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Foreword


I suppose I was asked to write the foreword for this book because I’ve been pretty public about my personal encounters with adversity and how I’ve managed not just to survive, but also to blossom as a result.


Let’s face it, bad things happen to good people. It’s an unfortunate fact of life, but what we do when adversity strikes, how we grow through it, and what becomes of us as a result, is what makes the difference!


Most things, both good and bad, are opportunities for us to become more refined versions of ourselves. What I mean is, a better human being: more compassionate, more mindful, more present, more generous, and more loving. It’s through the rough spots that we see what kind of stuff we’re made of.


It’s usually on some random Wednesday afternoon, that life decides to bite you on the ass. Quite suddenly and without warning, your world, as you knew it, changes forever.


It’s extremely difficult to wrap your mind around what has happened to you. It’s so very hard to grasp how irreversible and permanent it all is. And alas, to realize that there is no way out.


How long can I indulge this agony? How bitter am I allowed to be before I begin hurting myself even more than I’ve already been hurt?


From the depths of despair you must choose: remain mired in grief, anguish and self-pity, or pull yourself up, dust yourself off, and play the hand that you’ve been dealt. Play it as elegantly and courageously as you possibly can!


This is the crossroad where one eventually stands. Are you to continue on the path of the living dead, or will you embrace a new normal? I chose a new normal.


I am a cancer survivor. After two years and eight doctors, I was finally diagnosed with uterine cancer. At age forty-two, I was told I would need a radical hysterectomy. “What? Say that again. This is ME we’re talking about!”


I, who never had children, now never would.


I can’t tell you how angry and frustrated I was. I felt betrayed by the medical community as well as betrayed by my own body. Over and over I questioned, “Why me?” I’m the one who was everyone else’s caregiver, not the one who needed care!


I actually thought of myself as some kind of superwoman, brought to earth to be the strongest, smartest, most over-achieving human. I felt responsible for my entire immediate world while demanding nothing short of perfection from myself.


So being diagnosed with cancer not only shook me to my core, it cracked open that protective veneer, the false self, I had identified with for most of my life.


For the first time ever, I became someone who was terribly frightened, extremely vulnerable and worst of all, out of control.


Cancer instantly leveled me to the ground. I suddenly found myself in a situation I couldn’t sweep under the rug or go it alone.


I had to accept I wasn’t a superwoman but just a woman that walked on the ground with the rest of the mortals.


After I hung up with the doctor, I had to muster up the courage to call my parents, knowing full well my news would cause them great pain.


I had always avoided being a burden to anyone, but especially my parents!


My mom was surprisingly strong, although I’m sure she had a primal scream after she hung up the phone. I allowed them to make it about me (I did have cancer after all) and accepted their offer to fly to LA and stay through my surgery and recovery.


It was in that moment I felt the profound shift from being needless to having needs. From being the caregiver to being cared for.


My old way of being was totally dysfunctional and I’m quite sure contributed to my getting cancer in the first place.


I mean a person can’t just give, give, give, but never take. That’s how you become emotionally bankrupt; and frankly, I had been running on fumes for a very long time.


Life lessons and silver linings continued to gently reveal themselves.


Another example was with my ex-husband Peter. At the time, we were not on speaking terms.


He was opposed to our divorce and felt so hurt and abandoned by me, he moved to New York as soon as we completed the final season of The Nanny. (This became an ongoing source of pain, guilt and sadness for me.)


But when our manager Elaine told him I had cancer, he instantly burst into tears and in that moment, all of his anger melted away and all that was left was his love. We remain the best of friends to this day.


Then it happened! I had an inspiration that would help me on the road towards a new normal. I decided to write a book so what happened to me, (misdiagnosis and mistreatment), wouldn’t happen to other people.


It took me four drafts, longhand, before I struck a chord with my comedic voice. The process was very cathartic, but also helped me realize that, side by side with grief lies joy.


My boyfriend coined the title Cancer Schmancer and the book became a New York Times Best Seller. Thus began my new normal.


The book led me on the lecture circuit during which I began to develop a vision. It became clear there was a need to adjust our thinking, lifestyle and activism, when it comes to our health. Hence began the Cancer Schmancer Movement.


-Transform from patient into a Medical Consumer.


-Knowledge is Power and Stage 1, when cancer is most curable, is the cure!


-Detox Your Home because the home is the most toxic place we spend the most time in.


-Voters and elected officials need to fight for more awareness, education and chemical regulations.


Believe it or not, I helped make a law!


My efforts got me a mention in the Congressional Record and an appointment as Public Diplomacy Envoy for Health Issues at the U.S. State Department.


The global political, literary, and medical worlds opened up to me.


I realized that turning pain into purpose was healing and helped to make sense out of the senseless. I suggest it for anyone wishing to add a greater depth and resonance to their lives.


I’m now a far healthier woman than I ever was before the cancer, with a true connection to my feelings and vulnerabilities. I’m finally able not only to give but also to receive, and factor my needs into my decision-making process.


I’ve emerged out the other side an activist, philanthropist and an environmentalist.


Also, my growth has enabled me to be in a mature and loving relationship with a new and wonderful man, Shiva, the love of my life.


I’m not glad I had cancer and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, but I am better for it!


Sometimes the best gifts come in the ugliest packages.


~Fran Drescher
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Introduction


Perhaps I am stronger than I think.


~Thomas Merton


All the Chicken Soup for the Soul editors are talking about it. We are awed by these stories, and I think this may be one of the most powerful collections we have published in our twenty-one year history. I am thrilled to introduce you to some of the most inspiring people you’ll ever meet in these pages.


What struck me the most in these stories is the strength of the human spirit, whether our contributors are powering through health issues, disabilities, financial turmoil, the loss of a loved one, or other crises. They don’t complain about their situations — they just get up off the floor and deal with them.


