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Lessons from a Tarantula 

By Geri Klingbile 
 

 It's Friday, February 1st. It snowed last night and the gentle blanket of white is covering my part of the 
world. I am always inspired by the beauty and softness of the snow, gently covering all that sleeps beneath it. That 
reminds me of how things change. How the earth changes daily and how people too can change. One of the most 
dramatic examples of change I witnessed recently in my own home. The drama began on a Thursday night and 
ended in the early hours of the morning. It was a frightening experience but at the same time an inspiring one that 
left me with thoughts about how we too change in our addiction. 
 I am the owner of 3 Tarantula's. Yes, that's right...3 Tarantulas. My first was a Chilean Rose. These 
Tarantulas come from Chile and usually grow to a leg span of 4 -5 inches. Her name is "Chilly-Rose". The second 
Tarantula purchased is a Pinktoe, "Pinky" followed by another Pinktoe named "Majenta". The Pinktoe Tarantula is a 
tree dweller, a beautiful T, black in color with bright pink toes. In order for a Tarantula to grow, they must molt. This 
is an exhausting experience for a Tarantula and may take several hours to several days. After they are weak and 
vulnerable, and could even be killed by their main prey, the common cricket. This is due to the fact that their skin 
has not yet hardened after the molt, and may take days to do so. 
 Majenta's journey into her molt began on that Thursday night. It was my first experience with witnessing a 
spider molt and at first I thought she was dying. The process itself took quite awhile. She began by flipping over 
onto her back, and slowly pushing herself out of her old skin. She would wiggle and rest, and then wiggle again and 
rest. Each wiggle looked like a spasm and I felt helpless as I knew I couldn't help her. My Tarantula books tell me 
that this is a life and death struggle, and if she is not successful at completely detaching herself from her old skin, 
she will surely die. As I watched Majenta struggle to free herself from something old, pushing to something new, I 
thought that her struggle is not so much unlike mine was, as I entered recovery. I had myself, for a long time, lived 
in a skin that didn't fit anymore. I needed to change and grow. And just like Majenta, the struggle would mean life or 
death for me. My struggles in early recovery had their days that felt like spasms. I would struggle and struggle and 
become exhausted in the process. I would stop and rest to gather new strength for the next effort that would surely 
have to be made if I were to make any progress at all.  
 After what seemed like forever Majenta finally freed herself from what was now just a replica of what she 
once was. She lay for hours in her hut, resting from the exhausting job that she had no choice but to do. Finally she 
slowly emerged from her hut and made her way slowly across her aquarium floor. I stepped back in awe. She had 
turned into this amazingly beautiful creature. Now a blue black, she looked like velvet, with her pink toes even 
brighter then before. 
 She reminded me that even in the face of what appears to be a difficult event, beauty can emerge. She 
reminded me that when I entered recovery I didn't know if I could do it, but just like her, I had kept pushing through 
the darkness, to find freedom in the light.  If we are to change we must struggle to leave our old skin behind. It will 
not be an easy journey. There are those who didn't make it. But if we persist, even though it may seem like forever, 
we too may find ourselves having left the old behind, and basking in the new. We will discover that what we had 
once been comfortable in may no longer fit. We may see that it is only in leaving what is not good for us behind, 
that we can move forward into a new and brighter day. 
 As I sit here looking at the beauty of the snow, Majenta rests quietly in her aquarium beside me, one of my 
Higher Power’s smallest creatures, and one of his most beautiful. My world is good. Majenta and I both faced a 
struggle, and we both broke free of something we didn't need anymore. We both have experienced what it is like to 
leave the unhealthy behind and emerge new and whole. In recovery we must do the same. We must move forward, 
no matter how difficult it may seem. Through the darkness of our struggles, if we persist, we will find what we 
needed all along. 
 Today I am Grateful for the snow and the lessons from a Tarantula. 
 
