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Chapter - 1 - The Edge
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“I’m cruising edgemanship. Edges can be hard or soft. Softness promotes mystery and magic while a hard edge prepares the mind for precision and potential design energy. Soft is the impressionist’s choice. Big-soft is the abstractionist’s dream.” From The Painters Keys...Letters.

He felt free out here on the edge where his true nature seemed to intensify. It felt so liberating to let himself go and discover what he could. He had to be careful, it was easy to get lost out here; he had to practice his edgemanship. Someday, maybe he’d just let go, see where he ended up. The veil was so thin now, was it time to break through? Not yet, but it was getting closer, our time.

Don had always been quite comfortable, lost within his abstract little world, but had never been able to do anything constructive with what was gleaned. His sensitivities just got stronger outside the boundaries of conventional thinking. Don hated to be constricted to what others perceived as reality. 

It was like his abstractions held more validity out here on the edge of consciousness where dreams are born. It was where all the quantum particles were just beginning to find one another and come together, shaping.

Abstractionist, it wasn’t a word, but it seemed to help describe how Don thought about himself, how he thought about everything most of the time. He was someone who was more comfortable where boundaries had less meaning and dreams were an important aspect of everything. 

A vision almost realized, a truth nearly made known, it still eluded him even out here where the veil seemed so much thinner. So close, it all felt like purpose or the promise of it.

This was a world better understood at a spiritual level, the quantum realm, where science and spirit were synonymous. Was this where Don would continue to unlock the mysteries of the universe? Was this the next level of understanding? It was a place where authenticity was the culmination between experience and understanding. Where perceived failure increases experience and accomplishment leads to experience usage. Nothing is wasted, it is self-perpetuating. 

Don knew that everything was right where it was supposed to be, everything had happened the way it should have. Why should he even bother? Because that’s the way it was ordained, we are all meant to struggle.

A strong connection testified to him of truth, thus it increased his efficiency. The law of efficiency, could it be the strength of the connection multiplied by the experience factor?  It’s not where he was; it was how far he’d come. Don could try and figure it out, but sooner or later logic always becomes circular, you always reach a place where everything’s the same. There Samwise, I finally spelled out what you were trying to say so many years ago at the grove in Norville.

What makes a person a wanderer? We all have in us a capacity for something truly ingenious. Perhaps a wanderer is someone or something, the jury is still out, that seeks truth. When it doesn’t exist in the world around them, they have to look elsewhere for it. It’s those who don’t seem to belong that wander the most, those that seem to need to find solace in the abstract looking for alternative pathways. 

It all seemed to occur at the quantum level, it was the little things attracting one another and when they were all reckoned, shapes began to take form in his head of what was and why. 

Tiny gestures of kindness, like when his granddaughter Madison forgot her two dollars on freezie day, he had to run home and fetch it before the bus came, it’s those little things that she’ll remember about him, the silly old man running as fast as he could because he can’t bear the thought of his granddaughter being disappointed, all these had started to add up.

He knows he can’t be there to waylay all her disappointments, but when she feels the self-worth brought about by being loved, she can use it to help her to deal with those frustrations. That’s how he could get the energy to flourish out here on the edge, one small act at a time. No kindness was too small, it is accumulative and far reaching; it goes much further than most understand.

All privilege comes with an equal amount of responsibility, when these two things were out of balance he became disoriented. It affected him at a very profound level. Don had to come to the understanding that he must first be honest about how privileged he already was. Then he needed to think of ways of how he could get back into balance. Don was fortunate just to be able to think that way; therefore he had to honor that by using it to help himself and others. Balance was another factor when travelling the outer limits, it was like his compass.

Reality for him was just the sum of all sentient perspective, the more pieces of the puzzle that he had, the easier it was to perceive his truth. At first Don only had a general idea, but as he gleaned more information he attained more detail. He had to be careful of opinion, as it had a tendency to form before enough pieces had been studied. 

Mistakes out on the edge could be devastating, it was easy to be led astray and become forever missing; this realm needed to be respected. That was the true essence of edgemanship; don’t get mislaid, don’t be led astray.

