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      I would like to dedicate this book to everyone
out there who has been impacted by addiction,
whether you are in addiction,
         a family member
with a loved one, or in recovery.
     

      My hope for you is that this book will encourage
you to ask for the support you need and remember:
There is always hope and you are not alone.






      Foreword

      I set up The RISE Foundation in 2008, inspired by my own journey from addiction to recovery and by my work with families as
         an addiction therapist in the Rutland Treatment Centre. RISE’s goal is simple: to provide support to families who have loved
         ones in addiction, many of whom are utterly devastated by the consequences of addiction, living in despair or fear and, very
         often, having lost all hope. We run residential and non-residential Family Programmes, with a team of experienced addiction
         counsellors.
     

      We are also working on educating people about the impact of addiction. Our eventual goal is to open a dedicated addiction,
         education and awareness centre on the beautiful Rathlin Island, a haven of peace and serenity. The scenery alone makes you
         stop in your tracks, forces you to breathe a little deeper. You feel it as soon as you step from the boat onto the land. And
         the work we do there, with family members who are impacted by addiction, is deeply empowering for everyone involved. Central
         to all therapeutic work is the simple sharing of our stories. To share your account with someone – whether it be of your own
         addiction, or that of a loved one – is the vital first step on the road to recovery, a powerful tool in understanding ourselves
         and our issues. It opens up the possibility for resolution, however remote that can sometimes seem at first.
     

Creating a book of these accounts seemed like a natural next step. By reaching out to others, we are saying loudly and clearly
         to those suffering from the impact of addiction: You are not alone. There are many who understand what you are going through.
         Help is at hand.
     

      As businessman Ben Dunne says in his inspiring piece on surviving addiction, openness is key to the healing process. Often,
         it is all too easy to keep our problems bottled up, believing we are protecting ourselves or our loved ones by hiding away
         feelings of fear and shame. We can convince ourselves that holding on by a bare thread is better than letting go and trusting
         that our fall will be safely broken. But it is only through openness that we can learn to trust. And only through trust that
         we can begin to find a way forward – securely and with our true best interests at heart.
     

      The stories contained within these pages are many and varied, as are the addictions they reflect. Some are first-hand accounts
         by those in recovery. Others are accounts by family members and loved ones. Some, tragically, are accounts of surviving the
         loss of a loved one. Interspersed between them are my own reflections on some of the key themes central to recovery: the Battle
         Within, Spirituality, Awareness, Acceptance, Education, Boundaries, Detachment, Forgiveness, True Potential, and Living in
         the Moment.
     

      I would like to thank each and every contributor for sharing their story so courageously. Although the subject matter contained
         within them is often unavoidably painful, they are bound together by their courage, honesty, hope and resolve. Each piece seeks in its own way to make peace with a sometimes crazy and chaotic world, where problems
         have no easy solutions. Each one looks to a brighter day. And, perhaps most importantly, each one recognises that we are not
         alone.
     

      We are never alone.
     

      Frances Black
March 2011






      The Battle Within Us

      
      One evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people. He said, ‘My son, the battle is between
         two wolves inside us all. One is Evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, worry,
         resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity,
         humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, humour, generosity, truth, compassion and faith.’ The grandson thought for a minute
         and then asked, his grandfather: ‘Which wolf wins?’ The old Cherokee simply replied,
      ‘The one you feed.’

      
      Native Amercian metaphor
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      This simple fable tells us of the battle that goes on within each one of us. The greatest battles that happen in life are not
         fought on the battlefields; they are fought in our own hearts and souls. We all face conflicts within ourselves, and we often
         give in to these conflicts
     

      
      The real enemies these days are forces such as anger, fear, envy, greed, arrogance, guilt, resentment, low self-esteem, lies,
         superiority, ego and the inability to cope. All of these forces are very prominent when it comes to addiction. When we give
         in to these negative feelings we lose our power and can become vulnerable. We may act out in an addictive way to escape the
         reality of how we are feeling, and then become dependent on a substance or behaviour.
     

