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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 about recovery 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 pretty much always beats the 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


“Mama Never Told Me it Would Be Like This”


Lori rubs her brow and frowns.


“This isn't how it was supposed to be,” she says. “When I was little, my mother told me when I grew up I'd get married, like her, and have kids, like her, and live happily ever after.” She looks out the window thoughtfully. “She never told me I'd move from city to city, live alone or with men I barely knew, get so depressed I'd want to kill myself. She never told me I'd be an alcoholic. And now, God help me,” she says with a look of complete bafflement, “a recovering alcoholic.”


The phrase “Mama never told me it would be like this” had a lot of meaning to Lori. She'd lettered it into a sign and tacked it up in her kitchen where she knew she'd be sure to see it every day. It reminded her, she said, “how unpredictable life is, and how adaptable I have to be to face life. I need to see something that will take away any expectations I might have about how I'm going to feel during the day. To remind me that the only thing I'm guaranteed is I won't get drunk if I don't drink.” She laughs. “Do I sound too much like Little Miss AA? I hate it when I sound like I'm spouting the party line.” She pauses and looks out the window again. “Oh, hell,” she says, finally. “The truth is, I don't have the slightest idea what's happening to me. All I know is I've never felt this way before. My sponsor says that alcoholics who drink are like plants that manage to get along on almost no sun and water. When we stop drinking, and we start getting sun and water, it's a shock. We've forgotten what growth feels like—and here we are, growing all of a sudden. That's supposedly why I feel this way. I'm not used to living life like this. Consciously. Head on.


“My sponsor also says—I seem to be starting more and more sentences that way!—that all I've got to do is stop drinking and go to AA meetings every day to let this natural growth happen. She says I don't have to think about it, or force my will on anything. Just don't drink, and go to meetings.” Lori groans softly. “Usually I take it on faith. I mean, all I know is that everything feels new and pretty uncomfortable. Sometimes I just zonk out, stare out the window and get lost in how bright everything looks. Sometimes I feel so much pain—then, out of nowhere, this amazing feeling of well-being, even joy.” Lori lets out a baffled sigh. “God knows where all this will take me. For now, I'm just hanging in there, letting life happen … and making a day-to-day pact with myself not to drink while it does.”






Lori's feelings of newness and confusion in sobriety may strike familiar chords in you. Or perhaps they don't. Things probably feel different for you than they used to, but possibly in a different way from what Lori describes. Which brings us to what may be the only universal statement we can make about the onset of sobriety: It's not the same for everyone.


However, if sobriety is such a singular experience, how can we say anything in a book that speaks to everyone? Can Lori's message, “Mama never told me it would be like this,” be made into a welcome mat? Something that invites all of us in?


It's true that your experience of your first day or seven days or three weeks or ninety days or four or six months or a year of sobriety will be your own. Nobody can quite understand what it's like for you to get through life without picking up a drug or a drink. You may realize from day one of sobriety that what's happening to you is something very special and private, a gift that peculiarly fits your soul, a gift that somehow slipped into you in the most intimate and particular way (if you feel it to be a gift at all: some people don't, at least not right off). How could anyone besides you understand what this feels like, what you're going through?


The people you'll meet in these pages all have this feeling of specialness, and they all deserve to have it. Their route to sobriety is, in some crucial ways, uniquely their own: They have all experienced life without drinking or drugging in ways peculiar to each of them. Not that there aren't universals; we'll see throughout this book that there are many feelings that do seem to unite recovering people, samenesses that are the more striking for the diversity they come out of. But we generalize about recovering people at our peril. For example, some people seem to ascend almost immediately to what people in Twelve Step programs call “a pink cloud”; things just get amazingly, wonderfully better, right from the start! Other people discover resentments, anger, or depression with a ferocity that may frighten others who don't feel those things; sobriety is tough for these guys, and they don't understand what the “happy, joyous, and free” stuff is all about. Others feel like they're stumbling around, rubbing their eyes after a Rip Van Winkle–length coma. “Where the hell am I?” one newly recovering alcoholic asks.


Others still feel differently. Some people make the transition to sobriety more easily than others, with greater or lesser degrees of comfort and clarity. All of which brings us to the first premise of this book, which is also a premise of the volumes in this series about the first three years in sobriety: There is no “right” or “wrong” way to feel in sobriety. Maybe this relieves you: “You mean, any way I feel is okay?” But you might just as easily have a different reaction. The idea that any way they feel is okay scares some people out of their wits. “Tell me what to expect!” they say. “I can't stand this uncharted territory. What am I supposed to be feeling? Give me some rules!”