Don was a dreamer; that should be made note of if he wanted to avoid those hasty decisions. That’s how he could become misplaced; by letting his aspirations overreach his knowledge. Ego would often try and trick him into thinking he knew more, where truth always increased his understanding by indicating that he knew much less, next to nothing in fact. 

He was at the very edge of understanding, searching for nuggets. When it got to be too much, Don got full. He needed to release the pressure, to communicate somehow and write it all down. 

Sometimes there were tears; that was ok, they were often a sign of a spiritual sweet spot, it meant he was experiencing something that mattered. 

Out on the edge he could replenish, when Don was more isolated he was able to increase his sense of self. When merged into the populace he tended to lose himself somewhat. It was like he needed to charge his batteries. 

Out here he experienced a very personal aspect of his reality. Where Don was not concerned about what other’s believed and others need not be concerned about his beliefs. Don was happy that others believed in something. He felt spirits ascending, contributing to the accelerated expansion of the universe. He felt like he was expanding to facilitate the increase of consciousness, where his energy field protected him from unwanted stimuli.

Don was out on the edge, with all his hopes and dreams, along with his fears. Where his sense of the divine was forever changing, evolving. Everything he could imagine became part of his understanding of God as his imagination amplified his perceptive nature.

He had always been a daydreamer. Don was always getting lost in his own world. He had made the decision to start attending Alcoholics Anonymous to get rid of the creature. 

The demon he thought he knew was not the alcohol itself; it was using the booze against him. It could not so simply be vanquished.  No, but Don had taken steps to remove the most effective weapon in its arsenal. It had other armaments however, many more that it would try and use as leverage to desperately try and regain its’ former power over him. 

It would never give up; did he realize it was all part of the inevitable? That’s how it forced him to keep reaching...even ego has purpose.

Capacity for Love

A Wanderer Needs a Home

Love like all other forces in the universe is not static

It is alive and grows as the spirit does

Love like everything else increases when challenges have been met

When a couple experiences these opportunities together 

Their spirits are able to ascend as one 

I know joy when I surrender to the inevitably 

Safe in the confines of our connection with one another

A wanderer still needs a home

Our connection is the lifeline for my soul

A home for my restless spirit...

WarriorPoet

It’s like she has no limitations when it comes to love. Her every intention is a celebration of this eternal truth; that love is foremost in all that is known or is yet to be discovered.

A relationship is alive it grows, it is sentient, it has need, but it gives so much back in return. It supplied him with comfort when he needed stability, love when he had need to both give and receive it. Love grows as people share it, it is self-perpetuating. Home is trust; it is faith, comfort and peace. 

He believed we are here to experience, to share experience and that the deeper the relationship, the more valuable that sharing became. Don believed that love is inevitable and we should just surrender to it. That’s where the magic was, but you have to be able to imagine it and what you imagine must continually develop. It was about that lifeline, that connection, that home for his restless spirit.

...being insane is ok, as long as you’re using it to help others...
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Chapter - 2 - The Program 
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Don was still a little hung over when Mike picked him up for his first meeting. He didn’t have the DT’s, but he sure had been experiencing quite a bit of anxiety, he would for some time. This time he was serious. He had quit drinking on his own the previous fall, but that was just to prove to the world that he wasn’t a drunk. It was to show everyone that he didn’t have to take the cure. This is where that kind of logic had led him. Still, there was hope.

What hope he had, was contingent upon his ability to find a way to stop drinking. That was all he had to focus on as of this moment. For the first time in his life he realized the gravity, how important it was that he avoid the creature.  

Mike pulled up to his building in his 1982 Toyota Trecel; he waved at Don who had been waiting for him out front. “How the hell are you?” he asked Don, knowing full well how he was, anxious and scared. “I’m ok, I guess,” he replied non-committedly. It had been an anxious couple of days, but he was optimistic. 

What that nurse had said to him when Don visited the Royal Ottawa, it resonated within him. If he had known so much about Don, then what was said about finding a way to deal with his afflictions might be what Don needed in his life to piece it back together.

As they got underway Mike immediately began to describe what Don could expect from his first meeting. “It’s a bit of a drive, but I like this meeting in Fitsroy, it’s a good spot for your first experience with the program,” he continued to explain, “it’s full of small town folk like us and everybody is quite friendly.” “I am going to be a little shy at first; I hope they don’t expect me to say anything.”  Don stated.“You don’t have to say anything, just listen, try to identify,” Mike replied. Don put that in the bank. He was completely out of his element here. He would listen to what Mike had to say to him. Despite Don’s stubbornness, when he knew he was beat, he could be quite receptive.

