
MY Recovery Story... 

 

So, I show up to work one day and EVERYTHING was falling apart... 

It was 32 below zero (wind chill factor) in Chicago, IL and I was the ONLY person who came to 
my office to work on this day. When I checked the voicemail there were 3 messages (my entire 



staff) stating that trouble with car, trouble at home, sickness, prevented them from coming to 
work. I also received a voicemail from my boss which stated "We're going to go in a different 
direction with the new project". So, the project that i'd been researching and developing for 2 
weeks had to be redone. And did I mention that the project proposal was due by the close of 
business on the next day? I started the coffee maker and headed over to the hospital to make my 
daily rounds. I'm an addictions counselor by trade but was working as a supervisor at a 
detoxification program for patients who wanted to begin their addiction recovery journey. I 
walked from my office to the hospital a few feet away and greeted everyone in the emergency 
department (all 4 of them).. I then went upstairs to the unit where I find out that there was only 1 
physician, 1 nurse who was divided between 2 floors, and 34 patients. I gauged the "climate" on 
the unit and gave the doctor a little bit of a pep talk before what could be assumed to be a stress-
filled day... 

I made my rounds on the unit, talking to staff and patients. My job and my goal was to assess 
patients, diagnose their condition, make a recommendation or treatment plan for the doctor, and 
finally create an appropriate referral for aftercare. I also sprinkled a dash of clinical counseling, 
motivation, and even tough love when necessary. After I finished my rounds I headed back to my 
office and the work of the day seemed insurmountable! The phones were ringing off the hook 
and it wasn't even 8am yet.... 

About an hour into my shift are young lady walked into my office. She had very blonde hair, a 
bright smile, and the warmest brown eyes. I could not imagine what she was doing here? She did 
not appear to need a service... She introduced herself and I noticed that her blonde hair got a little 
bit darker as we talked. I came to realize that her hair wasn’t blonde at all, it was frosted due to 
the extreme outdoor temperature and her hair product had actually frozen giving the illusion that 
her hair was lighter. It was just that COLD!!!! So after the first few minutes of speaking with her 
I learned that she was a nurse. She told me that her company had pioneered a treatment that 
would help people battle opioid dependence. I must admit that I was very preoccupied while she 
was talking... 

• I wondered why she was out there working on one of the coldest days of the year? 
• In my head I could hear my boss screaming at me because I probably would not get the 

project proposal done on time.. 
• I thought about the patients on the unit who ALL needed genuine care, treatment plans 

and after care plans. 



• I also thought about everyone on the other side of the ring telephone that required some 
form of support.. 

And did I mention other office related paperwork? Yeah, that had to be done too.. So where was 
I? I was beginning to quickly realize that I WAS in over my head. If this moment mirrored 
anything close to your situation at home, at work, or sometime in the recent past, then you are 
not alone! 

It was extremely tempting to begin pointing fingers to relieve the discomfort of so many co-
occurring crises. Maybe the state that I lived in was to blame.. Maybe my city has way too many 
Heroin or other opiate addicts but not enough resources to help.. Maybe my state has too many 
budget problems and they can't fund the services that people desperately need.. Maybe there is a 
disproportionate staff to patient ratio at work today.. And maybe people just need to stop using 
drugs and get better and none of us will be in this situation... OR, is there a blessing in all of this 
that would invariably change my life? Let's go with that... 

I finally turned in to the nurse but before I gave her my full attention. She went into a discussion 
about a medication and how it was able to assist patients who were desperately trying to 
overcome opioid dependence. As she talked, my stress level began to slowly diminish. The 
information became compelling to me. The information was compelling to me because not only 
was I working at a hospital trying to help people to begin or restart their journey to recovery; I 
was also a practicing substance abuse disorders counselor who was working at home to try to 
save my father's life... 

His journey began when I was a very little girl. Not more than 4 or 5 years old. My mom was a 
teenager and God loved them enough to share us (my sister and I) with my parents. They were 
VERY young and I can remember them doing the types of things that young adults did.. They 
would have guests over ALLOT. I remember my father drank alcohol. I also remember that he 
could play the piano. He was a musician. I would sit next to him at the piano and I can recall that 
he played a certain melody all of the time is if he had a song or message stuck in his spirit that he 
just could not complete. I can remember that he took us everywhere with him and he hugged and 
kissed us ALLOT! We were HIS girls and WE knew it! 

