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        I want to dedicate this book to my daughter. I stay sober and I can be the best parent I can be.

        I also want to take a moment to dedicate this book to all those still suffering from the grip of addiction.

      

        

      
        And the estimated over three million people worldwide who lose their life annually due to alcohol and drugs.

        -{2004-2005 World Health Organization data}

      

        

      
        You’re in my heart.
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            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      It must have been fate how Ian, Rachael, and I met. I think we met in recovery a long time ago. It’s such a wonderful and helpful community, I’ve grown to really appreciate it so much!

      I asked these A+mazing writers to join me with their stories of long-term recovery, into the Pink Cloud and beyond, and their take.

      What we have is the most beautiful book of three different journey’s, none of which is incorrect! And that is what I love about it. Recovery belongs to you and whatever works for you is so perfect.

      What is my hope is the main take away from this is: hope.

      You are worthy.

      You are enough.

      You are lovable.

      You can do this!

      Just keep swimming…..

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            The Beginning of the Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to start at the beginning of how it all began. The seed of the weed that grew into my addiction. I have spoken about my life in my memoir. But here it was.

      Becoming a teenager was difficult. It’s hard on every child. They’re becoming self-aware for the first time. Understanding the world around them in a more profound way. My mother had just gotten married to someone she hadn’t known for very long. And it had its consequences.

      He had children of his own. He, in fact, was still married when they were dating. I think my mother was unaware of his drug problem when they met. He claimed to be of the Latter-Day Saint’s faith. As my mother is. There were 6 children and 2 parents in a 2-bedroom apartment during his children’s visits. It prompted my older sisters to move into the apartment he just moved from. Leaving me alone. No one can predict the future.

      As he began to groom me, I began to act out. I remember the day of my first drink of alcohol. We were in Idaho. My sister was with her boyfriend and his family. They went to get tattoos. I stayed in their room because I was trying to stay away from my stepfather, Frank. Anything other than being there alone. They all left me in the room alone, with wine coolers in the fridge and cigarettes in the room.

      I think I was destined to be an alcoholic from the beginning. I wasn’t pressured by friends at a party. I wasn’t hurt and got hooked on pills. I was trying to escape my reality as a kid at 13. From the jump, I needed to not be present for life any longer. Knowing at home, at night, I would feel his dirty, rough hands touching my innocent body. As far as I knew, I was a virgin.

      I had pushed back any memories of what had happened, as an even younger child, into the further depths into my soul. And they could have remained there forever, for all I know.

      We had moved to an upscale neighborhood so I think my mother could have the home she always wanted. I didn’t have input in my life, ever. In any aspect of my life. I was just tagging along in this thing called life. And I fucking hated it. I was becoming a casualty of her poor choices.

      The first person I met my age was a girl across the street named Jessica. She had horses. I was really excited to meet a new friend and hopefully get to know people in my new school. In all honesty, elementary school was ok. I would have one or two good friends and it wasn’t too significant. Even in my first year of junior high school, I had my first boyfriend and didn’t experience bullying.

      It was when she met Frank that my life really started taking a real shit. My mom dated quite often until that point. I know she didn’t like to be alone. She would work, then go out, and most nights I was alone.

      My sisters were acting out as well. Whatever they were going through, I don’t know. That’s for their own story, I guess. I do know they were able to escape Frank.

      In 8th grade, I went into this middle school that was very snobby. I had made friends with Jessica that summer. At night, I would go over to the curb and we would meet and talk about boys we thought were cute.

      Now, back in the early 1990’s, there weren’t cell phones. No picture phones. There were disposable cameras where you went and got the pictures developed, or word of mouth. Or you went to the mall.

      When we were there, in the dark on the curb, her creepy mother would be in the bushes listening to our conversations about boys. Teen girls will talk about boys (or girls), because it is in their nature. Let them. Leave the freaking lines of communication open so they will come to you. If you cut the trust, you cut yourself off at the knees.

      She, as an adult, took it one step further. She spread rumors about me. She said I was a bad influence. She said I was ‘boy-crazy’ and trying to get her daughter to be bad. That I wasn’t a virgin. It went around the church. My mother didn’t stand by me.

