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Editor’s note
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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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  Second-Year Sobriety


  


Introduction



Do the “Terrible Twos” Have to Be Terrible?


On a Saturday morning in September, Keith asked me if we could take a walk through the park so he could talk about something private. We found a good spot out of range of Frisbee throwers and mothers with kids, a bench under a maple tree beginning to blaze red.


Keith was beginning to blaze red too. “I feel like I’m going to explode,” he said. “I’m starting to hate AA. It’s getting to be such a chore going to meetings. I feel like I’m not allowed to be myself in them. As much as everyone always says you can talk about whatever you want to talk about, say anything you want to say, I feel this pressure to be—I don’t know—a good little boy. The fact is, I think a lot of what I hear in the rooms is a load of crap. Sometimes I want to stand up and tell this or that person to shut up. Like this woman who is constantly complaining about her drunken husband. Why doesn’t she just go to Al-Anon? Or that guy who says he’s got fifteen years of sobriety who looks and sounds like a basket case. Boy, if that’s what sobriety has in store for me … Or that jerk who runs the morning meeting I go to who gets uptight whenever anyone suggests opening a window, or changing the format of the meeting a little, or …”


Keith banged his fists on the bench seat. “The bitch of it is, I can’t tell anyone how I feel. At least that’s what I keep thinking. Aren’t I supposed to ‘keep the focus on myself’? Not take anybody’s inventory? Certainly not gossip. But I gotta tell someone. Sometimes I feel like I’ve had it up to here with AA. I’ve been going for over a year now, and, okay, a lot of stuff is better. The way I feel physically. The idea of ‘showing up for life’ really has helped me. And I get a lot out of the literature. But, damn it, hearing the same crap over and over again from these jerks I gotta listen to day after day, what good is any of this doing me?”


Keith’s complaints didn’t stop here. He went on the express his fear that Twelve Step programs, and the “sobriety” they purported to make possible, might just be one more psychological con game, or worse, as he put it, “a bunch of Moonies.” That the main goal was to turn us all into “jargon-spouting goody two-shoes.” And, he said, whenever he started to talk about any of these uncomfortable feelings and doubts with most “program people,” they fed him lines. “Keep coming back.” “This too shall pass.” Or “Sounds like you need to do the Third [or Fourth or Eighth or Eleventh] Step.”


Keith is talking about a number of classic second-year discomforts, discomforts that lead a lot of people in Twelve Step programs to label this period in their lives “the Terrible Twos.” But do you have to go through the “Terrible Twos”? Is it some kind of unavoidable rite of passage?


The research that has produced this book makes it clear that there are rarely clear divisions between the first and second years of sobriety: If you’ve been able to sustain a feeling of well-being, a sense of joy and adventure, a delight in being sober in your first year, there’s every likelihood you’ll continue to feel those things on even deeper levels in your second year. There’s no need to steel yourself for some kind of unavoidable “Terrible Twos” territory.


However, Keith’s litany of discomforts with Twelve Step meetings is worth looking at. Judging from the many second-year recoverers who have lent their stories to this book, eruptions of new and very uncomfortable feelings and doubts are by no means uncommon in the second year of sobriety. And the men and women you’ll meet here offer some good reasons for this, reasons that are based on a simple, if unnerving, fact. Now that they’ve spent a year without drugging and drinking, they’ve spent a year finding out who they really are.


According to Gloria, a woman with fourteen months’ sobriety in NA and AA, “There’ve been a few surprises!” She tabulates some of them: “On the plus side, I now know I can get through a year without drinking and drugging. It may sound silly, but I was really scared of the seasons changing. Summer always meant vodka-and-tonic. Fall always meant smoking pot and ‘mellowing out.’ Winter meant hard liquor: whisky, brandy. Spring meant doing amphetamines.” Gloria laughs. “Most people think of the beach, red and golden leaves, Christmas trees, and crocuses when they think of the four seasons. I think of different ways to get blitzed. But the important thing is, now I know I can get through the year without getting blitzed. That’s a miracle.”


Then, says Gloria, there’s the “minus” side. “I really thought I’d turn into some sort of perfect person now that I no longer drank or drugged. It was a shock to see that there were whole huge awful areas of my personality that hadn’t gone away at all, even after I stopped wrecking my life getting high. This was really depressing. I was still capable of acting out sexually, for example. Or bingeing on food. Or lying to my boss or lover or parents. I was still capable of feeling fear and anxiety and a deep-rooted loneliness that sometimes nothing seems able to touch. Why weren’t AA and NA ‘fixing’ me?”


