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INTRODUCTION

IF THERE ARE two words that describe this book, they are “the voice.” During this project, we interviewed, met with, and listened to hundreds of people, and when we finished, we realized that the voice of those who wrote this book—inmates in prison drug treatment programs—came through clear and strong. We had worried that we wouldn’t be able to retain the voice. We found, instead, that it couldn’t be restrained.

This book was not easy to put together. When we began, we did not know what the response would be. When we finished, people told us we had a book that could and would help many inmates. They said that we had retained “the voice.”

While the details of the contributors’ stories differed, their goals were always the same—to stop using alcohol and other drugs, and to break the cycle that was landing them in prison again and again. Some researchers estimate that more than 85 percent of people in prison are there for drug-related offenses, or were under the influence of alcohol or drugs when they committed their offense.

Prison drug treatment is an idea whose time has come. More than a dozen states now have such programs and many are facilitated by people who were once inmates themselves.

We believe this book can help. Whether for daily inspiration—or to provide a lead for the day’s meeting—the wisdom here comes from the source. The beauty of this book lies in the voice of the many writers—a voice that is at once hopeful, sad, brave, and determined. A voice that is very real.
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PROLOGUE — DALLAS T.’s STORY

I WAS BORN and raised on the south side of Chicago. My mother was a single parent, so we lived with my grandparents. My home life was positive and caring. I attended St. George’s elementary school and graduated from DeLaSalle High School. After I graduated, I went to work for the railroad; my father was a yard foreman and my uncle was a union steward.

At 19, I was married, had a job, and soon became the proud father of twin boys. My first real experience with drinking was at work. Most of the men I worked with were older, and there was a lot of drinking on the job. I did my best to keep up with those around me. Just a year after I went to work, I was in trouble for absenteeism due to my drinking. I wasn’t fired because people covered up for me.

My mother would try to tell me that I had the responsibilities of a husband and father and shouldn’t be out running the streets. But that’s where I wanted to be. Although I still worked, things got progressively worse. At last I had a friend my own age at work. Unfortunately, he was using and dealing drugs. I used alcohol, heroin, and then cocaine.

My drug and alcohol use, and the need to support it, led me directly to jail. I always stole from the same place, the railroad. I would steal bed linens from the passenger train department and sell them. I continued to work, but after seven years, I lost my job.

The drinking, drugging, lying, stealing, and running around ruined my family. In the beginning, I tried hard to be a good father. As my addiction became worse, my sporadic arrests increased and my family life crumbled.

When my sons were 15 years old, my wife divorced me and moved with them to California. My next years were spent drifting in and out of jail and stealing. I would do 30 or 60 or 90 days. Jails in Vandalia, Stateville, Logan, Pontiac, and Menard were all part of my life.

I wouldn’t stop using and I couldn’t stay out of jail. Sentences grew longer; petty thefts became grand thefts; grand thefts became burglaries. In jail, I was a model prisoner. I helped others get their G.E.D.s.

I kept out of trouble with the gang bangers by writing their letters home. They would brag all day about what they had done on the outside but couldn’t even write letters to their families. In prison, they would rather go on work crews than work on their G.E.D.s. They also wanted to keep it quiet that they couldn’t read or write.

In 1982, I came in contact with the director of the Gateway Substance Abuse Treatment Center (S.A.T.C.) at the Cook County Jail in Chicago, Illinois. Jails all have rumor mills, and a friend in the jail told me the S.A.T.C. was a place where they had big bowls of marijuana that you could test out at night. I applied to enter the S.A.T.C. program right away.

My friend was wrong; the S.A.T.C. program was a place for people who admitted they were addicts. They also admitted that their drug and alcohol abuse was a large part of the reason that they were now in jail.

I was released in just 30 days and went back to the streets. I could have gone to A.A. or N.A. meetings while I was on the street, but I didn’t. In A.A. they always say, “Keep coming back.” I kept going back to jail.

In between jail sentences, my home was the street. I was living in abandoned buildings and cars. Sometimes I would think about my family, what they had done for me, and what they would think if they saw me. They were people who loved me, who really cared, but I chose my addictions — and now addiction controlled me.