When they got to the meeting in Fitsroy Harbor, a small town west of Ottawa, Don was a bit on edge, he was resigned to just sitting and listening. Mike started to introduce him to some of the members who were friendly and hospitable. There were cookies, doughnuts, coffee and what Mike called fellowship before the meeting. 

Don stuck close to Mike; he was a total wallflower when sober. A significant change from when he was not. Don had been one of those classic cases, who when drinking, would experience a complete change in character. Being a quiet man while sober, his angst had a tendency to build up inside him, once all that was let out of the bag by ingesting alcohol, a performance was to be expected by all. Ironically, a lot of that angst was caused by drinking. It was a self-perpetuating ailment, it manufactured its own need; Don had been stuck in a never ending loop of self-destruction.

After the evening ritual of the Serenity Prayer, the steps and traditions, along with some other literature that was shared at the start of each meeting, they split up into groups. Mike led them downstairs. This was a closed discussion meeting, which means that everybody took turns speaking. This was completely voluntary however, something that Don was glad of. He was still feeling a bit rough. It felt alright though and he was identifying at a basic level with what people were saying. 

Just after they all got seated, John, the man who seemed to be leading the group turned to Don, ah crap here it comes, he thought. “So what’s your story? Don is it?” he waited for Don to respond. “I am here because I know I have a problem with alcohol,” Don tried to explain further, “both my parents were alcoholics and I might be one too,” Don added, he still did not come right out and admit to being an alcoholic, Don was fairly certain that was the case, but didn’t think it prudent to admit it until all doubt had been removed. 

Lord knows how much more evidence Don needed, but one thing seemed certain, he was running out of choices. This seemed like a cool place though and they made him feel better about himself. “Oh, you poor thing, you never had a chance, both your parents,” John seemed to empathize, “just to let you know, you’re the most important person in the room right now,” Don liked the sound of that; he still yearned for sympathy and attention. This guy was pushing the right buttons.

They finished with the Lord’s Prayer and more fellowship. Don liked his first experience and was willing to come back the next week. What he loved most about the whole thing, was the long talks that he and Mike would have on the way home. 

Don was identifying with a lot of things Mike had to say, which seemed to coincide with how he was feeling. “It’s like a big monkey had been lifted off my back,” Mike was sharing some of his experience, “I grew to realize that none of this was really my fault and all I had to do was, don’t drink and go to meetings and the rest would just take care of itself,” “Like it says in the slogan, ‘Keep it simple’,” Don added. “Exactly,” Mike agreed. 

Don was feeling quite pleased with himself, some of it already started to sink in. Don’t drink and go to meetings, he could do that. He was already starting to feel less anxious, hope was good for that. There was one other thing that Don clued in on, that none of this was his fault. 

Over the years the guilt had started to build up, along with the shame. It was nice to know that he wouldn’t be adding to the weight he bore, but lessening that burden. This gave him an almost overwhelming, feeling of relief. 

That is what he did, don’t drink and go to meetings, Don stuck the plug in the jug and went to a meeting at least once a week, which was actually the bare minimum, so he took in a second one. 

It wasn’t very long, only several meetings in fact, until Don was feeling much more devoted to his sobriety and began to feel like he was in the right place. The program supplied many of the answers Don had been seeking. Questions about his very nature were being addressed and it all started to make sense to him.

“What I can’t get over is the promises,” Mike was speaking of the promises in the AA literature that promised a better life.

If we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are halfway through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves. 

A.A. Big book.

“We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us,” Mike said. They both took time out to let it sink in. Don’s mind was captured by another passage, that feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear, oh please let it be so, he thought. 

It was a profound moment; they were on their way back to town from Fitsroy, where many such moments were shared. These were the magic moments that began to help him heal; where Don began to see the truth, because he trusted in an old friend and from that influence had begun to trust what was in his heart.

Not only was there hope, but there was genuine excitement. A kind of faith took over him, faith in the program. The desire to drink was quickly taken away from him. There was only two times that Don even thought about taking a drink, the first time was when vacationing in the Lake Placid area with his wife. 

