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For over four years, former New Hampshire 
Chief Justice John Broderick has been speaking 
publicly about mental illness, sharing his story and 
the work he does as Senior Director of External  
Affairs at Dartmouth Hitchcock Hospital. Last  
June, Broderick created a video for Dartmouth 
Hitchcock’s REACT mental health awareness cam-
paign. In the video, he outlines his journey of aware-
ness and understanding about mental illness—from 
his days as a child living north of Boston, where 
he feared a neighbor’s relative who visited on  
Sundays from the Danvers State Hospital, (also 
known as the State Lunatic Hospital), to the assault 
by his son in 2002 that opened his eyes and led him 
to the advocacy role he performs today. 

Since May 2016, Broderick has visited hun-
dreds of schools in multiple states emphasizing the  
importance of learning how to recognize mental illness and how to  
destigmatize it. In the video made for Dartmouth last summer he express-
es his excitement about the day the program was launched in 2016. 

“We launched it in an empty house chamber in Concord. The state 
has 400 state reps in New Hampshire, and they weren’t in session. 
We were just going to announce the launch of a non-partisan, non- 
political public awareness campaign. I thought, ‘who’s going to come 
to this at 10 am on a Monday?’ I got there expecting 20 people—425 
people came. It was the most impressive room ever assembled in  
my four decades in New Hampshire…it was stunning.” 

I interviewed Broderick in late January for the “Living Well”  
supplement in the February Bar News that features an article about  
Merrimack County attorney Brendan Cahalin’s recovery and strug-
gles with alcohol and mental health. Broderick talked about his  
work, lawyer wellbeing, and the work being done to address substance 
abuse and mental health stigma in the legal community.

Q  The last I knew you had been speaking with people  
 in multiple states about changing the conversation 
surrounding mental illness. Can you tell me what you’ve 
been up to lately in your position at Dartmouth Hitchcock?

First of all, I want to say how much I admire the young man you spoke 
of in the article. It takes a lot of courage to do what he did. And it took 
courage on the part of his employers as well. 

Even though we’re all living in the virtual world, I continue to speak 
whenever I’m asked. In the last several weeks, I’ve spoken to hundreds of 
students, nurses and others around the state. Just the other night, I spoke 
to a virtual forum sponsored by the New Hampshire School Boards As-
sociation and the New Hampshire Association of Principles. What I’ve 
learned after four plus years is that it doesn’t matter what the venue or 
the audience is, it’s a topic that everyone relates to and often very person-
ally. And it’s a topic that has been in the shadows. The invitations keep 
coming and it’s a topic whose time has come and that’s true for the legal 
profession as well.

Q   What is the focus of your talks?
 My presentation is basically the same. Last 

June, I recorded a 33-minute talk with Dartmouth 
Hitchcock. It’s a generic talk in the sense that I talk 
about my family story and what I’ve learned in 
schools around New Hampshire and that I’m open 
to questions from whatever the group is. Those 
questions are usually the same. They’re often about 
someone’s own child or spouse, or how to find help. 
This is a topic that effects so many families and 
people and I never realized it, but I do now.

Q  As an attorney did you ever struggle  
    with mental health or use substances 
to cope with stress?

I’m sure I was stressed. But, I say that because you 
asked, not because I would have said that. I certainly felt tired some days, 
I was a trial lawyer. I’m a non-drinker, I’ve always been a non-drinker, so 
I didn’t self-medicate. But a lot of lawyers, as we know, and law students, 
are suffering from anxiety, depression and substance abuse issues. It’s 
often alcohol and it’s at percentages that are greater than the percentages 
of the population as a whole, and greater than other professions. One 
statistic from various ABA studies also shows a high percentage of de-
pression and anxiety for young adults going to law school, which, given 
my travels over the years speaking to young people, doesn’t surprise me. 
But the percentage of law students who have anxiety and depression by 
their third year is dramatically higher than when they entered. I had really 
good lawyers that I practiced with who had drinking issues and would 
keep it under control during the day but you’d see it come up at summer 
bar meetings and no one wanted to talk about it or deal with it. A lot of 
times drinking is either a co-occurring problem, substance misuse and 
mental health, or its self-medicating a mental health problem that is not 
understood and that people are afraid to talk about.

Q  According to the Program Director at the Plymouth  
 House Recovery Center attorneys make up the  
largest group of young professionals he counsels. A lot  
of professionals, he says, are worried about admitting they 
have a problem because they’re afraid what others will think. 
What are some of your thoughts about stigmas in general  
and as they pertain to lawyers?

That’s on all of us. When people are afraid to talk about their  
problems that’s with good reason. That, historically, has been the  
culture. You don’t mention it because people will think you’re deficient.  
A lot of people with mental health and substance problems are high-
ly capable but they can keep it contained when they have to and 
don’t go out of bounds. My simple message is, unless and until we’re  
willing to stop judging people and stigmatizing people and can have 
a new conversation around substances and mental health nothing  
will change. The minute we do, everything will change. It’s a very common 
problem we’re talking about here and it’s epidemic around law students. 

F O R M E R  C H I E F  J U S T I C E  J O H N  B R O D E R I C K 

As part of an ongoing partnership with the New Hampshire Lawyers  
Assistance Program, the New Hampshire Bar Association is proud to  
offer this special Bar News supplement that educates and engages  
our members in the lifelong pursuit of wellness inside —and outside—  
the workplace.

Inside you can read a first-hand account of one New Hampshire attorney’s  
struggles with alcohol addiction and mental health; learn why the stigma  
surrounding alcoholism and mental health persists in the legal  

community, and how we can bridge the gap between law school and  
lawyering when it comes to well being. 

Finally, read a piece by Charla Bizios Stevens on resilience, and a book 
review on Gretchen Rubin’s “Happier at Home.”

