
[image: Cover: Broken Open: What Painkillers Taught Me About Life and Recovery, by William Cope Moyers. Author of New York Times bestselling memoir Broken. Foreword by Rosanne Cash]




[image: Broken Open: What Painkillers Taught Me About Life and Recovery, by William Cope Moyers. Hazelden Publishing]






Hazelden Publishing

Center City, Minnesota 55012

hazelden.org/bookstore

© 2024 by Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation

Foreword © 2024 by Rosanne Cash

All rights reserved. Published 2024

No part of this publication, either print or electronic, may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the express written permission of the publisher. Failure to comply with these terms may expose you to legal action and damages for copyright infringement.

ISBN: 978-1-61649-997-6

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-61649-998-3

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Moyers, William Cope, author.

Title: Broken open : what painkillers taught me about life and recovery / William Cope Moyers.

Description: Center City, Minnesota : Hazelden Publishing, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024012540 (print) | LCCN 2024012541 (ebook) | ISBN 9781616499976 (paperback) | ISBN 9781616499983 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Moyers, William Cope. | Drug addicts—United States—Biography. | Drug addicts—Rehabilitation—United States. | Recovering addicts—United States—Biography. | Opioid abuse. | BISAC: BIOGRAPHY & AUTOBIOGRAPHY / Personal Memoirs | SELF-HELP / Twelve-Step Programs

Classification: LCC HV5805.M68 A3 2024 (print) | LCC HV5805.M68 (ebook) | DDC 362.29092 [B]—dc23/eng/20240506

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024012540

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024012541

Editor’s notes

This publication is not intended as a substitute for the advice of health care professionals.

Hazelden Publishing offers a variety of information on addiction and related areas. Our publications do not necessarily represent Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation’s programs, nor do they officially speak for any Twelve Step organization.

The stories shared in this book were used with the consent of the individuals involved.

Cover design: Jon Valk Design

Typesetting: Percolator Graphic Design

Developmental editor: Marc Olson

Acquiring editor: Andy Lien

Editorial project manager: Cathy Broberg





To Henry, Thomas, and Nancy for sharing this journey with me, and to Nell and Jasper for joining us along the way.






Our recovery alone is eloquent.

— Joan Larkin








Foreword

This is not a redemption story.

This is not even a singular story of addiction and recovery.

This is an honest account of a man and his complicated journey through the prison of substance use and misuse following a path that led to a fragile and precious sobriety (and a new understanding of that very word). The book is also a reflection on deep shame and what it means to face, embrace, and release it. Shame, and the destructive behavior that results from it, cannot be medicated, and the attempt to do so can destroy everything we hold dear, as William Moyers makes so abundantly clear.

William’s journey also illustrates a more pernicious kind of shame that can hide behind the veneer of success, only to reveal itself in times of crisis or failure. There is an even more subtle element to that pattern of obfuscation, one which I myself struggle with and which William writes eloquently about: the fear of irrelevance and how it drives us to work too hard, polish our impeccable facades, and put our smoothly accomplished selves forward, all the while hiding exhaustion, loneliness, and a feeling of fraudulence.

For myself, that drive comes in part from a lifetime of trying to wriggle out from under the shadow of an iconic father, the lifelong search for my own authenticity, and the gnawing need to prove myself over and over, or, as William describes it, a “worthiness-hustling personality.” As another child of an iconic father, William reveals that he, too, has desperately sought approval and recognition throughout his life, so much so that it has become part of his very character, even his cellular makeup. Yet I also see him as a light-bearer, bringing the glow of truth to painful, dark corners of self-torment and tunnels of emotional danger. He is like a modern Persephone, going into the underworld to retrieve his own unbroken spirit and bringing it to the surface to show those of us waiting by the entrance what it means to be truly alive—and to be truly alive means to find out who we are, in our fullness, in our essence, and at our core, and to understand that what constitutes fulfillment in one may be misery in another. What heals one person may deepen the wound in another. Recovery—and I use the word with a capital “R” in an all-encompassing sense, body, mind, and spirit—is different for every person. Every human being must find their own unique way, and that journey doesn’t resemble the way forward for anyone else, where we each may encounter our bespoke moments of grace and revelation.

William’s way was layered and painful, and yet all along included a persistent desire to help others. In every obstacle, in every confusing or tortured moment, there was something in him that knew the current experience could be of use to another suffering soul at a later date. That is a high calling—the path of a shaman.

William clarified something for me personally that has been deeply illuminating: there is no difference between the saved and the lost, and “when your fear of failure outweighs your faith in your essential worthiness, it will make you hide behind some kind of show.” But he follows that insight with “you deserve better than that.” We all deserve better. We all deserve the power of our own authenticity, the joy of being seen and known, with our imperfections only signaling our humanity, not telegraphing that we are “wrong” or defective.

William and I are both performers, albeit under different spotlights and on different stages. I don’t crave drugs or alcohol, or carry the burden of addiction, but I certainly know what it is to crave numbness from pain. I have sought refuge in my work, in travel, in therapy, and in mindless distractions. Some of those things have led me to insight and relief, but some have just thrown a blanket over a gnawing discontent, fear, and chronic restless anxiety.

