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EVERY TIME | TOOK
THE [BAR] EXAM,

| DRANK EACH NIGHT
BEFORE EACH DAY
OF THE THREE DAY
EXAM. | COULD NOT
UNDERSTAND

WHY 1 DID NOT PASS.

‘MY CHEAP PSYCHOLOGIST”

brought to you by » JAMES O. HEITING

THIS RECITAL WAS MADE TO ME BY A
MEMBER OF THE OTHER BAR, AND I PASS
IT ON TO YOU FOR YOUR CONSUMPTION
AND DIGESTION.
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PRIOR TO MY ADMISSION TO THE BAR
in 1980, I had been a public high school
teacher for fifteen years. I taught English and
developed close friendships and was a well-
respected, tenured member of the staff of an
excellent secondary school.

I had grown up in a mother-driven home
in which alcohol rarely visited. Those few
times my father came home drunk resulted in
the iron fists of my five foot tall mother
being lowered with passion and wrath, result-
ing in confrontation and argument that left
me fearful and uncertain of our future
together.

I was successful at school and, until I was
injured, had what I felt was great prospects to
play professional baseball. My drinking, then
did not seern to be problematic.

Once I received my credential and began
teaching, numerous close, personal relation-
ships developed. All of these revolved
around similar intellectual, athletic, and
occupational interests and incidentally (on
reflection) the use and abuse of alcohol.

Gerry, John, Bill and I all enjoyed a
"macho” comradery. At no occasion attended
by two or more of us was moderation toler-
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ated. Getting together meant, "getting together
to hook a few."

After a time, 1 decided to attend night law
school. My pattern of activity was to teach my
class, study for my law class. attend the law
class. and then have a few drinks in order to
"unwind" from the rigors of such a hectic
daily schedule before going to sleep anywhere
from midnight to two o'clock in the moming
and then repeat the schedule on those nights
of school until the weekend reprieve (at which
time I often found occasions to indulge in the
over consumption of alcohol). This pattern
continued for the four years of law school.

I began to call the somewhat regular intoxi-
cation "my cheap psychologist.”

After graduation, I had increasing difficulty
in passing the Bar exam. I took the review
courses and studied hard, within the confines
of my working schedule and punctuated by
depression and numerous drinking bouts.
Every time I took the exam. I drank each night
before each day of the three day exam. 1 could
not understand why I did not pass.

By the time I did pass, Gerry and John both
were drinking on a daily basis (I stayed on
two years after passing the Bar); yet for these
years they (we all) had escaped “serious” con-
sequences. I never considered them. or any of
us for that matter, to be alcoholics. lor we
drank because we chose to. In fact. one day in
the faculty lounge, within my hearing. a col-
league from whom [ had some little respect



P

said, "John is an alcoholic.” I was
incensed. I confronted the speaker,

Jand, in no uncertain terms, let him

know that he had me to deal with if I
ever heard him speak disparagingly of
my friend John again. It was simple:
John drank because he chose to, not
because he had to.

Over a few year period after law
school graduation, I was charged with
more than one DUI. One was dropped,
but convictions forced me to attend
the court-ordered program. The arrests
and proceedings proved inconvenient,
expensive and embarrassing, and any
future convictions could mean sub-
stantial jail time (I did not consider
that it could affect my license to prac-
tice law). I knew, though, that I could
keep from drinking (I drank by
choice).

For the first six months of the one
year program, 1 was conscientious and
sober. I also knew that I wasn't an
alcoholic. My denial was absolute. But
! went 10 a party. I didn't intend to
drink. I drank. I got drunk. I insisted
on driving. I was arrested again for
driving under the influence.

By this time, Gerry had nearly
killed himself several times in alcohol
related accidents with his car or his

motorcycle. He had accumulated
numerous DUI convictions, but Gerry
"escaped” the consequences by fleeing
in disgrace and humiliation to another
state, whereupon, within a few years
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he died at the age of forty-nine of cirrhosis of the liver.

John eventually lost his family and the respect of his peers, finally being forced out
of his position as a school counselor and back into the classroom, and ultimately being
forced to resign and take early retirement.

Those of us "in the fellowship,” have a saying: "We all have our own bottom.” In
other words, we each have our own determination and awareness of the point that we
are powerless over alcohol and that our lives have become unmanageable. Although I
had been sober for six months prior, I had not accepted the inexorable reality of this
disease. Thankfully, I was deterred by the Los Angeles Police before I could cause
tragic harm to myself or others.

My "bottom" rudely manifested itself concurrent with my third arrest within the
statutory period for DUI I knew unequivocally the instant that the red light flashed
into my vision the reality of the further legal, financial. and professional hardships that
were inevitably certain to follow.

Shortly thereafter, I saw an advertisement in the California Lawyer aimed at
lawyers and judges in trouble with alcohol or drugs. I called the number and spoke with
a person who invited me to attend the Wednesday night meeting of lawyers and judges in
LA (Other Bar). My regular attendance at that meeting allowed me the comradeship of
those who have "been there, seen that, done that." I became inspired and enlightened,
ultimately developing "tools” which allowed me to cope with this clever and insidious
foe and to cope with, instead of escape from, the vicissitudes of life.

I have not escaped consequences and continue to deal with them. I am working to
clear the "wreckage of my past” by facing up to the problems and taking them step by
step, a day at a time.

My friend Bill moderated his alcohol behavior a long time ago. Marv died last
month. He was barely fifty. John recently asked me to attend a "meeting” with him. I
was thrilled to do so. He'll make it this time. If not, he knows, as well as 1do, that he'll
join our friends Gerry and Marv.

T'have been blessed thus far to avoid the untimely death. yet know of the uncompro-
mising misery and heartache that shares the life of the alcoholic.

I've learned much in the last few years about my own alcoholism. I've learned, for
example, that I probably have a genetic predisposition to the disease; that I don't have
to take that first drink; I can't drink "like a gentleman:" I can't drink alcohol any more
than a diabetic can consume sugar. I accept this reality and yet am living my life more
joyously and more effectively than I ever did before. I am again able to artain the
respect of my peers and be responsible and dedicated to clients.

We (my wife of 20 years and our several children) are working together toward the
common goal of a healthy and functional family and open and healthy communication,
all made possible by the miracles of sobriety. I

If anyone reading this understands these feelings or specifically relates to this
recital, if you or anyone you know is depending on drugs (including alcohol) to cope
with life, know that it doesn’t have to be that way.

If you are suffering get help. If you know someone who is suffering, insist they
get help. You may save a career. Lives are at stake.

The Other Bar (statewide anonymous number) 1-800/222-0767.

Local meeting and information: 909/683-4030.
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