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 AUTHOR’S NOTE

You will note that I have opted to use
the words “addict” and “alcoholic” almost interchangeably, as
alcoholics are simply alcohol addicts. Some alcoholics use only
alcohol, but many use other mind-altering drugs and processes. I
emphasize being completely drug free, whether you call yourself
alcoholic or addict. To that end, I also use the terms “clean” and
“sober” together and interchangeably, knowing there is an element
of redundancy. If this is inconsistent with your own reference
points, I invite you to mentally substitute your own
language.

While I am keenly aware that there are
members of both NA and AA who sometimes bristle at the crossover of
the terms, “alcoholic” and “addict”, “clean” and “sober”, I have
written this book for a wide audience and attempted to be
inclusive. In my own journey of 28 years in recovery I have been
blessed by being offered inclusion, acceptance and love in all
fellowships. I wish the same for you.


Dawn V. Obrecht, M.D.
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 INTRODUCTION

At the time, it seemed like a
perfectly natural set of choices. If you are an addict or know one,
maybe you can relate.

Choice #1: Get up early on a crisp
autumn Colorado morning, climb in the car with my two girls, ages 6
and 3, take a little drive up that steep Rocky Mountain road near
our home. Then, find one of those spots among the hairpin turns
with the gorgeous views, and, after making sure none of us is
wearing a seat belt or secured in a car seat, drive the car full
speed off the 1,000-foot cliff. That would finally put an end to
the anger, pain, and anxiety that all the alcohol and drugs that I
could consume just couldn’t cover up anymore, and it would ease my
conscience knowing that I would not be leaving my daughters Brie
and Kara behind.

Choice #2: Sign up for a five-day
medical education conference in Denver to gain the Continuing Ed
credits to maintain my hospital staff privileges. I could drink as
much as I wanted because I’d be staying in a hotel and would not
have to go home at night and pretend to be a responsible mother.
Oh, and maybe I’d sign up for that section on alcohol and
addiction. You never know, I might even learn something―about my
father and mother’s drinking problem.

Thank God, something, some power
greater than me, steered me to Choice #2. Did I drink during those
three days and nights? You bet. But I did show up for that
afternoon panel on addiction, presented by a warm, personable
physician named Blair Carlson. And when Dr. Carlson finished his
slide show, my eyes fixated on the final panel of his professional
credits: Graduate, Pier I Treatment Center. After his talk I joined
the many attendees gathered around him, and when it was my turn in
line he made clear, direct eye contact with me. Something in that
look pulled me in. I asked if I could visit his treatment center,
and several days later, after the tour, he asked me if I had any
questions.

“It’s been very helpful to see what
you have here because I have some friends who may have problems
with cocaine,” I began, already choking back the tears.
“And…maybe…that is…well…I think I might have a problem
too.”

“Of course you do,” he replied calmly.
“Why else would you be here?”

And on that pivotal day in October
1983 I dissolved into a pile of tears on this wise, compassionate
doctor’s floor. I spilled more details of my story: the terror and
shame of growing up in a verbally abusive, alcoholic home; my own
out-of-control addicted life; my two suicide attempts; reaching for
my stash of cocaine in the kitchen microwave while watching my two
little girls. I wish I could say I went home that very night and
threw out all my alcohol, cocaine, and every other drug tucked in
every corner of my home, never to use again. The truth was,
Halloween was coming. I mean, how could I take on my favorite
holiday without snorting a few lines? Neighborhood parents
typically carried cups for liquid treats while we took our children
from house to house; how could I miss out on that? Oh, and soon it
would be Thanksgiving and December, with my birthday and Christmas,
and on to New Year’s―how could anyone not drink on New Year’s Eve?
It took me until the following March to get clean, but once I made
that choice I never looked back. A few weeks ago I celebrated my
28th anniversary of recovery.

