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Preface
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Not unlike anyone else that has worked in a restaurant, nightclub, or bar, I’ve seen and experienced some really crazy shit.  This business can drop you into a lifestyle like no other.  Add obvious, but untreated and undiagnosed bipolar disorder, and the lifestyle is amplified.

Those in the medical field can probably relate to the long hours, lack of sleep, and just plain bizarre events, but at the end of the day, they can always say they were trying to help.  I’ve seen people at their worst and helped them get there.  Then, all too often, go there myself.

Frequently, I would be sitting around with friends, trading stories of the day, the past week, or reminiscing about things that happened years ago that we still talk about.  Every time we would do this, I couldn’t help but think that if all these stories were put together, it would make a great book.

So, I started to put this together, but the original idea was lost as the pages progressed.  It took seven years to complete this book, and things changed.  The end result ultimately became a collection of my own personal experiences.  How it was, how it is and how it will probably be.

The majority of this book is directly based on actual events.  The names have been changed to protect the innocent and, in most cases, the not-so-innocent.  Situations, places, times, and names have been blended and combined, so not to directly imply, expose, or offend any real people that may have been involved.  I have no problem airing my own dirty laundry but have no intention of airing anyone else’s.

So many of the things that have happened to or around me, I don’t even believe.  Anytime we would tell the stories, and someone would ask, “Did that really happen?”

Our only reaction was to laugh and say, “You can’t make this shit up.”

This is in no way an exact account of anything.  I didn’t keep a journal or any record of these events.  This is just how I remember it.

I hold no ill feelings towards anyone that may have been portrayed in a bad light.  I don’t hold grudges and fully admit my own part in it all.  No one is more to blame than me.

Looking back over my life, I have plenty of regrets, but when we get together and tell these stories, it’s almost always a good time.

At the worst points of your life, someone might say, “One day you’ll look back at all this and laugh.”

At the time you will probably think to yourself, as I did, ‘Bullshit!’  But true enough... I’m laughing now... about some of it.
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Chapter One:

Waking Up
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My eyes are still shut, but I can feel myself coming to.  So many mornings, (at least it feels like morning to me... more often than not, it’s late afternoon) I dread opening my eyes.  I’m often surprised by my surroundings.

I remember one time opening my eyes after a long, good sleep; sitting at a desk in the front row, my head held up by my left hand, only to see the whole classroom staring back at me and trying not to laugh. I jerked upright and turned towards the front of the room to see the Mother Superior glaring at me, but never saying a word about it.  It was CCD, the Catholic version of Sunday school on Saturday.  I was about 12.  This wasn’t the first time and would not be the last.  Luckily this was just embarrassing and in no way dangerous.

Actually, I’ve opened my eyes to find myself in any number of embarrassing or frightening scenarios.  I might have been behind the wheel doing sixty in the middle of traffic (God only knows how I survived that one).  Other times I might have been slumped over the steering wheel along the side of the road (How I got through those times without ending up in jail, killing myself or someone else, I’ll never know).  Like a lot of people, I feared waking up in a stranger’s bed, hoping she’s of age, it was safe, and I didn’t have to go coyote.  Too many times I found myself on the floor of some bathroom, hopefully not lying in puke, but if I did wake up in puke or blood, I prayed that it was my own.

It could have been anything.  The most surprising times were when I woke up in my own bed safe and sound.  I don’t think this is one of those times.

With my eyes still shut, I start to hear voices... conversation... activity.  I can tell it’s not the TV.  I know I’m not alone and might be out in public somewhere.  It’s not cold and doesn’t feel like the ground, so I’m not out on the street.  I feel a mattress and a pillow under me with a blanket over me.  I’m in bed, but not a normal bed.  I start to hear beeping and machinery.  I notice that the head of the bed is propped up a bit.

I’m in a hospital.

Given the angle of the bed, when I open my eyes, the first thing I see are my feet pushing up under the blanket.  There’s a defibrillator lying between my legs.  This must have been a bad one.  A nurse, sitting in a far corner of the small room, stands up when she sees that I’m awake.  She’s talking, but I can’t quite make out what she is saying yet.  She checks some machinery over my left shoulder, which I can’t see.

I’m moving slowly and trying to shake my head clear.  Weak and lightheaded, I quietly struggle to mutter, “What happened... Where am I?”  I cough a little... my throat hurts like hell... and I start to remember why.

I remembered that I was working all night, opening a new location.  As a regional manager and still in training, I had been doing regular checks on all my locations for a few months now.  I had thirty-five locations in five states: Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, and Kentucky.  Opening new locations meant more money, so after an additional month of training, this was the first new location that I was taking on by myself.  For the last three or four days I had been working almost twenty-four hours a day, trying to impress my supervisor who was coming to check my progress.

It was already 6 in the morning.  I had a doctor’s appointment at 9 which was about sixty miles away, and I was supposed to meet my boss at noon.  It wasn’t really a doctor’s appointment.  It was my psychiatrist, but I always wrote ‘doctor’s appointment’ in my planner in case anyone saw it.

I had gotten into some trouble about a year ago and got probation which requires AA meetings, random drug testing, and monthly meetings with a psychiatrist. This was supposed to be the last meeting.

Less than three hours of sleep is useless, so I knew I had to stay up and decided to get a little help.  Mass amounts of caffeine and energy drinks weren’t cutting it.

I remember fondly the day I was first introduced to Red Bull, the first of many energy drinks to hit the market in the late nineties.

I was waiting tables at a sports bar in Austin, Texas, where I live with my brother.  It was ‘97 or ‘98.  This place wasn’t just the oldest bar in Austin, but the oldest in the whole state, and it looked it.  It was the first public place in Texas to get air-conditioning.  Still to this day, it has the flashing neon ‘air conditioning’ sign out front.

