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From Chapter 2 of Tails of Recovery by Nancy A. Schenck...

My name is Frank, and I am an addict. I am clean and have been in recovery for twenty-one
years.

Writing this is bittersweet. It entails recalling the two most painful circumstances I have ever
experienced. In fact, even as I write, my grieving process is less than thirty days old, which
makes it all the more difficult. But I have a story I think needs telling.

My story describes the depths of degradation into which untreated addiction can take someone.
It is also a beautiful tale about healing, the redemption of a tortured soul, and recovery from the
disease of addiction. This is a story about me and a dog named Rasputin. My wife, Teri, and I
were forced to put Rasputin to rest two weeks ago to free him from the agony of terminal
cancer. His life and death have had a profound effect on my life and recovery from addiction,
and that is part of this story.

I have learned in recovery that when circumstances cause you pain, it helps to try and find a
purpose in them. Telling this story and saying goodbye to my beloved friend Rasputin is part of
my healing process. 

My story began in 1983 when I was living in Las Vegas with my girlfriend and her two young
children. We had recently moved to Southern Nevada from Chicago because other members of
my family were moving to Las Vegas. It seemed like a good ideas since my addiction was out of
control and I was having problems with the police.
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I believed at the time that moving was a way to get a fresh start with a ready-made family. I
loved my girlfriend and her two young daughters with everything I was capable of giving at the
time. I was ready to build a new life, get married, and adopt her girls. Her daughters’ fathers
were out of the picture and living in their own addictions and I was more than ready to take their
place. When we first moved to Las Vegas, we lived with my parents for a year until we could get
on our feet. Then I got a job dealing craps, and we moved into a small apartment.

When we moved into our apartment, I became obsessed with getting a bull terrier. I saw one in
the movie “Patton” and was soon poring over articles I found in magazines and reading library
books about dogs. At the time I thought my addiction was manageable, meaning I was in a
“partying” stage. Although I was starting a new life, I didn’t think it a problem that I was drinking
at the bar after work for three or four hours while my girlfriend waited in the car with the kids.
That’s part of the nature of addiction. It can cloud and mangle a person’s thoughts and actions
until up seems down and right seems left.

After seeing the dog in “Patton,” I decided I had to have one. It didn’t matter that we were living
in a small, two-bedroom apartment that was going to be a terrible home for a dog the size of a
bull terrier. I was thirty years old and never had a dog. Although I always wanted one, my
parents would never allow it. I remember hearing so many times, “When you move out and get
married you can do whatever you want, but we are not getting a dog.” I wasn’t married, but I
was going to do what I wanted when I wanted.

There were no bull terrier breeders in Las Vegas, but I found one in Pennsylvania. When I
contacted the breeder by phone, I assured her I was ready for a pet and was very responsible. I
lied and said I lived in a big house with a big back yard. I wasn’t going to take the chance she
wouldn’t sell me a dog, because at that point I had to have one. She said she had a puppy that
was six months old, but added it would probably be better to wait for the next litter. She thought
a younger dog would be a better option for me.

There was no way I was going to wait. I was obsessed and wanted a dog “now.” Today, when I
look back, I can see I was deep into my addiction. I was very manipulative, as most addicts are.
The only thing that mattered to me was to have what I wanted when I wanted. I finally convinced
the breeder that I was a perfect pet owner and she agreed to sell me an animal. I spent $1,000
for the dog and the airfare to fly him to Las Vegas. It didn’t matter that I was just starting out with
my new family and really could have put the money to better use. As in many situations in my
addicted life, I didn’t have a plan and I had no idea of what I was getting into. 
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I was working the day my new bull terrier flew into Las Vegas. He was all white with a brown
spot over his left eye. The breeder had named him Rasputin because she thought he resembled
Rasputin the mad monk with the evil eye. My girlfriend and my dad picked him up at McCarran
International Airport, and it was a disaster from the outset. Rasputin was already six months old
and fifty pounds of solid muscle. He had pooped inside his kennel on the plane, and he was an
absolute mess. Rasputin was too much for my dad or girlfriend to handle. When I came home,
my girlfriend was furious from having to try to control my dog. He was running in circles
throughout the apartment and knocking over everything in his path.