And of course that impressive resilience starts with our foreword writer, the actress, comedian, producer, and activist Fran Drescher, who takes us through her battle with cancer. Fran turned pain into purpose and made sense of the senseless by founding the Cancer Schmancer Movement, the non-profit organization she founded to fight cancer and promote healthy living in three ways: early detection, prevention, and advocacy. Fran is quite a role model for all of us, and we thank her for being part of this important book that is designed to help you find your own inner strength, survive, and thrive, as she has.


I was really affected as I selected and edited these stories. It was hard not to internalize the struggles of the contributors and to feel weighed down by their problems, but on the other hand I couldn’t help but feel uplifted by their fortitude, their good humor, and their lack of self-pity. These brave contributors, who have weathered so much and come out strong on the other side, are such an inspiration to us all. And they sure put our own problems in perspective!


Most of our contributors were surprised to find that they had so much inner strength. It was just waiting inside them for the day it would be needed. If you are going through a battle of your own right now, you will undoubtedly realize that you CAN handle it after you read a few of these stories, from ordinary people just like us who found themselves becoming extraordinary people because they needed to.


In Chapter 1, you’ll read about people overcoming self-destructive behavior, such as Leigh Steinberg, the super sports agent who was the inspiration for the character Tom Cruise played in Jerry Maguire. Leigh shares his story about overcoming his alcoholism and rebuilding his career, and most importantly, his relationships with the people he cares about.


Rissa Watkins will inspire you in Chapter 2, which is about fighting health challenges, with her story about treating her acute lymphoblastic leukemia while making sure that her six-year-old son was okay. She made him feel like a hero for everything that he did for her.


In Chapter 3 you’ll read many inspiring stories about powering through the loss of a loved one. We may not all get cancer, but we all face the inevitable loss of a loved one, and these stories will help you figure out how to handle it yourself. Cheryl Hart’s story about how her father finally told her that he loved her on the day of her mother’s funeral brought tears to my eyes, and is a great example of how we can rebuild relationships even in the face of despair.


You’ll meet some truly inspiring people in Chapter 4, which is about living with disabilities, including Lorraine Cannistra, wheelchair-bound due to cerebral palsy, but living independently. She pushed herself fifteen miles in her wheelchair on a bike trail in order to raise the money for her service dog’s ACL surgery. And in Chapter 5, which is about accepting your new normal, you’ll meet many brave people living with chronic disabilities or illnesses, including Jill Davis, who manages her bipolar disorder and has a full, happy life and a devoted husband.


You’ll also read about Carol Goodman Heizer in Chapter 5, who discusses how she dealt with the early months of widowhood. Guess what Carol doesn’t tell you in her story? Shortly after her husband died, so did her son, quite unexpectedly. And then she got breast cancer too. But Carol, like many of our contributors, doesn’t share a whole laundry list of problems with us. She just wants to pass on her tips and advice to the widows coming up behind her. It reminds me of Fran Drescher. Did she mention in her foreword that besides divorce and cancer, she had previously been the victim of a brutal assault and rape? Nope. Fran focuses on the positive and on how she can help other people.


In Chapter 6, you’ll read stories from people who have learned to accept their differences, whether they are on the autism spectrum, unusually short or heavy, or encumbered by a lifelong illness. Jo Eager talks about how her little son was helped by a visit from another little boy with diabetes shortly after his diagnosis. Having another kid explain the injections to him was a big help.


Learning how to reach out and accept help from others is a big theme in Chapter 7, where you’ll meet Alaina Smith, who realized that she needed to use her friends for support after she was unexpectedly fired from her job. I also loved the fact that she used a Chicken Soup for the Soul book’s story submission deadline as her own deadline for making gratitude part of her daily routine. You’ll also meet Nick Fager in Chapter 7. He gives us an inside look at how a contestant on Survivor routinely used fair practices and faith to stay calm and centered even as he was repeatedly voted off the island.


I was struck by the maturity of teenager McKenzie Vaught, who just started college. While her single, drug-addicted mother was in prison for dealing drugs, McKenzie managed to raise herself and not only did she make it through high school, but she also took Advanced Placement courses and worked part-time. She tells her story in Chapter 8, where you will read about numerous inspiring people successfully rising to the challenges in their lives.


Shannon Francklin’s story in Chapter 9, about pursuing your dreams, will make you want to look her up on the Internet, which is exactly what I did. And there you’ll see Shannon, a quadriplegic, and her husband, a paraplegic, both wheelchair athletes, with their adorable little daughter, who Shannon carried herself when there was no other way to have the child they both wanted so much.


Chapter 10 is called “Taking Back Your Life” and it is about people overcoming divorce, disease, and disasters, and then getting on with their lives anyway. I was tickled by Sandra Sladkey’s story about evacuating her home in the face of a San Diego wildfire. She optimistically cleaned the house from top to bottom before she left, knowing full well that it might go up in flames. I know I would do that too! When her house burned to the ground, she found something amazing while she was poking around in the ashes — her hand-painted Nativity set, intact except that the figures were now pure white, the heat of the fire having removed all the paint. Sandra knew her family would be okay at that point.


It seems we are all stronger than we think . . . when we have to be. These stories give me hope that I will be able to face my own challenges some day, hopefully as well as these contributors did. They are all brave, courageous people who I admire. They are role models for all of us.


~Amy Newmark
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Overcoming Self-Destructive Behavior
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Spiral


All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.


~Edmund Burke


I was lying on the bed of my deceased father in our family home drinking vodka. There I was, sixty-one years old, with three kids, and my only thought for the future was how to find more vodka. I had closed my apartment and business, run through a theoretically unspendable amount of money, and alienated family and friends. I had spiraled down over the last three years in the face of a series of personal reversals. No hope. I felt like Gulliver, lying on the beach, tethered down with ropes, surrounded by Lilliputians sticking forks in me, powerless. Powerless. Wanting to escape from unsolvable problems. More vodka.


