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D​edication
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This book is dedicated to the man who suffered as I once did, the man who saw his flaws more clearly than his strengths. 

My father taught me how to work hard and never give up. He did this not through words, but through action: steady, consistent, and unwavering. 

For the last eighteen months of his life, I had the privilege of caring for him. What we feared might be a burden became a profound gift. I saw him more fully: a man of quiet strength and deep integrity, someone who loved and carried pain he never named. I held that same pain for decades, until I finally faced it and began to let it go.

Much of what I have achieved traces back to the focused intensity he instilled in me. There was a cost to that drive, and at times it was steep. Yet beyond the pain, I found possibility. 

My heartbreak was the sense that my father never fully saw what I saw so clearly: his understated greatness. 

Among the mountains of New Hampshire, I began to make peace with the weight of my past. In those final months, I saw glimpses of that ease in him too. Silence gave way to presence. The love that had always been there became undeniable. 

I love my father beyond measure. 

I am my father’s son. 

I have simply had the chance to heal what he carried in silence, and I carry his strength with pride.
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Why do people overwork, overachieve, overcommit, or disconnect? Why do some turn to substances, while others disappear into screens, routines, or relationships that don’t nourish them? On the surface, these behaviors look different. But beneath them lies a common thread: emotional pain.

To understand why we do what we do, we must look beneath the behavior and examine the emotional undercurrents that shape it. From the moment we’re born, our nervous systems absorb emotional signals long before we have words to make sense of them. These early experiences don’t just shape our thoughts; they settle into our bodies, influencing how we respond to stress, seek connection, and protect ourselves from pain.

When signals of love and safety are consistent, the brain learns to regulate, trust, and rest. But when love and safety are unpredictable, shaped by wounds like rejection, conditional love, or emotional absence, we adapt to survive. Those early wounds stir powerful emotions such as shame, fear, sadness, or anger. And when those emotions aren’t recognized or held, they don’t simply disappear. They settle into us, in the stories we repeat to ourselves and the tension we carry. They harden into beliefs like: I’m not enough. I don’t matter. I can’t trust anyone. They may also take root in the body, in the forms of chronic tightness, restlessness, or unexplained pain. The body remembers what the mind has tried to forget.

Because those early emotional environments are all we know, we may later mistake their familiarity for safety. And we will begin to interpret present circumstances through the familiar lens of our past, returning again and again to the same emotional terrain, even when it hurts.

To manage the chronic discomfort that follows, we develop strategies. We strive, perform, please, or withdraw. These adaptations help us feel safer, more in control of how we’re seen, and how close others can get. But over time, what once protected us begins to confine us, leaving us anxious, ashamed, disconnected — or unable to feel much at all.

Eventually, the discomfort grows too loud to ignore. That’s when we reach for relief. Sometimes it’s subtle: scrolling, over-exerting, staying busy. Other times it’s more obvious: drinking, using, acting out. Whatever form it takes, escape offers a temporary sense of calm, predictability, or distance from the ache underneath.

At first, it works. But slowly, almost imperceptibly, that relief takes on a life of its own. What once felt like a choice begins to narrow. The harder we try to escape the pain, the further we drift from ourselves and from those we love. What soothed us starts to trap us.

Escape was how it looked from the outside. What I didn’t yet understand was that beneath it, I had learned to leave myself whenever staying didn’t feel safe. I understand it differently now. Addiction is not a moral failing or a lack of willpower. It is a survival response to emotional pain that was never fully acknowledged or tended to, an attempt to quiet what was never fully heard.

I didn’t set out to destroy anything. I wasn’t trying to burn down my life, I was trying to survive it. The fire started subtly, a flicker of anxiety, the growing heat of shame, the slow burn of never feeling that I was ‘enough.’ Long before I ever picked up a substance, I was already feeding a fire I didn’t understand.

This book isn’t just about addiction. It’s about what came before: the pain I carried, the patterns I clung to, and the truths I couldn’t face. It’s about what I discovered when everything finally burned down. And most of all, it’s about what rose from the ashes: a gradual return to the part of me that was always capable of connection, long before I learned to disconnect in order to cope. 

Today, healing doesn’t show up as having it all figured out. It shows up in quieter ways: staying present with my daughter, listening without needing to fix, noticing the urge to perform and choosing honesty instead, learning when to say no, and no longer needing to escape myself.