I have faced barrels full of new and
difficult choices along the way, and while I sure haven’t made 100
per cent of the clear and healthy ones, I know that my decisions
today are guided by emotionally and spiritually healthy thinking. I
have plenty to celebrate every day. I have a rich spiritual life
that includes a relationship with God that sustains me. My
daughters, Brie and Kara, are now healthy and vibrant adults with
husbands I cherish having in our family and I have five
grandchildren, the first two of whom I got to deliver. I am married
to a wonderful man who understands the road to recovery because he
has been on his own journey almost as long as I have. At 63, I am
fit enough to compete in triathlons and travel the world to serve
on medical missions. I have dozens of wonderful friends, many drawn
from the worldwide community of Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics
Anonymous that have served as the bedrock of my
recovery.

And today, as an MD Addictionist for
more than 20 years, and a Fellow of the American Society of
Addiction Medicine, I am doing the work I love. I help addicts and
their families, as well as healthcare professionals, better
understand and navigate the frightening and confusing world of
addiction and recovery and its close relative, “DFS”, Dysfunctional
Family Syndrome. That is my mission, my passion. And that’s what
this book is all about.

If you are an addict struggling to
break free from the ball and chain of addiction, I offer critical
information, encouragement, and hope, from someone who’s been
there. I’m fond of T-shirts with messages, and one of my favorites
is “The Lie Is Dead―We Do Recover.” I see the evidence every day in
my practice and in the Twelve Step meetings I still
enthusiastically attend everywhere I go. Alcohol and drug addiction
are more prevalent than ever, but no matter how desperate your life
situation may feel today, recovery is available to you. The way
out, or the way through, is right within your grasp. I’m here to
assure you that it is possible for you to not only survive
addiction but to thrive in a life of recovery. Riding through this
crazy, painful, turbulent storm and coming out intact can open a
door to a life of peace, joy, and service to others and the
world.

We will be exploring the path of
recovery through concise, easy-to-follow, practical lessons that
will inform and inspire you about many of the most pressing choices
and challenges you will encounter. These tips and reminders are
divided into what I call Phase I Recovery and Phase II Recovery. In
my nearly three decades of personal and professional experience, I
have come to recognize how the needs and possibilities of recovery
change and evolve over time. Understanding the distinctions between
these two phases and learning how to identify where you are and
what is called for in each period will help you to navigate the
trail more successfully and harmoniously.

In Phase I Recovery, your focus is on
finding your way out of addiction. You’ve reached the starting gate
to the rest of your life, a life that hopefully will remain free of
alcohol and other drugs. Your over-riding goal is to stay clean,
and your energy is mostly directed toward the logistics of
recovery: attending recovery meetings, following the Twelve Steps,
keeping drugs out of reach, steering clear of the people who still
use them, doing whatever you can to avoid a relapse, etc. As you
map your course of recovery, you discover that you need to practice
whole new ways of thinking and behaving if you want to claim
physical, emotional, and spiritual health. You must look with fresh
eyes on how you got where you are and what it will take to get
where you need to go. It’s a turbulent time when recovery often
feels fragile, requiring all your effort to hang on. And yet, you
also begin to see and experience the profound benefits of being
free of addiction.

Then, perhaps six months or a year or
two along the recovery trail, you notice a shift. You’re no longer
spending most of your time and energy fighting to stay clean,
anxious that a relapse is lurking around every corner, and
overwhelmed by the seemingly never-ending demands of figuring out
how to act and what to do without drugs and everything that went
with them. Life may not be easy but it’s easier. Old habits have
faded away, and more productive habits have sprung up. Your feet
are on the ground, you’ve rejoined the mainstream of society, and
you feel more comfortable with yourself more often. For many
addicts in recovery, this plateau is the ground on which they
remain. It’s “as good as it gets.” But most of us notice that
something is still missing, some intangible piece to the recovery
story that leaves us feeling sad or lost. We sense, even if we
can’t put words to it, that somewhere underneath what may feel like
our empty self there lays the desire we all have: to find inner
peace, to build real physical, emotional, and spiritual health, to
not only claim freedom from the destructive behavior of addiction
but to enjoy the kind of life we’re all meant to live and deserve
to have. We want something more…we hunger for a Phase II
Recovery.

