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Preface

 


By 2020, mental and substance use disorders
will surpass all physical diseases as a major cause of disability
worldwide. [1]

 


According to reports published in the
Journal of the American Medical Association, roughly 50 percent of
individuals with severe mental disorders are affected by substance
abuse. 37 percent of alcohol abusers and 53 percent of drug abusers
also have at least one serious mental illness.
[2]

 


Gambling disorder frequently co-occurs with
substance use disorders (SUDs) and other behavioral health
problems. According to the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol
and Related Conditions, of people diagnosed with pathological
gambling, 3.2 percent had an alcohol use disorder, 38.1 percent had
a drug use disorder, 60.4 percent had nicotine dependence, 49.6
percent had a mood disorder, 41.3 percent had an anxiety disorder,
and 60.8 percent had a personality disorder. Other studies suggest
that between 10 percent and 15 percent of people with an SUD may
also have a gambling problem. People who have both an SUD and
pathological gambling have high rates of Attention Deficit Disorder
and antisocial personality disorder. [3]

 


According to SAMHSA
an estimated 43.6 million (18.1%) Americans ages
18 and up experienced some form of mental illness. In the past
year, 20.2 million adults (8.4%) had a substance use disorder. Of
these, 7.9 million people had both a mental disorder and substance
use disorder, also known as “co-occurring mental and substance
use disorders.”

 


As controversial as this seems to the
average person, it has always been more so from within the walls of
various self-help programs where “outside issues” have
traditionally been shunned. Even more controversial is the
chicken-and-the-egg question that goes with it: “Did my addiction
cause my mental illness or vice versa?”
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 The
Wandering Nerve



I know well what I am fleeing from but not
what I am in search of

--Michel de Montaigne

 


The vagus nerve starts in the brainstem,
just behind the ears. It travels down each side of the neck, across
the chest and down through the abdomen. ‘Vagus’ is Latin for
‘wandering’ and indeed this bundle of nerve fibers roves through
the body, networking the brain with the stomach and digestive
tract, the lungs, heart, spleen, intestines, liver and kidneys, not
to mention a range of other nerves that are involved in speech, eye
contact, facial expressions and even your ability to tune in to
other people’s voices. It is made of thousands and thousands of
fibers and 80 per cent of them are sensory, meaning that the vagus
nerve reports back to your brain what is going on in your
organs.

 


Operating far below the level of our
conscious minds, the vagus nerve is vital for keeping our bodies
healthy. It is an essential part of the parasympathetic nervous
system, which is responsible for calming organs after the stressed
‘fight-or-flight’ adrenaline response to danger. Not all vagus
nerves are the same, however: some people have stronger vagus
activity, which means their bodies can relax faster after a
stress.[4]


 


I’m not a medical professional. As a matter
of fact, I only became slightly interested in the human body after
my six-way bypass in March of 2010. I wanted to know what made me
tick. I’m not sure if I first ran across this vagus nerve stuff
when googling another bodily function or if I just misspelled
Vegas. Either way, I’m sure my vagus nerve is neon, lined with
green felt and destined for the Neon Boneyard Park near Cashman.
Further personal research of the vagus nerve drew an eerie parallel
to my Vegas obsession that was rather unnerving.

 


Wikipedia states “the vagus nerve conveys
sensory information about the state of the body's organs to the
central nervous system”. The Medieval Latin word vagus means
literally "wandering" (the words vagrant, vagabond, and vague come
from the same root).

 


There is more mumbo jumbo in the form of
medical explanations if one is so inclined but I ran across some
enlightening science in layman's terms on the vagus nerve that
would resonate with me. That science says that the vagus nerve is a
bundle of nerves that triggers strong emotions within our bodies.
"If we show people images in the lab that are classic sources of
wanting to connect, the vagus nerve fires," explains 
Professor Dacher Keltner. “It’s when your chest kind of
expands and you tear up. And you get this big rush." Researching
Dr. Keltner’s works also led me to the truly inspirational story of
former Hollywood producer Tom Shadyac
http://www.iamthedoc.com. I thought this was
fascinating. I’ve always been an emotional guy, craving that sense
of purpose and connection. Imagine an actual nerve that has a
relationship with altruism and positive emotions! Is it any wonder
that compulsive gambling is an emotional illness and Gamblers
Anonymous provides the nurturing for positive, healthy emotions
with a connection and a sense of purpose?

 


I have my own theory that states, in a
nutshell, that my vagus/Vegas nerve (both literally and
figuratively) is a conduit between my past and my purpose.


 


On the Cover

 


There is no greater
misfortune than not knowing what is enough.

There is no greater flaw
than wanting more and more.