It was more of a fleeting thought, it quickly passed. The creature simply tried to convince him that Don was a long way from home and nobody would know. Don thought about bringing it up with his wife, then thought, no that doesn’t seem right, think of the consequences, that seemed to quiet the beast. 

The second time was when he was walking home from work. Don passed a dingy looking bar. It was a beautiful day and he was feeling good. That bar on his right looked just like the dank holes that Don used to love to spend his afternoons in getting a good glow on. He started having fond memories and became momentarily drawn by the inviting, dark, chasm. Shit no, I see what you’re trying to do, he thought. “Always after me lucky charms,” Don whispered to himself and headed on home to his wife and children.

It angered him a bit that Don was still being tempted and then there were the dreams. Drinking dreams always felt so real, he’d wake up and sometimes it took him several minutes before Don realized it had been a dream. They were common when trying to maintain sobriety and it would be years before they would cease.

The long drives out to Fitsroy continued for the next few months. Don’s long talks with Mike had begun to bear fruit. Don had started openly sharing at the meetings. He was surprised how good it felt to unburden himself and could feel the weight being taken from him. Everybody was so willing to help in any way. “To keep it, you have to give it away,” John said to him. Don had heard Mike say this a couple of times and was just so happy and relieved to be a recipient.

“We’re going to start taking in a new meeting on Wednesdays, it’s too far to go all the way to Fitsroy every week,” Mike was coming all the way from Rockport so it was a considerable time commitment. He was dedicated to Don’s recovery; Mike was overjoyed with his progress. In fact, Don’s progress was doing a lot for his sobriety and it testified of the truth in the program. It works if you work it. “We’ll try this meeting out close to Lansdowne next week,” he said. Don was going to miss the gang at Fitsroy, but he welcomed a new experience. The most important thing to him was his conversations with Mike. He helped Don understand the program and how it related to him specifically. 

“There is another thing that I wanted to talk to you about,” Mike stated. “What’s that?” Don asked. “We have this retreat we go to five times a year, it’s at the monastery in Oka,” “at a monastery?” Don responded somewhat surprised. “Yeah, it’s where they make the cheese, well the monks don’t make it anymore; they sold it. It was getting to be too much for them, they’re all old now,” Mike added. “I guess not too many young guys wanting to become monks these days,” Don stated thoughtfully. “Exactly, we don’t stay with the monks; they give us a separate building.” Mike responded, that made Don feel a little more comfortable. “They are having one this weekend, I think you’re ready, just be careful it can get a little intense,” Mike warned him. 

Don was intrigued yet was a little intimidated by what Mike said about being careful. He was still a babe when it came to such things as sharing, caution was warranted. Still, he agreed to attend the next retreat at Oka. Don was committed to his sobriety and was becoming hungry for more growth. When an alcoholic stops drinking, he needs to fill that void with something. If on the right track his appetite for recovery begins to intensify. Don was looking for ways to accelerate the process. 

The program became the cornerstone of Don’s existence, finally a place where one like him could be understood and a place where he could possibly fit in. It was made up of a bunch of people who felt they didn’t fit in either; perhaps they could all not fit in together. 

The belonging that the program supplied him did very little to help him gain acceptance in some of the other facets of his life. Where it mattered most, his family, he began to make strides, but the creature had invaded his memories it was difficult to separate him from the past. 

This tension Don felt about his history tended to make him anxious and that reflected in his attitude at home, he’d heard said in program, if you want to see how strong a person’s program is, visit him at home. That was where the real test was. Unbeknownst to him, what he had become at home was one heck of a lot better than what he had been in the past. It wasn’t perfect, but he was there where his family needed him and was sober, these specters would have to work themselves out, but that would take time. 

By just not drinking, it was a tremendous improvement. The program was designed to take care of the rest. That is where his answers were and Don was growing ever hungrier for those promises. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear; he tried to envision what that would be like.

When a guy like Don is given the kinds of answers that had been received from AA, they have a tendency to get obsessed. It’s like finding religion for them. We all know what that can do for a high strung person like him. Yes, I’m afraid so, he felt the need to shout it from the rooftops. Don had a tendency to be very extreme with his views. We have to remember who Don was, much of the confirmation that others take for granted, he was experiencing for the first time in his life. 