It was horrible. I was ashamed, embarrassed, and out of control.

I had two more short-term experiences with the S.A.T.C. program, altogether about 45 days over a period of five years. Unfortunately, I was never there long enough for the program to “take.”

Finally, my fourth time back, I spent 16 months in the S.A.T.C. program. I really started listening. Being confronted by my brothers in the program, I finally took a good look at myself.

I had lost everything and betrayed everyone in my life. I don’t know why I was ready to listen. Maybe a Higher Power opened my ears. I was told that eventually I was going to have to get on my knees and ask for help. I said I would be too embarrassed to do that in front of the brothers in the cell. The counselor said, “Just throw your shoe under the bed, and when you get on your knees to find it, ask then.”

Maybe what helped me was seeing two of the counselors in the program, Darrell H. and Warren B. They were people I’d seen coming and going in the prison system. They had been in prison ten years before, two really tough guys, and now here they were, counselors in the S.A.T.C. program, helping others. That made me think that I might be able to make it myself.

Please understand, the S.A.T.C. is still jail, but people ask to go there. It’s cleaner; there are sheets for the beds; no violence is allowed; no one can take your food away from you. And it can be a new beginning.

In Cook County jail there are about 8,500 prisoners. In the S.A.T.C. program, there are approximately 350 people. When you complain, the staff reminds you that you are one of the fortunate ones. You asked to enter the program. Thinking about that makes it easier to do your job and go to groups and do everything else you have to do to learn how to recover. They told me that I couldn’t cure my addiction, but I could do something about my thinking.

When I went to court, the director of the S.A.T.C. went with me and spoke to the judge about me. The judge asked me to tell him something that would justify his mandating me to Gateway for further treatment. I told him, “Your Honor, I am 40 years old. It’s over. If I don’t make it now, I’ll go from the jail to the cemetery.”

Today I am in the aftercare program. I’m also attending Harold Washington College. My family never gave up on me. My sons would always write and ask if I was ready to change. They are both juniors at the University of Southern California and plan to go to law school (maybe because I had so much trouble with the law).

It’s been a long road. I’ve been clean and sober now for more than three years. I have a lot of people to thank: On behalf of my brothers and sisters at Gateway, I thank my family, the judge, and all of the staff. It takes a lot of work and good people to make good things happen.

I’ll conclude by saying if I can do it, so can you.
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Dallas T.
Chicago, IL
April 1993


JANUARY 1

FROM THE REBELLIOUS age of 13 until my release from prison in 1981, I was in and out of various correctional institutions. Prior to my last incarceration I became a heroin addict. With heroin I found I could numb myself to the cold world I lived in, and to the people I resented and hated so much. Addiction and crime became a way of life. I hurt my family and everyone who loved me. I literally hated myself and traveled down a one-way, dead-end street with no hope for a better way of life.

Today, I thank the judge who sentenced me to prison, for he literally saved my life. Drugs almost destroyed me, but during my recovery I had to face the truth: Drugs were not my problem, only a symptom of a larger problem. I was my problem, and a Power greater than myself was in control.

After spending 27 months in a prison-based, drug treatment program, I cleaned up, got my head on straight and discovered a new freedom, a freedom within. When I was released from prison, I made a commitment to put back into society more than I had taken away. I left prison with a burning desire to be successful in my recovery and life.
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Bob K., Drug Program Specialist

St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama



JANUARY 2

TODAY MY DESIRE for recovery has become a reality. I’m proud to be a part of the solution rather than the problem, and to have 12 years clean time, a full pardon, and to be the first ex-offender hired by the Alabama Department of Corrections. I firmly believe that freedom is worth whatever price we have to pay. I now have a passion for freedom and a feeling of peace that I denied myself for many years. I was provided an opportunity to change, and I did, but I didn’t do it alone.

I beat the habit and I have the victory, and I’ve been given a second chance at life. This time I will walk it slowly, this time I will do it right, never forgetting where I’ve been and how grateful I am for this life and the opportunity to help others in recovery find a positive direction in their life.
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Bob K., Drug Program Specialist

St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama



JANUARY 3

IN 1980, WHILE serving time for narcotics violations, I envisioned myself working in the field of substance abuse treatment. On June 1, 1988, my vision became reality when I was hired by the Alabama Department of Corrections (DOC) to assist in establishing the Alabama prison system’s first Therapeutic Community.