It has certainly been an unprecedented year—to borrow a now well-worn  
expression—and we here at the New Hampshire Bar Association wish you  
a happy and healthy 2021!

~ Scott Merrill, Editor of Publications, NH Bar Association

Editor’s Note:

(continued on page VI)

Continues Spreading Message  
of Mental Health Awareness

Interview by Scott Merrill 
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(continued on page VII)

In Sickness, Health, and Recovery
Merrimack County Attorney Brendan Cahalin’s struggle  

with alcohol and mental health challenges
By Scott Merrill

For Merrimack County Attorney Brendan Cahalin,  
alcohol was a powerful and effective way of coping with life’s  
problems—and then it stopped working. 

Like many professionals, Cahalin, 32, turned to alcohol 
at a young age and later in life he used it to avoid difficult 
feelings. This avoidance lead him in and out of numerous 
psychiatric wards, detox and recovery facilities, and sober 
houses. And it nearly cost him his relationships with family 
and his life.

“I disconnect from anything that is unpleasant. If I am up-
set, sad, angry, afraid, really anything, I push it aside and push 
it down. Maybe I distract myself with something like video 
games, TV, or something else. Whatever I can do to not ac-
knowledge my emotions and allow myself to feel,” Cahalin 
says. “I was raised in a family that put a face on— that every-
thing is fine—and nobody really talked about feelings. Then I 
became interested in going to law school, which is a perfect fit 
for someone who has trouble connecting with emotions.” 

Being an attorney, as with other professionals, Cahalin 
says, attracts a certain type of person who knows how to 
avoid their feelings.

“A lot of doctors have the same issue. You take someone 
who is prone to that thinking and then you send them to school and they teach you to park your emotions at 
the door. I had experiences with professors in law school screaming at me and you’re just expected to sit there 
and take it and smile and nod. I’ve had judges screaming at me and you’re not supposed to show emotion. You 
have to be studious, diligent and just leave your emotions outside the courtroom.”

While alcohol and drugs can help people avoid their feelings and emotions in the short term, in the long 
term, they’re unsustainable and “maladaptive coping mechanisms,” Cahalin says.

Cahalin, who has been an attorney for six years and currently handles cases in Merrimack County’s drug court, 
first reached out to the New Hampshire Lawyers Assistance Program (NHLAP) in 2016 while working for the 
Rockingham County Attorney’s Office. At the time, he was sharing an office with Terri Harrington, who later 
moved from her position there to become Director of NHLAP. 

“That was one of the first times I reached out. It took me a number of years after that to get my act together. 
I was battling severe alcohol and mental health issues at the time and I couldn’t work,” Cahalin says. 

The Addiction Spiral
Today Cahalin has been sober for over 18 months, but getting there hasn’t been easy. He concedes that if  

it wasn’t for the help and support of his wife, his parents, and his former boss at the Merrimack County  
Attorney’s Office, he may not have survived. 

To understand his story and his recovery, it’s important to go back. 
Cahalin’s alcohol and mental health problems have evolved since his childhood, growing up in Beverly, 

MA, where he says he had a normal childhood with friends and parents who cared for him.
His first memory of using alcohol and other substances began occurring around the time his parents  

divorced when he was 13. 
“I was hanging out with a group of kids and we’d always go into our parents’ liquor cabinet and grab a 

bottle. They’d feel the effects of the alcohol, but I wouldn’t feel anything. So, one day I made a conscious de-
cision that I’m going to feel it and the first time I really felt the effects of it I ended up in the hospital because 
I couldn’t stop throwing up.”

Cahalin was 14 years old that day and doesn’t know why he didn’t feel the effects the same way his friends did. 
“I’m very Irish, so it might be something of the Irish curse,” he says. “But that initial experience of getting 

sick should have been a warning. There is a history of substance misuse in my family. I didn’t realize it at the 
time. I remember my dad, who’s a doctor, on the way to the hospital asking me why I did it. I told him I just 
wanted to feel different.” 

Flash forward to high school and Cahalin’s life appears typical. While he never received straight A’s, school 
came easy for him, and when it came time for college, he chose Northeastern where his father worked. 

Cahalin says there were days he wouldn’t make the drive into Boston because he was hung over, but his 
grades remained good. Then, during his senior year, his drinking grew worse.

“I’d applied and been accepted to law school. It was a slow progression that was catching up with me. I was 
drinking a lot every day, at night, playing video games with friends. I started skipping more and more classes.  
I missed a test and squeaked by with a D in a class that I needed to graduate.” 

After graduating from Northeastern, Cahalin started law school at the University of Massachusetts School of 
Law where he says it was, “work hard and play hard.”

As his drinking progressed during law school Cahalin describes days when he woke up shaky with with-
drawal symptoms. People in his life were telling him he was drinking too much, but he says he brushed it off, 
and as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening, he graduated with his JD degree in 2014.

“After graduating from law school, I worked for a debt collection company doing small claims work and 
it was awful. That was around the time I began drinking in the morning, which was a first. That was a line  
I didn’t want to cross.”

This was still 2014 and Cahalin was living with his girlfriend, Dana, who he’d been dating since he was 
14. “We were supposed to get married that year and she started mentioning my drinking more and more.  
It caused arguments. So, I would hide it,” he says. “I’d get a handle of vodka and put it in my backpack and 
when no one was looking I’d chug out of the bottle. I thought it would be ok as long as I got my work done. 
But it grew worse and worse.” 

According to a 2016 Journal of Addiction 
Medicine study that examined the prevalence 
of substance use and mental health among 
American attorneys, Cahalin’s experiences are 
not unique.  

“Attorneys experience problematic drinking 
that is hazardous, harmful, or otherwise con-
sistent with alcohol use disorders at a higher 
rate than other professional populations,” 
the study says. “Mental health distress is also 
significant. These data underscore the need 
for greater resources for lawyer assistance 
programs, and also the expansion of available 
attorney-specific prevention and treatment 
interventions.”