      
      If we are a family member of someone in addiction, we may become so preoccupied, worried and anxious about our loved one’s
         behaviour that we end up feeling numb and again lose our power. We think if our loved one is ok, then we are ok; if they are
         in a bad way, we are in a bad way.
     

      
      If we can become aware of the battle within us we may discover what we have been running from or trying to avoid. This inner
         battle between what we know to be right and what we want rages every day, especially for someone in addiction. Every time
         the person in addiction hits bottom they may vow to never drink again, but when the pain subsides and the haze clears, they are back in the pub or
         heading down to the off-licence. Addiction is a vicious cycle that often feels impossible to break. To be human is to know
         what it’s like to have this inner conflict raging within us.
     

      
      What we need to heal ourselves will present itself to us if we allow it. And it is only through this process of healing that
         we will be able to find and reclaim our lost selves.
     

      
      Fear can be a very powerful force in our lives. There is healthy fear – this is an awareness and respect for what is dangerous
         in life. It is what activates our bodies and minds to deal with a threat. It can stop us from doing something dangerous: for
         example, if a car pulls out in front of us, fear will make us swerve the car to avoid an accident, possibly saving our own
         lives or someone else’s.
     

      
      Unhealthy fear can be fear of what others will think of us. We can be fearful of not having the comforts of life, and spend
         our best energies collecting possessions to ensure our comfort. We can be fearful of not feeling loved by someone, and attempt
         to control them to ensure that we feel loved. We can be fearful of our emotional pain, and use drugs and alcohol to numb ourselves
         to ensure we don’t feel that pain. It is a part of life that we instinctively run from, but working with what we fear most
         can move us onto the path to healing. Our saving element is within us and is often the last thing we wish to look at or recognise.
     

      
      When we do, we begin to make peace with ourselves.

      
      Frances

  



      
      


      
      

         The son of an alcoholic describes how an unexpected
correspondence paved the way for him to finally lay
to rest the ghosts
               of a difficult childhood.
        

     



      
      The Letter

      
      In October 2003 I received a letter from my father. It was a short note, written in tight, unfamiliar script. In it he said
         that he knew he had not been a very good father when I was a child. He ended it with an apology.
     

      
      As I read it, my heart pounded and my stomach ached. It was a bolt out of the blue. Although I saw my father regularly when
         I visited home to spend time with my mother, I had not talked to him, or even looked at him directly, in nine long years.
     

      
      The last time I spoke to him, I was screaming into his face while banging the back of his head off the pebbledash wall in
         the porch of our house. I had never been violent towards another human being, nor have I ever since, and the power of my rage
         – the uncontrolled expression of it – along with the terror in my father’s eyes, all combined to make me sick with fear. Because
         in that moment, I wanted to kill my father – though now I don’t even remember the argument that led to it. To stop myself
         ever going there again, I vowed that, as far as I was concerned, from that point on, my father did not exist.
     

      
      Once, during a period when my father wasn’t drinking because of ill-health, my mother said that she never fully believed my father was an alcoholic at all. My sister and I, ever in awe at her ability to pretend the problem doesn’t
         exist, gaped open-mouthed at her. ‘If he wasn’t an alcoholic, then it’s worse,’ I said. ‘He was just a mean bastard.’
     

      
      I am one of five siblings and my father, who was drunk every day, treated us all in different ways as we were growing up.
         Although he was often violent to my older and younger brothers, he never hit my sister or me. He virtually ignored the oldest
         boy and was sometimes nice to the youngest. But one thing was universal – you could never be sure when your time would come
         to be on the receiving end of his wrath.
     

      
      We lived in constant fear, tip-toeing through the house in an effort to avoid being set on by him. I remember hiding in dark
         places when he was in a bad mood, desperately hoping it wasn’t my turn to get it in the neck. When it was, the possessions
         I loved would be destroyed and I’d be called names. ‘Fairy’, ‘queer’, ‘bender’ – these were favourites, as I was a camp little
         boy with artistic leanings. Most days I was branded a ‘waster’, a ‘waste of space’, and ‘a nothing’. My father railed at heaven
         for having been cursed with such terrible children and his anger underpinned every waking moment of our lives.
     

