The art on the walls is filled with color and
movement. The art in the therapy rooms express
a range of emotions, from anger to despair to
joy. There are painted rocks and sclf-portraits.
The lighting is soothing, nothing fluorescent,
and the design intentionally mimics a home
environment. These are the offices for Evolu-
tion House, an addiction recovery treatment
center with the mission of “elevating the course
of humanity by creating a recovery culture that
inspires freedom from active addiction.”

Ryan Whatley, a co-owner of the center,
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says the design of the space was deliberate. The
choice was made to avoid the sterile environ-
ments often found in hospitals or psychiatric
wards. “When you come, you feel calm and at
home.”

Evolution House provides a range of services,
including intensive outpatient programs, resi-
dential programs and step-down programs.
There are three residential locations and a re-
covery residence for people who are in sta-
ble, long-term recovery. Ryan says that means

they've been in recovery for six months or more.
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“Then they can live there for up to a year or a
year and a half”

Addiction can happen to anyone. Ryan de-
scribes his childhood as happy and stable. His
father was in the Army, and they moved a lot.
“I was born in Germany and moved back to
the United States when I was an infant. Then |
lived in seven states and five countries.”

Although that much change can be challeng-
ing for kids, Ryan says he is grateful for what
it gave him. “At the age of 10, we moved to
the Middle East and stayed there for about 10



years. I got to see the world in a different way,
and I feel blessed to have had that experience.
[ learned Arabic when I was growing up, and [
can still read and write it now.”

There is one more thing he notes about his
childhood, something he believes is critically
important when talking about addiction and
recovery: “When I look back at my childhood,
I remember it as very sunny. I remember it
as happy. I had a good childhood and a good
family upbringing. My parents are still togeth-

er; they love each other.” Addiction, he says,
doesn’t only affect people who have had hard
times in life. “Outwardly, I didn’t have any rea-
son to pick up substances.”

Like many others, Ryan began to change in
his preteen and teenage years. “I began picking
up more of what society told me I should be
and just changing from my childlike nature.”
In high school, he tried his first drug, marijua-
na. “It was a transcendental experience for me.

Suddenly, I felt like myself again. I felt like I

was being reconnected with that childlike, cu-
rious, creative state that was my original state.”
From there, his drug and alcohol use increased
in dangerous ways. “I did have an intervention
by my family,” he says. “It was unsuccessful.
was unwilling to acknowledge that there was
a problem in my life, even though I started to
have behaviors and indications that I was un-
able to cope. I was still not willing to say that I
had a problem with drugs and alcohol.”

When Ryan graduated from high school,




he returned to the United States for college.
At that time, his parents offered to pay for an
apartment if he went to college, but he would
have to find money for tuition. His facher rec-
ommended he join the military.

That is exactly what Ryan did. He joined the
Virginia Air National Guard and began his ca-
reer with them.

“When I joined the military, I had hoped it
would give me structure. I felt like it would help
me shape up and be the person that I wanted
to be. On the other hand, I was heartbroken
because I was losing my best friend, marijua-
na. Shortly after I joined, I started using drugs
again, things that couldn’t show up on the drug
test.”

His job in the Air Force was as an aircraft
maintainer. “I worked on the F-22 Raptor, and
that brought me to Langley Air Force Base,
where I was stationed. I was working on these
incredible $600 million aircraft and using her-
oin and drugs and [ just thought it was normal.
Looking back, it’s absolutely insane.”

Ryan says that hitting bottom, for him, hap-

pened in two parts. The first was when his best
friend died in a motorcycle accident. “That led
me on a devastating spiral. If I had had any abil-
ity to control my drug use before that, I'lost it
after he passed.” While dealing with those feel-
ings of hopelessness, he decided to order an on-
line drug he thought would help. “Drugs had
become my solution to everything.”

The online chemical he ordered was halluci-
nogenic, and he landed in the hospital, where
he almost did not survive.

