A Member’s
Powerful Story of
Addiction, Surrender,
Recovery and Hope

Editor's Note

ean Corcoran is a young law-

yer with a solo practice in

Lake Charles. On June 27,

2018, Sean made an emo-
tional and shocking Facebook post that
“went viral” — in that it was shared
more than 34,000 times and received
more than 5,000 comments — because
of its powerful message.

Before June 27, 2018, Sean’s close
friends, family, various doctors and the
Bar Association knew of his younger
years of drug addiction, and his recov-
ery. But he kept the gruesome, raw and
full truth to a council of very few —
himself, trusted friends, and those doc-
tors and counselors. The past was the
past. With a young family, a thriving
practice, and people who respected and
depended on him, he knew that those
distant days were in the rearview mir-
ror — and, surely, no successful person
would voluntarily bring those to bear be-
fore the world.

Today, Sean attributes the bottling up
of his story to his own fear and the shame
that our society places on addiction.
Since his bottom days, he has made it:
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he slipped free of the pain from his other
life. He graduated from college, was
president of the Student Bar Association
at Louisiana State University Paul M.
Hebert Law Center and has a successful
family practice in Lake Charles.

The constant reminder of Sean’s
addiction was only the Judges and
Lawyers Assistance Program-required
counseling he still attends due to his
conditional admission to the practice
of law. Even that reinforced the shame.
Still, in times of solitude and prayer,
he knew that he should be proud and
forthright. He knew God was telling
him that his story of triumph over ad-
diction could have meaning and give
comfort to others.

On June 23, 2018, Sean received
a call that a family member, a cousin,
had died of a heroin overdose. The
next day, he sat at his computer and
started typing. His wife was at the
beach with his two small children. On
June 27, 2018, Sean posted this tes-
timony (reprinted in this issue of the
Journal with Sean’s permission) on
Facebook, including with that post the
photo of his family that is featured in

his law firm advertisements on local
billboards in Lake Charles. He cried.
He boarded a plane for his cousin’s
funeral. He texted his wife and fam-
ily that they should read his Facebook
page. This would be the first time any
of them would know just how close to
the edge he had gone before pulling
himself back and building a better life.

Despite writing it, Sean says he has
never sat down and read the post from
beginning to end. It instantly went viral.
When he got off the plane in Atlanta, it
had been shared thousands of times. It
continued to spread across the world and
eventually received more than 5,000
comments, 33,000 likes and 34,000
shares. In the months that followed,
Sean has been featured in media, as a
guest speaker, and an inspirational story
for those struggling with addiction in
their lives and families.

The Louisiana State Bar Association
wishes to thank Sean for allowing the
reprinting of his testimony and agree-
ing to a question-and-answer session
about his experiences.

— Scott L. Sternberg
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Sean Corcoran’s story as posted on his personal

Facebook page on June 27, 2018, at 8:40 a.m.

This is the picture of an addict.

I lay on the floor, alone in the
dark, dying. My breathing was
shallow and purposeful and took
all of my energy and focus. With
each breath | silently repeated the
same prayer I had said dozens, if
not hundreds, of times before —
“God, please pull me out of this
one last time.” It was not said out
of a desire to live or to change, but
out of a desire to protect myself
and my family from the embarrass-
ment of me being found dead this
way. Somewhere on the floor near
me was a broken light bulb with
burnt methamphetamine residue,
a lighter, and a straw used as a
makeshift pipe.

Yes, this is real. This is my mem-
ory from sometime after dark on
December 13, 2005. My childhood
had been amazing. My parents had
raised three children in the same
way, with the same guidance, the
same attention, and the same op-
portunities, and, at 27 years old,
each of the other two were years
into successful careers. I’'m not
sure what was so special about me
that, at 27 years old, I was home-
less, unemployed, desperately
alone, and dying in the corner of a
hotel room of an addiction to meth.