Of the many drops of wisdom and truth I found in Broken Open, some of the most enlightening were to be assured that our “defaults” of character are merely “unhelpful” traits. That our failures and imperfections have the resonance of authenticity—they are parts of our stories and our selves that deserve love and acceptance. That every moment is an opportunity to live a more honest life. That shame is a poison, and it is an ongoing, perhaps lifetime practice to flush it from our system. That “recovery” is individual—it can mean very different things to each of us at different times in our life. That our human concept of miracles is limited by our imagination, that service to others is liberating, and that real humility is a key to growth.

As William concludes, “Smoothing every story into a version that fits a single framework fails to do justice to the truth of our differences.” There is so much freedom in that statement, so much to relax into. Our authentic selves are unique, and these totally individual and pristine creations deserve compassion and respect.

I felt moments of joy reading Broken Open. I felt the experience of being truly seen. I felt a sense of liberation by the permission William gives to not try so hard, to not avoid the truth of pain and shame, but to wander a path that is utterly authentic, even if it sometimes seems circuitous or slow. As William says, “Recovery begins the moment you first want to get well.” I read “well” as “real,” and I understand that recovery means to reclaim the lost parts of ourselves. We may travel separate roads, we may climb and fall, and start again, and we may shed old selves as we endeavor to release our authentic self into the world, but as Ram Dass once said, “We are all just walking each other home.” William Moyers and his story make a great companion.

Rosanne Cash






Preface

A few weeks ago, a man I’ve never met left a voicemail on my office phone. His call came from a treatment center in Colorado. “My counselor told me to read your book because our stories really are all the same,” he said, his voice quivering with emotion. “She was right. I feel I know you. If you can make it, maybe I can make it this time. Your book saved my life.”

I am gratified that my first book, Broken: My Story of Addiction and Redemption, has stood the test of time. It continues to help people who are struggling for sobriety and looking for hope. It has also found an audience with family members who are desperate to find a solution for the person they love. And yet the book has stood still in time too. Like any memoir it is a snapshot—albeit a long one—of the first forty-six years of my life. In it I detail my decade and a half of drug use—a career that began with casual use of marijuana and alcohol as a teenager and progressed to a full-blown addiction to anything and everything (but mostly to cocaine) by the time I was thirty. I also describe what it took for me to find sobriety and figure out how to keep it. The stops and starts of my first attempts at recovery were punctuated by relapse after relapse and one treatment after another. The book ends in grateful triumph as I celebrate the clean and sober days and personal and professional successes that added up to a decade clean and sober.

I knew when I finished Broken that I had a long way to go in recovery, but I had absolutely no clue what obstacles I would run into in the years that followed. The futility of the fight to solve my wife’s mental illness. My longing for intimacy and an ill-fated affair. A melanoma diagnosis, twice. The sorrow of love lost, divorce, and a family torn apart and left incomplete. The utter exhaustion and the ironic, intoxicating fulfillment of solo parenting three children who were all morphing into teenagers. And then love found when I least expected it.

Turning the pages that recount the years of my life, outlined in my journals, I relive the intimate experiences. Bad teeth and well-meaning dentists. Chronic pain and pill prescriptions in the middle of a national opioid epidemic. My recovery journey no longer guided simply or solely by the well-worn pathway I learned in Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Shame and blame from people who have dedicated their lives to smashing stigma. Missteps and messes. Euphemisms, half-truths, and outright lies. Disasters with my own footprint smack dab in the middle of the nastiest of them.

In those years I came face-to-face with a stealthy shadow that had kept pace with me, stride for stride, for two decades. Twenty years after I left a crack house for the last time, addiction found me in the pharmacy. This time, with these powerful pills at work on my mind and body, my tried-and-true routes to recovery disappeared in confusing weeds or led to abrupt and unexpected dead ends. I was lost and alone, scared, uncertain where to turn next. I felt estranged from people who had walked with me for so many years, cut off from the movement I had committed my life to serving. I felt the sting of stigma, the slashes of guilt, and there were far too many times when I was convinced I could not find the strength or the courage to go on.

Broken was published in 2006, before any of this, the rest of my life, happened. In the years since, I have met many people who thank me for that book’s candor. “That must have been really hard to write about,” they often say. A few even call me “brave.” Though I am careful to acknowledge and even affirm their compliment, I’ve never seen it that way. For me, writing about the gritty and outright ugly incidents I experienced under the influence, the futility of relapse, the hurt I caused others, and the toxic shame that is the main ingredient in the insanity of addiction was easy because it was in the past. That was the story of who I was once, before recovery made me into someone new and better.

In this way every addict’s memoir I’ve read, including mine, has been V-shaped. The stories begin with a downward slide and head south quickly to new depths of despair before bottoming out. The low point becomes a launching pad for an upward climb to a substance-free life, happily ever after. Some version of “V for Victory” is always the last line, written in the bright blue sky of redemption, hopefully on the way to becoming a bestseller. “I was lost but now am found,” our narratives of falling and rising rarely follow any other pattern.

