

[image: image]




[image: Images]




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Subby, Robert, 1949-


    Lost in the shuffle.


    1. Co-dependence (Psychology)-Popular works.


I. Title


RC569.5.C63S83   1987       616.89           87-8722


ISBN-13: 978-0-932194-45-9 (pbk.)


ISBN-10: 0-932194-45-1 (pbk.)


ISBN-13: 978-0-7573-1118-5 (ePub)


ISBN-10: 0-757311-18-0 (ePub)


© 1987 Robert Subby


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the written permission of the publisher.


HCI, its logos and marks are trademarks of Health Communications, Inc.


Publisher: Health Communications, Inc.


3201 S.W. 15th Street


Deerfield Beach, FL 33442-8190


Cover design and Illustrations by Ret Kaufman




Acknowledgments


To my loving parents, Walt and Peg, to my brother, Richard, and to my sisters, Pam, Cindy and Candace for the gift of a recovering family.


To the teachers, mentors and friends who have encouraged and supported me along the way.


To Richard Fowler, Ellen Berscheid, Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse, Robert Ackerman, Claudia Black, Vernon Johnson, Frank Kalgren, John Friel, Alcoholics Anonymous and my Higher Power.


Thank you for your love and direction.




Special 
Acknowledgments


To Mark Worden for his talent, energy and commitment in the organization and editing of Lost In The Shuffle. Also to Judy D. for her contribution to this book.




Dedication


To Isabelle Anne Hansen, the love and inspiration of my life.




Preface 
On Being Lost In The Shuffle


Who’s on first? What’s on second? Where am I going? What’s the meaning of life . . . and who in the hell am I, anyway?


These are the questions that best described my situation as I faced into the challenges of an adult life. Back then I didn’t have the foggiest idea of what being an adult meant. Of course, I thought I did. Being adult naturally meant doing all the things adults did. Simple. At least it seemed simple until I started getting into it.


But it wasn’t as simple as I thought, and before long I found myself faking it — faking my way through the labyrinth of adulthood. Inside I felt stupid, inadequate, and afraid of blowing it, afraid of making mistakes and being found out. Even with a college degree in hand and lots of verbal support from friends and family, I felt empty, insecure and alone.


“I shouldn’t feel this way,” I told myself. “After all, I have it pretty good in comparison to a lot of other folks I know.” The pressure to succeed was overwhelming, and despite all the “Right Stuff” I was filled with free-floating anxiety and self-doubt.


The expectations of my family script loomed over me like a dark cloud thundering, “Be a success, make us proud, be happy, be competent, do it right, take care of yourself, be honest, get married, have children, buy a house, be a man and don’t be afraid!” What an order!


No doubt a majority of young people feel the anxiety of preparing to break out on their own and face a world which is at best indifferent. But these feelings weren’t supposed to last — or so I thought. Unfortunately for me and for millions of other people in similar situations, the anxiety and fear of not making the grade would follow us across decades of adult life with no resolution or relief in sight. The millions I refer to are the millions who came from or who got caught up in troubled family systems, where their ability to grow and develop had been stifled.


For me, the shame and confusion of growing up in an alcoholic family first stood between me and the person I wished to be. The lack I felt inside as a child was destined to be the lack I would feel as an adult.


No trusty no autonomy and no real sense of self — these were the cornerstones of a childhood that never should have happened, but did. The role models I had growing up were all I knew, and these were not models I had any faith in. With no clear model to draw from, I simply got “Lost in the Shuffle.”


So this book — LOST IN THE SHUFFLE — is written for those who seek to find themselves and break free of a troubled past. Nothing changes until something changes. My hope is that by reading LOST IN THE SHUFFLE you will find a beginning for change.


Robert Subby 
Bloomington, Minnesota




PART ONE


Between a Hug 
and a Hard Place




Chapter 1


Between a Hug 
and a Hard Place


I’ve been a therapist and a chemical dependency professional for the past 15 years, but, embarrassingly enough, I found my way into the helping field as a practicing alcoholic, adult child, co-dependent. I began my career as a probation officer and case manager for a federally-funded Drunk Driving program in Minneapolis. My primary responsibility in that position was to evaluate and refer people who had been arrested for drunk driving.


My first real job . . .


What a place to begin . . .


