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				FOREWORD


				Cardwell C. Nuckols, PH.D.


				THE SUBJECT MATTER of this book is one of great importance to me, personally and professionally: I suffer from the dual disorder of addiction and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 


				Twenty years ago, I spent time in jail for several marijuana misdemeanors. Being in jail in a southern state for a drug crime during the early seventies was truly unfortunate. The jailers considered addicts more devious and criminal than murderers. For a young man raised in a rural, upper-middle-class environment, my experiences were overwhelming. During my nine-month stay, I saw rapes, a knifing, and other crimes that horrified me. For years after my release, I had recurrent nightmares. I would not talk to anyone about these experiences, and I was extremely guarded and angry. This undiagnosed posttraumatic stress disorder severely hampered my ability to enjoy my early recovery from alcohol and drugs. Working the Twelve Steps was important and helpful, but serenity was elusive. Only after professional mental health counseling was I freed from the shackles of PTSD. Now I am freely enjoying my recovery for myself and with my family. Psychology and self-help have been powerful allies in my life.


				Many studies and statistics have attempted to explain why individuals with alcoholism and other addictions succeed in recovering and why others fail. The studies and the statistics may be difficult to understand, but they document the lives of many who struggle with the disorders of alcoholism and other drug addiction.


				In many Alcoholics Anonymous meetings over the years, I have heard that one-third of those who join AA get better almost immediately. They seem to be able to recover simply by working the Twelve Step program. Another third struggle, often for years, before recovery becomes theirs. These people may have difficulties for many reasons, but ultimately they grasp AA’s program. Another third rarely seem to recover, although they may sincerely strive to work an honest program of recovery. Despite their grave and painful attempts, recovery eludes them.


				“The Big Book” of Alcoholics Anonymous describes these individuals in the following passage: “Those who do not recover are people who cannot or will not completely give themselves to this simple program, usually men and women who are constitutionally incapable of being honest with themselves. There are such unfortunates. They are not at fault; they seem to have been born that way. They are naturally incapable of grasping and developing a manner of living which demands rigorous honesty. Their chances are less than average. There are those, too, who suffer from grave emotional and mental disorders, but many of them do recover if they have the capacity to be honest.”1 This one-third of individuals suffering from alcoholism who repeatedly fail seem to have a character disorder or other significant psychiatric problems. They have dual disorders, and they seem to be incapable of grasping this program of recovery.


				I often wonder about this failure. Are these individuals unable or unwilling to recover? In my experience, I’ve found that they are in no way unwilling. Over the years I have witnessed the desperate struggles of individuals with alcohol and drug problems who have gone from psychiatric treatment to alcohol and drug detox centers and then back again to mental health treatment programs. I have seen their willingness to try several kinds of treatment and have em-pathized with their pain, frustration, and failure. Typically they are not unwilling; rather, they are often unable to work the program because of psychiatric problems that coexist with the alcoholism or other drug addiction.


				Bill W., founder of AA, suffered from depression so severe as to make him bedridden at times. His moods could sway from despair to extreme optimism. During the mid-1940s, his depression deepened; he was seldom free of despairing moods and saw psychiatrists on a regular basis. But throughout this time, Bill W. was able to find lasting and successful recovery from alcoholism in the program that he and Dr. Bob inspired.


				From the earliest history of Alcoholics Anonymous, a relationship has existed between psychiatry, psychology, and AA. The AA term “spiritual conversion”—that is, the point where grandiosity and defiance give way to an inner sense of harmony and connectedness—first appeared in a letter Bill W. received from the famous psychoanalyst Carl Jung. Discussing an individual with alcoholism who, in spite of the greatest effort, could not seem to recover, Jung credited the person's eventual recovery to a conversion of the spiritual kind. This letter first documented the potential for a successful marriage between medicine, psychiatry, and what would eventually become the self-help movement.


				Don’t be discouraged if you suffer from alcoholism or drug addiction and another disorder such as anxiety, depression, personality disorder, or schizophrenia. Many people with dual disorders have been able to work a Twelve Step program that has greatly assisted their recovery. Others have found lasting and serene recovery in AA with the help of counselors, psychiatrists, and, sometimes, medications.


				I am fortunate to work with individuals suffering from alcoholism and other addictions. Where else could one see the marvelous and dramatic transformations of early recovery? These great changes seem little short of miraculous. For eighteen years, practicing my profession has been a true labor of love. For the past twelve years, working with others who have dual disorders has brought me great challenge and hope. Those with dual disorders need not fail!


				I remember Lenny, a young schizophrenic who was addicted to alcohol, marijuana, and heroin. He had endured countless unsuccessful treatments. Over and over, he was either detoxed and put back on the street or else sent to a psychiatric crisis-stabilization unit for large doses of medication. Never was he treated for both problems at the same time.


				Individuals with dual disorders must be given integrated chemical dependency and psychiatric treatment, treatment with integrity, and tremendous understanding. Although sometimes difficult to love, Lenny needed love more than most. Ultimately he found the family he so desperately needed—the members of an AA clubhouse. His sponsor helped him stay clean and encouraged him to keep taking his medication.