Finally, an epiphany, a moment of clarity. My father had taught me two core values: 1) Treasure relationships, especially family and 2) Have a positive impact on the world, helping people who can’t help themselves. And he taught me perspective — I wasn’t a starving peasant in Darfur, didn’t have my last name in Nazi Germany, didn’t have cancer or a crippling disability — what excuse did I have not to try? This was my only life and I could not waste it wallowing in self-destruction.


This wasn’t me. Since 1975, I’d represented more than 300 professional athletes — NFL, NBA, MLB, golf, Olympians. I represented the number one NFL draft pick a record setting eight times. I’d dedicated myself to athlete representation and strived to be an agent of change, not just a sports agent. So much so that my career served as the inspiration behind the main character in the movie Jerry Maguire. But now, I was out of control. I realized I had to get my life back on track.


I went to Sober Living, joined a unique fellowship and dedicated myself to a twelve-step program. After a few months, the craving for alcohol left, but that was the easier part. I had to wade through enormous amounts of financial and emotional wreckage. A Mount Everest of amends and debt. I felt like Sisyphus rolling the massive ball up the hill, only to have it roll back on top of me. Or the boy at the dyke, plugging hole after hole. A Damocles Sword of debt and frayed relationships hung over my head. Would I ever be able to pay people back? Would my son ever talk to me again? Would I ever have a relationship with a woman again and a family? One step at a time.


I had never been particularly religious, but I was able to connect with a higher power to guide me through. I started to remember who I was. I remembered how I had built a practice in sports based on values like self-respect, nurturing family and caring community. I remembered that I had guided hundreds of athletes to established charitable and community programs at the high school, collegiate and professional level that raised almost a billion dollars for charities and stimulated positive imitative behavior. And I knew that this was why I was brought back from the brink — to speak and write and make a difference once again in the world.


To push the concept of a Sporting Green Alliance, which aggregates sustainable technologies in wind, solar, recycling, resurfacing, and water to integrate into stadia, arenas and practice fields at the high school, collegiate and professional level that will drop carbon emissions and energy costs. It will also transform those venues into educational platforms so that millions of fans can see a waterless urinal or solar panel and think about how to incorporate these practices into their own homes and businesses — sports in the forefront of combating climate change. My mission is to use sports to raise concussion awareness, fight against domestic violence, bullying, racism, and make it a better world.


If I stay linked to my higher power, maintain sobriety and fulfill my role as a caring parent, anything else is a blessing.


~Leigh Steinberg
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Holier Than Thou


In order to change we must be sick and tired of being sick and tired.


~Author Unknown


As a teenager, I had a self-righteous, almost sanctimonious attitude regarding substance abuse. I probably seemed judgmental and intolerant of anyone who indulged in drugs, and almost certainly annoyed people with my smug self-control.


But then in my early twenties I had a bad fall that resulted in severe back pain. When it didn’t diminish, I was forced to seek medical help. My family doctor ordered X-rays, diagnosed a bulging disc and prescribed pain medication. Having never taken anything stronger than the occasional aspirin, I wasn’t prepared for the warm sensation of well-being that seeped through my body. I instantly recognized it for that “buzz” people raved about when they got high. I felt like I was floating, as if all my problems were suddenly insignificant.


Before even a week passed, however, the happy haze lifted and the pain returned. I called my doctor and he told me to double the dosage, instructing me to stop by his office for a renewal. I did, and after a quick examination, he told me it could take up to six months to heal. Then he cautioned me to take my medication sparingly and only when the pain was intolerable. Armed with a generous new prescription that included refills, and a follow-up appointment in three months, I left.


I continued to take two tablets every six hours for the next two weeks. Soon, I needed something after four hours. Afraid to take them closer together, I began to take three at a time, five hours apart, snarling at my husband when he worriedly suggested I slow down.


“You have no idea what I’m going through, so leave me alone!” I yelled defensively, not wanting to admit he was right. After that, I dosed myself when he wasn’t looking.


Before I knew it, my second bottle was empty. When I tried to renew it, the pharmacist gently reminded me that I was taking a strong addictive narcotic. He filled my order, but warned me that I had to wait at least a month before he could give me more.


The next day, I made an appointment with another doctor at a nearby clinic after work. I agreed to more X-rays knowing they’d show the disc was still inflamed. I got another script, which I filled at a different drugstore. Computer databases weren’t established then, so no questions were asked.


It wasn’t long before my life became a terrifying spiral of frustration, deceit and desperation. I seemed to pop pills constantly. Every waking moment was spent in either a cloud of stoned bliss, or anxious hours coaxing doctor after doctor to give me more tablets. I endured numerous tests, subjected my body to countless X-rays and lied about the degree of my pain. When my husband tried to talk to me about my intake, I tuned him out. Even he didn’t know the extent of my abuse. I denied that I had a problem — to him, myself, and anyone else that questioned my need to overmedicate.


I was convinced that I wasn’t an addict. Addicts used needles and lived in filthy squalor. They didn’t work, and most were ruthless thieves that stole from their own families to get high. I had a job, a husband, and paid my rent on time. Anything I took was legally prescribed. I wasn’t one of them, I assured myself pompously!


I learned to keep careful notes of every drugstore and doctor I frequented, carefully rotating my visits so as not to arouse suspicion. No matter how clever I thought I was, though, I couldn’t fool everyone. Many physicians refused to give me anything or disdainfully handed me a prescription for three or four pills just to get rid of me, warning me not to come back. Undeterred, I would match the ink color and add a zero to the amount, forging renewals on the bottom.


My tolerance level continued to rise. My back healed, making my quest for a fresh supply of narcotics more difficult. I became completely desensitized to any physical discomfort. I’d find bruises on my body and be mystified as to how they got there. I burned myself on the stove and was unaware until a blister appeared. The tension at home escalated, but I didn’t care. I only cared about my next high. My husband pleaded with me to get help, always reaffirmed that he loved me, and remained ever loyal, yet I still continued to feed my growing habit.


