The Miracle of Recovery:  Pamela’s Story
By Linda Grant, Executive Director 

Evergreen Manor

“It is a complete miracle,” says 33-year old Pamela James of her new life of recovery from chemical dependence.   Pamela has just been accepted into the University of Washington’s School of Social Work, after graduating with honors and awards from Everett Community College.   She is already being solicited by graduate programs and hopes to pursue a dual Masters degree in Social Welfare and Public Health.
Her future was not always so bright.   Three and a half years earlier, when she was admitted to Evergreen Manor’s residential program for pregnant and parenting women, she describes herself as “a shell of a person after a decade of heavy use.”   She was homeless, on the brink of losing her child, had lost her job, was in trouble with the law, and had strained relations with her adoptive family—all common effects of alcoholism and drug addiction.   In addition, she was grieving her natural mother’s death from cirrhosis.   She had become reconnected with her mother as an adult, but the mother’s active alcoholism resulted in her premature death at age 39.
As a child she had been placed in foster care and became a ward of the State of Washington.  Eventually she was adopted by nurturing parents who told her, “You are smart, baby girl.”   But her intelligence was no match for the disease that ravaged her life as she entered adulthood.   As an act of loving, her mother turned her into Child Protective Services, and that created the crisis that began her recovery.
After completing Evergreen Manor’s long-term residential chemical dependency treatment, Pamela continued there in outpatient treatment and housing support services.  Evergreen’s unique housing program teams with the YWCA to provide 18 months of housing support in community housing.   Evergreen Manor has 19 graduates who, along with their families, continue weekly in-house group meetings to practice the tools they acquire in treatment.  Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and 12-step recovery programs are core elements of Evergreen’s residential and housing program.

Pamela’s explanation of her treatment experience gives some insight into the recovery process:

“I got into treatment because of the very real threat of losing my child.   I had worked the system to my advantage, and it finally caught up with me.   I realized I couldn’t do it any longer; it was too hard.  The addiction strips away everything and eats away whatever self esteem you had.  I was just surviving.
“Residential treatment helps takes away the obsession from drugs and alcohol and gives you tools, including regaining confidence in myself.  I had left another treatment center, but I felt valued, respected, and nurtured at Evergreen Manor.   My accomplishments in treatment were acknowledged and rewarded.  When they told me I would probably be here six months, I worked hard and completed the program in four, then went into the outpatient treatment phase.  The first year was spent getting back my tangible ‘stuff’—a job, a place to live, my driver’s license.  I took it one task at a time.   
“The second year was harder—getting to know ‘me’ and what makes me tick.   This was the year I learned the most about me.   “When you have an addiction and then you take that addiction away, there is a big, gaping hole.  The inclination is to fill it with something—anything—relationships, work, meetings.  But pretty soon there is a shift, and while there is still a void, you get okay with it being there and you don’t have to fill it up.

In the third year I’m applying what I learned.  Not a day goes by that I don’t think of my recovery.  I’m not ashamed of it and I now know I’m not a bad person.  I celebrate my accomplishments and speak of my recovery whenever I can.”

Today Pamela is often asked to speak on leadership and she was honored by the Diversity and Equity Center for her work as President of United Native American Council and for her academic achievement.   She is again the primary parent for her children and will pursue a career working within the Native American community.   “My opportunities are limitless, and my life is a miracle.”
Every recovery is individual, but key to young women, especially parenting young women, is having long-term support services.   Recovery is a process, not a short-term event.  The treatment system is adjusting to recognize the importance of longer-term services to people beginning recovery.   The first step is ending the physical addiction, but the process of building a new life and igniting the spirit takes longer.   
As treatment providers are able to provide longer-term services of decreasing intensity, the success stories like Pamela’s also increase.   At this time, only pregnant and parenting addicted women have these resources.   Many more single men and women would succeed if they also had them available.   The effectiveness of treatment will only improve when we expand the vision and reach of services to recovering families.      
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