My earliest memory of him was him changing my diaper and I was crying. He said to me, " I 
should be the one crying, you're the one who's stinky." Every time I think about this, my soul 
laughs out loud. He cleaned us, combed allot of little girl hair, and cooked for us. Once, in my 



effort to cook I ended up starting a fire in the kitchen. He was able to get to me before I got hurt 
but not before he got hurt. He was able to smother the flames but not before burning his hand. He 
always told me that he would do it again if he needed too. See, I was HIS girl and I knew it! He 
was patient, he was forgiving, he was loving, he was attentive, and he was a lot of fun to be 
around. He was also an alcoholic and an addict. 

My first introduction (that I could identify) to his addiction came after he suffered a violent 
crime. It is hard to recollect but I remember a day filled with anxiety, commotion, noise, 
disruption, uncertainty and fear. I remember my mother simply breathing but that was about it... 
She was stuck. She was moving but not functioning. I remember my aunt consoling my mom and 
displaying behavior that id never seen before. I remember my grandmother holding me in a 
manner that I had never felt before. I remember another aunt on the phone making phone calls 
and talking loudly. This was not an ordinary day. This was also the day that my father’s life 
changed forever... 

He had been shot. 

Someone robbed and shot him and while he clung to his life everyone else was trying to stabilize 
my world as best as possible. Years later, I learned that he was shot in the pancreas and the bullet 
could not be removed without removing his pancreas which would have made him a diabetic, 
instantly. My father did not agree to have this surgery and as a result he was constantly in a lot of 
pain. His pain was so severe that even today I can still hear him moaning more than 30 years 
later. I can remember being so afraid for him that I would hide under the bed, allot... 

After he was released from the hospital he went to his physician and was prescribed pain 
medication to soothe his discomfort. This seemed to work. He did not appear to be in as much 
pain after taking the prescribed medications. I also did not see him drinking anymore. MY daddy 
was back! At least that's what I thought... Over time, he began taking more medication, and more 
medication, until they didn't seem to work anymore. He seemed to sleep a lot more and 
sometimes he would be sick for days. He would be shaking and sweating, and vomiting, and 
moaning... Then, he will go back to his physician and he will be okay for a little while until the 
cycle returned. I used to call the ambulance so much that the 911 operators knew my name... I 
later learned the clinical term for what my father was experiencing. It was called opioid 
dependence. His legitimate pain had crossed over into dependence on his medication. This 
escalated into tolerance. The more medication he took, the more he needed to take just to feel 
normal. This was followed by addiction to his medication. His physician became aware of this 



problem and would not give him any more medication because he was becoming a difficult 
patient. And finally, withdrawal which was the ugliest part. There was NOTHING worse to me 
than to witness the man that I love more than anything hurting, bent over, shaking, sweating, 
vomiting, diarrhea... For me, this was worse than witnessing the pain that he had experienced 
after the gunshot. And did I mention that my mother was working EVERY waking hour (and 
sleeping hour) to support her family? There seemed to be nothing that could be done to change 
things.. 

As a kid, I did not understand the disease of addiction. I did not know that my father's addiction 
began with alcohol when he was a teenager. Remember, I told you that he was a musician? 
Musical ability and alcoholism are not necessarily synonymous with each other. However; being 
a teenager that left home early to begin a music career made access to alcohol much easier. I 
remember my mother's frustration and anger due to his inability to be physically and emotionally 
present in our household and marriage. I remember her tears and isolation. I remember the 
arguments and fights. 

My father, even though an addict, was a very likeable man. He was respected in the 
neighborhood. I can’t recall him ever raising his voice to me. He was never belligerent, rude, or 
violent. He was the most patient person that I ever knew. Even though my parents fought, they 
loved each other and they loved their family. I’m sure that this made life with him even more 
difficult because he could charm (or manipulate) his way out of most situations. ESPECIALLY 
treatment. I can count those treatment episodes on more than 2 hands. 

Vicodin and Oxycontin Tylenol 3 with Codeine Heroin and Cocaine.. DRUGS!! 

DRUGS were my father’s drug of choice and this was his response to the medical director of an 
inpatient treatment program when asked what were his drug/s of choice. See, I still didn't know 
all that I needed to know about addiction. What I did know is that my father needed help and I 
could not love him past his pain and my family needed healing. So, my father went into a long-
term program. Our family would visit on family days and over time my fathers spirit got a little 
bit lighter and a genuine smile began to emerge... I was hopeful. MY daddy was on his way 
back! 

After being in treatment for a while, my dad came home. He was working. He was feeling good 
about himself. He would dress himself up and he began courting my mom again. It was nice 
having him home. We got to be his girls again. Once, I had to sell candy for a school fundraiser. 