There I was, an active alcoholic myself, and I was making decisions about a lot of other alcoholics who, unlike me, had been caught. I was strictly OTL — Out to Lunch. I used to tell myself how lucky I was that I was still in control of my drinking.


“I can handle it,” I told myself. I wasn’t like these alcoholics I was referring to treatment. Sure, I had a drink or two after work, but I wasn’t that bad. I was a . . . Social Drinker. And, of course I wasn’t nearly as bad as the real alcoholics I knew.


“No problem,” I reflected, “I know my limit. I know when to quit. And if I ever feel like my drinking’s getting out of control, I’ll back off and slow it down.”


What a sham! After a tough day of diagnosing the drinking problems of drunk drivers and mandating treatment for many of them (who, needless to say did not want to go to treatment), I would go home and start my evening of “social drinking.”


Alone!


And many were the mornings when I went to work with brackish dragon-breath and a raging hangover the Plop Plop Fizz Fizz of Alka Seltzer wouldn’t touch. I would get some coffee into my queasy stomach, and then only slightly out of kilter, I would begin making decisions about the lives of folks who had real drinking problems.


Like so many of my professional counterparts who found their way into the alcoholism field while they were still drinking, I was sincerely deluded. Sincere delusion is the worst kind of delusion precisely because it is sincere. In other words, I was not in touch at all with my own problem. In fact, I took pride in the idea that I knew what I was doing, and that I was good at recognizing what others were doing.


So with no qualms at all, no misgivings, I continued being the astute professional, judging others and sending them off to treatment for their alcoholism.


I was sending alcoholics to treatment — I mean I knew what I needed, and I certainly knew what they needed. But I wasn’t ready to go yet, so I sent them in my place. And then I would see them when they came back to see how it went.


Finally, however, there came a point when I could no longer deny that the alcohol problem I saw so often in others was also my own. This recognition came slowly. Like all alcoholics, I didn’t want to admit having a problem with alcohol. After all, I was a professional. I could treat myself.


Besides, I thought if I admitted being an alcoholic, I would probably lose my job. Or worse, heaven forbid.




I might have to go to treatment.





“I’m just over-reacting,” I told myself. “I can handle it. It’s just this job. The pressure. The stress. I need a vacation.” And so on. Hope — that is, Delusion — springs eternal.


Near the middle of the second year on my job, I “came to.” I awoke to the fact that my sincere delusion was not giving me an accurate view of myself. My sincere delusion was falling apart. I couldn’t live with my guilt. I felt like a hypocrite.


Good. Because that’s what I was — a hypocrite.


Fueled by guilt, I plunged headlong into Alcoholics Anonymous. Of course, in typical fashion I decided to do my recovery quickly and perfectly. In the beginning, I was one of those AA zealots who was just “high on sobriety.”


“Piece of cake,” I thought in my innocence.


The honeymoon high on sobriety didn’t last long. As I came back to earth the pain of my past and the anxiety of all the unfinished business began to surface. Thoughts of drinking filled my head. At any rate, about six months into my pleasure trip of sobriety, while going to all my meetings and doing everything perfectly, I was on the verge of falling off the wagon. Just to mention it now, and as we will see later, I was a co-dependent Adult Child of an Alcoholic who had to do everything perfectly.


I was working my program — I was going to all my meetings, even more than I thought I should be going to. I started to feel like I was getting nowhere fast.


AA burnout, I thought.


“No way,” the Old Timers said. “Just hang in there.” And they repeated the standard slogans.


“One day at a time.”


“Let go and let God.”


“Don’t drink and go to your meetings.”


“Read the Big Book.”


In other words, I thought, I’ll just have to suffer through. White knuckle it. Like a lot of other folks, I’d just have to work my program until my bones felt like they were coming through my skin.


So for the next several years I continued hanging in there. And I was not having a Real Serene Recovery, if you know what I mean. I was one of those “Damn Happy” alcoholics.


Still, I was determined to do everything perfectly, you see, I am an adult child of an alcoholic who had to do everything perfectly.


No one was going to get weller faster than I was. Come hell or high water, I was going to get my Black Belt in AA. Maybe even a third degree Black Belt.


And I was still working as a therapist, “helping” others get well. Needless to say, it was a very difficult period in my recovery, and at times, very awkward. For example, I had lots of anxiety over the fact that many of my clients had more sobriety than I did. Talk about the blind leading the blind.