A lot happened leading up to
that point, and a lot has happened
since. For years | have felt God
putting on my heart to share my
experience, in case anyone needed
to hear. But fear controlled me
and kept me silent. Fear of em-
barrassment, stigma, isolation . . .

fear of how everything | have built
since that time would be affected.
The recent attention to the sui-
cides of Kate Spade and Anthony
Bourdain brought these feelings
back to the front of my mind. At
first I was confused and upset upon
hearing person after person in the
media say the same thing, “I can't
imagine what it is like to feel that
way.” Though the words were said
with a show of compassion, every
time those words were said, each
person watching who was at that
point of hopelessness felt more
alone and less like there was any-
one who would understand them
or what they were going through,
perpetuating a cycle of despair.
Suicide is the tenth leading cause of
death in the United States. Nearly
Forty-Five Thousand people com-
mit suicide each year in America .
.. 123 each day. And everyone who
talks about it has no idea what it is
like to feel that hopeless. That, my
friends, is the power of stigma.
Eventually people started com-
ing forward to talk about their
own experiences with depression,
anxiety, panic attacks, hopeless-
ness, loneliness. I felt grateful that
the ice was broken but was still
reluctant to thrust myself into the
conversation. The pull from God
was getting stronger. Finally this
past Saturday, it reached a head.
It was clear that He was telling me
that the time was here. On Sunday
morning as | kneel in the church
pew, I challenged Him one more
time — “If this is really what you

want from me, show me. Let me
clearly hear your call”

Sunday afternoon, while cel-
ebrating birthdays with family, we
got the call. Someone close to us
had overdosed. A housemate in the
sober-living house he was staying
in found him. He was taken to a
hospital, but it was too late. Later
today, I'll be boarding a plane
en route to attend a funeral for
someone whose number I had, but
whom | never called . . . for some-
one whose addiction was known to
me, but to whom I never reached
out to say, “You’re not alone. I'’ve
been where you are, and I know
what you’re going through. | know
how hard it is and that it seems like
there is nothing in front of you but
impossible situations, and I know
and am proof that it is possible to
come out on the other side.”

In the nearly thirteen years that
I have been in recovery, I have
seen addicts rise high, and I've
seen addicts fall hard. I’ve seen
the disease take so much from
amazing people, and I’'ve seen it
take so many lives. | know that |
am not responsible for anyone
else’s recovery, whether success-
ful or failing. I know that I am not
responsible for this person’s death.
But | also know that unless people
who are winning the fight against
addiction in their own lives come
forward and talk about it, the
stigma and the cycle of solitude
will continue in perpetuity. Which
brings me here . ..

My childhood was as good as it
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gets. | was raised by devoted par-
ents who are coming up on their
45th anniversary. I attended the
best schools, learned musical in-
struments, played team and indi-
vidual sports, was a boy scout, and
while | wasn’t spoiled with mate-
rial things, my parents never said
no if | asked to do something that
would result in self-improvement.
They attended every event that
I or my siblings had, most of the
time as a coach or otherwise active
participant. | was never neglected
and there is no single event, act, or
period which can be pinpointed as
the causation resulting in the fu-
ture addict.

For me it wasn't the first drink,
the first time I smoked weed, or the
pain pills 1 got when my wisdom
teeth were pulled. Alcohol, mari-
Jjuana, and opiates either made me
sick or dumb, or both. A less-than-
stellar athlete, my brain was all 1
had, so I couldn 't get enjoyment out
of anything that slowed my mind.
For me the hook was Adderall.
With amphetamines, I was awake,
alert, and hyper focused on what-
ever | wanted to do. I liked it so
much that I used the Adderall I’d
gotten from friends to research
ADD to the point of having all the
right answers for psychological
testing to prove that | needed my
own prescription.

Before long | was taking ten
30mg Adderall pills every day. 1
hardly ever slept, and was conse-
quently always looking for some-
thing to do when nobody else was
awake . . . except other people who
didn’t sleep. Nothing good ever
happens after 2 a.m. I still remem-
ber the first time | tried cocaine.
I remember everything about that
night. I remember where I was, who
Iwas with, what movie we watched,

what we talked about. It was nine-
teen years ago and | remember it
much better than | remember yes-
terday. That was the greatest high
of my life . . . and though 1 tried
for years, I never was able to get to
that point again.

