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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT THE NARROW WAY

  
    The Narrow Way is the beautifully written and profound account of the difficult path Chris Lemig took to discover that we are all deserving of love and capable of true freedom. We can all find ourselves in, and benefit from, his journey.

    Sharon Salzberg , author of Lovingkindness and Real Happiness

    In The Narrow Way , Chris Lemig fearlessly slams his cinematic memoir down on your altar. He may go to India, but this ain’t Eat, Pray, Love. The Narrow Way demands that you face the great secret: you cause your own suffering. But there’s hope. Don’t wait for the movie. Read this book!

    Clayton Gibson , Founder of MyOutSpirit.com

    In The Narrow Way , Chris Lemig reveals with poetic courage a life of struggle and suffering. There are no rounded corners here, just the author ’s bare, scarred innards. There is, however, a clear vision of a journey that must continue, and we are left rooting for Lemig as he adamantly wills together the broken pieces of his life.

    Allan Lokos , author of Pocket Peace: Effective Practices for Enlightened Living

    The Narrow Way is a journey into personal pain that is at once uncomfortable and deeply inspiring. Mr. Lemig shows us that it is the challenge of the human heart to find freedom, love and one’s own way in the world.

    Venerable Tenzin Kacho , a Tibetan Buddhist nun and co-author of Rich Brother, Rich Sister
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  May this book be of benefit to others.

  May it help those who are struggling with coming out.

  May it ease some of the suffering caused by depression, alcoholism and addiction.

  May it bring people hope that there are alternatives to suicide and that life can be filled with love, happiness and purpose.
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    The Narrow Way

    You are not alone. There are others, on the way on the same track. Travelers from nowhere to nowhere, on their way from nothing to nothing. The track may be narrow and steep and boring and frightening but everybody walks it. You are not alone but linked to everything around you. ~ Jan Willem Van De Wettering

  


  Prologue

  From this hour I ordain myself loos’d of limits and imaginary lines,

  Going where I list, my own master total and absolute,

  Listening to others, considering well what they say,

  Pausing, searching, receiving, contemplating,

  Gently, but with undeniable will, divesting myself of the holds that would hold me. ~Walt Whitman

  By all accounts I should be dead. But instead, through some miracle of chance or karma, I am alive. I do not pretend to even begin to understand how I came to wake up from my long and nightmarish sleep. Instead I just smile, a little dumbly and serenely, in the midst of the crowded airport as I wait for the long flight to India. In three hours I will head off on a pilgrimage, a spiritual quest that has been almost a year in the making. That leaves me plenty of time to think and wonder about this new arc that I am on, this upward spiral that for so long had sent me soaring down, down to a hard and hopeless bottom.

  My old life comes into clear focus now. The free fall of eight thousand dark nights and blinding days. Countless hits and drinks and drags. The suicides, the self-sabotage, the shame. Twenty years of hiding, alone and afraid, and in the end all I had to show for it were the jagged shards of broken bonds and promises and dreams.

  Was that really me? Was that my wake of destruction that I left behind? Would I ever be able to truly change and make amends?

  Yes. It was me and I have already changed. As for amends, I will just have to wait and see.

  I shiver and shake the memories off, safe on the firm earth for now. I look out the window onto the tarmac. The plane has already rolled up to the gate and the ground crew buzzes around like a stirred up hive of bees. They execute their synchronized dance of cleaning, restocking and refueling and my heart thumps louder and faster as I realize there is no turning back now. This is it. The moment of departure is at hand.

  We are to fly up and over the top of the world, across Greenland then the Netherlands, arcing steadily over the brow of the earth until we roll down her eastern cheek like a tiny, shining tear. Fifteen hours from now New Delhi will come into view and I will press my nose into the glass like a ten year-old boy until it is mashed and sore. The lights of the city will fan out into the night and the humid air will be thick with the smoke of a million campfires. Still, the air will be good there, just as good as it is here and I will breathe it in, in great gasps fueled by the excitement and the shock and the fear of being in that strange place.

  Then the air will turn thin and cool as I make my way up, up into the Himalayan foothills and the home of the Dalai Lama. It will feel good on my skin, chill and damp at night, and I will take it into my nostrils as I breathe slowly and surely in Dharamsala, learning again how to watch that simple thing, learning how to watch the breath.

  I will wake in the early morning, in the cold and the dark, light candles and let myself be swept away by the spell of the melody of the deep mantras of the monks. I will walk in lock step with them for a pace or two on the path to liberation and I will see the goal clear and bright, so close that I will reach out and almost touch it.

