ADVOCATE IS A QUARTERLY NEWSLETTER OF AIM HOUSE

Gray's Peak Summit Hike

Article by Lauren Rosenberg with Introduction by
Samantha Randall

Gray’s Peak is one of the famous Colorado
“14%ers"—a mountain peak higher than 14,000 feet
in elevation above

sea level. Colorado

natives talk of “bag-

ging fourteeners”

like marathoners

talk about races

or fishermen talk

about landing big

fish—along with

rousing tales of the

one that got away.

On August 21st,
2010, a group of

AIM House women
joined mentor
Samantha Randall

in making the first
attempt of the

2010 year, an an-
nual adventure for
the women'’s pro-
gram. The group

was forced to turn
back at 13,100 feet
due to struggles
with altitude and

a gathering storm
that rained hail down
upon the hikers as they made a hasty descent.

Determined for a re-match, several in the group
set a date to make a second attempt at the
summit, joined by a few newcomers to the AIM
House program.

The morning was September 25, 2010. The quiet
before the dawn. Anticipation for the coming
winter rested in the cool mountain air. Five hikers
rolled out of bed in the darkness for a pre-hike
safety meeting, gathering various base layers,
hats and scarves that would be necessary to stay
warm at the higher altitudes. The hikers? Olivia,

Lena and Lauren on the Summit

Summit!

Sarah, Lauren, Danielle, and Lena; new to the
challenge. Led by summit group leader Sam
Randall and AIM House Strategic Director Julia
Knearl, these AIM girls were on a mission.

This is their story.

Referred to by
local Native Amer-
ican tribes as “the
ant hill- the peak
is named “Gray’s”
in honor of one of
America’s famous
botanists, Asa
Gray. On this day,
the mountains o
in the distance
were already
covered with

bits of snow, the
aspens just turn-
ing to gold, grassy
areas bristled

with shrubbery,
and marmots
stumbled and
squeaked at every
turn. All contribut-
ed to the serenity,
dimension, and
majesty of the
trek.

The ride to Gray's
Peak was bumpy,
twisty, and draining as Sam navigated over the
0 -road path towards the trailhead. Once arriv-
ing to the base of the mountain, 11,500 ft above
sea level already, the girls were ready and eager
to do what they had come there to do: hike one
step at a time—as gracefully as possible despite
the strain—and get to the top. Even if it meant
taking half a day to climb to the summit, the job
was going to get done.

Walking bristly in the lower altitudes, with brief
conversations on and o , the girls were doing
extremely well. No one was complaining, only
admiring the enveloping beauty. As the

Continued on page 5...
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A'WORD FROM DANNY FALL, 2010

Golden Age

As | was making my way through the tedious process of clearing security at the Denver
International Airport a couple weeks ago, | had a short yet enlightening conversation with a TSA
o cial. lam guessing he was in his mid sixties. Gathering my stu and getting re-dressed post
security shakedown, | asked this man how he was doing. He replied, “Living the dream.” Now, |
should let you know that this reply to my question is actually one of my pet peeves. Normally, it
is intended in a sarcastic or cynical tone or so | have experienced. “That good huh?” | replied. He
somewhat sternly looked at me and said, “Yes, that good." His reply to my question was genuine.
He explained to me that he spent years of his life waiting for things to change to no avail. One
morning he woke up and decided that he was no longer going to wait for something outside of
himself to change so that he could be happy. He said, “If | do not live my dream now | probably never
will” His comment was so simple and true. | was struck by his candor and clarity. He said, “Do you
realize how lucky we are? When was the last time you were truly hungry and could not eat?” He went on to say that the first
thing he does every morning upon waking up, is count his blessings. He lists all the things in mind he is grateful for then
begins his day. | was struck by the irony of hearing this at airport security. | hate spending 10 minutes passing through
airport security. If | were to o er up my least desired places to be, airport security would be near the top of that list. Here
was this guy putting trays back in a row over and over again and dealing with unhappy rushed travelers most of the day,
reminding me of how lucky | am.

Obviously, it is wise to plan for the future, but I like to look at the future as a great vacation place. It's a nice place to visit
but not where | want to live. How can | experience the future if | am not living in the present moment? By the time |

get to that mystical fantasy of the future | will be thinking about what'’s next, too much to enjoy what is now. Even the
concept of enjoying the here and now is something | can put o and future trip about; “When | get this project completed
and have more time, | am going to give that yoga class a try! | am going to start meditating after my kids soccer season is
completed.

With autumn settling in and the holidays upon us, it is a great time to practice conscious gratitude. Family is especially
important at this time of the year. The holidays are such a time of nostalgia; we reflect on past holidays as a benchmark
for the current ones. Often times, it is the absence of loved ones that we think about the most, whether by death,
treatment, or various life circumstances, holidays seem to be marked by the absence of something or someone who is
not there.