I wrote this book to share what I’ve learned — not as an expert looking in from the outside, but as someone who has walked through the fire, lived the chaos, and now sits with others as they find their way too. If you see yourself anywhere in these pages, whether your escape has been subtle or severe, I hope this story helps you feel less alone, more understood, and gently reminded that healing does not begin by fixing who you are, but by learning to remain present with what you feel rather than escaping it.
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The Last Ember
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Beep. Beep. Beep. The monitor pulsed as I lay in bed, drenched in sweat, trembling with fear, swallowed by the darkness of my hospital room. I was certain this was the end. Images flickered across the wall like an old film reel stuttering without meaning. Unfamiliar faces filled the doorway, silent and unmoving, their eyes fixed on me.

But in fact there were no images. No strangers. Only the heavy-set security guard outside my room, there to keep me safe from myself. I’d been through withdrawal before, the shakes, the sweats, the dread. But this was different. This time, I had lost touch with reality.

I had been binge-drinking for days, a staggering amount, and came to the hospital still heavily intoxicated. The hallucinations started hours later, long before the alcohol had even left my system. My body was collapsing, brain misfiring, every nerve on edge. They sedated me to settle the storm and keep me alive.

My blood struggled to clot, I bruised easily and bled without warning. A dull ache had settled on my right side, an ominous warning from a liver that had endured too much. So there I lay, desperate, a fractured shadow of a man, my body failing, my will fading.

Five days earlier, I had boarded a plane to the Bahamas for a solo trip, a reward. I stood in the security line picturing clear blue waters and warm white sand beneath my feet, envisioning scuba dives over vibrant coral reefs and long, restful afternoons with no stress, no patients, no responsibilities. Just stillness, rest, and relief.

And yet, in my bag I carried painkillers, stimulants, and sedatives, substances I thought would help me unwind. I told myself I sought peace, but I brought chaos with me. As an emergency physician, I had been grinding through relentless shifts, a punishing mix of days and nights that splintered my sleep. Burnt out and strung out, I was desperate to escape everything, most of all who I had become.

A friend had dropped me at the airport. I couldn’t drive because I had lost my license to a DUI. I walked into the terminal with no intention of drinking. Why would I? I already had what I needed: my uppers, my downers, and everything in between. But the addicted brain overrides reason. I was on autopilot, cut off from the part of me that knew better.

The airport had a liquor store. Without pause, I walked in and bought two small bottles of rum, maybe an ounce and a half each. I poured them into my soda and took a sip. That was it. At that moment the trip dissolved into a blur. There would be no beach, no ocean, no diving — no rest or reset. Only something darker, disorienting and consuming: a spiral that pulled me under, leaving me gasping for air.

Two days before I landed in the hospital, I was crumpled on the floor of my hotel room with clothes strewn everywhere, empty liquor bottles scattered across the carpet. Barely conscious, I managed to pick up the phone and call my boss. I don’t remember most of what we said, but somehow I held on to the name and number of a physician back home who helped healthcare professionals struggling with addiction. I called her.

Those blackout phone calls changed everything. I couldn’t hide anymore, and for the first time in years, I didn’t want to. I wanted help because I didn’t want to die. I didn’t understand much beyond that, only that whatever I’d been doing to get through the moment had brought me here. The question now was how to get back home safely.

The details are foggy, but a close friend had been working behind the scenes, coordinating a desperate attempt to get me home. At some point, hotel staff were alerted and found me sprawled on the floor, drifting in and out of awareness. They lifted me into a wheelchair, rushed me through the lobby, and loaded me into an ambulance bound for a nearby hospital.

Just a day earlier, I had taken a taxi there after smashing my head on the bathroom tile. I secretly hoped for a prescription for painkillers. I had already burned through my stimulants, and my sedatives were running out. I wasn’t chasing a high; I was clinging to it. After a brain scan and bloodwork, I was discharged with exactly what I had come for. Too intoxicated to find a pharmacy, I never filled it.

Now I was back in the same emergency room, facing the same doctor, probably stunned that someone so shattered was still alive. 