People in Texas are crazy about air-conditioning.  It might be a hundred and twenty degrees outside, and they've got the AC set at about forty.  This extreme difference in temperature is why everyone is always sick.  In the summer, about sixty percent of the population has a cold.  People bring sweaters to work when it’s a hundred degrees outside... sweaters in the summertime never made sense to me.

Anyway, these guys came in and sat down in my section on a particularly busy afternoon.  Towards the end of their meal, one of them reached into his bag and pulled out this silver and blue can that was only about half the size of a regular soda or beer can.  He handed two of them to me and asked me to try them.  I remember thinking that it might be a beer or some kind of malt liquor.  Even though I was frequently stoned out of my mind at this job, I didn’t want to get busted drinking.  So, I quickly hid them behind the bar, which just made it look even more suspicious.  They assured me that it was non-alcoholic, but more than anything else, I was just too busy to bother with it.

After finishing the first half of a double shift, I tried one.  It was great.  It offered twice the jolt of coffee with no caffeine crash.  The second shift was a breeze.

I was hooked.

This particular morning, I needed something stronger.

The location I was working on was in a really small town, and good drugs were hard to find.  Also... being a small town, even if I managed to find some, it was sure to get back to the owners or employees.  I wanted to keep this job.

So, I wrapped up my work, jumped in my car, and drove about forty miles closer to my doctor’s office.  At one of my stops for gas, well out of town, I picked up a bottle of pills that truckers sometimes use.  They are supposed to be diet pills, but in actuality they are more or less over-the-counter speed.  Not all truckers are on a diet.  I washed down about half a bottle with a Dr. Pepper.  Needless to say, I was wide awake for the ride to my doctor’s appointment.

I arrived at my doctor’s office about fifteen minutes early and after checking in, started flipping through a magazine.  As part of the check in, they make me piss in a cup.  It didn’t occur to me that the speed might show up.

My mind was racing, but I felt I had my composure well in check.  Just as my watch beeped 9:00, Dr. Beamen came into the waiting room and invited me back.  I sensed she noticed right away that something was wrong. However, she didn’t let on about her suspicions, and we started with the usual small talk. At $50 an hour, fitted to my income, we were talking about the weather.

Finally, she came out with it and asked, “Are you on something right now?”

Quickly, but calmly I responded, “No.”  I paused for just a second to fish in my pocket for my ‘one year’ gold coin to show her.  “You know... I’ve been clean for over a year now.”  Continuing, but with a little more attitude this time, “And you got my urine sample that we still do eevverrry visit.”  (I hear they sometimes take a strand of your hair for DNA testing now.)

Being direct, she pointed out something I didn’t think she knew.  “You know that is part of the deal... and even though you’ve never come up dirty, you also know what drugs don’t show up in the urine sample.”  Now she was just glaring at me, waiting for my half-assed explanation.  With the results of today’s test still not in, it was foolish of me to reminder her.  The speed would probably show up.

I jumped right into it like it was nothing.  “Ok... I’ve been working a lot of hours lately, and I may have over done it with the coffee.”  Seeing that this didn’t satisfy her, I continued, “I did take a few energy pills.”  Real quickly, but sounding more and more guilty, I added, “They’re over-the-counter diet pills... They’re perfectly legal.”  Given the fact that I was about a buck twenty soaking wet, she knew as well as I did that, I had no interest in dieting.

“How much did you take?” she asked, now just writing in her notebook.

“The whole bottle.” I answered... very matter-of-factly.  I had taken the other half of the bottle just before coming into the office.

Although trying to hide her surprise, her head jetted up from her notebook, and a look of terror was apparent on her face.  Still sounding calm and noticing that I’m not really showing any side effects, she asked, “How many pills come in a bottle?”

“About thirty.” I said, still very nonchalantly.

With increasing concern on her face, but maintaining her monotone questioning, she asked, “Do you know how many milligrams per pill?” again, face down and writing in her notebook.

This whole part of the conversation was like playing tennis.  So, I volleyed back, “I have no idea.  Just guessing... maybe five.”  This time a little concern of my own came through in my voice.

It didn’t take her long to do the math.  Then more calmly than ever, she said, “Will you excuse me for just a few moments?” and casually proceeded to leave the room.

Although she had never left the room in the middle of a session before, her leaving had no effect on me.  Somewhere between five and ten minutes later, she returned.  After picking up her notebook from her chair, she sat back down.

This time the conversation was much more like normal.  We continued to talk casually about work, my family, and my social life.  Work took up the majority of the conversation and there wasn't much social life to speak of.  I threw in some stuff about meetings, so that she knew that I was going (another part of the deal).

Although I was trying to hide it, I was shaking like a leaf, and it felt like my heart was going to jump out of my chest throughout the entire meeting, but at about a quarter to ten, I was feeling pretty relaxed.  To be honest, I always did at the end of our meetings.  It really did help, and this time was supposed to be the last time I'd have to do this, so I was more relaxed than ever.  Just as I felt myself start to slip into this euphoric state, there was a sharp knock on the door.

Without even acknowledging me or getting up from her chair, she called out, “Come in,” as if she were expecting the interruption.  She knew who it was.  It was the paramedics, coming  to  take  me  away .

As she slipped into the background, she attempted to explain to me that she had to call them. One of the paramedics began to check my vitals while another was writing stuff on a clipboard.  It later occurred to me that the euphoric state I was slipping into was not just relief from these meetings, but possibly something more.

Talking to Dr. Beamen and basically ignoring me, the clipboard guy, shocked and with a ‘you dumb kid’ attitude, said to her, “I can’t believe how calm he appears.  When did he take the pills?”

I answered, “About an hour ago.”

Then he asked the other paramedic, who was kneeling beside me, “What’s his pressure?”

