Jean Mathieu’s Recovery Story (March, 2010)

My name is Jean E. Mathieu. I am the Director of Safe Haven Outreach Center. I have been with Safe Haven for six years, three of those years as Director. I am writing this essay on my recovery journey.

I will bring to this essay three examples of why I am on my recovery journey. First, I have traveled through the five main points of recovery, and I will tell about myself through each point in the journey. How I was overwhelmed by the system. How life became limited. I started questioning. I started challenging. And finally, how I overcame my illness. Second, I never gave up hope through the nightmare. And the last reason, how strong I am today because of the paths I chose yesterday.
My first example is that I chose to incorporate the five stages of recovery and disclose a little about myself through each stage. The first stage, how I was overwhelmed by the system. When I first became ill, I literally felt like I was at the bottom of a ball and drowning. For the life of me, I couldn’t get on top. I spent all my waking moments trying to figure this thing out, and like a drowning victim, I grasped onto anyone and everyone to save me, but nobody could get inside of my mind to help. I had to do this thing all by myself. I was alone, but I did not give up hope. That was overwhelming. 
In the second stage, my life became limited. After many tears and anguish, I realized at this point there was nothing I could do about my illness. College did not work. Work did not work. So, I decided to start drinking and smoking and generally, taking a back seat to life. I took my medicine sporadically, stopped bathing, stopped brushing my teeth, went to bed and got up whenever the mood suited me. I became a bum. 
The third stage came on slowly. I started questioning. I thought to myself, self, what would happen if you stopped drinking and started taking medication the right way? What would happen if you started bathing and brushing your teeth? What would happen if you started caring about your life? So, I started shifting myself and, low and behold, I landed a job. One little job. 
It brought me right into the fourth stage, challenging the system. Give me more responsibility. I kinda like this responsibility thing. I like people depending on me. I like the respect I was getting! I was still a little cautious, but I seemed to start breathing better in this stage. I didn’t feel suffocated like I felt in the previous stages. The road lay ahead of me and all I had to do is to take one step at a time, slowly, in the right direction, and you can feel when it’s right. If you stumble, it’s O.K., meaning, if you go back to stage one, you will find it’s a lot easier to get back up again, because you know you are on the right road. 
Now, after twenty-two years, I am in the fifth stage. I have overcome my illness, not to say it it’s gone, but overcome. I have a full-time job. I have a car. I’ve been in the same house for eleven years. I have a life. I have lived the five stages. I have hope.
The second reason is that I never gave up hope. Even when I was drinking and not taking care of myself, I knew in the back of my mind that this was not forever. I was just putting the good life on the back burner while I was cooking up havoc on the front burner. I was kicking up my heels for the time being. There was an incident where it appeared that I was giving up hope, but really, I was just testing the water to see if anyone out there cared if I was dead or alive. But, that quickly passed, thank God. No harm done.

Finally, I am strong today because of the paths I chose yesterday. Even when it appears that we are doing nothing, we are doing something. I have molded my life from the mistakes I’ve made. When I was lying inert during the first three stages, I was always thinking. Thinking about even the smallest decisions I should make. For example, should I buy this candy bar or should I buy the candy bar with the lower fat content? This example may sound silly, but you have to think in terms of baby steps. It was these simple decisions that led me to think of grander decisions, for example, should I increase or decrease this med I’m on, and to let my doctor and nurse help me with this problem.
I have given you three examples of my recovery journey. I have touched on how the five stages have categorized my journey and recovery. I reiterate how I never gave up hope. And lastly, I can relate to my peers how strong I’ve become because of the paths I chose yesterday.
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