When | was 18, | spent Christmas and New Years at a treatment program. | spoke with my family on the phone but did
not see them for that holiday season. Initially, | thought this was cruel, and | was unable to see how it might benefit my
family or my wellbeing. Yet, it turned out to be exactly what | needed at the time. The absence made me appreciate my
family in ways that my being there would not. It helped me take them less for granted and probably vice versa. More
importantly, we all needed to break some of our patterns and my absence served as a catalyst for positive change. |
learned to bloom where | was planted after much resistance at the time.

| wish for each of you much love and clarity this holiday season. | am so grateful for the support and trust you have given
us, here at AIM House. | hope this season o ers a glimpse of hope and possibility that a golden age may indeed be upon
us if we choose to view it as such.

m‘q_.r\.-'--"'. -"':]

Daniel Conroy

Founder, AIM House




On
September
25th at
about
11:30 am.,, |
crested the
summit of
Gray's Peak
and caught
up with a
couple of
AIM House
participants
who had
pressed
ahead in
the climb
we started
as a group early
that morning. After 4 hours, 4.1 miles, and a 3,600 foot
vertical climb, | found those fast climbers napping in the
sun at 14,270 feet, satisfied sleepy grins on their faces. |
soaked up a bit of their satisfaction as | thought of the
number of times during the climb they had said that they
didn't know it would be so hard or that they couldn't do
it, and yet they found the strength and courage to push
themselves one step at a time.

e L

Lauren, Lena, Danielle on Pike's Peak

These ladies and the others who summited that day were
rightly very proud of themselves. Hiking Gray’s Peak was
an option; it wasn't a program requirement. They didn’t
have to take on this challenge, and yet they climbed

the mountain because it was there, displaying the kind

of internal motivation that is a huge step toward true
independence. They trusted themselves, and they trusted
that if they worked at it, they could make it to the top.

As | took in the view from the summit on a near perfect
September afternoon, | had one of those time-collapsing
moments when years of work seem to converge in a
single place. Growing up in Colorado, | spent a lot of time
studying the lessons o ered by our mountains. One of
the most important for me was learning how to “trust the
climb”and letting go of my need to see and control each
step along the way.

Those who know me would confirm that | am nothing if
not goal oriented, and | can be very impatient. Taking any
process one step at a time and letting it unfold has always

TRUST THE CLIMB

Trust the Climb

by Julia Knearl

been a huge challenge for me, and when | see participants
frustrated by being forced to take certain steps, | feel for
them and understand the desire to push through and just
be done. | am constantly reminded that no matter how
badly one might want to just be at the top, none of us

can get there without every single step in between. That
incontestable fact has forced me and, at a deeper level,
has freed me to trust the climb.

The apparent rigid structure of moving slowly toward a
goal is actually the gift of having permission to aim high

Made it to the top!

but not get overwhelmed. If all the steps of any challenge
or climb were revealed at the beginning, how many of us
would keep going? It would be too much and too hard.
In a very real and concrete way, it is not a big mountain
that makes a climb possible; it is each tiny step. The
development of the AIM House program is an example of
just this principle.

Sitting on the mountain, | thought about how after
Christmas in 1999 Daniel Conroy and Mae Martin Conroy
invited me to their home in order to share a dream. They
told me about young adults they had worked with in
recovery and how after long periods of treatment, those
young adults returned home or to their school only to fall
back in to old patterns. They then shared their vision for

a residential mentoring program that brought together
personal process, passions, and adult life skill training in a
supportive residential environment. Their excitement was
contagious. | could see the mountain they were setting in
front of us, and in talking about the possibilities, we began
to have a sense of what the summit might look like. The
following month they took their last glance at the high
top of that mountain and then put their heads down and
started moving forward. AIM House was formed, and the
first participant was taken into the program.

These memories caused me to realize that like hiking up
Gray's, working toward the goal of creating AIM House

Continued on page 5...




TRUST THE CLIMB, contd.

Continued from page 4...
required a huge amount of heart and courage on top
of all the usual enormous challenges that come with
starting a business. We have all needed to trust the climb
at numerous points when the path of AIM House was
unclear or the summit seemed unattainable. We have
particularly needed to trust the climb when faced with a
participant about whom we worried and for whom we
feared failure despite trying so hard to help them along. If
at any time Danny and Mae had been prescient enough
to know the true di culty of the path, they would not
have taken on the task with the tragic e ect that so many
participants and families would never have realized their
potential at such a key transitional and transformational
point in their lives.