I had other plans. I filled out the order form at school and committed to selling 5 boxes. Once we 
got the candy the following week I took it home and sat it on the table. As I did my homework it 
was as if a chocolate bar was calling my name. I answered. Not only did I answer but we had a 
long, private discussion in my bedroom closet. My father eventually came to look for me and 
opened up the closet door. There I sat on the closet floor having eaten my 4th or 5th candy bar. 
He came inside the closet, closed the door, sat on the floor, and ate candy with me. The next day 
he stuffed an envelope with money so that I could take it back to school and pay for the candy 
we ate. Now, could this have been a teachable moment? Absolutely. Was it a lovable moment? 
Absolutely. 

Over the next several months things felt good. My dad was back and we learned that my mom 
was expecting another baby. We were all excited and my dad seemed excited too. We could not 
wait for my brother to be born. Soon after the birth of my brother, things started to change. My 
dad was acting "weird" again. There were unexplained absences. Sometimes I would be talking 
to him and he would be staring into space. Once, he was sitting on the back porch smoking a 
cigarette and he looked as if he was frozen. I remember tapping his shoulder and he fell over and 
down the stairs. Well, another all too familiar call had to be placed to 911. I know the drill. The 
hospital visits resumed, the arguments resumed, the chaos ensued... 

By this time I am a teenager and he was out of the home again. I had a beautiful brother and I 
helped out with him a lot. My sister had gone off to college and my mom was doing everything 
that she could to provide for her 3 children. Did I mention that she'd also completed her GED 
and Bachelors degree by this time? Dad's illness continued to escalate. He'd gotten so sick that he 
would allow me to see him buy drugs on the street. He sometimes allowed strangers to come into 
our home. He would also do drugs in our home. Other times he was too sick (withdrawal) to go 
and get his drugs so he would send me to a friend's house to get "a package for him". 

Things were REALLY bad then they got worse. I came home one day to learn that a cousin who 
was like a brother to me was murdered and mutilated. This was a horrific time for our family and 
I had no hopes that things would change. I did a lot of walking on the day of my favorite cousins 
murder. I walked for miles. I also did not talk much during this time and I barely had enough 
emotional energy to take care of my brother. I just wanted to leave and NEVER come back... 

My dad eventually went into another program, armed himself with some tools and emerged a 
better man (for a while). It didn't take long for the "pattern" to resume (relapse). By this time I 
had graduated high school and went to college. I remember talking with the school counselor 



about the classes that I wanted to take. I told her that I wanted to understand why drugs were 
hurting my family and community so very much. She recommended some general psychology 
courses and I could NOT wait to get started! I quickly found that the more that I learned, the 
more that I wanted and needed to LEARN. I later was able to understand that my father suffered 
from the Disease of Addiction. What else would explain his behavior? 

Why would he choose to leave his family? Why would he lie to his family? Why would he turn 
his back on HIS girls? Why would he leave a wife that was as beautiful and worked as hard as 
my mom? Who would leave a young son to be reared by a young mother in the harsh streets of 
Chicago? 

Not my father because he loved us and WE knew it! The only thing that could explain his 
behavior or the hijacking of his brain would be the Disease of Addiction. The American Society 
of Addiction Medicine defines addiction as: 

" An inability to consistently abstain, impairment in behavioral control, craving, diminished 
recognition of significant problems with one's behavior and interpersonal relationships, and a 
dysfunctional emotional response. Like other chronic diseases, addiction often involves cycles of 
relapse and remission. Without treatment or engagement in recovery activities, addiction is 
progressive and can result in disability or premature death" 

THIS, the definition of what my father was suffering from... 

A couple of years later I came home from college armed with a few Psychology tools ready and 
willing to "fix" my father. For years I tried and tried to RECOVER him from this chronic 
disease. I continued to study and educate myself on his illness but it continued to morph into 
something that I did not understand and after years of addiction he now has a list of medical 
issues. Congestive Heart Failure Hypertension Pacemaker And Diabetes, the illness that he was 
afraid to get if he'd gotten his pancreas removed after he was shot. Oh, and a couple of 
amputations... By this time my mom had finally divorced him which unfortunately left him 
without medical insurance. I still cant believe that she'd stayed for decades so that he could have 
access to medical care. His medical issues had now become the burden of taxpayers like us and 
the Social Security Administration. 

So, let’s fast forward a decade or so. I continue my education in psychology and I now have a 
Master's Degree in Health Science specializing in Addictions. I am a Certified Addictions 



Counselor and Mentally Ill Substance Abuse Therapist. I have more tools than ever! What I have 
most of all was a hope and desire to help my father to RECOVER. NOW, I could “fix” him… 

I am now working at a hospital where I am seeing my father regularly as a patient alongside 
others who were suffering from the same disease. I am watching this cycle of misuse and abuse 
of illicit and pharmaceutical drugs. I am seeing families being torn apart. I am watching people 
DIE from their illness and I am trying to help but the problem is soo big! For everything that I 
do, every effort that I apply, every tool that I employ, it is not working and this disease is getting 
bigger and stronger! 