Echoing Keith, Gloria talks about another surprise: “Sometimes I can’t stand going to meetings. It’s like a reflex: I zero in on everyone’s weakness. I’m full of advice. I feel sometimes like I know what everyone’s problem is, and I can’t believe how stupid they all are not to figure out what to do for themselves. Of course, when it comes to my own life …


“It’s hard to explain,” Gloria says after a pause. “But I know that there’s some deep dissatisfaction at the center of me that I still haven’t reached. I have the idea that this ‘void’ in the center of me, that deep fear or pain or whatever it is, is the real problem, the real source of why I’m so often impatient and judgmental and anxious back here in my day-to-day life. And I wonder why that isn’t getting fixed too. I get scared: If AA and NA aren’t the answer, what could be? I’ve tried everything else….”


The Hunger for Comfort in Sobriety


Keith and Gloria are voicing a discomfort common to nearly everyone at some point in their recovery, but perhaps especially in the second year. It’s the discomfort of questioning on a deeper level what we’re doing, what “recovery” means, what the Twelve Steps and Twelve Step meetings are really all about, what’s required of us to keep away from drinking and drugging, and, most important, what it is we really want to do and be in our sober lives. As a man with a little over a year of sobriety says, “Okay, I can stay off booze and drugs. Now what?”


Sometimes there is even a sneaking suspicion that Twelve Step programs are selling us a bill of goods. “They set themselves up as this great alternative to drinking and drugging.” Gloria says. “But do they really have the answer to being happy? I mean, aren’t they just one more religious-type organization that tries to get you to believe that if you’re ‘good’ you’ll get the prize? I can’t get away from feeling that sometimes.”


It’s a feeling that persists even in the face of much eloquent Twelve Step literature that says there is no simple or concrete “prize,” that sobriety is an ongoing process. “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Keith says in response to this. “I think I’ll gag sometimes if I hear the word ‘process’ again! And all the other stuff too. Like my sponsor saying that all AA is designed to do is to keep me sober. Not get me a lover, find me a job or a new apartment. But is staying sober such a big deal? I mean, okay, I can keep from drinking and drugging. But how do I get happy?”


The question of being happy or at least comfortable in sobriety is, on the basis of what so many second-year recoverers have shared with me, clearly an urgent one. The hard truth is that a lot of people in recovery don’t make it past their first or second years because they feel sobriety hasn’t worked to make them happy. “I’m still not getting what I want,” said one woman with thirteen months of sobriety in AA before she picked up another drink. She hasn’t come back to AA yet. She may never come back. But from the testimony of those who do come back, what she’s gone back out to find isn’t happiness. It’s hell.


Discomfort is very common in the second year of sobriety; becoming acutely aware of our feelings now that we’re no longer fleeing them through the escape hatches of drugs or alcohol can be a very uncomfortable process. We’re faced with more aspects of ourselves than we’re used to seeing, and looking at this whole range of personality is (to put it mildly) rarely an entirely pleasant experience.


The good news is that we don’t have to explore this territory unprepared, alone, or by next Tuesday. From the evidence of the recovering people who have shared their experience in this book, it promises to be a lifelong adventure for which we have as much guidance and encouragement as we have the desire or willingness to accept. It’s an exploration that also promises to be richly rewarding. The idea that life can be something beyond your wildest dreams seems to become a lot more plausible as you go on.


The portion of this territory that most people seem to travel in their second year of sobriety boils down to a simple idea, expressed in the subtitle of this book: how to get comfortable with yourself now that sobriety has turned your old world into something very strange and new.


Achieving Comfort


How to achieve this comfort? Second-year recoverers teach me, first of all, that it’s a good idea to take stock of what’s gone on in the first year of sobriety. You’ll meet a number of men and women who, like Gloria, have delighted in their ability to get through the seasons without responding to some very strong drink or drug signals (“What—Christmas without brandy? The Fourth of July without beer?”), but also to get through other equally provocative situations involving work, love, the supermarket—even serious illness or dealing with death—all without picking up. You deserve to congratulate yourself for the extraordinary success you’ve had in getting from day to day through any number of feelings, crises, and predicaments sober. That’s an inescapable miracle.


Second-year recoverers also seem to find themselves facing some difficult questions about recovery and what it means now that they’ve experienced a year of sobriety. A common question is “Is what I’m going through normal?” You’re not alone if you harbor the lingering suspicion that you’re still a lone duck, still “different” or “less than” (or even “better than”), no matter how much you hear from your sponsor or recovering friends that you’re not alone. This worry about being “normal” is usually connected to a tyrannical perfectionism that most second-year recoverers painfully acknowledge in themselves: the frustrating idea that there must be some “ideal” way to be and feel in sobriety that you just haven’t been able to achieve yet. This, in turn, can breed some of that judgmentalism that both Keith and Gloria admitted feeling. What do you do about the reflex to “take everybody’s inventory,” the reflex that makes you tear down anyone you see or hear in or out of Twelve Step meeting rooms? Does it mean you’re a “bad” person? That you’ve failed a test of sobriety? Or does it mean that you just plain are superior and you should get the hell out of AA or NA?