She responded with a list of numbers and medical jargon that, as far as I was concerned, was all Greek to me.  (Actually, I think it was Greek, or maybe Latin).  Then, she asked me in plain English and in a pleasant tone, “How are you feeling, Jeff?”

“I feel fine.” I responded very calmly, as if to say, ‘what’s all the fuss about?’

They put me on a gurney.  Then, in a little more than an accusatory tone, she asked, “Why did you take so many pills?”

I realized then that they were under the impression that I was trying to commit suicide... again.  (That’s part of how this all started.)  So, I responded, trying to hold back my disbelief of the situation and hopeless disappointment in Dr. Beamen’s opinion of me, “I was only trying to stay awake.  I can’t really afford the luxury of a full night’s sleep this week.  I feel fine, and all of this is totally unnecessary.”

Evidently, I didn’t convince them, and they carted me off to the hospital.

I do remember getting to the hospital and having anywhere from four to seven doctors and nurses working on me.  They were all moving very quickly and wearing these clear plastic face-shields and what looked like full-length paper smocks.  They were twisting and pulling me in every direction as they put in all these wires and tubes.  No one asked any questions, and I remained fully alert, calm, and cooperative.  That is... until they started talking about pumping my stomach and putting in a catheter.

I was catheterized once before.  I remember waking up years ago to see some guy with my dick in one hand and a tube in the other.  I was disoriented and didn’t know where I was.  There were four guys wearing blue, two on either side of the bed holding me down, and I thought they were cops.  I thought I was in trouble and for some reason tried to get up and run.  Just as these four guys dropped down on me like the defensive line sacking the quarterback, dude with the tube said, “This might hurt a bit,” as he jammed the catheter into me.

Although not as memorable as my past experience with the catheter, I had had my stomach pumped before.  That time I was completely unconscious. This time was pretty much the polar opposite.  The stuff they were working on getting out of me had me more than wide awake.

I was able to bypass the catheter by voluntarily pissing in a cup... again.  This also slightly postponed the stomach pumping, but not long enough.

They started by trying to cram a tube, which was as big as my middle finger, up my nose.  It hurt like hell, and I began to groan and scream in agony.  It didn’t fit, so they gave up on that route.  I breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived, as they decided to force it down my throat instead.

I was choking... and gagging... and begging them to stop.  It felt like it was tearing my throat.  Then, I started vomiting and spewing up this black sludge that they were pumping into me.  It burned like hell.  Every once in a while, it sprayed them in the face, which explained the plastic shields.  This was by far the most excruciating experience of my life.

Then... I suppose I eventually passed out from the pain or the experience as a whole.  Which brings me back to the nurse checking machinery, the defibrillator between my legs, and the hospital bed in which I’m now lying.  However, it doesn’t quite clarify everything.

The nurse might have been talking the whole time, but I’m just now starting to hear her.  She’s totally dumbing it down and possibly exaggerating a bit.  She claims that I was fighting them, but it seemed a natural defense, given the circumstances.  I remember trying very hard to be as cooperative as possible, so it would be over with quickly.

She goes on to explain that, considering the amount that I took, they were afraid my heart would just explode.  This is her exaggerating, I’m sure, but it explains the defibrillator.  That is why they were in such a hurry to get it out of my system or at least neutralize what already made its way into my bloodstream.  That’s what the black sludge, or what I found out was activated charcoal, was for.

The doctor comes in shortly after I wake up and starts asking the standard questions.

“Do you know where you are?”

“Hospital.”

“What year is it?”

“1998.”

“Who’s the president?”

“Clinton.”  I must have passed.  He starts to explain everything.

From what the doctor tells me, also dumbing it down, my heart did stop.  Apparently, they had to shock me back to life.  I later discovered bruises on my chest and back, so I guess that part is true.

Then, I just kind of slept for what turned out to be a little less than two days.  By then, everything was out of my system and, outside of being a little weak from not really moving for two days, I was healthy.  They are quick to remind me just how lucky I was that there was no permanent damage to my heart, brain, or anything else.

During their explanations of the whole thing, I'm able to find out just exactly where I am.  As it turns out, it’s the same hospital I ended up in a few years ago, after an actual suicide attempt.  It’s a pretty good hospital in a small town in Northwest Indiana, not far from where I grew up.  It also happens to be only a few towns over from my psychiatrist’s office and the town where two of my five sisters live with their families.

Back when I first started with Dr. Beamen, I listed my second oldest sister, Annie, as my emergency contact on the forms.  Well, considering this is an emergency... they contact her... and she shows up.

She shows up with her husband, who, only about three or four months ago, was in the hospital himself.  He had just had emergency surgery to repair five vessels around his heart.  The whole family had been there for that, and it had been a serious touch and go situation.  Everyone had been really scared.

Anyway, I feel terrible for putting them into similar surroundings so soon after what they had just gone through.  I don’t want them to have to relive it.  Besides, they didn’t have to come by at all... I'm fine.

Then, possibly as kind of a karma thing, my mind starts to play tricks on me.  While they are standing alongside of the bed, my sister Annie holding my hand, an old reoccurring nightmare of mine comes back to me.

You see, about five years ago my mother died, and the whole experience messed me up in a bunch of ways.  I remember vividly, the whole family packed into this small ICU room.  There were about ten of us just helplessly standing there watching her die.

After about three months of various surgeries and procedures, there was nothing more anyone could do.  My mother had been sick for years.  The nurse informed us that it wouldn’t be much longer.  Then, one by one, each individual family member walked up to the side of her bed... held her hand... and said their goodbyes.  Everyone except for me, that is.

I just couldn’t pry myself away from the wall I was clinging to.  It seemed to be the only thing holding me up.  I stood there and watched everyone else say their goodbyes.  I just stood there and watched her die.  I couldn’t move at all, not even for my last chance to say goodbye to my mother... (I’ve actually never forgiven myself for that).