As satisfying as redemption stories are, and as helpful as they can be in providing assurance and hope to people who think they’re beyond helping, their usefulness is limited. I have come to believe with all my heart that for most of us who survive our addictions, an ongoing life of recovery cannot be described by—and should not be expected to match—the endlessly upward streak that completes the V.

Recovery from my addictions to cocaine and alcohol was the end of the book I wrote in 2006, but it is not the end of my story. My life since Broken has been a roller coaster of ups and downs, a crazy-quilt of intimate heartbreak and heartfelt thrills, a handful of jaw-dropping close calls, and always the relentless rush of interactions when helping others in crisis surely saved me from my own dark and dangerous crisis. All of these events and experiences have driven the evolution of my journey. Today I understand that there is more to my healing and well-being than simple sobriety. Recovery is the ongoing and rewarding challenge of the life I get to keep living.

The book you are holding in your hands or are viewing on a screen or are listening to right now doesn’t follow the V-shaped pattern because the rest of my life hasn’t followed it. This book doesn’t offer a new pattern. Instead, it explains openly what I have come to believe through what I have lived—up close and personal—and what I stand up for professionally as a national advocate for treatment and recovery today. I don’t know if this next chapter of my story will save anybody. I hope it does. At the very least I hope it offers each of you permission to imagine that there is a way for every one of us to recover our lives from the debilitating disorders of addiction—even if we have failed or flamed out or been turned off time after time.

A few years ago, I gave a speech at an urban treatment center in New Orleans. A man rushed to the podium when I was done. “Damn man, I want what you have,” he practically shouted, his burly arms reaching out to enfold me in a bear hug. “Someday I know I’m gonna get there, I promise.”

I hugged him back and told him I believed in him. And, like I always do, I pulled a card from my back pocket with my email address and phone number on it. I urged him to stay in touch. For a moment I wanted to add “Be careful what you ask for. There is way more to me and my journey than you know.” But there were others waiting to greet me—and besides, what would I say? I was still a long way from figuring out what it was that I had, where I was going, and how the heck to explain it all.
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I show my scars so that others know they can heal.

— RHACHELLE NICOL’



“Here hon, let me fix you up so you look the part.” A makeup artist covered in tattoos gently interrupted my pacing and guided me to a chair so she could work her magic. For a few minutes she applied a bunch of creams, serums, and powders to my face—products I’d never heard of, let alone used. This included something amazing that made the bags under my eyes disappear. As she leaned closer, she whispered, “I’m in recovery too, baby. I’m proud of you.”

It was early in the morning on Monday, September 25. The year was 2006. My agent had landed a prime-time, live interview for me on Good Morning America the same day my memoir was officially released in Barnes & Noble bookstores across the country. Broken: My Story of Addiction and Redemption was on its way into the world—and people were interested.

I showed up that morning dressed in a jacket and tie, but I was ragged. Hesitating nervously in the greenroom’s doorway, I had looked less like a recovery success story and more like a guy who had partied too hard the night before. Excited and terrified by the prospect of being in such a spotlight, I had barely slept. The magic woman’s skill and kindness worked their miracles. I smiled, and even without the makeup, I bet I would have looked better. I felt better. I breathed deeply. I was ready to go.

I could hardly believe it—seven uninterrupted minutes of free airtime one-on-one with journalist Chris Cuomo of ABC television and, in the next days and weeks, dozens of radio and TV interviews, including with Terry Gross at NPR and Larry King on CNN. People magazine had bought exclusive rights to my story. This kind of national media attention—short-lived as it always turns out to be—is every author’s dream. And it was happening to me.

When I heard the news about the magazine feature earlier in the year, I called my coauthor Kathy Ketcham, who had just rafted the Colorado River and was sound asleep in a motel. “We got People magazine!” I shouted, for she seemed so far away. “People?” she repeated. I imagined her sitting up in the motel bed, smiling ear to ear. All those months of hard work were paying off. “This is big, William! Really, really big.”

It was big—at least it felt that way to me. By the time the three-page spread filled with photos of my family and me appeared in September 2006, my life resembled the chart of a twelve-year stock market bull run. The upward trajectory was thrilling and hard to believe all at once. I was the author of a hardcover book that felt utterly satisfying to grip in my hands—347 pages of my life story to share with millions of people. Broken was in the world not just to sell books—though I surely hoped a lot of people would buy it—but to help others who were broken in their addiction and without hope find the inspiration to get well too. After so many years of disaster and failure, and another decade-plus of hard work, trial-and-error learning, and growth in recovery, I finally felt like I had earned the good things that were coming my way.



THERE WAS NO WAY to conclude that my journey was anything other than inspiring. In so many predictable ways, the stories I shared in Broken told a tale no different from what you hear in the rooms of recovery or read about in the genre of addiction memoir, whose authors are usually addicts and alcoholics with celebrity followings or notorious backgrounds. I was neither famous nor notorious, though my last name was well known and respected—my parents are the journalists Judith and Bill Moyers.

What made my story stand out is that, unlike most authors in recovery, I waited more than a decade after I stopped drinking and smoking crack to write it. I wanted to tell the world about the redemptions of recovery as well as the loss and despair that always come with addiction. I wanted to use my story and my platform to dispel the stigma that continues to harm people with substance use disorders. I wanted to show readers that recovery was and is possible.