You can find many resources and books
that tell dramatic stories about hitting rock bottom and taking
that first courageous step toward life, but scant few that explore
what happens in the next scene. We’re going to look behind that
curtain. In Phase II Recovery we’ll cover tools on staying the
course and explore how to change the story of your painful and
destructive past. We’ll take on the final frontier of
relationships. I’ll invite you to expand your horizons about what
is possible in this next part of the journey, when life can
actually feel good and you are able to appreciate it so much more.
I’ll help you continue your own path toward becoming the person
you’re meant to be.

If you are an addict who has tapped,
or is on the verge of summoning the strength, courage, and faith to
begin your recovery, congratulations! Making it through Phase I
Recovery is the most important work you will ever do, so we will be
spending extra time there. If you have remained clean for several
months, or even many years, but yearn for “something more,” I urge
you not to skip too quickly over the lessons of Phase I Recovery
because this journey will always be about doing and re-doing the
basics. Then, when you read the new perspectives and inspiring
ideas and accounts in Phase II Recovery, my hope is that you will
have an “aha” that propels you to climb higher.

If you have a loved one struggling
with addiction, I know that you too are suffering. Addicts do
immeasurable harm to those around them, as well as to themselves,
and you confront your own hard choices, with no easy answers, every
day. Take heart; you are not alone. As I hope you already know,
there is also help for you, free, in the Twelve Step programs, and
you will find invaluable ideas and illustrations in the pages
ahead. Many lessons are written just for you.

There’s one other vital and often
missed piece to the recovery puzzle we will be unraveling in Part
2: “Beware, Your Doctor May be Your Pusher!” As an addiction
specialist who treats and counsels addicts every day, I see
consistent evidence that when it comes to detecting and treating
addiction, doctors all too often wind up as part of the problem
rather than part of the solution. If you happen to be a physician,
therapist, or other healthcare provider, I have the utmost respect
for the hard work and dedication it takes to achieve your
profession and practice medicine or therapy. But the simple truth
is far too many doctors know far too little about addicts and their
recovery. I will point out the most common misunderstandings and
mistakes doctors make, so you addicts can be forewarned and you
doctors may be informed.

When I teach practicing physicians,
medical students, interns, and nurses about addiction and recovery,
I’m always gratified when they begin to relate to addicts with the
breadth of knowledge and understanding it takes to help those in
such dire need―those who also can be very difficult to work with!
But we’ve got a long, long way to go. Health care professionals
everywhere must learn more about the disease of addiction―where it
comes from, what it looks like, and how to nurture the long,
delicate process of recovery. If I sound tough on you at times, my
fellow doctors, please understand that my words come from a place
of respect, compassion, and the desire to help this cause as best
as I know how. Disagree as you may, but I sincerely invite your ear
and your consideration.

As you read through the book, feel
free to tune in to the lessons that most speak to you, and leave
the rest. I will sprinkle in snapshots from my own experience, as
well as others I have known or worked with, because what we gain
from hearing others who have been there trumps anything we hear
from anyone else. And oh boy, have I been there!

One of my most vivid childhood
memories is awakening in the night and rushing to the top of the
stairs to see my father backing my mother into a corner with a
large, dusty pink upholstered chair. As he screamed obscenities at
her, my mother, hands covering her face, pleaded with him to stop.
Years later, Mom confided to me that one day when I was 3 and
having a little girl tantrum at the top of the wooden stairs to the
basement of our Baltimore row house, she imagined pushing me down
so I would crash into the cement floor. Then, free of the
responsibility of motherhood, she could finally leave him. But she
didn’t push me. She became an alcoholic herself instead.