It was all so new to him; this perplexed those who had no concept of such struggles. For those in the midst of their own difficulties, it was received with some contempt. The practicing alcoholic avoids the recovering one; it’s as if they had ceased to exist. When they were in Don’s presence they spurned him, many didn’t like having their face shoved up against the mirror; nobody ever does actually. Why Don persisted in this manner was not clear to him, after having been at the bottom so long perhaps there was developed within him a need to fight back. 

A hungry ego is never a good thing and it was going to take some time before Don could replace it with self-worth. It took his whole life to tear him apart and it was going to take some time for him to put himself back together.

Don kept to the program, it was the only social life he actually had. When his friends learned that he as in AA, they wanted less to do with him. Not only was Don in AA, but was the preachy kind. 

The creature had begun to truly reveal itself once more; Don didn’t know that it was actually his adversary that was behind it all. He had thought it was the alcohol itself that was the issue and that all he had to do was stop drinking and the bulk of his problems would be solved. It turns out that it wasn’t so.

Yes, the ego exists to keep us in bondage and it takes on many guises to perform said duty, to keep us separated and alone so it can rule us absolutely. Giving up drinking merely changed the game, ego still had many distractions. Don didn’t know it, but the creature wasn’t going anywhere. He would have to learn how to continue to take away its’ power over him, to neutralize its’ weapons, one by one if necessary. 

He would attend the next retreat at Oka; here Don would look for ways to strengthen himself and his program. It was about working hard to become better, doing what needed to be done and this retreat would help him accelerate the process and intensify his program. Don was keen, but a little apprehensive.

Capacity for Love

He was becoming prepared for that moment; for that person who could show him the way back to himself. Don was still so trapped by his past. The creature had plenty more tricks up its’ sleeve, ego is so strong. It was the beast inside him, it would dredge up his hidden memories to try and shame him. The only thing that could save him was to increase his capacity; Don had already set that in motion. The love that matched his spirit was still preparing as well.
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Chapter - 3 - Oka
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Don had been in the program for only four months, but he already felt like it was the answer to all his problems. When Mike asked him to go to the retreat at Oka, he was just the tiniest bit hesitant. 

Hesitancy was never that much of an issue when Don was locked onto something. There was a tendency to run over whatever stood in his way and jump right into what needed to be done once he felt committed. It was that same iron-will that he had always possessed. It was his strong will that allowed him to lose weight while he had just quit smoking and the plug had been in the jug at the time, Don had quit drinking as well, but that hadn’t lasted. It’s certainly curious how a man can be so fearful in some aspects and so courageous in others. 

Don was fearful, but in his mind still a warrior, a true warrior only fights when it is deemed necessary. The way Don saw it, warriors have to be convinced that what they’re fighting for is to the benefit of all concerned, otherwise they lose their motivation; hurting others hurts them. That was the connection that held him to his honor, his empathy; without it he was just a beast. It all sounded good in theory, but it was extremely difficult to put into practice. He was still a very sick man, but going in the right direction maybe for the first time in his life.

It was early September of 1991, Mike had just picked Don up; it was on a Friday right after work. They were headed to the small town of Oka, but first they would park the car at Veterans Affairs and Mike’s sponsor Harry, would drive them the rest of the way. There was no sense taking two cars when it was just the three of them.

It was the first time Don had ever met Harry, but he’d heard good things. Harry had the kind of passion for the program that Don was looking for in himself. It’s one thing to want to have a strong program and another to implement one. There was a ton of old tapes as Mike liked to call them, which were playing in Don’s head. You had to fight through a lot of bullshit before you started to see yourself more clearly. Harry had been through a lot of that already. He was another very experienced person Don could confide in to help him understand what he needed to do to learn to live with himself sober.

Yes, the bullshit that he’d accumulated over the span of his lifetime had been starting to pile up. It was going to take a lot of shoveling before this mess would stop reeking. There were some powerful odors brought on by a lifetime of mostly psychological junk food, his shit did stink. Don was willing to do what he needed to do and was tired of feeling inadequate. 