Anyway, for months after this, I would have the same dream every night.  In the dream, it was me lying there... and the family was one by one saying their goodbyes to me.  One by one walking up to the side of my bed... holding my hand... and saying their goodbyes to me.  That’s how it was supposed to be... that was the plan.  I was supposed to die first.

When the dreams first started happening, I would wake up right away, short of breath, sweating like mad, panicked, and crying my eyes out.  Eventually I would stay sleeping, afraid to open my eyes and see it wasn’t real.  Either way, I would eventually wake to find the pillow soaked with tears.

It stopped for a while.

Then about six months later, I went in for a routine doctor’s visit.  At this particular time in my life, I had a regular doctor, and I only lived a few blocks from my sister Annie.  There was something wrong with my car, so I asked her to take me.  At one point during the exam, they were drawing blood.  I’ve had my blood drawn about a million times, but this time I felt a bit woozy.  I remember actually saying, ‘I think I’m going to pass out.’  ... and then I did.

When I woke up, I was lying there in the hospital bed, and my sister was holding my hand.  I immediately started crying, shaking, and hyperventilating... basically, freaking the fuck out.  It was just too real... my dream come to life.

And now five years later... here we go again.

Here I am lying in a hospital bed, ICU no less, my brother-in-law standing there and Annie holding my hand.  I don’t freak out this time, but the junk I'm hooked up to does.  I'm trying to maintain my composure, trying not to upset my sister and her husband.  However, the machines that I am hooked up to make it more difficult to hide.

The crap starts beeping like mad, and despite my attempts to calm down, my sister’s and brother-in-law’s faces go a bit white.  The nurse jumps up from her chair, and the doctor comes running in.  I’m sure they all think I'm having a heart attack.

After checking all of the machines, they shoot something into the IV and in a few minutes everything is fine.

It's just a mild panic attack.

The sedative they hit me with makes me tired.  I assure my sister that I’m going to be fine.  We make arrangements for them to move my car from the psychiatrist’s office to the hospital parking lot.  Then, after a few more pleasantries, they leave.  I probably could fall asleep right after all this, but my mind is all over the place.

“No more!” I think to myself.  No more.  Dear God... no more.  This can never happen again, and I will do everything in my power to make sure it doesn’t.  I can’t keep finding myself in these situations.  Out of work, broke, alone, lost, moving from one place to another every year or so, changing jobs after only a few months, popping in and out of hospitals, scaring and worrying my family and friends... it all has to stop.  Right here... right now, it has to stop.

Finally, I am determined to do whatever it takes, and I want to jump out of this bed and leave right here and now.  I feel reborn and want to start my new life... as a new man... on a new path... as soon as humanly possible.  The doctors, on the other hand, have other plans and my body isn’t strong enough to take me anywhere just yet.

I could stay and rest a little longer.  Take my time and make some solid plans, then go do whatever I set my heart to.  Besides, I don’t have much choice at this point.

After one more day, they move me to a regular room.  As I get my strength back, I become more and more antsy and ready to leave.  The fact that I am seriously jonesing for a cigarette isn’t helping either.

At one point, I ask if they could take me outside for a minute, so I could smoke.  Obviously, they say no.  They do however, put me on ‘the patch’.  I'm not trying to quit, but they tell me that it will help with the cravings.

While reading the package, I notice that one patch was the time-release equivalent of about fifteen cigarettes a day.  I tell them about what I read, then begin my attempt to explain that I smoke about thirty cigarettes a day.  So, in my sweetest voice I ask, “How about two patches?”

Apparently, it doesn’t work like that.

The following day, I get a visit from Dr. Beamen.  We exchange the usual small talk, and then she starts in, “I would like to admit you here for a week or so.  Just to make sure you’re alright.”

“No fuckin’ way!” I immediately respond.  Then, continuing very slowly and emphasizing every word, “I  was  not  trying  to  kill  myself.  I was only trying to stay awake for what was, from my calculations, our last meeting.  Not to mention, a highly stressful day ahead.  All of which I talked about openly in our meeting.”  Then, calming down a little, “If I missed our meeting, we would have to keep doing this.  I’m over it... I’m fine.  I’ve met every little ridiculous requirement they held me to.  I’m done.”  The psych ward took its toll on me the last time.  I wasn’t going to go through it again.

As pissed off as I am, it’s not easy, but I do my best to put as much sincerity as I can muster in saying, “This job has been great, and it has kept me so busy I haven’t even had time to even think about all that shit.  That was a messed-up time... and I didn’t take it very well, but I’m fine now.”

Being quite dismissive, she decides to end our little conversation by saying, “We don’t want to aggravate your condition, so why don’t we discuss this later when you have calmed down.”

“There’s nothing to discuss.  I’m done,” I reply as she leaves the room.

This less than pleasant conversation reminds me of two things: my job for one, and also how all this got started... but mostly my job.

Considering the fact that I haven’t been to work in days, and I missed the meeting with my supervisor, plus the fact that my supervisor more than likely had to finish the opening himself, I’m betting there’s not much I can do to save my job.  My only hope is to play on their sympathies.  They knew I had a doctor’s appointment (at least they thought it was a doctor’s appointment), and I could use that.

So, I call my boss.  After apologizing for my absence, I try to explain that the doctor thought he noticed something and had me admitted.  I add that they have me on a bunch of painkillers, which causes me to be a little out of it.  That is why I didn’t call sooner.  I wanted to be coherent.  Then I tell him that it turned out to be nothing, and I would be back to work on Monday.

He attempted to fake some genuine concern... wished me well... and then asked me to call him on Monday before coming in.  His tone of voice and the very fact that he stressed calling before coming in, made it perfectly clear.