In recovery circles, you often hear about rock-bottom, the moment everything falls apart, when pain finally outweighs denial and the truth can no longer be outrun. For me, that moment came as I lay twisted on a gurney, barely able to speak, barely able to move. My skin was pale, my eyes vacant. My blood alcohol level was more than six times the legal limit — the kind of number that often leads straight to a body bag.

I had hit rock-bottom before, three times in fact. Somehow I always managed to dig deeper, to find a new low. This time was different. This time, I wasn’t sure I would make it out alive.

The care I received at the hospital was excellent. With IV fluids and a careful mix of medications to ease withdrawal, my body began to settle. Within a few days, I was stable enough to fly back to the States. When my friend arrived, she cleaned the hotel room, packed my bags, and came to the hospital to bring me home. Without her, I might not have survived. She showed up when I needed it most, calm, steady, and unwilling to look away.

I was surprised U.S. Customs even let me back into the country. At the airport, I could barely walk. My clothes were wrinkled and stained, my hair unwashed, my hands trembling so badly I could not hand over my passport without help. To blunt my symptoms during the flight, my friend brought a small bottle of alcohol. She did not know exactly what to do, only that I was still in withdrawal and at risk. I stumbled into the nearest restroom and took a sip. Almost instantly, I vomited it back into the toilet.

A sharp pain tore through my gut, and the vomit was streaked with blood. My body was rejecting the very thing my mind had clung to for years. To this day, even the faintest whiff of alcohol, whether on someone’s breath, in a room, or rising from a bottle of hand sanitizer, turns my stomach.

Somehow, I forced down a few sips and boarded the flight home. The days, weeks, and months ahead would test me in ways I could not yet fathom. What I did not know then was that this would be the final chapter of my life lived in survival mode. Ahead was something I had not dared to imagine in years: a chance to heal.

But healing does not begin in the present; it begins in the past. To understand how I ended up lost and addicted in that hospital room, I had to return to the emotional blueprint of my early life. I had to trace the roots of my pain, how childhood experiences shaped the stories I carried about myself, and how those stories quietly steered my choices, my coping, and eventually, my unraveling.

The real work was not just getting sober. It was excavating the buried grief, the shame, the fear of not being enough. It was seeing how I had built my life around protection, achievement, control, and avoidance, while never truly feeling safe.

As painful as it was, going back became the only way forward. It became the foundation for a different kind of life, one not built on performance or escape, but on clarity, connection, and something I never thought possible: peace.

2
The Blueprint

Before we develop language, beliefs, or identity, we absorb. Even after we learn to speak, we keep taking in our surroundings, not just through words but through feelings, reactions, and patterns. We internalize emotional signals from the people around us and from the environments we grow up in.

It is rarely just the moment itself that stays with us. It is the way it made us feel, whether fear, anger, shame, or sadness, that becomes the wound we carry forward, shaping how we learn to seek safety in the world. A part of us remembers those emotional states — and if we survived them once, we often decide they are safe enough, even if they were painful. So we find ourselves drawn back to the same emotional terrain. Not because it is healthy, but because it feels familiar. Familiarity can feel like safety, even when it hurts.

These early emotional experiences shape the way we relate to ourselves, to others, and to the life around us. Over time, those feelings take on meaning, forming our emotional blueprint: an internal map that tells us what love feels like, what safety looks like, and whether we are worthy of connection. It also shapes how we behave, what we expect, and what we believe we deserve. Eventually, these patterns do not just guide how we feel; they become the assumptions we live by. Am I enough? Can I trust others? Is love something I have to earn? These are not beliefs we consciously choose. They are the ones we inherit from the tone of a voice, the flicker of a glance, the absence of comfort, or the weight of silence. 

If you had asked me about my childhood, I would have said it was perfect. That was the story I believed and the one I told. But memory is complicated. What I couldn’t see then, and what I do see now, was the felt sense of emotional tension beneath it all.

I grew up in Novato, a suburb just north of San Francisco. I played sports year-round and excelled in school. I am an identical twin and have another brother seven years younger. I was a decent athlete and an exceptional student, attending private schools through high school. My parents were both highly educated: my father was a successful graphic designer, and my mother had been a special education teacher before devoting herself full-time to raising her children. On the surface, everything looked ideal.

Beneath that polished exterior, however, was a pain I could not explain. It grew slowly and silently, and it nearly destroyed me.