If you remember earlier in the story I met a wonderful brown haired woman. She told me about a 
tool that I have not used before. As cold as it was outside on the day that we met, no additional 
clients were coming in for services. Somehow the unit was calm and managing itself. The 
physician remained in control and the phones were ringing less. My boss even granted me an 
extension on my project plan. It was almost as if the clock stood still so that this young lady 
could change my life. We talked for almost 2 hours. I was so excited about our discussion that 
later on that day I found my father on a corner in our neighborhood and told him about this "new 
and innovative" treatment. He did not agree but said that he would think about it.. The clinical 
term for this phase in his RECOVERY is pre - contemplation. He was not ready to accept that he 
had an illness and needed substance abuse treatment. 

About a month later I ran into a physician that I used to work with when I was working for 
another hospital. He mentioned that he was treating a patient who had put my name on his 
medical consent. He did not have to tell me, I knew that my father must have been in the hospital 
again. He was ALWAYS in the hospital. Dr. then asked if I was aware of this "new" treatment. I 
told him that I had recently heard about it from a nurse who had come by my office. He stated 
that he had asked my father to try it and my father agreed. I was thrilled!!! 

All that I wanted was for my father to have a quality life that meant something to him. All that I 
wanted was for him to be able to "see" my efforts in his recovery. All that I wanted was to have a 
conversation with him free of lies or manipulation. All that I wanted was to have my father back. 
I wanted the man who played music for me on the piano. I wanted the man who changed my 
diaper and made jokes about it later. I wanted the man who combed my hair and cooked for me. I 
wanted the man who sat on the floor with me in the closet and ate candy that we were supposed 
to sell. I wanted my father back!! And this, new treatment may be what would help me to get 
him back. 



After my father began this treatment he gave me a relationship for a little while. It was different 
from what it was when I was a little girl but it was still one that I valued. He gave me a 
relationship that was free of illicit drugs, free from worrying about a knock on the door from a 
drug dealer, free from overdose, free of the pain of watching him go through withdrawal... 
During this time he had a clarity that he could not previously articulate. During this time, he 
shared with me that he was proud of me and proud of my choice to be a counselor and help 
people like him. He also gave me a very special gift, he told me that he was NOT ready to "quit" 
using drugs. This, is when MY RECOVERY began… Shortly thereafter (about 4 years ago) he 
lost his life to the very thing that I work tirelessly to help people to overcome. So now, I have a 
clear definition of what RECOVERY is or at least what it feels like; however, I have come up 
with my own definition based on my experiences. 

Recovery- A unique opportunity to fuel personal growth and change. 

Today, as we know it and understand it, LIFE will not change. Our lives and circumstances will 
challenge us and even produce symptoms. Some symptoms could probably include an inability 
to sleep, a general feeling of anxiety, a lack of patience, headaches, depression, and the list goes 
on… Life can also produce "symptoms" including courage, strength, focus, and other feelings of 
confidence. We have the individual freedom to decide and TODAY, I choose to RECOVER! 

As a young woman whose life began with a teenage mother and a father who struggled with 
alcoholism and addiction, I had no idea that life could be any different than my experience. 
During that time, I had no idea that anything was wrong nor did I believe that my life was not a 
good one. It wasn't until well into my adulthood that there were a few scars that needed to be 
repaired. I needed to face my past, and I did. My experience and research supports the notion that 
it is better to face our fears or troubles and overcome them. Avoidance has never been a positive 
solution. The result for me has been an earned maturity, a realistic view of the world, a spirit that 
is not easily disrupted and a laser focus on solutions. 

Whether we believe that RECOVERY happens to us or that we choose to be recovered is not 
what is in question. It doesn't matter. The reward is within our individual journeys. Once my 
father told me that he wasn’t ready to quit, my healing began... My soul began to recover from 
the years of suffering as a result of his addiction. 

RECOVERY is as much a part of everyday life as joy and peace. Since we cannot control what 
is outside of our control, our only recourse is to manage life’s symptoms. Symptom relief comes 



in many forms including prayer, meditation, relaxation, medication, “letting go”, hypnosis, self 
actualization, and gratitude to name a few…. Gratitude is an efficient and effective approach 
because everything in THIS life happens for a reason. Gratitude can help you to identify and 
understand your personal goals and develop a plan to get to your goals. Once you have gained an 
understanding of what your goals are you can decide which symptom management techniques 
are appropriate for you. Finally, imagine yourself in a progressive place because you can get 
there and RECOVER from whatever you've gone through!! 

I did. 
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