Harry was a welcoming individual, there was an air of seriousness about him, but he was kind. Don always felt that he was experiencing some kind of penance, something dark that didn’t seem to fit in with his interpretation of the man. Perhaps he had secrets or maybe he was just very sensitive, much like Don himself. 

“So how long have you been in the program?” Harry asked Don. He had a rough idea from talking to Mike, but wasn’t sure he had it right. “Five months,” Don replied. “Ok then that’s ok, just remember things can get a little intense on these weekends. Try not to take it too much to heart,” Harry said in attempt to keep Don aware of any social mishaps. “What do you mean?” Don asked, he was looking to avoid any difficult situations. “You’ll see, just take it easy, ask questions, just remember we’re all here to help,” Harry reassured him. If truth be told, Don wasn’t all that worried; he just wanted to feel prepared.

Feelings ran deep on these retreats. “Yes, I have had some interesting encounters at Oka,” Mike joined the conversation. “I’ll make sure to be careful,” said Don, he’d heard this same speech from Mike so he was taking it seriously. 

The one good thing about being so green was he was more apt to follow their advice. A guy like him could get too full of himself on so little provocation. Don was so hungry for anything to give his self-esteem a boost; anything real took a lot of work. A little knowledge can be dangerous, being so desperate for significance; ego was more likely to be the recipient of any good feelings about himself.

His ego was still very hungry, not drinking is a great first step, but drinking had helped him to cope with life. That was gone now, that’s why it’s so hard to stay sober. Fixing the damage is a long, arduous journey; the quick fix is always available. One drink is all it takes, one to rule them all and in darkness bind them, he thought. He wondered if Tolkien was an alcoholic.

They arrived at the monastery in Oka at around 6:30 pm. It was nestled in the hills that surrounded the beautiful town, where the Ottawa River meets the Lake of Two Mountains. It was breathtaking and it was a wonderful setting for a small town young man like Don. There was all the history in the architecture, the forest that surrounded it, the mountain stream sounding in background just beyond where the chapel stood. It was all so comforting to his senses, like he had come home to the quiet of his early youth; it was all quite overwhelming, yet serene.

He was both anxious and tentative when he grabbed his gear and went looking for a room with Mike. “You have to get here early if you want to get a good spot,” Mike told Don. “Harry likes to take the long way past Montebello,” he continued. “Maybe next time we can take the ferry, it’s much quicker,” he was speaking of the ferry across the river in Hudson. Don was so much in awe of his surroundings and he was a little nervous, time was the least of his concerns. 

Their building housed about thirty members from various areas, Montreal, Ottawa, Cornwall and the northern part of New York State. The meetings would take place in the basement, just below where the kitchen was. In the kitchen was a fridge with all the Oka cheese one could wish for. 

They supplied most of their own groceries, the monk that took care of them Brother Damien, was far too old to be cooking meals for them. He had done the best he could for as long as he was able, but time had caught up to him. This was a man who had dedicated his whole life to men in recovery with hardly a word ever spoken. He remained in the background, paying his respect with his actions. 

Apparently Brother Damien had just showed up at the Monastery sometime after the Second World War and been there ever since. Don often wondered if he were doing it for some kind of penance, what else could make a man do such a thing? For whatever reason Don thought it was extremely noble, giving up his life like that. 

Upstairs there was the common area, it was a large smoke filled room, consisting of old couches and fold out chairs. 

All the rooms were very Spartan in nature, just the necessities. The lack of luxurious accommodations had little impact one way or another on Don. He didn’t feel comfortable with fancy décor anyway; it was just a bunch of stuff that he had to be careful of. He liked rustic comfort and had no taste for elaborate appearances. 

The common room was where most of the action was in between meetings. It was difficult to handle the smoke, but Don loved to sit and listen to the stories. He didn’t want to miss anything and this is where a lot of the real interesting tales were told.

There were a lot of crazy old sagas shared in the main room. He used to sit and listen, thinking; my story is so boring; I must be what they call a high bottom drunk. Now that was just hilarious, many of his tales still delved deep within the fugue fearing exposure. The nightmare that he had made of his life was still too horrific for him to bear in so many ways. He would have to take it all in piecemeal. That was not Don’s way, he was often reckless, but had to learn and for him it was too often the hard way. 