 

Geri Klingbile is a Case Manager for the House of Sophrosyne.  A frequent Voices contributor, Geri has graced the 
House of Sophrosyne with her insight and experience for eighteen years and we are Grateful to have her share of 
experiences in this issue.  
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The Wise Woman's Stone 
A wise Woman who was traveling in the mountains 
found a precious stone in a stream. The next day she 
met another traveler who was hungry and the wise 
Woman opened her bag to share her food. The 
hungry traveler saw the precious stone and asked the 
Woman if she would give it to him. She did so 
without hesitation. The traveler left, rejoicing in his 
good fortune. He knew the stone was worth enough 
to give him security for a lifetime, but, a few days 
later he came back to return the stone to the wise 
Woman. "I've been thinking”, he said, "I know how 
valuable the stone is, but I give it back in the hope 
that you can give me something even more precious. 
Give me what you have within you that enabled you 
to give me the stone."  

Author Unknown 
 

Moments of Clarity (Gratitude) 
 My sponsor asked me to slow down and 
write about gratitude, and I immediately went into a 
panic.  I am one of those who rarely is aware of being 
grateful.  Until I came into this program, the terms 
being “grateful” and “feeling gratitude” were totally 
alien to me.  If I have ever achieved a state of 
perfectionism, it is in the area of negativity.  
 It is now the day before I am to turn this in, 
and after much pondering: 
1. I am not happy that my ex-landlord is one of 

“them” and made it necessary for me to move 
this past month; but I am grateful that he 
motivated me into moving out of a 9-year rut and 
I now have a beautiful apartment. 

2. I am not happy that I didn’t get the amount of 
raise that I felt I should; but I am grateful that it is 
sufficient to cover the extra expense of my new 
apartment. 

3. I am not happy that I had to give away one of my 
cats; but I am grateful that one of my best friends 
took her and I know that cat has a good home. 

4. I am not happy that my daughter is having 
serious problems and has had to manipulate her 
family into a geographic; but I am grateful that it 
brought her from the east coast to southern 
California. 

5. I am not happy that my niece is into drugs; but I 
am grateful that she entered into a drug rehab 
program. 

Since I got started, I could go on ad infinitum.  
 Just as I thought I had to like something to 
accept it, I guess I thought something had to make 
me happy before I could be grateful. 
I thank God for this Program, and I thank this 
Program for these moments of clarity. 

 

From “Stepping Stones to Recovery for Women”  
(Hazelton) submitted by Ila MacPhee 



The Parts are Greater than the Whole 
by Leigh Vachon 

 

 I will have been working as the 
Operations Manager at the House of Sophrosyne 
for nearly two years.  My job is all-
encompassing; I make sure the Women have 
their primary needs met in terms of food, 
clothing and shelter while they are in residence, 
as well as overseeing the operation of our 
Community Programs location.   
 From the day that I entered the doors of 
the House I had a feeling that somehow I was 
meant to be here.  I am not a spiritual person by 
definition, but I can’t help feeling that “all roads 
lead to the House of Sophrosyne”, at least for the 
Women that I work with and for myself.  I grew 
up knowing very well what “Alcoholic” meant. I 
am the child of an alcoholic father; I grew up in 
an extended family that struggled with 
alcoholism.  Nothing that I thought I knew about 
alcoholism and addiction would be enough to 
prepare me for the House of Sophrosyne.  
  “Addict” is a word that conjures up an 
image immediately in your head.  It is an image 
wrought with stereotypes and judgments.  For 
every Woman who finds her way to the House of 
Sophrosyne there is a story.  There is no quick 
summary, addiction takes time, some longer than 
others, but all addiction has a history. “Addict” is 
more than a label, for each person the definition 
is different as it has become their life and how 
they live.  In my previous careers I have worked 
both in Mental Health and in the Service 
Industry. I have seen more grace and beauty in 
my time at the House of Sophrosyne then in all 
my previous working years.  The image of the 
addict, the judgments we make, the stereotypes 
we wield like weapons – they are all terribly, 
horribly inaccurate. Despite their anxieties and 
the pain of withdrawal I have seen Women who 
are willing to share of themselves, what little 
they have: money, cigarettes, words; because 
they are sharing their journey as well.  It is not 
all beautiful; it is sometimes ugly, raw and 
bracing.  In the times of overwhelming fear and 
anxiety we often show the best and the worst of 
ourselves.  These Women have been through hell 
and back and it has become the seemingly 
indelible expression on the face they show the 