In the study, 20.6% of participants scored at 
a level consistent with problematic drinking. 
25.1 percent of those were men and 15.5  
were women. 

Stimulants had the highest rate of weekly 
usage (74.1%), followed by sedatives (51.3%), 
tobacco (46.8%), marijuana (31.0%), and  
opioids (21.6%).

Only 6.8% of the participants who reported 
past treatment for alcohol or drug use (21.8%) 
reported utilizing treatment programs  
specifically tailored to legal professionals.

For those reporting no prior treatment, 
barriers for future treatment included the fear 
of others finding out they needed help, and 
concerns regarding privacy or confidentiality.

The threat posed by attorney impairment, 
according to the study, while seemingly less 
urgent than the threat of impaired physicians, 
are “profound and far reaching.”

“As a licensed profession that influences all 
aspects of society, economy, and government, 
levels of impairment among attorneys are of 
great importance and should therefore be 
closely evaluated,” according to the study.

Attorneys in New Hampshire can seek help 
with addiction and mental health problems 
through the New Hampshire Lawyers Assis-
tance Program (NHLAP), which serves NH 
judges, lawyers and law school students. 
According to the NHLAP website, lawyers 
experience mental health and substance use 
issues at rates exceeding those seen in other 
professions and well over rates of the general 
population

Nationally, the numbers of lawyers in a state 
of crisis are startling, according to information 
on NHLAP’s website, with 28%, 19%, and 
23% experiencing symptoms of depression, 
anxiety, and stress, respectively.
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The skill I have tried to emphasize and teach to others is resilience, 
while at the same time wondering if I had any myself.

On the eve of St. Patrick’s Day, an iconic and special day in Boston, 
the city closed down. Bars and restaurants closed to customers; the 
annual parade through “Southie” was cancelled; the iconic “Garden” 
closed to fans of the Celtics and shortly thereafter the Bruins; muse-
ums were shuttered. All of the activities we planned to celebrate my 
mother’s 90th birthday weekend in the city she loves were suddenly 
out of the question. So we walked in the park, dined in a half empty 
restaurant for which I had made a reservation a month before, and 
enjoyed quiet time together as a family in the lobby bar of a really 
nice hotel. Little did we know that it would be the last time we would 
spend together as a family, at least for now. Just two days later, the 
city closed; my law firm’s Massachusetts and New Hampshire of-
fices closed to all but the fewest of “essential” employees; and over 
100 lawyers and an almost equal number of other employees started 
“working from home.” Four weeks later, we continue on, our move-
ments more restricted, no gym workouts, no yoga classes, no net-
working breakfasts, no court, no meetings.

Our inboxes, Twitter feeds, and Facebook pages teem with infor-
mation about resources to help us deal with our isolation, our new 
reality, and the periods of stress and depression we will undoubted-
ly battle while the medical professionals on the front lines battle the 
coronavirus. To be sure, the legal profession has for the past few years 
rightfully turned its gaze inward, exploring how it as an institution has 
produced a generation of lawyers that outpaces the general population 
in numbers struggling with substance abuse, depression, anxiety, and 
workaholism. It is no wonder that employee assistance plans, law-
yer’s assistance committees, and community service organizations are 
reaching out to let us know they are there to help us cope.

I was diagnosed with depression some twenty years ago. With 
hindsight I can probably say that anxiety and depression were with 
me as far back as high school. I just didn’t know it. Very few peo-
ple other than my closest family members know it now. It shouldn’t 
then come as a surprise that my family (my husband especially) 
might worry that my suddenly being told I couldn’t go to work, to 
group runs with friends followed by breakfasts of avocado toast and 
mimosas, or to the nearby Marshalls to shop for things I don’t need 
would put me over the proverbial edge. The fact is . . . it didn’t. And 
in the past four weeks, I have learned a lot about myself, and about 

resilience. In exploring the issue of mental health and well-being of  
attorneys, a topic of significant interest to me, I always start 

conversations with the acceptance that the legal 
profession is a tough one. The job is difficult, the 
clients can be challenging, and we are very hard 
on ourselves and on each other. So, the skill  
I have tried to emphasize and teach to others is 
resilience, while at the same time wondering 

if I had any myself.

(continued on page VI)

What COVID-19 Taught Me About 

Resilience
While what works for me won’t work for everyone, I offer these thoughts  
as a challenge to others to alter their way of thinking about work and life  

and to explore what permanent changes they might make to give themselves  
more personal satisfaction and more peace.

By Charla Bizios Stevens

So here I offer a few thoughts about how I have built my own re-
silience in the past four weeks and what I have learned about myself. 
What works for me won’t work for everyone, but I offer these thoughts 
as a challenge to others to alter their way of thinking about work and 
life and to explore what permanent changes they might make to give 
themselves more personal satisfaction and more peace.

Routine Is Important
The first couple of days of working from home were spent on the 

couch with my laptop on, well, my lap. I was on the phone for most 
of it so it wasn’t awful, but it wasn’t productive or all that comfortable 
either. Day blended into night while work blended into home. By day 
three I unearthed an old desk, cleaned it with disinfectant wipes, and 
had my husband help me haul it to the third-floor loft we were in the 
process of renovating into an office for me. Every morning, I showered, 
dressed for work (sort of), and went upstairs with my coffee “to work.” 
At the end of my work day, my computer stayed upstairs, and I stopped 
working. Work was upstairs, and home was downstairs. For someone 
who spends most of her days flying from one spot to another, working 
wherever and whenever, this was huge. By the end of the first week, I 
had a new desk, monitor, keyboard, and docking station on the way. 
Today the decorative little faux succulents arrived via UPS. I’m nesting 
in my office and the routine has set in. Who knew I would love routine?

