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Editor’s note
The first-person stories in this book accurately reflect the feelings, experiences, and circumstances expressed by recovering individuals, but all names, locations, and identifying details have been changed.







Author’s Note


I’m a recovering alcoholic, and a writer who has grappled for some time with how to express what “recovery” means. The triumph and beauty of recovery from addiction is, to me, endlessly fascinating. Seeking to understand what goes on in recovery seems to me to be exploring what it means to become fully human.


So far, the best way I’ve found to convey the miraculous consciousness I find in recovery is simply to report what I hear from other recovering people. I’ve tried to be a kind of journalistic sponge—soaking up information, attempting to pass it on with as little interference as possible. This approach brings me one especially happy dividend: The sponge, as it soaks up information about recovery, ends up profiting as much as anyone else. The adventure of sobriety chronicled in this and other books I’ve done applies to me too. The bottom line is that I feel like a wide-eyed kid listening to what other people tell me about their recovery—as excited and grateful to have been helped by their experience, strength, and hope as I hope you will be too, reading about it in these pages. The spirit of this book can be expressed simply: We’re all in this together.


What I hope to do here is to offer you, via the voices and insights of hundreds of recovering alcoholics and drug addicts I’ve listened to across the country, a rich sense of the strange, sometimes frightening, usually baffling, but ultimately wonderful adventure sobriety can mean. Whatever year, month, day, hour, or moment of sobriety you may be facing right now, you will, I hope, find strong evidence herein that you can get through it in full consciousness: You don’t have to pick up a drug or a drink. That’s the main testament of the people whose stories you’ll read here, and the main message of hope. It’s our experience that life lived consciously just about always beats life lived blindly. I hope you’ll let the people in this book show you how and why, one day at a time, we’ve found that to be true.
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Introduction


Going Deeper: The Doubts, Discoveries,
and Abundance of Third-Year Sobriety


“Nobody ever told me how to handle life when it gets better,” says Janet, a recovering alcoholic with over two years’ sobriety in AA. “It’s like something I just heard in a meeting: Be careful of what you want—you may get it.”


I met Janet for lunch in the lobby of a big midtown Manhattan office building at a time she’d set carefully: 12:15. “Now that my boss has promoted me,” she said, “I want to be sure I get out after he leaves but early enough to get back before he does. He says he only feels secure when he sees me at my desk, so I try to be there whenever he’s in the office. Can you imagine? Someone feeling secure because I’m around? Whoa—somebody changed the script!”


Until recently Janet had worked for about a year and a half as a file clerk/secretary at a major New York advertising company. “I started the job about seven months after I got sober. My first full-time job in ten years. God, was I scared.” In those first months, it was amazing to Janet that she could get to work on time, keep a smiling face, answer the phone pleasantly and efficiently, go to lunch (“lunch that meant food, not six shots of vodka”), come back to file and type, leave and go to an AA meeting, go home to make dinner, and get to bed at a reasonable time.


“All of that was a miracle,” she says. “I never realized I could have a life like this. It might have looked like nothing to some upwardly mobile, nonalcoholic friends, people I went to college with who have long since climbed career ladders into big-shot positions. But for me, after the degradation of those last years of living on welfare with no friends, my family having given up on me—the devastation and the self-hate and loneliness of those last years …” Janet sighs. “Let’s just say that holding a job as a file clerk was just fine for somebody with as little self-esteem as I had. In fact, it was a triumph.”


But what Janet faces now, in her third year of sobriety, is even more amazing to her than the discovery in her first and second years that she could get through a day without drinking. “Just because I’m showing up and using my head in some kind of consistent way, I’m doing enough of a good job that people at work are noticing. My boss, a gruff guy in his late fifties who isn’t given to complimenting you just to make you feel better, decided I could help more as a think person, as he puts it, than as a secretary or file clerk. I hadn’t realized how often in the past six months or the past year he’d been coming to me for advice about how to handle this or that client, or about the effectiveness of a particular ad; I certainly didn’t realize I was having any influence on him. But here I am with a promotion. And the go-ahead to start working with my own clients!”


Janet takes a deep breath. “So much is kicking up for me now. I feel like I’m an impostor. I’ve just somehow managed to pull the wool over everybody’s eyes; I’m really no good at this. It’s the old feeling that I just don’t deserve good things in my life. In my head I can understand that that’s an old low-esteem tape I’ve played my whole life. And what I hear in AA tells me that I’ve got the choice to see life differently, to choose to adopt a positive attitude. But my self-hatred is so deeply ingrained. I have to talk about every success I’m having in my life with other recovering alcoholics, just like I have to talk about every failure. They’re equally frightening to me! All of this is such new territory.”