      
      My sister and I would cry in my bedroom listening to the screams of our brother being beaten up. Afterwards, when we went
         to comfort him, my father would intervene and bitterly tell us to ‘fuck off’.
     

      
      We would listen to my mother and father fighting downstairs, wondering if and when he would punch her, or whether she would
         storm out of the house, get into the car and drive away into the night. If she did the latter, I would wait fearfully in the dark, praying that she would
         not be killed in a crash, that she would come home safely to us.
     

      
      When I wasn’t trying to stay out of his sight, I went out of my way to gain his love and approval. Learning the piano, I strived
         to play jazz because that was his favourite music. I played in the hope that he might tell me I was doing well, but praise
         never came. As I grew up, this craving for praise never left me. As a young adult, I would find myself doing little things
         to make him love me. Cleaning the house, taping his favourite TV show, making a cup of coffee, and buying him a little present.
         But his love and approval didn’t come.
     

      
      My mother’s consistency is what saved me, I think. Even though she was driven to co-dependent dementia by my father’s drinking
         and his anger, eking out a secret life of poverty behind closed doors in our middle-class Cork neighbourhood, she never lost
         a chance to overtly love and praise her children. When I was eight I wrote a song and she told me it was good enough to win
         the Eurovision. I fully believed her. I performed it in a concert and she told me she couldn’t have been prouder. But for
         her, I would have grown up without a centre to myself, without ground to stand on.
     

      
      Of his five children, I was the only one to receive a letter from our father. A huge part of me was outraged at this injustice
         and wanted to return it to him, telling him I never wanted to hear from him again. But something told me to wait. After sitting
         with the letter for a month or so, I wrote a paragraph back saying that I was confused by the feelings the letter brought out in me and that we would have to wait and see how things panned out.
     

      
      The moment I posted that letter was the moment I grew up. I had written to him as an adult, expressing myself for the first
         time as his equal. I told the truth, to him and to myself, without drama. I wasn’t reacting to him or trying to make him love
         me. I was simply being myself, without fear, without shame and without anger.
     

      
      My father and I talk to each other now, generally about the weather. There are no heart-to-hearts or great moments of love
         between us, and his drunken behaviour still annoys the hell out of me. But I tell him so without disproportionate rage. He
         accepts it and shuts up. Sometimes I catch him looking at me and I know that he’s afraid he’ll lose this shred of a relationship
         that he’s salvaged from the wreckage. That’s his fear. It belongs to him and I don’t share it.
     

      
      There are scars from growing up in an alcoholic home that will never leave me, horrible insecurities that rise to the surface
         every now and then in my relationships, especially a fear of being blind-sided when things are going well. But the biggest
         scar has healed. I have learned that I am not a waste of space or ‘a nothing’.
     

      
      My father’s letter might not have said ‘I love you’ or ‘I am proud of you’, but in receiving it and replying to it, I found
         the space to love and be proud of myself. It gave me an opportunity to end my messed-up relationship with him and start something
         new, on my own terms. It allowed me to break free of the scared child, still hiding in the dark.
     

  



      
      


      
      

         With support, a mother comes to understand her
son’s addiction, and learns that the only way to
enable his recovery is to
               take a step back.
        

     



      
      Dear Son

      
      It only seems like yesterday that you were my little boy, always busy making things and fixing bikes. You were a little messer
         and known by everyone on the street as ‘the little daredevil’. You spent more time in Temple Street following your little
         stunts on that BMX bike, but behind the little tough guy was the softest, kindest heart. Many a morning you would pretend
         to forget something just so that you could come back and give me a hug before you left for school.
     

      
      You were very bright in school and I was so proud when you did so well in your life and job. You seemed so happy. To this
         day I still can’t believe how quickly things were to change. But I’ve learned that’s what addiction can do to the best of
         people. Slowly but surely it took the fun-loving, kind son I knew away.
     