One weekend, while he was out bowling with his friends, I was relaxing at home. I had just filled a fresh prescription, so I was calm and happy. I decided to spoil myself with a long, luxurious bath.


I set a candle on the edge of the tub. When I went to light it, the match sparked. To my horror, I watched my entire arm go up in flames. The flash of light disappeared a second later without leaving a mark.


I stared at the unblemished limb in shock. I could only assume that the chemicals from all the pills had begun seeping through my pores, and that caused the reaction I’d just seen.


I slumped to the floor, shaking. A tear slid down my cheek and onto my lip. I licked it and realized it had no taste.


“It should be salty,” I whispered out loud. “Tears are supposed to be salty.”


I stood up and stared at myself in the bathroom mirror. My hair was dirty and lifeless. I hadn’t styled it in months. My pupils were dilated, my skin puffy, bloated and gray. I saw a dying woman looking back at me. It was my moment of reckoning.


“You’re an addict!” I told my reflection, and with that admission, relief overwhelmed me.


I walked through my home with a robotic, yet determined purpose. I pulled pills from every one of my multiple hiding places. Grabbing the bottle I had just bought, I strode to the bathroom. I poured everything into the toilet without hesitation and flushed. I didn’t dare wait to dispose of everything in a more environmentally safe manner because I knew I would weaken.


Several months later, I was out shopping. After a painful, self-imposed “cold turkey” withdrawal, I was once again healthy and sober. My marriage was back on track, and I was treating my husband, who’d stood by me through it all, with the love, gratitude and respect he deserved.


I stepped up to the pharmacist’s counter to pay for the skin cream I’d bought. I reached into my old winter coat that I’d dragged out of my closet that morning, and my hand closed around a cylindrical plastic tube. I pulled it out to find a vial of pills I’d forgotten I had. I stared at them, hypnotized. I could almost taste them.


“Ma’am?” the druggist prompted me out of my daze, and I smiled at him.


“Could you please dispose of these?” I asked him, handing him the bottle. “They’ve expired.”


I paid for my purchase and left. As I walked out, tears flowed freely, but I smiled, welcoming their warm, salty taste.


~Marya Morin
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Am I Crazy?


Above all else: go out with a sense of humor. It is needed armor. Joy in one’s heart and some laughter on one’s lips is a sign that the person down deep has a pretty good grasp of life.


~Hugh Sidey


Anyone can have a nervous breakdown, but especially rescuers, encouragers, enablers, and those of us who must be in control and save all things. I remember the events that led to mine. I was forty-two years old, and my husband was serving in the U.S. Navy on a ship we jokingly referred to as the USS NEVERSAIL. As assistant ombudsman, I was the one to call if you had a problem. My list of burdens felt endless, and I was hurtling toward a total emotional crash.


I started giving away my favorite possessions. Everything I did had a finality to it that screamed, “I’M STILL IN CONTROL!” But I wasn’t. I started dropping my classes at school, and I talked about death a lot. At the time, I had no relationship with God, except an internal screaming of “Please help me!”


One day, after spending an hour on the phone with a woman who had called to enumerate all her troubles, I began to slip to the end of my rope. Everyone was persecuting her, and nothing was ever her fault. Could I please tell her what to do? I tried to advise her, and she hung up on me, right after she screamed into the phone, “STAY OUT OF MY LIFE!”


The day continued to spiral downward. I worried about my husband and his dysfunctional ship. Younger wives depended on me to give them strength and advice. One after another called me all day. I encouraged here. I advised there. I was an equal opportunity rescuer. Everyone got rescued — except me. I felt alone, hounded, and exhausted.


Then the phone rang. This time I had to bring jumper cables to a young woman who left me standing in a restaurant parking lot. It was nearly midnight, and my homework was still not done. The world seemed to be going crazy around me, but I was the one who lost it. In a daze, I simply did what I always did. Help. Save. Encourage.


I don’t remember much after that. Life seemed as though it was happening at the wrong end of a telescope, distant and vague. I don’t remember driving home. I remember sitting in the driveway with the car running, wishing I were breathing carbon monoxide. But I couldn’t hurt myself. It just wasn’t in me to take that awful step.


I turned off the car, and went into the house. My two beautiful, young daughters sat on the couch. I said some awful things that they both heard. It pains me still to think how much it must have hurt them. Their concern was only for me. Jenny called a therapist friend, who gave me the only advice that she could legally give, but only after I insisted.


“If it were me, Jaye, I would admit myself to the psychiatric ward.” I knew she was right, and she called a wonderful psychiatrist, who immediately accepted me as his patient. He made arrangements with the civilian hospital, but I had to make arrangements through the Navy hospital and get a waiver.


Jenny, her young face filled with fear and concern, dialed the phone and handed it to me. It was a Sunday night. A young lieutenant with no medical experience was the weekend duty officer. What a blessing he was. The first thing I did was sob. Then I stumbled through my story. He was so kind.


“No problem, Mrs. Lewis. I’ll handle everything. I’ll wake people up if I have to. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of you, and my wife and I will pray for you.” He took my information, and I thanked him through shaking sobs. In retrospect, I realized he was the one who notified the Red Cross, who notified my husband’s ship. I was ready to go to the hospital. Now all I had to do was find a ride.


Jenny, at fifteen, did not have her full license yet, so she couldn’t drive me. Several ladies in our Navy Wives Support Group were called. They gathered at my house and had an endless circle of dialog as to who could drive me to the hospital. Each had a reason why she couldn’t. It’s only much later that I realized they might have been afraid of me. I felt abandoned by my friends.


In the end, the ladies chose an alcoholic Navy wife to drive me to the hospital, which was an hour away. Although kind and well-meaning, this woman began every day with thirty ounces of cola, of which she poured out half, and filled the rest of the cup with rum, whiskey, or vodka, whichever was available. She gargled with so much mouthwash between drinks that if you lit a match she would catch on fire. Thankfully she didn’t smoke.


And this was who my trusted friends chose to drive me to the hospital.