--Tao Te Ching, Verse 46
(interpretation)

 


They say a picture is worth a thousand words
yet if you’re not a compulsive gambler, chances are you probably
won’t understand a word of this. Don’t worry, it’s normal NOT to.
On my book cover there is the actual picture of the largest jackpot
that I ever won. It was on Sunday, February 27th, 2011
at 2:11 P.M. The location was Murphy’s Law (now Bar Code), 1590 E.
Flamingo Road in Las Vegas, and furthest machine on the west end of
the bar. I liked sitting and playing where I could watch to see who
was coming in the door. Just an old habit (having my back to the
door) that I worked hard to develop while cultivating another
addiction we’ll talk about later. Murphy’s was a typical 24-hour
Vegas bar. Clean, ICE cold, an ATM fully stacked with crisp $20
bills, good grub and the standard military issue young attractive
twenty-something barmaid with captivating cleavage. I lived right
next door at the weekly efficiency so transportation was not an
issue. Jen (Jenny, “Baby Deluxe”) was behind the stick and looking
as presentable as ever. She was familiar with my usual habits.
Marlboro mediums, sometimes a steady flow of Guinness until
operation blackout occurred, but otherwise a consistent flow of
diet cokes as I worked out of my shared office space at the bar.
Double Double Bonus-contoured conversations would suffice. She knew
I was easily bored with other topics, like most other locals
obsessed with four-of-a-kinds with a kicker and royals. As a prime
witness to a potential jackpot, aside from the eye in the sky, Jen
was above average in assessing my tolerance in the
do-not-disturb-world in which I was immersed.

 


In the secret world of video poker addiction
(aka “pokies” down under), the local long-term Vegas resident knows
exactly what’s happening as far as current progressives, giveaways,
cash back, player cards, free play and other various comps that
would somehow justify pissing away the previous week’s (or month’s)
paycheck and then some. In some of the local pubs, the Gambler’s
Bonus promotion was the attraction. The idea that a video poker
player could win up to $60,000 when what they normally shoot for is
just under $1,200 (in order to keep from paying any taxes) was
dream worthy. My aspiration was to win The Big One. The problem has
been simply I’ve never been able to leave the video poker machine
long enough to either walk over to the Megabucks machine at the
local casino or drive to Primm to purchase a Powerball ticket,
except on rare occasions.

 


The basic idea of the Gambler’s Bonus game
is driven by the four-of-a-kind bingo card. You get a primary bingo
card and a secondary bingo card. The faster you can fill up the
primary card with all 13 four-of-a-kinds the more you can win, up
to $60,000.

 


On this particular February afternoon, I had
somehow filled in a majority of the card in recent outings without
paying much attention. Maybe I hit a slew of four-of-a-kinds last
night that Jen could help me remember later. I had brought it to
her attention a few times as protocol required. I was finally down
to needing just one four-of-a-kind in order to attain enlightenment
as I assumed it to be. The pot stood at about $30,000 and declining
for each attempt. I was sticking to diet coke as I would need my
faculties should the expected unexpected happen. I had been here
before, many times. The expectation was never met. The anticipation
never climaxed.

 


I was starting to run low on ammo. It
wouldn’t be long before I would head to the airport for another out
of town business trip solely covered by my corporate Amex and once
again no cash to tip with. I was down to $60, playing quarters at
max hand. That's a buck and a quarter a hand. Jenny knew to leave
me be. She knew I was minutes away from sneaking out the door
pissed once again. She also knew I always came back.

 


Next thing I knew…a veritable rumble in my
intuitiveness, a psychologically felt click, a ka-ching and bam, as
if the machine and I had a private spiritual channel…the gentle
rising of internal exultation…and a message on the screen…

 


JACKPOT
$26,190.00

 


My four 9’s came home to papa. I filled the
bingo card for the first time.

 


I screamed “JENNY!!! COME QUICK! YOU AIN’T
GONNA BELIEVE THIS!!!”

 


Jenny came rushing over, and as best as she
could gave me some heartfelt and congratulatory admiration as if I
had come home from the battlefield a hero. And most importantly, a
tight hug. As if I had climbed the mountain of video poker success,
I could shout “Free at Last, Thank God I am Free at Last”. My luck
had changed. The most recent losing streak had ended. There would
be a new world order. My Vegas Nerve had fired, and it was hitting
on all cylinders.

 


“I’ll call United Coin” she said.

 


“Thank you babe” I said confidently while
thinking: you better call those mf’s and tell them to hurry.
Nothing I hate worse than waiting for my winnings, no matter how
much. Better get the driver license and social security card ready.
I was feeling comfortable now. Not only am I prominent, powerful
and prestigious in the world of video poker notoriety and success,
very shortly I’ll be rolling in the dough and perhaps the Dow. Wads
and wads of crispy hundred dollar bills await my delicate but firm
touch. She knows who has the power now. You better work for that
large tip honey. It’s time to prove all those naysayers wrong.

 


Take a picture quick, I thought. What if the
power goes out or there’s a glitch in the flux capacitor and the
win is not recorded? OK, starting to get anxious. Got the
Blackberry picture, Jen made the call, ready for the W-2G, all I
have to do is breathe. Maybe some music. Yeah. George Michael’s
“Freedom ’90” on the juke, followed by The Who’s “I’m Free”.

 


A drink. No, not yet. It might make me too
loose and forget where I put the hundreds. That’s a lot of
hundreds. I’ll need three pockets and the wallet. I’ll hide some in
the motel room. No maybe not. Eight grand in the left front pocket,
seven grand in the left rear, six grand in the right front and 5k
in the wallet. Alignment and cover. I got this. My damn jeans are
gonna slip off from the weight of those bills. People may notice
the bulges. Time for more cash management strategy.

 


Uh, oh. People are starting to come into the
bar. Jen is sharing the good news. Not too smart by NYC standards.
I got over my scopophobia a long time ago as required by the very
nature of the casino world, but being looked at as someone who will
be rolling in the dough shortly in a small joint does not inflate
my ego as much as it does my paranoia. I used to be less afraid of
getting rolled but now I can’t run and my chest is still sensitive
from the
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