And what about the other terrible feelings that don’t go away? The anxiety, fear, depression, loneliness, shame, and rage that may continue to afflict you, no matter how assiduously you try to “work your program”? Are you somehow constitutionally incapable of “getting it”? What is “it,” anyway? What exactly is sobriety, and what do you have a right to expect from it? Second-year recoverers will share their insights and their paths to greater self-acceptance in these areas, as well as how they’re managing to tailor their “programs” to what’s comfortable and effective for them.


We’ll also discover the surprising rewards of reaching out to other people in sobriety, the intriguing things you can learn through what Twelve Step programs call “service”: a new, organic sense of Higher Power, of spirituality that seems to grow almost on its own throughout the tumultuous days of your second year; a new way of looking at time, a realization that maybe what’s happening to you is happening at exactly the right rate for you, that maybe it’s good you’re not getting what you’re convinced you need and want right now; a sense of your life as an ongoing adventure, one with more guidance and more revelation than you ever could have mustered on your own.


One tentative hope that many second-year recoverers have expressed to me is summed up by something Keith finally admitted when he calmed down after his rampage that morning: “The universe may not work the way I think it ought to—but maybe, just maybe, the way it does work will turn out to be better than anything I could have thought up on my own. At least,” he said, “I’ll keep that option open.”
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Taking Stock


Getting through the first year of sobriety means different things to different people. But some of what it means is a matter of simple revelation. You remember when you couldn’t imagine getting through summer or winter, a rainy or sunny day, an office party or a family reunion, a Saturday night or a Monday morning without alcohol or chemical “help.” Now you’ve proven to yourself that you can. Physical sobriety may continue to amaze you: Maybe you’re still full of gratitude that you’re really sleeping now, after so many years of passing out. And there may be any number of other improvements that are as easily quantifiable. Perhaps you’re astonished by the responsibilities you’ve managed to take on and keep up, even if it simply means that you’re making it to meetings on a regular basis and calling your sponsor or friends in the program when you say you will.


But there are less easily quantifiable changes, changes that defy easy categorizing. In taking stock of what’s gone on in your first year, you’ll probably soon find yourself going from external, behavioral changes to inner, emotional ones—new feelings, some of them troubling; new ideas about how the world works (also sometimes troubling); new senses of who you are and what you want to be. It’s not easy to articulate this part of the “stock,” and yet, on evidence, it is immensely rewarding to try. Because in striving to become conscious of what “sobriety” has meant and continues to mean to you, you’re articulating, and thereby getting to know, some important aspects of yourself. “Taking stock” thus becomes a kind of introduction to what you are made of.


It may sound as if we were moving into Fourth Step territory, the Step that asks you to take a “fearless and searching moral inventory” of yourself. If taking an overview of your first year makes you want to go deeper, you may indeed find yourself traveling into the Fourth Step. But the overviews you’ll see here aren’t meant to be seen as formal Fourth Steps. They’re thoughts and impressions from a variety of people who have taken a moment to consider questions like “What exactly happened to me this past year? What did it feel like and what does it feel like now? What have I learned?”


This is rich territory. Sobriety can make life seem like an emotional kaleidoscope, with new feelings, positive and negative, continually forming and re-forming. It’s probably impossible (and unnecessary) to keep track of them all, but certain patterns do usually recur; some of the “forms” strike us as more significant than others and are worth noting. They can give us some valuable information about ourselves. We may find, in fact, that we’re not so much looking at a kaleidoscope as into a mirror.


This has been Roy’s experience. Some of the “stock” he’s taken, and that other people in this chapter have taken of their own first year of sobriety, will probably also have some resonance for you.


“I’m Entitled”


“Ever since they wheeled me into the hospital the last time,” Roy says with an ironic smile, “I’ve had the strong clue that I don’t have a hell of a lot of power over alcohol and drugs.” About fourteen months before, after a desperate day and a half of trying to quit cold turkey on his own, Roy went into severe convulsions from alcoholic withdrawal—“in an AA meeting, of all places,” says Roy—and was taken by ambulance to a hospital just in time to save his life.