				Lenny has multiple chronic illnesses—alcoholism and other drug disorders plus schizophrenia. He will be alcoholic, drug-addicted, and schizophrenic for life. These problems do not go away. To say that Lenny is in recovery is to say that his schizophrenia is stable, or that he has “compensated.” He remains free of alcohol and drugs one day at a time. Lenny’s attendance at self-help meetings and his psychiatric treatment, including medication, are a winning combination. He now has periods of serenity. Isn’t that the goal of self-help and treatment? Moments when heaven descends?


				When relationships with people are established, and when control over the alcohol, drugs, and psychiatric disorders is given up, help becomes possible. As in the case of Lenny and so many like us, it is a simple, concrete Twelve Step program that brought meaning to our lives.


				I remember Margaret, a twenty-nine-year-old incest survivor who had endured an extremely traumatic childhood. She was addicted to cocaine and alcohol and had an eating disorder. Margaret also suffered from borderline personality disorder—her identity was so severely disturbed, she did not know who she was. She suffered from depression and had attempted suicide on several occasions; her wrists were proof of these attempts. Her adult life had been a long series of bad relationships. No matter how she tried, Margaret could not stay out of harmful relationships. She would go to a self-help meeting and immediately fall in love with the unhealthiest individual there. Typically, sobriety for Margaret and her partner would last between two hours and two weeks.


				What Margaret needed so badly was a protective parent—her mother was an alcoholic and her father had abandoned her. She had never known anyone she could trust and who could be counted on to help her, at least not until she began working with two special people—a therapist and a sponsor. Her therapist, who was trustworthy, helped her discover herself. Her sponsor, a recovering alcoholic who had once attempted suicide, was available to Margaret and kept her away from relationships that had destroyed her recovery in the past. Her sponsor became the parent that Margaret had never had. Here again is the power of connection and the power of mutual help. Ours is truly a program of hope and opportunity.


				I recently reflected on a term that I have used over the years: home group. The dictionary says home is “a place of origin,” where one is “at ease or in harmony with the surroundings”—on familiar ground. Group means “two or more figures forming a complete unit” or “a number of individuals assembled together having some unifying relationship.” The home group is a powerful part of the prescription for the individual with a dual disorder.


				Addictions and psychiatric or emotional disorders (anxiety, depression, personality disorder, and schizophrenia) have many things in common. Both are predictable and treatable, and both have signs and documentable progressions. Therapists, doctors, and medications may be very important for some who suffer from dual disorders, but these methods work best when the individual is connected to a harmonious surrounding, that special place that really is a home for recovery—the home group.


				Most people with alcohol and addiction problems come into Twelve Step programs as loners, rebels, and pessimists. As loners, we have difficulty fitting in. As rebels, we never want to look bad in front of a group. As pessimists, we believe recovery can never happen to us. The individual with a psychiatric or emotional disorder has great reason to be pessimistic. We have frequently been mistreated by those we trusted. We can feel lonely because often we just don’t seem to fit in. But when medical science is integrated with the program discussed and witnessed in this book, the miracle of recovery becomes more possible than ever.


				I believe two things to be true: The Twelve Step program saved my life, and psychotherapy and prescribed medication cannot replace the need for a group, which can become a haven or a home. But together, medicine, medical research, therapy, and self-help offer great hope to those of us who have tried and failed on the separate paths of self-help or treatment.


				Please open your heart and your mind to the following chapters. Read carefully the struggles of those men and women whose lives have been remarkably changed through their willingness to work the Twelve Step program and to seek professional help.


				May God bless you and your recovery.


				NOTE


				1. Alcoholics Anonymous [also called “The Big Book”] (New York: AA World Services, Inc., 1976), 58. All quotations from Alcoholics Anonymous are reprinted with permission of AA World Services, Inc.
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				MICHAEL’S STORY


				Michael J.


				What It Was Like: The Perfect Boy


				I WAS THE boy most likely to succeed. I was the perfect kid in a perfect family, but my perfect family and I were, in reality, something other than perfect. 


				My mother had her first psychotic break—paranoid schizophrenia—when I was two, and she was in and out of mental hospitals for the next three decades. This was before antipsychotic drugs, and she was subjected to electric shock treatment, water (torture) treatment, and other enlightened therapies. She could not give me love and instead alternately terrorized and abandoned me. My scant memories of her include her nonpsychotic state, when she compulsively watched my every move to make certain I cleaned up after myself. 


				Recently, I recognized that perhaps even more significant than my mother’s insanity was the simple fact that she did not love me or really want me in the first place. A political activist before her insanity, she ran for a seat on the city council while she was pregnant with me. To her credit, she was the first woman to be elected to that position in my hometown. But I was an interruption, a bother. When I was a baby and toddler, I was frequently left alone. I’m told that one time, the family dog and I wandered downtown and were gone for some time. Finally, someone who recognized me brought me home and lectured my mother—who evidently had not known I was missing.


				From the time I was two, my mother’s insanity dominated our home. She was seldom physically violent, but the atmosphere of anger and violence surrounded our home like a cloud, and sometimes I huddled in my bed and went into space in my head rather than hear the screaming—my parents screaming at one another, my sisters screaming at one another, or my mother or my oldest sister screaming at me. And sometimes there was physical violence. My sister remembers, but I don’t, my mother breaking a wooden spoon over me as a teenager, beating me because I wouldn’t bring my dirty gym socks home to be washed. 