I tried my best to teach him to behave, but I didn’t know a thing about dogs or training them.
Like most of my life in active addiction, my intentions were good, but things usually went wrong.
I loved Rasputin from the moment I saw him although my ability to love was based on a closed
heart already damaged from many unresolved childhood issues, failed relationships, and simply
not knowing or understanding the disease I had. In other words, true intimacy was not part of
my life.

I quickly brought a trainer into the picture. That cost another $2,000, further burdening my
family. I had to manipulate my girlfriend constantly to get what I wanted. Everyone was paying
the price for my impatience in not waiting to get a dog.

The trainer did his best, but even he had a difficult time trying to get Rasputin to comply. The
dog was already set in some ways and incredibly stubborn. By the time the trainer was finished,
Rasputin wasn’t fully trained, but I had learned many of the tools I would need to finish the job.
Follow-through, however, was not in the cards.

All those years ago, I felt like I wanted so much to be in control of my life, but in reality, my
priority was always more drugs. I was using more and more and the impact was terrible. I
wanted to train Ras; I wanted to be a good father; I wanted to have a healthy relationship, but I
didn’t have a clue how to do it. And as long as I was deep in my addiction, I would never learn.

I tried to finish Rasputin’s training, but I was inconsistent and didn’t give him a chance to
succeed. As much as I loved him, I found myself getting more and more frustrated and angry.
My corrections became harsher, and I would come home from work to find the destruction he
had done for the day and it would drive me crazy. Without really realizing what was happening, I
made him my punching bag for all the pain I had in my life. I know that now. These bouts were
always followed by regret, shame, and guilt. The balm I used to soothe those horrendous
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feelings was to use even more drugs. I couldn’t stand myself, but I didn’t know what to do or
how to stop. I would promise Ras that I would never yell at him or hit him again and ended up
doing it over and over again. My self-hatred grew deeper and deeper. How I loathed myself and
all my actions not only with my dog, but with my family as well.

The dynamics with my family were the same as with Rasputin, except I didn’t hit them. My life
and relationships were spiraling out of control. As my drug use increased day to day, my dream
of a new life in Las Vegas became dimmer and dimmer. The insanity of my addiction was
running rampant and I did my best to keep up despite the destruction it wrought.

Once again I sought the easy and quick solution. I decided if I bought a house it would fix
everything—my girlfriend and I would get along better, Ras would have a back yard in which to
play and grow, and everything and everyone would be okay. Needless to say the only thing that
changed was my increased drug use. I had no idea what was wrong with me and why my best
efforts only ended in more pain and misery. It was not until much later when I was clean and in
recovery that I could look back and see I was an addict in full-blown, untreated addiction.

Right before I got clean I entered the darkest period of my life. Things became so intolerable at
home that my girlfriend moved back to Chicago with the kids. As sick as I was, even I knew it
was for the best. I was out of control and didn’t know how to stop. We sent the kids home first. It
broke my heart because I loved them as my own. Their mother left a few weeks later. It’s been
more than twenty-one years, but I remember the day I took her to the airport like it was
yesterday. 

After the plane took off, I headed to the first bar I could find. I stayed loaded and high for the
next few years. It was always another day, another party. My disease progressed daily, and I
was eventually fired from my casino job by the gaming commission. My downward spiral
continued, and I had given up any hope of living a normal life. Losing my girlfriend and the kids
had broken my heart. The pain became lumped together with a lifetime of unresolved feelings
and emotions.