Ted, a high school English teacher with two years and three months of sobriety in NA, admits to feeling the same kind of reflexive negativity about himself, feeling that he’s not deserving. But he’s able to acknowledge that living with this feeling (rather than blocking it out, as he used to do, with grass and cocaine) is drawing him deeper into himself and teaching him about the roots of that negativity. “I did a Fourth Step in my first year of sobriety,” he says, “but it was a real rush job. So much inventory didn’t get taken. Now my discomfort even with the good stuff in my life is making me want to take a deeper look. Some things are just fine; I still manage to feel grateful for the simple, basic fact that I’m not dealing drugs, and that my life isn’t the wreck that drugging made it be. The reality that I’ve been able to get through more than two years without picking up still astonishes me. But all this time in sobriety—going to meetings, going to work, showing up for just about everything in my life—has been kind of sweeping the house, clearing up a lot of refuse. What’s left is the bare furniture and walls. And some of what I’m seeing, now that so much has been cleared away, is disturbing. Not only my old self-hate, which still seems to be thriving, but the ways that I’m drawn to escape my feelings even in sobriety. I’ve got some real problems with debt, sex, and ice cream. Money, sex with as many partners as I can find, and stuffing myself with food until I can’t taste it anymore: I know these are all as addictive as drugs ever were. They’re not killing me like drugs—at least not yet—but they’re connected to the same root.


“I’ve gotten through more than two years of sobriety, so I know a little more about who I am sober. At first I was just so glad not to be strung out all the time; the relief of physical sobriety, once I got over my cocaine withdrawal, was enough to make me feel better about myself. But now that the house has been cleaned up a bit, I see that it needs some renovations. Maybe some major renovations. I can’t get away from this feeling that I’ve got to take a closer look at myself. Not out of idle curiosity. Out of pain. The pain of realizing that I’m still besieged by some kind of hunger, a hunger that has driven me my whole life, and that I haven’t been able to eradicate by simply giving up drugs. I used to think that the purpose of sobriety was to blot out that hunger, that working the program was a way for me to escape hunger like I used to escape it through drugs. But now I’m getting a different idea. Not only that maybe the hunger won’t ever go away—which, God knows, it hasn’t so far!—but that it may not even be the real problem. The problem is how I react to it.”


Much of what Janet and Ted are facing is the result of a common discovery many people make in the third year of their recovery: There are no simple answers, prizes, gold stars, diplomas, or other signs that you’ve completed one or another stage of sobriety. Not that the Twelve Steps don’t offer some concrete suggestions; doing the Steps can bring feelings of real accomplishment. It’s common to feel, for example, that once you’ve done the Fourth and Fifth Steps (taking a fearless moral inventory of yourself and then revealing to your “Higher Power” and another person what you’ve found) you’ve completed a rite of passage. But generally, the experience of life in sobriety isn’t a matter of hopping from one definite peak to another. It has a much more ongoing quality. As Ted puts it, “I keep waking up, and there’s always another day to fill. When I did drugs, I think I expected somehow that my life would turn out to be a novel, with a clear plot, one adventure after another, all leading up to some great climax—and then I’d die. Just the idea of moment after moment of being conscious, with no clear milestones, no clear idea of what the next destination will be—boy, sometimes I think if I didn’t have the support and insight that NA gives me, I’d slit my wrists!”


Now that you’ve managed to get through two years of sobriety, you know what it feels like to go through day after day, and now year after year, without getting blitzed. This is a rich and varied feeling for every recovering person I’ve listened to. “I never knew what gratitude was before,” Janet says. “It never occurred to me I could be grateful simply to be alive. Now I know what that means, what it feels like, and how healing the feeling can be.” However, feelings about recovery can also include exasperation at the things in your life, the attitudes and circumstances, that haven’t changed, or that may even seem to have gotten worse.


The result of these conflicting feelings is often that you’re drawn more deeply into yourself; living consciously seems to make you want to find out more about who you really are. And it’s not, as Ted said, a matter of idle curiosity. Commonly, your own pain at feeling stuck in one or more areas of sobriety becomes a powerful motivation to go further and deeper into yourself, so that you have hope of working with what you find to build a better life. Not, heaven knows, that any of this is easy.