Fortunately or unfortunately, there don't appear to be any rules about feelings in sobriety. As you may already know from your own experience in these first days or months of your first year, what we've said is true: People respond differently; sobriety colors our lives in very individual ways. But you may also have begun to get the clue that there are suggestions that can be worth following, suggestions that can make our paths in sobriety easier and that seem to work for all of us, no matter how different we are as individuals. These suggestions are worth looking at carefully because they appear to have worked, over time, for so many people. They come from the real experience of other recovering addicts and alcoholics who have managed to stay sober before us, experience that's given rise perhaps most popularly and effectively to the Twelve Step programs of AA and NA and other A's based on Twelve Step principles and traditions.


Luckily, there's a good deal of literature available about all this—books and pamphlets that offer some very specific tips about the nuts and bolts of staying sober, such as ways of doing the Twelve Steps and of dealing with a wide range of other issues in sober living. (See Suggested Reading at the back of this book for some recommendations.) This book, however, is a little different. We're not going to give you a step-by-step How to Live Sober guide. Our task is to give you something a little less quantifiable, but, we think, just as necessary and healing.


What this book will give you is voices. Many voices. Voices of people who, like you, are struggling in the often baffling territory of their first year of trying to live without drinking or drugging. People who, like you, are alternately amazed, appalled, delighted, depressed, illuminated, elated, disturbed, or simply thrown by their first days, weeks, and months of sobriety. These voices are male and female, straight and gay, young and old, rich and poor. What unites them is that they're all in the process of giving life without alcohol and drugs a chance. Something else unites them, too, in what they have to offer us: an overarching message of hope.


Whether you're feeling up or down, the people in this book tell us, you can get through it without picking up a drink or taking a drug. If you've managed to do that, you're the greatest success in the world. Nothing is better than what you've done simply by getting through the day without picking up. That's our second premise and the bottom-line definition of success that we use in this book: You're a success if you've managed not to pick up today. In fact, every day you manage to resist the urge to pick up, you deserve all the congratulations and encouragement in the world.


Does this mean you're not a success if you slip? In these pages you'll meet a number of people who have had what they consider one or more false starts in sobriety, people who may have managed to amass some time in recovery but ended up being unable to sustain it. Are they failures? No. Certainly they don't consider themselves failures, even if they couldn't stick with sobriety at first. They realize, from hard experience, that “it takes what it takes” to fully wake up to the power of their addictions, and to the potential joys and rewards of learning ways to live without allowing those addictions to run—and ruin—their lives.


Nobody said sobriety was easy. It isn't the role of this book to judge anybody who drinks or doesn't drink, takes drugs or doesn't. All we'd like to suggest clearly at the outset is that, if you have come to acknowledge that you are addicted and you manage, through whatever means, to stay away from the substance or behavior you're addicted to, you're participating in a miracle. You're experiencing the basic bedrock success we hold as the most precious thing we've experienced in our own lives as recovering addicts and alcoholics.


A third premise: While this isn't a Twelve Step recovery guide, this is a book primarily about Twelve Step recovery. The men and women you'll meet in these pages have all found direction and support and hope in Twelve Step programs. This isn't to say you won't get something out of this book if you're still in the “undecided” category regarding AA or NA or any of the other A's. Sobriety is sobriety, no matter how you achieve it—assuming, that is, it's true psychological and spiritual sobriety, and not mere abstinence from drugs and alcohol. However, we do hold a Twelve Step bias—and for a simple reason. From the evidence of the huge number of people whose voices fill these pages, Twelve Step programs work. While no one associated with this book is an AA spokesperson (which is in any case an impossibility—by its own definition AA can have no spokespeople), the “experience, strength, and hope” of people in Twelve Step programs inform the tone of First-Year Sobriety and largely provide its content.


What we hope is that these pages will speak to you the way a Twelve Step meeting does. In fact, that's a good way to think of this book. Put it in your pocket, bag, purse, briefcase, or backpack and take it out when you need a meeting and can't get to one. Some voices may delight you, others may infuriate you, others may seem familiar, still others may sound as if they come from another planet. (Just like a regular Twelve Step meeting!) You may want to laugh or cry or think or maybe even snooze a little. Just as there's no “right” or “wrong” way to experience sobriety, there's no right or wrong way to experience a Twelve Step meeting, or this book.


All we ask is that you give the people you'll meet here a chance to speak to you, and yourself the chance of being helped and healed. Healing, in the experience of the people in this book, seems to happen most effectively and satisfyingly when you realize a simple fact: You're not alone. If you're going through your first days or weeks or months of sobriety, it will almost certainly help to hear and realize that.


