
         
        [image: ]
             

        

Of Course You’re Angry











[image: ]


Of Course
You’re Angry


[image: ]


A Guide
to Dealing
with the
Emotions of
Substance Abuse


SECOND EDITION


BY


Gayle Rosellini & Mark Worden




[image: ]










Hazelden Publishing


Center City, Minnesota 55012-0176





800-328-9000
hazelden.org/bookstore





©1985, 1997 by Hazelden Foundation


All rights reserved. First published 1985. Second Edition 1997 Printed in the United States of America. No portion of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the written permission of the publisher





Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Rosellini, Gayle.


Of course you’re angry : a guide to dealing with the emotions of substance abuse / by Gayle Rosellini & Mark Worden.—rev. ed.


   p.     cm.


   ISBN 1-56838-141-7


   Ebook ISBN 978-1-59285-935-1


   1. Alcoholics—Family relationships. 2. Anger. 3. Alcoholics—


Psychology. I. Worden, Mark. II. Title.


HV5132.R674 1997


   362.292’3—dc21


96-37533


CIP


02 01 00 99 98 97         6 5 4 3 2 1


Book design by Will H. Powers


Cover design by David Spohn


Typesetting by Stanton Publication Services, Inc.





Editor’s note


Hazelden offers a variety of information on chemical dependency and related areas. Our publications do not necessarily represent Hazelden’s programs, nor do they officially speak for any Twelve Step organization.





All the stories in this book are based on actual experiences. All identifying information has been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.
















Dedicated


to the memory of


Michelle Abdill


and Roxanne Ellis











[image: ]


1


[image: ]


Anger and Recovery


It’s after midnight and Donna is furious.


Why do I put up with it? Does anyone really need this torture? Why isn’t Jim home yet? He left for his AA meeting at a quarter to eight. It’s a quarter to one and he’s still gone! The damn meeting only lasts an hour and a half. Where is he? If he’s in a tavern—


No, don’t even think it. It’s been a year. Jim’s been sober a year. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.


Where is he?


Crouched into a corner of the sofa, Donna huddles in an agony of fear, worry, and resentment.


Questions swirl through her mind. Wasn’t Jim’s getting sober supposed to make everything better? Wasn’t it supposed to be the start of a bright new life, a life unmarred by the turmoil and arguments of the old drinking days? Hadn’t she gone to all those meetings and read all those books just like the counselor recommended? Hadn’t she accepted the fact that substance abuse is a family disease; that, in her own way, she’d been just as sick as Jim? Hadn’t she done her share, for God’s sake, to patch together the shreds of a marriage slashed to pieces by too much drinking and too much gambling at the local casino?


She herself hadn’t been to the casino in a year. She’d given up bingo and video poker. That hadn’t been easy. And when she went to one of her Twelve Step meetings, she came straight home afterwards. Why couldn’t Jim do the same?


Where is he?


If recovery was so wonderful, why was their marriage still awful? Why the pounding heart? the clenched jaws? the aching, crushing pressure in her chest every time Jim pulled another one of these stunts? Didn’t he know what they did to her?


No, he doesn’t care what it does to me. He’s too insensitive, too self-centered to care about my feelings. He’d never understand the depth of my fury. He just doesn’t care.


Donna groans audibly. She feels like she’s going crazy. What’s wrong with me? Why do I feel so much hatred? Why do I feel so much?


Baffled, she looks down at her mug and sees the dregs of her coffee. Cold and bitter, she thinks. Very appropriate. Then she tries to shake off her venomous thoughts. Jim’s sober. That’s the important thing to remember. I have to concentrate on that. Sobriety comes first. That’s what the counselors always say. Sobriety is the most important thing.


But her anger remains: Yeah, Jim’s sober. Big deal. Nothing else has changed. He’s out doing his thing while I sit home, sick with worry.


The memory of all those terrible nights stabs at her heart. Why don’t I just get a divorce and be done with it? Jim doesn’t care. Oh, he pretends to, but all he really cares about is himself. Otherwise, he wouldn’t treat me this way, would he? Would he?


She wants to cry. How many times has she tried to solve these problems? But what can I do about it? I certainly can’t let Jim know how I feel because if I do, if I lose control of my temper for one minute, everything will come pouring out in a roaring flood of anger, a torrent of pain, a relentless surge of savage and ugly resentment.


And then it will be too late.