I had worked in a community-based treatment program for seven years prior to working in the prison system. Needless to say, there were many adjustments. I experienced fear, apprehension, and a strong feeling of being different. I think most of the security staff who knew I was an ex-inmate felt I was still a “con” and couldn’t be trusted.

It has taken me three years to abolish my fears and overcome my apprehension and the feeling of being different. Today I have established myself, gaining trust and mutual respect with the majority of the prison staff.

I am very grateful for the opportunity provided to me and wouldn’t take anything in place of the challenging and rewarding work I’ve been involved in. I know the credibility I have established with the Alabama DOC has set a precedent for other ex-offenders hoping to utilize their experiences in recovery to help inmates who are committed to cleaning up.
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Bob K., Drug Program Specialist

St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama



JANUARY 4

STEP ONE: WE admitted we were powerless over alcohol — that our lives had become unmanageable.

The unmanageability of my life was apparent to me through the persistent decline of my livelihood and financial status. I lost my job as a result of tardiness and absenteeism. I also lost my material possessions, such as my car, furniture, and clothing. Still, I was reluctant to admit that I was powerless over my addiction.

I felt as though I could refrain from using at will. I did not fully admit my powerlessness until my exposure to recovery.

I was unaware of the deep-cutting ramifications associated with my addiction. It was difficult for me to fight an enemy I thought I knew, but really didn’t. An unexpected death in the family and depression over some family matters I could not control brought to life — after 18 years — an enemy I thought I had permanently destroyed.

Now it is a battle I can win. But I have to start every day with the Steps, my powerlessness, and a willingness to let God in for that 24-hour period. When I do my life is manageable, not unmanageable
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Julian B., Cook County Jail, Illinois

Burglary

1 year



JANUARY 5

BEING IN RECOVERY while being incarcerated, I’ve learned to accept that I wasn’t in control of my life. My self-image never allowed me to do that before. I portrayed a false image of a tough guy for so long that I started to believe that lie, and in doing so, I thought I was in control of my habits. In reality, I wasn’t in control of anything.

Anger is what I’ve paid closest attention to since being in recovery. I understand that my anger has caused me much pain and grief over the years because I didn’t know any proper ways to deal with it. I’ve learned that anger is a natural, human emotion and it’s okay to get angry — it’s how I react once I’m angry that matters.

I still have anger problems, but now I have better ways to deal with them other than violence. Positive self-talk and changing the way I think are the keys for me. They’ve saved me a lot of pain. It’s not easy, but it can be done.
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Jeffrey G., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama
Manslaughter, Assault



JANUARY 6

GROWING UP IN a rough neighborhood, I learned that to survive, I needed to be tough. I grew up viewing humble people as weak and scared.

As it turns out, the most rewarding thing I’ve ever changed is my definition of humility.

I now know humility to be the greatest strength a person can possess. I learned the true meaning of humility from my prison role models in recovery. The strength of humility was the one thing they all had in common.

They did have one more thing in common — they were all serious about recovery.
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Kelvin C., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama

Robbery

Life



JANUARY 7

MY MAIN ADDICTION was sex. Even though I was putting forth an endless effort to satisfy this addiction, I knew it was wrong. I knew I was destroying myself, my wife, and my children.

I wanted to stop. I thought I could stop alone by promising myself each time that “this is the last time.” I promised myself I was going to be a good father and a good husband from this day on.

Since addictions are energized by compulsion, I failed to keep my promises. This failure caused mass confusion to an already confused addict, which called for massive amounts of pills and alcohol, which only added to the problem. After hitting my rock bottom, which was being sent to prison for sex offenses with multiple life sentences, I was forced to submit to my Higher Power, God.

I had previously prayed to God for a “magic cure” to my problem. I wanted God to do it for me without any effort on my part. It didn’t work that way, although my prayers were answered.

