was so embarrassed and afraid that I continued with the ruse. I went on and on about what a great leader my Julius Caesar was, and how he’d been the best boss ever. It never occurred to me to just tell the truth about having forgotten my boss’s name.

Fear makes me do some absurd things. It limits my options and turns me into an accidental time traveler.

Not surprisingly, I didn’t get the job. But when I returned home, I did some research on old Jules—it turns out he spoke primarily in iambic pentameter, and he’s the main reason our calendars are all screwed up. And no matter what historians say, I still believe he was a superior salad maker.

In spite of myself:

God, help me not cave in to fear. It limits my options.






January 25

Detachment Issues

“Detachment” is a word I hear thrown around a lot these days. Detach from difficult people. Detach from difficult situations. It’s such a cold word. So heartless and devoid of love. So… lackluster.

As if being in a relationship and being detached were even a possibility! As if allowing someone to experience the consequences of their actions were even close to being humane.

Ask any normal person and they’ll tell you what relationships are about: bonding, joining together, becoming one, “completing each other,” merging, forsaking all others, and a myriad of other things that might include enmeshment, smothering, and a lack of appropriate physical space.

But let’s suppose our forefathers had decided to practice “detachment” and refused to sign the Bill of Rights, or the U.S. Constitution? If the guys in that group hadn’t stuck together, or had quibbled about “needing space,” or time to “process their feelings” when Thomas Jefferson was crafting the Declaration of Independence, we might still be speaking proper English and eating bangers and mash.

Just because some people think “detaching” is a sign of mental health doesn’t mean I have to agree with them, and it doesn’t mean I have to do it. Detach, that is. Because I won’t. Unless I’m asked to.

In spite of myself:

Letting go is highly overrated, but I’ll give it a try today.






January 26

Crisis

“Don’t create a crisis.”

I never create the crises. They seem to find me.

I equate my ability to attract crises with the story about the group of ski instructors who died on a mountain after falling into a snow cave and being overcome by toxic fumes.

The ski instructors had been sent to rescue their friend, who’d fallen into a crevasse covered by a heavy snowfall. One by one, the skiers approached the massive hole in an attempt to pull their friend out, but the carbon dioxide and gases blowing from an underground volcano overwhelmed them. Despite their athleticism and expertise, they couldn’t conquer the sulfur springs. Every single one of them collapsed into the huge mountain hole and died from asphyxiation.

I am a bit like those skiers, except I am still alive and I’m not even close to a mountain right now. Yet I can easily be engulfed by conditions that seem to pull me in and take me down. It always starts out the same way—with me offering to lend someone a helping hand—and suddenly there’s turmoil. Pure pandemonium. Craziness. Oxygen loss. A team of paramedics. And that’s often before I’ve even left the house. Working a program of recovery has helped me to discern between lending a hand and contributing to a crisis.

Contributing to a crisis, maybe. But creating a crisis? Moi? Never. Hardly ever. So seldom these days, it isn’t even funny.

In spite of myself:

Sometimes a well-intentioned rescue operation is actually a crisis in disguise.






January 27

Compare and Despair

Even though I’ve been playing the “compare and despair” game since I was a youngster, it’s rarely been fun. I’ve never won a prize, and I rarely feel good when it’s over—mainly because most of my comparisons are between me and:


	Billionaire business superstars

	Supermodels

	Dead artists



Obviously, I can’t do much about the size of my body frame or about financial assets I don’t currently have. And artists are always more appreciated when they’re six feet under. Even if they aren’t that talented, creative people seem to gain popularity once they’re gone—especially if their death is tragic or premature.

I’ve learned it’s impossible for me to remain right-sized or remotely peaceful when I’m comparing myself to others. The “compare and despair” game is one I’ll never win, and it can lead Al-Anons like me to despondency.

For now I have decided not to play the comparison game, and I especially refuse to play games with billionaires, supermodels, and dead artists. Even if they ask me to. Instead, I’ll say no. Because I can never, ever be rich, thin, or dead enough to win at that game.

In spite of myself:

For today, no compare, no despair.






January 28

Appreciation

I’ve been reflecting on something my Al-Anon sponsor told me last week. She suggested I spend more time appreciating the things I have instead of focusing on the things I’m missing out on. (Insert scowl here.)

This kind of appreciation isn’t easy for me because I’m more comfortable being depressed about what I’m lacking than praising what I have. I am trying to warm up to the concept, though.

After giving it some thought, I’ve decided the best way for me to take this whole appreciation thing out for a spin is to think about it like a vintage Chanel scarf. Like it’s something I can throw on whenever the mood strikes, or when I’m late for work and there’s no time to shampoo my hair.

Today, I am going to practice being more appreciative of everything I have, whether it’s big or small. If it’s good, I’m going to give it a big round of applause. For instance, I have all ten of my fingers and both of my feet. So in honor of my hands and feet, I’m going to give myself a manicure and a pedicure. Then I’m going to take out the pair of shoes I bought yesterday and put them on the feet I’m so damn grateful for. It might not be very spiritual, but it’s a start.

What about you? What will you appreciate and be grateful for today? Name five things, right now!

In spite of myself:

C’mon, name five things you’re grateful for!






January 29

R-E-L-I-E-F

Acceptance may bring relief, but most of the time, I’d rather just swallow a few Rolaids.

Recovery tells me that when I can accept that things are exactly as they should be in this moment, I will experience relief—and that has been true for me. Still, a lot of the time, I’d prefer to close the curtains and go to bed—and wake up to a brand-new life, free from struggle, pain, or discomfort.

Until I can accept and trust that my Higher Power has a plan for me, serenity is next to impossible and I’m not at peace. So even though at times I don’t feel like I have much of a choice in the matter, I really do. I can keep ramming my head against the wall and refuse to accept that what’s happening is exactly as it’s supposed to be, or I can accept that things are going down in the way God wants them to.

