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Introduction

Most recovery programs will tell you to just say no. They’ll hand you a pamphlet, maybe a sponsor’s phone number, and send you out into the world like you’re equipped with some magical shield against the thing that’s been destroying your life. They’ll tell you about willpower and discipline and making better choices. They’ll talk about hitting rock bottom and having a spiritual awakening. And if you’re lucky, they’ll acknowledge that relapse happens—but only as a footnote, a cautionary tale, something that means you failed and need to start over from zero.

That’s bullshit.

I know because I lived it. I’ve sat in those circles. I’ve listened to the same speeches. I’ve nodded along while people who’ve never spent a night in a cell or woken up sick and desperate told me what I needed to do to get my life back. And I’ve also been the guy who did everything “right” and still found himself using again at 2 a.m., convinced he was a hopeless case because the program didn’t prepare him for that moment—the moment when saying no wasn’t enough.

Here’s what nobody tells you: recovery isn’t about perfection. It’s not about never stumbling. It’s not about white-knuckling your way through life, white-hot with willpower, never looking back. That’s a fantasy. And the moment you believe that fantasy, the moment you think that one slip means you’ve failed completely, you’re done. You’ll convince yourself you might as well keep going. You’ve already broken the seal. You’re already a failure. Why not?

I’m writing this book because I’ve been on both sides of that lie. I’ve been the guy in the county jail at 3 a.m., wondering if I’d ever be anything other than a statistic. I’ve been the guy who got clean, felt good for six months, and then used again—and thought that meant I was fundamentally broken. I’ve been the guy who cycled through programs, probation officers, and promises I couldn’t keep.

I’ve also been the guy who finally figured out what actually works, and I’ve watched it work for dozens of people I’ve brought along with me.

The difference between those two versions of me wasn’t willpower. It wasn’t a sudden spiritual transformation or a moment of clarity that changed everything. It was understanding one simple truth: recovery isn’t a destination you reach and then you’re done. It’s a direction you move in. And every single day you move in that direction—even if you stumble, even if you fall backward sometimes—you’re winning.

This book isn’t going to tell you that recovery is easy. It’s not. It’s going to be one of the hardest things you ever do. But it’s also going to be the most worthwhile. And I’m going to tell you something that most recovery programs won’t: you’re going to fuck up. You might use again. You might make choices that scare you. You might have moments where you feel like you’re right back where you started.

And when that happens—and I say when, not if, because for most of us it does—that doesn’t mean you’ve failed. It means you’re human. It means you’re in the process of learning how to be human in a way that works.

What matters is what you do next.

That’s what this book is about. Not how to be perfect. Not how to never stumble. But how to stumble, get back up, adjust your approach, and keep moving forward. How to build a life where incremental progress—small, unglamorous, day-by-day progress—becomes your real measure of success. How to find and build the network of people who’ve been where you are and can show you the way forward, because that network is the real ladder. Not a program. Not a book. Not even a sponsor, though that helps. It’s the people. It’s the connection. It’s knowing that someone else has stood where you’re standing and made it through.

If you’re reading this, you might be in early recovery. You might be sitting in a cell right now, thinking about what comes next. You might be out but struggling, wondering if you can actually do this. You might be someone who’s tried before and failed, and you’re wondering if trying again is just setting yourself up for more disappointment. You might be someone who loves an addict or an incarcerated person, trying to understand how to help.

Whoever you are, I want you to know this: the fact that you’re reading this means something. It means part of you still believes there’s a way forward. And there is.

I’m not going to lie to you and tell you it’s going to be simple or that you won’t have hard days. But I’m going to tell you something true: I’ve been lower than you probably think is possible, and I’m standing here now, clean, free, and building something real. And if I can do it—if a guy who spent years cycling through addiction and incarceration can build a life that matters—then you can too.

The fire you need isn’t something I can give you. But I can show you where to find it. I can show you what I learned in the darkest parts of my journey and in the hard-won victories that came after. I can introduce you to the people and the principles that actually work, stripped of the bullshit and the false promises. And I can tell you, with absolute certainty, that stumbling doesn’t mean you’re done. It means you’re learning. It means you’re still in the fight.

This is a book about real recovery. Not the fantasy version. The real version—messy, nonlinear, sometimes painful, but absolutely possible. The version where you don’t have to be perfect. Where you just have to keep moving forward, one day at a time, with people who understand what that actually means.

Let’s get to work.
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Chapter 1: Handling Setbacks and Relapse
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The Thing Nobody Talks About

Let me start with the truth that every recovery program should tell you but almost none of them do: You’re probably going to fuck up.

Not definitely. Not inevitably. But probably. And here’s the thing—that’s not a reason to give up before you even start. It’s a reason to have a plan for when it happens.

Every recovery program I ever sat through, every class I was forced to take as a condition of parole, every counselor who looked at me with that mix of pity and professional concern—they all said the same thing. “Just say no.” “Avoid triggers.” “Stay strong.” “Don’t relapse.”

And you know what they said about what to do if you relapsed?

Nothing.

Or worse, they treated it like total failure. Like you just erased all your progress and had to start over from zero. Like your sobriety counter reset and you were back to being the same person you were on day one.

That’s bullshit. And that’s exactly why so many people give up completely after one slip.

Because if you believe that one mistake erases everything—if you believe that using once means you’re “an addict again” and all your work was for nothing—then why the hell wouldn’t you just keep using? You already failed, right? Might as well go all the way.

That’s the lie that kills people. That’s the lie that sent me back to prison. And that’s the lie I’m here to destroy.

Relapse Doesn’t Mean Reset

Here’s what I learned the hard way, after more stumbles than I want to count: A setback is not a reset. It’s data.

When you slip up—when you use after a period of being clean—you didn’t erase your progress. You didn’t become the same person you were when you were using every day. You learned something. You gained information. You found a weak point in your system.

Think about it like this: if you’re trying to climb out of a hole and you slip back down a few feet, you didn’t teleport back to the bottom. You’re still higher than you were. You still built strength getting that far. You just found a spot where the wall is slippery, and now you know to adjust your grip.

That’s what a relapse is. It’s information.

It tells you:


•  What your real triggers are (not what you think they are, but what actually got you)

•  What circumstances are dangerous for you

•  What emotions you haven’t learned to handle yet

•  Where your support system has gaps

•  What parts of your plan need to be stronger


Every time I relapsed in my early recovery, I learned something. I learned that I couldn’t hang around certain people, even if they weren’t actively using. I learned that boredom was more dangerous for me than stress. I learned that I needed to call someone before
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