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“I Am the Dream: Emerging from My Nightmare” 

I came from a family and religion where addictions exist, as did several forms of physical, 

religious, emotional and sexual abuse. Neglect formed the underpinnings, since my parents had no 

idea of how to raise a child, as evidenced by the fact that they had both abandoned two small 

children apiece (infants in three cases) in multiple earlier relationships—as in, literally walked 

away from them, never to see or be concerned with them again. 

Abandonment started for me first emotionally and then physically, as with my unfortunate half-

siblings before me. My mother demonstrated abandonment to me starting in grade one, and then 

by leaving me at stores, two towns away when I was around 9 years old, before finally telling me 

in Court, during her divorce for her infidelities, "Donald, my door will always be closed to you, 

good-bye" when I was 12. 

My father, who was an alcoholic and physically violent followed through with physical 

abandonment not long after my mother's example, and I was sent to live in foster care, where my 

life's problems went deep. I had stopped living Life and began surviving it.  

My dream became a nightmare. 

When I came to CoDA, I had several years in addiction recovery. Since I was a child, I had been 

attempting to anesthetize a lifetime of being completely lost, apart and hopeless. But, like so many 

I have met who actually work those 12 Step programs quite diligently, I did not find the promised 

"happy, joyous and free." In fact, I was devolving toward ending my life to end consciousness, yet 

again: there had been no effective way out of the deep existential pain that had started in me 40 

years before. 

I was introduced to CoDA's program and an idea that I had begun to suspect during my six years 

of 12 Step addiction recovery was true: there was far more to the picture than simply "selfishness, 

self-centeredness." In fact, the problem actually was the "The Pain of our childhoods and the 

realization of how this has adversely impacted the very fiber of our lives" and, the "Childhood 

Trauma that drove our authentic selves into hiding in order to survive" that CoDA describes in the 

introduction to that brilliant booklet, Peeling the Onion. Finally, the true and complete picture of 

what is underneath all addiction and codependence and my intolerably painful existence began to 

emerge. 

Armed with that knowledge, but still uncertain if this program would do anything for me (religion, 

of course, did not work and only increased my sense of isolation and hopelessness, as did years of 

psychiatry and psych drugs). I began remembering what had happened to me through reading the 

literature, which described the causes and process; the stories of others' experiences gave me some 

examples. I journaled, wrote and read un-mailed letters to all of my abusers in meetings and on 

the phone with other members.  

I went completely awash in grief, anger, numbness, and fear and felt like I went through the 

emotional wringer each time I shared. I frequently asked "old-timers," "When am I going to find 

the bottom of all of this pain?" It seemed endless, but I knew that the process must work somehow, 



 
 
MY Story: What I was Like, What Happened and What I Am Like Now 

● Face Everything and Recover CoDA Winter Retreat ● 
● Hilton Head Island, SC ● 

● www.CodaWinterRetreat.org ● 

since if it didn't, the Program would have been discredited and shutdown a couple of 

decades before. Instead, it had grown and expanded. I was probably in the right place. Very few 

people that I met in those early days were working into their past and pain. Many in meetings never 

shared, never worked Steps, and I was the only person in the meeting of about 25 to 30 who had a 

CoDA sponsor for some time, so it felt somewhat odd, but I was determined to wrest out every bit 

of my pain and difficulties using the Program's people, tools and venues. I added affirmations 

every day, writing them on a 3x5 card and reading a couple to myself in the rearview mirror each 

time I got in my car. I kept my head in the literature, got the Codependence and Shame CDs, the 

Newcomers and Sponsorship and the set of old Step CDs. 

I applied the Steps and Traditions conscientiously. I read and attempted to apply the tenets of the 

Fellowship Service Manual to my thinking and behaviors in meetings and outside of them. I got 

involved in Service work to help me stay with the process and to practice working on the Core 

Issues beneath my codependent "patterns and characteristics," as they came up during service 

work—a truly indispensable tool, in my experience. 

As time went by, I began getting a sense that I had been moving through a great deal of pain and 

gained understanding. I regularly used that wonderful process of sharing my story and my actual 

emotions, repeatedly in groups. Working through my pain again and again, getting the silent 

affirmation by members of the group both breaks and then reverses the fear and shame so 

effectively that I began to feel quieter inside. The pain, of course, began to shift. I had only heard 

about that phenomenon before. I finally began having the experience of 'completing' some of my 

grieving of my ungrieved hurts, losses and traumas. I began to sense that I belong in Life. I became 

a sponsor and continued my work, while being present for my sponsees. Some of them began the 

arduous process themselves and as time went by, they too experienced the changes and found 

themselves and their voice, along with serenity. They became sponsors, too, and kept passing the 

message and the experience of finding hope and relief along to others. That only confirmed for me 

that the Program not only works, but works deeply and well, a fact that I make sure I communicate 

whenever I tell my story as I did this January. 

This January was the tenth anniversary of our CoDA tools retreat on Hilton Head Island, SC., (my 

home group at Emory University started it as an annual practical recovery tools retreat as a 5th 

Tradition project and it continues to grow). I'm the facilitator and chose as this year's theme, "I am 

the Dream, and I Must Come True", as I have observed throughout the years that this is the story, 

experience and outcome of myself and other members who engage CoDA's program thoroughly 

for themselves.  

I told my story as the keynote address and included what I call "the ugly" from my early trauma 

and my experiences of facing into the tough recovery process. A lot of emotions came up and out 

as I spoke, and I welcomed every tear that I shed and every moment that I felt anger, humor and 

the passion that arises as a result of becoming free from a lifetime of pain (my experience of 

CoDA's 5th Promise). Many in the audience echoed my laughter, anger, grief and humor because, 

as in my early days of recovery, they accepted me and were emotionally present for me. They 

made the auditorium safe for me to open up completely, a fact not lost on any of us whose families 

could not and would never do this for us. The true solidarity that accompanies those who struggle 

and support each other through the painful recovery process was clearly present, and I was 
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reassured yet again that not only does this program deal with emotional and existential 

pain effectively, it also creates a sense of belonging, and of being a part of All-That-Is, and not 

apart-from it like toxic religion and what CoDA might call a worst-parent god whose writings and 

religion clearly and repeatedly ground fear, shame, threat and abandonment into my daily 

understanding of "god" and Life starting from my earliest days. 

To me, my experience in this Fellowship and my observation of others who completely engage it 

is the authentic experience of emerging from our nightmare and that we learn that we are indeed 

the dream that can and does come true, no matter how old we are or from what backgrounds we 

have come. We are not only a Fellowship of shared fear, shame and pain, we are a Fellowship of 

shared relief, belonging, growth, and coming to believe in our own capabilities. To me, this is true 

recovery. 

I am grateful to the Fellowship of CoDA that powers the program and for every moment members 

have taken to share their experiences and be present for me. This is where Hope becomes reality.  

With the help of the Fellowship and hard work, today, I am the dream, and I am coming true. 

 

-Donald B., Atlanta, GA  

(This story also available from CoDA in the “Meeting in Print”) 

 

If you would like to learn how to recovery from your own difficulties of a painful past, codependence and 

related difficulties, please go to www.CoDA.org and look up the newcomer information. 

If you are interested in attending the annual Face Everything and Recover CoDA Winter Retreat on Hilton 

Head Island, please check out and register on the retreat website www.CoDA.WinterRetreat.org. 

Our retreat is focused on communicating and practicing the tools of recovery as provided by 

Codependents Anonymous. We also have a lot of fun, rest, good food and fellowship. We hope to see you 

on the beach!  

http://www.coda.org/
http://www.coda.winterretreat.org/