Growing up, I had dreamed of being an author. For years after I found sobriety, I resisted the urgings of friends and colleagues to turn my story into a book. In those first years of recovery what did I know? All I really knew was I didn’t know enough to have a convincing, authentic, and credible perspective. Only with time and space, and only in the context of knowing my life free from it, would I really understand what my addiction meant. Only then would I feel confident enough to chronicle my journey and share it with the world.

The years between my final stint at treatment and my appearance in that kind makeup artist’s chair at the television studio were filled with hundreds of Twelve Step meetings, many weekend retreats focused on working the Steps, and day-by-day living in the capital city of St. Paul, Minnesota—which happens to be home to one of the largest communities of people in recovery in America. All this helped to solidify my appreciation for the blessings and the challenges of rebuilding a life after addiction.

What I learned and did during those years worked for me. I stayed sober, one day at a time. As Bob C., my sponsor in Atlanta, counseled me so many years ago—back when I was listening to but not living the wisdom he shared so freely—I stayed “in the middle of the bed,” wrapped in the support of my AA community, guided by the Steps and principles we shared, shaped by the weeks and months and years I counted as free from the drugs and drink that could have, should have, killed me. I was grateful to be alive and proud of my recovery.

I was also proud of my day job. I had gained credibility as a public policy advocate with years of down-in-the-trenches work and up-at-the-podium speaking across the country, pushing federal lawmakers to expand access to treatment. I did this work for the Hazelden Foundation (now the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation), a nonprofit institution of worldwide renown with a decades-old mission of helping people like me. Ironically, I had relapsed twice after attending their treatment center, first in 1989 and then again in 1991, when I walked out against the advice of my counseling team. Only a handful of years later I was becoming one of the organization’s public faces.



I GAVE MY FIRST public talk in 1997 at a Rotary Club luncheon in St. Paul about a year after I started working at Hazelden. My prepared remarks were full of what I thought were compelling statistics about the impact of addiction in the workplace and in society, but just minutes into my speech, I noticed to my horror that I was losing my audience. People were yawning and dozing off, glancing at their watches, and surreptitiously slipping away from the hotel ballroom. I realized I had to say something different if I was going to save the moment.

I abandoned my typed pages and said, “This disease is alcoholism and drug addiction. And I have it. I am a drug addict and an alcoholic. This is what one looks like. Take a good look at me.”

The room fell silent. Forks froze in midair as the energy changed from bored indifference to keen attention. A few men who were about to exit stopped to listen. I sensed that my words shocked them. I didn’t fit their perception of someone who might be susceptible to addiction or in recovery from it. When I finished my talk, there were a few moments of silence. Then a few claps. Then sustained and standing applause.

In the days that followed I got a few phone calls from people who had heard my speech, including from a father who was sick with worry about his teenage son and a business owner who told me how each of his colleagues around the table were deeply moved by my talk, but none of them knew he was an alcoholic in recovery. “Your speech got me thinking that maybe I should tell them my story too,” he said.

After that presentation for the Rotary Club, I realized that my personal story didn’t have to stay private. Going public—being honest about my experience and my journey—was the most effective way I saw to break through the stereotypes and smash the stigma that causes so many people to hide their problems, live in secrecy and shame, and avoid getting help.

Since that morning—for better or worse—my life and work have been entwined, guided by the belief that when we addicts and alcoholics stand up and speak openly about how addiction affects our lives and how recovery—in truly miraculous and unforeseen ways—has changed our lives for the better, we can help others see that a new life is possible. We offer ourselves as evidence. We share our lived experience through stories that testify not only to the severity of the problems addiction poses but also to the solutions that are available and the victories that can be achieved. In doing so, we chip away at the layers of confusion and misunderstanding that accompany this disease. Addiction can affect anyone, but recovery is possible for everyone too. People of all colors, religions, socioeconomic backgrounds, and political persuasions can find hope and help. With support and luck and work, we can all get well.

What started as a job at Hazelden became a community for me. Here I had found a place to learn more about addiction and its treatment than I could possibly have anticipated, as well as a mission within which I could discover and practice what I soon came to see as my vocation. All the bad years of my life and my story—my failures and flaws—could be used for a purpose that was both noble and of life-or-death importance. As I had been rescued and redeemed, I could offer that same grace to others. And I could do this all the time! I was the happiest I have ever been while I was on the road giving speeches, in my office or at home taking phone calls, and responding to letters and emails from people in crisis. The higher-ups at Hazelden supported me every step of the way. It was a perfect fit.

We also fought stigma together—a fight that continues. Even today, only one in ten people with a diagnosable substance use disorder seeks treatment for it. People are ashamed to admit they need help, and even those who do get treatment and find recovery are often reticent to share their stories with people outside their inner circles or the halls of the fellowship. Shame has kept too many of us too quiet for too long. Supporting and defending drug addicts and alcoholics while pleading for the need to provide intensive, ongoing care for the disease of addiction has never been a popular vocation in a world where people with addiction are frequently viewed with suspicion at best, and contempt or disgust at worst.