I gave up all hope and began a life as a full-time drug dealer and user. I spent less and less
time with Ras. I was so firmly entrenched in my addiction that I relegated him to the back yard
where he was mostly an afterthought. When I look back today, I think how little it would have
taken to change things, but my disease had me in a stranglehold. I couldn’t use enough drugs
to stop the feelings of daily shame and guilt. In fact, I became painfully aware that no matter
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how much I used I was still feeling. The drugs were no longer numbing my emotions; they had
stopped working.

Without knowing I had given up, I began using as much as I could and anything I could get my
hands on. I couldn’t even support myself by dealing drugs since I used most of them instead of
selling them. Eventually I was left in a house with no running water, no gas or electricity, six
months behind in my mortgage, my car repossessed, and not much will to live.

One night I came home and found a notice from animal control stating I was the target of an
animal abuse complaint. I was to call them as soon as possible. My first thought was, “Oh my
God, Rasputin.” Immediately I was flooded with shame and guilt. I ran to the back yard realizing
I hadn’t even thought of him in I don’t know how long.

The picture I saw is still vivid in my mind today. Ras had lost a significant amount of weight due
to my neglect. It was hard to look at him because I felt so ashamed. I promised him at that
moment that things would be different, that I would take care of him, feed him, and walk him.
“Everything is going to be okay,” I vowed.

I called animal control and made up a story about being on vacation. I told the agency a friend
was supposed to take care of Rasputin, but got the dates mixed up. I had to make something up
because I couldn’t imagine anyone being so sick and messed up as to let this happen, let alone
me being that person. I was so deep in denial of what I had become that I couldn’t see the
gravity of my situation. For the next couple of days I was diligent and took care of my dog. He
looked better even after that short amount of time. But just as the endless promises I made to
myself and others had failed in the past, so too did my vow to Rasputin.

What happened next is the true insanity of active addiction. Despite everything that had
happened with Rasputin, I went on another meth, alcohol, and cocaine run. I didn’t think about
Rasputin until I put the key in the front lock several days later.

As I opened the door, I had a feeling of impending doom—as if all the transgressions of my
entire life were about to cave in on me in one well-deserved crushing blow. At that moment, all
the pain of my life flooded in at once. I staggered to the back yard and looked wildly around for
Rasputin. Around the corner of the house, I was confronted by the worst nightmare I could
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imagine. Rasputin had starved to death.

No words can describe this worst moment of my life. I had killed the last thing on earth that was
still in my life. All I wanted to do was die. I felt that I deserved to die. I wanted the pain to end. It
was like I was there, but not there. I was in complete and utter shock and didn’t know what to do
next. I put Rasputin’s body in a huge trash bag. I threw up several times until I was gagging on
bile. As the tears flowed I drove Rasputin away from the house and buried him in the desert.
How could this be? What was happening? How could I tell anyone about this? Even today,
more than twenty-one years later, it is still difficult for me to talk about.

The memories of Rasputin and his horrific death are daily reminders to me that I have a terrible,
chronic, progressive, and fatal disease and if I don’t stay in recovery I am capable of almost
anything.

Rasputin’s death and the events of that night saved my life. Truth be told, I wasn’t in much
better shape than him. I weighed about 100 pounds and was actively committing suicide one
slow day at a time, but I couldn’t see it. Rasputin was the one that woke me up.

The next night I abandoned my house and showed up at my parents’ door with a Radio Flyer
wagon holding the last possessions that remained in my life. My parents accepted me with no
questions. I let my house be repossessed. I had ideas of suicide, but I didn’t have a plan. I was
alive, but not living, still in shock at what I had done. I honestly had no idea of how I was going
to live with myself.

In a short amount of time I found a twelve-step meeting and at my second or third meeting a
miracle happened. There were only five addicts at that meeting including myself. The first
person that shared talked about the shame and guilt they had from abusing their dog in active
addiction. I was totally stunned and couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How could this be
happening? My biggest secret was being openly discussed in this small room by another addict.
One by one each of the other addicts shared about how they had neglected their pets in varying
degrees. I sat frozen in my chair, unable to move. With every fiber of my being I wanted to run
away, but at the same time I was paralyzed.

