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 I was once a homeless man. I lived on the street 
and on the couches of a few acquaintances. All of my    
belongings were packed in a suitcase; I carried it every-
where. I seldom had a place to shower, so I stank worse 
than a dead animal--but this did not matter to me, because  
I was drunk. Before being homeless, I was in jails and    
prisons for over fifteen years of my life. I was a liar, a thief, 
and I cared for no one except myself. Self-centeredness 
ruled my way of living. Either people did things the way I 
wanted them done, or I had no use for them. I had no true 
friends. My own family had finally given up on me after 
years of hearing how sorry I was. It did not help to say I  
was sorry when I continued to be a sorry excuse for a    
human. 
 Today, I get to my AA meeting a few minutes    
before 7 A.M., having strolled lazily from the bus stop,    
enjoying the fresh morning breeze. Jerry, Monty, and a   
few others are milling around the door, waiting for it to click 
open. A few men and women are homeless, and want a 
warm, free cup of coffee. 
 I hear the church bells chiming from a cathedral,    
a few blocks from the meeting, and the sound echoes off 
the skyscrapers. One ring, two rings, three, four, five, six, 
seven rings means seven o'clock, and it is time for the  
automatic lock to click open. The door opens at seven and 
the meeting starts at seven-thirty. A few other early birds 
and I put out our cigarettes in an ashtray outside the front 
door and go inside. The door is frosted glass and, etched 
into the upper half, there is a circle with a triangle inside the 
circle and the letters "AA" inside the triangle. 
 It is an old building with a lot of character built into 
it. Somehow, it feels like home to me. 
There are meetings here throughout the day, and I am   
usually in attendance for a couple of them. People start to 
show up and begin greeting each other and catching up on 
each other's lives. The chairperson for this meeting arrives 
early to get the coffee ready for others to serve themselves 
as they arrive. 
 The F&G initials stand for Fleur Avenue and Grand 

Avenue; the original site of the AA meeting place. Today, it 
is located in a few rooms in a two-story building on the 
southeast corner of llth and High streets, in Des Moines, 
Iowa. When the location changed, the group decided to 
keep the meeting name the same. It may always be called 
F&G, although it is larger and no longer filled with smoke. 
Hanging along the walls are a few sayings with the ideas 
and principles of AA. At one end of the main room are the 
Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions. At one end of the 
main room is a side room used for special events or for  
private conversations. I have never had a private conversa-
tion in the side room, and after seeing the tears of those 
who come out of that room, I do not want to go in there. 
Eventually, I guess I will want to, but I am in no hurry. It is 
the place where a person admits his character defects and 
talks about his resentments and fears with another. It is 
where some people, who attend F&G, do their Fourth and 
Fifth Steps. 
  Framed with wood and behind a piece of glass is 
an essay titled "Trouble Makers." The saying is worth a lot 
and well suited for the F&G meetings. 
 