This work became my passion, rooted as it was in my own story of catastrophe and redemption. And when things weren’t going well at home, or I was consumed with worry or regret or troubled by old shame or feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt, I could always turn toward someone who needed and wanted what I had to give.

When people come to me for help, prompted by hearing a talk I gave, seeing an interview in the media, or reading one of my books, I see myself in them. I hear my own voice in their words. Their pain and despair resonates with the deep memory of my own. I understand the fear and helplessness they feel. I recognize the hesitations and silent spaces in their speech. I also remember the hands that have been held out to me. I remember the faith that others have placed in me when I had none in myself—the unswerving belief that I could make it. I don’t know how to say this without sounding a little bit crazy, but when people reach out to me, in my mind and heart, we are not two but one. We’re united by a need we share because of our disease. In my efforts to help them, I am also trying to save myself.

From the crack houses of New York City, Atlanta, and Washington, DC, to a role as a recovery champion at a place like Hazelden to a six-figure advance for my first memoir and a multi-page photo spread and feature story in a national magazine, the upward trajectory of my successes felt stunning. This stretch of time, with all the excitement and anticipation and applause—all the productivity and promise of my public and professional careers and the sense of personal purpose I had found in helping people—should have been one of the most thrilling periods of my life. But it wasn’t. The strands of my life, so carefully woven during these rich years, were starting to unravel.



IN OCTOBER OF 1994, I lay on my side on the floor of a detox center in Smyrna, Georgia. We had been in Atlanta for three years, brought there by a dream job at CNN. It was my fourth attempt at treatment, this time following a four-day cocaine binge that I had hoped would kill me. I was alone, wretched, sick in body, mind, and spirit. There was nothing left in me to give or to take. In the stillness that accompanied that empty moment, I was able to listen. And then I heard. St. Paul. A whisper. I looked around and no one was there. St. Paul. Where did those words come from? I always thought of the whisper as divinely inspired—a God moment.

I knew somehow, in that split second, that I had to walk away from my journalism career, sell our house, and move my wife and two baby boys back to Minnesota. It was clear that my way of trying to stay sober wasn’t working and someone, somewhere—who knew what or when or why or how—was telling me to go to the place where my wife and I first met, the place where the two of us had tasted success at staying sober. We could start over again in St. Paul.

The Moyers family left Atlanta in the spring of 1995. Allison flew to Minneapolis with the boys while I brought the car. As I drove north, the green landscapes of Tennessee and Missouri gave way to the dark, still-melting fields of Iowa, and I remembered how excited we had been back in 1992 when we crossed these same fields headed south. Allison grew up beneath the Bermuda sunshine and I was a Texas boy. We had never made peace with the Minnesota winter, and yet here we were, heading back to the land of icy sidewalks and early sunsets, sober but jobless. Hopeful but hazy on the details of how we’d make it.

Was it folly? Naivete? Probably. We arrived in St. Paul with wide eyes, big dreams, and vague plans. We knew where we wanted our new life to take root, but that was about it. We spent a big chunk of our savings on a grand-but-crumbling house with a wraparound porch, one of many like it that rose atop the city’s Summit Hill in the 1880s, when the men whose last names now label landmarks and streets were making their fortunes.

I doubted I’d make a fortune in St. Paul (or have a street named after me), but I knew this was where I had to be. By the time we moved into our house, I had been out of treatment for less than a year. Within days we were anchored back into the local AA community. I had my old sponsors, Bob B. and Paul L., and a home group in the basement of a church a few blocks from where we lived. As 1995 came to a close, sobriety was my priority: go to meetings, read the literature, visit the county detox, and hang out with people just like me. When I wasn’t involved in some AA activity, I was pursuing my most challenging and rewarding role ever: being a sober dad to toddler Henry and baby Thomas. I was awake and aware and at ease for the first time in decades.

Beyond my family, those Twelve Step meetings were my life. The Twin Cities is flush with AA and NA and Al-Anon groups. On the St. Paul side of the Mississippi, nearly every church hosts a meeting, and the neighborhood coffee shops are gathering spots for people in recovery. It seemed like no matter where I went or what I was doing, I always crossed paths with people I recognized from AA. We started to realize that these “fellow travelers” were doing the same thing as us: raising kids, working jobs, running errands, and living life, all while staying sober. It was amazing and affirming and reassuring. No matter how I felt or what I had on my plate in those days, I knew in my bones that I wasn’t alone in it. There was a spring in my step. I was grateful to be alive.

Some who have followed my story have opinions about our choice to come back to this city. “It was your ‘safe place,’ ” a friend once said, “far away from the temptations you found in New York and Georgia.” What my friend forgets is that I had gotten high in St. Paul, too, between my two treatments at Hazelden. Though perhaps not as notorious as the intersection of Boulevard and Ponce de Leon in Atlanta, the spot where Selby Avenue crosses Lexington Parkway used to be a reliable place to score. On a cold night in the winter of 1991, I hid inside a closet in a dingy apartment on that corner while my distraught father searched for me. He had flown in when Allison called to say I’d disappeared. They had been looking for me for days.