God didn’t give me my instant “magic cure,” but He did give me a long-term, substance abuse program, guidance, and tools for securing a new life. I’m doing it not by myself, but for myself, with the help of a lot of great people who care.
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James H., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama

Rape, Sodomy

4 consecutive life sentences



JANUARY 8

DURING THE YEARS of my using, I never knew that I was powerless over anything. But now I understand that I am powerless over my addiction.

I’m glad that my Higher Power, whom I call God, led me to the road of recovery. One day at a time, I talk with God. I get by myself and think about the good things I can do in recovery. I meet with a friend who’s also in recovery and discuss the things we will do when we get out of prison. One thing I hope to do is share what I’ve gone through in my life with kids who are growing up and are starting to use.

The Twelve Step program will work for anyone who wants it, but it can’t work by itself. We have to be willing to work it. The program has made me happy.

I hope this helps someone somewhere who is willing to help himself or herself.

May God bless you, and may angel wings brush your pillow at night while you sleep.
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Douglas R., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Murder

Life



JANUARY 9

WHEN I THINK of my helplessness, it relates so much to being a prisoner. Long before I was given a cell or a dorm, I was totally confined through my addiction. I had no goals, plans, ideas, or direction.

Recovery is like a map that shows me exactly where I’m trying to go. It also allows me to see where I came from.

I’ve often asked myself if I can give up the driver’s seat and trust my Higher Power to carry me through my recovery. I can. I’ve learned to let go and let God help me do all the things I never could do alone.

Now I focus on the peace that surrounds my heart by showing my thanks in every way, especially for today.
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Rickey W., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Robbery

25 years



JANUARY 10

AFTER LIVING 10 years in the prison system, recovery was a special challenge to me. There are certain codes we as inmates live by, such as “never expose weakness,” “never allow others to know too much about you.” From “jump street” I was asked questions about my past drug use. I was honest, admitting to which drugs I had used, how much, and at what age I had used them. I became honest about the earliest memories I had of my family. I didn’t understand at first, but these questions and answers were part of the problem-solving process, showing where, when, and why I had become an addict.

Releasing resentments, an important part of recovery, is easy unless you try to understand why it works. I simply followed directions and felt the results. I released resentments and exposed fears, hurt, and pain. I was amazed at how quickly these things became less painful, and the resentments less important. Once I put my problems on paper and spoke about them, they moved from the inside to the outside where they could be dealt with. When I held these things inside they blocked out the sunlight of my Higher Power, as well as my sanity and reasoning. In a few days I was trusting my group and working my program.
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Andrew M., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Kidnapping

30 years



JANUARY 11

I SEE LIFE in a new way now. Even though I’m not “recovered” yet, I have started my journey. These Twelve Step programs really work, but only if I apply myself, use the tools, practice the principles, and am honest.

I keep it simple, follow instructions, and continue to uncover the “new” me that was there all the time. It takes hard work and courage, and none of us can do it alone. It’s our choice, no one can keep us clean and sober. We make the decision to get involved and work the program.

The slogans help: Faith Without Works Is Dead; One Day at a Time; Easy Does It; Keep It Simple. Willingness, a positive attitude, and trust are the keys to sober living, one day at a time. If I can do it for one day, pretty soon I have a lot of days put together. I have recovery.
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Andrew M., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Kidnapping

30 years



JANUARY 12

I REMEMBER SITTING in a bar during my last time out, convinced I must be one of those poor unfortunates who are just incapable of getting this program. After all, had I not been floundering around in A.A. for more than 10 years? Had I not been through treatment three times, and read the Big Book, and NA. Basic Text more times than I could count? What was going on?

Toward the end of my journey into the dark abyss of my disease, I found myself in a detox center 800 miles from my home after making a trip that would ultimately bring me back to prison. I had called home and heard my children asking me why their daddy could not come home. On returning to my room, with tears streaming down my face, I simply said, “God, I can’t take this anymore. Whoever and wherever you are, I’m going to trust you to do what I cannot.”

Suddenly it dawned on me. For years I had heard, “Keep coming back, it works if you work it.” The flip side to that is, “If you don’t work it, it doesn’t work, but keep coming back until you figure out what it is that you’re not doing.” For me, it was the Steps.

