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			Advance Praise for This Book Will Save Your Life

			 

			“This is a pointed and urgent challenge not just for those suffering addiction, but for all of us who care about the dignity of the human person and sacredness of human life. Sure, there’s a lot of bad news about addiction, but there’s a lot of good news as well. My friend Dr. Russell Surasky gives us hope for a culture of recovery.”

			—Timothy Michael Cardinal Dolan, Archbishop of New York

			“The lifesaving information in this book could be your last hope for survival and for those you cherish. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”

			—Dr. Drew Pinsky, Celebrity Internist, Addiction Medicine Specialist
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			Foreword

			If you, a family member, or someone you love is struggling with addiction (substance use disorder, or SUD), it’s normal to feel overwhelmed and desperate. Left untreated, addiction is a progressive and deadly illness. You may also start to understand that your ability to help is somewhat limited. If it’s you who is manifesting features of this condition, the lack of clarity around solutions is no doubt adding to your sense of desperation. Trying to get help for a SUD, or attempting to find help for someone you love, can feel desperate and overwhelming. No doubt adding to your anguish is the buzzing, blooming landscape of addiction treatments and confusing, conflicting sources of information.

			As a medical doctor and addictionologist for over thirty years, I can tell you beyond any shadow of a doubt that addiction is a neurological brain disease and not a behavioral or psychological condition. Addiction is a complex medical illness and therefore it’s critical to have a specialized physician perform the evaluation and treatment. Additionally, those suffering from SUD often have psychiatric and medical concomitant disorders that also require diagnosis and treatment by skilled practitioners. Medical doctors often require years of experience treating these types of patients before they can develop such expertise. Unfortunately, very few physicians are fully and adequately trained to manage these disorders.

			As a physician with decades of experience in the field of addiction medicine, I can tell you how incredibly rare it is to meet another doctor with the requisite level of expertise and experience that’s truly required. Dr. Russell Surasky, a double board-certified neurologist, is such a physician. Dr. Surasky and I are in complete alignment with our perspective and philosophy, and he has my unequivocal support.

			The information you are about to learn from this book will change everything you thought you knew about addiction and its treatment. You will come to understand the newest science showing us that addiction is caused by the hijacking or “rewiring” of key regions in the brain. Most importantly, you will learn about groundbreaking medicine that can save your life and the lives of those you love the most. This book just may turn the tide on this entire pandemic, saving countless lives and easing untold amounts of suffering.

			Even with these new incredible medication-based protocols, studies show us that it’s medication + counseling that provides the best chance at sustained sobriety. Counseling can come in many forms, but it has been my experience that 12-step meetings (mutual aid societies) are enormously impactful. I have been working in a psychiatric hospital since 1985, and I administered an inpatient chemical dependency program from 1991 to 2010. I have seen many trends and ideas come and go in the field of addiction treatment. Twelve-step/mutual aid societies have always remained a constant in the treatment world. The evidence for their effectiveness is now overwhelming. Recent studies out of Harvard University indicate that a 12-step program is as efficacious, or more so, than any other professionally managed form of counseling. In a time of restricted resources, it makes no sense to undermine a treatment that stands up to scientific scrutiny and is free. And the system of mutual aid creates people who readily offer manpower to help out, just as they themselves were helped during their time of need. Dr. Surasky and I have discussed this subject on many occasions, and we are in complete alignment! I was thrilled to see that Dr. Surasky, in addition to teaching you about new and remarkable medication protocols, has also dedicated a part of this book to helping you understand the science and power behind 12-step meetings.

			Today, there are many new and exciting approaches to the neurobiology of addiction. In this book, Dr. Surasky not only fully explains the neurological brain changes that cause addiction but also lays out a never-before-seen medication protocol that will likely change the way we treat addiction in this country. This is a handbook that will offer you tremendous hope and alleviate your sense of desperation as you come to learn that no matter what the situation, recovery is always possible.