Being an identical twin is complicated. Imagine growing up with a version of yourself always beside you, someone with the same face, the same age, the same milestones. From the beginning, I was compared to my twin in everything: who was better looking, faster, smarter, more polite, more successful. Sometimes it was subtle, sometimes it was obvious, but it was always relentless. 

Over time, you start to lose sight of who you are because everything is filtered through the lens of comparison. You’re not just trying to be yourself, you’re trying to be better than the person who looks just like you. It becomes easy to internalize the belief that being different isn’t allowed, and that your worth depends on how well you perform. So you strive, compete, overachieve, all in an effort to stand out.

That drive wasn’t just about success, it was about survival. I began to believe that love had to be earned. When I excelled, I was seen. When I fell short, I disappeared. Even when I came out ahead, it did not feel like safety. It felt like pressure, as if my worth had an expiration date. I feared that if I stopped achieving, I might stop mattering. No one said it outright, but it was there in the silences, in the glances, in what got celebrated and what was ignored.

That constant comparison did not just create pressure. It left behind a faint imprint of rejection, not the kind that shouts but the kind that whispers: You are not enough as you are. It also left something else behind, a question I did not yet know I was asking: Who am I if I am not winning?

These were not just childhood insecurities. They were emotional imprints that shaped me before I could make sense of them. I learned to measure my worth by what I achieved and to seek love through approval. I came to believe that if I wasn’t exceptional, I might not be seen at all. The dynamics of being a twin were a powerful part of the emotional architecture I carried into adulthood, shaping my nervous system, my sense of worth, and the way I learned to manage discomfort and uncertainty.

No doubt there are many experiences I do not remember, early events that formed my emotional patterns before I had language for them. But a few stand out that were small on the surface, seismic underneath. Together, they helped wire the emotional framework I would rely on for years, one that would later fuel deeply destructive behaviors.

One of them came early. I was just eighteen months old, standing at baggage claim in a busy airport after a five-hour flight. My twin brother stood next to me as we waited for our mother to collect our bags. She was a superhero, traveling with two toddlers and a poodle in a carrier, managing everything on her own while my father went to get the rental car. It must have been overwhelming — exhausting in that unspoken, relentless way that caretaking can be. 

I do not remember any of it. But I have been told I peed, not because I was holding it, but because I was a toddler in a diaper and my body let go. My mother quickly pulled us away as the puddle began to spread toward another passenger’s bag. She did not yell or shame me; she just moved fast, flustered and stretched thin, trying to manage the moment.

But I still registered it. Not in words, but in my body: panic, confusion, a sense that something about me was wrong or messy. There was no comfort, no soft voice telling me I was okay. Just movement and frantic energy. I absorbed her tension and urgency, and my nervous system remembered those energies. That moment, small and forgettable on the surface, left behind a powerful imprint: when I lose control, something bad happens.

It was not the only one. There were other encounters with unease, periods of disconnection, strain, or urgency that my young body internalized as: Be careful. Stay composed. Do not make a mess. Long before I had words for what I felt, my body was already adapting, learning how to anticipate, avoid, and manage discomfort in the only ways it knew how. Over time, that imprint found its voice: I need to be in control.

It’s part of why I overperfect, overprepare, and overperform. Not because I want to be the best, but because I am afraid of what happens if I fall short. These aren’t just habits; they are strategies developed to help me feel safe, even if they sometimes come at a cost. 

At five years old, my family and I were traveling in Hawaii when I became separated from my parents in a crowded supermarket. I remember the world going silent and loud all at once. I wandered through the store in a daze, searching, panicked, with a creeping sense of dread. I felt alone. Unsafe. At one point, I poked my head outside the store into the blur of a bustling mall, bright, disorienting, all-consuming.

After what seemed like an eternity, my mother found me. She was frustrated, scared, and relieved. But by then, my body had already stored the message: When I’m in distress, I might be on my own. Even now, my body tightens at the thought of being caught off guard, vulnerable, or unsteady. I scan for what might go wrong, not to prove myself, but to protect myself. It was an early imprint of abandonment, not intentional and likely insignificant to others, but to me it was shattering. A moment when connection vanished and the world became too big, too fast, too unsafe.