The meetings covered the twelve steps, which were divided into four sprints of three; each sprint was followed by a discussion. This is where Don was first able to begin sharing his story at a deeper level than ever before. When he did, it made him feel good. Slowly, but Don could almost feel the weight being lifted from his shoulders. You’re only as sick as your secrets, they used to like to say. Don didn’t even actually know what his secrets were yet.

Oka supplied a safe environment of likeminded individuals, a place where a man could let down his guard. Not too low though, AA was still full of alcoholics, they had issues. “You have to learn to laugh at yourself,” Mike used to like to say. “Don’t take yourself too seriously.” Don tried not to and it always felt good to have a sincere laugh at his own stupidity. It strengthened his humility and that would always be in need of a boost while he was in recovery. Humble is hard, it takes a great deal of what Don didn’t have much of and that was self-esteem. 

He was Self-will, run riot and had heard a lot of members say that about themselves. Sobriety wasn’t about strong will; it was about surrendering it to something greater than you. 

Don was just a babe in the program and a lot of this wisdom was lost on him, but he was willing and that is all he needed to be. When it all got too complicated he’d have to simplify his efforts, don’t drink and go to meetings, let the rest take care of itself, One day at a time. They seemed to have a slogan for everything.

His first weekend at Oka was a very positive experience. There was some teasing of his naivety about all things program, but he handled that with good humor. As mentioned, Don was in a state of surrender and was the student, they were the teachers. It was a small window that would begin to close as perceived knowledge would start to take away his humility. 

Humility was the governor of how much worth he’d gleaned from any situation. How much gets absorbed and how much just bounces off the thick wall of bullshit. It was a tricky business, pitting his humility up against his ego, especially when he was so much in need of a boost. It was often two steps forward and one step back. Sometimes a feeling of comfort would seep in and that was a dangerous place to linger, eventually though, the discomfort would return to give him a much needed kick in the ass. 

At the end of the weekend they all got together and they each got a chance to tell the group what they got out of the weekend. It was a surprisingly emotional time, a time when the spirit was always present. It was the perfect closure to a very uplifting weekend. There were some tears and Don could feel the love, like nothing he had ever felt before, it was like magic. They all joined hands and chanted “Love you man, lots and lots,” what a wonderful way to end a great weekend. 

It is hard to describe what a man feels when he finally understands what he doing is the right thing for the first time in his life. Don had always had to pretend that he was in control. It felt so good that there were others who felt the same way he did, others that felt so out of control. It would take him many years to understand; control was just an illusion.

On their way back home to Ottawa they were discussing the events of the weekend. “You may want to take in a meeting when you get home,” Harry informed him. “It’s a shock to the system going from a protected environment back to the normal world,” Mike added. Don didn’t like the sound of that, his working environment had always made him feel uncomfortable; the people seemed so petty. He was much more comfortable with the higher minded focus of the program. This was going to be like wading through excrement. It always was, but this time it was without his blinders, his fugue. When you open yourself up it’s hard to stuff everything back in. You have exposed your soft meat, as Mike would often say. 

Don did not take in a meeting, he had missed the kids and wanted to spend some time with them and he was tired. Karla could see a real difference in him; she was impressed with what the weekend had done for him and his serenity. “I picked this up at the shop at Oka, it has the serenity prayer on it,” Don was showing Karla his new keychain, the same one he would carry with him for the rest of his days. It had a picture of praying hands and on the back it had the Serenity Prayer: God grant me the Serenity to accept the things I cannot change Courage to change the things I can and Wisdom to know the difference. 

Yes, Oka would forever hold a special place in Don’s heart. It was the place of many miracles and drew some miraculous people, along with some real characters.  

Don would often think about them, Barry from Montreal, loud and proud only, he used to feign satisfaction and it was easy to see. Barry was always in the common room telling stories, his undersized tee shirt losing a battle with his humongous gut. He wasn’t always easy to get along with, but he had lots of sobriety and helped a lot of people. These people were heroes; some of them had probably saved more lives than some ambulance attendants. They did it so they could survive, “you have to give it away to keep it,” Don had so often heard Mike say. 