Exercise, Nutrition, and Mindfulness Matter
In addition to running from mediations to board meetings to client 

meetings to networking dinners, I run on the roads, four or five days 
a week. The one thing I promised myself was that I would take this 
quarantine opportunity to run more, not less. I get outside at least once 
a day, except during torrential downpours like today, and four or five 
of those days include a run. On the other days, I do yoga—virtual yoga 
beamed in via Zoom from my favorite studio.

After countless failed attempts at meditation (not mediation), I finally 
found an app that worked for me last November, and I have made it a 
point to include a mindfulness practice in my day. Sometimes as part 
of a yoga class, on Thursday mornings with a Zoom group set up by 
the local chamber of commerce, and sometimes with my favorite app, 
Ten Percent Happier. It has an entire section on mediation for Skeptics, 
perfect for me.

Since the quarantine began, I have slept better, eaten better, and, funny 
thing, my husband says I have been a lot nicer, even to him.

Speaking of Zoom
Connectedness is critical. It is critical at work as a means of keeping 

workgroups engaged and critical to keeping friends and family close, 
no matter how distant. Zoom, FaceTime, and Skype help to build nor-
malcy in a time and place where there is none. Virtual happy hours, 
poker games, and book clubs abound, but I found what worked for me. 
I never participated in Friday afternoon end of day beer and wine at the 
office; I preferred to head north to ski in winter, meet my husband for 
dinner, or go to a yoga class. The office was not where I wanted to be 
at the end of a tough workweek. Now I can’t wait for Friday afternoon 
virtual happy hour. I want to see how everyone is doing, who has a baby 
or a cat on their lap, who has a silly supermarket story to tell. Funny, 
there are a lot more people participating in our virtual happy hours than 
have ever participated in the live ones. People crave camaraderie and 
want to know that their feelings and dilemmas are not that different 
from those of their colleagues, with whom they previously thought they 
had nothing in common.

Saturday afternoon cocktail hours with friends and Sunday evening 
chats with family are regularly scheduled events, and no guilt if you 
aren’t there.

This article ran in the ABA’s Section of Litigation on April 13, 2020
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Until recent years, attorney wellness often meant lit-
tle more than practicing unimpaired. Informal efforts to 
address attorney substance use go as far back as the late 
1960s, with the ABA beginning to call for what would 
later become state Lawyer Assistance Programs in the 
late 1980s. Today, there are bar dues-funded Lawyer  
Assistance Programs in all 50 states and D.C. It wasn’t 
until well into the 2000s, however, that bar associations, 
law firms and law schools also began to address well-be-
ing for the broader population of law students and lawyers 
facing life challenges other than substance use disorders.

This timeline matches my personal experience. In 
the late ‘90s and early 2000s, associate well-being in 
Big Law was measured almost exclusively by wheth-
er we billed our hours, produced good work, made our  
bonuses, and didn’t burn out and quit. Substance use and  
mental health issues were discussed only if they im-
pacted the quality of our work, and those conversations 
came with a healthy dose of shame.

In other words, the reward system was frequently 
centered around whether you were meeting external, 
firm-centered goals rather than your own internal ca-
reer and life goals. This conflict too often resulted in the 
worst of both worlds – neither attorney well-being nor 
long-term retention and development of highly compe-
tent practitioners.

Even when some firms formalized associate develop-
ment, taking steps to track career milestones and create 
mentorship programs, those metrics and relationships 
were centered around helping associates get training in 
the technical aspects of lawyering appropriate to their 
seniority. It was too often luck of the draw whether you 
happened to work for a partner who cared about any-
thing beyond whether she could trust you to take a depo-
sition or create a deal checklist. Goals like a sustainable 
work-life balance and healthy stress management were 
wholly up to the individual to pursue – or, all too often, 
to simply ignore.

That approach is changing with more systematic  
efforts in recent years by law schools, bar associations 
and the Professional Development community to ad-
dress well-being for all attorneys and law students. 

Efforts include “eliminating the stigma associated 
with help-seeking behaviors [and] emphasizing that 
well-being is an indispensable part of a lawyer’s duty 
of competence.” These efforts also recognize the unique 
challenges faced by lawyers who are members of com-
munities impacted by systemic racism and other forms 
of discrimination.

The link between well-being and competence is par-
ticularly relevant to the transition from law school to 
practice. As a new attorney, it can be far too easy to get 
caught up in those firm-centered goals and metrics for 
success and neglect your own well-being, to the detri-
ment of both your long-term career and personal life. As 
executive coach to lawyers (and former Big Law part-
ner) Rudhir Krishtel says, “As lawyers, we will drop 
everything to service our clients. Do we do the same for 
ourselves? My advice: Put the oxygen mask on yourself 
before others. It could save your life – and it will defi-
nitely make you a happier and more successful lawyer.”

PLI’s mission is to keep attorneys at the forefront of 
legal knowledge and expertise. That will never change. 
But what is changing is the legal profession’s broader 
understanding of a well-trained lawyer: someone who 
can remain healthy and productive for the long term.

At PLI, we are working to fulfill this goal, as well. 
Our Bridge-the-Gap programs cover the ethics and 
skills CLE training that new attorneys need. New and 
upcoming programs focused on attorney well-being in-
clude the upcoming live webcast Taking Control of Your 
Well-Being: Mental Health and Wellness for Attorneys; 
the on-demand roundtable programs Mental Health and 
Wellness for Litigators and Addressing the Perceived 
Stigma – A Discussion About Attorney Mental Health; 
and our free webcast Empowering Professional Devel-
opment Series 2020: Well-Being in the Legal Industry, 
recently launched for PD Appreciation Month. To learn 
more and register for these and other programs focused 
on attorney well-being, visit PLI.edu.