  Refreshed and renewed, I will make my way back down into the hot plains of great mother India and she will open her arms to me. There, I will follow in the footsteps of the Buddha. I will walk where he walked and see what he saw. There will be guides and signs and portents. There will be magic and mystery and illumination. Everyone and everything I come across will be my teacher. And though there will be hardship and I will cry for days, it will wring my heart free of all its toughness, until it becomes soft and pliant and I can finally put it to good use.

  I catch my reflection in the glass and see that I am trembling now. Then I smile warmly at the new me and think: it’s OK if none of this is true.

  “We will now begin boarding flight two-nine-two with direct service to New Delhi,” the attendant calls over the loudspeaker. The voice blows through my fantasies and daydreams and they collapse like a house of cards. It is real now. Whatever is to come is out of my hands. I feel the earth under my feet, solid and real. There is no time to waver, no time for remorse or even hope. It is time to take that first step. It is time to answer the call.


  Chapter 1

  Apogee

  Space flights are merely an escape, a fleeing away from oneself; because it is easier to go to Mars or the Moon than it is to penetrate one’s own being. ~ Carl Jung

  It is three years before India and I am not going anywhere. Instead, it is four in the morning and my eyes are wild and bloodshot as I pick through the carpet, searching for tiny pieces of crack cocaine that may have sizzled off the end of my pipe. My roommate sits on the bare floor of her room cooking up a fresh batch on a tarnished, blackened teaspoon but I can’t wait to get another hit. I try to smoke what turns out to be the clipping of a dirty toenail, and it fills my mouth with the taste of burnt skin and rubber. Unfazed, I get up, light a cigarette and anxiously pace around the empty room. There is no furniture, no pictures on the walls; there are no mementos of vacations or framed photos of loved ones. Anything of any value has long ago been sold or traded for drugs. All that’s left is a pile of bedding laid out on the floor next to an old lamp, its bare yellow bulb burning out like a dying star.

  “This is gonna be a good one,” Sarah says. I flop down cross- legged in front of her in childlike anticipation.

  Out of a thin paste of cocaine, baking soda and water she has cooked off a dime-sized nugget of homemade crack. It’s enough for three or four hits and she breaks me off a piece that I load into my pipe like there’s no time to lose. I wave the flame back and forth until the rock starts to melt. I draw tiny puffs of air through the metal tube, careful not to suck the hot, molten goo through the wire mesh screen. The rock hisses and pops as it vaporizes and I pull in the hit as deep as I can.

  “That’s it. Hold it. Hold it. Just like that,” Sarah says.

  When I can’t hold my breath any longer, I exhale a huge cloud of billowing white smoke that fills the space in front of me. It’s at this moment that the high grabs hold of me, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. My eyes roll back into my skull as my mind fills with the gong of an enormous bell. My body is flooded with the warm, golden tingle of a chemical orgasm that radiates through my belly, my head, my limbs. This is the soft oblivion I have been seeking, and now I am released from all my pain and doubt. My history is erased and it doesn’t matter any more if I’m gay or not gay. Here, I don’t have to face the truth of myself at all. I can drown the real me in the rush of the high, hold his head under the waters of it until he just quietly slips away. Here, all I have to do is wait for him to stop struggling and finally let go.

  “Greg, Greg! GREG!!!” The scream from the living room below tears me out of my high. I peel myself off the floor, stumble out into the hall and down the dark stairway. I turn the corner to see my second wife slapping our lover hard across the face. He doesn’t flinch. Instead, his body falls limply onto the moldy, beer stained couch. She props him up again and slaps him even harder.

  On the coffee table, the sputtering light of a single candle dances on the face of an empty bottle of vodka. Long, thick lines of cocaine stand out white and sharp on a little slab of grey marble. A hundred pills of Xanax, Vicodin and Oxycontin, neatly twisted into a clear plastic baggie, look like Jolly Ranchers and gumdrops and I lick my lips at the sight of them.

  “Is he breathing?” I ask.

  “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know,” she says biting her fingertips and sobbing.

  I push her aside and lean in close to Greg’s face. Through his nostrils I can hear a slow, thin wheezing. It’s a relief. Even though we’ve been sleeping with him for months, I don’t really care whether he lives or dies. All I really want to do is to keep getting high. I don’t want to worry about ambulances or police or a lover overdosing on the couch in my living room. I stand over him for a few minutes until I can see the rise and fall of his chest. When I’m sure he’s not going to die right then and there, I turn and walk away, back up the stairs and back to my pipe.