Today I see that the Steps not only provide a way out of the pit of my disease, but also a manner of living that is far more rewarding than anything I have ever experienced.
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Michael P., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama
Theft of property
17 years



JANUARY 13

AS WE READ the Twelve Step literature, one thing stands out above all else. This is a program that requires honesty. We must be honest with ourselves, others, and our Higher Power.

If you’re like me, you’ve said to yourself, “Enter a drug program to get out of prison? I’ll do that!” But once in the program, I realized that something was wrong with my life. After all, I was in prison, wasn’t I?

I never denied I used drugs and alcohol. Being the intelligent addict that I was, I realized there was a problem and that the problem was affecting my life. But I didn’t know if there was an answer to why I used drugs and alcohol. Even though I liked the feeling of being high, the hell of addiction wasn’t worth the consequences I was paying.

The Twelve Steps teaches us what honesty is all about. It’s not easy. It’s hard to be honest about some of the things we’ve done. At times it will hurt to be honest; expect that pain. But like all pain, it will go away.

We can continue to play the game or we can be serious and try sobriety. Our lives are at stake.
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John O., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Cocaine trafficking

18 years



JANUARY 14

WE ARE PEOPLE of all ages, races, creeds, and colors. The reasons that we abused our minds and bodies may differ from one another, but the sickness is the same. We continued to rely on alcohol and drugs to hide the pain and anger that we harbored inwardly.

Those of us who have been fortunate enough to enter a treatment program should be grateful to our Higher Power for giving us maybe the one and only chance for living a sober life. There have been many alcoholics and addicts who were not allowed the luxury of getting into a treatment facility or program before they died or ended up in prison for a very long time.

Honestly speaking, the grace of God is the only reason so many of us have been spared. We are blessed to have all of our faculties still intact and functioning properly. Only through our Higher Power are we given the power to offer our experiences as some sort of spiritual motivation for those who are still controlled by their addictions. It is only by the grace of God that our mothers and fathers aren’t among the many, many parents who have or will have to visit cemeteries and experience the loss of their sons and daughters. Only by the grace of God are we in recovery, with the opportunity to achieve sobriety and keep it.
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Napoleon A., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Possession, cocaine and firearms

4 years



JANUARY 15

MANY TIMES IN a place like this we can find ourselves feeling lonely and depressed. Perhaps no one came to visit us this week, no one was home when we called, or we didn’t receive that special letter from our loved one. We find that these are all perfect excuses to use again.

Times like these I need to search deep within and express my gratitude for what I do have. No, I didn’t get a visit, no one answered the phone when I called, and I didn’t receive that special letter, but today I am grateful because God has given me another beautiful day to live and enjoy. Thanks to the grace of God, I am clean and sober today.

Searching within and expressing my gratitude reminds me that the love, peace, and happiness I seek in the outside world is actually right here, right now.

If I express my gratitude, especially on those days when I am depressed and lonely, I realize just how much I have to be grateful for. In the end, I really don’t have any excuses.
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Ignacio C., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama
Drug trafficking
25 years



JANUARY 16

BEFORE BEING IN recovery, my experiences with love were all fake and phony. Love was only a word to use to get what I wanted. As an addict, I found love in my drug of choice.

The program changed my outlook toward love. I came to understand the kind of love that was never-ending when others treated me with respect and concern, even after hearing my story. That’s when it really started affecting me.

I had wondered how anybody could love me for my wrongdoing. But the program taught me that I am a human being, and while people may not like my behavior, they can still love me as a person. I truly see myself as an equal — nothing better, nothing less.

By the grace of God my journey has begun. For me, finding love is finding life.
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James B., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Murder

25 years



JANUARY 17

WHEN THE LIGHTS come on and the correctional officer shouts, “Wake up call,” do we just roll over and cover our heads to block out the light and the noise? Or do we get up and begin the day with a thought of thanks for the opportunity of living, and ask God for His will to be done?

Many an opportunity has passed us by because we didn’t want to wake up and take advantage of the time we had to make our lives better. It was so much easier to lay back and blame other people, places, and circumstances for our problems.

Working a program of recovery in prison, we can “wake up” and take advantage of this time to improve ourselves and our relationships with family, friends, and our Higher Power.

God is the voice that wakes me up so I may live to do His will.