Jesse Sands is a program attorney at the Practicing Law Institute. 
PLI is a nonprofit learning organization dedicated to keeping 
attorneys and other professionals at the forefront of knowledge  
and expertise. 

Basic Addiction Science 
A Primer on the Neuroscience  
of Addiction
Originally aired as a live webcast on 
August 25, 2020

Credit(s): 60 NHMCLE Live Minutes

Course Number: ADDICT820o

Original Program Date: Aug. 25, 2020

Duration: 1 hour 1 minute

As a result of decades of scientific 
and medical research, it is now 
widely understood that addictions 
of all types are medical disorders. 
By studying the brain, how it 
functions and how it responds 
to addictive substances and/
or compulsive behaviors around 
addiction, the brain changes both 
in structure and functionality.  
This presentation is for those  
who want to understand the  
basics of addiction, how it  
manifests in the brain and what 
medical treatments are effective.  

ALL CREDIT MINUTES FOR NHBA  
CLE PROGRAMS WILL BE REPORTED TO  
THE NHMCLE ART SYSTEM FOR YOU  
TYPICALLY WITHIN TWO BUSINESS DAYS.

This article first appeared in Above the Law, November, 2020. 

“Change will require  
a wide-eyed and candid  
assessment of  
our members’ state of being, 
accompanied by  
courageous commitment  
to reenvisioning what it 
means to live the life  
of a lawyer.”
 –ABA National Task Force on Lawyer Wellbeing

Bridging The 
Well-Being
    Gap  

From  
Law School  

To Lawyering
By Jesse Sands

Attorney well-being has been in crisis for decades,  
even before the pandemic. Happily, our profession finally is making  
a broader push to address well-being in a more comprehensive way. 
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 B R O D E R I C K  (continued from page II)

Helping Others Helps Me
More than once, I have heard people say it’s a great time to be a lawyer. So 

many need help, and we are well-positioned to give it. That is especially true in 
my area of practice, employment law. Our clients are working with new laws, 
new regulations, and new challenges every day. An employee tests positive  
for COVID-19. Employees of an essential business are afraid to come to work. 
Companies are trying to figure out an army of new acronyms: FFCRA, PPP, 
EPSL. One of the most important things to come from this period of COVID-19 
quarantine is a sense of purpose. I have a job to do, a team of colleagues with 
whom to do it, and clients who need my help. I have always believed that lawyers 
struggle with depression and anxiety and resort to self-medication and, sadly, 
even suicide because of a perfect storm of factors ranging from the extreme pres-
sure of the billable hour, the expectation of 24/7 availability, the endless search 
for perfection, and societal disdain for what we do and how we do it.

In the past month I have learned that I am happiest when I have a routine,  
practice healthy habits, stay connected with others in my various communities, 
and most importantly, maintain a sense of purpose. I am most resilient when I 
have a job to do and when I can control how I do it. The best medicine for me 
has been to seize control of my life and my practice and to give up that feeling of 
endless rushing from one task or commitment to another with the sense that I am 
not doing anything well enough to satisfy anyone, least of all myself.  

My goal is to maintain this same level of control when life (and the law) return 
to “normal,” whatever that turns out to be. I hope the same for you.
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Resilience (continued from page IV)

Q  How could the ABA’s well-being pledge and the seven  
 point framework it lays out, calling on firms, bar associ-
ations, and others in the legal community to recognize the high  
levels of problematic substance use and mental health distress, 
be helpful in addressing stigma and getting people the help 
they need? 

The ABA’s well-being pledge is critically important. They’re calling 
for a cultural change and we need to support those who need help. These 
problems are made worse by secrecy. It does a job on firms, but not only 
that, it harms the individuals and their friends and families. 

Lawyers have a high stress job. If you and I were baseball players and 
we got a hit one out of three times, we’d be in the hall of fame. If you’re 
a trial lawyer and you won one out of three cases you’d be unemployed. 
There’s an enormous stress and a number of externalities like social me-
dia today that makes it highly competitive for younger lawyers. 

The simple answer is, ‘could we all just exhale, acknowledge that these 
things effect really good and decent people, and try to help them. It’s 
simple to say but hard to do. I’d like see the NH bar association lead the 
parade and the NH supreme court out ahead of the bar association. The 
wellbeing pledge is really important because it will create a culture of 
change and a safe harbor who need it. If our supreme court embraces the 
pledge I think that would be the first in the nation.  

Q  What’s the reluctance? The last I knew only a handful of 
 firms had signed on.

When they do it [take the pledge], it’s one thing to say to lawyers that 
they should do this. But the lawyers might say, ‘what are you doing 
inside the judicial branch?’ I think there are state employee associations 
or union issues so I suspect they’d need to resolve that. It’s not a ques-
tion of commitment to it but before they tell you to do it they need to 
be able to do it themselves. It should be at every business in the state to 
be honest. The ABA pledge is simple and life changing. I’m sure it has 
already changed lives. When lawyers start to receive the message that 
mental health and wellbeing is about competence and being a better 
lawyer, not a weakness, or a flaw, that mental health is part of physical 
health...Why we treat it like an aberration—‘if it’s below your neck 
we’re all on board but above your neck we worry about you.’ It’s so 
wrong and sad; we’ve done it for so long. It has been treated for gen-
erations as a weakness or a character flaw. We’d never say to someone 
with diabetes, ‘oh snap out of it.’ But people say that to people who are 
depressed all the time. 

Q  The state Supreme Court Committee on Character and  
 Fitness said last summer that it will no longer include 
questions on its bar application about mental health diagnosis 
or treatment. I assume you were glad to see this addressed? 