Roy’s life had become clearly “unmanageable” for years before this. By the time of his last drink he was living in a single-room-occupancy welfare hotel in the slums of Detroit; for the past ten years he’d been in and out of hospitals, hospital detox units, and any number of outpatient clinics, none of which had kept him from drinking for longer than a few days at a time. From his vantage point, there had never been a time in his adult life when he wasn’t in decline. “Once I was a bright guy everyone thought had potential,” Roy says. “Promising kid out of college. Moved to Chicago from a farm town in Kansas in the early sixties. Thought I was gonna be a revolutionary architect—Chicago was the place to be. Instead, I discovered scotch, then pot, then acid, then coke, then scotch again, and then, when I got fired from the last job I was able to get and went on welfare, pints of cheap wine. Chicago, I told myself, was the problem. Big city that ate you alive. So I moved to Detroit. Where things got even worse.” Roy developed the growing suspicion that Detroit wasn’t the reason they were getting worse. It was not clear to him that he was drinking himself to death.


Now in his second year of recovery, Roy’s descent has come to a halt; there’s no doubt in this mind about that. “Something about this last time really got to me. Mostly it’s that I’ve got a big, healthy respect for how powerful booze is. I can’t get anywhere near the stuff. And my life has gotten better, no doubt about it. Yeah, I’m still living in the same place. I’m still on welfare. I don’t have any of the things successful men in their fifties with my education are supposed to have: no car, no house, no family, no bank account. Whoops”—he corrects himself—“I forgot. That’s not true anymore! My sponsor helped me open a bank account last week. That’s amazing. They even gave me a bank card for the teller machine.”


Roy smiles again. “I guess it’s this: I’ve found out that little things count. Being nice to people. Looking after myself better. Washing my clothes. Eating three squares a day. Jeez—what was it we used to say in detox all the time? ‘Three hots and a cot.’ That’s all most guys I knew went into detox for. They certainly didn’t give a damn about sobriety. Now I do give a damn about sobriety. It’s given me all I’ve got right now, even if what I’ve got may not look like much.”


Roy’s face darkens a little. “But it’s not all easy, you know. I mean, there are parts of me coming up now that I never knew were there. It’s confusing. I can’t sort it out, or make it sound logical. There’s all this good stuff, how I feel physically, not having diarrhea all the time—all that obvious stuff. I’m amazed that most of the time it doesn’t occur to me to drink; for the moment, anyway, that obsession really has been lifted. And for a guy who’s been to as many detoxes as me, that’s saying something. But—I don’t know. I don’t miss much now and I’m discovering there was so much that I drank to make sure I missed. But now here I am, all of me, without that blanket, without that fog of booze all over things. It’s not easy. Sometimes I get nuts about this stuff.”


What stuff?


Roy looks uneasy. “Well, like sex for example. Booze totally took away my libido by the end. But now that I’m not drinking anymore, it’s not only that I’m starting to want to be with a woman—hell, with a lot of women!—but something deeper. I’m lonely. That’s the bald truth of it. Sometimes the loneliness feels like it’s gonna gut me out. People in AA say they put stuff like sex and taxes, and their mothers and the need to go to the dentist and the rest of it, ‘on the shelf.’ I’m glad to be told I can do that. But, damn, you can’t really put a hunger this strong on the shelf. It blows me away sometimes. I think life has totally passed me by. How am I gonna attract anyone, for one thing? I’m too damned old. And I hardly know what to say to my sponsor, who’s a guy, who knows me and cares about me. What would I ever find to say to a woman I just met? It just seems impossible, and it can get so painful I want to …” Roy pauses. “Well, I still don’t want to drink, thank God. And the thing of it is, even this terrible feeling passes. That old saw ‘This too shall pass’ turns out to be true. My sponsor tells me, give it time. Talk about it. Don’t be afraid to talk about it. But let myself grow a little before I tackle this thing head-on.”


The idea that you don’t have to be afraid to “talk about it,” to really say what you feel, has become the source of another revelation for Roy. “I was so used to people looking at me like I was scum—I mean, I looked and smelled like a bum for the last ten years of my life, so I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise. But I started to believe the expressions in everyone’s eyes, that I was less than human. This whole thing about low self-esteem: man, mine was deep below the earth’s crust, down about magma level. But now—hell, it’s the strangest thing. Maybe it’s just having gone through a year where I go to meetings and talk to my sponsor and friends in AA, but there’s been this strange, slow change in me. People are actually listening to me. They’re not looking the other way, or pretending I don’t exist, or kicking me. I’ll never forget this lady a couple of years ago who poked me aside with her umbrella because I was too near the bus stop she was heading for. Like I was some dog.”
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