Even more threatening was the fact that in Minnesota at that time, there was a kind of magical credentialing process: If you had two years of sobriety, then you were considered competent — a legitimate therapist. Degreed or not, the main thing was to be sober longer than your clients.


I remember during those years as an alcoholism counselor working with outpatient clients who started treatment with more sobriety than I had. On top of that, I didn’t look very old — I was only 25. Sometimes clients sensed my lack of experience, and they’d ask questions like: “How long have you been sober, Bob?” It was a question I came to dread. It was a threat and a challenge to maintain my composure.


I wasn’t stupid. I had studied all the right avenues to escape this kind of interrogation and avoid being pinned down. First I’d look my interrogator right in the eyes, nod gravely, knit my brow and give him my most serious, professional look. Then I’d say, “Now wait just a minute. We are not here to discuss my sobriety. We’re here to talk about your sobriety.”


What a brilliant and professional maneuver, I thought, dodging that question and turning it back on the client who was obviously real sick and screwed up and trying to avoid his own issues.


Having successfully blocked this unsavory line of questioning, I’d finish them off by quoting something out of the AA Manual of Recovery according to Bob S. Something like: “We all have the same amount of sobriety — 24 hours.” Or: “It isn’t the quantity of sobriety that counts, it’s the quality.” I always kept a bagful of these really useful slogans around just in case some smart-aleck client would try to blindside me.


Despite my Academy Award performances as a “really together guy” I knew I was faking it. Beneath my surface image of okay-ness, was a child who lived in constant fear and anxiety that I would be found out, that someone would see through my act.


On the sixth month of “Real Serene” Recovery, someone in my home AA group had kept track of my sobriety and decided to award me a sixth-month chip for not drinking. God knows, I had been counting the days, but I wasn’t up to a celebration about it. In fact, most of what I was thinking about at that point in my sobriety was: When can I start drinking again?


I mean, if this was serenity, who needed it?


How long would it take to get some of that wonderful serenity all those Old Timers in my group were talking about?


When I was just starting out in AA, an Old Timer was anyone over 40. I never planned to live to be 25, much less 40. These old fogies were constantly talking to me as if I were one of their kids. They’d say things like: “Someday, son, you’re going to be serene, just work the program.” I hated them for not understanding me, and I was real defiant towards anyone who talked to me like that.


So whenever I heard that “Someday, son” business, I’d think, “If I have to wait to be as old as you to have some serenity, well, forget it.” I began to think, “Maybe all this serenity stuff is just another name for old age, burnout, fatigue, or exhaustion. Maybe all these 40 year olds weren’t really serene after all — just tired and worn out.”


Besides, I had taken all their inventories — I knew th. they probably left the meetings and went home to drink. Ethyl with her red-hennaed hair and magenta lipstick probably went home to sip at those little bottles of vodka the airlines serve. And Sam — I just knew that he wasn’t staying sober, because he sounded, well, a shade too real, he protested too much. And where do you suppose Leo got those watery red eyes? And wasn’t Janice a devotee of Prince Valium?


Nope, no way. I knew these people were just pretending to stay sober. Of course my special insight into their behavior gave me good reason to discount all their sage advice about “working on my program.”


My head was full of these thoughts on the day my group presented me with my sixth-month sobriety chip. I walked into that meeting, and I mean to tell you, I was seriously thinking about getting drunk. I sat down, and all of a sudden this woman says, “It’s Bob Subby’s six-month sobriety.”


I thought to myself, six months. Big deal. But then what else would you expect of a Mickey Mouse organization like AA? They did little things like birthday parties, and cupcakes. Making such a big production about something so simple and inconsequential as six months of sobriety was hard for a serious guy like me to swallow.


I said to myself, “Oh my God, they’re going to do this to me!” I tightened up inside. I’d seen them do this number on other people, and I had been embarrassed for the other people who got these Mickey Mouse awards. They always cried and carried on. I was sure they cried only because they were embarrassed.


“Oh, no, they’re doing it to me.” First thing, this woman got all teary-eyed. She was so proud of me, she said, and she starts saying a lot of stuff I don’t remember because my brain’s racing ahead of her trying to find a way to handle the situation. Up to this point I had been faking recovery real well. You see, if you’re an adult child of an alcoholic like me, it doesn’t take you long to figure out the rules of the game. You figure out how to look healthy even though you’re sick as hell. You learn to look good, even though you’re scrambling around inside desperately trying to keep yourself together, trying to keep others from learning the horrible truth about you.


