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I dedicate these pages to my uncle, Rafael E., whose spirit, experience, and love for Alcoholics Anonymous helped shape this biography and give it its true context. I also dedicate them to the memory of my grandfather, Paco E., who died never knowing that his illness could have been stopped.
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PREFACE 
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Although inevitably filtered through my imagination and my word processor, the words that follow belong entirely to Miguel B., the sole protagonist of this story. As my witness, I call upon my trusty recorder from the Canary Islands and the room at the rehabilitation center where, fueled by coffee and cigarettes, we managed to stay awake. I have changed names and, in certain scenes, omitted locations to preserve the privacy of Charito’s family and out of respect for the memory of this young girl.

Miguel breathes deeply through these pages, filling the hearts of those who have yet to discover serenity—and of those who, having found it, wish to continue carrying it alongside the presence of a Higher Power.  (The Author, 1991)
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THE HOMELESS SHELTER
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Serenity was never one of my traits. Quite the opposite—compulsion became ingrained in my life alongside the monster of alcohol, dragging me down a path of suffering and isolation. I’ll never forget those days of reckless abandon when I left my wife and moved into a homeless shelter. Back then, I’d get up around seven-thirty in the morning and leave that place with an overwhelming need to drink.

Many times I would stop by the church of San Rafael, in Jerez, which I passed on the way to Pedro’s bar. There, I would plead with the crucified Christ to help me escape the mess I was in. I’d promise Him I wouldn’t drink again. At that hour, the church was always empty—sometimes just an old woman in black, wandering from altar to altar in search of the saint most likely to grant her favor. But soon, the first four pews would fill up with elderly women, racing through the rosary in a breathless, singsong voice.

One time, hoping for some kind of forgiveness myself, I even joined in with those magical formulas. But I found no relief from what tormented me. Worse still, instead of joy for a lost sheep returning to the flock, I received angry glares from those women. Some left the church without finishing the rosary, clutching their purses to their chests. Others, bolder, scooted to the far end of the pew as I passed, muttering to one another. I didn’t blame them. I was a social outcast, and I knew it. Then, walking as fast as I could, I’d make my way to Pedro’s bar, where I would down three or four shots of gin. I always vomited the first one. The rest I drank greedily. Soon after, I felt nothing. I remembered nothing. My promises faded into the darkness, just like the shelter I’d left behind.

In the rare moments of sobriety I still had early on, I must have heard the stories about that shelter. Apparently, it had once been a noble mansion, willed to the Little Sisters of the Poor by a marquise trying to make peace with God for her many sins. The nuns had lived there until the damp set in. At first, it showed as small stains on the walls. But slowly, like a creeping snake, it took over the ground floor, then made its way to the second floor and even the highest turrets. The sisters would whitewash the walls in the heat of summer, but it was no use.

Then came the sour smell that clung to their habits like ivy. No amount of incense—pounds of it, burned daily—could drive it away. In the end, they had no choice but to move. Before they left, though, they decided to restore and preserve a couple of the rooms, both upstairs and down, where the damp hadn’t done as much damage because they faced south. Those rooms were then offered to homeless people. As expected, the place quickly became known as a refuge for drunks and petty criminals.

I noticed the damp smell the moment I arrived—but, as you might imagine, I didn’t care. I wasn’t in a position to demand anything. What mattered most to me was having a place away from my wife and mother-in-law where I could drink without reproach. I had some back pay from the police after being declared unfit for duty by the medical board, and I’d spent five days in a boarding house. But I didn’t want to waste money I could use for drinking. Someone had mentioned this shelter, so I went there with my few remaining belongings. I arrived in the afternoon, relatively sober after a short nap following a binge. I’d shaved with difficulty and put on a clean shirt—one of the few I had left since leaving home. A nun opened the door.

"What do you need?” she asked with a hint of suspicion.

"I need a place to sleep," I replied.

There were no more questions.

