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			Introduction

			My story of recovery is only meant to be helpful. I am not a doctor, and this is not medical plan for recovering. I am writing to those suffering from addiction, mental health, and substance abuse—and those trying to support and help them. There are many roads that lead to success in recovery; mine is just one of them. Before you proceed, I ask that you follow one rule while reading: identify, do not compare.

			I want to dedicate this book to my two grandpas, Coleman Leff and Leonard Trambert. They were my inspiration, my motivation, and have been huge role models in my life. I owe everything in my life to them, for they set the example of the kind of man I want to be today. They both passed away during the process of writing this book. May their memory be a blessing and live on these pages. Their grandson is now an author.

			There are no drinking games here; this is real life. I am an expert in recovery and while I have been sober—without a drink, drug, or substance that affects me from the neck up—for more than fifteen straight years, recovery has been my life for over seventeen years, since I landed in rehab a week before my nineteenth birthday.

			In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell wrote that ten thousand hours is the amount of time one must put in to achieve greatness. If you are average, that takes at least five years. I’ve been learning about and practicing recovery for more than three times that. Trust the experts—the people who’ve put in the work. Recovery, addiction, substance abuse, and mental health are life and death.

			Disclaimer: Most names and places have been changed to protect the people I’ve come to know through my journey in recovery. In the spirit of the twelfth tradition of Alcoholics Anonymous, “anonymity is the spiritual foundation of all our Traditions, ever reminding us to place principles before personalities.”

		

	
		
			Step 1

			One Is Too Many,
 A Thousand Is Never Enough

			Hi. My name is Mitch. And I am an addict. A recovering addict.

			The book you are about to read is the story of my addiction and my recovery. It is similar to many stories, but it is all mine. I own it. Over the years, I have learned of my weaknesses and worked to turn them into strengths.

			I have worked to help people overcome their own demons and addictions. My hope is that in reading this book, you will learn something about yourself, you’ll see you’re not alone in your struggle, and you’ll reach out for help.

			As for me, let’s start at the beginning: I was born in Summit, New Jersey, at Overlook Hospital and raised in Millburn and Short Hills. There was nothing about my upbringing that would scream future addict: I come from a really nice family. My parents are together. Except for an occasional glass of wine or beer, they don’t drink. I’ve never seen either of my parents drunk.

			Drugs? Be serious.

			I have a brother who is four years younger than me. We’re close. He’s not an addict. He’s like the opposite of an addict. He’s the best.

			I was raised Jewish—a traditional twice-a-year Jew. The synagogue I went to on the high holidays, which was founded my grandparents, went out of business and is now a Korean Church. I’m not religious. I may eat matzah at Passover, but I’m not kosher. But culturally, I’m Jewish—it was important to my parents and so it’s important to me. I’d like to meet a Jewish woman, have a Jewish wife and Jewish babies. That’s important to me.

			Because I’ve been in and out of Alcoholics Anonymous since 2006, I’m used to telling my story. I’ve told it a lot. It seems as if for my whole adult life, I’ve been in recovery.

			My trouble started when I was sixteen. I had had sips of alcohol before. My dad would give me a sip of beer when we went out to dinner or a glass of wine on the holidays. But for the most part, I grew up in a goody two shoes home and hung out with the nerds in high school. I wasn’t deprived of anything, and yet I felt deprived.

			When I finally tried alcohol when I was sixteen, I felt like I had some catching up to do. One night I took a few pills and I felt a buzz. I remember calling my then-girlfriend and telling her what a good kid I was because I don’t drink, and during the call, I was a little high. Then a week or two later, I was with two other dudes and one of their dads had beer in their basement refrigerator. That was my first full drink on my own—ever. And I remember it felt so good. There was a warm feeling in my stomach. This is the best analogy I can give you: You know when you’re young and you wake up for school and it’s snowing outside, and your mom gets the call that school has been canceled because of the snow. That was how I felt.

			I thought, This is amazing. And soon, I was finding more social situations where I could drink and occasionally drinking on my own. I started taking liquor from my parents’ liquor cabinet, drinking some of the booze out of the bottle and replacing it with water. I would mix it with orange juice and carry it in a Gatorade bottle or dump out some of the Gatorade and mix in whatever liquor I could find. It all happened so quickly.

			The first time I got caught was when my dad noticed his “alcohol” was freezing. Another time was when I took a bottle of wine from a friend’s house. His parents didn’t drink their liquor, but they did drink their wine, so they noticed it was missing.

			I was in the marching band at Millburn High School and we had a band camp to prepare our marching formations. They let the seniors sit for part of it, and I was sitting in the stands eating while drinking my Gatorade bottle full of alcohol. First, I got obnoxiously drunk, then, for the first time, I blacked out. Someone wrote an anonymous letter to my parents telling them what happened—that I made a fool of myself. But my parents were in denial. I had always been such a good kid.

			Some of this I chalk up to being a stupid teenager, but the drinking caught up to me. One night I was drinking and driving, with a forty sitting in my lap. I got a flat tire and didn’t even know it was flat. And it was raining. All I remember is pulling up to my parents’ house and throwing the forty out the window. I couldn’t sneak in. They were waiting up for me. But I wasn’t the type of Short Hills boy who caused problems. I convinced my parents it was a dumb mistake. A one-time thing. I talked myself out of it.

			Then I started smoking weed.