				My mother’s illness was a family secret, never to be discussed.


				My father, on the other hand, loved me. Unfortunately, his love was controlling and sometimes violent. I grew up under his thumb—the feeling was more like growing up in a pressure cooker. I had no alternative but to be perfect (and to be a doctor like him). When I was in grammar school, he would give me a dollar for every A that I got but take away two dollars for any B. I would not have dared come home with a C. He lectured, cajoled, manipulated, and finally ordered me to skip eighth grade, in order to better position me for the scholarship I would eventually win. He browbeat me into skipping my fourth year of college so that I would move more quickly into the successful career in medicine he had planned for me. Ultimately, I was supposed to move back to my hometown and take over his practice after he retired.


				Dad was a beloved town doctor, but he was sadistic toward his kids. He rubbed my lips with hot chili peppers to see my reaction. My reaction was fear and tears, of course. He hit me frequently, and if I protested in pain, he would say it was his way of showing me affection, proudly adding that he never hit me in anger.


				When I was perhaps thirteen, he shot me with a shotgun in a hunting accident. I screamed, stung physically and emotionally. Some shotgun pellets had penetrated my hand, and there was a trickle of blood. Evidently my father thought I was lying or being a “whiner” again. He didn’t come to check out my wound but yelled at me from a distance to go back to the car and wait for him to finish hunting the hill. He was angry with me for being in the way of his shot at the quail. He always wanted to toughen me up.


				There was always something wrong with me; I was a lazy, stupid kid, never good enough. 


				While my mother modeled paranoia, my father taught it to me directly: The world was full of Nazis, he told me. Nearly everyone was a fascist underneath, and we’d better watch out. I had to learn to protect myself and be safe. The way to be safe was to learn to shoot a shotgun and be a doctor. 


				But strangely enough, my father also showed me the most love and kindness I was to receive as a young child. I have a picture of him holding my hand and helping me learn to swim when I was four years old. 


				The most loving care I received was when I was very sick. One of the few good memories I have of my childhood is of when I had polio. I was in the polio ward at a hospital with other boys. We played together and were treated with wonderful tenderness and tolerance by the nurses there. I recovered quickly and completely. I learned that being sick and unhealthy was my only hope of being loved and cared for. This was training me to later take on the role of the victim—to be the smoker, the psychotic, the identified “sick” person.


				But in my youth I was “perfect.” The perfect son was, in fact, perfectly dissociated—that is, I had no sense of my own feelings, no sense of myself. My life was a performance, the object being to survive, without my even understanding that I was performing. I lived in various states of fear without realizing it. I hid from my mother and my violent oldest sister, and I would not make any mistake my father or siblings might catch. I steeled myself physically and emotionally. For me, everything was always okay. Whatever it was, I could handle it. I shoved the self-hatred and terror so far down I had no idea it existed. 


				I achieved. I was high school student body president and a nearly straight-A student (I was distraught when I received one B in high school), an all-around athlete, and winner of the scholarship my father had wanted me to get. I went on to a major university, became engaged to a beautiful young woman, and was accepted to a major medical school after just three years at the university. 


				But living out my father’s script for my life slowly began to take its toll. In college I tried to go wild, without actually doing so. I partied, smoked marijuana, sometimes drank myself into a stupor, took courses in writing and literature instead of biology. But my compulsive achievement held sway, and my grade averages were good enough to get me into medical school. 


				While in medical school, I became torn. The academic pressures of medical school had combined with the stress of the late 1960s—the social upheaval and anger against the war in Vietnam. I began to boil with rage at an unjust world. I had dreams about shooting older men—presidents and generals involved in Vietnam, my symbol of injustice in the world. I broke up with my fiancée in rebellion against being a settled, stable person. I couldn’t stand up to my father—I didn’t even feel anger toward him. I believed he knew best and that I should do what he wanted. It was for my own good, after all. But I had the growing feeling that something was wrong: I was not living my own life.


				In my second year of medical school, at age twenty-two, after months of torment and one semi-serious attempt at suicide by way of sleeping pills, I dropped out to join a hippie group and travel around the world. After taking too many drugs in Kathmandu, Nepal, I broke into hallucinating psychosis. Self-hatred and fear burst out of me and into the air, becoming they who wanted to consume me and turn me into a zombie, a walking dead man. They were a giant conspiracy led by the Hindu goddess Kali and the innumerable demons, spirits, and human beings who followed her. Kali, the fiery goddess of destruction, wore human skulls as a necklace and danced on the bodies of the people she destroyed. I had to be constantly alert, or the voices in the air would invade me and take over my soul. My days and nights were a constant struggle against these demons: I couldn’t move, I couldn’t speak, without the action somehow becoming part of the battle for my soul. 


				The struggle was mostly telepathic: I thought most people could hear my thoughts and I could hear theirs. At night, I lay awake fighting, struggling, screaming at them in my mind to fend them off.


				But I was alone, and they were everywhere, and everyone I knew seemed to know about it but for some reason either didn’t care or were allies of Kali and her demons.