One night, when I was 12, I consumed
the contents of every medication I could get my hands on at our
home, and when I woke up, I was angry to find myself still alive.
That same year I decided that I would become a doctor―if I couldn’t
cure my parents, maybe I could cure somebody else. Two years later
I started drinking. I was off and running on a 20-year trail of
addiction that almost drove me off that cliff. Along the way, I
made another attempt to kill myself with an overdose of drugs―while
training to be a doctor. Want to know one of the craziest parts of
my addictive life? For most of those two decades of abusing alcohol
and drugs, I was in therapy. But none of those health care
professionals―not the school psychologists at college or in medical
school, and not the psychiatrist whose couch I lied on every week,
up to four times a week, during eight years of extensive therapy as
a practicing physician and mother―ever confronted me with my
addiction. Is it any wonder that I’m so passionate about helping
not only addicts but the doctors and therapists who see them every
day?

Building and sustaining Phase I
Recovery and opening to the rich possibilities of Phase II Recovery
requires a series of hard, deliberate choices, and even harder
work. In whatever phase you may happen to be, I suspect you know
that. In making those tough choices, you may be calling upon Twelve
Step recovery groups, therapists who understand addiction, your
church or other religious or spiritual support system, loved ones
who support you, and a whole other cast of valuable allies. That’s
great, because you can never have too many “mates,” or helpers. My
hope is to be one of those mates, one more resource to strengthen
your chances of claiming that healthy and enriched life you are
meant to live. One more anchor to guide you through the tough
choices. If I can in any way contribute to you choosing and
continuing along the right path, I will consider myself blessed
many times over.

So, are you ready for the first
lesson?

################

 PART I

PHASE I RECOVERY: FINDING
THE WAY OUT


 Lesson #1
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LEARN AND FOLLOW THE TWELVE
STEPS


So you’ve chosen to embark on a
recovery program. You’re poised to break the cycle of addiction in
your life, and if you come from a family plagued by addiction you
have a chance to break an even larger cycle. Congratulations! It
takes extraordinary courage to claim recovery as your new way of
living. And whether you saw through the fog of denial through your
own choice or whether you got smacked into the wall of reality by
one dramatic, painful episode, it doesn’t matter. You’re here. You
have an opportunity to move forward in Phase I Recovery. You can
find your way out of addiction.

Addicts who have succeeded in recovery
know one vital truth: what you do in the first several weeks and
months of recovery will have a whole lot to do with your chances of
making it over the long haul. Phase I Recovery comes wrapped in a
slew of tough choices and potential land mines. We’re going to take
them on, one by one. This first series of lessons will help you
navigate the dangerous terrain, to steer you toward a safe and
healthy passage. I’ll help you map this new course and look out for
slip-ups as you do the hard work that recovery demands. I’ll also
provide concrete tips and ideas for how to begin to claim physical,
emotional, and spiritual health and well-being as you walk this new
path.

Phase I Recovery is rich with the
potential for starting to transform your life, planting the seeds
that can grow into a vibrant Phase II Recovery. So buckle down and
read carefully.

I know of only one way to begin these
lessons that can save your life, and that is to point you toward
the resource that saved my own life and has saved countless
thousands of others: the Twelve Steps** of Alcoholics Anonymous,
Narcotics Anonymous, and their 120-plus related recovery programs.
No matter what other resources you may choose to call upon, the
Twelve Steps can and should serve as a solid foundation.

You can find the Twelve Steps, and
everything else you need to know about AA, NA, and other Twelve
Step programs, on the websites: www.aa.org and www.na.org. Here is
how the 12 Steps of by Narcotics Anonymous read:

1)We admitted we were powerless over
our addiction―that our lives had become unmanageable.

2)We came to believe that a Power
greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

3)We made a decision to turn our will
and our lives over to the care of God as we understood
Him.

4)We made a searching and fearless
moral inventory of ourselves.

5)We admitted to God, to ourselves,
and to another human being the exact nature of our
wrongs.

6)We were entirely ready to have God
remove all these defects of character.

7)We humbly asked Him to remove our
shortcomings.

8)We made a list of all persons we had
harmed and became willing to make amends to them all.