      That was the beginning of the beginning. The weeds root. The fuck all. My mother would bother me to the end of the Earth. She wanted to know what my biggest issue was. The answer? Her own husband, touching me and not her, every night.

      I would pretend I was asleep but was unable to. I was very aware of what was happening. He would leave and then I would take my sleepless body to school. Rumors floated around that I was easy. No one was on my side. So, I quit fighting and joined them. It became easy. I craved love and so I did it. I did it all. Sex, love, alcohol, drugs, and starving the body I hated so much.

      Whatever I could get into, I did. Cutting class to go home and have sex with boys, I did it. I didn’t care. Why the fuck would I?  What loving, nurturing being was caring about me? The one who should have been was someone too worried about their own “Happily Ever After”. That person has their own problems, and to them, it’s too bad you never got help.

      I did have a few friends at that school, though, and we remain friends to this day. They saw through it all and into my heart. The good people. I have collected those Good People all throughout my life. Those who saw that, I too, were good. That I was just hurt. Damaged. I spent a lot of time pushing people away so they couldn’t see the sadness in me and witness me truly hurting myself.

      The truth was, I wasn’t “boy crazy”. I was doing all of the normal teen things that other girls my age were doing. I didn’t want to seem different, but I was different. I am different. I remember my first TV girl crush, and it hit me. Oh shit, this can’t be right. Then again, this was in the 1990’s, mind you, in a Republican Mormon state. You aren’t supposed to be gay here. Not then, and not now. I was able to tell a few friends that I was bi-sexual.

      I had one openly gay friend, and I remember being so jealous. Jealous. But then I remember that around her, I had the best time. There were three of us that hung out and we were all pretty gay. And for us, it was fine.

      Later, I went on to meet my first husband and do all of the things I was supposed to do. I honestly think I did it because I liked his company. I had also become addicted to the methamphetamine that he and his friend could provide.

      I don’t know if I was running from the really bad situation I was in, and he was a way out. Or if I got addicted and was running away from a shitty situation and running to my addiction. In the crossfire, there was meth involved.

      All I know is that most nights, I wasn’t there. There was nothing they could do to stop me, and on my 18th birthday, I was gone. It wasn’t a surprise. It wasn’t like my mother never knew. I had told her, and he had confessed. Instead of calling the police, they called the Bishop of the Mormon church.

      To this day my mother says, we always wanted to know what happened. From shame? I know then, she thought I lied all the time. Because, all children are generally liars, correct? Or would that be an adult trait?

      Although, I am guilty of lying as an adult. About my drinking. About hiding my use and wanting to drink for as long as possible to avoid all of the nastiness. Until I confronted it.

      Everything in my existence was to avoid remembering his breath on my neck in the dark. His rough hands on my back. The way he still smelled of motor oil, even after a shower. The way he would kiss my lips in front of my mother. It would make me so uncomfortable, yet neither one of them would care.

      My emotions weren’t on anyone’s agenda. Any day of the week, I felt I wasn’t a person, but just a body to be used in any way someone wanted, with or without, my say. Even at my own wedding. That would become the norm, like I had the scent of prey on me. And predators would find it.
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            The Ties That Bind: Trauma and Addiction

          

        

      

    

    
      I had known from the instant it entered my body, and for a very short time, I felt free. Back then, I thought this is how I could always feel.

      Hello, I am an alcoholic in active recovery. This is my story. From the angle of how I felt in the grips of my addiction at the time. I remember so I never return there. If you haven’t read my first book, Phoenix Ink: The Scars That Wrote My Story, I’ll catch you up from the start of my recovery journey.

      It began a long time ago. I was 20. I had been drinking in an unhealthy way from the time I was 13. I knew I needed to get sober in the year 2000. I would get a hold of alcohol while babysitting. I would drink at school. I would drink to deal with my reality.