Another landmark from that sad week of my life is a little further away. Charles Avenue runs north of and parallel to University. In the 600 block, just west of Dale, there’s a gray duplex with loose gutters and a sagging chain-link fence. I recall how cold it was there as dawn broke on February 15, 1991, and I remember the bitter shame I felt when my credit ran dry and my bullshit bravado stopped working with the people I had paid to help me buy and use cocaine. This is the place where I finally called home, on a borrowed landline phone, and asked Allison to come pick me up.

“Oh, William,” she said, exhausted. “Where are you?” I gave her the address and waited in the frozen light that filtered through the plastic-wrapped front window. I felt empty and angry and alone.

The intersection of Lexington and Selby is about a half mile from the home we bought together in 1995. That house on Charles in the Frogtown neighborhood is a five-minute drive from our stately neighborhood on the hill. About a month or two after we moved back to St. Paul, I was driving—probably to the hardware store for some supply or tool that one of the endless house projects required in those early days—and decided to drive past these places, plus a few more. Bars where I drank. Corners where I met a dealer or someone else who had a hookup. Houses in which I smoked crack and freebased cocaine.

Many of the places in which I used drugs also housed kids and other family members—people whose lives were linked with or even depended on an addicted parent or son or daughter. Usually these people passed beneath my notice, fixated as I was on the needs of my disease. They were watching me, though. Years after I had returned to the city, in a hallway beside a restaurant, a teenager stopped in his tracks when he saw me. “Hey mister, you’re the man who was with my sister a few years ago—on Charles.” I was stunned for a second, then stammered, “Are you Janette’s brother?” I didn’t recall his name, one of a pack of kids who seemed to outnumber the adults in that house. “Yeah, that’s me. I remember because you were the only White man who came around and didn’t cause us trouble.” He told me that his sister, who was pregnant when we were smoking crack together, had given birth to a baby girl. “She’s beautiful,” he said with a smile. “They’re fine!”

I don’t know precisely why I returned to these locations in the late 1990s, but I do know it wasn’t because I craved the drugs I had used there. Perhaps I was testing my resolve—like an experiment with the ice on a lake in winter. Would the sobriety I had been given be enough to bear the weight of my walking again in this city? Maybe I wanted a kind of rite of passage in which I literally passed through the neighborhoods of my shame—the valleys that still contained shadows of death—and went on to demonstrate to myself and the world that I was an honorable homeowner and a productive member of society by purchasing drywall screws and lightbulbs at the Ace Hardware on Grand. Maybe it was journalistic curiosity or a grungy nostalgia for the simpler, if starker, demands that era made on me.

Today, I believe that I traced those old routes to remind myself that those days were real and that they were and would be a part of me forever. I could grow and change, but my identity would always include the marks and the memories of my past. I’m not the type of person who can make neat distinctions between the person I was in previous chapters of my life and the person I am today. I’m told that some of us have brains that work in this way: there’s no “Old William” and “New William.” For me, there’s just me—just William. There are probably events and experiences I don’t remember clearly, of course, but for the most part—and without deciding to do so—I carry my past right along with me in the present. In the same way, the people and places I’ve encountered along my journey continue to matter, even as what they mean to me—and how I tend the memories they left with me—evolves and transforms as I do.



I HIT BOTTOM as a thirty-year-old alcoholic crackhead in the sticky New York City summer of 1989. I started keeping a journal shortly thereafter—in a three-subject Mead notebook purchased by my mother. Though faded a bit with the passage of years, its $1.79 price tag remains affixed to the cover. My family was shocked when my secret life was revealed. They did not know what to do, except follow the emergency advice of a trusted family doctor. To keep me out of the crack house and off the streets, I was admitted to a locked psychiatric ward of St. Vincent’s Hospital in Greenwich Village. A few days later, my mom came to visit. She brought along salty snacks and bottled water, hoping that these things would help to restore my ravaged body. She also gave me that cheap spiral-bound notebook, with the suggestion that writing on its blank pages might be a good way to sharpen my scrambled brain. She hinted that maybe someday I’d want to look back on what I had written.

At first I had neither the energy nor the guts to consider the disaster my life had become under the influence and no way to put words to my anguish, never mind my hopes and dreams. Finally, four days after I was admitted to the unit, hateful and sad, bored, angry, and desperate to get high again, I opened the notebook and started to write.

I haven’t stopped.

On the opening page in that initial journal was a draft “To Whom It May Concern” letter intended for the administration of St Vincent’s. In it, I thank them for helping me get “back on my feet” (after four whole days of restless and involuntary sobriety) and politely request a transfer to another program. I cite “differences of opinion with members of the staff” as evidence that this was not the place for me.

I wish I could say that this early composition was the only time I penned absolute bullshit into one of my journals. It’s not. My entries over the thirty-plus years since that summer of 1989 describe a journey of stops and starts, reflecting various states of mental and emotional health—the vagaries of a recovery that didn’t “take” for a handful of years. The notebooks and hardbound journals that fill an entire shelf of my home library include a written record of the lies I convinced myself to believe as well as trenchant observations, borrowed quotations, and mundane-but-also-poignant details that would otherwise be forgotten.