9)We made direct amends to such people
wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or
others.

10)We continued to take personal
inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

11)We sought through prayer and
meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we
understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and
the power to carry that out.

12)Having had a spiritual awakening as
the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to
addicts, and to practice these principles in all our
affairs.

The Twelve Steps may be well known
throughout our culture today, but it amazes and frustrates me when
I see so many addicts in need try to convince themselves that they
can get clean and stay clean while completely sidestepping them.
Their attempts almost always fail.

Here’s just one example. Danny was so
resistant to recovery when I first saw him as a patient and
diagnosed his addiction that I gave him a copy of the AA Big Book
and took him to an AA meeting myself. A year later I heard that he
had been in court for a DUI and had even done time in jail. I
reached out to him via email. “How are you doing, Danny?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” he replied. Well, I wasn’t so sure of that, and I
wanted to show my ongoing support. So I sent him periodic follow-up
emails, and each time he would write back: “I’m fine.” When I ran
into him in a parking lot in our town, I walked right up to him and
his four-year-old boy. Looking Danny in the eyes, I said, “How ARE
you?” He responded, “I’m fine…no, I’m not really fine.”

He admitted he was drinking again.
“But I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to stop…for them,” he
insisted, pointing to his son and mentioning his second young one
at home. He went on to explain that he had a “fool-proof plan for
recovery.” Every night he would ask his wife to come out to their
garage at 10 p.m. and watch him blow into one of those locks people
put on their car―an alcohol sensor that prevents the car from
starting if the driver has been drinking. I just looked at him, and
looked at that device that’s supposed to stop a person from
drinking.

“Danny, you don’t have to re-invent
the wheel,” I said finally. “Hundreds of thousands people get sober
by attending AA and following the Twelve Steps. Remember, we have
three meetings a day here in our town.”

Danny got teary. “I’m so glad I ran
into you,” he said.

################

**Twelve Steps reprinted for
adaptation by permission of AA World Services, Inc.

Reprinted from the Little
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So did he go to the meetings and
engage in the process of following the Twelve Steps? Was this
really his epiphany? Well, as addicts like us know, the proof is in
the action. When I didn’t hear of any active follow-up on Danny’s
part, I couldn’t help wondering if he still believed that he could
make it some other way, with some “thing” that was going to stop
him.

Don’t make the same mistake. Yes,
there are many other aids to recovery, including proven treatment
centers and therapists who understand addiction and recovery. But
from my experience of 28 years of recovery and treating addicts of
all stripes at all stages of addiction and recovery, I have come to
firmly believe that at the root of every effective approach is
making an investment in the Twelve Steps. You can choose to make
that investment at any time.

In Section 2: “Doing the Work,” I will
provide pointers on how to approach some of the steps that many
addicts find especially challenging. You also may want to consult
my own summaries of each step that I have posted on my website:
www.docdawn.com. The Twelve Step recovery community also offers
many useful aides and guides to help you understand and practice
the Twelve Steps.

As you will hear me emphasize again
and again in this book, it’s absolutely critical that you take full
advantage of the support and guidance that will always be there for
you via the Twelve Steps of AA, NA, and their related recovery
programs. Work the steps. Go to meetings. Listen. Learn.
Commit.

Now, before we continue, here’s a word
of caution: Some of you may already be familiar with the next few
lessons in Phase I Recovery. But, don’t pass too quickly over them.
Recovery has much to do with repeating the same lessons over and
over again. And if what we discuss is new to you, or to your loved
one, I invite you to squeeze out every last drop of awareness,
insight, and direction.

################

 Lesson #2
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REMEMBER—SOMETIMES THE
SICKEST GET THE “WELLEST”


If you have recently hit your rock
bottom and begun to clear your head from all the alcohol and drugs,
you might find yourself looking at the train wreck of your
out-of-control life and muttering to yourself something like, “Man,
I was really sick.” You may wonder how you can ever rebuild an
existence that even registers close to the “normal” end of the
scale, never mind something healthy and strong. The possibility of
thriving in recovery may seem pretty far-fetched when you’re
wondering how the heck you’re even going to survive out there in a
life free of drugs.