She’s afraid. If she starts to cry, she might not be able to stop, and it’ll all come out, all of it. Their marriage will be shattered by the pent-up fury of her soul. She might start screaming and never be able to stop. And then Jim might drink again.


Headlights flash in the window. Jim is home.


She greets him at the door, her bravely smiling face hiding her anger, masking the inner turmoil. “Hi, honey,” she says with a strained voice. The smile on her trembling lips hardens. “You’re late.”


“You didn’t have to wait up,” he says defensively. “Some of the guys and I went to the coffee shop after the meeting. Guess I lost track of the time.”


“Oh, well …” She shrugs. A pretense of indifference. Jim bends to kiss her. Clamping her lips tight, she turns a cheek to his lips, sniffs, inhales deeply. Cigarettes and coffee and stale Old Spice. Safe, friendly smells. No alcohol. Donna sighs with relief.


Jim stiffens. “For crying out loud,” he complains, a sour smile twisting his mouth. “What did you expect?”


She turns away. “I’m going to bed,” she says. “I’m tired.”


“Wait.” He grabs her arm. “I want to talk.”


Shaking loose, she snarls, “If you want to talk, go back to your friends at Denny’s.” Her voice is low, sarcastic.


Jim’s eyes narrow. Sighing, he says, “You wanted me to quit drinking and I did. Now, you’re mad because I go to meetings. I can’t win.”


“I’m not mad.” Her voice is flat, her jaw tight. “I’m just tired.”


“Yeah, tired. You’re always tired.” They glare at each other for a moment. Then Jim turns and heads for the bedroom. As he walks away, he mumbles just loud enough for Donna to hear: “One of these nights I may not come home at all.” He slams the bedroom door behind him.


Donna stands staring into space, an empty feeling in her stomach. We’re getting better, she commends herself. A tear rolls down her cheek. Neither one of us lost our temper. Maybe things will work out after all.


Normal Feelings


If you understand what Donna and Jim are feeling, it means one thing: You’re normal.


Everyone gets angry, feels the arousal of resentment, the turmoil of rage, the heart-thumping seething of fury. We feel irked, exasperated, irritated, vexed, annoyed, enraged.


We may not like to admit it, but all of us experience anger.


Anger is a normal human emotion. To never feel anger is to never be fully human. Yet intense, uncontrolled anger can hurt and destroy, wreaking havoc and pain. Anger—angry people—can kill.


How many spouses have been beaten, children battered and abused, and other loved ones hurt in a storm of savage anger? A cruel blow, once delivered, can never be taken back. All the tearful apologies and gifts given as peace offerings can’t erase the pain of physical and verbal punches delivered in anger. Uncontrolled anger can leave ugly scars.


So, what to do? Swallow our anger? Put on a brave, smiling face like Donna? Many of us believe, just like Donna and Jim, that keeping our real feelings hidden gives us greater control of our lives.


The Denial Trap


In fact, almost everyone born before the 1970s was routinely taught to deny their emotional lives. It was a cultural norm. Some of us took that cultural lesson to heart. We became A+ students in not knowing our emotions from our elbows.


But remember: Anger is a normal part of life.


Unfortunately, most of us never had anyone show us how to make anger work for us in a positive and an effective way.


Or in a way that helps us and those around us, rather than making our problems worse.


Nope. We were taught to stuff it.


When pushed down and hidden, anger can work like a slow-acting acid splashed on our self-esteem. It gnaws, burns, and corrodes our feelings, leaving nothing but a raw-edged hole, an empty pit of despair. Sometimes, death looks like the only way out. Fantasies of homicide or suicide often keep company with stuffed anger.


So, my recovering friend, what does any of this have to do with you?


You haven’t murdered anyone and you haven’t committed suicide. Sure, you get a little ticked off once in a while. Piqued, perhaps. But ever since you learned about recovery and Twelve Step programs—or your spouse, child, or parent stopped using—life has been a lot better. Really! Honest! It’s just that, well, sometimes things just don’t go right. And when things don’t go right, it’s not always so very easy to stay serene.


Anger and Recovery


This is a book about anger, specifically about anger and the process of recovery from chemical dependency and other forms of addictive living. And that’s what all of this has to do with you. With us. Because we’re not going to find anyone in this world who’s angrier than an addict, with or without our favorite substance of abuse. Unless, of course, we take into account the spouse and kids of the addict.


