
Marlena grew up in a military family. Her father was removed from the 
home a8er a domes9c violence incident when she was 8 years old. She 
and her four siblings were raised by their mother in northern 
California.  
 
“Growing up, I didn’t know anything different than what I had,” says 
Marlena. “As the youngest of my siblings, I did what they did. We were 
typical latch-key kids. We thought we were just messing around and 
ge2ng into trouble like kids do. My brothers and sisters were all in 
and out of substance addicCon programs and court before they turned 
18 years old. We didn’t know it would lead us into years of addicCon.  
  
Those around me said that as long as you kept it under control, you 
didn’t have a problem. Blacking out or causing a scene was normal. 
Nobody would get upset about that. I kept a house, car, and job. I was 

able to be sober while pregnant with my two daughters. I didn’t want them to grow up the way I did 
and tried to stay sober, but I couldn’t. I started drinking and using again.  
 
At that Cme, my sister started addicCon treatment in San Francisco at Friendship House Healing Center. I 
came to visit her, saw the place, and spoke with her. She was able to use our NaCve American culture 
and tradiCons for recovery. I saw how a part of us can heal another. She was the best I’d ever seen her. 
For a moment, there was hope for a beOer future for both of us.  
 
Then when I was 29 years old, I was almost killed. My ex 
broke into my house and beat me in front of my children. 
I knew this violence too well. My dad strangled my mom 
when I was a child. My sister was murdered by her 
spouse. I wondered, ‘Why did she die and why didn’t I? 
Why not me?’ I saw the cycle I was a part of and where 
it led. My grief overtook me. I went deeper into my 
addicCon.  
 
Finally, when I was completely desperate and hopeless, I 
was ready to seek help. I knew where to go because I’d 
seen my sister do it. She opened the door for my recovery. 
I started at Friendship House in August 2021. When my 
counselor and I discussed my next step, I felt privileged to be considered for Gracenter because of its 
reputaDon. It’s known for success. I interviewed with the program manager, Sandra, a few Cmes over a 
few months to see if it was a good fit. I came to Gracenter in January 2022. It was really different to go 
from a treatment facility to a recovery residence.  
 
When I came to Gracenter on my first day, it was the feeling of being liFle and going to grandma’s 
house. You know you’re comfortable, you know you’re safe, you know you have everything you need. I 
knew they were going to take care of me. Everyone welcomed me. Some of the women I had met 
before, and the rest of them I met [for the first Cme]. The place is big, beauCful, and serene. I had my 
own room, the kitchen was full, the dining room was busy, and the garden was peaceful. I started going 
through the moCons of the program with counseling, support groups, and work.  
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At first, I was focusing on what the program was supposed to look 
like instead of how it was supposed to feel. I quickly became busy, 
taking on double shi[s at a restaurant. I was only a few months into 
the program when I relapsed on Mother’s Day. I was upset about 
not being with my girls. I immediately talked to the program 
manager and told her everything that was going on. The staff gave 
me opCons and I chose to conCnue the program.  
 
I would wonder, ‘How would I feel if I drank or used now? If I 
mess up, will anyone sDll be there for me?’ I worried and was 
ashamed, but I sCll wanted to be honest with all my sisters in the 
house about my relapse. When I shared during our Sunday dinner, 
everyone got up and hugged me right away. They said, ‘We’re here 
for you. You’re going to be okay.’ I found myself surrounded by 
friends, asking if I wanted to go for a walk or to a meeCng. They 

picked me up and put me back together even beOer than before.  
 
During these months, I held onto what was working for me and threw everything else out. I realized 
what it meant for me to put my program and recovery first. I stopped working at a restaurant with a 
bar. I started work leading a substance use prevenCon program for teenagers. Living in a community 
house and working in the sobriety field, I have the support and am in the spaces I need. I am commiOed 
to my program in every choice I make.  
 
I can be my full self at Gracenter. I have become more 
connected to my spirituality. The role of a higher power, 
whatever it may be, is powerful. I share ancestorial 
prayers and tradiCons as a NaCve American woman at our 
meeCngs. Many of the residents have different religions. I 
feel so comfortable expressing my faith and enjoy 
speaking with others about theirs. My faith has me 
surrounded by a stronger, bigger, and deeper community 
as I conCnue my path forward.  
 
I have real, deep value for my life and the chance 
Gracenter gave me. Most of all, for the people who were 
there for me through it all. And now, I know how to show 
up for other people and be of the same service they were 
to me. This is a program for people who are ready to move 
on with their lives. For those who are ready to accept and receive the blessings and to work toward 
recovery, this is how to get there.”  
 
Marlena is now focusing on financial wellness by growing her savings and raising her credit score. She 
plans to con9nue her work at the Friendship House and remain in San Francisco where her support 
system is established. A milestone she is most looking forward to is for her daughters to live with her 
again soon.  
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