Once I had done cocaine, and
was seeking it out on a regular ba-
sis, there was really no reason to
hold back. Ecstasy was next, and
before long I was taking 5 or 6
Ecstasy pills every Thursday, every
Friday, and every Saturday night.
I’m sure the only thing holding me
back Monday through Wednesday
was that everyone else had to work
and wouldn’t do that on a work
night. I had to work, too, though
it didn't bother me as much, but
I’d be damned if | was going to do
drugs by myself . . . that’s what ad-
dicts did.

It was easier to mask the high to
the public if during the week | stuck
to Adderall and cocaine. When
meth came around, it was even
better because the high lasted so
long and was undetectable unless
someone noticed my eighty-pound
weight loss, huge dark circles un-
der my eyes, or my newfound abil-
ity to clean and organize irrelevant
things for hours at a time. | would
take things apart just to fix them,
even though they weren’t broken. |
never got to my car, but I witnessed
friends with no automobile knowl-
edge (and no instructional YouTube
videos) dismantle their engines in
an attempt to fix a problem that
didn’t exist.

I spent nights high lying on the
couch wide awake peeking behind
the curtains because | believed
someone was out there who knew
what | was doing and was getting
ready to bust me. | became a slave
to the drugs, working 18-20 hours

a day just to pay for my addiction.
| spent six years systematically
tearing apart every relationship |
had with friends and with family.
I made each person miserable and
blamed them for all of it, until they
got fed up and protected themselves
by removing me from their lives. |
lost jobs and I lost homes. | ne-
glected everything else in my life.
No, neglect isn't strong enough. 1
laid waste to everything in my life
outside of my addiction.

The last four or five years of my
active addiction, I didn't get high
in the way that we generally define
the word. There was physiologi-
cal or biochemical reactions, but
there was no euphoria or positive
feelings, either physically or men-
tally. I was not continuing because
I enjoyed the rush. | was continu-
ing because | could not stop even
though it was killing me. | was
very aware that it was killing me.
Paralysis, dangerously low blood
pressure, inability to breathe . . .
the worst possible physical feelings
I have experienced coupled with a
complete void in my mind and my
soul. That was my life. Every. Day.

With Hurricane Rita came
FEMA and free hotel rooms for
people who knew how to get them.
That’s how | ended up in the cor-
ner of a crappy hotel room, by the
bathroom, under the room's single
remaining light . . . the only one
I hadn’t turned into a meth pipe .
. . dying of an overdose. | wasn’t
scared to die. I truly believed | had
no reason left to live. | was worth-
less. | was hopeless. | was stuck in
a cycle of living just long enough to
bring myself a little closer to death
than the last time. My prayers for
salvation were solely based in the
fear of disappointing my family
one more time . . . of giving them
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ra lifetime of a last memory of my
complete failure.

I had been at this point before.
I had brought myself to the emer-
gency room on several occasions
and lied each time about my moti-
vation for being there. | knew this
time was different. | couldn’t move.
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t open
my eyes. The curtains were closed,
and the “Do Not Disturb” sign
hung on the outside of the door
where it had stayed for the previ-
ous two weeks. No one was looking
for me. Nobody was going to find
me. And | was out.

I don’t know how long I was out.
I don’t know what happened or how
| survived. I don’t know what kind
of work God did on my heart and
soul during that time that motivat-
ed me to my next steps. | know that
my motivation was still the same .
. . to save my family from one last
grand gesture of disappointment.

| left the hotel room and rum-
maged through my little truck
which held every possession | had
left. | found a pamphlet for a treat-
ment center that someone had giv-
en me years before and | somehow
hadn 't lost. It was free, which was
all I could afford. I called and they
said they had a bed available.

| was able to convince someone
to fill my truck with gas. Nobody
was dumb enough to let me “bor-
row” cash anymore. I drove 200
miles in a beat down S-10 that
hadn’t had the privilege of an oil
change in years. | broke down in
the parking lot and had to push it
into a spot. There was no hesita-
tion. 1 walked right in. I knew that
nothing could possibly be worse
than the life 1 was currently living.
They were expecting me.