[image: Image]

Thomas B., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Child abuse

10 years



JANUARY 18

ONE OF THE greatest tools I have acquired in my recovery has been “goal setting.” During my years of addiction, I was a pro at setting goals, but I never finished anything I started.

Now I have begun to follow through on goals I have set. I have earned an associate’s degree in science, and am working towards a bachelor’s degree. I have successfully completed a drug treatment program, and I even worked for the program as an intern for almost two years. I have finished learning one technical trade and have a start on another. I have been drug/alcohol/cigarette-free for almost five years.

Yes, goal setting and goal attaining has been a great aid to my recovery. I’ve learned never to stop setting new goals because it’s not always reaching my goals that is important, but rather the type of person I become while working toward them.
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Ronnie C., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama

Murder

45 years



JANUARY 19

I HAVE SEEN many people walk through the doors of A.A. and N.A. and never drink or drug again. I’m sorry to say that I am not one of those instant success stories. Today, I know that it was my failure to work the Steps that prevented me from being able to keep my disease in remission.

I was in and out of the program for 11 years before I decided to start working the Steps. During this time I was also in and out of jails, treatment centers, detox units, and penitentiaries. I hit many “bottoms,” but only when I found myself separated from my family, hundreds of miles from home, on the run from the law with a lot of years facing me upon my return to prison, did I call out to God and work the first three Steps.

There is no way to convey in words the difference that the Steps have made in my life since that day. My Higher Power, who I choose to call God, has done things in my life that I not only couldn’t do, but wouldn’t even think to try to do.

Had it not been for the hell that I experienced due to my disease, I would never have found this way of life. Today, I can honestly say I’m grateful to be a recovering alcoholic and addict.
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Michael P., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Robbery

17 years



JANUARY 20

    STEP TWO: CAME to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

Believing that a “Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity” has always been a difficult concept for me to accept. It involves a matter of faith, a concept foreign to my existence.

Actually, I couldn’t have been more wrong! When I sat at the bar having that drink, I had faith that if I were lonely, upset, or depressed, the drink was going to make me feel better. When I put my money through a hole in a door and received a rock or some powder in return, I had faith that it would fix me.

Perhaps you called it by a different name, but we’ve always had faith in a Power other than ourselves. So it’s no big stretch to transfer that faith to a Power that really works — a Higher Power. Doing the best we can in the right way, and trusting our Higher Power on what we don’t understand, makes recovery a much smoother journey.




[image: Image]

Bob P., Gateway Foundation
Lake Villa Adult Center, Illinois



JANUARY 21

STEP THREE: MADE a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.

I always believed that I was in control and had the power to handle “it.” By “it,” I meant everything from my drug and alcohol use to other people. This eventually proved to be a lie that led to disappointment, destruction, and utter despair.

The realization that I was actually out of control was in itself a blow that left me with a sense of hopelessness that brought me to my knees. My life had literally fallen apart: My marriage was over, my parents no longer trusted me, I’d lost my job, and all because of my obsession with drugs. The kicker was that I was still using — and I couldn’t stop.

It was from this position of hopelessness that I was finally able to reach out for a power greater than myself for the guidance, support, and comfort that I needed. It was painfully obvious that I was incapable of managing my life. In spite of the recurrent calamities that invariably accompanied my return to drug and alcohol abuse, my continued use indicated I was insane.

The decision to turn my will and life over to the care of God in Step Three requires action and not just lip service, and the diligent working of Steps Four through Twelve.
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Michael W., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Receiving stolen property, Burglary

10 years



JANUARY 22

SELF-WILL AND SELF-CENTEREDNESS — doing what “I” wanted without consideration of the rightness of the act or the effect it may have on others — is what put me where I am today. In prison.

They are a constant threat to the ongoing process of my recovery. Decisions or judgments based solely on what I want or what will satisfy me have proven to be the wrong ones. Then, not wanting to be seen unfavorably, I made more bad decisions in order to cover myself. Eventually, if not sooner, the inevitable feelings associated with my dysfunctional behavior kick in and I’m ripe for relapse.