      I was being abused at home. My stepfather decided to enter my room nightly and touch me. He decided to up the ante and tried to get me either high or drunk then try to force me into sex. I ran away, but was forced to return. When he told the truth, they called the Bishop of the church. Not the police. To this day, my mother says she doesn’t know what happened.

      I was then made to live with my sister. I acted out emotionally, sexually, with drugs and alcohol. They made it out as I was the problem. I became an outcast. The problem was the man who did that to me. I was a child.

      Acting out was my outlet. Without having the correct way of verbalization, children will act out their feelings in numerous ways. We cannot blame children for not having skills they’re not born with. We cannot blame children for the victimization caused by adults. We certainly should not stay with their sexual abuser, or any abuser, for that matter.

      When I hear from adults that children are manipulative, I hear someone that refuses to listen to what a child is trying to say. I hear that an adult is the problem, not the child. We cannot blame children for abuse. If I had learned of any of that had happened to my daughter, I would have been calling the police. I would have put the man out, gotten a divorce, and chosen my child first. But she was selfish, and blamed me. It shaped how I saw myself, how I let people treat me, and how I treated myself. And how much I hated my family.

      I was bullied at school, as well, so there was no place safe for me. My mental health was beginning to suffer. It was the start of a full-blown career I would make of killing myself slowly. By the time I was 15, I was using boys, sex, and the thought of love, as an escapism. But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t dulling the pain any longer.

      I couldn’t escape myself. I couldn’t evade home. I couldn’t elude the trauma I was enduring. I couldn’t extricate myself, and no one tried to help or save me. When I told them what was going on, they called me a liar. For that, I wanted to die. I had overdosed on medication and had my stomach pumped. There were other attempts with medication, and times where I just cut myself to feel better.

      One day, I sat with a loaded gun, staring in the mirror, trying to find the courage to pull the trigger. Now, as an adult, looking back at that poor child, I feel so sad for her. I couldn’t imagine my own child committing those acts. Or being in that position to begin with. Because I committed to being better than the last generation.

      So, I drank. I met a man named Silas and he introduced me to methamphetamine. I used meth every day. Silas’s friends had a meth lab. I was a kid from the suburbs helping make meth. I set my hand on fire helping. I was doing whatever it took to numb my existence. I felt like no one really cared about me. I was being used. I was an object.

      I really could have done without that. It really put a damper on my life. I graduated from high school, but barely. At the time, I was also in college. I was a kid in college while going to high school, just trying to live my life and find someone who would love me. I didn’t graduate college.

      We got married when I was 18. I was way too young. He was six years older, but I was constantly trying to bring him up to my level. He may have been older than I was, but he was so much more immature. He had never lived on his own or paid his own bills until we got married. As a young adult newly married, I was not prepared for living on my own. I didn’t know how to pay bills, budget, or make sound decisions. It was a struggle. But we finally quit doing drugs and wanted to be adults.

      I did end up getting a good job that I really enjoyed. He ended up getting a crappy paying job that he liked. Like I said, he wasn’t a good husband. He was a man child. He wouldn’t call me back if I paged him. Back then, we didn’t have cell phones, we had pagers. Anytime I would call him crying, because of the bad PTSD that was fresh (I hadn’t been to real therapy or gotten on any meds for my mental health), he would ignore my feelings, call me names, say I was too much. He wasn’t very kind, didn’t think of me or my feelings often. He was often cold and heartless.

      But I stayed. To me, having someone was better than not having anyone. At my wedding, my sister said it was a mistake. It made me cry. My family was against my relationship. My sisters weren’t very kind, ever. Looking back on my life, I have one memory of my sister, Christine, being kind. It ended with me falling off my bike and breaking my arm.

      At that time, my husband and I moved to our house. I think it was after 7 years being together, we wanted to try to start a family. I figured it was time, and I wanted a baby so badly. Eventually, I thought I was pregnant. I had a positive test; I missed my period for months. I finally went to the doctor and was told I had Poly Cystic Ovarian Syndrome. I needed to lose the weight I had gained after quitting drugs. That would help ovulation. She prescribed fertility medication and gave me the days to have sex to conceive.