My father had already called.
He called to find out when my fam-

ily could come and what they could
do to support the process | was be-
ginning. | had spent years violently
dismantling every positive connec-
tion that | had with my family and
they stood there ready to welcome
me back.

I spent 45 days in an inpatient
treatment facility. I’ve spent twelve
and a half years going to meet-
ings, working with counselors,
and actively fighting to ensure
that I never return to that place of
anguish and despair. | have been
clean since December 13, 2005,
but that’s not where it ends. It takes
a tremendous amount of work and
slips and falls and get-back-ups,
even without the chemicals in my
system. | didn’t just destroy every-
thing around me, I destroyed who I
was, and building that person back
is no easy task.

Twelve and a half years later,
and | have graduated from college
and law school. | own two success-
ful businesses, and am married
to an amazing woman who is too
good for me, is a beautiful mother,
and a successful business owner in
her own right. | have the two most
perfect children who have ever ex-
isted. | will raise them using the
example that was given to me, and
I will do everything in my power to
protect them from the demons that
conquered me for so long.

Most importantly, I will talk to
them about the past, in an effort
to avoid its repetition. There is
so much failure and sadness and
hopelessness surrounding conver-
sations of addiction. There is so
much misunderstanding among
those who have been blessed to
never experience it in their own
lives. As a recovering addict, it
is so easy to want so badly to put
that entire period of my life behind
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me and ignore that it ever existed,
and in doing so | am neglecting my
responsibility to show others that
there is hope. | have been blessed
in my career to be able to coun-
sel parents of addicts. Not one
has ever come in with an attitude
of anything other than “I want so
badly for them to come out of it so
that they can be a good parent to
their children, but for now I need
to protect the child.”

It’s too late for me to reach out
to the person whose funeral 1I’ll
be attending tomorrow. But we as
a country are not on the verge of
solving this crisis, so it is not too
late for me to reach someone else
who may be struggling. If you are
the family member or friend of
someone dying from addiction and
they have destroyed your relation-
ship, text them and tell them you
love them. I’m not suggesting for-
give and forget. You have to protect
yourself until they are ready to be
who they were meant to be. Their
recovery is not your responsibility.
Their response to your message of
love is not our responsibility. But it
may get to them in a way that they
can’t express at this time and it may
help them to save their own life.

And if you are a person strug-
gling with addiction, please know
that all is not lost. Hope and re-
demption are just on the other side
of a whole lot of work and partici-
pation in changing your status quo.
The people out there who loved
you still love you. They are pray-
ing that God will help you because
they feel their own hopelessness
that they cannot do it themselves.
They are waiting for the you that
used to be to return to them. You
are not alone. | am here and there
are millions of stories like mine
waiting to be heard. You are loved.

See Interview on page 334.
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Interviewed by Scott L. Sternberg

Sternberg: Sean, I’'ve known you a
long time. This post was as raw and emo-
tional as I’ve ever seen you. How hard
was this post to write?

Corcoran: It was really hard. It took
three days to write. | wrote it out several
times. | had to stop at times because | was
having to wipe tears from my eyes just
to see the screen. It wasn’t something I
thought | would want to relive.

Sternberg: Did your wife and family
know about your addiction?

Corcoran: They all knew something,
but this is the first time that I have ever
sat down and said this is how bad it was.
My mom never knew the extent of my
addiction until the Facebook post.

Sternberg: You were scared.

Corcoran: Yes. I was scared. I was
scared of the same thing that held me
back for years — being judged, shame,
people judging me, or worse, my family.
People looking at me differently. In pub-
lic. Behind closed doors.

Sternberg: So you wrote the post,
and then what?