The wind on
Gray’s Peak
picked up
and woke
me from my
thoughts about
the parallels
between AIM
House, the
participants,
and the day’s
' climb. Looking
again at the
satisfied
| faces of the
{ mountaintop
' nappers, | found
| myself feeling
simply and
| deeply grateful.
| was grateful to
be along for the
ride and grateful that my heart was in my work. Finally, |
was grateful that there was still a mountain before me in
the form of working to help AIM House constantly better
serve participants and families. | was grateful to be on
that climb with an excellent sta , through every slippery
slope or steep hill, past all the inspiring views and beyond
every false summit. And, so, | woke the nappers, turned
my attention to the path and start walking again, eager for
what would unfold and trusting the climb.

Olivia at the summit

GRAY’S PEAK SUMMIT HIKE, contid. FALL, 2010

Continued from page 1...
trail continued to rise, the group decided to split in two
—Lena, Lauren, Danielle, and Julia led the pack, followed
by Olivia, Sarah, and Sam who made their pace deliberate
and steady. They all met up mid-way for lunch at 13,300
feet where they celebrated passing the turn-around point
reached during the previous attempt at the summit one-
month prior.

This lunch was a reckoning point for all of the girls, how-
ever. Everyone needed to re-fuel as they were going into
the most di cult part of the summit. The air was getting
thinner and the trail was getting steeper. Everyone ate
ravenously to nourish their bodies for the rest of the hike.
Other hikers passed by and shared smiles and friendly
hellos under the deep blue Colorado sky. The weather was
perfect for the final summit attempt, not a cloud in sight.

Ready or not, it was time to trek on. Through the high,
slippery, rocky, icy slopes, the girls were determined to get
to the top, one foot in front of the other, despite the fear,
fatigue, and muscle aches that ensued. More experienced
hikers on the mountain helpfully routed the girls on the
final stages. Some in the group started to question for the
first time if they could really make it or not. One expe-

Sarah and Caitlin at Gray’s

rienced increasing altitude sickness at 13,500 feet, and
made the di cult, but wise decision to turn back; Sam ac-
companied her down the mountainside to more oxygen-
rich air where she rested while waiting for the others to
return from the top.

But did the others make it to the summit? Yes, they did!
Was it really the top? Yes. They reached the top at last, the
top of the highest peak on the Continental Divide in the
United States. Bringing the passion and determination the
girls demonstrated throughout their lives and throughout
the hike, the journey was a means to their success. A solid
victory! With smiles all the way down.




Lily's Story

by Lily Wilkinson

¢ The first time | remember
being uncomfortable in my
§ own skin was at summer
camp. | remember kneeling
# inamorning assembly and
B being transfixed with the
%, hundreds of thighs around
P U =%l me. We were all di erent
ages and colors and sizes, but my legs looked five times
bigger than the other girl's. Looking back, this is absurd. |
was an average sized seven-year-old with braces and Con-
verse shoes, but at the time all | wanted to do was curl up
in a corner away from the “normal” girls surrounding me.

Although | am fortunate to have many, many happy
memories from my life, | do have a fair amount like my
experience at Camp Aloha. | remember feeling self-con-
scious at my first pool party, stupid when | got less then a
90% on a math quiz, and awkward around boys at middle
school dances. | remember feeling that | would never
measure up to my siblings as | watched them graduate
from high school and college, and | remember feeling like
| wasn't ever going to be as pretty as my friends. Again,
like the time at camp, my fears were invading my head. |
can now see that | always made good grades, was rela-
tively “popular”in school, and | am blessed with one of the
most supportive and loving families in the world. But | still
couldn't shake the feeling that | was somehow di erent.
Not normal. The screw-up in the family and second best to
all my peers.

When high school rolled around | started o  at a presti-
gious boarding school back home in New England. The
school had a reputation for having the best and brightest
from around the world; but in reality, it was a bunch of
self-important, fourteen-year-olds with glasses, who used
words that | had only ever seen in the Sunday crossword.
It was there, | found my first way to cope; | developed an
incredibly destructive eating habit of binging, purging,
and then restricting. The eating disorder made me feel like
| was in control of at least one thing in my life.

My experience at Andover ended after about six months
and | came home to Connecticut to finish high school. It
was the summer between ninth and tenth grade that |
found my second coping method: alcohol.

Even though | could go days without a drink, managed to
maintain good grades throughout school, and never woke

LILY’S STORY

up on a park bench in my underwear, | have learned that

| drank alcoholically since the first time | tasted alcohol.

| was always the sloppiest, the loudest, the saddest, the
happiest, and all around the craziest of my friends. | only
remember one or two times when | didn't black out. But

| couldn't possibly have a problem; | was a smart, friendly,
well-o girl from central Connecticut for crying out loud,
not an alcoholic! It just helped me to “unwind” on the
weekends. | liked to have fun! That's not a big deal, right?
Wrong. Looking back, there were telltale signs all along.

| was the only one of my friends who ever had to be re-
minded to “take it easy,’ or at times was even asked not to
drink at all. There were a few times when | didn't drink, just
so my friends would get o my case. It was those times
that | most clearly remember the feeling of being di erent
and uncomfortable; | felt so out of place when | was sober.