When the last addict shared everyone looked at me. This is when the miracle occurred.
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Somehow, some way I shared about what I had done. I didn’t cry because at that time I didn’t
cry in front of anyone. A power greater than me must have orchestrated this since it was beyond
anything I could ever do.

A second miracle occurred as the meeting ended. After we circled up and said the closing
prayer, each of them came up to me and thanked me for sharing. They all said they understood
and to keep coming back. I thought to myself, “Didn’t these people hear what I said? Didn’t they
hear what I did? Why are they telling me to keep coming back?”

I had found probably the one meeting, the one place on earth that would allow me to relate what
I had done and not be judged for it. At that meeting I knew somewhere deep in my soul I had
found a way to live with what I had done. That day began my love affair with my twelve-step
fellowship and my journey of recovery.

As I worked the Twelve Steps and discovered I had a disease over which I was powerless, I
became overjoyed. All my life I had been unable to figure out what was wrong with me. Almost
everyone in my life had asked the same question. “What’s wrong with you?” As I became
entrenched in recovery, I realized my problem wasn’t using drugs. My problem was the disease
of addiction. Using drugs was just a manifestation of that disease. This awareness came from
working the steps. The many changes that came later in my life were a direct result from
applying the steps.

Years later, after a decade of healing and growth, I was ready to open my heart. I was married
to the love of my life, Teri; I had the best sponsor in the world; and I sponsored many men.

Teri and I had just purchased our first house together and decided we wanted a dog. Part of my
amends and reparation to Ras was that I would never have a pet again without being able to
take care of it. Ten years later, I was ready. We started looking in the paper for a dog and found
an ad for bull-dogos. Not knowing what a bull-dogo was, Teri called the number and the breeder
informed us a bull-dogo was a mix of an Argentine dogo and an American bulldog. We got very
excited and went to see the puppies.

We fell in love with a small white female and took her took home that night. Her name was BB,
which stood for “beautiful baby.” We were impressed by the breeders and the way they took
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care of their dogs and we formed a close relationship with them. In no time, we brought BB’s
mother, Dominique, home. This brought the number in our pack to four. Teri and I shared our
love for BB and Dominique and the love and richness they brought to our lives. We now had two
beautiful ninety-pound females who were part of our family.

Eventually we bred BB with the breeder’s stud, Diesel. We then had a pregnant female and
experienced all the anxiety and anticipation of proud grandparents. It wasn’t long before BB
delivered ten beautiful bull-dogo pups. What an amazing experience. Every day was an
adventure. BB was a wonderful mother and many of our friends in recovery were at the house
almost daily sharing in our experience.

We had decided early on to keep one of the puppies, and it was not an easy choice; however,
BB made the final decision for us. She was very protective of her pups and spent most of her
time in the whelping pen with them. It was hard for her because she also wanted to be with us.
When she did spend time with us she always brought one puppy with her; a little monster with a
head as big as his body. He had a brown spot over his left eye, just like the first Rasputin. When
BB carried her little pup in her mouth he would squeal loudly and Teri and I laughed hysterically.
We decided to keep the little male that BB had chosen.

For some reason it just seemed right to call him Rasputin. All the pups were gone by the time
they were four months old, and our love affair with the new Rasputin only intensified. He was a
dream dog. He was a lover and very protective. He was the baby we never had. Teri had been
pregnant in our marriage, but she’d had a tubular pregnancy and the baby was never born.
Looking back, I don’t think we ever really healed or grieved that loss.

So Rasputin became part of our family and helped us heal from the loss of our unborn child. He
also eased the pain of what I had done in my addiction to the first Rasputin. Our new Ras
became our baby boy. BB and Doma loved him, and Teri and I were as close to him as anyone
could possibly be. He had an enormous head and weighed about 110 pounds. He was all alpha
male, but very gentle and loving. We hug our dogs all the time and Ras was especially
huggable.

