THE WORST 15 MINUTES…

(Sacrificing Vice)

By

K.K.

     “I gave up smoking, drinking and women…it was the worst fifteen minutes of my life!” A popular enough saying. Let me drag you down with me as I fight to prove it wrong. 

     It’s my second day without cigarettes, alcohol, or skirt-chasing. It’s going on six p.m. and I’ve yet to stab, shoot or strangle anyone (Of course, I’ve been cooped up in the apartment all day). I’m strangely calm…bored, even. But I know that this boredom is THE ENEMY, just the thing that’ll kick me back down into my living hell if I let it. Maybe writing this down will be of some help.

     First of all, let me explain WHY it’s so necessary to try to sacrifice these vices of mine…

“BOURBON AND WATER, HOLD THE WATER—“

     It’s just gotten ridiculous. I’ve come to Orange County CA from Sin City with the monkey still firmly clenched on my back. Not only clenched on my back, but actually horse-whipping me towards every liquor store in sight. “YAHH, mule, YAHH!” The little demon screams. It seems I hear and obey every twenty minutes, as long as I’m not working.

     I remember moving to Las Vegas to dry out after a disastrous attempt at film production in Orlando. Arriving in Las Vegas, I find the girlfriend I’m moving in with has bought me a bottle of Jack Daniels for a welcome present. I smile and grind my teeth almost to powder as I ignore it, and I win that round. Then her neighbor Doug, a friendly guy my age, stops by and says “You must be K.K.! Hey, welcome to Vegas! Let’s go grab some beers.”

     “Umm, thanks, Doug, but I’m easin’ back on the drinks for a while…”

     “Oh, c’mon. Just a beer.”
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     “No, really, thanks anyway.”

     “I’ll buy.”

      “Okay.”

     And I jump back on the Tilt-A-Whirl. Two more years of scattered jobs and lovers will go by before I try to climb off again. I make intermittent attempts at sobriety, but none last longer than a month. A popular delusion of alcoholics is that if they can go a month without drinking, they don’t have a problem.

     Actually, if you have to swear off drinking for a month to prove you don’t have a problem with it, guess what? You’ve got a problem with it!
     Now, in 2000, it seems like I’ve finally got something to show for myself. A shocking full year of employment that’s gotten me insurance, stock options, a few thousand in the bank, an un-dented car, and a computer. I’ve completed a novel and several screenplays and made it into the high & mighty Screen Actor’s Guild. I’ve kept the same girlfriend for over a year too. Nice girl. Starting to nag a bit about the drinking, but there are hundreds of girls who’ve competed with my Silent Partner and lost.

     When she starts making marriage noises, I lower the boom. I’m not entering captivity for anyone, no matter how close I feel to them.  I tell her I’m moving out and on; I’m eligible to transfer to my company’s California location, and it’s time to concentrate on that acting career.

     But two months later in Hollywood, I get to a Casting Workshop an hour early and knock back a 24-oz Miller Genuine Draft and a shot bottle of brandy while I wait. With enough cologne and mints, no one’s the wiser. The workshop is a breeze; I only need to look at the script once and it’s memorized.

     Feeling good about the Workshop, I immediately get another 24-oz Miller Genuine Draft and three more shot bottles of brandy, which I cleverly pour into a can of soda for the long drive down Burbank and the 405. 

     I’m still not drunk when I arrive back in Anaheim an hour later, so I stop at Sav-On and buy two more 24-oz cans. Budweiser, this time.  Back at the apartment I guzzle them methodically as I work on my new book, frowning at the screen to make sure all the words are spelled right. 

     It’s going on one in the morning when the second can’s finished. At no time do I eat anything. I’m staggering slightly as I put the can next to the other recyclables and don’t even blink at the amount of beer cans I have there. 

     My roommate has one of those 5-liter boxes of wine in the fridge, and she’s said she’s never minded if I had any. So I do. Two big plastic tumblers of wine, on the rocks. I’m nicely crocked as I go to sleep at 2 am and wake up at 7 with a hammering hangover. I stay in bed until the last possible moment, then race to get ready for work.  It occurs to me that virtually every day starts like this.
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     Checking my look in the mirror, I notice red blotches around my nose and cheeks. They look like something a 50-year-old Irish cop should have, not a 33-year old actor.