      I did all the things for months and still didn’t conceive. We had saved so much money to have a family. We wanted a baby. I should say, I wanted a baby. He wasn’t exactly doing the things needed to have a baby.  It was really tearing us apart. I was emotional because of the medications, and he didn’t respond well to crying. I was supposed to be perfect, but it wasn’t something I could be.

      So, we stopped and spent the money on tattoos. Back in the 90’s, in my state, only bikers and “hooligans”, as my grandmother called it, had tattoos. We found such a fantastic artist, sowe got plenty. That was it for us. It was downhill after that. We decided to get divorced since we became just roommates living in the same house. We wanted to get out while we still liked each other.
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        * * *

      

      I met someone online. His name was Ted. He was 16 years older than me. I was 24 years old. I had been with my first husband since I was 15. My first husband had been relatively kind. As people go, I thought. He didn’t care much about my feelings, but he didn’t hit me. I had broken my foot once and he left me without food,drink, or a way to get it. That was how he was, he didn’t think of me.

      I thought Ted would be my knight in shining armor. I didn’t think I was naïve, but I really was. The abuse happened slowly. At first, he was so sweet, attentive, and loving. Calling me his sweet Ellis. Our drinking intensified as our relationship went on.

      I moved in right away. We were incredibly happy, at first. He was so amazing. I fell so hard in love with him. I thought he was the best guy in the world. Like I found a needle in a haystack, but I found something painful instead.

      My family would always have family parties. My grandmother would insist on them to keep the family together. He never wanted to go. We lived over an hour each way and I think he didn’t want to deal with the age difference questions. I would go by myself. When I’d get back, he'd ask a million questions. Where I was, who I was with etc. like I was cheating. But I wasn’t. I was with my mom, grandmother, and cousins, celebrating one birthday or another.

      My grandfather had passed years ago, and it was our job to care for grandma and make sure as the matriarch of the family, she was respected. Ted couldn’t understand that. I was raised often by my grandmother, and it was important to me that I spent time with her.

      But increasingly, I chose my relationship and spent time drinking with him. Dancing in the living room or playing the piano together. Playing drunk game shows on the TV. What I thought was drinking before, was nothing. I was apparently unaware there were levels to rock bottom. And I was just getting started.

      Then the arguments began. Because I worked. He was worried about who I worked with. Especially since I worked in a mostly male environment. I had worked for the company five years before I had even met him.

      I started as a part time cashier and worked my way up to an assistant manager in training for a big box retailer. I was a department head of three departments in operations and then I went to other stores to audit them. Once a week, we’d have a store to go to. I was someone. I was important.

      He was finding ways to make me feel small. He would tell me I didn’t make enough money, when I was proud of myself. He wouldn’t let me walk next to him; I had to walk behind him. When we drank, he really let in on me. He would tell me how much I had to weigh to remain his girlfriend. How I had to submit to him. He would gaslight me, and say the worst things, then deny it the next day. I would write down what he would say. I would not only have to hide that, but also my wallet, purse, and keys. He would hide them from me and pretend it was me.

      That was the beginning of my complex PTSD. I didn’t have my family anymore. I made a choice, and I didn’t even realize it. I just stopped responding because the consequences were so unpleasant. Work was becoming unpleasant because of him. I loved the place so much. They were starting to worry about me, and with good reason.

      Then one argument, I raised my voice, and to quiet me, he headbutted me in the nose, breaking it. It blackened both my eyes. To this day, my nose isn’t straight. A 41-year-old man decided that to calm an argument, violence was the answer. His resolution for every conflict was savage brutality. It brought out something in him that he seemed to enjoy. He liked to hurt me. He enjoyed seeing me suffer. I had nowhere to go. I was trapped and scared, and it was getting worse.

      He wanted to see me humiliated. It started with him knowing I’m bisexual. He wanted me to find a girlfriend. He wanted to watch me have sex with someone else.  At that time, I was working somewhere else. I lost my previous job of over six years. I missed so many days because of the abuse. They saw my black and blue face and arms and just couldn’t watch it anymore.