Ras and I often would just stare at each other. I would hold his fat head and look in his eyes
telling him how much I loved him and how grateful I was he was in our lives. I don’t have the
words to describe the bond he had with Teri and me. He loved to come into my office to visit or
lie on the bed next to me. I often thought of the original Rasputin when he did that. Sometimes I
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felt they were one and the same.

Teri and I moved into a new house two years ago. We really bought the house for the dogs.
Whenever we looked at a house, our first question was always “how would the dogs like it?” We
ended up buying a house with a huge back yard I later redesigned to be dog-friendly. The dogs
loved the new house and so did we. It seemed at the time that our beautiful lives together would
go on forever without change.

But change is inevitable. My sponsor of fifteen years became ill and entered the hospital.
Despite surgery and a month-long hospitalization, he passed away the day after I celebrated
twenty-one years clean. Our last conversation was me telling him I loved him and him telling me
the same. “And enjoy your birthday celebration,” he had said.

When he died my world changed. He had been my sponsor, role model, mentor, surrogate
father, and the most important relationship in my life. My real father had passed away seven
years before and I was devastated. But losing my sponsor affected me much more deeply.
When my dad died, I grieved, but I found peace through working the Twelve Steps. But what I
experienced when my sponsor died was almost unbearable. It was the most difficult thing I had
ever dealt with in recovery. Every day I was in a fog and would often cry. I cried myself to sleep
every night and would cry every morning in my boss’s office.

It was nice to have a boss in recovery who could share my experience. There was no end to the
love and support I received during that time, which is one of the many gifts of recovery. I had no
regrets about my sponsor dying because I knew he had led a wonderful life and our relationship
was special.
Just when I felt that I was getting to the point where I could function normally, I noticed Rasputin
didn’t look well. After an appointment with our veterinarian, we were told he had an infection and
we started him on antibiotics. He also was dehydrated and a dear friend of ours who is a
physician assistant came to our house and gave Ras intravenous fluids.

Even though the vet said Ras only had an infection, I sensed something was terribly wrong. He
didn’t seem to be getting any better. Eventually, Teri took him back to the vet where fluids were
taken for tests and he was given an ultrasound examination. My feeling of impending doom
returned. During the agonizing period of waiting for the results of Ras’s tests, I was crying all the
time. “How can I live without Ras?” I wondered aloud. Teri told me to stop, that we didn’t know
what was wrong, but the feelings of possibly losing him were almost too much to bear. 
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Finally, Teri called me to say Rasputin had terminal cancer. The vet said she did not know how
long he would live. She said we would know when it was time to put him to sleep. The pain in
my life went up another level. The next week was a nightmare of feeling lost, angry, scared, and
confused. I was overwhelmed with a feeling of impending loss. 

Rasputin went through all this with dignity and grace. He never complained. Whenever he got
his intravenous fluids, he would calmly lie there like the good boy he was. As the cancer
progressed, Teri and I got worse and worse emotionally. I was deeply depressed. Oh, how
badly I wanted to hear my sponsor’s voice. Losing him and the coming loss of Rasputin seemed
unbearable.

I knew from my years of recovery and working the Twelve Steps that I would be okay, but at the
time I was as far from okay as I could be. Rasputin’s appetite decreased and soon he wouldn’t
even eat his favorite food. He wanted to eat, but the cancer wouldn’t let him. Teri and I were
slowly coming to the inevitable, but agonizing decision to put him to sleep. We talked to the vet
about euthanizing him and set up a tentative appointment.

We spent the next few days taking him for short rides and short walks, which he still seemed to
enjoy. When we asked him if he wanted to go for a walk, he would get up and run to the door.
He could only walk for half a block, and I knew his spirit was willing, but his body was failing
him. BB and Doma were also very depressed, which only made Teri and me feel worse. Again
and again I thought, “How can I live without him? How and why could this be happening?”