      
      You became a stranger to me. I just did not know what to do to help you. I made lots of mistakes thinking that I could fix
         your problems, bailing you out with loans, making excuses for your actions, but in hindsight I was only making the problem
         worse.
     

      
      I will never forget the fear I felt when I’d get the calls to say you were in A & E or lying on a road somewhere. The huge
         shame I felt when I saw the state you were in, lying on a bed that should have been there for some sick or elderly person.
     

      
      Or the devastation I felt when I tried to be tough with you and you would threaten to end it all. The worry, the hurt, the
         pain I felt was unbearable at times.
     

      
      I sat with you for hours while you cried and went through withdrawal. I believed your promises, only to be heartbroken when
         you’d go out and do it all over again.
     

      
      I tried to help you by getting tablets from the doctor, believing that you really needed them. But, of course, that didn’t
         help. It caused so many rows and disagreements in the family. Your brothers and sisters could see that this was killing me
         and it was beginning to affect the whole family.
     

      
      When I first sought help, I was so happy. I went along to the RISE group and it was the best thing I ever did – it gave me
         hope. I had blamed myself for everything. But I met other people who were in the same situation as me, who could understand
         what I was going through. I was not alone. I truly believe that the support I got has helped to get you into recovery today.
         When I got stronger, so did you.
     

      
      I began to accept that I was powerless and prayed that you would use some of the skills you learned over the years to get
         better. I’d pray that you would use the stubborn streak that you had as a young boy to beat this addiction.
     

      
      It gave me the strength to realise and accept that I was enabling you to continue with your addiction. When I was bailing
         you out I was only helping you to kill yourself.
     

      
      You are doing well now, thank God. Sober and working today. The son I knew has re-emerged. I am very thankful for that.
     

      
      Always remember that I still love you and I am proud of you and all that you have achieved. I know that you have lost a lot
         and each day must be a struggle.
     

      
      I am glad that you have learned to laugh again. When you said to me recently that you have laughed more in the last month
         than you had in the last three years, it made me feel so happy for you.
     

      
      For me that’s a blessing.

      
      Love,
     

      
      Mam
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         Last Chance This Life

         When he was six, and the shadows grew long

         I’d call him home from play,

         ‘Last chance for the slide, and the swings, my son, last chance today.’

         Then he was fifteen, and drinking too much, hanging with his peers,

         ‘It’s June, best get your schoolwork done, last chance this year.’

         Now he’s fifty, with lungs turned to stone since he took Lady Crack for his wife,

         ‘So much is gone, son, but you can recover. Last chance this life.’

         Terry Barker

         www.lastchancethislife.com
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         Excerpt from ‘The Gambler’ by Oisín McConville

     



      
      By the time we won the All Ireland in 2002, gambling was already a huge and destructive part of my life. When I wasn’t training
         and signing jerseys in the phone shop and smiling for the cameras, I was hiding away in some dark corner of a bookies, alone
         with a docket like all the other loners in such places. I had no real bills at that time. Everything I earned was going into
         my pocket on a Friday, in the form of a cheque, but it was quickly cashed and by the time the doors were locked and another
         week’s work was done I’d already have placed my first bet. An hour later, all that work could have been for nothing and I
         wouldn’t have enough money to get a sandwich on the way back to Cross. If people had known the truth, they wouldn’t have come
         looking for autographs and signatures. I was a dark, lonely, depressed individual away from all the supposed glamour. I never
         played football for that, though; I played it to run and hide from my real self for just a few hours on a Sunday.
     

      
      I regularly asked myself if I could quit and the answer was always the same: of course I could and I would when things started
         getting serious but at that moment it was just a bit of fun. I was lying to myself. I was already in too deep to escape but
         I saw it as a bad habit and no more. I was completely blind to the reality.
     