"All right, come in. The shelter opens at seven-thirty in the morning and closes at ten-thirty at night. Follow me."

She was young. Her voice, though distant—likely hardened by the type of people who came through—seemed to carry the shyness and early calling of someone who might still be a novice. I wondered if she was. I followed her through a courtyard full of potted plants. The ground was wet, and I walked carefully to avoid slipping.

"There are two of us here—Sister Carmen and me. My name is Sister Josefa. We’re here all day until seven in the evening. Then Ramiro takes over for the night. We used to serve meals, but we can’t anymore. Donations have dried up."

She led me through a narrow hallway that opened into a large room.

"This is one of the dormitories. We have another one upstairs. You’ll be staying up there..."

I wished I’d arrived drunk. The dorm had about twenty old cotton mattresses laid out more or less in rows on the floor. The sour smell I’d noticed earlier was overwhelming. We climbed a huge staircase and reached the room upstairs.

"You’ll sleep in that bed in the corner. The restrooms are down that hall," she said, pointing. "Ramiro will bring you a blanket."

There were actual beds upstairs, and the smell was much less intense.

"I don’t know why you came here. You seem different. Please... behave yourself."

With that, the nun disappeared down the stairs. I remember standing there for a few minutes, not sure what to do. Then I slid my suitcase under the bed and headed back out. My body was already screaming for more alcohol.

I returned later that night. A man in his sixties opened the door.

"Hey, you! You’re the guy from this afternoon, right? I left your blanket over there."

Even in my drunken state, I could tell the man had been drinking too. I didn’t reply. I just wanted to sleep. I hadn’t eaten anything, but I wasn’t hungry either. I went up to the dorm without paying attention to anyone else. I felt weighed down, though too exhausted to think. I must have fallen asleep, because around one in the morning I was jolted awake by shouting from downstairs. I got up and made my way to the stairwell as best I could. Two men were fighting—one of them holding a knife, ready to stab the other.

My first thought was to let them kill each other. But somehow, I found myself heading down the stairs. I had been a police officer, and I knew how to break up a fight. Just as I was about to step in, two officers burst through the door. Ramiro had called them. I froze. They were former colleagues. After separating the men, one of the officers turned and looked at me in silence as they walked out. I remembered him—Benito. We’d served three years together in the Basque Country. "He’ll go far in the force," I thought. "And look at me now. Well... I don’t deserve to live."

"You guys stir up trouble every night," Ramiro said.

"Tomorrow the nuns will hear about this, and the whole neighborhood will be breathing down our necks. Because of you, they’ll shut this place down, and we’ll all end up sleeping under bridges or in some police station."

I didn’t hear a word he said. What crushed me was being seen like that by my former colleagues. I sank into such deep despair that I asked a man nearby—later I learned his name was Luis—for a drink. I drank with him until I felt nothing.

The next morning, very early, the need to drink woke me once again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

MY LIFE HAD BECOME UNCONTROLLABLE

[image: ]


I had always felt superior to everyone living at the shelter. I had been a police officer, while most of them were drifters with a long history of being abandoned by their families. I would flaunt it by treating them to drinking sprees using the back pay I still received from the police department. However, when the money ran out and I had to beg for a glass of wine, I discovered friendship among some of those outcasts.

I especially remember Romero, who was much older than me. I had met Luis before him, who died of hepatitis two months after I arrived. Romero, though not exactly a good example since he drank as much as I did, always advised me to quit drinking and go back to my wife. Sister Josefa, with whom I had developed a close friendship, also begged me not to drink, saying I was too young and was slowly destroying my life. Hearing that, sometimes I’d get emotional and decide to return home, but the alcohol was stronger than my will.

Amparo, my wife, would come to see me and bring me clean clothes and some food. She would say, embarrassed, that the neighbors had seen me lying in the streets like a beggar, that I should think of our daughters, stop drinking, and come back home. She was right, but I wouldn’t listen. I was lost in the deafening whirlwind of myself. I had been at the police station several times, though
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