Seeking God’s will for my life through prayer (talking to God) and meditation (listening to God) affords me a sense of peace and security that I have never known. I find that the more I seek and listen to His will for me, the fewer mistakes I make. When I do make mistakes in judgment or make bad decisions, seeking God’s further direction is much more profitable than the old behavior I may have once indulged in. Today I’m directed to take into consideration my shortcomings, acknowledge my mistakes, and rectify them.




[image: Image]

Michael W., Ventress Correctional Facility, Alabama

Receiving stolen property, Burglary

10 years
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MOST OF MY life I’ve lived outside of myself. The majority of things I did or said were to impress or please other people. I had very low self-esteem and would do just about anything to be accepted by others. It was fear of rejection that led to my addiction.

After 13 years and three incarcerations, I was finally able to humble myself enough to ask for help. I entered a long-term treatment program, not having any idea what recovery was about. I sure wish recovery programs were introduced to me earlier in my life. If so, I don’t think I would have led the life I did. I’m convinced that addicts cannot make it in society without some type of program to guide them.

In my four years in recovery, I have been able to reach within myself and love myself for the person I am, not the person others wanted me to be. Through listening to others in groups and A.A. meetings, I was able to start being unselfish and reach out to others.

Recovering from any type of addiction is not easy. It’s a lifelong process, but along the way I’m finding that discipline and a belief in a Higher Power will take me a long way.

Let’s dig down inside ourselves and reach out to other people. All we want in life is to know that someone cares.




[image: Image]

Darrell M., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama

Murder

Life without parole
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I CONFIRM DAILY that I’m a good guy, and that I desperately need to keep working on myself to maintain my sobriety. After being in treatment for a little over a year and a half, I still can see the importance of continuing care. Without it, I would be on the road to destruction once again.

I have learned to take the worst of any situation and turn it into a positive force that can help me along the way. Only with the help of others and the knowledge that the tough times never last — but tough people do — have I found what is needed to make it over the roadblocks of life.
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Ronald R., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama 
Receiving stolen property
30 years
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MY PERSONAL EXPERIENCES in recovery have been both painful and rewarding. I’ve spent many arduous hours in the group process dealing with shame, anger, self-hatred, and many character defects that I denied.

I have been both a victim of sexual abuse (who became a sex addict) and a sex offender. I know the deep-rooted guilt, shame, and fear a sex addict lives with daily. It was only when I admitted my powerlessness over lust and my unmanageable life, when I got sick and tired of being in the mental and emotional state I was in, that the recovery process began healing some of the wounds of my dysfunctional life.

It was truly a tearful, painful process. But I have come to know other people just like myself who struggle with the same emotional trauma that I’ve worked through. I’m not alone with these problems, nor am I a worthless, bad person. I am a good person with good qualities, although I’ve done some bad things.

What really makes my recovery work is a spiritual awakening. As I received forgiveness from my Higher Power, I, in turn, forgave those who had abused me. All that was left was to forgive myself. Because of forgiveness, much of the anger, shame, and fear have subsided. I am very thankful for the healing of God’s Spirit, and the sincere concerns of my fellow group members.




[image: Image]

James T., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama 
Rape, Burglary
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AT A RECENT A.A. meeting we were discussing Step Nine — making amends. During this discussion one of the members told us about his repeated efforts to make amends to a family member. He had bad feelings because his efforts had not been received the way he thought they should have been.

But there can’t be any selfish motives driving our amends. Most of us in prison have hurt our families repeatedly, with numerous “I’m sorrys” and “I won’t do that agains,” only to continue our destructive ways.

By working a program and living as God intended us to live, we have begun to earn some forgiveness. Through a concerted effort over a lifetime, we may learn to make “real” amends.
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Jimmy C., St. Clair Correctional Facility, Alabama

Manslaughter, Robbery

Life
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IN MY WALK through recovery I have learned that without God, I cannot recover. I am incomplete without God’s presence in my life.

That incompleteness, I believe, was the major cause of my addictive lifestyle. Searching to fill that emptiness caused me to waste the majority of my life in a pleasure-seeking fantasy world.

When I finally stopped looking at God as being who I had always been told He was and starting knowing God as He is to me, I found a peace and assurance that I had never known.
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