  The months go by like one long day that will never end. Today I am drunk at a Thanksgiving dinner party when a friend gives me a tablet of methadone, the drug they give to heroin addicts who are trying to kick. But I am not trying to kick anything. I am trying to kill myself. The days of pacing myself are long gone so when ten minutes go by without any effect, I pound a bottle of wine then start in on the beer and shots. Soon I am a semi- conscious rag doll twisting, babbling and rolling around on the floor.

  When I finally come to, I am standing in the middle of my own living room exhaling a huge hit of crack cocaine. I don’t know how I got here. All I know is that every cell in my body is vibrating with pleasure. Then I seem to shatter open until I am weightless, without a body, mind or soul. There is no pain when there is nothing there to hurt.

  The metal pipe is red hot and burns my fingers and lips and I pass it to my left before realizing there is a party going on. Then I come back to life, laughing, singing, dancing in circles and now and again collapsing on the floor. I take another hit, hold it deep in my lungs then kiss the guy next to me, blowing the smoke into his mouth.

  When the drugs run out I turn to my stash of valium: six green pills that I take all at once, chewing them in my mouth and washing them down with warm beer. Soon I am cross-eyed, still wired from crack, but mellower and in a few hours I am again drunk and stoned enough to pass out into an uneasy sleep.

  The afternoon sun intrudes through the sheets that I have duct taped around the windows. The drugs still stream through my veins, but it’s no longer a pleasure buzz, just a jangling, grinding anxiety. Every muscle is taught and tense, ready to pounce. I force myself to stay in bed for another hour but all the things that I have to do, that I’m not doing, that I’ll never do, roll through my head like an endless reel of a silent movie. Finally, I can’t take it anymore and fling off the covers and head downstairs. I rummage through the overflowing ashtrays and find a half a cigarette, light it and inhale the stale smoke. I grab a beer out of the refrigerator and drink it in two gulps.

  The buzz is coming on again when my wife comes home through the front door, and without a word she heads upstairs to our room to pass out. I hadn’t really noticed she was gone but now that I do I am furious. After a half an hour of pacing around the house, guzzling beer after beer, I charge up the stairs. I find her already under the covers hiding her head from the bright Colorado sun, just trying to get a few minutes of sleep before she has to go to work.

  “Where the fuck have you been?” I scream.

  She throws back the covers wide eyes and naked. A sickening pleasure fills my belly like thick, sweet syrup that I swallow down with a great glug, glug, glug. I want her to be afraid. I want her to suffer. I want her to be ashamed. I need someone to blame. Someone who I can point the finger at for all my suffering, all my denial, all the injustice of my life. So I march around the room in a self-righteous fever, swinging my arms as I conduct a symphony of insults and abuse that I know will tear her down. Every intimate moment, every secret we ever shared, every confession of weakness, I dredge all of these out of my memory and throw them in her face. I tell her that she’s no good, that she’s worthless. I call her a liar and a cheater. I tell her that she can’t take care of herself and that she wouldn’t be anybody without me. With my eyes bulging out of their sockets and the spittle turning to foam at the edge of my mouth, the pitch climbs higher and higher towards its mad crescendo.

  Finally, I call her a whore and tell her to get up and get out of my house. She looks at me like I’ve just stabbed her with a dull knife and twisted it in, smiling all the while. Somewhere deep inside I know that I should be falling on my knees and begging for forgiveness, but instead, my heart hardens completely and I just scream louder.

  “Get out, get out, get out!”

  She leaps out of bed, grabbing her purse and a handful of clothes. I follow her, still cursing and screaming. She trips down the stairs to the front door and when she turns to look back confused, hurt and broken, all I do is glare at her from the landing high above until she finally walks out.

  Muttering, staggering, slurring I make my way to the kitchen downstairs. There is a bottle of vodka in the freezer and I begin to drink it straight in huge gulps that make me gag and spit up little mouthfuls of vomit. I walk back upstairs and knock on the door down the hall. Sarah is awake. She has heard everything. I pretend to cry on her shoulder for a while, pretend that I’m sorry for what I’ve done. Then I remind her that she owes me fifty dollars. She laughs and digs into her purse, pulling out a handful of crumpled bills and tosses them into my lap.

  “You want me to call TJ?” she asks. “Fuck it,” I say. “Let’s get some shit.”

  The drugs are delivered within the hour and I can’t wait for the dealer to leave so I can lock myself in my room. It is late afternoon, but the sealed windows create the illusion of perpetual twilight. I load my pipe again and again while the soft moans from a porno ooze out of my television. The floor is covered with piles of dirty laundry, empty beer cans and cigarette butts. This is my life: a climax of disappointment thirty-five years in the making. I haven’t even hoped for anything better for this in over a year.