				I could not talk about this conspiracy to destroy me; it was another secret I had to keep. While in Kathmandu, I engaged the inner demons more and the outer world less. My travel companions saw me disintegrating and could do nothing for me other than suggest I go back to the States. I became less and less coherent as I spoke out loud to the demons in the special language of the conspiracy. (Today, when I walk by a homeless person on the streets engaged in a vocal struggle with invisible adversaries, I feel a strange mixture of sadness, fear, and gratitude.)


				I lived in a room in a building owned by a Tibetan family who lived in the rooms next to me. My Tibetan landlord—a wonderful man—saw that I was in trouble and decided that I must be possessed. At his own expense, he hired a Tibetan monk to try to exorcise my demons. The monk and I sat in my room and chanted all day. I had some hope, but when the monk left, the demons remained. 


				I tried to alleviate the terror with all the drugs I could get my hands on. I took methamphetamine (speed) to wake up and feel better, and I took barbiturates to sleep. I smoked hashish to smooth out the speed. I took opium, LSD, and cocaine when I could. Dying of drugs and disease in Kathmandu was the fate of many young people in those years, and I was almost one of them. People said that I looked like a walking skull. I called my father, and he bailed me out with a plane ticket back to the States. 


				I didn’t realize the voices were delusions until one day, months later in California, I heard my cousin and her husband-to-be taping a cassette to send as a voice-letter to friends. I knew they were talking about me, using the special Tibetan-English-Nepalese lingo I knew people used behind my back. I later sneaked into the room, listened to the tape, and discovered they were talking about nothing more serious than the weather. I decided something was wrong with me and that maybe I needed treatment. 


				A county psychiatrist who visited my hometown once a week said I was a chemically induced schizophrenic and gave me Stelazine, an antipsychotic similar to Thorazine. I visited him a few times, then stopped. I think he was a kind man but had little experience with treating someone he probably thought of as a “burned-out hippie.” I was hallucinating and probably should have been in intensive treatment. Our sessions were awkward; I became uncomfortable enough not to continue seeing him—but I did continue taking the Stelazine. 


				The next few years were nightmarish as I struggled with the voices and received no other treatment—with the exception of my father yelling at me, telling me I had ruined my stupid life and if only I had listened to him. . . . I lived in isolation, on guard against the demons. As the voices subsided, I grew more miserable than ever. I wrote poems and called my cousin to read them to her and lament my life—and, bless her, she listened to me. I bought a handgun and periodically played with it, loaded, sometimes holding it to my temple. I used food and drugs such as marijuana, heroin, and barbiturates to try to dull the pain. I had gained about sixty-five pounds on junk food. Eating canned soup and bologna sandwiches, I developed a nutritional disorder, a nerve paralysis of my face that took weeks of vitamins to cure. 


				I was functional enough to hold easy jobs, and eventually I improved enough to get a job as an insurance agent. In a new environment with new hope, I got clean from most drugs. I had even stopped the Stelazine, but I still used marijuana and Valium. Over the course of three years, I thought I was cured and had a new life. 


				My new life and career were to be short-lived, however. Under the stress of a conflict with a friend who was also my boss, I had a full relapse. The demons pursued me again. Sometimes I’d get up in the middle of the night and drive a hundred miles to try to lose them. 


				At least I had enough sense to seek help, and soon I was in a county-run day treatment center as a permanently disabled chronic paranoid schizophrenic. The doctor told me I would never work again and a normal life was out of the question. The staff helped me apply for and get Social Security Disability (SSD). Friends had left in tears after watching me disintegrate; I had no idea why they were crying.


				The doctor prescribed three times the dosage of Stelazine I had taken before. The dosage made me stiff, blurred my vision, and felt like an anchor on my brain, but at least it quieted the voices. Beyond the medication, I believe it was the gentle kindness of a nurse, Louise, and the safety of the day-treatment environment that saved my life. Louise sat on the couch, told me to lie on my back, and put my head in her lap. She stroked my forehead, soothing my burning mind. She talked gently to me—I haven’t the slightest memory of what she said, but I heard that I was okay. I believe this helped more than any group therapy or individual analysis. 


				Once again the voices subsided, this time after only several months. As I settled down, I detoxed down to a low dosage of Stelazine and was discharged from the clinic. 


				Coming out of this second and final psychotic break, I began to pour myself into political activism. It was a woman named Linda who brought me to this work. Linda liked me and wanted me to work on a political campaign. Soon I was managing the campaign, writing pamphlets and campaign literature, and appearing on radio and television. I came out of the psychosis like a shooting star. I had nothing but time on my hands, my brains to use, and new interests (Linda and a political cause) in life. I became a hero, because Linda believed I could be a hero. I was riding high. (I was “over” my illness except that I still took low doses of Stelazine, and I detoxed entirely several years later.) I was in love and achieving remarkable things. I was a success story once again.


				But finding love and purpose only in external and female form, I would come back down the path of depression and addiction. Though a friend to this day, Linda moved on. I turned to other political work and other short-term relationships. 


				Eventually I found myself working fourteen hours a day or more in a political cult that demanded my life and in return gave me regular, severe criticism about my numerous shortcomings. The criticism sessions were supposed to strengthen me for the struggle against the fascists. They wanted to toughen me up. This was familiar abuse, of course. It felt just like home to me, and my new compatriots even remarked that I was like a fish in the right water. I continued the drop toward oblivion.