Somewhere in my mind, beyond the pain, a sense of the ludicrous began to take shape. I could almost feel a chuckle bubbling somewhere deep within.


So the women packed my clothes and a few personal items into the car of the totally smashed woman. I wanted to grab the stuffed puppy dog that my husband had given me. But then I thought if they saw me with a stuffed dog, they’d think I was crazy! Hello, reality check! I was going to a psychiatric ward with an alcoholic! Of course I was crazy. Again that distant chuckle. I left the dog at home and climbed into the car. “Please, God, don’t let her kill me,” I prayed.


The woman was reassuring, kind, and all over the road. First we started down the wrong side of the interstate. Then, with a hysterical suggestion from me, she crossed the median and weaved her way to the right side of the highway. Then she headed for the outside lane, completely passing over to the shoulder, almost plummeting into a ditch. Whoa! Quickly she turned the wheel to the left, and we were headed toward the median. Then she reverted back. Back and forth we went, as my life passed before my eyes.


I didn’t know whether to pray that the police would stop us, or pray that they wouldn’t notice us. I began to imagine the conversation, as they pulled us over.


“Offisher,” her voice would slur, “I’m sssssshoffering thish woman to the pssshychiatric hoshpital.”


“Well, I’m sorry ma’am. I have to give you a ticket, and you’ll have to change drivers. Ma’am,” he would say, looking at me, “do you have your license with you?”


“Well, yes, officer, I do, but I can’t drive.”


“You don’t know how to drive?”


“No, sir. I know how to drive; I just can’t drive.”


“Well, why not?” he would ask, irritated by now.


“Well,” I would explain, “you see, I’m on my way to the psychiatric ward. Trust me. You don’t want me to drive.”


Thankfully, angels surrounded that car, and we arrived at the psychiatric hospital unscathed. I couldn’t have been happier than to hear the huge, steel door clang shut behind me. By this time, I was just glad to be alive. I began to laugh as the kind nurse led me to my room. In some crazy way, I knew that all this could only happen to me, in quite this way. Laughter brought hope, and hope began my healing. And low as I was, I was certain that with time, excellent care, and the grace of God, I would become well again.


~Jaye Lewis


[image: images]




[image: images]


Don’t Be Like Me


We acquire the strength we have overcome.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson


This last Christmas I celebrated five years of sobriety. I haven’t had a drop of alcohol in five years, but I am still an alcoholic because I know that I have no control when it comes to the bottle. I will always be an alcoholic because of the way I used it to medicate my pain. Tears spill onto the keyboard as I write these words and read them out loud to myself. But there is a freedom that comes from shining the light on something so ugly.


I used to say that I would never ever be a drinker. I wasn’t one of “those” people. I had too much self-control. My Christian upbringing would keep me on the straight and narrow. I didn’t touch the stuff until after I was twenty-one, unlike most of my friends who had dabbled in it much sooner. I was a waitress when I tried it the first time and it was no big deal. It did not take control over my life right away. I was able to forego drinking for years with no problem at all. I got married and started a family without giving alcohol a thought.


Alcohol did not touch my lips again until a friend’s wedding. I was under a tremendous amount of stress. My son Andrew had just been diagnosed with autism two months earlier, and we were in the midst of trying to figure out how to help him. I was at a loss. He was beating me up daily. Literally. Therapies were not working. They seemed to make him angrier. I would come home from sessions with bruises and scratch marks on my arms, and bloodied lips from him head-butting me as I tried to keep him from throwing himself on the ground and getting hurt. I felt so weak. So when I was offered a glass of wine during the rehearsal dinner, I gladly took it. I had no idea what that one action would start.


Now let me make one thing clear. I do not think that people who enjoy having a drink or two are alcoholics. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that. If you drink because you love trying different wines, or you order drinks when you go out to dinner, or you like a cold beer with your nachos — that is not what I am talking about. I have friends who are part of wine clubs, or will have a drink with dinner nightly. No problem. The problem doesn’t come in the type of drink, or the amount even. It comes in the “why.” I drank as a coping mechanism. I drank because I was in so much pain, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.


My reliance on alcohol came slowly. A glass of wine here and there. But it manifested quickly into a problem that I was not willing to face. I would look forward in desperation to the end of the day when I could have that shot of vodka . . . or three. I didn’t drink because I liked the taste. I liked the warm burn down my throat. The tingly feeling in my fingers. The fact that the pain and grief would slowly disappear and I wouldn’t have to think about what I was dealing with on a daily basis. And I stupidly justified it by telling myself that I was a more relaxed wife and mother with a drink or two in me. That was the biggest lie ever. My drinking went from one or two drinks at the end of the day, after Andrew was asleep, to a shot here and there after 4 p.m. when I knew I was home for the rest of the day. The bottle moved from the kitchen, in plain sight, to the closet in our room. I didn’t want my husband to know how much I was drinking, and that was the easiest way to hide it.


My time of self-medicating with alcohol only lasted about a year, but by the end of it I was completely out of control. It culminated in drinking too much on Christmas Eve and coming to the ER with my husband at my side and a doctor asking me stern questions about how much alcohol I had drunk. I denied having more than a couple of drinks of course. My wonderful husband was so worried about me and had no idea how deep my addiction had gone. He thought I had perhaps accidentally doubled up on my antidepressant or something of the sort. He was completely blindsided, and to this day I feel so sorry for what I put him through that night.


I continued to deny the reality of the situation when we got home that night. We went to sleep. I woke up with a terrible hangover and was sick all day. Bryan waited until I was feeling better before talking to me about what was going on. He also presented me with evidence of why he had taken me to the ER — a fleece sleeper my son had worn the night before. It had my vomit all over it from throwing up on him as I tried to rock him to sleep. That was rock bottom. That was also the first day of my new life.