Corcoran: I cried for three hours. It
was this huge mixture of fear, cathar-
sis, of finally being free of that. From a
personal standpoint, the most impactful
thing that has come for me is complete
freedom. I literally have nothing to hide.
I now have less reservation about what
people think of me, in general. Because
I know that they already know my worst
secrets. Life is easier.

Sternberg: | know you said your
wife, Michelle, and your kids were at the
beach. Did you tell her what you were

doing before you posted?

Corcoran: I texted her to let her know
I had done it. She eventually read it, and
we didn’t talk about it for a few days. I
think it just took her a long time to pro-
cess it. She had the immediate concern |
had: how are people going to act toward
us now?

Sternberg: How long did it take for
you to realize that your Facebook post
meant something more for your friends
and family?

Corcoran: When I arrived in Atlanta,
it had been shared 2,000 times and it was
going at something like 5 shares a sec-
ond. I was just trying to figure out how
fast it was happening and why. I post
pictures of my kids all the time. They are
beautiful, but it doesn’t get shared that
fast.

Sternberg: Did you stop and think
to yourself, what if people don’t walk
through my door anymore?

Corcoran: I was not scared of los-
ing my practice. There was a thought
of: Would I be the drug addict lawyer?
I wasn’t scared of that. I’ve learned a lot
through the process. I reminded myself
that in 2005 I was homeless with nothing
to my name, having failed out of college
three times. If I lost this practice, I am
100 percent confident that I could start all
over again and be so blessed.

Sternberg: Lake Charles isn’t a small
town but it’s not a big one either. The le-
gal community is tight-knit. What kind of
reaction did you get?

Corcoran: The reaction has been
overwhelmingly positive. Court staff,
lawyers, people even stop me in gro-

cery stores. They pull me aside to tell me
about their own addiction stories, family
members. And they are whispering it so
that the person on the other side of me
doesn’t hear them, but then that person
on the other side whispers an identical
story.

Sternberg: Is it an instant trust with
someone who has an addiction story?

Corcoran: By baring it all, I built it.
People trust that | am not going to judge
them because | have been there. People
know they are not alone. That’s what 1
wanted when | hit “post.”

Sternberg: The tragic loss of your
cousin set you on the course to write, but
who did you write the post for?

Corcoran: | wrote it hoping that one
other person who was in my cousin’s po-
sition right before he overdosed would
read it. Or a friend would read it and say
to someone else, we need to talk. I just
imagined my cousin, in a room, dying
of heroin, alone. I’ve been there. People
don’t have to be there.

Sternberg: You do a lot of family law.
Is your struggle with addiction some-
thing you’ve brought into your counsel
to clients?

Corcoran: | have had grandparents
come in and say my daughter, my son is
an addict and they are ruining their lives.
| take those opportunities to tell them my
story. | had never gotten into the gory de-
tails before, but I have told them that I
was addicted to drugs and have been to
treatment. There are times when my ad-
diction story has given me the opportu-
nity to ease clients’ minds that they might
not lose this person in their lives.




/ Sternberg: You said that you have
never read the post from front to back,
even though you wrote it. | believe you.
That must have been very hard. Why
won’t you read it?

Corcoran: I’'m scared of the emotion.
It’s an uncomfortable feeling to relive
that. There’s still shame. I think that’s the
power of the stigma. All of this, that’s the
power of the stigma that society has put
on addiction. Even with the positive reac-
tion, the radio, the news, talking about it
over and over and the grocery store en-
counters, I still feel shame. It’s very hard
to relive it.

Sternberg: What can you do to be
free of that shame?

Corcoran: The shame is what | was
trying to change. If I had called my cous-
in and said, hey, | know what you are go-
ing through because | have gone through
it. He would not have felt alone and may-
be he would still be with us. It was a story
of shame I wrote out of guilt. I wouldn’t
allow myself to hide that anymore. My
hope was that if one person read it and it
helped them to feel better, then I would
feel that it was worth it no matter what
else happened.