				If a woman showed interest in me, we’d be instantly deep into what would turn out to be a short-lived relationship. I didn’t know it, but I was afraid that any serious relationship would consume and destroy me in a repetition of my earliest intimate relationships with my parents. So I pretended at intimacy, and when things got too close and I couldn’t pretend anymore, I found a way out.


				My terror of intimacy showed up as a need to control and manipulate. If I was in control and was never honest about my needs and wants, I wasn’t vulnerable—or so went the illusion. My relationships with women were characterized by the feeling of responsibility for their lives, guilt if anything went wrong, longing for them to take care of me and fix me, and the need to analyze their problems and heal them. I had many relationships, and while they were not abusive, they were short and often stormy, ending in meaningless arguments. I was deathly afraid of being close, while at the same time, I desperately wanted to be loved and fixed.


				My relationships with men were characterized by fear, distrust, and distance, with the exception of a few friends who evidently did not remind me of my father. I had many male “buddies,” and I related well in sports and games, but if ever a man became an authority figure to me, I hated him and wanted out as fast as possible. This is what had happened with my friend and boss in the insurance business. 


				In all relationships was the specter of psychosis. To be close meant that I might be subjected to stress, and stress meant that I might lose my mind again. 


				For me, life became a string of fixes. The political work itself had become a fix: Perhaps I could make up for being an awful person by saving the world from all its injustice and cruelty. When not working, I was eating, smoking dope, or losing myself in the television set. When I could, I used prescription drugs or narcotics. 


				After several years of trying to fix my way around life, I was feeling the advent of an early death. I was at least sixty pounds overweight and going up the scale. I was on two high-blood-pressure medications and having occasional heart arrhythmias; smoking four packs of cigarettes a day; using whatever drugs were available; and working fourteen hours most days. I was deeply unhappy and lonely working in the midst of a political community all day long. I was a basket case looking for a basket.


				After a particularly miserable and lonely holiday season—I had to work constantly for the political group and developed an arrhythmia that was frightening to me and difficult for the doctors to stop—I dropped out of the cult and retreated to my parents’ home. I was there alone while they were on an extended retirement vacation. I shot morphine for a couple of months but then ran out of it and money.


				What Happened: Reaching Bottom


				At that time, I thought of myself as a crazy, fatally flawed person, a monster and a failure who couldn’t even make up for being a miserable person by doing good political work. I now understand things about my life that I couldn’t have known earlier. For one thing, my “paranoid schizophrenia” was a misdiagnosis. As I understand it now, I suffered from PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder). Like a war veteran, I had been subjected to prolonged trauma and not allowed to work through the feelings resulting from the trauma. The trauma started when I was two, with my mother’s psychosis; it continued throughout my entire childhood with the emotional violence and cruelty in our home; and I was allowed neither to show “bad” feelings nor discuss any of them. There was no shoulder to cry on, no safe place. As a young adult away from home, I blew up and fell apart, and my psychosis resembled paranoid schizophrenia. My paranoid delusions weren’t the fantastic invention of a biochemical imbalance. They were the externalized expression of the inner world I had learned as a child. The world was an evil place that wanted to destroy me, and I was a stupid monster that the world would rightly destroy if it found me out. The demons had exploded out of my core into the world. Drugs such as LSD helped catalyze this explosion, but I had been a time bomb waiting to blow up. 


				Similarly, my chronic and sometimes suicidal depression wasn’t a genetic flaw of some sort. Depression didn’t “run in the men in our family,” as a male cousin put it. It may, however, have run in our family system. I felt awful almost all the time, because my life had been awful. In my childhood, I had taken too many doses of unprocessed abandonment, fear, and cruelty; consequently my adult life was composed largely of insanity, dysfunction, and addiction. There may have been biochemical changes in my brain relating to depression, but if so, I believe the changes were the results, not the cause, of long-term emotional trauma. I remember being eight years old, hearing my mother and father scream at each other, watching my older sisters fight like cats and dogs, hiding in fear, knowing that at some point all the rage would come my way. I remember thinking, “Why is anyone alive? This is no fun. I don’t want to be alive.” And that was perhaps my average day. My depression was a sort of chronic, deep despair: It was my legitimate response to a miserable life experience and to decades of repressed anger, fear, and sadness about that experience.


				Sitting in my parents’ house, though, dropping out for the second time from what I thought was my life’s work, I knew none of this. Instead, I fixated on a single refrain: I have no permanent home, no job or prospects for work, no car, no money, no friends, no significant relationships. I had taken strike three: There was nothing left. My life was over. 


				With the morphine gone, I was sick with body aches, stomach pains, headaches, and a nose that wouldn’t stop running. I wanted to disappear and reverse my birth, wipe out the fact that I had ever existed, but I was unwilling to actually take my own life. I don’t know exactly why I was unwilling. I can say that throughout my life, even in the worst times, there was a part of me that longed for life, longed to reach out and connect with something real. I had written poems and called my cousin instead of using the gun. Instead of driving over a cliff, I had allowed the nurse, Louise, to reach me. Somehow, I just wasn’t done yet.


				I still had my typewriter. I started writing again. I wrote a poem about wishing I’d had a mother. Writing and redrafting that poem, one day I started to cry—the first flow of tears in my adult life. I started to touch my grief for my lost life. Somewhere at the bottom of that grief, deep inside, there was hope and a growing spark of will to live. 