The Hard Work of Being Conscious


“Being conscious all the time is a bitch,” says Greg, who has just over two years of sobriety. “It’s hard work to stay awake. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve nodded off at AA meetings. But when I look at why I’m nodding off, it’s almost always more than tiredness. It’s because I don’t want to face what people are talking about. Especially when people talk about taking responsibility for their lives. It’s easy to be crazy, and decide you’re just not accountable for your actions. Or to throw up your hands and say, ‘Screw it!’ I think if I had one rallying cry when I drank it was ‘Leave me alone!’ Life was always bothering me. If I had to do anything, it was too much. Sometimes I still feel that way. I guess I realize now that these are growing pains—at least, that’s what my sponsor suggests—and that I’m like an ornery kid who’s just been awakened by his mother and told he has to get up and go to school. I get a bad case of the don’t-wanna’s. I want to sleep. I want to check out. That’s the first impulse I’ve always got. But now that I’m not drinking anymore, I’ve lost my main way of checking out. I’m just more awake than I ever was before in my life. And a lot of times it’s a bitch. When I finally surrender to the fact that it is time to get up, it can be pretty good. If sobriety were only a bitch, I’d be out there drinking again. But it’s more than that: It’s an adventure. When I manage to keep my eyes open, I’m usually pretty astonished by what I see. The world’s a lot more interesting and colorful than it ever used to be. Whenever I want to be entertained, all I’ve got to do is open my eyes, and there life is, in all its nutty, unpredictable wonder. When I allow myself to be sober (and it does seem to take allowing, not willing or force) I see that I’m part of what I’m watching, I’m part of the ongoing parade. The bottom line is, it’s better being alive than being dead—or at least that’s what it feels like when I can find the energy to keep going. But my first reflex is still to go to sleep, to block it all out.”


A lot of people drop out of AA and NA and other Twelve Step groups after two or three years for precisely this reason. It’s hard to be conscious when you’ve spent so much of your life trying to avoid being conscious. You’re not always convinced that the rewards sobriety promises are worth the effort. Many people simply get bored with meetings after about two years. “Why do they keep repeating the same damned things?” a nurse’s aide, Kitty, asked. “I’m so sick of hearing the same jargon over and over again. And it’s getting in the way of my life! Sometimes I think AA ought to be called Underachievers Anonymous, given all the people I listen to who do nothing but go to meetings, who’ve made the program their whole life. When do they ever go out and do anything? Okay, I know what it was like for me in my first year or so. All I could do was get myself to a meeting. So maybe I’m losing sight of what that felt like—how hard it was simply to get through the day without picking up. But I’m still uncomfortable. I’ve got things to do, a life to live! I can’t spend all my time talking about alcoholism.”


These doubts and feelings of exasperation and frustration are not only normal, they’re endemic. A lot of recovering people go through serious periods of doubt about what they hear at Twelve Step meetings. But these same doubts and frustrations can turn out to be opportunities rather than just pains in the you-know-what. A few weeks after she complained about the repetition in AA, Kitty has decided to change the meetings she goes to and to talk to new people about what her experience in recovery has been. “It was because I was disgruntled and unhappy with my recovery that I was able to go further,” she says. “It’s funny—now I really know what Bill W. meant when he said ‘pain is the touchstone of progress.’ After all, it was my pain that finally got me to want to stop drinking, wasn’t it? It seems to be the same thing now: When I hurt, it becomes a signal that something needs looking at, that I’ve got the opportunity to look at it.”


Pain hurts. But many third-year recoverers tell me they have gained a greater understanding of how to deal with this hurt. Learning to see pain as a signal, as an opportunity to grow, is a major and important task for everyone in recovery, no matter how much time we have; but it does seem to be common for people in their third year of sobriety to confront this task with a special urgency. When, as for Janet, the externals of your life take a turn for the better but you’re as baffled and disturbed by this as you want to be elated, or when they don’t take a turn for the better and you wonder what you’re doing wrong; when you begin to see that the process of sobriety you’ve embarked on is a lifelong one, not a sort of diploma course from which you can graduate and move on; when you begin to see and be bothered by certain behaviors that you feel are as addictive as the one you’ve turned to a Twelve Step program to give up, you are in the company of a vast majority of third-year recoverers.


Facing all of these questions and feelings boils down to something relatively simple. What you’re exploring is finding out who you really are. It’s a process for which you’ve been preparing all along in sobriety, whether you knew it or not. Like Ted, who tells about the clearing and renovation he underwent in his first two years, you have been renovating your own “house.” The clarity this clearing process affords isn’t always comfortable, but in many third-year recoverers’ experience, it can be fascinating and rewarding. Looking at your fears, at the ways in which you approach the prospect of work and relationships, at other addictions you feel you can no longer ignore, and finally at what recovery means to you now that you’ve managed to complete more than two years of it—all of this constitutes the territory so many people travel in their third year of recovery. Third-year recoverers have rich stories to tell about self-discovery.