I’m embarrassed because when I was chief justice I’m sure this ques-
tion existed and I didn’t know it. Our supreme court, at the urging of two 
law students, eliminated that question. We don’t ask people if they’ve 
had diabetes or a broken foot. It’s that cultural overlay that says, ‘if 
you had that maybe you’re not capable.’ What happens, according to 
surveys, that question discouraged them from getting help while in law 
school. What sense does that make? Thank goodness our court said get 
rid of that question and those law students deserve so much credit. That 
was really one step forward and the ABA well-being pledge is another.  

Q  What is something you’d like to see happen in 2021 that 
 addresses well-being for attorneys?

I would like people to finally say—that which we all know or should 
know is true—that mental health issues and substance abuse issues  
affect a lot of good people we know and work with and love. And it’s 
about time we grew up and dealt with it and not look down on people 
who are suffering. I feel badly for lawyers in the shadows who feel 
something’s not right and that if they share it they’ll lose their stature in 
the bar or the firm. That’s on all of us. Not just on them. 

Charla Bizios Stevens is the director of the litigation department  
at McLane Middleton in Manchester, New Hampshire.  

She also serves as a member of the Section’s Mental Health  
& Wellness Task Force and as a Division III director for  

the Section during the 2020–2021 bar year.

Broderick speaking to a group of students at Portsmouth High School.

Resilience Redux 
Did any one of us think back in April of 2020 (when this article was written) 
that ten months later most of us would still be working remotely, limiting 
contact with friends and relatives, and attending all of life’s special events  
“virtually?” Which of us even used the word virtually on almost a daily  
basis back then?  
As I reread this article, I went from thinking it was trite and naïve  
given what has happened in the world since last April, to looking at it as an 
opportunity to refocus and reassess. Have I fallen off the healthy behavior 
and maintaining-routine bandwagon periodically?  Absolutely. But I have 
gotten back on without causing too much damage.
It is now more important to look internally for what moves us and inspires 
us to stay healthy and positive. For me, my original message in the article 
still resonates. But I would add two things:  
• Reach out:  Talk to friends and colleagues, share challenges and listen  

to the challenges of others; find a therapist, call NHLAP, use your EAP. 
Call me if you want. You are not alone, so don’t be alone. 

• Be your authentic self:  Don’t pretend you are OK if you are not. Don’t 
pretend you agree with what is going on in the world if you don’t. Speak 
up, for yourself and for others. Do good. 

With all of this, build your own resilience and take control. It will help you 
and may inspire others.  
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Cahalin was studying for the bar exam and writing motions and briefs for the debt 
collection company when he began experiencing mental health challenges. Doctors 
prescribed tranquilizers and combined with the alcohol, they worked for a while. 
Eventually, he and Dana were married and the couple had a son, Mason, who was 
born in March of 2016.

This was the year he began the job at the Rockingham County Attorney’s office. 
Dana recalls that this was around the time when she noticed things falling apart.

Shortly after Mason was born, Cahalin began experiencing numbness in his legs 
and chest and was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. 

“My mental health was deteriorating. My son was just born, I had a new job— I 
just went off the rail. I couldn’t stop and my MS was getting worse. I thought my 
family would be better off without me and I told my wife I didn’t love her anymore. 
And that was when I checked myself into a psyche ward for the first time.”

Dana says she has known alcohol was a problem for her husband long before he 
ever admitted it. 

“He’d never stay sober for very long and I’d always know,” she says, adding that 
by the end of 2016 the situation was growing desperate for her husband.“There 
were a lot of days I wasn’t sure how I was going to stay married to this person.”  

The Gauntlet of Recovery 
While in the hospital, Cahalin was encouraged to attend an outpatient program 

for alcohol and substance abuse. He attended his first AA meeting around that time 
and says he wanted nothing to do with it.

“I was a life-long atheist and they’re talking about higher powers and I thought 
‘this is a cult’—but there was one guy whose message kept me interested and  
engaged.” 

It would be over two years before that message would begin to sink in. By 2017, 
Cahalin was separated from his family, bouncing in and out of residential treatment 
programs and psyche wards in Massachusetts, and living with his mother in Beverly. 
He had also resigned from his job with Rockingham County that year. 

“I was in really bad shape,” Cahalin says. “I was essentially homeless. I’d moved in 
with my mother and I was sleeping in a spare bedroom. I’d resigned from Rockingham 
because I just couldn’t go in to work anymore.” 

Dana says the choice for Brendan to leave was the right one at the time.
“I wasn’t going to have my son watch that lifestyle,” she says.
Cahalin’s mother had heard about a place in Plymouth, New Hampshire, called 

the Plymouth House Recovery Center, and she coordinated a month-long treatment 
for her son.

“One day I awoke from a stupor and my mother said, ‘there’s 
a truck downstairs and you’re going to detox,’” Cahalin says.  
“It was in Maine and it was the most beautiful detox I’ve ever 
seen. But while there I’m looking at the shower curtains think-
ing, ‘how can I end it.’ Then I was told ‘you’re going to this 
place called the Plymouth House,’ and I told my mom I’m not 
going.  I ended up there against my will and pretty quickly  
I noticed there was something different about this place.” 

Matthew Howe, Program Director at the Plymouth House, as 
it is often called, has seen many professionals like Cahalin, in 
his 13 years as a recovery specialist. 

“The top four are Attorney, Physician, Nurse, Fire Fighter. 
And probably number five would be therapist or social work-
er,” Howe says.

Howe, who has been sober for 18 years, supervises the direct 
care staff at the Plymouth House, works one on one with clients, 
and facilitates groups. 

The Plymouth House is a 12-step recovery program where 
guests stay for one month. Howe says the goal is to get people through the first 7 
steps and that staff are all trained in 12-step recovery. 

The Plymouth House focuses a lot of attention on family integration and  
emphasizes a philosophy of well-being that teaches guests how to recognize and ac-
knowledge “stressors which are inherent to human existence,” according to Howe.  