      I left for a short period of time and went to my mom’s house. I got a job in insurance benefits and signed up for school. I was doing so well, but I was so lonely and it's hard leaving an abusive relationship. You feel like you are nothing, no one. That life is scary. I didn’t trust my own mind any longer. He had destroyed the person that I was, and I wanted to go back. I wanted to go where I felt comfortable. I was comfortable in fear. The chaos was where I thrived. I don’t know if it’s because of my abuse as a child as well, but I felt at home in the rage of his existence.

      When he wanted me to have sex with strangers in front of him so he could see my self-consciousness and anxiety, I had no voice. I felt so small. I was having troubles not only with alcohol abuse, drinking ½ gallon of vodka per day, but I also began purging after meals. My stepfather would point out everything wrong with me, wanting to make sure I knew about it. I had dealt with an eating disorder of one or another since puberty. My relationship with food was incredibly unhealthy.

      With Ted, I wanted to be sick. Get all of the gross out of me. I wanted to be thin so he would love me. Maybe if I was perfect, he wouldn’t be mean to me. Maybe he would stop abusing me and we could be happy.

      Instead, the internal struggle got much worse. To make him want me, I thought I needed breast implants. I wanted a size C cup. I lost 100lbs in a year. Most of the weight I had lost before I had met him, but I was still curvy when we first met. I was dwindling down, and my breasts had gone from a natural DDD to a B cup. They were less than perky. I was grateful everything else went back into place. No sagging skin or bags. I just wanted my breasts back. I thought that if I got a girlfriend, then breasts, that we’d get married and everything would be rainbows and sunshine.

      I found an open couple at work. They came over to our house, we had drinks, and went out to the hot tub and waited for Ted. Instead of just coming out, joining us, and having the time he wanted, he got jealous and punched the glass out of the back door. I had to call the ambulance for his bleeding hand, and the couple and I took a taxi to the next city to get away. They learned firsthand of the hell that I faced every day. It was so embarrassing.

      That was a part of me I kept hiding. No one knew. They thought I was happy and everything was fine. That was my life, and I had to go back, but not without enjoying the night with people who had a fun care-free relationship. They were kind to each other. Something I knew nothing about.
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        * * *

      

      In 2004, I went to my first meeting. I had been sober one day, and I was withdrawing from alcohol: sweating, shaking, nauseated. I should have been in the hospital. Instead, I was in a room, a very small room with other people with much more time than me, telling them for the first time that I was an alcoholic. The words made me want to vomit.

      There they were. Out in the open like a dirty little secret. But it had never been a secret from anyone. My drinking wasn’t exactly as private as I had hoped. It caused my first marriage to fail. I was in another relationship that was unhealthy. I was 24 years old. Working my way from person to person, relationship to relationship. I couldn’t know or understand a healthy relationship. Someone punched me in the face, and I thought that was beneficial to my life in some way. It was a mess.

      Sitting in that room, I was so uncomfortable in my own skin. I was sitting and talking about my alcoholism. My secrets. I never wanted to do it again. I felt like I didn’t belong. I tried other 12 step groups. I continued to try. Over the years, I continued to make so much effort, but the men would try to sleep with me and the women would ignore me. Even when I tried to get a sponsor, I felt like I wasn't wanted in a place where I wasn’t getting help. It was another lonely place I had been rejected. It felt like a pattern. And when I felt rejected, I would run to the only place I would or could go that was just as unhealthy.

      I was the only one in that relationship that wanted to get sober. It doesn’t work if you’re the only sober one. You will eventually go back to what you are using.

      There was so much violence, gas lighting, and victimization. I had to leave or die. So many times, the police would be called to the house for our loud arguments. The homes were built close together and everyone could hear us. It was a small town. Only once did they give me a chance to tell them I was the one being abused. Ted looked at me when they asked, and the fury in his eyes was terrifying. There was no way I could say I wasn’t ok. I said I was fine. That we were just drinking.