My only thought at this time is, ‘Damn.  They’re gonna take the company car.’  Being out of work didn’t bother me.

The thing is, my car was repo-ed a little more than a year ago, round about the same time a whole bunch of other shit went down.  After that, I moved from Waukegan, Illinois, to Austin, Texas.  Getting around in Austin without a car wasn’t easy.  Finding the right job and being able to work good shifts without wheels was a regular issue.

So, when I was offered the job as the Regional Manager of a pizza joint, which came with a corporate credit card, expense account, and a company car, the deal couldn’t have been better.  They let me pick from a list of zones I could cover.  I picked the Midwest, so I could work with Dr. Beamen.  She had closer contact with the courts, and it just made things easier.  I told my new bosses that I was a diabetic, which I hoped would explain my regular doctor’s visits.  The job was easy, it paid well, and the set up was perfect.

Now, with everything that has happened, the thought of being unemployed again didn’t bother me.  However, the idea of going back to Texas broke and without wheels sucked.  I knew I had to get out of here and get things sorted out in a hurry.

As I'm planning my next move, the phone next to my bed rings.

More than a little confused, I answer it, “Uhh... Hello?”

“Mr. Etch... ree... ling?” the voice on the other end asks.

Wondering who knows I’m here and knowing that anyone that is butchering my name that badly is probably not delivering good news, I respond, “Who is this?”

“Jeff.  My name is Roger Livingston.  I’m a public defender; I got this number from a Dr. Beamen.  I was given your file, and I need to bring you up to date.”  I can hear papers shuffling as he pauses a second.  Then he continues, “Yesterday, Dr. Beamen reported your alleged relapse and/or overdose to me.  Now, I know that your probation period ended last week.”  (At this point I’m assuming the worst).  He continues, “I’m not sure what you did to piss her off, but our records show that you have met all of the requirements.  Despite the difficulty we had getting a hold of you at times, you managed to stay in complete compliance.

“Taking all of this into consideration, the judge is not pursuing her claim and you are free and clear.  This matter will now be taken off your record.”  He pauses again... more papers shuffling... then continues, “We need to send you your copies of the final paperwork for your records.  The most recent address we have for you is in Austin, Texas, on Guadalupe.  Is that correct?”  (He pronounced it, ‘Guada-loo-pay’, which in Spanish is correct, but in Austin, they pronounce it, ‘Guada-loop’.  You would think that they say it like that because the street loops... but it doesn’t.)

Anyway... stunned, I reply, “Uhh... Yeah.  2842 Guadalupe.”  I go ahead and pronounce it the same way he does.

“Ok.  Then, I guess that’s it.  Stay out of trouble now.”

Then, in the middle of saying, ‘Thank you,’ he hangs up.

At this point, I’m lying there thinking, ‘Did that really just happen?’  It was like a free gift with the purchase of a small problem.

They said that it was ‘limited probation’ and as long as I followed the requirements to the letter, it would not stay on my record, and I would be free and clear after a year.  I didn’t really expect it to work out that way, but I was due some good news.  That’s one thing I no longer have to worry about... but I still gotta get out of here.  Even though Dr. Beamen can no longer hold the court stuff over my head, she might still be able to keep me here.

It’s almost 1 AM, and I can’t sleep.  The guy in the bed next to me has the TV on, and there is an old episode of M*A*S*H playing.  I’m more or less lost in thought, but I’m also sort of watching the show.  M*A*S*H is one of my favorites.  While listening to one of Hawkeye’s monologs, the perfect plan comes to me.  As I think of it, I let out kind of a sinister laugh, which happens to be during a pretty serious part of the show.  The guy in the next bed gives me a look, as if to say, ‘Dude, you’re sick.  There’s nothing funny about this.’  His reaction only makes me laugh more.

Now, I can sleep.

As soon as I wake up the following morning, I insist on seeing the doctor.  I’ve waited long enough.  I’m going home today.

He starts by trying to tell me that Dr. Beamen has asked him to wait for her to decide whether to release me or to move me to the fourth floor - the psych ward.

Really quickly, and kind of smart-assed I ask, “Does Dr. Beamen have privileges at this hospital?  Is there anything medically wrong with me?”

“No... But Dr. Beamen is a friend of mine, and I respect her judgment.  She feels there is reason to believe this was a suicide attempt.”

Smugly, I say, “It doesn’t seem smart to give sleeping pills to someone you think is suicidal.”  He’s not amused.

I continue with a more easygoing tone, “If you really thought I might be suicidal or unstable in any way, why then haven’t I seen a representative from the psych department here?”  Not waiting for an answer, I continue, “Have you or anyone working here noticed any erratic or unusual behavior since I’ve been here?”  From the look on his face, I can see that he’s sympathetic, and I go on.  “No... you haven’t... and you gave me sleeping pills because I’ve been having trouble sleeping.  I’ve always had trouble sleeping... and before all this happened, I had gone about four days without any sleep at all.

I’ve heard that over exertion of the adrenal glands, brought on by extended periods of sleeplessness, can cause one to exhibit irrational behavior.”  Now, I’m just paraphrasing exactly what Hawkeye said.  The medical jargon, coupled with the fact that he didn’t see that episode of M*A*S*H has gotten his attention.  “I’m not suicidal.  Taking that many pills was irrational, but I’m not suicidal.  I might be an insomniac, but I’ve gotten rest while I’ve been here, and I’m not a threat to myself or anyone else.”    Finishing with the utmost sincerity, “I’ve been here for almost a week now, and I would like to go home.”

He continues to just stand there with a blank stare, showing no emotion or reaction at all.  After taking a second to collect his thoughts, he says, “Will you excuse me for just a few moments?” then turns and walks out of the room.  I feel like this has happened before... and I’m pretty convinced that I’m screwed.