			It was easier to get weed than alcohol because weed dealers don’t card you. I started changing my friends because of their fondness, or lack thereof, for weed, so there was definitely a shift going on at that time. I started hanging out with different groups of people; they were all younger, they were mostly girls, and I would smoke with them every day. I transitioned from a drinker into basically a pot head. At one point I was trying to be a dealer with another guy, but instead of selling the weed, we would smoke it all. It was a bad business strategy: you can’t get high on your own supply.

			Then one of my fellow smokers suggested we try coke. She had like done it at a party a couple of weeks before. She got the coke for us the first time, we did it at my house, and I was like, “Oh my god, this is amazing.” Cocaine led to my downfall.

			I was drunk at my senior prom. I was high on coke at graduation—messed up beyond belief.

			I was going with a friend to a party at Drew University for graduating high school students. It was a lockdown party to keep everyone safe in one place, and we were going to meet the bus to the party at the high school. But first, we decided to stop at 7-Eleven. We had been smoking pot out of a glass bowl and we both went into the store acting like idiots. We were so high from doing coke all day and then smoking pot. We got back to the car and realized we forgot what we went in the store to get. I went back into 7-Eleven, and my friend sat in the car, smoking more weed. Someone called the police. I got back to my car and we were pulling out of the parking lot when a police car with the siren blaring cut me off. We both got arrested. I remember being so shocked that I was handcuffed my graduation night from high school. But was I “scared straight”? Not even close.

			The 7-Eleven was a popular spot in town and who should pull in but my friend’s dad. I was sitting in the back of the police car trying to signal him to call my parents. That was the start of my journey with cocaine.

			I got caught a couple times for plagiarism in high school and only got through because I cheated. I never studied. I thought I was pretty smart, but I never applied myself. Thankfully, my parents got me lots of tutors.

			As for my addictive personality, vitamins should have been a tip-off. When I was a little kid, maybe five years old, I had these chewable vitamins. The purple grape one was my favorite. I was supposed to take one a day, but one day I climbed on the kitchen counter to reach the cabinet, took out the vitamins, and ate a handful. They tasted so good. That was definitely the first time I took something I should be doing in moderation and turned it into something more. Chewable grape vitamins were my gateway drug.

			The second time I behaved like an addict involved money.

			I used to get a high stealing money. I would go to parties that my cousins threw in New York with their rich friends, and in one of my cousin’s rooms they would throw all the coats and purses. I would sneak into the room and take random cash out of the purses. I didn’t need the money, but it just felt good to do that. It was a rush.

			I remember taking a class trip to Sandy Hook Beach and I saw my friend’s wallet on the beach. I looked left and right, saw that no one was around, and I threw my towel over the wallet, scooped it up, went to the bathroom, took the cash, and threw away the wallet. My personality combined with my drinking made me a thief and an ass.

			Fast forward to July 4th, after my senior year in high school. I had been accepted to Indiana University and a couple of kids that I knew were going to Indiana as well. I had gone from being seen as a nerd to a badass due to my cocaine use. One of the kids going to Indiana, Sam, knew about my behavior and my arrest, and he warned me that I needed to slow down. Like an idiot, I took that warning as validation that I was now a cool kid. But how cool was I really?

			The first thing I lost due to my cocaine use was my girlfriend—the girl I took to the high school prom. My cocaine use took over my sexual desire and ruined the relationship. I never understood people who could do coke with women and then have sex all night. When I did coke, I needed to be alone—I would play solitaire on my computer for eight hours. Cocaine left me impotent.

			And it was more important than sex. By the time I left for Indiana I was a full-blown cocaine user, doing as much blow as I could every day.

			I didn’t know if Indiana drug-tested students, but pot stays in your system a lot longer than coke, so I stopped smoking pot and knew that if I did coke, I would be okay as long as I got a heads up before someone came to me with a jar to pee in. I had this attitude because of my arrest. After I got arrested, I was worried that I would be drug tested as part of the court process, so I stopped doing pot and only did coke the whole summer before Indiana. My family was friends with a lawyer, and he got me out of any testing at all.

			Indiana, however, presented a different challenge. Now I was in a new city and needed a new dealer.

			So, let me back up a little bit. That summer I kind of developed routines for my coke use. First, I would try to get it from friends. Then I began using my family’s credit cards to buy gift cards and using the gift cards to buy drugs. Later on, when I was at my bottom, I found a drug dealer in New Jersey who worked at a mall. I would get gift cards for the mall and he used to take them as payment for drugs. Back then they didn’t check ID when you bought gift cards and you didn’t necessarily need cash, so I could just take any of my parents’ credit cards and buy Amex gift cards without an ID. When I didn’t want to be too obvious on my parents’ bill, I would steal someone else’s card. I used to steal a lot of credit cards to buy gift cards, which bought me drugs. So, I knew that was possible when I went to Indiana.

			My first week I tried to do the right things and go to class, but I slowly began to do the same things that I did in high school. I started paying attention to who was doing drugs; started hanging with them; started asking them where, when, and how they got their supply; and it didn’t take long to find all the bad stuff at a party state school like Indiana.

			I began pulling scams at Indiana in the spirit of the credit card thing. Since I had a university account set up there that was being paid by my parents, I took my drug dealer and some of his friends to the Indiana University School of Optometry gift shop and bought them all designer sunglasses on my parents’ dime. I would steal textbooks and sell them back to the bookstore. I remember getting an Xbox for Hanukkah and then going to GameStop in a mall in Indiana and selling it
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