     This has got to stop, I tell myself.

     Visiting the library, I check some books on alcoholism. One, The Thinking Person’s Guide To Sobriety, by Bert Pluymen, tells me that “Physical withdrawal from alcohol begins within twelve hours, peaks by the second or third day, and is virtually gone by the fourth or fifth. However, some anxiety, ranging from restlessness and irritability to occasional panic, can last for up to a year.” 

     Okay, I might be an even MORE crotchety bastard for up to a year. Let’s just get these four to five days out of the way first.
     For the moment, I’m concentrating on flooding my system with non-alcoholic drinks for once. Coffee, milk, iced tea, soda, lemonade, water, anything. A lot of food and vitamins too.  I’m secretly dreading the moment my non-alcoholic roommates will return and nonchalantly throw another box of wine or a 12-pack into the fridge. I tell myself if I can keep this up, I will have another “six-pack” in a few weeks…but these will actually be rippling abdominal muscles normally hidden beneath my shallow beer gut.

     For the moment, I feel okay.

     But Mr. Pluymen’s book mentions something more, something both challenging and disheartening: Virtually NO alcoholic has EVER recovered on their own.
      It’s kind of like a dare, almost. I’ve been to AA before and really don’t want to return. And it’s not from arrogance; not the “I don’t need this” stupidity of the average alcoholic. I am an alcoholic, and AA was helpful when I’d attended. But it was also horrifying.

      I try to write the most graphic, warped and visceral horror stories I can, and they’re nothing—nothing—compared to the true-life horror stories that are told and re-told at the average AA meeting. Abuse, car crashes, fights, blackouts, suicides, murders, diseases, broken homes; they're all there, and it never stops. Perversely, some members seemed to me to try to ‘out-do’ each other’s tales of woe, in a “HA, you think YOU got it rough” way. Most AA members need a weekly or daily dose of horror with their fellowship to stay dry.

     I’m hoping it won’t come to that. Besides, AA meetings contain more smoke than the average opium den, which leads me to…

(DON’T) SMOKE ‘EM IF YOU GOT ‘EM

     Okay, drinks I can blow off for a day or so. Hopefully longer. Smokes? Once I wake up in the morning, I generally blaze up one of the effective little killers every twenty minutes. After a good amount of coughing and retching, that is.
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     Although I’m not blaming Dad—we are all responsible for our actions—I used to feel that I could smoke forever with impunity, since my father smoked unfiltered Pall Malls all through my childhood and Marlboro 100s all through my adolescence and beyond.  At 65, he’s yet to have a problem. There’s not a bloody mark on him, although I could probably beat him in the 100-yard-dash.

     Then again, maybe not. I started smoking when I was fifteen. I used to fence and play soccer; now I get winded climbing more than two flights of stairs. Although I can lift heavier weights than ever before, I can’t lift them for long. Reaching vascular failure before muscular failure continually hampers any bodybuilding progress I make. After sustained physical effort of any sort for more than half an hour, I feel stitches of flaming pain in my chest.

     But WAIT! There’s MORE! Act NOW and you’ll get teeth that resemble yellow gravel! And, at no extra charge, BREATH that could shoot down MOTHRA! Now how much would you pay? DON’T SAY ANYTHING because you ALSO receive lips and skin that look like patterned leather, AND clothes, apartments and cars that smell like Chernobyl! It’s ALL YOURS for the low price of $1100 a year—AND don’t forget you won’t have to pay ANYTHING for eight of those years, because you won’t HAVE eight of those years, you’ll be DEAD! 

     I used to really, truly enjoy the first cigarette of the day, the cigarette after dinner, the cigarette after sex. I used to like being able to take cigarette breaks at work, but after that cigarette I’d be a slower-moving, heavier-coughing, hoarse, smellier worker.    

      Now, I don’t really like any of the cigarettes I smoke. Something about the Southern California air makes them tasteless, or fouler than they really are. I’ve been catching three times as many colds a year than nonsmokers. Plus they’re now over four dollars a pack in some places, and after you buy them, you can’t smoke them anywhere! The little parasites have got to GO.