				I now believe this was the beginning of my opening to myself and to something greater than myself. I was broken enough to begin dropping my walls to my own grief and to a power that had been resting at the bottom of my being. 


				At the time, however, I wasn’t able to recognize the source of my strength. As I started feeling better, all I knew was that I wanted another shot at life. As a good child of my family, I put away those silly, unproductive feelings of grief. After all, I had my brains and I could get a loan. I moved out of my parents’ home to live with the same generous cousin and dear friend who had helped me in the past. I bought a computer, created flyers, and called myself a computer consultant. 


				Over the course of three years, I landed increasingly better jobs, did good work, and started making a decent living. I even found myself in a significant relationship. She bought a home, and I moved to live with her. 


				After burning out on nearly a decade of trying to save the world, I started instead to look for answers about my own life. I was living among people who practiced one form or another of spirituality, and I found myself drawn toward “inner work” and spiritual exploration. I couldn’t believe in an anthropomorphic, Judeo-Christian God, but I was drawn toward other practices: I went to the woods with Robert Bly and the men’s movement; I studied the works of Joseph Campbell; I danced the Spiral Dance with those who honored the Goddess and the earth; I took inner journeys in shaman circles, bought a drum, and collected small, precious objects. I gained something special from each of these practices as I joined others reaching for the truth, reaching toward the mystery, and I began to perceive that there was more to the universe than the material world. I no longer used drugs and had given up cigarettes, but the food ad-diction was getting much worse: I was up to perhaps 300 pounds. I had stopped weighing myself when I reached 292 pounds.


				Something was missing. I couldn’t have said it myself and would have argued with anyone who had, but despite my new spiritual practice, I was still avoiding my life. My inner work was not yet genuine; I was still seeking the answers in the experiences, ideas, and feelings of others.


				What was missing was the practice of the Twelve Steps. At the urging of a friend, I started going to Overeaters Anonymous (OA) meetings. At first I had great resistance to what I thought was a Christian fundamentalist cult. I needed “translation” services in the form of a good sponsor, and I found one.


				After a few months, the OA program began to put substance, community, and action into my nascent spirituality. I began to transform as I worked the Steps. The Steps gave me a way to begin letting go of the heavy control I tried to practice in my daily life. I began to live more honestly, do service, examine my own actions and behavior, and account for myself. I began to clean up my life.


				Working the Ninth Step was a profound experience for me. In making amends, I found I was not the person I thought I was. Nearly everyone I went to with amends was glad to hear from me, thought of me warmly, and didn’t want to talk about my owing them something. They listened to me chatter about how awful I had been, told me I wasn’t so bad, and asked why I hadn’t written lately. I made new friends of old friends, discovering that maybe I wasn’t such a monster after all. One of the most delightful of these connections was with my fiancée of twenty years past. I had carried so much guilt and longing, feeling I had wronged her badly and she could only hate me. I called her and broke down crying in apology. She told me that she was glad to hear from me and that she remembered me with love and warmth. To her, our breakup was the result of two people coming together who were too young to know what they were doing. 


				I became abstinent from my most difficult addiction, food, and began to lose weight. My blood pressure dropped to normal, and I ran twenty miles a week. I felt alive as I had never been. I was becoming healthy and active, engaging in activities—skiing, for example—that I couldn’t have dreamed of doing at three hundred pounds. Now that I was no longer so self-destructive, my relationships with others became healthier as well: more honest, open, and supportive.


				Life was joyous and rose-colored as I lost one hundred ten pounds and regained breath and vigor. But it wasn’t rosy for long. Perhaps by now I could have seen the patterns of my roller-coaster life, but it seems I was never ready for the trip down. With my newfound stability and safety in the world, a year of abstinence, Step work, and therapy, a lifetime of suppressed feelings began to rise like an ocean tide. Everything I had worked so hard to keep down was coming up. 


				When the feelings first came, I thought that god had entered my chest, because I couldn’t otherwise name what was going on inside. Crying frequently, I shared seriously in meetings that I was having moving spiritual experiences about twice a week. 


				I began to realize that I was experiencing emotions and that I didn’t recognize them because I couldn’t remember having had any. I had been living in a prolonged, dissociated state of fear and, for my survival, had become quite good at faking a range of emotions. My act must have been good because it sure fooled me, but now I had to practice recognizing and naming emotions. 


				New recognitions came up over the course of months. It was hard enough to realize that I’d been living in an unconscious state for forty years, but then I realized, with a shock that lasted weeks, that I didn’t remember any part of my childhood that included being with my family, and many other parts of my childhood were missing as well. I just hadn’t thought about it before; denial is an amazing phenomenon. I discovered I had multiple inner children—not one dissociated state, but different ego states or combinations of states into which I would dissociate, depending on the type of situation I needed to survive. It dawned on me that I did not have the slightest idea who I was, who all these inner children really were, all these parts of me, all these tiny voices that could be demons, giants, and monsters when life was too much. 


				It was as if I had checked myself at the door instead of my coat, and I had been missing for forty years while the coat had dinner. As my situation became clear, I slowly became an open, raw wound.