It’s here in my journals, more than anywhere else, that I consider the big human questions. Who am I (and why am I like this)? What’s my purpose in this life? I explore my recovery. I appeal to God—and not just when I feel lost or alone but also when I find myself overwhelmed with gratitude for this gift of my life. It feels therapeutic to get these things onto the page. Then the noise in my head doesn’t seem so loud.

What began with a spiral-bound notebook handed to me by my mother so many years ago continues to this day. I write in my journal almost every morning. In the winter or on cold fall or spring mornings, I do so in a chair by the fireplace with a side table where my journal and meditation books are stacked beside the latest edition of the New York Times Magazine. I light the gas fire, start the coffee, feed the cat and dog, and unload the dishwasher. Then I sit down and write, in silence and solitude, reflecting on the events of the day before and looking forward to the challenges of the day ahead. When the weather is warmer, I sit on my front porch and watch the sun rise or wave to neighbors and strangers on their morning walk or run.

I treasure my journals because they offer a remarkably unbroken narrative of a life that is pocked with fractures and false starts as well as moments of wonder and triumph. It’s completely biased, of course. There’s grandiosity and self-indulgence in my journal entries, side by side with honest self-assessment and evidence of a soul in search of meaning. Some entries are just bullet points or a few sentences or a quote that seems relevant to the moment. When I have the time or there’s a lot rattling around inside me, I might write long paragraphs, but entries are rarely more than a page or two.

I’ve lost and found a lot of things since the summer I landed in St. Vincent’s Hospital. My journaling habit has stayed with me. But that Mead notebook wasn’t the only life-changing gift I received in August of 1989. The community room in the locked ward of that now-demolished medical center was also the place I first encountered the Twelve Steps.

Beginning with the mandatory group meetings at St. Vincent’s—meetings I resented from the start because I was among people with whom I felt I had nothing in common—the program of Alcoholics Anonymous was presented as the only path to my recovery from addiction to crack cocaine and alcohol. In each of the four times I pursued treatment, from 1989 to 1994, the Twelve Steps—documented in the blue book with the blank cover that insiders know as the Big Book, but what is officially titled Alcoholics Anonymous—showed me how to stop using the substances that were killing me. The testimonies in the Big Book taught me that it was possible to stop needing these substances. They showed me that my problem was more fundamental than drinking and using—that my addictions crouched on top of deeper wounds caused by my inability and unwillingness to live life according to life’s terms. Their stories also offered hope that I could start living a better life—a life of connection and service and gratitude and joy.

It took a few years and repeated lessons for me to “get it,” but finally I did. Since that moment, I have never doubted the value of AA and the fellowship of people like me that it has freed from the hells of addiction. Without these things, the past three decades of my life would have been miserable. I’d probably be dead from the effects of my illness.

Of all the self-help books and recovery memoirs I’ve collected over the years, it is only the Big Book that I continue to read over and over. I read it to discover and understand those themes of commonality that explain, in uncomplicated prose, the complexities of my addiction, why my problems are so similar to the stories of others, and what I can do to get better. With chapters like “There Is a Solution,” “How It Works,” and “Into Action,” the Big Book combines inspiration and wisdom, how-to advice and hopeful promises. With few edits and updates, it has stayed in print since before World War II and remains an infallible guide for millions of people in America and around the world who consider themselves members of Twelve Step groups.

The Big Book is perhaps the earliest example of a collection of personal stories about alcoholic debauchery and futility. It’s unique in that it was assembled by alcoholics for alcoholics, with the express purpose of explaining what life was like, what happened, and what it is like now for Bill Wilson and his friend Dr. Bob Smith. Several dozen other early AA members added their stories as well, all in an effort to help individuals who suffered from the same illness of alcoholism.

The Big Book was the first book I ever read that describes what it means to be an alcoholic and how to stop being one. I’ve collected several copies, one for every time I went to treatment, each time wanting desperately to believe that those stories of fresh starts and spiritual awakening could also be my story. The dog-eared hardback on my shelf is the first one I ever owned. I received it at Hazelden.

On August 28, 1989, I left New York City for a place called Minnesota. Under my own power and willingly, though with nervous anticipation, I walked past the admissions portico at Hazelden. “Read this and you’ll understand why you’re here,” a counselor told me that day, handing me this book. “Live this and you’ll never need to be here again.” The Big Book is to many alcoholics or addicts what I always assumed the Bible is to people who go to church. It isn’t enough to read it. You’ve got to let it work on you and in you. You have to understand and apply what’s in it to day-to-day life.

At the time, I couldn’t live the path outlined in the Big Book and explained by the kind counselors who wanted to help me change. Applying its principles and practices was beyond me in the fall of 1989. After spending a month in residential care and four more at Hazelden’s halfway house in St. Paul, I would end up in treatment again (and again and again), demonstrating by example how embodying the Big Book’s wisdom is a lot harder than reading it.