      They must have decided that I was the problem. That I was an alcoholic and I was too much. I was loud, drunk, and boisterous. He would just sit back quietly with a stupid grin while they would take me away for disorderly conduct in my own house. I got a DUI, in my living room. Not even driving, and I didn’t have money to fight it. Hick town. But there I was. My life was living me. I was along for the ride. I felt like people were making choices for me. I didn’t see at all that I was making choices of my own.

      The alcohol and abuse were clouding my mind. PTSD is incredibly powerful. Gaslighting at its finest. What an asshole. I was an absolute shell of a human.

      He decided I should work as a sex worker. And so I did. I was an escort. I was married with a house, a husband with a powerful hunger for abuse, and I was working for a company that sold girls for money. I was so ashamed. I lost myself. I became someone else. I had a different name, and I worked the nights. I wasn’t me anymore. It wasn’t glorious. It was scary, sad, and unfortunate.

      I made a lot of money. There were a lot of Latter-Day Saints taking off their garments for ladies of the night. Men getting married, and the next day asking for favors. Sad men want to just talk about their relationships because they’re not feeling heard. And some who wanted to hurt people. I wasn’t a person. I was being ordered like food is ordered now, on the internet.

      The feeling had to stop. Later, he took my money and ordered a girl from where I worked, cheated on me and took her on a trip. That was where the spell was broken. I had to leave. I had to save myself. The brutality of rape, the physical and emotional abuse, the constant humming in my brain of how I wasn’t enough. I would never be enough. It’s enough to drive a person to suicide. And I tried. I cut my wrist open. One last day. I didn’t know what to do. Stay or go.

      I wanted the life I was living to end. I wanted this life I knew and all its problems to expire, the noise to finish. All of it to just fucking stop. I made the cut. One large cut so deep I saw my tendon, and I cut the nerve. It was a zing so painful, and I passed out. I woke up to Ted holding me with a bandage on my arm. He was terrified, and I was so mad to still be here. Fuck you trying to save me. You broke me.

      I just needed to leave. The back and forth and him having a hold on me was making me crazy inside. I was still working and going to school. I needed to be strong. So, I left,  and in leaving, I nearly died. The police who I hated so much for arresting me without cause, saved me that day.

      He may have saved me one day, but tried to take my life another. That was who he was. Controlling. Always on his terms. He had his hands around my throat; I was digging my nails so hard into the floor to get away, my entire fingernail came off. My skull was fractured, ribs broken from being kicked, arms and neck bruised. But I was saved. I had dialed 911. I was saved from him but not from myself. Not from all the memories. They were burned into my mind and replayed on repeat. The noise was so loud I couldn’t sleep.

      I would drink it away. I could just pass out and not feel. I had immense physical pain that didn’t make sense. The psychological suffering was something I couldn’t shut out. No matter how hard I tried to shut it out, the method, it was there. Pure anguish.

      I had no skills to defend against it. It was my job to be a wife. I had never been alone and had never seen a successful single female role model. I felt I could never make it on my own. I could afford to live on my own. I just didn’t have faith in myself. I was a follower not a leader. At work I could lead, and I had been someone. In my personal life, that was another account.

      It doesn’t just happen in an instant, with one question. It happens so small, making me tiny, chipping away at who I was. Little bits of me until there was nothing left. No one in my orbit, except him. You don’t notice you’re in a trap until you look around and can’t get out.

      The chronic lack of self-esteem, self-respect, substance abuse, and mental health issues made me an easy target moving forward. Like a predator in the wild, they stalk the weakest prey. It’s a sixth sense. It’s survival of their kind. Like any kind of abuser, sexual exploiters are my least favorite.

      I got divorced. Quick and dirty. It was the shortest and messiest marriage that just shouldn’t have happened. I lived with my mom and was working at a real job. It was nice to be back in society and not a woman of the night.

      Those series of events, that life I had left, were choices I had made that I didn’t realize I had made until later. They made me. I was trying to survive. From childhood to an adult, I was just trying to exist. From those events survival skills were born that weren’t healthy. I was alive, but they were killing me slowly. Those ties that bind. The trauma and addiction, the interpersonal connections that are forever linked until they are broken from skills and reworking of the brain.
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