				So began the hardest work I have ever participated in: healing my life. There was a lifetime of repressed grief, pain, anger, and fear to remember and experience, a lifetime of fear-based behavior to change, a paranoid and fragmented inner world to transform. It’s the work of the heart on the heart of all my addictions, dysfunctions, and emotional problems. I think it’s the work that needs god the most.


				What is god? I don’t know, but I can talk about my experience. There are times in meditation I touch a tiny part of a vast, compassionate spaciousness—a presence that seems to be more the loving space for a presence than a presence itself. It seems deep within me yet extends far beyond. At these times I know that my existence is a gift and that my life has a purpose. I believe I have touched the source of my healing and my humanity, and it is something deathless and infinitely kind. Now there are many times in my everyday life, not just in meditation, when I feel this presence. Meditation and prayer have helped me a great deal. 


				During this period, I needed my god a great deal, because when I proceeded into my unexplored inner world, there were times I wanted to die; times I fell to the floor paralyzed with anxiety; times I thought I was going crazy again; times I couldn’t walk down a street without the sight of a mother and child filling me with unbearable sadness and loss or the sight of a couple filling me with jealousy and pain. I resented the life my god had given me, but I trusted that there was healing and maybe even some purpose to it all. I left my Twelve Step-oriented therapist for one specializing in healing from deep abuse. 


				For a brief period, I could feel the voices on the edges of my perception, and I would need to take Stelazine again for a few days. Each new memory or recognition sent me reeling for days or weeks. Though close relationships were overwhelmingly painful, I continually sought relationships to relieve the pain, and I learned something about loving relationships and toxic ones as well. With each divorced part of myself, with each inner child, there was a battle to go through, a reconciliation to be found, a new—and this time nurturing—relationship to be established. 


				I could not be around my parents without getting physically sick. Ultimately, I had to confront my father and stand up to his continuing abuse, his berating, demeaning attitude toward me. Then he died unexpectedly in his sleep while visiting my sister, ten days after the significant confrontation. I had massive new guilt and torment to work through with the belief that I had killed my father.


				My life, no longer a string of fixes, had become a thunderstorm of pain, anxiety, and desperation. At times I lost my sense of community, lost friends, lost loving relationships, lost my food abstinence, and lost my connection with my god. I had found a new Twelve Step home in SIA (Survivors of Incest Anonymous). Survivors felt like my peers, even though I could remember no specific sexual abuse. I sometimes shared in these meetings that I had one good day for every ten days of feeling miserable, and I started smoking again. 


				There were times I felt broken to my core, when I prayed to god to let me die, or screamed at god for giving me this life and for answering my prayers for healing only with more devastating memories and feelings. 


				Luckily, the Twelve Steps, the community of other recovering addicts and abuse survivors, a wonderful therapist, a few dear friends, and the connection with my god were harbors against the storm. In the worst times, I continued the work, motivated by the memory of hope, the memory of love, the memory of the will to recover, and just plain obstinacy. My screams at my god were mixed with prayers for hope and the willingness to try. I continued meditation, therapy, and sharing with others even when I could not attend meetings, and I tried to live by the principles of the Steps. I continued my technical writing work, though for some months my production was less than good—I am grateful to have had an understanding boss at the time. I found considerable help in the work of recovery writers and speakers, and help in those who taught me Buddhist meditation and to find the healing in the center of pain and grief.


				Slowly the process of healing continued even when I felt I was sliding into darkness. The emotional crisis that had seemed only to deepen over nearly three years slowly began to lift. 


				What It’s Like Now: Recovering My Life


				It’s common for abuse survivors to go through an extended crisis such as the one I experienced. As the memories and recognitions flood up, our perceptions about our lives are turned upside down and inside out.


				Yet there are other kinds of understanding that also carry meaning for me. The crisis lifting was like slowly coming out of a firestorm. I think about Kali. Two decades ago, I knew her only as the horrific, multiarmed goddess of destruction whose goal was to consume my soul. Later I began to psychologize her as the combined vision of my mother and older sisters attacking me. I was young, and they seemed to be giants. But Kali, the Hindu goddess, has meanings more subtle than destruction; she is another face of god. Her fire is the energy of life and death: It burns away the flesh of illusion and leaves the bones of reality. To burn in the fire may be painful beyond words, but maybe it is a blessing to have the opportunity to lose the illusions, lose the deceptions and acts and addictions and the baggage that keep us from ourselves, from others, and from a genuine experience of life. The false has to die, as everything has to die, to make way for the truth and for new life. There is a mystery and awe to reality—a beauty, even a painful beauty and a painful joy—in the experience of life and the world. I need to take part in life, the mystery, the reality. To do so, I needed to go through the fire. In order to fully live, I need to face my life, and this has often been extremely painful and not under my control—but worth it.


				It is over a year since my father’s death and several months since I stopped experiencing my life as an ongoing crisis. The uphill climb seems to have become less steep for now, though I don’t doubt I’ll find some cliffs and canyons on the trail. 