  I take a hit and inhale into oblivion, letting my eyes roll back until I forget who I am, who I was, who I might be. I hide, deny, evade and make another attempt at this futile escape. But there is no escape. Even though I have changed my name and moved once a year for the past eighteen years, even though I have changed my story and lied through my teeth, the truth has found me out every time. It tears through my body and mind like a chainsaw, unrelenting and agonizing.

  I take another hit and feel a stabbing pain in my chest.

  “This is it,” I think. “This is the one that’s gonna do it.” And so I close my eyes, exhale and say a little prayer for the end.


  Chapter 2

  First Love

  Hey Lover!

  Is it ok if I call you that even though we never kissed? I hope so because that’s what you were to me. I can finally see that now through the clear lens of time polished by the fine grit of too much anguish and suffering. We should have been together, should have shared so much more than we did, but the circum- stances of time and place just wouldn’t allow it. It’s ok though. Time has closed the gap between us. At least in my mind.

  Look at me, I’m rambling like a blushing schoolboy, just like I promised myself I wouldn’t. But what am I supposed to say to you after all these years? How can I make you understand how important you were to me, even though nothing ever happened?

  Do you remember that day as clearly as I do? Probably not. Maybe it wasn’t the pivotal moment that I’m making it out to be. Maybe all this will only awaken in your mind a flash of light and memory, and maybe you’ll smile and call me silly for making so much of it.

  It was the beginning of fourth grade I think, and after four years we were still not used to the itch and scratch of starched, blue Catholic school shirts and ties. We clawed at the collars after kickball at recess and tore off the plaid nooses as soon as the last bell rang.

  Billy came bursting into class that day and the commotion snapped all our heads up from the burning concentration of long division. He was panting and laughing and could barely contain himself. You came in after him with red cheeks too, grabbing his shirttail and trying to stop him in vain. I could see your fear, could see that you had been begging him not to tell all the way up from the damp basement lavatory, up the three flights of ancient steps, crying “please don’t tell, don’t tell, don’t tell…” But he was bigger than you, a sports jock even then, and faster, so he just laughed and sang as he taunted you up the stairs, “I’m gonna tell, I’m gonna tell, I’m gonna tell…”

  And then I saw your shoulders slouch in defeat as you stood there on the stage as he rang out the proclamation that would call me home.

  Two years before, in the high noon of East Coast summer when the air wrapped itself around me thick and hot, I had my theater debut. It was acting camp and it was the first time I had been pushed out of the nest on my own. My mother handed me off to a young woman of sixteen years and left me there bewil- dered and teary eyed.

  “There, there,” the young woman said and ushered me into the auditorium filled with the strange offspring of unfamiliar neighbors who wore funny clothes and smelled like Vienna sausages and wet dogs.

  The workshop teachers, in bellbottoms and ponytails, divided us into groups that just made me feel more alone and afraid. I couldn’t understand why the other children seemed so happy as they imitated the instructors, making animal noises and burping sounds and funny faces on cue. Every time my turn came, I just sat there silent, covering my face and wishing I would disappear.

  But I didn’t disappear and before I could protest one of the instructors stuffed a little white card into my hand and pushed me, along with all the others, into the long line that led up to the stage. On the card was a single word written in thick black letters and it felt heavy in my hands as I waited for my turn.

  “You just get up there and act out the word for us,” the young woman said. “And remember: Don’t tell us…SHOW us!”

  When she pushed me out from stage right into the glare of unwanted stardom, I froze. I looked down at my word, then back up at the hundred little faces that stared at me with wide, expecting eyes. But nothing came. I knew what I had to do but I couldn’t do it. The image of the pose I should make burned in my mind’s eye, but I was so choked with fear that all I could do was stand there hugging my sides, rocking my self back and forth while I looked down at my dirty sneakers and giggled.

  “Shy!” a little girl shouted. “Laughing!” another voice came.

  One of the actors, a tall, deaf, bearded Jesus, came to pull me off the stage and out of sight. He was mute and so signed to me what to do. With a happy, encouraging grin he pushed me back out into the light. But still I stood there frozen, more afraid than before, terrified of being laughed at, of getting it wrong, as if even then I was afraid of being found out, as if even then there was some terrible secret that I was keeping from the world.

  I felt the mass and heat of a body behind me. It was Jesus and he firmly grabbed my hands by the wrists and lifted my arms up until they were curved and flexing.