Please understand that such doubts are
part of the Phase I Recovery territory. The damage you have caused
is real. But you know what? The possibilities for physical,
emotional, and spiritual health and well-being are real too. There
absolutely is hope for today and for tomorrow. In fact, a large
number of addicts who follow a committed path to Phase I Recovery
often make a startling discovery. I describe the “aha” this
way:

Sometimes the sickest get the
“wellest.”

It’s really true. Those who have
suffered the most pain often wind up experiencing the greatest
peace. Those who have done the most harm turn to doing the most
good. Those who have made the worst choices begin making the best
choices. I will even go so far as to suggest that you may come to
develop a deep sense of gratitude for all the horrible stuff you
somehow survived. It has actually opened the doorway for you to
fashion a life that looks and feels completely
different.

So remember that, even if you don’t
believe me right now, okay? There is hope for what will emerge on
the other side. But for now, if you happen to be right on the cusp
of choosing to invest in recovery, I am going to continue to meet
you right where you are. To help that cause, I’m going to show you
the tape of what I looked and sounded like when I was just
beginning my own recovery.

In the Introduction I mentioned that
the seed for my recovery was firmly and indelibly planted by my
meeting Dr. Blair Carlson, the physician who opened my eyes with
his presentation on addiction for other doctors and then held my
tears while I spilled the beans on my messed up addicted life. But,
as you may remember, it took me five more months before finally
stopping the flood of drugs I had been pouring into my body. During
that period, I was still either snorting or free-basing cocaine at
home, still a threat to blow up the whole house with my preschool
children in it. But I was trying to grasp that line (no pun
intended) of hope, instead of one more line of white powder, that
had been cast out to me. Blair had put me in touch with other
physicians in recovery, including “Doctor Joe,” whose words stuck
with me: “Don’t worry, Dawn, you don’t have to figure out if you
are an addict. If you are, things will get worse. Call me when they
do.” At first, I could not comprehend this prediction. I had seen
the light. I was trying to cut down. I knew more. And yet I was
still hooked. I remember calling Doctor Joe one day when I noticed
that the mess of my life really wasn’t getting much cleaner, and I
was even more worried about what could happen.

“Oh,” he said as he picked up the
phone, “are things getting worse?” Well, uh, now that you mention
it…

Here’s the scene of the day it finally
came to a head. I was getting my drugs those days from my friend
Sally, the wife of a violinist who had become my cocaine dealer and
mother of children about the same age as my daughters Brie and
Kara. She called me and urged, “Let’s get the kids together,” which
was code for us moms getting loaded. Usually I would have jumped at
her offer, but one of the voices in my head that day was saying,
“Just have one drug-free day, and see what it’s like.” So I
declined Sally’s invitation for a get-together, and she suggested
instead that Kara come over and play with her daughter. I agreed to
that plan and we met at a midway point. Of course, I should point
out that I had already taken one black beauty (a long-acting
amphetamine). Not exactly the textbook definition of staying clean
for the day, I know, but progress for me.

When we met, and Sally volunteered to
put Kara in her seat belt in the back seat of her car (this was
before car seat days) for me, I just didn’t have the adult capacity
to say no, that I would prefer to do it. I trusted Sally to pack up
my daughter and take her away, not even thinking that she most
likely would be free-basing cocaine when she got the kids home.
With light snow in the air, the snowflakes and thoughts of cocaine
were all muddled in my brain. But I had one clear insight: I just
gave my kid to my drug dealer. Sally could blow up the house. I was
not able to follow that thought with “I have to stop right now and
go get my daughter.”

I went to my car, where my fingers
were soon fiddling with the glove compartment lid. When it popped
open, I was staring at the AA meeting list that Blair had given me
months earlier. And without knowing exactly what
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