				I am fifteen years out of day treatment. It’s been twelve years since I’ve had to use Stelazine for any period longer than a few days and seven years since I’ve used illegal or legal drugs in any significant way. Though I’ve had my bouts with food addiction, I’ve had four years of freedom from continuous, oblivious bingeing, and I am sixty pounds below my top weight of about three hundred. I no longer work myself into the ground, and I refrain from leaping headlong into relationships. I jog for a half hour two or three times a week, and the days I don’t jog, I take long walks with my dog, a wolf-hybrid who happens to be the sweetest, most wonderful animal in the world.


				I still contend with the ghosts of the past but not so desperately. I pray for help and willingness in letting go of cigarettes; this struggle brings me face-to-face with more ghosts. Smoking points out how a large part of me wants to remain a victim: It’s a sure way to be unhealthy, but it doesn’t get me loved and cared for.


				Cigarettes also affirm the role of despair in my life; they’re a form of suicide. They dampen the feelings, fog over the fear, create a buffer between others and myself, between me and the awful world, the source of potential disappointment and despair. Letting go of cigarettes is breaking a physical addiction and psychological habit, but it is also part of the process of letting go—asking for and allowing the lifting—of habitual despair about myself and the world.


				I work the Steps, and time will tell whether the cigarette addiction will be lifted. I no longer want to affirm the despair, and I want to stop being a victim.


				I am single, still have fear about intimacy, can be very insecure, and have difficulty reaching out; sometimes I am painfully lonely. But I do reach out, I have friends, and I make new ones. After some well-paid years as a self-employed computer professional, I took a leap to buy my own home. Somehow I feel that my ultimate work is not writing computer manuals, and I often wonder what my life’s work really is and how I can get to it. But work is another major issue for me, given my father’s frequent curse that if I did not become a doctor, I would be a failure. 


				At forty-four, I’m an emotional teenager wondering what I’m going to be when I grow up and whether I’m going to have a significant relationship. 


				I am off the roller coaster, I hope, and onto a lifelong road toward healing, on which I’ve taken the first few steps. For me, the healing is found in the course of the thousands of thoughts and events of each day.


				Each time the fear comes or I start to beat myself up or steel myself against my feelings, if I can breathe and soften my body and send a little kindness into my chest, there is healing. This softening and opening help keep me from returning to addiction or from being a “dry drunk”—clean of substances but compulsive and driven in other areas of life. 


				Each time I let go of trying to control and simply do my best at what I need to do, there is healing. When I write to get to the heart of a problem, when I am honest rather than masked with those to whom I am vulnerable, when I listen openly to others and share in a recovery setting, when I can help someone else, there is healing. When I can recognize that I have dissociated and be gentle with myself and allow the return to my body in a time and way I cannot control, there is healing. 


				When I let go of little wrongs, the healing is there. And when I refuse to be abused and get angry with someone who’s tromping on me, it’s there as well. The healing is in my abstinence, in my exercise, in taking care of myself and my inner children, in playing and singing when the mood hits, in getting a massage or taking a hot bath when it’s cold. It’s in relaxing and being lazy when I need to relax and be lazy, and in not beating myself up about it. It’s in observing my dysfunctional ways and making amends when I have done harm, in accepting and forgiving myself for my dysfunction while doing what I can to change, in exploring my lost memories and the roots of my condition so that I needn’t compulsively relive the past.


				The healing is in asking a new friend to take a walk with my puppy and me, and it’s in the warm bond between me and my puppy. It’s in letting myself feel love for the puppy and in letting myself feel the pain of knowing how short her life may be. It’s in taking risks and in honoring the part of me that is not yet ready to take a particular risk.


				When I meditate to make space in my heart, there’s healing, and it’s there when I ask my god for guidance or to remove my self-hatred and fear. 


				The healing is in trying, and it’s in giving in to the pain, anger, grief, and sadness to find the hope that lies underneath. 


				The evidence of my healing is the slow transformation of my world from a place filled only with hatred, fear, cruelty, death and war, abuse, greed, poverty, and injustice into a place that has love, joy, kindness, and compassion in the midst of, despite, and beyond the tragedies. And perhaps my healing contributes a little to the end of abuse and injustice in the world.


				There is a different quality to my life these days, a growing quality of acceptance, clarity, aliveness, and growth. I am lonely, but I am not desperate to get “fixed,” and without the desperation, I become less lonely. I have fears of intimacy, but I am willing to face the fears and trust myself more in moving through them. I may not know what I’m going to be when I grow up, but I know my life has a meaning that is seeking fulfillment. Even my pain is my own pain—the price of being alive and mortal—and not the suffering of someone trying to avoid himself and everyone else. Today, I was feeling lonely and sad after visiting a friend I knew I would not see again for a while, but I thought, At least this is me: This is my sadness, my loneliness, as well as my happiness at the thought of having friends I care about enough to miss. And I am no longer burying it all, skipping my own life. And there was a softness to the feelings, not the hardness of someone steeling himself against himself. 


				I’m not free of all my compulsions and dysfunctions, but many are lifted, many behaviors are changed for the better, and most important, I am no longer driven by addictions or crazy behavior. I am liked and valued by friends for who I am, not for being a good act. In my journey, I have gained insight and compassion and I have helped others on the path. 


				Now there are times I know a quiet, soft happiness. I may be driving down the street or sitting at my computer. I put my attention inside my chest and feel a warmth spread softly through me, bringing a smile to my face. I think about the Promises, about comprehending serenity and knowing peace.
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