			—Drew Pinsky, MD (Dr. Drew)

		


		
			Introduction

			Before you start reading chapter 1, I want you to know that the book you’re holding in your hands contains the answers that can save your life, the life of a loved one, or if you’re a doctor—the life of your patient.

			I want to start by telling you a story about a young man named Travis. Just seventeen years old at the time, Travis had everything going for him. He was handsome, exceedingly bright, and the most compassionate person I knew. He had incredibly loving and supportive parents and was always surrounded by wonderful friends. One day, during a particularly competitive lacrosse match, a player on the opposite team hit Travis in the face with their lacrosse stick. Having personally witnessed this incident, I can attest to just how much pain Travis must have been feeling. What struck me the most was just how forgiving Travis was toward the player who had hurt him. While Travis’s teammates were on the verge of fighting with the other team, he repeatedly insisted that they stop and kept reminding everyone that “it was just an accident.” Due to his injury, Travis could no longer play lacrosse during his senior year and ultimately required extensive orthopedic surgery to correct his jaw. The procedure went smoothly but after the surgery, an unforeseen problem emerged.

			“Oh my God,” he told me when I visited him in the hospital, “this medication is amazing.” The hospital had administered intravenous Dilaudid (a brand name of hydromorphone) to Travis, an extraordinarily powerful and addictive opioid. Hospitals often use it for post-operative patients because it’s fast-acting and manages pain well. But for Travis, it did more than manage his physical pain. It gave him a sense of euphoria.

			When I spent time with Travis a few weeks after his surgery, I saw several pill bottles in his room, all containing opiate pain medicines. I was not a physician at the time and just assumed that he was taking the necessary medicines that were prescribed by his doctor.

			Shortly after his surgery, Travis went off to college as planned. This was at the same time that I was entering medical school. We were now living in different states from each other, and I had stopped hearing from him as much. What I didn’t know at the time was that once his doctors had stopped prescribing him pain medicine, he had instead turned to buying it from people at college. When I did get to speak with him over the phone, I noticed he didn’t sound right, not at all like himself. Then it finally dawned on me: “I wonder if he had developed an addiction to those painkillers?”

			His parents and I did whatever we could think of to get him the help he needed, including detox, inpatient programs, and numerous outpatient treatment programs. Travis desperately wanted to overcome this opiate addiction and fought extremely hard every step of the way. This time in his life was marked by periods of sobriety as well as frequent relapses. Even while facing these struggles, Travis managed to obtain a bachelor’s degree from Indiana University and later a master’s degree in social work from Adelphi University in New York. Immediately following graduation, Travis accepted a full-time position at a prestigious facility. He voluntarily took on the role of providing counseling services to those who were struggling with drug and alcohol addiction.

			For over ten years, Travis battled his own addiction, but as is so often the case, recovery never seemed to stick. It was as if his addiction refused to let go of him. A short time after he started his new job, the one where he planned to make a positive impact on the lives of those around him, Travis relapsed. Only this time, the pills had been mixed with an even more powerful opioid than oxycodone, called fentanyl. This caused Travis to die of asphyxiation while sleeping at his parents’ home.

			This was my home. Our home. Travis was my brother.

			I’ve never shared my personal story before, not with my patients or even my closest colleagues. As a doctor, as a neurologist specializing in addiction medicine, I have spent many years speaking and teaching at medical conferences across the country. I’m one of the only doctors in the entire United States who is double board-certified in both neurology and addiction medicine. Additionally, I make regular appearances on national news networks, including several interviews with Tucker Carlson and other well-known news anchors. And yet this is the very first time that I’ve ever revealed this story about my brother Travis.

