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About The Author: 

Out of Chaos: From Breakdown to Breakthrough

If you’re reading this, chances are your world’s been turned upside down.

Someone you love is in a serious Crisis—addiction, mental illness, grief, or some other loss has shattered your foundation. Beneath it all? Shame. Guilt. Anger. And that terrifying question: 

What if they’re too far gone?

They’re not.

And neither are you.

I’m 55 years old, and most people who know me are surprised I made it this far. 

The title of this book isn’t poetic—it’s literal. My life was chaotic for decades. Not metaphorical chaos, but real, raw, dangerous living—more than most people will ever experience. And yet, I lived through it.

Somehow, I didn’t just survive—I found a way forward.

For the first time in my life, I gave my family, especially Mom, the peace they never thought they’d have. When she passed last year, her last words —spoken with that precious smile—were:

“I love you more than you know.”

She’d always said that. 

But this time, she didn’t have to bury me first. And that means Everything.

I was born in Boston in 1969 and raised on the Big Island of Hawaii in the ’70s. I graduated from a private school in Kamuela in 1988, earned my bachelor’s in Entrepreneurship from the University of Colorado, and—decades later in 2018—my Master’s in Counseling from the California School of Professional Psychology.

Today, I’m a therapist in Orange County, California, working with teens battling addiction and providing therapy to individuals and families. I offer them what once felt impossible for me: 

hope.

But the road here was brutal.

Childhood

From the outside, the first nine years of my life looked stable. Inside, I was already wired differently.

I was the youngest of three boys in a high-achieving family. My grandfather was a respected businessman who made his mark on the world. Success wasn’t required, but the expectation lived in my bones.

Dad, a military man, lived by discipline and structure. Affection wasn’t his language. Everything had its place, and if you left your shit lying around, Mom might toss it—or pile it at your bedroom door so you’d trip over it in the dark on your way to the bathroom.

She was a Lady. She is remembered by everyone that way.

Warm, emotional, and deeply loving—but she faced her challenges, and the separation was unexpected to say the least. By six, I was often cared for by our Japanese housekeeper, Matsuko, in Pāpa‘ikou, a tiny Asian town near Hilo on the windward side. 

Dad was struggling to rescue his business and was suddenly a single parent to three boys. Matsuko—five feet two inches of grit and grace—kept the house and our hearts from falling apart. Nana took up the slack and traded off keeping me and my middle brother.

Still, I’ve never felt like I belonged. Even to this day.

Blonde hair, blue eyes—I stood out in a place where I didn’t look like anyone else. I was loud, restless, and impulsive. When Mom left after short visits, I screamed and sobbed. That pain—and the anxious attachment it built—stayed with me.

My brothers, four and five years older, weren’t gentle. 

Their pranks crossed the line: locking me in the dryer without a shirt and turning it on, burning me with matches, throwing me downstairs by my head... lighting firecrackers in dog shit so it exploded in my face. Dad tried not to laugh, but he did. 

I know, that’s kinda funny.

They apologized later. The damage lingered.

At school, I was bullied—called “haole,” teased, wedgied, and threatened. I became the class clown, desperate for attention.

Adolescence

By 10, I’d gotten into a private school in a little ranch town in the mountains called Waimea, despite terrible grades. I was misdiagnosed with Hypoglycemia, when the truth was, I was already showing early symptoms of bipolar disorder: impulsivity, rage, grandiosity, racing thoughts, high-risk behavior, and Zero filter. 

ADHD wasn’t even considered, and Ritalin wouldn’t be widely available until the 2000s.

For nine years, Dad commuted 3 hours a day to work in Captain Cook on the other side of the island. I became a latchkey kid, roaming town on my BMX with my friends. That freedom sometimes turned dangerous, including abuse from a neighbor. I didn’t know how to process it—part of me liked the attention and went back. The confusion turned into shame and anger that never went away.

By eighth grade, I was smoking weed, shoplifting, and screaming at Mom when Dad wasn’t around. I went to child therapy—rare in our town, where no one aired their dirty laundry. 

Still, I had something nobody understood - a motor that wouldn’t quit.

By 11, I was delivering newspapers. At 13, mowing lawns. I pumped gas, stocked groceries, and hustled for any work I could find. When I got my driver’s license, I was extraordinarily reckless. Parents wouldn’t let their kids ride with me.  

Before I could vote, I’d started an auto detailing business and flipped five cars by 17. I was the ground crew for a helicopter company, and took care of their choppers. We were contracted in the off-season by the Hawaii Police Department to do “Operation Green Harvest”. Cops would repel from our birds into freely growing patches of 15-foot-tall trees of dope. It was extremely dangerous with the growers around, and I was the only person unarmed. We filled 3 dump trucks a day and buried it 6 feet under.

Dad called me a “mercenary for cash.” Some parents called me “Eddie Haskell.”, always angling for work. Their kids didn’t find it so amusing.

At some point, I was arrested for vandalism, radical behavior, and messing around with firearms. “We were just playing around,” I told the cop.