After she finished her little speech about my birthday, she walks over and puts this ridiculous little pin on me. I thought, “Oh, God, not one of those dorkey pins.”


After I got my dorkey pin, I realized I was supposed to say something to people.


Now I was in trouble. Big trouble. At times like this you’re supposed to be healthy enough to say something brilliant and profound. So I scrambled around inside and came up with my “healthy guy” routine, a dialogue I picked up from listening to the Old Timers. “I’m — I’m so grateful to be here,” I stammered. “It’s wonderful . . . I’m so thankful . . . I’m really proud to be here . . . AA saved my life . . . Six months sobriety, well, what can I say? It’s really, uhm, a miracle ... I couldn’t have done it without all of you.”


I was trying to work up some tears, but I just couldn’t do it. When I cry, I have to have some good reason to cry, and besides, at this point I was too busy scrambling around trying to get out of this creepy situation without humiliating myself beyond redemption. If bullshit was snow, we’d have been in a blizzard.


When I got done with my line of driveling babble, this big old truck driver who was in our group stood up. I thought, “Oh God, what’s he going to do?” He had a huge beer belly and big varicose veins on his face and nose. A stereotyped kind of drunk if I’d ever seen one. I’d always suspected that he never really got sober — he just came to AA because it was a comfortable place to hang out, smoke, and drink coffee.


After he got up, he walked over, stood right in front of me, gave me a crooked smile and rumbled, “Son, I’d like to give you a hug.”


A hug! “Oh, shit.” My heart sank. I mean this guy was no shining example, no Leo Buscaglia. He had no class, no charisma — unless you count cirrhosis of the liver as a charismatic sign. To me, he was just another one of those AA phonies, and he wanted to give me one of those Mickey Mouse hugs.


Not just a common garden variety hug, either. He wanted to hug me right there in front of all those people.


No man had ever hugged me before. Never! There had always been a lot of hugging at those AA meetings, but I had always managed to avoid the hugs by arriving late and leaving early. Always. “Gotta get going, got an appointment to get to.” God forbid that someone should try to hug me at the end of a meeting.


But there I was — trapped. So I said to myself, “What the hell, I’m healthy, I can handle it. No problem.” I stood right up and that old truck driver wrapped his long arms around me and stuck his beer gut into me, and gave me a huge AA hug. I can remember going “Oh my God, this guy’s . . . touching me!”


He hugged me real tight, put his head along side of mine and whispered in my ear, “Son, I think you’re full of shit.” He didn’t say this loud enough for anyone else to hear. He was a neat guy — he wasn’t into embarrassing me in front of everybody.


Being the cool, together guy that I was, I just went on acting like he hadn’t said anything to me. And then just as I was getting it back together inside, he whispered, “But I love ya.” As he let go of me he said out loud, “I hope ya hang in there, ‘cause I think you’re gonna make it.”


That was the first time that anyone, in an honest way, had confronted me about all of the bullshit I was throwing around. It was also the first time anyone had given me the simple truth about myself. This guy saw right through my pretenses. He saw through the chameleon-like protective coloration I had put on, and he saw behind the facade I wore to keep everyone at a distance. It felt like someone had just whacked me up one side of my head with a baseball bat while hitting me on the other side with a powder puff.


Suddenly, I heard a little voice inside me say, “This guy really cares about me.” It was my little kid talking, my uncritical spontaneous God-given intuitive self. Surprisingly enough, I didn’t recoil from the experience. I didn’t back away or try to rationalize. I didn’t even try to discount the event by being critical of the big-bellied truck driver (“brain-damaged, no doubt”). Flashing a lame, insincere smile and saying, “Thanks” I got the hell out of that meeting.




“This guy really cares about me.”





And then the next thought that crossed my mind was, “I wish my father would hug me.” This wish had always been there, a dormant yearning. But now, for the first time, I was willing to acknowledge it — to myself. What’s more, I thought, “I don’t have to go through life just wishing this could happen. I could make it happen. I could give him a hug.”


To some it may sound a bit strange. I mean, why would a 25-year-old therapist recovering from chemical dependency get all worked up over a simple thing like hugging his father?
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