Less than five minutes later, a nurse comes in the room with a clipboard.  “Sign here,” she says blankly, handing me the clipboard and a pen.  I sign, not really knowing what I’m signing (not smart).  After taking back the clipboard and looking over the papers, she points at a cabinet in the corner of the room and says, “Your clothes are in there.  You can get dressed and then come out to the desk for the rest of your things.”  As she turns to leave, she adds, “The desk is right outside.”  She says all of this without showing any emotion at all.  I can’t tell if she feels defeated or if she just doesn’t care, probably the latter.

‘They bought it,’ I thought.  (I didn’t realize it at the time, but my self-diagnosis was actually pretty close to dead on).

I get dressed and head towards the desk, as instructed... head held high and a little cocky.  They hand me a bag that has my keys, wallet, and other random stuff I had in my pockets.  Smiling ear to ear, I examine the contents of the bag.  Almost everything is in there.

“Uhh... wasn’t there a pack of cigarettes with all of this?” I ask, trying not to sound too desperate.

“Oh, yeah.  Hang on,” one of the nurses says, as she turns back towards a locking cabinet behind the desk.

Then one of the other nurses reminds me, “You know you’ve been wearing ‘the patch’ for the last few days and you can’t smoke for twenty-four hours after you take it off.”  She can tell I don’t care and continues, “If you do you could have another heart attack.”

I’m pretty sure she was just trying to scare me... but what did she mean by ‘another’ heart attack?

Then the first nurse hands me a different smaller bag.  This one has my smokes and lighter in it.  I guess they always keep this type of stuff separate.

There are three nurses behind the desk, and they all have these silly grins on their faces, as if to say, ‘He’ll never make it.’

I gather up all of my stuff, put everything in the right pockets, throw the nurses a quick wave and a, “Thanks.”  Then I start walking towards the elevator, as if I know where it is.  On my second lap past the desk, all three of them just point down the one hall I haven’t tried yet.

In the elevator, I reach into my shirt to remove the patch.  Thinking of their warning, I’m more concerned with the use of the word ‘another’ than what might happen if I don’t wait twenty-four hours.  Regardless, I light up as soon as I get into my car.  It takes me about ten minutes to find my way out of the hospital and about twenty minutes more to find my car.  That’s around a half an hour... that should be enough.

It’s a long drive back to Austin.  I know I’ve lost my job, and they’re gonna come for the car soon.  At least I’ll get home.

At my first stop for gas, I see that this place has the same pills.  I don’t need them.  Not after everything I’ve just been through.  I don’t think I’ll have any trouble keeping my eyes open this time.

As I go to pay, I discover that my company credit card has been canceled.
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Chapter Two:

Going Home


[image: image]


I got back to Austin in record time.  As I open the door, it hits me that I haven’t been here in almost three months.  With this job, staying in hotels for months at a time was common.  The place is impeccably clean.  Knowing that they are coming to get the car soon, I make a point of getting everything out of it.  I’m kind of glad my brother isn’t home.  I’m not really in the mood to field a bunch of questions.  I just dump my stuff next to the futon and flop down on it.

The living room has basically been my room.  It’s only a one bedroom, which is another reason why I liked this job.  I love my brother, but we haven’t had much luck sharing small spaces.  The fact that I would be on the road at least nine months out of a year only made the job more appealing.

There are only about a million loose ends that I need to tie together before I make my next move.  However, as I look at my watch, the only thought that comes to mind is that there is an AA meeting in about a half an hour.  Struggling with what to do first and weighing out what I have the energy for, I decide to put the plan on hold for an hour and go to the meeting.  I could use it.  I haven’t been to one in almost two weeks.

Not bothering with the car, I jump on the bus to get to the meeting, and the theme song to ‘Cheers’ comes to mind.  ‘Sometimes you want to go where everybody knows your name... and they’re always glad you came.’  The ‘always glad you came’ part is one of those things that I like about the meetings.  It isn’t always true at the bars.

Sometimes the only difference between AA and the bars is the lighting.  I would include that at the meetings, there usually isn’t an endless supply of drugs and alcohol, but that’s not always true either.  There is usually someone who knows that people at these meetings are often at their weakest... and they are ready to take full advantage of that.

There are also those that compare the meetings to church.  I don’t know how many churches you can go to that are one giant cloud of smoke and everyone is swearing like truckers.  I never heard a story in church that included getting a blowjob from a hooker while a needle was hanging from your arm.  Most of the details about Mary Magdalene are usually left out.

I guess I find that comparison a little sacrilegious, but everyone finds God in their own way.  Then you go back to where you found Him, when you lose Him.  That makes sense to me, but I didn’t find God in AA.  I always had Him... I just choose to forget He’s there at times.

Anyway, I'm not going to this meeting to get reconnected, I'm looking for some peace of mind.  It’s usually soothing to hear that other people have it a whole lot worse than you do.  That may sound callous, but that’s a big part of it... and not just for me.

It’s also kind of cool when you hear that your story of pain has helped someone else.  I never thought talking about my problems or struggles could help other people. In therapy I was only trying to help myself.  On the other hand, I didn’t want anyone thinking that the way I got through those times was the right way.  In almost all cases, I just got lucky.  This time is no exception, but now I have to put it behind me and figure out what to do next.

The last meeting that I went to was somewhere in central Indiana.  The meeting before that was just outside of Fort Wayne.  I haven’t been to this one in months.  Generally, if you haven’t been around in a while everyone automatically assumes that you’ve been drinking or using again.  It makes no difference though.  As soon as I get off the bus, I can see the front of the building.  There are about fifteen people hanging out, not ready to go in yet, and I recognize a few faces.

I kind of sidle my way into the mix and light up a cigarette.  No one has acknowledged me yet and I haven’t acknowledged them either.  I’m just listening to the conversations.  Some are actually talking about steps and things they are doing within the program.  Most are talking about work, relationships and bullshit from daily life, but that’s OK.  Parts of the program are designed to make the day-to-day stuff easier.