      
      After that, there was no real time frame. I can’t tell you how much I lost on a certain day or month, or in a year. I don’t
         know when the bad days were and I’m not so sure where there were any good days. I just know that the next seven years were a block of wasted time that could have been the
         end of me.
     

      
      In the beginning, I would be annoyed when leaving a bookies after losing money. By the end, I was lying on a bed in an apartment
         I had rented in Cavan just down the road from the pub, curtains closed to the outside world, depression eating into me and
         the odd thought of ending it all going through my mind because I had long since closed every door with an exit sign above
         it.
     

      
      There was one day that I walked into a bookies with £6,000 and my last bet before leaving was £3. That’s how low it can take
         you. Anyone with a problem could find themselves in that position but anyone with self-respect would walk away, realising
         their day was done. Not me.
     

      
      I was clearly at sea but nobody can help you in that situation because you’ve become a complete loner. You’re in a world of
         your own. Nobody can get in on you. Your world is filled with the same faces, the same loners, and you look over the odd time
         and feel sorry for them, but you’re one of them and soon enough there’s another race, another bet, another step deeper into
         the river of trouble that can sweep your life away from you.
     

      
      I was borrowing money from acquaintances, borrowing money from banks, so I could go and give the big time another shot. I
         was even selling a few bits and pieces that I had, expecting to win a fortune. But, of course, you never do and the money
         always ends up on the other side of the counter. Gambling is a game where the opposition always wins.
     

      
      
      I kept it deep inside me and I’d stay there for hours thinking about the situation, realising how stupid I had been and how
         there was no way out. I couldn’t tell and I couldn’t get the money together. With no way out, what do you do? It’s then you
         begin to think about doing something stupid. I don’t think I’d ever have gone through with it but suicide crossed my mind
         as the easiest solution to all of this on more than a handful of occasions. There were many times when I thought it would
         be a lot easier not to be around to see the man I had become when he got a little further down the tracks.
     

      
      My brothers asked me one day about what I had been at. There was an outstanding bill from a cash and carry and they were pressing
         me about this and all the other bills that had been coming to my mother’s house, asking me about any problems I might have.
     

      
      I sat in the back of my brother’s car as he asked questions and I just broke down. I told him everything. He said he knew
         I was in debt but they all wanted me to come clean and admit what was going on.
     

      
      When I first walked in the door I wanted to run as far as possible. It’s a place where alcoholics dry out and they were everywhere,
         and looking at them I was wondering how this was going to be of any use to me. I just wanted to meet someone, one of the nurses,
         and ask if this would do any good to me, someone that’s gambling. When I did get my chance, they all said the same thing to
         me: it’s not the same addiction but it’s the same principle. There was always a few drinking and doing drugs, making sure
         they never recovered.
     

      
      At first, when I came out, if you asked me my thoughts on it all, I would have said I just wasted three months of my life, but I guess it had to be done and I had nobody else to
         blame but myself. It’s only now I’m realising that they were the best and most important three months of my life and always
         will be. Better than an Ulster or an All Ireland or any of that, because now I can enjoy life when I walk back over the white
         line. It’s three months I put into my life rather than it being taken away.
     

  



      
      


      
      

         A sister recounts to her brother how his
addiction has affected her life.
        

     



      
      Dear Brother

      
      I thought I was going to lose my mind, I had so many emotions all mixed up in my head: hurt, fear, shame, guilt, anger, all
         in one day. Sometimes, all in one hour. When I was alone in the house, or in the car, I’d actually practice conversations
         out loud that I wanted to have with you. Tactics I was going to use to make you stop. I would carefully choose the words,
         because I thought that if I could only find the right words to say to you, you’d cop on and maybe you’d listen. Then I’d get
         so upset. I had to pull the car over to the side of the road many times to pull myself together.
     

      
      I dreaded the phone ringing; the calls could come anytime, day or night, no matter where I was. You’ve been found unconscious;
         you’re on your way to the hospital; you’ve been arrested; you’ve been beaten up; you’ve crashed the car; you’re threatening
         to kill yourself; you’re lying on the floor and they can’t get into the house; you’re missing. You’d sometimes go missing
         for days – it was torture. I’d drive to places we used to go as kids, looking up at the trees looking for your body. You had
         told me so many times that you just wanted to die but did not want to do it in the house. I had convinced myself that you
         would hang yourself in an isolated place.
     