It says, in part:  
Trouble Makers  
Few of us are afraid of what any newcomer can do to 
our AA reputation or effectiveness. Those who slip, 
those who panhandle, those who scandalize, those with 
a mental twist, those who rebel at the program, those 
who trade on the AA reputation --all such persons sel-
dom harm an AA group for long. Some of these have 
come out most respected and best loved. Same have 
remained to try our patience, sober nonetheless. Oth-
ers have drifted away. We have begun to regard the 
troublesome ones not as menaces, but rather as our 
teachers. They oblige us to cultivate patience, toler-
ance, and humility. The false righteousness of we 
who condemn them does our group the 
deeper     damage.  
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 I began as a troublemaker at F&G, and the people 
around these tables accepted me, without fear or condemna-
tion, so I kept coming back. I can still cause trouble, but it is 
no longer my purpose. Today I find solutions that are in 
abundance around the tables of F&G. 
 I hear the voices of more people arriving. Some are 
moaning and groaning, others are happy and smiling, still 
others are reserved and quiet. One man shuffles by me on 
his way to the bathroom. Whew, he smells ripe still. I think to 
myself that I should have used the bathroom right away,   
because he will leave it a mess. He is one of the homeless, 
and I cannot blame him for wanting to splash some water on 
his face. His clothes are tattered and dirty. They're the same 
ones he has worn all week. Love and tolerance are part of 
our AA principles, and I am given plenty of opportunity to 
practice these principles at my home group. 
 More people show up and start sitting around the 
tables. For most, there is real pleasure in their voices as  
they greet each other. Several people acknowledge me with 
a hello and a handshake. Some give me a warmer welcome 
with a hug, and a sincere inquiry about how I am doing.  
"How ya doing?" is a kind of coded question among some    
of us in AA that really means, "How is your sobriety holding 
up?" It's asked with genuine concern and a willingness to 
offer help if needed. I usually tell them I am okay, because     
I am. I play and coach the F&G Softball team on Saturdays 
with some of these people. We go bowling and golfing to-
gether and pitch horseshoes. 
 I take a few deep breaths with my eyes closed just  
to relax myself, and then I look around at the people who 
have come to the meeting. It continues to amaze me how 
extremely different characters can come together and have  
a single purpose in common. 
 An AA meeting is not a meeting of like-minded     
individuals, because of the differences among us. There    
are doctors, lawyers, construction workers, bankers, and        
students. We are young and old, from the ages of seventeen 
to eighty; we are rich and poor, all races, all religions, all   
political views among us. The only thing we all agree on is 
that one drunk talking to another drunk is the only way that 
we know to help each other stop being drunks. 
 The way that one drunk talks to another is not      
always so agreeable, and often leads to lively and humorous 
discussions. One man uses the "f' word so often that it has 
become a standard joke to count how many times he says it 
when he talks. He is a lovable character, though he tries not 
to be. 
When another man speaks sometimes he is timed. The    
average length for a person to speak at a meeting is two or 
three minutes. This guy will go on and on for ten or fifteen 
minutes if the chairperson does not ask him to let someone 
else speak. Despite his long-windedness, he usually makes  
a lot of sense and helps many of us understand our way to      
sobriety. 
 There are those among us who have mental         
illnesses; often they do not take their medications, and they 
will mumble incoherently for a little bit. If I listen closely 
enough, I occasionally hear them say something very       
profound and meaningful for me. I think that is because I 
might have a mental illness, too. 

 About a half hour 
into a meeting, the basket 
goes around the room. 
Those who can usually put a 
couple dollars in the basket. 
Sometimes, I don't want to 
give up any dollars, but I 
remember that it was sug-
gested I consider how much 
money I wasted during a 
single night at the bar, and I 
realize that a dollar is a 
small price to pay for the 
priceless help I get staying 
sober around the tables of 
AA. 
 I have been coming 

to F&G over a year, attending at least three meetings every 
week. I try to go to seven      meetings a week, going to dif-
ferent ones so I do not become bored attending the same 
meeting over and over. I rarely attend a meeting at F&G with-
out knowing the names and faces of all, except the new-
comer. Most know my name, as well. 
 The hour is almost over for this meeting. As always,  
I have heard helpful suggestions, most of them things I have 
heard hundreds of times before that I need reminding of   
often. Things like, "It's important to learn how to listen before 
speaking," "Nothing ever gets better when we drink," "Keep it 
simple," and "One day at a time." They are helpful reminders 
for an easier, softer, kinder way to live. 
 Today, I do not attend meetings so much for the   
purpose of not drinking, but more for learning to live life so-
ber, without fears, and to build up my self-esteem. Having a 
home group helps me overcome the bad feelings I can have 
about my past. There are friends here to lift my spirits. 
 Often, I enjoy my other meeting places more than 
F&G, but this is where I got sober. I call it my "home group," 
and just walking through the front door gives me a comforting 
feeling of coming home each time I am here. It is a great way 
to start my day. There are people here who are glad to see 
me. We smile and laugh, reminding each other that we do 
not have to take life so seriously. 
 I first walked into an AA meeting three years ago. I 
did not get it the first two years and kept going back to the 
booze. I now have a year of sobriety, and I no longer smell 
like a dead animal. Over the past year, I have managed to 
get my own apartment, and I have accumulated too many 
belongings to fit into a suitcase. I applied for and received a 
student loan. I have recently finished my first year of college. 
I will be returning to school this coming fall to finish my Asso-
ciate of Arts degree. I hope to earn a Masters degree in   
English. 
 Of all the changes over the past year, most signifi-
cant are the friends I have made along the way. In addition, 
communication is rekindling with my family. Today, I feel 
loved and cared for, and I actually feel the same for others.    
I plan to keep coming back so that I can continue to learn 
how to live sober. F&G accepted me as I was and having a 
home group has given me a family and a life. 
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Currently we have no active committee or 

chairpersoné Anyone want to get involved!!! 
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