We still have about five minutes before the meeting starts, and if you get in too early, you are bound to get stuck reading something.  There are always a few formal readings at the beginning of every meeting.  This is AA, (Alcoholics Anonymous) and not NA, (Narcotics Anonymous) so there aren’t nearly as many readings, but still.  Sometimes, I just don’t feel like being involved.  I’d rather just stay in the back like a fly on the wall and take it all in.

As it gets closer and closer to start time, I notice that no one else is making any attempt to go in.  Then, their van pulls up to take them back to the halfway house. They must have been here for an earlier meeting.  Addiction is a great equalizer; sometimes you can’t tell the lawyers from the thieves.  I slide inside so they don’t take me with them.  As soon as the door closes behind me, Jack sees me and crosses the room to greet me with a big hug.

Jack had been my sponsor at one point, and I’ve been seeing him in meetings since my first meeting in Texas.  He’s really a good guy, but a little too religious and huggy for my comfort level.  Growing up, it had to be a pretty serious situation to get a hug.  Even within my family, displays of affection were rare.  Outside the family you could forget about it.  A good handshake was more than enough.

Jack also talked about God and Jesus way too much.  Don’t get me wrong.  I respect anyone with a solid belief system, but sometimes it can be a little extreme.  Mine was a simple catholic upbringing.  There was church every Sunday and the holidays, but no more than necessary.  Plus, if we were in a hurry, we would go to a church in Highland.  That place didn’t have a choir, so there wasn’t as much singing which really cuts down the time.  We could get in and out in about twenty to thirty minutes.

I have my beliefs, but I don’t feel the need to talk about them.  I took the stuff my mother taught me and the good stuff I heard at church, (the little that I agreed with), plus other things that I just simply feel strongly about and developed my own catholic-tainted Christian belief system.  Jack, on the other hand, was Baptist.  Texas Baptist at that.

I went with him once to his church.  It was huge.  There were cameras everywhere and it was being televised.  Behind the altar was an Olympic sized pool for baptisms.  It had glass on one side so you could see in.  To me, it was like a scene from an old James Bond movie... they would be at some bar that had what looked like a big fish tank behind the bar with girls dressed like mermaids swimming in it.  The whole thing was very theatrical and intense.  The music was fantastic, and everyone was really into it.

My church was led by a very soft-spoken, monotone, young priest.  The music was still the high point, but most of the time what you heard was restless coughs and some snoring.

Anyway, his beliefs and mine were worlds apart.  In the rooms of AA, you could get a taste of every belief system and religion known to man.  Anyone taking religious studies in college should attend a few meetings.

I remember getting into a conversational debate with some guys after a meeting about whether or not an alcoholic could drink the sacramental wine.  I mentioned that if your faith is strong enough... you could, because it isn’t wine... it’s the blood of Christ.  Few agreed.

There are some guys that are so hardcore they won’t even take certain medications or even use certain hygiene products, because they have alcohol in them.  If I have just had surgery, I’m taking the painkillers.  I never drank aftershave or mouthwash to get drunk, and I never tried to get high off of an antihistamine.  That’s not to say that no one has.  Plenty have.  That’s why so many are so careful.  It doesn’t take much to send someone back to their addictions when their addictions are strong enough.

I always felt that ‘intent’ played a big part, but there were many times that I sat down to have a few with no ‘intention’ of getting drunk.  So, I could be wrong.  That’s why it was always so scary talking with some of these guys.  You might say something that someone else takes to heart... it doesn’t work for them... and they wind up dead.

It sounds extreme, but you never know whether or not your next drink or drug could lead to something that ends your days.  For most, even one more is just not an option, so you pay close attention to every tip you can get about staying clear of the next one.

My timing is good enough that I don’t have to talk with Jack for too long.  The meeting starts right away.  I don’t have to read anything, and we run out of time before it's my turn to share.  It's perfect.  I don’t remember anything specific that was said, and I didn’t talk to anyone afterwards.  I get back on the bus and go back to the apartment, but for some reason I feel a lot better, as I usually do.

When I get back, my brother is making dinner.  Without even looking up he says, “You got a bunch of messages.”  Then, nothing for a while.  Then, “How long you in town for?”

“I don’t know yet.” I respond while heading to the answering machine.  I’m assuming that he knows I was fired if he listened to the messages.  I go ahead and play them in front of him.

There aren’t any messages from work, but five from a friend of mine back in Chicago.  Most of them are the usual, “Hey, it’s Nate.  Call me back.”  In the last one, he mentions that his fiancée left.  He doesn’t sound too broken up about it, but it was a nine-year relationship, and she was paying most of the bills, so I know he’s hurting.  He just never shows it, ever.

Nate is my best friend, and we’ve known each other since ’93 - the same year my mother died.  He was going through a lot that year as well.  That’s a big part of our friendship - getting each other through the tough times.

We met while working at the same restaurant in South Holland, Illinois.  I’ve done a lot of moving around and have worked at a lot of different places, but despite often living pretty far apart, we have always stayed in touch.

Nathaniel Williams, II is his full name, and his mother’s name is Vanessa.  Yeah, Vanessa Williams is his mother... different one of course.  In most circles, especially professional circles, he went by Nathaniel.  It just sounds more sophisticated.  I got away with calling him Nate.

We are a lot alike, but still pretty different.  He’s about my height, but a little heavier than me. He spends a lot of time and money on his hair.  He’s always impeccably dressed.  He wants to look good, but given his attitude, I would never call him vain.  To look at us separately, you’d think we'd have little to nothing in common.  He talks about big plans for the future; I have none.  He grew up in Chicago; I grew up in a small town.  He’s definitely a ladies’ man and confident as hell; I’m generally single and pathetically shy.  He plays and knows sports and cars; I’m an idiot when it comes to that stuff.  He’s five years older and black, but we were still able to convince some people that we were twins.  Both of us being Geminis, we technically are twins, but that’s not how we mean it, and they still believe it.