Immediately after the New Year, I went to my first Celebrate Recovery meeting. It is a Christian 12-step program. Bryan was adamant about my going and I had no room to argue with him. I was very nervous. Luckily, so many people were there that I slipped in pretty much unnoticed. But it didn’t last long. They talked about the intense step classes starting a couple of weeks later, and I knew that I needed to commit to attend every single Wednesday of the nine-and-a-half-month course. The class started with thirty-three ladies. By the time graduation came and the twelve steps were completed, only eleven ladies were left.


Recovery is a terribly hard road. The not drinking is only part of the struggle. Facing the reasons behind the addiction are even more difficult. The first three months of sobriety were the most unbearable. The physical need for alcohol disappeared pretty quickly, but the mental addiction had a death grip on my self-control. Every single time I went to the store to get groceries, I had to call my sponsor, or my husband. Someone needed to talk me through the store so that I wouldn’t go down the liquor aisle and lose all of my willpower. Vodka was my coping mechanism, and I hadn’t figured out a new one yet. I needed to ask for help from others to get past those desperate moments. It was hard for me to ask for help. Getting clean was a humbling experience indeed.


I remember the moment that the desire to drink went away, for at least a short time. It was about three to four months into the program. We were at Step 4. By that time, more than half of the women in my group had dropped out. We were at the point where most people who are going to quit, do. Step 4 calls for us to take a moral inventory. It is the hardest step by far, and critical in the healing process. I had filled out the chapter for the week, and it was time to go around the circle and share our answers. We were to talk about guilt. About the “what ifs” we say to ourselves. It was my turn, and what came out of my mouth surprised even me. It wasn’t what I had written.


“I feel like it is my fault my son has autism. What if I hadn’t had to get that root canal when I was pregnant? What if I hadn’t eaten so much tuna? I was supposed to protect him and I didn’t. What if I caused my son to regress into autism?”


In that moment, I felt a thousand pounds lighter. It was the first moment since Christmas that I did not want a drink. I had admitted out loud what had been eating away at my soul for years. And it felt good. I still struggle with those thoughts, especially with having two kids on the spectrum now. But they don’t control me anymore. I can push those thoughts away by giving myself grace instead of reaching for the bottle.


Why am I writing this to a bunch of strangers? Because I don’t want you to be like me. Don’t be full of pride. Don’t try to be so strong that you won’t ask for help when you need it. Asking for help is not a sign of weakness (I am still learning this). Accept help when it is offered, even if you didn’t ask.


Don’t be like me. Realize that no one is perfect and everyone has their weaknesses. You don’t have to be Super Mom, Super Dad, Super Spouse, or Super Person. You are doing yourself a disservice by putting that much pressure on yourself.


Don’t be like me. You can’t control everything that happens around you. You do the best you can, and then you have to let go and realize that life will take the turns it will.


And this last one is especially for parents of special needs kids. Some deal with it well, some do not. Make sure you get time to yourself, or with friends, or with your spouse to refill your emotional tank. Our job is tough. It is life-long. If you don’t take care of yourself, you leave yourself open to unhealthy ways of managing stress. You deserve breaks. Your children will survive without you for a few hours. Your health is as important as meeting their needs. You can’t help them if you don’t help yourself.


Don’t ignore that voice in your head telling you that you are reaching your breaking point.


Don’t make the same mistakes I made.


Don’t be like me.


~Wendy Letterman Hoard
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Finding My True Friends


We have to learn to be our own best friends because we fall too easily into the trap of being our own worst enemies.


~Roderick Thorp


“One more pushup, one more crunch. One less snack, one skipped lunch.” I sat on the floor locked in my room, typing away furiously at my computer to distract myself from my growling stomach. Writing poems was highly therapeutic to me, and it also helped me to brainstorm simple ways to shed even more body fat. Already at sixteen percent body fat, I was entirely committed to reaching zero. My malnourished brain could no longer think rationally; I could not see how emaciated I had already become.


My hunger-inspired poem was a perfect representation of how I slipped into the darkness of anorexia. As a freshman in college, I was painfully lonely. With my best friends at different colleges, I was determined to make new best friends at school. But my acquaintances just weren’t evolving into “BFFs” as quickly as I wanted them to. To add to my frustration, it seemed like everyone else had already found their cohort of best friends. The perceived rejection took an immense toll on my well-being. I felt unworthy of friendship and began to hate myself.


“Ugh, I’m so fat,” I thought as I entered the dining hall. “And fat people certainly don’t need to eat.” Succumbing to the negative thoughts in my head, I decided to cut my lunch in half. No big deal, I reasoned. But to my surprise, my increased self-control sparked a huge adrenaline rush. It was a sickly-sweet pleasure that distracted me from my intense loneliness. Feeling lonely every single day was unbearable. So I began finding sneaky ways to feel that instant high again. If that meant cutting my meals in half or skipping them altogether, so be it.


Losing weight became a game to me, and each day provided a brand new challenge to see how little I could eat. My hunger would be so extreme that even a bowl of plain lettuce tasted like a delicious, heavenly meal.


Weeks passed, and my weight plummeted. My peers grew increasingly concerned. As my track teammate and I were walking back to our dorm rooms, she softly inquired, “Zoe, is everything okay? You’ve lost a lot of weight.” I fought back a proud smile. It was exhilarating to know that people were noticing my weight loss. Finally, I was getting the attention I so desperately craved.


“Yeah, everything’s completely fine,” I told her, avoiding eye contact. I feared that my sad eyes were open doorways exposing my inner demons. One glance and she would have understood the profound pain I was in. She gave me a concerned look, making it evident that she didn’t believe a word of my lie.


Rumors started flying around about me, and I loved every single minute of it. The attention was addicting, and the more of it I received, the less I ate. Anorexia had me in its death grip.


Six months passed, and by then I had lost twenty-five pounds. “Please eat this,” my teammate begged as she handed me a PowerBar.


“I’m not hungry,” I lied. I glared at her. She just didn’t get it. Snacks were strictly forbidden. They were a sign of weakness and poor self-control. How could she not see how unreasonable she was being?