Then there was crazy Vince from Alexandria, a retired veteran of the Alexandria Hotel. This guy had quirks that hadn’t been diagnosed yet. He came on as a bit of a nut especially at first, but as Don got to know him over his many trips to Oka, he got to understand what a wonderful person he actually was. He was a lot like Don in many ways, he was just learning how to cope; they all were. 

There was loud mouth Herman, who was flatulently challenged to say the least. Don was never sure when to take him seriously. Herman was quite entertaining though, he reminded Don of a kind of abstract version of Herman Munster except not as innocent, Herman seemed a bit sly to Don.

One could not forget old Bob from upper New York, a man with a heart of gold. How many people had he saved? Bob’s influence resides in all those who had the privilege to meet him.  It was a friend of his that accompanied him to Oka one time, when both Don and Mike were there, who showed them the true meaning of forgiveness and the power of the program. Don was never able to tell the story without tearing up, despite not being present when the man originally shared it.

Wayne, a friend of Bobs who traveled with him from upper New York, was a very spiritual man. He had twenty years of sobriety and glowed with the spirit. It came out of his mouth when he spoke and it was in his eyes when he looked at you. Don loved to listen to him. Don wasn’t present when this particular conversation took place, but Mike filled him in with what he’d heard, outside sometime later. 

“I was listening to this guy Wayne, talking to Barry this morning,” Mike had that thoughtful look that he always got, when he was about to say something important, so Don tuned right in. 

“Apparently he had a daughter who was murdered when she was six,” he let that sink in, Don didn’t like where this was headed. “It was really bad... the guy who did it cut her up... and put her in a garbage bag,” another pause, Don was in a state of shock yet getting very upset. “He turns and looks at Barry,” Mike continued, “and says ‘I wish I got a hold of the guy who did it when he was only six,’” yah, Don was thinking, so he could do the same to him, “he said it was so he could love him, so he wouldn’t grow up angry and feel the need to do what he did to his daughter.” 

When Mike finished, Don was in complete shock and was fighting to hold back the tears that would always start to flow every time he even thought of this message. It was all part of the magic of this place, a place of healing, he would never forget it.

Mike himself was a man who exuded a positive energy, especially at a place like Oka. Gratitude and humility were things Don thought about when he perceived Mike. He was like a beacon to those that needed to unburden themselves. Mike was unassuming, approachable and welcoming. Don recalled one seemingly miraculous event.

It had been another healing weekend at Oka; they were just getting ready to wrap things up. Don was now a regular at these weekends; in fact since his first visit he had not missed one of the weekend retreats. There were five a year; Don had been to ten straight weekends. 

Mike had gone off on his own early Sunday morning where he spent some time in meditation up by the chapel. It was a beautiful spot, with the forest and the fast running mountain stream. There were the soothing sounds of nature, the birds singing and the pleasant sound of the water hitting the rocks, while it cascaded down the mountain. It was a lovely morning; Mike was enjoying all the sights and sounds when a stranger came to join him. 

They had already started the wrap up, Mike wasn’t there yet, but Don was confident he wouldn’t miss summation. It was one of both his and Don’s favorite parts of the weekend. If it didn’t mean that the weekend was ending, Don would have favored this experience even more, the thought of going home to face the so called real world always weighed heavily on his mind. Just then, while Don was lost in thought, Mike came down the stairs with a stranger in tow. 

Everyone grew curious about the newcomer who had just entered their midst. “This is Jean,” Mike introduced the outsider, “he’s been wandering for several days now. His son just died a few months ago and he started drinking again,” well that qualified him, “he got in a huge fight with his wife and he just took off wandering.”

The room fell silent, there were few in the room that didn’t feel the magic of what had just occurred. Jean the distraught wanderer, in all humility, looked at the men in the room, then his eyes lifted towards the ceiling, “I know why I am here,” that was all he needed to say. 

Jean had been trying to fight through the toughest experience in his life and had lost out to the temptation of the quick fix. Even the creature in the bottle could not satiate his pain; he fought with his wife and ran out. After wandering aimlessly for a couple of days, he saw a young man sitting by the Chapel at Oka. Not knowing why, the wandering man felt compelled to rest, maybe a prayer might help, he thought. Jean sat down on the bench next to Mike. What made him open up, Jean was unaware of at this time; he was tired
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