Around the age of six, I was told I needed to wear glasses. In the early 1980s, that wasn’t exactly something to be excited about. Suddenly, I was “four-eyes” to my classmates. The teasing was small, but it landed hard. On weekends I had to wear a patch over one lens to strengthen the muscles in my opposite eye. I looked like a pirate, and it wasn’t Halloween. To make matters worse, my twin brother didn’t need glasses. In my eyes, he was perfect, and I was flawed.

I didn’t have the words for it then, but the feeling stayed. It was a sinking sense that something about me was off, that I wasn’t quite right. First came fear, the kind that comes from being different and standing out in the wrong way. Then came sadness. And beneath it, something heavier: shame.

That shame shaped a quiet belief: There’s something wrong with me, and I need to fix it. It wasn’t loud or dramatic. It was steady and unshakable, a soft rejection that seeped in through comparison and difference. The message I carried wasn’t just you’re different, it was you’re not enough as you are.

That pain became a motivator. If I couldn’t be perfect, at least I could look like I had it all together. Over the years, the ache of feeling different, of believing I wasn’t enough as I was, hardened into an invisible internal script. It shaped how I saw myself and how I moved through the world. Looking back, I think that belief had been forming for years, fed by experiences of comparison, invisibility, and subtle disapproval.

But this was when it crystallized. The glasses weren’t just lenses. They became evidence that something was wrong with me. Every day I woke up and saw my twin brother, or looked in the mirror, I was reminded of what set me apart, of what made me less: my imperfection, my brokenness.

When I was seven, my parents told us we were going to have a new sibling. My twin and I were deeply bonded, already learning what it meant to share everything: space, attention, identity. I don’t remember much, except that we made a joke about stabbing my mother’s belly with a plastic sword. It was absurd, just a child’s way of reacting to something too big to understand. My parents didn’t laugh.

At the time, I didn’t see what was underneath that joke, but I think it was fear — fear that the little space I occupied and had to share was about to get even smaller. I didn’t feel jealous or angry. But something shifted.

When my brother was born, I became an older sibling. But I didn’t feel older. I just felt further away. Like the spotlight had moved. No one said anything, and nothing looked different on the surface. I was not pushed aside in any visible way, but in a subtle, aching way that makes a child wonder if there is still room for him. It was not rage, but a flicker of sadness.

I don’t blame him. He was just a baby. But his arrival reorganized the flow of love and space. I was no longer at the center, with my twin. Our shared identity felt diffused. I wasn’t really loved less, but I was seen less. From that ache, a belief began to take shape: If I don’t stand out, I might disappear. So I started searching for a way to matter, to feel visible again.

They weren’t just choices; they were attempts to manage the uncomfortable feelings I didn’t know how to hold. Striving, perfecting, and staying in control were protective strategies, my nervous system’s way of staying safe. By then, the blueprint was already forming, not from one defining event but from a series of small ones: the sting of being teased. The ache of being overlooked. The confusion of shifting roles. None of it was dramatic, but it accumulated. That is how fear works in childhood. It does not need bruises to leave a mark, only enough repetition.

Some wounds came as joy that never landed, promises that shimmered at the time, then disappeared without a sound. I was maybe eight or nine when my father and uncle, both drinking, told my twin brother and me about the adventure of a lifetime. We were going to fly into the remote and rugged Canadian wilderness. They described it in vivid detail: the gear we’d need, the rivers we’d cross, the fish we’d catch. It felt like something out of a movie. 

My brother and I looked at each other, lit up, giddy with anticipation. We went to bed dreaming of that trip. But we never went; no plans were ever made. No gear was bought. No one even mentioned it again.

And that was not the only disappointment. My childhood was full of promises, big and heartfelt, that were never kept. Many came from people who had been drinking. Words that seemed like gifts in the moment, but turned to vapor by morning. At the time, I didn’t know what to make of it. I just knew something didn’t feel right. It felt like hope had been stolen. I didn’t just feel disappointed, I felt foolish for believing.

That became its own kind of wound: the belief that joy was unreliable, and trust was risky. Even happiness began to feel fragile, something that could vanish without explanation. So I stopped expecting people to follow through. I started bracing for disappointment. And somewhere along the way, I stopped trusting myself, too, because even my own hopes began to look like traps. 

It was a wound that did not roar but whispered. Yet it colored everything, from how I approached connection and commitment to how I experienced celebration. If shame told me
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