     For the time being, I’m not having any nicotine fits—probably because I’m eating and drinking everything in sight. None of my roommates smoke, which is good. The real challenge will be two days from now, when I’m back at work and surrounded by heedless, happily smoking co-workers.

     I got a prescription for ZYBAN, but it’s $100 for thirty tablets! And work-sponsored insurance plans DON’T cover it, which is strange, because you’d think all employers would want healthy, smoke-free employees, right? I’ve also got anti-smoking hypnotism tapes, gum, etc. I’m also focused on a mental picture of myself with gleaming teeth and fifteen more pounds of muscle mass, courtesy of nonstop eating and exercising.

     Time seems to be moving much more slowly without cigarettes, but maybe I’ll get more done. Without cigarettes, perhaps the desire for a drink will be lessened.  I tell myself I’m saving money, too. Since I’m taking a break from women, I barely have to spend anything at all!
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“LEAVE IT ON! LEAVE IT ALL ON! PUT MORE ON!”

     One of Doug’s lines to describe any woman of ‘less than showgirl quality’.  That was in Vegas. Here in Orange County, the women are even more attractive and statuesque. Dazzling bright smiles, exquisitely styled hair, tanned, toned bodies, perfect legs and breasts…AND I’M NOT MAKING THE FAINTEST EFFORT TO GET WITH ANY OF THEM!

     My reasons are myriad. For one, it’s currently popular to think single women are money-grubbing, BMW-chasing status seekers. I am sure these exist, but publicly (and in my book THE GIRLUWANT) I tell men NOT TO GENERALIZE WOMEN, no matter how herculean that task is. But in the same book, I admit that men should pay for the majority of dates, and they should pamper women they care about, however they can.

     Having done that in my last relationship for three years, I’m ready to pamper me  for once. And since I don’t have a woman to take out and pamper, I’m able to slap a few more shekels into the bank (That way when I’m ready to date again, the restaurant can be Spago and not Pizza hut). I’m able to buy some new, better-than-average clothes, the better to turn heads with. I’m able to spruce up the car and the apartment so that the next woman down the line doesn’t cringe about entering either one. 

     Another benefit of the situation is a huge, previously unknown hunk of FREE TIME. During my last relationship (and indeed virtually ALL my others), I had ‘rationed’ my time away from work and writing and acting to be able to take out my girlfriend. “Hmmm…got nothing on Friday night, so that’ll be ‘date night’ and if she’s busy it’s too freakin’ bad”. I’m sure you know the drill. On the one hand, it kept her interest and improved my time-management skills, but on the other hand it eventually killed spontaneity, and even worse, turned the relationship into a job.

     Now, at least for the moment, there’s none of that time-pressure. My entire agenda away from work is all mine. At a moment’s notice I can leap out in any direction without having to “check in” (“Hey, I’m going to be at…”) or even worse, ask permission to do something (“Is it okay if I spend some time with the guys?”).

     The downside, of course, is a bit of loneliness. Smooches have been few and far between since moving here, and there’s a bit of a sting watching really hot women kiss really scary guys. Luckily at work and at the casting workshops, I’m in contact with a lot of women I can chat with, joke with and admire without feeling the pressure to ‘score’. Knowing in advance that I’ll be moving back east in a month has put the brakes on my initiating any relationships here; it’d be unfair to start something with a girl, get her all worked up and spoiled, and then say “Well, that was fun, see you next Pilot Season, if you’re available.”

      I also haven’t seen the female body in its unclothed glory for some time now, but that’s what the beaches and strip clubs are for.            
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     I highly recommend that men my age who are between relationships take some time off for themselves. Instead of going on a ‘binge’ of empty conquests, enrich yourself.  Work out. Take some classes. Buy some things for you. Do some of the things that you like. Because when you’re next in a relationship, your available time and money will melt like snow. Contrary to popular belief, Celibacy is far from lethal. 

     But make no mistake, Alcohol and Cigarettes are. It’s my third day without them and I’m still so calm I’m amazing myself. If I can do it, you can too!