He always cracks me up.  We bounce jokes off of each other like Abbot and Costello.  He makes me seem funnier than I actually am.  We’ve almost never had a disagreement in almost six years of knowing each other.  Six years may not seem like much to some, but for me, it’s my longest running friendship, by far.

“You hungry?” my brother asks.

“You got enough?” I reply, trying to sound considerate.  I'm starving, but my brother and I both have gotten good at just cooking for one.

“Plenty.  Help yourself,” he says as he finishes making up his plate and then heads to the futon to sit and watch TV.  So, a nap isn’t happening.

The last time I saw my brother was about a month ago at Christmas.  Everything was great then.  I bragged to everyone about my new job, my expense account, my company car, the company credit card, and all of the heavy responsibility.  I felt like I had finally made it and things were just about to get a whole lot better.  I wanted to prove to them that I was over all the madness and had a hold on my life again.  I rarely had much good to talk about at family parties.  I was usually broke and unemployed and even if I had a job, it was a crappy one, and I’d lose it in less than six weeks.  This one had lasted about three months, but here I go again.  I didn’t want to tell him the truth yet.

I eat pretty quickly and go into the other room to call Nate.  He answers in a pretty depressing tone... so I try to keep my tone upbeat.  “What’s up, man?  Sorry, I’ve been out of touch lately.  Things have been crazy.”  He knows me well enough by now that he realizes that ‘things have been crazy’ means ‘I’ve fucked it all up again’, but he doesn’t comment on it.

“She’s gone man.  I’m gonna get kicked out of here and have to live with my mother again.  This sucks.”  He tells me in a way I’ve never heard him talk.  He’s usually weirdly happy all of the time, no matter how bad things are.

“What happened to the hotel you were working at?  I thought things were going pretty well there, and you should be able to handle the bills on your own.” I’m not asking about her.  I know why she left, and I always wondered why she'd stuck around that long.  I love Nate, but he cheated every chance he got and never made any effort to keep her.

“Evidently, the hotel was owned by Hyatt, and they claimed that I lied on my application when I said I never worked for the company before.  I worked for the Hyatt like four years ago for about a month.  I forgot about it, and I didn’t really know this one was also a Hyatt.  Anyway, they dropped me like a hot rock about a month ago, and I wasn’t making that much money there anyway.”

“Dude, that blows, but stay up, man.  You’ll get through this.  This ain’t shit compared to stuff you’ve easily got through before.  And hey, I might be able to help out.  I just got to wrap some stuff up first.” I tell him in hopes that he’ll break out of this.  We both struggle the same way with keeping work and paying rent, but there is usually one of us that is in a position to help out.  When we’re both down it gets crazy.

“How you gonna help?  You got it like that right now?” he asks.

“No.  Actually, I just lost my job, too, but I’m about to make a move.  And with everything you’re going through, I think I might move up there with you and we’ll build it all back up together.  Texas ain’t got shit for me, and I miss Chicago.  Just hold on to the place for another week or so and keep your head up.  I gotta go right now and take care of some shit, but I’ll see you soon.”  Sometimes I gotta cut our conversations short and jump out when I can, or we’ll talk for hours... (usually about nothing).

I was wanting to move back to Chicago anyway, and Nate’s problem just makes the decision easier.

After hanging up the phone, I take a deep breath and prepare to tell my brother what's happened and what my plan is.  I’ve bailed on him twice before, and he's bailed on me once in Indianapolis... we go through this.  He can handle the bills on his own, and I think he’d prefer to have the place to himself.  Regardless, it’s still hard to tell him.  With every time I have to tell a family member that I’ve lost my job or that I’m moving, I feel I lose more credibility.  I’ve had hundreds of jobs and usually only hold them for about three to six months.  I’ve also had about thirty different addresses.  My info is always written in pencil in everyone’s address books.  I doubt if any of them have any faith in me whatsoever.

Very much to my surprise, my brother takes the news incredibly well.  He doesn’t seem shocked or concerned at all.  He almost seems to understand.  If anyone did understand, it would be him.  He has a lot more drive and motivation than I have ever had, but he too tends to move around and change jobs a lot.  He just does it under significantly less drastic or desperate circumstances.  When he moves or changes jobs, it’s simply because he wants to, never because he has no other choice.

I have one other option.  I could stay, but that would mean my brother would have to carry me until I get back on my feet.  He would, but I just don’t want him to have to.  I did think he would be a little more concerned about my moving back to Chicago, considering the circumstances surrounding my move to Texas.

The plan is set.  I would move back to Chicago and while helping Nate, I would get back on my feet as well.  After talking it over with my brother, I go to sleep early.  When I get up in the morning, one of my coworkers is knocking on the door.  He is here to take the car.

I buy a bus ticket and let Nate know when I will be getting into Chicago.  I meet up with a friend of mine from the meetings, (not Jack), and we talk about the move.  He convinces me that the speed overdose was a relapse, and I would have to start over with my clean time and my steps.  I eventually agree.  It is hard to give up a year of clean time, but we start on the steps right away.  We spend the night working through the first four steps, and I do five through eight on my own in the park.  I would never recommend going through them so quickly, but this is my third or fourth time through, and it has gotten easier for me.  I feel better about everything and am looking forward to starting over in Chicago.

My brother sees me off at the bus station, and the twenty-four-hour trip ahead doesn’t seem to be part of my thoughts.  I feel like I am finally heading home.

Although I only actually lived in Chicago for the brief time when I stayed with Nate and Pritina
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