Addiction spreads far and wide. It’s not just alcohol and other drugs. It’s also food, gambling, sex, emotions, and relationships. We’re not talking about bad habits here; we’re talking about loss of control.


Coping with addiction—whether it’s our own loss of control or someone else’s—is hard work. Why? Because addiction doesn’t make sense. It undermines our higher values, the things we believe in most, even our faith in the world.


Addiction makes good people behave badly. It makes generous people act selfishly. It makes us hurt the people we love most. And, because we’re human, it’s perfectly normal for us to experience intense anger as we struggle with addiction.


A startling truth: Getting into recovery doesn’t make all that anger magically disappear.


Sometimes recovery makes anger worse, for the family anyway. Take addiction to alcohol, for example. At least when the alcoholic is drinking, we have something to blame the anger on. The bottle. The booze. The drunkenness.


We can hate the alcohol, detest the alcoholism, and some-how still manage to love the alcoholic.


Take away the drinking and what do we have left? All that anger with nothing to blame it on! And that doesn’t feel good.


We end up confused.


Weren’t all the awful family problems supposed to stop once Dad got sober?


Well, he’s sober now, but the house is still filled with tension. He doesn’t kick in the door and break the dishes anymore. He doesn’t launch into drunken tirades like he used to. He doesn’t stay out all night and leave us wakeful and terrified that the phone might ring, with a gentle, official word of regret, informing us that Dad was killed in a car crash at 2 A.M.


So, it is better. There’s a small sense of trust developing slowly, almost as if we’re cordial strangers. But there’s tension in the air, mixed with all the memories of yesterday’s pain.


You see, when addicts take the plunge into recovery, there isn’t much change in the family dynamics. The situation—and the anger—in the family is still far from normal, far from healthy.


We’re supposed to be happy now, but the pain and anger don’t magically disappear. We still have much work to do. And here’s why.


Getting clean and sober, by itself, is no guarantee of happiness.


For the addict, it’s the starting point, the single-most important thing necessary to begin the process of recovery.


The process.


Remember that. Recovery is a process, not a destination.


Sometimes dramatic changes happen in a blinding flash of insight, a sudden and surprising awakening in our minds. Most of the time, however, recovery is a slow and painstaking thing, a snail’s crawl to growth, maturity, and happiness.


And the process takes work.


Learning to deal effectively with anger is part of the process, not only for the addicted person, but also for the spouse and children—even adult children—of the addict. Each of us must go through our own recovery process, because addictive behavior doesn’t hurt just the addict. It hurts the family, too.


This book isn’t just for those of us struggling with our own addictions. It’s for the man or woman who loves, or at one time loved, a chemically dependent person. It’s for the son or daughter of an alcoholic, the mother or father of a drug addict, the brother or sister of a compulsive eater, and the long-suffering friend of anyone who’s gone out of control.


As members of an addictive family, we have special problems with anger.


Why? Because we’ve been through the wringer. We’ve suffered.


In addictive families anger is often expressed in extreme ways—through violence, emotional abuse, neglect, or abandonment.


We become afraid of anger. When we express it, we may be overwhelmed by feelings of guilt. Fear, anger, guilt—for us, these emotions are all tied together in a negative way.


Because we’re afraid of anger, we tell ourselves something like, “Well, the drinking has stopped, so let’s put all the bad things away and forget they ever happened.”


We try to ignore our angry feelings, hoping all the time they’ll go away. But they don’t. They usually get worse. Then we feel guilty because we’re thinking such venomous thoughts and feeling so vicious. And when that happens, we end up behaving in ways that can hurt us and the people we care about.


We have special problems with fear, anger, and guilt.


Our goal is to learn to accept angry feelings as normal. We want to learn to deal with anger without fear and guilt. Most important, we don’t want our anger to hurt us or other people.


An important note: The first step in the recovery process is getting straight and sober.





The No. 1 Rule for alcoholics and other addicts:


Sobriety first, then emotional fine-tuning.





Recovery for those of us who love or live with an addicted person does not depend on the other person’s recovery. It helps—no doubt about it—if the other person straightens up. But we can begin our own recovery even if that other person continues to spin out of control.


Learning to deal with our anger and resentments, learning to forgive people who have hurt us, and learning to forgive ourselves for the wrongs we have committed can be the most important elements of our own recovery.