He likens the work he does to reverse engineering a person’s “game plan on life.”
“A big part of what we do here is reverse engineering all of your tactics that you 

use to negotiate life to see which ones aren’t working, and once we know which 
ones aren’t working then we can work on changing those behaviors.”

And that’s the ultimate goal of recovery, Howe says, explaining that addiction has 
far less to do with drugs and alcohol than it does with a lack of coping mechanisms. 

“At the heart of the 12-step program philosophy is that the real problem isn’t the 
alcohol or the drugs. The first order problem is that ‘I don’t have sufficient cop-
ing mechanisms,’” he says. “Recovery is about finding better ways to live without 
drugs and alcohol.”

Cahalin’s initial experience at the Plymouth House was a first step on a long road 
to recovery. After completing the program in August of 2018, he remained sober for 
nearly a year before relapsing in 2019. 

“What I discovered at the Plymouth House was that alcohol wasn’t my  
problem, it was me. It was the way I was thinking and acting in the world— the way  
I responded to life,” Cahalin says. “The way they asked me to engage with that 
worked for me and Matt Howe was really crucial towards my recovery.” 

With a new-found sense of meaning and confidence after completing his first 
round at the Plymouth House, Cahalin sought work as an attorney while living apart 
from his wife and son in a sober living facility. 

His sponsor at the time encouraged him to tell them the truth when applying for 
work and Cahalin says that was what he did.

Then Merrimack County Attorney Robin Davis says it was Cahalin’s honesty that 
impressed her when making the decision to hire him. 

“His honesty in that interview demonstrated real progress in his recovery.  
He wasn’t lying to himself any longer, and to be able to have fortitude to go to 
your potential employer and say, ‘this is where I’m at.’ For me it took strength and 
integrity to do that,” Davis says. “I saw that as someone who could be the type of 
prosecutor I was looking for.”

Things were getting better in 2018, Cahalin recalls. He was rebuilding rela-
tionships and spending more time with his wife and son, but one of his character  
defects, he says, is thinking he’s special, “and that I can do things differently.” 

A Bumped Flight
In August of 2019, one week shy of one year of sobriety, Cahalin found him-

self instinctively picking up a drink at an airport bar while waiting for a flight to  
Alabama where he was to attend a training in cyber-crimes prosecution.  

“I drank the rest of that night. My wife could tell that I’d relapsed, and I drank for 
days at the hotel alone,” he says. “I thought I was going to lose my job and family and 
I’d go out to the balcony to smoke a cigarette, look over the balcony edge and think 
‘maybe I should just do it’ because I’m not getting back to where I was before.”

His father arrived first and Cahalin went outside to smoke a cigarette. “Dad fol-
lowed me out, and I fell on the ground and passed out. EMTs came and as they were 
putting me in the ambulance I told them to just let me die. so that led to a psche 
ward in Alabama...which was wonderful.” 

Davis says she feels responsible for sending Cahalin on the trip but that at the 
time Brendan had become a good asset to the office.

“He had been going day to day,” she says, “encountering people in the drug court 
who were struggling with their addiction. He was gone 24 hours. Then rumors 
started that he hadn’t shown up for the training. His wife called me and told me he 
was in the hospital.” 

Davis says she reminded Dana to focus on her family and reassured her that  
Cahalin wouldn’t be losing his job. 

“I told her I didn’t know what was going on but that he needed to call me.  I spoke 
to his mother as well and he had a support system that really made me feel like this 
was something he could get over quickly. It turned out to be longer than we thought.” 

Cahalin returned to the Plymouth House for the second time in August of 2019 
and he has been sober since then. 

There Is No ‘Bottom’ in Life
Howe says he’s very familiar with return guests like Cahalin.
“It’s very common. Because there seems to be this phenom-

enon. We try to figure out what’s the least I can do and still get 
sober. And a lot of us have to go out and test it,” he says.  “And 
it’s a rigged game—you’re always going to lose because the 
only way to figure out what the least you can do is, is to reach 
that threshold, and then you’re drinking again. Lots of people 
are successful on their second stay because they’ve internally 
surrendered to the idea that they are going to go all the way.” 

But according to Howe, this surrender isn’t the result of what 
people often refer to as “the bottom.”

“The concept of reaching the bottom is absurd. The universe 
is in no danger of running out of bad shit that can happen to you. 
It’s not like there can’t be more bad stuff. The pain and misery 
of that way of life, of addiction, has to coincide with a lack of 
other good options.”

Honesty and Compassion
Davis, who left the Merrimack County Attorney’s office in January, says she is 

proud of Cahalin for the work he did and for the courage he displayed in the face 
of a very difficult situation.

“He said he could do it, and he really has been a success since then,” she says.
While it may be difficult to understand why Cahalin wasn’t fired, for Davis it’s simple. 
“It would have been hard to speak about the importance of rehabilitation and not 

bestow that on my employees,” she says. “He’s a very good attorney. He’s very 
smart, very diligent. I’m very familiar with addiction, and relapse is going to hap-
pen. It’s just a matter of when. It’s unfortunate he had to be in the spotlight for it 
though because lots of people knew what was going on.”

Cahalin’s gratitude for the compassion he has received from his wife and family, 
as well as his former boss and coworkers, is clear.

“Robin was amazing. She made my situation a lot easier. The Judge wrote me 
a note as well and people at work were wishing me the best during my recovery.  
My wife and all of my family has been very supportive. I’m extremely lucky.”

Dealing with her husband’s sickness hasn’t been easy for Dana and she says there 
were plenty of times when people would say to her,‘I don’t know why you stay.’  