			Two hundred people in the United States die each day from drug overdoses.1 In the time it takes you to read this page, another person will have died. I wrote this book for Travis and the nearly 250 million others in the world who are struggling with addiction at this very moment. It’s critical to realize that there are very few illnesses that can destroy a life as fast as opiate addiction. It wreaks havoc on everything from brain cells to social bonds, leaving lives destroyed—and families, along with communities, shattered—in its devastating wake. Those afflicted experience intense cravings that hijack their lives, leaving family and friends, sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, and brothers and sisters disoriented and lost. While they continue to chase the drug, their family continues to chase them. Addiction causes extreme suffering to both the person who Is addicted and to their entire family. This is why addiction is often accurately described as a family disease. Over just the past couple of years, we have made groundbreaking advancements in our understanding of addiction: exactly where it’s occurring in the brain and how we can help save those who are suffering from what’s always a life-or-death situation. The information you are about to read comes with great responsibility, as you will possess knowledge that so few others have ever been exposed to. If you are a doctor, you need now what I give you. Out there in those great open spaces are multitudes seeking what you will possess. The burdens are heavy, responsibilities are many, and obligations are providential. But the satisfaction of relieving suffering and adding millions of years to the lives of millions of suffering people will bring forth satisfaction and glory with greater blessings than you think. Time is of the essence.
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			Travis Hunter Surasky (July 18, 1986 – October 3, 2018). My only brother and greatest inspiration. My love for him is eternal. In the beauty of his life and the pain of his struggles, I found the strength and purpose to save others. His journey continues as a beacon of hope for those still fighting.

			

			
				
					1	Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). “Provisional Drug Overdose Death Counts.” https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm#:~:text=1%3B%20natural%20and%20semisynthetic%20opioids,4%3B%20cocaine%2C%20T40.

				

			

		


		
			PART I

			Unraveling Opioid Addiction and Its Grip on Humanity

		


		
			1

			A Neurologist’s Mission to Transform the World

			The United States of America is now facing the worst drug addiction crisis in its history. Death from drug overdoses now surpasses fatalities from both car crashes and gun violence combined. This means that by the time you finish reading this chapter, another life will have been lost. In just the past few years, fentanyl, an extremely potent and devastatingly harmful opioid, has dramatically altered the landscape of drug addiction and overdoses, unlike any other substance in history. With fentanyl the danger has escalated to a point where virtually anyone is vulnerable, not just those with addiction. Ingesting just one tiny granule of fentanyl powder is enough to kill someone in just a matter of moments. Addiction to drugs, specifically opiate painkillers, was declared a nationwide public health emergency by President Donald Trump in October 2017. In addition, our current president, Joe Biden, has openly discussed his son Hunter’s struggles with addiction. While Trump’s emergency declaration has increased governmental funding and improved access to treatment—and President Biden’s frankness on the topic has helped end some of the stigma around addiction—the epidemic continues to worsen.

			We are now at the point where every individual is just one degree of separation from the scourge of addiction. Meaning, if you don’t personally suffer from addiction, then it’s likely someone very close to you is. Opioid overdose deaths cut across all demographic lines, affecting individuals of all ages, races, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Last year, there were approximately ninety thousand opioid overdose deaths in this country alone. More than forty-eight million Americans are currently suffering from addiction and less than 1 percent of them are getting any type of treatment. Behind the statistics lie the stories of individuals whose lives have been tragically cut short by opioid overdoses. These are sons and daughters, parents and siblings, friends and neighbors whose deaths could have been prevented. Opioid addiction not only exacts a heavy toll on the individual struggling with substance use disorder but also reverberates through their communities, leaving a trail of devastation in its wake.

			Approximately 20 percent of the population has battled addiction to drugs or alcohol. Consequently, it’s common for hospitalized patients, regardless of their medical issue, to exhibit symptoms of their addiction during their stay. These symptoms range from strong cravings for drugs to severe withdrawal symptoms. Medical students are trained to be vigilant for such signs in all hospitalized patients, irrespective of the primary reason for their admission.

			During my medical training as a neurology resident, nearly 100 percent of my time was spent seeing emergency cases in the hospital. Our weeks often extended beyond one hundred hours, with frequent overnight shifts on twenty-four-hour call. As part of my training, I was responsible for managing all emergency stroke cases that arrived at the hospital.

			A stroke happens when the brain is deprived of oxygen due to either blocked arteries or brain bleeding. Depending on the location within the brain
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