Sometimes I go with ramming my head against the wall, and other times I go with acceptance. Yes, acceptance may take longer than chewing a Rolaids tablet, but acceptance and prayer are the only things that bring me peace and long-term relief.

In spite of myself:

How do you spell relief? A-C-C-E-P-T-A-N-C-E.






January 30

Plagiarizer

I want to plagiarize so badly, it’s killing me. I just read something that was so interesting and funny, it made me want to steal it and claim it as my own. But I didn’t. So be forewarned: Today’s meditation will be sparse. And unfunny.

Because frankly, my little chickens, I am fresh out of ideas.

The Al-Anon part of me that wants to look good and doesn’t want to admit I have nothing pithy to say today knows it would be easier for me to rip off someone else’s idea and pass it off as my own. But I can’t because my need to be recovered outweighs my need to plagiarize.

The truth is, I won’t always be here for you, readily dispensing nuggets of gold, fulfilling your intellectual and spiritual hunger. So, perhaps now is the time for you to take on my role of “infinitely wise meditation guru.”

Give it a shot: Think of something having to do with recovery that makes you smile or even laugh aloud. Write it down and carry it with you today, and read it as often as you need to throughout the day. It can be anything that encourages or inspires you—but please, no plagiarizing.

In spite of myself:

Insert pithy yet profound spiritual thought here.






January 31

Fixer-Uppers

I used to think relationships were like houses—much more gratifying when they required strenuous work. I could never figure out why anyone would buy a new home when they could buy a fixer-upper.

For years before the movie Under the Tuscan Sun came out, I fantasized about buying an old, rustic Italian farmhouse and fixing it up. I pictured myself refinishing hardwood floors, fixing leaky roofs, and speaking fluent Italian to workmen. Mostly, my fantasies included the cute workmen and roaming the Italian countryside, not replacing toilets or retrofitting copper pipes.

The truth is, a fixer-upper takes effort and a lot of hard labor. There are walls to tear down, roofs to patch. And after you’ve put a ton of time into it, something inevitably goes wrong—you find out the city requires a permit, or you get slapped with a lien. It never, ever goes smoothly, unless you’re in a movie.

That’s how it used to be with all my relationships. If things were move-in ready, I didn’t want them. My passion was for people and things that needed lots of repairing.

Because of Al-Anon, I don’t feel that way anymore. I’ll take relationships that require some work, but I no longer seek out the ones that require a ground-floor remodel.

If it isn’t broken, I don’t need to fix it. In fact, today I try to take a thing or a person “as is,” and I’m much happier.

I do still think about those Italian workmen from time to time, though.

In spite of myself:

Today I will not fix anything, especially if it involves a copper pipe.
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February 1

Picker

Six months into the production of the feature film I had written and was directing, I learned my investor was under investigation for securities fraud. He’d been accused of masterminding a Ponzi scheme and stealing hundreds of millions of dollars from investors.

It’s a long story, meant for something other than a meditation book—but suffice it to say, I have a history of finding people whom other folks might consider to be surrounded by a few red flags. As I’ve heard people in meetings say, “My picker might be broken.”

In Al-Anon, I’ve learned to be more selective about the people I develop relationships with. I take my time before getting involved in new relationships, whether they be personal or business, and I don’t accept everyone at face value. It’s not like I run credit checks on acquaintances or anything, but I’m definitely more discerning. And I seek input from trusted friends when I start to question things about someone in my life. For example, I’ve decided that the next time I’m considering doing business with someone and an official from the government stops by to investigate them while we’re in a meeting, that will give me pause, and I will definitely give the person more scrutiny. Unless he’s really good-looking. And single. And tall. Then all bets are off.

Now that I have some time in recovery, I know better than to jump into business or personal relationships with everyone who will have me. No matter how good-looking, persuasive—or tall—they are.

In spite of myself:

Thanks to Al-Anon, even I have standards now!






February 2

HALT

I’ve heard it said that when we allow ourselves to get overly hungry, angry, lonely, or tired, we experience a change in body chemistry. When that happens, we run the risk of putting ourselves in physical and emotional danger. In Al-Anon, this is known as HALT (hungry, angry, lonely, tired).

While I’m not really down with saying things like “HALT” out loud—unless I’m being stampeded by a herd of elephants—I get the gist. As corny as HALT may sound, it’s important for people like me who aren’t used to acknowledging and taking care of our own needs. It’s also a valuable and necessary tool in my toolbox—another corny but helpful nugget of hard-earned recovery wisdom.

Al-Anon has taught me that it’s up to me to make sure my basic needs are taken care of, and I risk putting others in danger if I don’t do so, because, believe me, I can be hell on wheels when I get too anything in the HALT acronym. When I’m hungry, I need to eat. When I’m lonely, I need to reach out to others. When I’m tired, I need to rest.

And when I’m angry? In my case, it’s better that I cover my mouth with masking tape until the urge to express my anger subsides. That’s not an official Al-Anon saying, that’s just something I’ve learned.

In spite of myself:

HALT, in the name of love!






February 3

Restoration

Step #2: “Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.”

When I came into Al-Anon, I had a hard time believing this Step had much value for me. First, I despised the word “insane” and refused to identify myself in that way. Those other folks were insane. I pretty much had my act together.

Second, I genuinely believed that I could, with a bit of help, restore myself to normalcy. That is, if I could figure out what normal was. Once I’d done that, I reasoned, then I’d go back to my old life as I knew it. Same me, just more normal, and happier. And thinner, if I could swing it.

I worked very hard during the first few months in recovery to prove to myself that the “alcoholism” thing was just another one of life’s hurdles, and I had the mental and physical reserves to “get over it” and get back to real life.
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