The June after | graduated from high school things
changed again, and | found my new love: cocaine. Here
was a substance that | could do whenever | wanted,
practically wherever | wanted, and no one would know (or
so | thought). Here was a drug that would not only make
me lose my appetite, but it would give me an incredibly,
freeing sense of carelessness. | could say or do anything
and not think of the consequences. | was FINALLY free of
worrying about how | was a ecting my family and friends.
| was FINALLY free from feelings of guilt, insecurities, and
inadequacies. When those feelings did come up again (be-
cause the drugs didn't make them go away completely;
they just masked them) all it took was one line for them to
disappear again.

My drug problem, coupled with my steady eating disorder
and alcohol abuse, spiraled out of control that summer.
About a month in, | realized that if | wanted to continue
with everything at the rate | was going (and | couldn’t
imagine another rate) | would need to compromise other
things in my life. College was the first thing to go, citing
“anxiety”as my reason; | turned my back on my dream of
studying at NYU to embrace my addiction. A few months
later, | lost my two best friends to drugs; they didn't “get
me”anymore. Around winter, | moved out of my parents’
house to live in a one-bedroom apartment above a pizza
place and that was practically on a college campus. | gave
up my mother and father for frat parties, free slices, and of
course, even more access to cocaine. By January, | had lost
connection with my whole family. | was diving head first
into my own world, and there was no room for my loved
ones among the using, purging and lying that ruled there.

One Saturday in mid February, after | had been arrested,
fired, and kicked out of my apartment, | woke up in a
dingy student house on campus. | hadn't talked to my
parents or best friends in weeks. As | lay there trying to

Continued on page 7...




LILY’S STORY, cont'd.

Continued from page6...

piece together the cloudiness of the night before, where |
was, and how many drugs | had left, something suddenly
became more clear than anything: | needed help. | have
no idea how | came to that realization, but | attribute it to
an act of a power greater than myself. | texted my dad to
pick me up, and thankfully, he did with no questions asked.
That night, my life changed forever.

Two days later, February 22nd, | was in Horse Shoe, North
Carolina at a wilderness rehabilitation center called Four
Circles. I spent sixty days at Four Circles and | can honestly
- : , Say those
have
been
the sixty
most
impor-
tant days
of my
life. Not
only did
[learn
& about
¥ accep-
B¢ tance
and
| beginto
work on
my ad-
R diction
prob-
lems,
but |
was also
given
the chance to start to mend the relationships and bridges
that | had burned. | learned from scratch how to take care
of others and myself in healthy ways, while having incred-
ible experiences in the woods. | climbed, backpacked, and
even did a four-day solo in the Blue Ridge Mountains. By
the end of my stay, one thing was for sure: | couldn't go
back to how | had been living; not just the using and the
eating disorder, but the constant feeling of discomfort
with myself. Somewhere in the woods, | had gotten rid of
that feeling for the first time without the help of drugs or
purging and even though | knew | wouldn't always be on
cloud nine, | was not eager to go back to constant self-
loathing. As | contemplated what would happen now that
| was committed to sobriety, another thing became quite
clear to me: | couldn't go back to Connecticut. Not yet. |
needed to learn to be me without any crutches—including
my parents and familiarities of home.

/4

Lily and mentor Michelle Janes

So | ended up here, in Boulder, Colorado. AIM House came
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highly recommended by my therapist, and after talking

to admissions | knew this was the program for me. | have
been here five months, | have seven total months of so-
briety, and great relationships with my family, friends from
back home, and my peers here. | participate in twelve-step
meetings, the work that comes with the twelve-steps, |
have gone on two successful home visits, and | also have
a great job on Pearl Street. With all of these accomplish-
ments, | am able to help mentor my peers within the
program.

AIM House has given me the opportunity to learn how to
live a sober life with the support of committed sta and
our community. Best of all, | feel comfortable to be myself
here. Lily: No drugs, alcohol, or lies. | look around at my
seventeen amazing housemates and instead of compar-
ing my thighs to theirs, | see the beauty in everyone —
including myself.

Envy
by Elle

Song lyrics

I've got love I've got
hate and I'm walkin’
through a maze
There’s a you and a me but we don’t mix properly

I'm in a world of my own dreaming secrets no one knows
Stuck inside of a square there’s no daylight no fresh air
what makes you think you’ve got everything

what makes you think your life will never

what makes you think you are in control

Watch me fight watch me win as my head continues to
spin

Watch me dance by myself, yell and scream at the top of
my lungs

Watch me live watch me die be in control of my life

what makes you think you've got everything

what makes you think your life will never change

what makes you think you are in control

Now you see me now you don’t

I'minvisible don’t you know

Don’t pretend I’'m not there cause I'll just reappear

what makes you think you've got everything

what makes you think your life will never change

what makes you think you are in control
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