world.  I have seen Women crying on their last 
day of treatment because they have felt more at 
home in the House of Sophrosyne then they have 
ever felt anywhere.  They cling to normalcy, to 
schedule, to routine, as if the lessons of the 
House will fade behind them when they step out 
the door and the chaos will grab onto them as it 
had before.  I have seen vacant eyes change from 
deep black to luminous.  I have seen the dead 
come back to life, and I am in awe of that 
miracle every time.  In the ‘ordinariness’ of my 
job, the food orders, the cleaning, the scheduling 
the office supplies, I am surrounded by the truly 
remarkable. 
 It is not enough to tell you about the 
Women who come to the House for treatment.  
You must know about the Women who work 
here.  We have a Team of about thirty-five gifted 
Women who come to work with the goal of 
changing a life.  It is dirty work.  These Women 
dig deep and they push and they pull to bring 
forward the message of recovery.  Many of these 
Team Members have upwards of ten or fifteen 
years of service at the House.  They have been 
witness to so many miracles; they have heard 
such awful truths, I wonder where they put it all. 
They suffer with the news of every Woman who 
has lost her battle with the disease.  Our 
Community Programs Team has the very unique 
challenge of working with not only the addicted 
Woman, but her children as well.  Everyday this 
Team confronts the shocking things that Women 
can do while active in their addiction.  Everyday 
they see the power of recovery and the hope it 
brings to families.  Everyday I watch our Team 
Members for a sign that the job they do might be 
taking its toll, but I have yet to see it.  These 
Women followed the road to the House of 
Sophrosyne many years ago and they have 
remained here, unwavering in their commitment 
to the addicted Woman.  And I am once again in 
awe. I wonder if they know they are quietly 
revered everyday.  
 Be her Client or Staff, a story follows 
each Woman who walks into the House of 
Sophrosyne. Each story of recovery, of loss, of 
death and of life regained is a part of what the 
House of Sophrosyne is.  These parts are far 
greater than the whole; one House does not hold 
them all. 
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Part of our ‘Strategic Plan’ includes taking the 
time to get to know one another better on an 
interpersonal level.  When we customarily come 
together we do so in our roles, as a staff person, 
administrator or Board Member, with a clear 
goal in mind; the focus is on the work or task not 
so much the people doing it.  We all know that 
our most valuable resource is our human 
resource but we very seldom set aside time to 
celebrate that.  We decided to make the time this 
winter and go on a day long Board-Staff Retreat. 
 

The last thing any of us wanted was to spend our 
time together ‘talking shop’, so we searched for 
activities we could all connect around.  We all 
share a love of good food so the idea of 
preparing and sharing a meal emerged as a 
starting place.  We had long admired a local 
restaurant called “Mezzo” on Erie Street for the 
work they do over the holidays each year, 
opening their doors free-of-charge to serve a 
gourmet meal to those who would not otherwise 
enjoy the season.  Many of our clients, newly in 
recovery and searching for positive ways to 
redefine the holidays have benefited from the 
generosity of Mezzo.  Add onto all this that their 
cuisine is superb and we knew the venue we 
wanted.  We worked with the owner, Filip Rocca 
to design a menu that had us working under the 
expert direction of his chef to prepare a soup, 

appetizer, entrée and decadent dessert.  I cannot 
say enough about the fabulous meal we created; 
Sweet Potato Soup, bruschetta, pan-seared 
chicken with garlic potatoes, and chocolate 
volcano cakes.  In a word:  YUMMY! 
 

Next we wanted to incorporate another artistic 
activity that enabled us to be creative together.  
We enlisted the help of Chris Byrne, Art 
Therapist.  She came up with a remarkable 
exercise that had us divided into two groups who 
worked with the exact same materials and 
instructions but produced incredibly different 
results.  The learning that occurred was so 
valuable; seeing the role we play in group 
dynamics and how it shapes outcomes.  Our 
group produced the “Love Train” and the other 
group came up with the “Zen Garden” pictured 
below. 
 

The culinary and participatory arts provided 
wonderful vehicles for a collegial day spent in a 
relaxed atmosphere of fun.  We laughed, we ate, 
we played with toys and at the end of the day we 
knew and appreciated each other a little more 
than we had before; not for what we could do but 
rather for who we are.  That was the whole point 
of the exercise and it was achieved deliciously! 
 

Deborah Gatenby, Executive Director and “Love 
Train” Builder 

 