Remember: Anger is a normal emotion. Normal emotions don’t have to be eliminated. Whether we admit it or not, we all feel angry sometimes. Recovering people are no exception. We will experience anger.


But if we’ve spent years dulling our emotions by over-using alcohol, other drugs, sex, food, exercise, work, gambling, or you name it … well, recovery has the potential to scare the living daylights out of us.


Like Donna, we may fear the intensity of our emotions. She’s kept the peace for so long, she truly believes her anger is big enough to destroy herself and her family. Besides that, she secretly has little faith in her husband’s strength or his commitment to recovery. She’s afraid to talk about her real feelings. She thinks that disclosing her feelings would push him into another drinking binge, or even an affair with another woman. She doesn’t want to hurt him or lose him, so she keeps her mouth shut and hopes for the best.


Though Jim is sober and both he and Donna have partici-pated in counseling, they still have big problems in their marriage. Communication problems. Anger problems. They don’t yell and scream and kick at each other, but the anger is there in the clenched jaws, the rejected kiss, the cold stares, the slammed doors, the subtle threats.


Unresolved anger, whether openly discussed or not, undermines the recovery process.


Some anger explodes in a white-hot fury. We recognize that kind of anger. We can see it, hear it, and feel it. But there’s another kind of anger: controlled, quiet, polite, ice-cold. It often lives in families where an addict has “gone on the wagon,” but neither the addict nor the family is working on the recovery process.


Deciding to Deal with Anger


For healthy recovery to take place, this anger needs to be ac-knowledged, dealt with, and resolved. We need to know that there are healthy ways to express anger, that the management of anger can make recovery less stressful and reduce the chance of relapse.


We must be willing to look closely at sensitive areas of our lives, to learn and to risk and to be open to change. We must be willing to work.


We also must realize that we have a natural aversion to dealing with these problems. Why? Because it is painful! But, then, addicted living always causes pain. Yet the pain of recovery is nothing compared with the pain of addiction.


Of course, before you decide to take the risks and do the work needed, you have to want the things that learning to deal with anger can help you discover. Do you, by any chance, want




	To love, and be loved by, your family?


	To like yourself?


	To reduce your anxiety?


	To enjoy sex?


	To become healthier, physically and mentally?


	To enjoy work more?


	To have caring friendships?


	To be less depressed?


	To learn to forgive yourself and others?





Okay, if you want these things, then this book might be exactly what you need. But before you invest your time and energy, there’s one more test that might help you. Because this book is for people who want to learn to deal better with anger, you need to be sure you have a problem with anger. Answer true or false to the following statements.




True False


___   ___1.  I don’t show my anger about everything that makes me mad, but when I do—look out!


___   ___2.  I still get angry when I think about the bad things people did to me in the past.


___   ___3.  Waiting in line or waiting for other people really annoys me.


___   ___4.  I fly off the handle easily.


___   ___5.  I often find myself having heated arguments with the people who are closest to me.


___   ___6.  I sometimes lie awake at night and think about the things that upset me during the day.


___   ___7.  When someone says or does something that upsets me, I don’t usually say anything at the time, but later I spend a lot of time thinking up cutting replies I could and should have made.


___   ___8.  I find it very hard to forgive someone who has done me wrong.


___   ___9.  I get angry with myself when I lose control of my emotions.


___   ___10.  People really irritate me when they don’t behave the way they should, or when they act like they don’t have the good sense God gave lettuce.


___   ___11.  If I get really upset about something, I have a tendency to feel sick later, either with a weak spell, headache, upset stomach, or diarrhea.


___   ___12.  People I’ve trusted have often let me down, leaving me feeling angry or betrayed.


___   ___13.  When things don’t go my way, I get depressed.


___   ___14.  I find it hard to put frustrations out of my mind.


___   ___15.  I’ve been so angry at times I couldn’t remember things I said or did.


___   ___16.  After arguing with someone, I hate myself.


___   ___17.  I’ve had trouble on the job because of my temper.


___   ___18.  When riled up, I often blurt out things I later regret saying.


___   ___19.  Some people are afraid of my bad temper.


___   ___20.  When I get angry, frustrated, or hurt, I comfort myself by eating or using alcohol or other drugs.


___   ___21.  When someone hurts or frustrates me, I want to get even.


___   ___22.  I’ve gotten so uncontrollably angry at times that I’ve become physically violent, hitting other people or breaking things.
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