Ted says one realization he’s had is simple: “Things do pass. But things also arrive. Dealing with both those realities takes all the help I can get.” Facing life’s arrivals and passages in sobriety has surprises and rewards that many recovering men and women are in the active process of exploring, surprises and rewards that seem to be available to anyone who sticks with the hard work of being “conscious.” Is the effort worth it? There is nothing more worth it than finding out about who you really are. The men and women in this book make the case for that themselves.
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Rewards:
A New System


“What happens to my dreams now?” Kenneth’s expression and tone are full of a challenge to which he knows there is no easy answer. “What happens to all the plans I had, what I was going to do and be when I’m forty, fifty, sixty? Hell, nobody in my family ever died before the age of eighty-five. I planned to play the wise old man someday, with two dozen brilliant novels behind me, happily ensconced in some elite college professorship, deigning to give interviews when I was in the mood….” Kenneth smiles at his mock arrogance. Then his smile cools. “I try not to feel self-pity, but it’s hard. I’m only thirty-five.”


Kenneth has been off drugs and alcohol for nearly two and a half years. He’s proud of this, as well as of the fact that he’s managed to publish two short stories in literary journals over the past couple of years. “When I drank and drugged,” he says, “I was an ‘if only’ writer. If only they realized what a genius I was. If only someone would commission me to write a slim, perfect novel, offering me a high six-figure advance for the privilege of publishing it. If only I had the environment I deserved to have—the right apartment, the right lover, the right friends—so that I could write a slim, perfect novel. If only I had gone to an expensive, prestigious, elitist college so that I could have made the right connections …


“Now,” Kenneth says, “I’m sober. And I’m actually writing and, even more amazing, getting published. For a while my dreams didn’t seem so crazy or distant anymore. What they told me in AA and NA seemed to be true: If you waited long enough, the miracle would happen. When I got the news that my first story had been accepted, you couldn’t have found a more grateful recovering addict. But I hadn’t bargained for the other news….” Kenneth hadn’t bargained for the results of an HIV test and a subsequent checkup: He tested positive for the AIDS virus and had begun to develop the pneumonia known as PCP that signals the onset of AIDS. “Why did I wait so long to get tested?” he rails at himself. “Something inside me knew I was sick, but I couldn’t bear to face it. I mean, I’d accomplished the astonishing feat of getting sober. Surely that was enough to save my life, make everything else all better. At least that’s what I told myself. But now …”


Kenneth says he feels as if the earth has been knocked out from under him. “It isn’t even that I’m that afraid of dying,” he says. “And anyway, I try not to think of this as a disease to die from, but rather as something to live with, something I will live with as long as I can. But then I think to myself, get real. Statistics are damned grim. It’s unlikely that I’ll be around in ten years. The whole person I’d fantasized myself turning into—now there’s just this huge black void in front of me. I’m already so advanced in this damned disease. How much time have I got, really? Five years? Two years? One? What the hell happened to my future? And what the hell does sobriety mean in the midst of all this? Why bother keeping sober? Why not just throw myself into one last, huge self-destructive binge and get it over with now?”


When Kenneth feels like this, he says, “I try to remember that all sobriety has ever promised me was one day at a time. That’s the bedrock of recovery for me—all I’ve got is now. But it’s one thing to tell yourself that when you haven’t been branded with this disease, a disease that makes any long-term plans pretty much unthinkable. And then I try to remember, well, aren’t my alcoholism and drug addiction life-threatening illnesses too? I’ve learned to live with them, haven’t I? Isn’t there something from all this that I can apply to this new terminal illness?”


Perhaps the most powerful examples of sobriety for me have been men and women who, like Kenneth, have had to rethink their dreams, aspirations, and goals because they faced what was very likely the imminent end of their lives. Whether they’ve battled AIDS, cancer, heart disease, or any other life-threatening illness, so many recovering people have been able to live with affliction in remarkable ways, ways that have a special bearing on one of the main messages of recovery. It seems that every recovering person who sticks with sobriety eventually gets this message: Sobriety is an inside job. To get the most out of recovery, you need to look in, not out.


This is a lesson many people in their third year of sobriety learn as the result of their own experience. Living sober for over two years, you have data now you didn’t have before. You learn that it’s possible to get through life without escaping through alcohol and drugs. You gain a new sense of what life might be about, a sense that’s quite different from the acquisitive goals (“Now that I’m sober I’ll have a great body, job, income, lover, house, car …”) you may have had before. Kenneth slammed into this realization more dramatically than many of us do: With the length of his life called into serious question, he realized that the rewards of living a sober life might turn out to be very different from what he once expected.
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