  “STRONG!” came the cry in unison and they laughed while I cried as I melted back down into the crowd.

  But I didn’t feel strong at all, not that day and not the day when Billy burst into the classroom shouting:

  “Jonathan just kissed me in the bathroom!”

  A chorus of twenty ten-year old voices pealed with laughter, reveling in your shame as your arms dropped to your sides and your head hung down.

  “Quiet, quiet!” shouted the nun, darting in and out of our desks like a one-woman riot police. But there was no controlling us. We all knew what Billy meant; we had whispered the word a hundred times in hushed giggles on the playground and pointed out who was and who wasn’t. Now it was out and the class laughed and pointed their fingers at you and so did I. Better you than me, I thought.

  I want to tell you how sorry I am about that. I’d like to say that if I could, I would travel back in time and trade places with you. I would do every thing I could to take away all that humiliation and embarrassment. I would take you into my arms and lead you out of there, away from the catcalls and the firestorm of shame. And then I would squeeze you hard and wipe away your tears and tell you over and over until you finally believed it:

  “It will be ok, don’t you worry. I promise. Everything will be ok.”

  Two years went by and finally we graduated from old Saint Mary’s. Then it was off to public school, junior high and the real world for us. We stayed in touch for that first year, but gone were the sleepovers that you and Billy would come to on hot summer nights. Do you remember those? We camped out in the attic of Dad’s garage, daring one another to show it. But no one ever did. I remember how you smelled, the sweat of your armpits both revolting and enticing. I remember too, watching you breathe in the moonlight after you fell asleep, wanting so bad to pet your soft cheek without knowing why.

  But then the day came when I realized what that feeling welling up in my belly had been all about. It tore and clawed at me to get out as I rubbed and rubbed against anything and everything within my reach: shag rugs and blankets, plush animal toys and trees. I tried to hump the world, humped it raw all to the tune of the visions of all the girls I’d come to know, imagining them in all their soft and bumpy glory. But nothing ever happened, and all I ever got was chaffed and sore.

  Still I kept at it, diligent to the end until one day the memory came flooding back. There you were in the dark damp basement of St. Mary’s with Billy standing at the urinal, whistling with his fly unzipped. Then, as if possessed by some mischievous spirit and in some fit of uncontrollable glee, you leaned in and kissed him, wet and warm on the cheek.

  I saw him in my mind as he pulled back in shock, and as he did I came full of force and pleasure and golden light. The revelation that boys could love boys came in the form of a tidal wave that flooded over my bed sheets, and I didn’t know whether to jump up for joy or run away in terror. When it was over I cleaned up that glistening and mysterious pool of me, head still spinning from the mad delight of it all, knowing that once and for all I was a different creature.

  I don’t mean to embarrass you but I thought about you every day after that. As the months went by my crush became an aching and it threatened to squash me like a bug. I had to do something. So one summer day I picked up the phone, palms sweating and body shaking. When you answered I could hardly move my lips and the air leaked out in a thin, squeaking “Wanna come over?” “Sure!” you said and my heartbeat went rat-tat-tat like a snare drum tapping out the staccato rhythm of lust.

  It took you almost two hours to ride your bike all the way from New London, and I spent the whole time staring out the window, waiting for you to roll around that corner. By the time you arrived I must have looked a terrible mess: pale, sweating and trembling with fever. You let your bike fall into the fresh cut grass and walked towards me through the thick air of summer that was filled with the love song of birds and wind and ocean.

  “Wanna look at some dirty magazines,” I blurted.

  “Sure,” you said again and I thought “This is it; it’s really going to happen.”

  So up to my room we climbed with me holding your hand, and I pulled out the stash of Hustlers and Penthouse that I had long ago pilfered from my Dad’s closet. We lay out on my bed and flipped through the glossy pages together. You sneered a little in disbelief that people’s bodies could really do things like that. Your naiveté filled me with a surge of confidence, and I was sure that you would do anything I asked.

  “Do you know how to masturbate?” I finally said in an overture of love. It was a great leap into the unknown, and I waited, afraid to move or even breathe, as the birds and the grass and the ocean and the wind all leaned up close to my window and waited too.

  “No!” you said with your face twisted into a contortionist act of disgust. “That’s a sin!”

  Did my face twist then too? Did you see my watering eyes filling slowly with disappointment and disgrace? We were on stage again, but this time it was me that everyone was laughing at, pointing their fingers and crying, pansy, pansy, he’s a little pansy in that singsong revel that every generation learns anew.
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