Lucky for me, he was my uncle.

I chased risk like oxygen.

Loss and Chaos

Then came death.

On my 18th birthday, two classmates died in a crash I was supposed to be in. It rocked our school.

Weeks later, my boss overdosed on coke while free diving on the coast. Midway through senior year, my parents sold the house without telling me and announced we were moving to the mainland. Forever.

I exploded. Mom left in tears to join my father in San Francisco.

College wasn’t a reset. Just more weed and partying. One Christmas Day, drunk, I fractured my collarbone skiing after launching off a cliff into a sea of moguls. Luckily I didn’t die. Somehow, I still graduated in 1992.

At 25, my best friend bled out in my arms after a horrific accident. 3years later, another friend said goodbye and “fell” off a 500-foot cliff. The grief was piling on.

The next week, I slammed my BMW into a truck at 55 mph without hitting the brakes. We didn’t have airbags back then, and I didn’t see that traffic had come to a complete stop. The driver’s taillights weren’t illuminated and a had no time to react. I made it out with bumps and bruises.

At 28, I came out during a breakdown. 

I did everything to avoid it. My friends in Hawaii were shocked, and some cut me off. I tried to find my new identity in Pride celebrations across the country, masking the shame.

A year later, in Fort Lauderdale, an 18-year-old kid in my care drowned after overdosing on 5 hits of ecstasy. His parents blamed me—until they faced their role in parenting. 

I couldn’t forgive myself.

Rehab in Orange County brought ten months of sobriety—then relapse. The next 16 years were a blur of pills, liquor, clubs, rage, broken bones, DUIs, heartbreak, and more friends lost. 

My last partner died from a Fentanyl about a year ago. He was found in the back of someone's garage. It had been years since we broke up, but his mother and I were waiting for that call for a long time. 

By then, death barely registered anymore. 

Sometimes, I often wonder if it was me or the company that I kept.

Turning Point

At 45, I hit bottom—again. Hearing Robin Williams had taken his life, I thought, “If he can, so can I.”

I give myself credit for the effort.

I woke up alive, with a dislocated shoulder. Some people said, “God has a plan” for me.

My parents flew in, found me in a hospital bed, and took me home. I enrolled in grad school—humiliating, but necessary to keep me safe at the time.

That’s when I finally started telling the truth. All of it...obviously.

For the last ten years, I’ve been helping people climb out of their chaos—not to glamorize mine, but to throw them a rope. It isn’t about self-disclosure in this business, unless it helps.

Because here’s the truth:

You can’t save your child if you’re drowning too.

This book is for the parents, caregivers, and kids who’ve cried themselves to sleep asking, Where did I go wrong?

You didn’t.

But now you need real tools. A roadmap. A plan. A way forward.

Since 2018, I’ve worked in public health, criminal rehabilitation at San Quentin, adolescent treatment, and mobile crisis response. I’ve seen miracles.

I’m not a saint. I’m not a guru.

I’m just a guy who’s been to hell and back—more than once.

So, let’s begin.

About The Book

Navigating the challenges of parenting teens through addiction and recovery demands compassion, knowledge, and practical strategies. This comprehensive guide by J.Walter Wolf, MA, APC, offers parents a roadmap from chaos to clarity, providing insight into adolescent substance use, emotional dynamics, communication, and family healing.

Prologue: From Breakdown to Breakthrough

The author shares a profound personal journey of surviving and overcoming chaos marked by addiction, mental illness, and trauma, emphasizing hope and resilience for families facing similar struggles. His experience underpins the guide's compassionate and realistic approach to parenting teens through addiction.

Understanding Teen Substance Abuse

This section presents current trends, noting a decline in alcohol, nicotine vaping, and cannabis use among teens but highlighting persistent risks, including rising opioid and fentanyl misuse. It explains that adolescence is a vulnerable period due to brain development and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) that increase addiction risk. The chapter encourages parents to understand why teens use substances, recognize signs, engage in early education, and act promptly to prevent escalation.

When Your Teen Is Out of Control

Exploring the neurological basis of teen emotional dysregulation, this chapter guides parents to regulate their own responses, create emotional safety, choose appropriate timing for interventions, reflect on underlying causes, seek professional support, and maintain compassionate boundaries. It stresses that outbursts are cries for connection, not failures of parenting.

Letting Go of Blame and Shame

Parents often carry heavy guilt and shame, but this chapter reframes addiction as multifactorial, involving genetics, trauma, and environment beyond parental control. It distinguishes blame and shame, debunks myths about parenting and addiction, and promotes self-compassion, peer support, and trauma-informed perspectives as pathways to healing.

Effective Communication Skills: The Power of Listening

Communication breakdowns are common in families with addicted teens. The guide advocates active, reflective listening, emotional validation, open-ended questioning, and knowing when to be silent. It advises parents to regulate their own emotions first and avoid interruptions, overreactions, or immediate problem-solving. Building connection through listening is presented as transformative.
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