“There were a lot of days I wasn’t sure how I was going to stay married to this  
person, but as cheesy as it might sound I came back to our wedding vows, ‘in 
sickness and in health…’,” she says. “Brendan was sick, he was suffering with an 
illness and needed serious help. Did I think about moving on, sure. But I’m so glad 
I didn’t because the person I married was still in there—he was just very sick.”

Cahalin (continued from page III)
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Call today: (603) 491-0282
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 Book Review

Reviewed by Jenna Zullo

Fortunately, Gretchen Rubin, a lawyer-turned-bestselling-author, 
prepared the perfect book to help readers on that quest. Rubin’s book, 
Happier at Home, is an inspirational follow-up to her bestseller, The 
Happiness Project, which was her first foray into creating a project 
to boost her satisfaction in her day-to-day life. As Rubin defines it, 
a “happiness project” is an approach to your everyday life where-
in you identify what brings you emotions such as joy, engagement, 
boredom, and guilt, and then you make resolutions to take concrete 
action to boost your happiness based on that knowledge. The aim is 
to create within yourself a greater appreciation for the happiness you 
already possess. 

While The Happiness Project has a very broad scope, Happier at 
Home builds on what Rubin learned from her first happiness proj-
ect with a more narrow focus (but don’t worry, you do not have to 
have read The Happiness Project to enjoy or understand Happier at 
Home). In her opening chapter, Rubin was standing in her kitchen, 
listening to her daughters play together in the other room, when she 
felt a strong sense of nostalgia for the present moment. She began 
thinking about the importance of appreciating her home life and was 
inspired to start a new happiness project focused on that very idea. 

On first glance, you may be compelled to dismiss Rubin’s book as 
just another self-help manuscript where someone extraordinary tells 
their story of special talents, luck, and privilege, and then tries to tell 
you that if they can, you can too. If you take the time to dive into it, 
however, you will find that Happier at Home does not fit into that 
box. Rubin herself states that though she does not consider her hap-
piness projects to fall into the category of self-help books, she does 
consider them to be, “self-helpful.” The resolutions Rubin sets for 
herself are surprisingly simple and achievable. In addition, there is 
great emphasis throughout the book on the importance of building on 
one’s own nature and doing what works best for oneself. She never 
suggests that her way is the only way, but rather makes it clear that 
there is no one right way to be happy. Throughout the book, Rubin 
reminds herself that she cannot try to be like someone else, she needs 
to, “be Gretchen.”

The chapters of the book are organized by month, each introducing 
the reader to the theme and the resolutions Rubin made for herself 
that month, followed by a detailed description of how she approached 
her goals and how they did, or did not, work out for her. In true law-
yerly fashion, Rubin defines the terms she uses, creates lists based on 
things she has learned, and, most importantly, backs up her writing 
by citing philosophers and scientific research studies. She even pro-
vides the readers with a handy list at the end of the book of resources 
she used in her research, in case one is inspired to do their own in-
vestigation on the concept of happiness. She not only tells the read-
er what she did, she explains the reasoning behind her resolutions,  
how she enacted them, and whether or not they worked for her.  
The resolutions themselves are a mixture of actions that are generally 

applicable to anyone and extremely specific and personal projects 
applicable to the author’s own life.  

The book itself is a delight to read, filled with anecdotes, humor, 
and intriguing research. Rubin is wonderfully vulnerable and hon-
est in her writing. She admits when she stumbles, acknowledges her 
shortcomings, and is open about her fears and struggles. There are 
several unexpected pearls of wisdom as she occasionally becomes 
sidetracked from her primary story, much like in a conversation with 
a good friend where there is so much to discuss you continually find 
yourself off topic from your original point, but in a good way. As  
I read, I found myself taking notes, not for this review, but rather 
for my own edification. I did not want to forget the many tidbits of 
advice sprinkled throughout the pages. Even when the subject matter 
was inapplicable to my own life, there was wisdom to be gleaned 
from each chapter. Such as the month when Rubin focused on parent-
hood and set a resolution to, as she put it, “underreact” to problems 
brought to her by her children. While some readers may not be par-
ents, all readers can certainly benefit from her tips on how to avoid 
overreacting to a stressful situation. 

You may be wondering, what is the point of learning to be happier? 
Aren’t we already surrounded by an excessive amount of so-called 
toxic positivity? Do we really need yet another self-help guru telling 
us to stop being sad? These are fair questions to ask, and ones that are 
often raised when talking about Rubin’s books. In fact, Rubin strug-
gled with this issue and asked herself similar questions, especially 
when she considered embarking on this new happiness project. Ul-
timately, Rubin decided it was worthwhile. As she explains in detail 
in Happier at Home, a happiness project is not about removing all 
unpleasant feelings from your life, which she acknowledges is both 
impossible and undesirable. Bad feelings are what motivate us to take 
action, to notice when something is not right, and to realize what we 
really want out of life. Rubin’s writing seeks to help the reader in 
identifying and eliminating causes of unhappiness whenever possible 
and to deal constructively with negative emotions and difficult situa-
tions when they are unavoidable. She emphasizes that her aim is not 
to tell people to be perfectly happy all the time, but she points to the 
importance of working towards one’s own happiness. Being happier, 
Rubin argues, is about recognizing how happy you already are and 
finding satisfaction in what you already possess. The lessons in this 
book will entertain you, inspire you, and help you to build a happier 
and more satisfying life right in your own home. Isn’t that something 
from which we can all benefit right now? 

Happier at Home  
By Gretchen Rubin  
Harmony (2013)  
Paperback • 304 pages

Jenna Zullo is a corporate and real estate  
attorney at Devine Millimet in Manchester, 

NH. She can be reached at 603-695-8667  
or jzullo@devinemillimet.com.

According to 16th Century English writer, Samuel Johnson, “To be happy at home 
is the result of all ambition.” How to be happier at home is advice we can all use 
these days, as we continue to hunker down to stay safe during this pandemic. 