Sternberg: You told me that your
wife sits in the front row of all of your
speaking engagements. What do you
tell people about your story during your
speeches?

Corcoran: | think that every person
in recovery can change lives by talking
to people. | know that there is nothing
super unique about my story. I know that
because, being in recovery, | know doc-
tors, lawyers, janitors, pharmacists, yoga
instructors, financial advisors, and teach-
ers who have been to the bottom and
fought their way back and to their career
heights.

Sternberg: How can you change peo-
ple’s lives?

Corcoran: The only thing that makes
me unique is that I talked about it. If I can
continue talking about it and empower
someone else to not be afraid of talking
about it, it can snowball, just build and
build until there’s not a stigma anymore.
Then the kid who got his parents opiates

and now finds himself craving it all the
time isn’t going to be scared to ask for

help.

Sternberg: You told me you had
prayed about telling people about your
addiction.

Corcoran: God is 100 percent the
only reason that | had the courage to do
it. I believe that this is what God was
telling me to do. | went to church that
Sunday morning and prayed about it.
After church, I asked God to tell me very
clearly. Then my Dad called to tell me
about my cousin dying later that day. |
knew it was God giving me my sign. |
didn’t have a choice at that point.

Sternberg: You just adopted a new
baby. What will you tell your children
about your story?

Corcoran: When the time is right,
I’'m going to be transparent. I believe
that my children have the same genetic
predisposition to addiction. My adopted
child was born to a mother who was also
addicted to amphetamines. Education is
the best chance we have to help them
avoid the place where | am.

Sternberg: What’s the strangest thing
that’s happened to you since the post?

Corcoran: Other than adopting a
baby? I was shocked at the correspon-
dence I received from New Zealand,
Awustralia, Ireland. The post really had
some serious reach. It was God doing
that work.

Sternberg: What should readers of the
Journal take away from your experience?

Corcoran: We, as lawyers, have
people come to us with their problems.
They know that once they sit down with
us we are under an obligation not to say
anything. We are the person that people
come to with their problems. We are the
people they are going to come to and
open up to. We have the ability to point
them in the right direction and let them
know they are not alone.

Sternberg: You want lawyers to talk
more freely about addiction?

Corcoran: | want people to know
they are not alone. Help their clients
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know they are not alone. It’s not just ad-
diction. It’s suicide. When we shame it,
people don’t talk about it either. When
we don’t talk about it, people think it’s
just them with problems. It’s not.

Sternberg: What can society do to be
better about treating addicts and accept-
ing those who are rehabilitated?

Corcoran: What we have done is we
have made it into a moral thing versus a
disease. We need to stop looking at this
like good vs. bad. Addiction is a chronic
brain disease. I was an addict before I did
drugs. I had a predisposition to addiction.

Sternberg: You have been on the
news, the radio, in print. I know you’ve
maintained your practice as well. Is this
what you thought you’d be doing with
your time when you finished law school?

Corcoran: Of course not. But in my
mind, I know that I shouldn’t be alive. I
know that I shouldn’t have been to law
school after failing out of college three
times. | know that | should not be suc-
cessful. I have always believed that God
has a plan for me. Maybe God’s plan had
nothing to do with my business. Maybe
it had to do with providing a different
platform to have this conversation about
addiction. It resonates more. If I hadn’t
gone to law school, or graduated college,
people wouldn’t listen. Maybe this is
what all of that was all about.

Sean Corcoran is a di-
vorce and child custody
attorney and a licensed
family law mediator in
Lake Charles. He is own-
er of Corcoran Law Firm,
L.L.C. He has three chil-
dren and is married to Dr.
Michelle Swift Corcoran.

Scott L. Sternberg is a
partner in the firm of
Sternberg, Naccari &
White, L.L.C., in New
Orleans. He is currently
serving as chair-elect
of the Louisiana State
Bar Association’s Young
Lawyers Division and is a
member of the Louisiana
Bar Journal’s Editorial
Board. (scott@snw.law;
Ste. 402, 643 Magazine
St., New Orleans, LA
70130)
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