But deep down I knew I was the one being unreasonable. We were on the bus traveling back from a track meet and I had conveniently forgotten to replenish myself after my grueling race. I was so ravenous that I thought I would pass out at any moment. Here I was, severely underweight and too hungry to function, and all I could think about was getting back to my room to do more pushups.


For the first time in six months, I admitted to myself that I was in trouble. I needed help.


•  •  •


“Alright, let’s all check in,” said Mindy, the group leader. Four of us sat in a circle in folding chairs. I had been searching for an eating disorder support group and found one that held weekly meetings in the basement of a church.


“Checking in” meant saying your name and how you were doing with eating. Oh, and you had to share your feelings. I despised that part. “I’m feeling fat,” I’d declare, hoping to avoid sharing anything too personal about my life.


But over time, I grew to be great friends with the girls in the group. It was unbelievable to me that they could know the worst parts about me and still love me unconditionally. As I gained their trust, I began to share more and more about myself. Saying things aloud to them helped me to clearly see just how distorted my thoughts had become.


The group kept me honest. But most importantly, they challenged me to get better.


“That’s your eating disorder telling you that you’re fat,” Mindy explained at one of our meetings. “You need to tell anorexia to shut up.” Her blunt comments made me realize that I had become a prisoner in my own mind. Anorexia was stubborn; she took up far too much of my energy to allow me to be friends with anyone else. I vowed to get better; I had suffered for too long and no longer wanted to feel this way.


It was now or never. Anorexia needed to go. So one night after my meeting I sketched a tombstone in my journal. “Today, I need to say goodbye to anorexia,” I wrote. “For a while, she was my very best friend. May she rest in peace.”


Through countless hours of therapy and my incredible support group, I slowly recovered. As I began to remove anorexia from my life, I was finally able to make room for people who loved me.


Getting better was a turbulent journey filled with setbacks. But my support system grew so strong that it became impossible to be discouraged. They would help me find my way back to the road to recovery every single time.


The defining moment in which I knew I had “made it” was when I was at a restaurant with one of my best friends. As we were eating, she looked at me and smiled. “You know, Zoe, you’ve changed so much throughout college,” she said. “You are truly becoming beautiful on both the inside and outside.”


She could not have possibly known how much her comment meant to me. It was at that moment I knew I never needed to starve myself again. Anorexia was never a friend to me; she was just an evil disease lurking inside my mind. Letting go of her was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But once I did, I could finally love myself, and ultimately find my true friends.


~Zoe Knightly
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His Way, Not Mine


God’s will is not an itinerary, but an attitude.


~Andrew Dhuse


I can vividly recall standing just outside the Chronicle building countless times early in the morning, trying to clear my head enough to focus on my duties as editor of the small weekly newspaper. And I remember praying — begging, really — that God would deliver me.


My co-workers would begin arriving soon, so it was time to plaster a fake smile on my face and crack a few jokes. But in my mind’s eye, I was in a deep cylindrical pit, the walls hard and smooth as granite. It was pitch black and empty, like my life had become. And there was no way out.


I prayed, but I knew God wasn’t listening. And I couldn’t blame him; He knew as well as I that I was thinking about my next drink even as I promised to stop if he would come to my rescue.


I had no idea then, but He was listening. And waiting.


I was fifty, married, a father and a grandfather. A successful journalist. I was also a hopeless closet drunk, albeit a high-functioning closet drunk who spent nearly every waking hour drinking, planning to drink or disposing of the evidence of my addiction. It’s an exhausting and pitiful existence. I lied constantly and worked tirelessly in an effort to live a normal life and at the same time secretly feed this insatiable, abnormal habit that never really satisfied me.


It’s the sort of insanity that prompted me to get out of bed every morning and take that first drink. Usually a bout of puking followed, then I’d attempt another drink, and another, until I could keep down enough of that poison to ease the shakes.


In spite of my efforts to rotate from one store to another, nearly all of the clerks knew what I wanted as soon as I walked in the door. I wasn’t fooling anyone. I hated myself, because while I was never an abusive drunk, I knew deep down I’d rather spend an hour with a six-pack than with any member of my family.


The only thing more important at the time was my job. I was proud of my writing. I knew that as long as I could write, I could hang on to one last shred of self-worth.


But fear of losing everything, of getting called out for my drinking, of my liver exploding, was choking out any hope for peace of mind. A few more drinks and I wouldn’t care. Well, at least not for a few hours.


“Dear God, don’t you see me? Can’t you hear me?” I’d pray. “I’m going to die! Don’t you care?”


Nothing. But in my isolation, I continued to pray. I’m not sure why. After all, I knew alcohol would always answer my prayer to escape. It gave me what I wanted when I wanted it.


Until another weekend binge left me feeling sick. I literally couldn’t get drunk, and as I forced myself to walk into the office early that Monday morning in December, just before the paper’s biggest issue of the year, I found myself unable to concentrate on anything. I was sick deep inside.


I finally gave up and walked out the door, confused, hurting, without hope. Completely broken, because I had just walked away from the one thing I thought made me worth something.


I wanted to die. I prayed, waiting for an answer I knew wouldn’t come.


I finally made the decision to get some help, no matter how frightening the prospect. My wife and I made a couple of calls and everything fell into place for me to admit myself into a residential treatment program.


I walked through the doors, alone and scared to death. What I didn’t know was that, in fact, I wasn’t alone.


I went through detox and several rigorous days of rehab meetings, therapy and group sessions before finding myself wanting to pray again as I sat on my bed.


“Dear God,” was all I could get out before an overwhelming feeling came over me. My face was flushed and the tears began to flow uncontrollably. For a few moments, I knew what it was like to feel God’s presence inside every fiber of my being. It was incredibly intense, like electricity shooting through my veins.


I went to sleep that night without fear for the first time in years. And with the personal realization that God works His will according to what we need, not what we want.