I sought help from a therapist friend because I didn’t feel like I could live though this. As we
spoke about what happened to the original Rasputin and the loss of my sponsor, the therapist
counseled me about compound grief and how difficult it was to deal with. I cried constantly and
as I did I could hear my disease voice telling me to be embarrassed and to shut down the
feelings. Somehow I knew if I didn’t feel everything I needed to feel, I wouldn’t survive. If I
attempted in any way to shut down those feelings, I would end up either relapsing or killing
myself.

When my therapist asked me what Rasputin meant to me, the flood of tears became a deluge
“He means everything to me,” I said. “Rasputin gave you a second chance,” the therapist said.
“He came to heal you.” I knew he was right. I also knew putting Rasputin to sleep was the loving
thing to do.
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When I remembered what I did to the first Rasputin, I felt pain like it was happening at that
moment. Even though I spent twenty-one years healing that pain through the Twelve Steps and
recovery, I realized some healings take a lifetime.

At the therapist’s direction I took Rasputin’s fat head in my hands and looked in his eyes.
“Thank you Rasputin,” I said. “Thank you for being part of my life and for all you gave me.” At
that moment, I knew as I cried and looked into his eyes, that there were not two Rasputins, only
one. A loving God had given me another chance.

When Rasputin’s breathing became labored, Teri and I knew it was time. Rasputin and his
mother, BB, had moaned all night and everyone slept very little. As I write this, the voice of my
disease is telling me to stop. “Why are you putting yourself through this pain again?” It’s telling
me no one wants to read this; but then there’s my inner voice telling me it’s okay; there is a
purpose. “It’s not for you to know the purpose, it’s part of your healing and it’s a story that needs
to be told.”

Teri and I took BB, Doma, and Rasputin to the vet when it was time. After they put the catheter
into Rasputin, we said our good-byes. How do you say good-bye to your best friend? It was so
painful to watch Teri go through her pain, too. Rasputin was her baby boy, the love of her life.
As much as I wanted to hold him, I let Teri lie on the floor with him. I held BB and Doma. Teri
held Rasputin’s head in her lap and cried as the vet injected the medication to euthanize him.
He and Teri stared at each other while his life slowly slipped away. I remember saying, “Almost
baby boy, almost. No more pain.” And then, he was gone.

When we got home everything was dark, darker then I ever remember life being. It was like
being in a movie theater with the lights down and the sound muffled. I don’t know how we got
though the next week. Thanks to dozens of recovery friends and coworkers who loved us so
much, we survived.
I still grieve the loss of my sponsor and Rasputin, but I am alive and glad to be. I know I will be
okay. The darkness has lifted and the light of my recovery is shining once again. I was given a
great gift by my sponsor and Rasputin, and I will not throw that gift away. A tremendous healing
is taking place in me and in Teri, too. One of the gifts that came from this is that Teri and I are
closer than ever. We have been loving and supporting each other while allowing each other to
feel what we need to feel.

Every story should have a happy ending and there is one final chapter to tell. BB and Doma
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were so depressed that Teri and I started thinking about getting a puppy. Not to stop the
grieving process or replace Rasputin, but because we still have so much love to give. In no time
we drove to San Diego to pick up the newest addition to our family. His name is Balboa.

That my heart has once again opened is the gift of recovery. In my active addiction, I lived in so
much pain. I was always afraid of being hurt and feeling the kind of pain I recently experienced.
My solution then was twenty years of using substances and avoiding anything that could hurt
me emotionally.

My healing continues in this life and I believe it will in the next. Just for today I will go home and
love Balboa with all my heart and soul. I will smile and laugh as I watch him run uncontrollably
through the house, harassing BB and Doma, and my heart will swell with gladness as Teri holds
him and loves him.

For more info, please visit http://www.TailsofRecovery.com
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