“I woke up and had a felony charge and five
misdemeanor charges. I was a criminal and
didn’t know what to do.” At that point, he de-
cided his only option was to ask for help and
self-report. “If you're in the military and ask
for help, they won't just kick you out. They'll
actually give you help.” He received treatment
for the first time at Portsmouth Naval Medical
Center. “I was grateful for that opportunity.”

Not everyone who drinks has a problem, but
some people may not understand what it means
to have substance abuse disorder. “There’s a dif-

ference between an alcoholic and a heavy drink-

er or a recreational drug user.” The difference,
he says, is that people may have a problem if
they’re unable to stop or moderate, use for an
extended period of time, or find that even if
they stay away from it for a while, when they
pick it up again, they lose the ability to control
how much or how often they use. Another sign
of a problem is when drinking or drug use caus-
es your life to become unmanageable.

Ryan stresses that this disease doesn’t affect
only the downtrodden. “Somebody with a good
life can still have addiction problems.” But
there’s always hope, he says. “No matter who
you are.”

After treatment, Ryan became involved in
the recovery community. He had a sponsor
who helped him examine his interior and exte-
rior life. As soon as he stabilized, he knew what
to do. He reached out to help others. But it was
not an overnight process.

“The first time I went to rchab, it did not
click. The second time I went, I finally started
to get it. [ wanted to get high so bad, but I just

hung on, one day at a time. Finally, something



shifted. When I decided to truly surrender to
this process of recovery, my life changed. I no
longer had the desire to use.”

It's common, he says, for addiction recov-
ery to take time. It doesn’t often work the first
time around. “We had a client here who went
to treatment 24 times before it finally clicked.”

Ryan acknowledges that for family members,
this can be difficult. “When my family first did
that intervention with me, they told me, ‘Ryan,
we are afraid to love you because we don’t know
when you're going to die.”

Ryan met Jeffery, another person in recovery,
and they began to compare notes. They formed
a bond and recognized that they might be able
to make a larger difference in the world.

“We lived together in this recovery house,
here in the community. And we recognized
there’s room for improvement. We didn't have
a terrible experience. I wouldn't say that by any
means.” They decided to join forces and open
Evolution House, a space that was available be-

cause it had belonged to Jeffery’s sister previous-

ly. Jeffery moved into the space, which he rec-
reated as a men’s house, and soon he and Ryan
and several others lived there as well. “It was a
really magical time for everybody involved be-
cause we all knew there was something special
going on here. We all relied on each other.”

When Ryan thinks about where he has
come from, he shakes his head. “I looked back
at some of my writings at the time, and I was
begging, crying out for help. I wanted to stop.
I just couldn’t. I was locked into the cycle of
behavior.”

Evolution House helps people from all walks
of life and is now able to accept Medicaid. “If
you don’t have a job, and chances are if you're
addicted, you don’t have a job, you're eligible
for Medicaid.”

Miracles are possible for anyone, Ryan says,
no matter what has happened in their life or the
adversity or the challenges they're currently fac-
ing. And with recovery comes a family. “What
I found in recovery is connection and family.

And that sense of service to something larger

than yourself.”

Ryan Whatley says his story is not unique,
but the important part of it is that there is hope.
“We see so much devastation when it comes to
substance use disorder and families. It’s a family
disease. If you're going through it with a family
member, take care of yourself. An incredible re-
source is CoDA (Co-Dependents Anonymous)
and AlAnon. You have to take care of yourself
first and understand how to help your family,
because the best thing you can do is give your
loved one their own consequences.”

While addiction can tear people and fami-
lies apart, recovery does the opposite. “We've
actually had about five generations of house
members who have gone through our program
and who are giving back and attracting other
people into recovery. It’s as if their new lives and
energies attract the people who are still in the
darkness.” NDN

If you are struggling with substance abuse disor-
der, call 757-705-3202. Help is available.