Looking back, it was so clear how perfect His plan was for me. He was listening all along. It just never occurred to me that He might expect me to start cleaning up my own mess before taking over the reins. Had He simply “delivered” me, I probably would have gone on my merry way without trying to lean on Him, and without realizing how much I need His presence in my life every day. The truth is, I’d probably be drinking again today if He had answered my prayer the way I wanted Him to answer it.


These days — several months later — I still pray outside the Chronicle building, alone, but today I offer sober words of gratitude, knowing that He’s listening, just as He was more than a year ago when I was drowning in a cesspool of my own self-loathing, fear and selfishness.


I’ll never look at prayer the same way again. Just when I was ready to die rather than continue living in my own personal hell, He gave me another shot at life.


His way, not mine.


~Tom Montgomery
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Learning to Thrive


Life is not merely to be alive, but to be well.


~Marcus Valerius Martial


“No, Haylee! Stay awake!” my roommate and best friend Izzy screamed at me. “Promise me you won’t fall asleep!”


I groaned at my friend, wishing she would be quiet and drive a little less like we were in a Grand Theft Auto game. My body sunk into the passenger seat like a dead weight. Izzy didn’t know what to do. Her words were slurred to me, but I knew she was sobbing.


Next thing I knew, she was calling my stepmom. “Haylee took a bunch of pills,” she said through sobs. “Um, I don’t know. I think a lot.” She hung up the phone, pushed harder on the gas and cried to me, “Your dad is going to take you to the hospital.”


I was now slouched over the center console. Everything was getting dark. I could see Izzy’s panicked face. I could make out the tears streaming down her cheeks. She fearfully glanced down at me and sobbed, “Why would you do this to me, Haylee? Why?”


The last thing I remember from that car ride was my drowsy response, “Because maybe Jameson had it right.” And then I blacked out.


The doctor said I was lucky. In my head, I was anything but. My vitals were somehow strong. My heart rate returned to normal. My stomach burned and ached as I slowly came back to reality. But I was angry that I had survived. I was angry that I was now being held captive in a hospital hallway lined with crying and groaning patients. With my dad at my side and my stepmom dabbing at her tearful eyes, my doctor asked the most important question, “Did you intentionally try to overdose, Ms. Graham?”


I shook my head no, and said that I’d just had a headache.


My dad looked over at me. “Tell him the truth. Tell him what you told Izzy.”


I rolled my eyes, feeling like everyone was being overdramatic. “That my friend had it right.”


“Her friend killed himself a month ago,” my dad explained in a venomous tone, as though he resented Jameson for planting the idea in my head.


The doctor nodded slowly, now understanding. His eyes burned into me. “You thought he was right about suicide, so you tried it yourself.”


And something about his words — perhaps it was the truth in it all — got through to me. I slumped over my knees, held my face in my hands, and sobbed so loudly that it silenced the nearby patients in their beds. Everyone watched me, slightly surprised by my sudden confession.


Then, between my hands, I cried, “And it wasn’t the first time, either.”


I soon was confined to my own hospital room. In four hours, I would go to the nearest psychiatric hospital to be committed for three days.


What had I done? I hadn’t thought about how my death would affect other people.


For hours, I lay there silently, alone and afraid, like a child sent to her room to think over what she had done wrong. A kind nurse named Randy tended to my every need. For an hour, he even let me spill my heart out. I told him how unstable my life had been for the past ten years. I told him how my mom used to date men who were either drug addicts or expressed anger with their fists. She and I had struggled in extreme poverty, where scrounging for pennies just to have food became the norm and a good day was when we had lukewarm water for bathing.


Then, I confessed that by age fifteen I had already tried killing myself twice. Randy listened intently as I explained that for four years, self-injury was my stability and my razor blade gave me a different kind of pain I craved. As soon as I graduated high school, I battled alcoholism, promiscuity, and for months was addicted to cocaine and crystal meth. Then my dear childhood friend pressed a gun to his temple and took his own life. That was the last straw and was when I decided to end it all with the eleven pills that I swallowed with a bottle of NyQuil.


By the time I was done, I was out of breath from my sobs. Randy observed me quietly and after a few minutes, stated, “It sounds like you have had to learn how to survive. But that’s not what life is about. Don’t just survive anymore, thrive.” He gently held my arm. “Forget the past, forget the bad things that have happened, and learn to thrive. Promise me you’ll try and do that.”


With tears running down my cheeks, I grabbed Randy’s hand. “I promise.”


For three years, writing was my outlet from the very dark world I lived in. By 2013, I was an official author with four completed full-length novels. So when I was admitted into the psychiatric hospital, I found my outlet and wrote a diary of my experiences. In just three very scary and revealing days, I learned more than some people learn in a lifetime. The nurses within those walls scolded me for what I had almost done, telling me to appreciate the life of grace I had. The friends I made there encouraged me and most of all, showed me how blessed I truly was.


So, on my third day, I left with the motivation to create a life worth living. I had many apologies to make, bad habits to break, and several relationships to rebuild, but I restored myself, stopped using drugs, and grew into a better person. One year later, I’m still an author, selling my four novels online while also managing a music-based nonprofit and a charitable hat company giving back to hospital patients. I live in a stable home, am surrounded with wonderful friends, and I have finally tasted the happiness I’ve always searched for. I no longer survive. Now I live a beautiful life not just for me, but also for the friends who encouraged me during my darkest hours at that hospital. I fulfilled my promise, started over, and finally learned to thrive.


~Haylee Graham
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Looking Forward, Looking Back


Nobody can go back and start a new beginning, but anyone can start today and make a new ending.


~Maria Robinson


Blood dripped from my knees, elbow and face as I limped home whimpering in pain that day. I’d taken a dive and had fallen face down trying to rescue my team at a game of base invasion. I was about eight and to expect sympathy for my injuries was a delusion. In fact, as soon as Mother saw the state I was in, she grabbed me by my hair and shook me like a rag doll. That was just the introduction to the beatings that followed. “How many times do I have to tell you not to run,” she hollered.
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