      
      
      I’d put on a brave face in front of my husband and child, or so I thought, but it showed itself in other ways. I’d become
         impatient, distant, nervous, snappy, withdrawn from friends. I couldn’t mention your name in our house anymore because my
         husband would become annoyed. He couldn’t understand why I just could not accept that what you were doing was your choice.
         Of course, I felt hurt that my husband could not empathise and support me, but he had his own problems and I was so consumed
         with you that I failed to even notice.
     

      
      I just couldn’t focus on anything. I felt so sick, with real pains – headaches, stiffness in my neck, unbearable stomach pain
         that would just not go away. A constant ache.
     

      
      I’d wake up tired in the mornings, remembering the horrifying thoughts from my dreams the night before – visions of you lying
         dead in the church, or you sitting crying somewhere alone.
     

      
      It’s heartbreaking to watch a loved one in addiction changing so dramatically in front of your eyes. The whole family was
         affected. We were all close – meeting up used to be great fun, we were very comfortable in each other’s company. But now there
         was a horrible feeling in the house when we were together. Our mother was devastated, she literally aged overnight. Discussions
         about you would end in angry disagreements. We all had our opinions of how to deal with it and this sometimes led to tensions
         between us, especially with Mam. She found it hard to let go, to say no to you.
     

      
      She would get annoyed at us because maybe we seemed to be ‘too hard’, ‘not tolerant’ or ‘not helpful’ enough. We’d suggested many forms of treatments: more treatment centres; sending you away; having you locked up in a mental
         hospital; beating you up; blanking you from our family, or just leaving you to do what ever you wanted to do.
     

      
      But, of course, it’s not that easy when your mother’s heart is broken and you just can’t see any light at the end of the tunnel.
         There was just a feeling of total despair and powerlessness. I often thought that you would be better off dead, especially
         when we were getting the suicide threats. I was consumed with guilt afterwards and was afraid to reveal these thoughts to
         anyone in case they thought I was some sort of monster. How could a woman, a sister, a mother think like that?
     

      
      Thank God I saw the interview about The RISE Foundation on TV one morning. I cried my eyes out when I heard that there was
         help for families. At last I could at least try and get some help for our mother! Up until this time I had been constantly
         trying to get help for you and no matter what I did it hadn’t worked.
     

      
      I decided to attend the programme to ‘support Mam’ – it was the best thing I ever did. At that point I didn’t realise how
         much help I needed myself. I can’t begin to explain how much it changed my life. The programme empowered me to make changes
         to my own life. I now realise that I made some mistakes along the way too. I learned new skills to help me cope with my feelings
         towards you. Slowly I felt the weight of guilt, fear, loss, anger, distrust, resentment, shame and powerlessness lift from
         me.
     

      
      It was an unbelievable relief to speak to people who understood what it felt like and know that I would not be judged. I’ve learned to verbalise how I feel about what you’re doing
         rather than what I think you should be doing. I’ve learned to accept and cope. I’m glad that I can now have civilised conversations
         with you. You know I still worry about you. But always remember that I love you very very much and will be there for you through
         recovery if you need me. I’ve learned to laugh again. To enjoy my own family and not feel guilty about that. I hope some day
         that you can do the same.
     

      
      It’s a long road ahead for all of us but I find that each day it gets a little easier.

      
      Your loving sister
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         A young woman thanks a treasured friend
for being there in a time of need.
        

     



      
      Dear Friend

      
      Thanks for talking to me today.

      
      It’s good to speak to someone who understands the way I’m feeling right now.

      
      I’ve been scared to reveal my true feelings to anyone in case they might judge me. I’m not a horrible person and I don’t like
         the thoughts that are going through my head. But I can’t help the emotions that come naturally to me.
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