Finally in 1994 the words fell in. The Twelve Steps, and the communities of care and practice and peer support they continue to form, saved me. As I pursued my recovery in St. Paul, these things became the fixtures around which I ordered my days. The people in the rooms where we read the Big Book together and told our own stories of “the way we used to be, what happened, and the way we are now” were brothers and sisters to me. We accompanied each other through highs and lows, comings and goings, births and deaths. We walked our walks along a tried-and-true pathway of self-examination, forgiveness, and surrender. The Steps promised progress—a slow but sure journey from the dark horrors of addiction to the robust beauty and wonders of everyday life. We lived by a simple and sacred truth: use drugs again and they will kill you. Drink another drop and you’re dead. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but under the influence the horrors will certainly return. And when they do, every good, decent, honorable part and piece of you will be eaten alive.

These beliefs, supported and sustained by the practices and rituals of AA, provided the unassailable foundation for my life in the 1990s and beyond. I worked the Twelve Steps to keep at bay my proclivity for substances. I followed their guidance so I could live as someone who was continually striving to become a better person. They helped me check myself when I wandered toward dangerous ground. For many years I believed that my ongoing survival was contingent on constant acknowledgment of my powerlessness and rigorous application of the Steps.

These things were sacred to me, in the sense that they were to be treated carefully, tenderly, respectfully. I was taught that recovery is about maintaining sobriety, which depended on abstinence. As I understood it, this required a combination of humble hard work, selfless service, and constant vigilance. The stakes were so high! Life stood on one side, and death on the other. Life offered the possibility of happiness, of goodness. The other option was a slippery slope back to all the evils that accompanied addiction—all the guilt, shame, and despair that for so long had hurt people I loved and made my existence unbearable.

I wasn’t just a believer. I became an evangelist—fluent in the language of recovery and increasingly comfortable sharing it in front of a crowd. Armed with the hard-won wisdom of my experience in AA, cheered on by a community who embraced me as a champion and advocate, and handed a platform by Hazelden, I spread the news about addiction and redemption. Well before my story became a book, I was becoming known among policymakers and journalists as well as the general public as somebody who had figured out how to make it in recovery and who knew how to help others do the same. By the time Broken was finding an audience, many understood that I knew a few things. Beyond being a reliable source for a pithy quote about addiction and recovery, I was a person you could point to or look at and be assured that getting and staying clean was possible, that the program worked. My story showed the world that even a serial loser like me could turn his life around step by step and become a sober success.



IN THE NEARLY two decades since the People photograph was taken, I have only looked at it twice. When the article was published, I took in the whole of it: my wife, my children, and me, right in the center. Our family. My family. In that moment, I wanted to believe that everything I had worked so hard and so long to put back together and build into the perfect example of recovery had been achieved. It had come to be, and I had come to be. Here, on these public pages, was my proof.

Today I reach with trepidation into a cardboard banker’s box on a high shelf of the closet where I store important things. The box holds photo albums, colorful pictures the kids scrawled on special days growing up, letters from my parents, and four copies of the magazine. A copy for each of the kids and one for me. I never gave my children theirs because I worried they would feel like I do now, as old wounds open up to reveal the raw pain of regrets and lost opportunities.

The photograph shows our family, intact, posing confidently at the base of the grand staircase in our home in St. Paul. My son Thomas, then twelve, has his arm around me. My right arm rests on fourteen-year-old Henry, our firstborn. Allison stands next to me, her arm resting on the carved banister, her hand lightly touching the back of my head like a blessing. Next to Allison stands our nine-year-old daughter, Nancy Judith, with her arm wrapped securely around her mother’s waist. In the picture we hold on to each other; we are connected, intertwined, unbreakable, a family whose very existence is indebted to the reality of recovery. We are living evidence that the promises can come true.

“We have nothing to hide,” the captioned quote from Allison proclaims.



STANDING IN THE quiet hallway beside my family’s unboxed mementos, looking at the photograph, I remember the words I first heard in the rooms of recovery: “Beware those times when your outsides don’t match your insides.” No one could see that the smiling man sitting up so straight and tall—so grateful to be surrounded by the people he loved best in the world—was ravaged by a violent thrash of emotions, struggling to square what was happening to him. The camera didn’t capture my sense of futility or my powerlessness. This can’t be happening this way became a silent mantra that I repeated to myself a dozen times a day. I was drowning and it seemed there was nothing I could do to stay afloat, that I was just not strong enough to swim against the crosscurrents that propelled me further and further from what I wanted and needed my story to be.

[image: ]






2 Breaking Up 2005–2008



We have been compelled to abandon the ship, which is crushed beyond all hope of ever being righted…. It is hard to write what I feel.

— ERNEST SHACKLETON, OCTOBER 27, 1915



Since the first anniversary of my sobriety, October 12, 1994, I’ve kept my recovery chips in an old jewelry box. Over time it has filled up with the medallions marked in Roman numerals that are commonly given at AA meetings. I have received one of these coins for each of the years I’ve been free from the grip of alcohol and drugs. By the time Broken was transforming from a collection of anecdotes and reflections into an actual book, I had ten medallions to mark my own decade of sobriety, plus a handful of special chips handed down to me from fellow travelers along the way. In the years since, I’ve dropped many more into the box.
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