But isn't this contradictory? What about everything we said earlier about how unique each of is?


Sure, nobody is exactly like you. But nobody is completely different from you either. You can call that our fourth premise, if you'd like. Twelve Step programs suggest that you “identify, not compare,” because it's been the experience of people who have achieved sobriety in Twelve Step programs that you can get something helpful from anyone who speaks in recovery, however different his or her circumstances may be from your own. There do seem to be some clear common denominators in the emotional realm: Our feelings always seem to connect us, even when the particulars of our experiences may not.


As you'll also see in this book, there are no timetables in recovery. Some people “get” certain intuitions or insights that other people don't. The fact is, some people battle much fiercer demons in sobriety than others. We all drag different baggage into sobriety; some bags are easier to unload than others. Again, while this is a book about the first year of sobriety, you won't find any “right” or “wrong” way to accomplish that first year. True, as we've said, evidence from the people in this book indicates that there do seem to be a few ballpark universals, challenges we all seem to end up facing: learning to break through loneliness and isolation and fear; finding ways to deal with anger and depression and resentment; learning how to tolerate a new and sometimes overwhelming happiness (sometimes joy can be as hard to deal with in sobriety as misery!). A certain identifiable broad territory of discovery does seem to make itself felt in the first year. But we emphasize “broad.” There's room for every human experience here. Including yours.


But enough premises. Let's get to some of what “Mama never told you it would be like.” And feel free, imaginatively, to join the voices here: Add your own story to the stories you'll find in this book.


There is a way back from hell. Join us in charting it.




        one


        When All That Changes Is Everything:


        The First Ninety Days


        Here are four brief stories about a variety of people in the first stages of their recovery. You'll go first to a large urban hospital and meet a group of alcoholics and addicts in “detox,” men and women used to hearing themselves called “hard cases.” Then you'll meet Susan, a soft-spoken young woman in the Midwest who's had a hard time convincing her family (and sometimes herself) that she is an alcoholic. Next you'll meet Pablo, a streetwise twenty-year-old man from Detroit who's spent his life trying to be Superman. And Charles, a seventy-year-old newly sober gentleman from Boston who often finds himself feeling like a child.


        As different as these people may seem from one another, you may also get a glimmer of what unites them. And what may apply to you.


        



        We're in a brightly lit room in a New York hospital. About twenty-five people, more men than women, dressed in hospital-issued blue pajamas, sit around two long fold-out dining tables that have been pushed together. Miguel breaks the silence.


        “This place sucks,” he says. A tough-looking guy in his mid-thirties, Miguel is full of submerged energy, like a volcano waiting to blow. He stares down at his hands clenched in his lap. His voice is so quiet he can barely be heard, but the people around the table who are listening (not everyone is) seem to be catching it. “I hate this place. I can't stand it. I want to run out of here every minute. I feel like I'm gonna explode if I don't get out of here.” His glowering eyes lift to scan the room, then drop back down to his hands. “What the hell good is hanging around you bozos supposed to be doing for me?”


        Sam, a black man of greater bulk than Miguel but with a far more easygoing manner, responds, “Hey man. Stick around to play Monopoly with me. You're the only guy here as good as me at it.”


        People laugh. Miguel is caught off guard. He lets out a long low whoosh of air, which seems to calm him down a little.


        “I know what Miguel means,” says Theresa, a dark woman who tends to take charge of these sessions. “This sobriety is a bitch. I mean, what did we always do before? We got high. That was how we handled anything and everything. My feelings make me wanna bust out of my skin, too, sometimes. Sometimes all I wanna do is go out and cop and get high.” Theresa frowns, then pounds the table with her right fist, which startles two or three men nodding off at the end of the table to her left. They look up at her in surprise.


        “But it doesn't frigging work anymore,” she continues, “and we don't know what the hell else to do. So we're here to learn something. I mean, we're not here on vacation, man. Right?” A chorus of “Rights.” “Jesus!” Theresa starts to laugh, turning again to Miguel. “I mean—look at you, man! I saw you when you were out there. You were a mess. I couldn't understand a word you said, and now here we are, sitting around like all this was normal, talking like regular people. Something the hell is goin' on here. It's better than it used to be. Stick around for it, man.” She smiles at Miguel again, softens her voice. “Stick around.”


        An old man named Joseph looks down with watery blue eyes at his spotless pajama shirt and then looks up, bewildered. “I'm even clean,” he says, mostly to himself, baffled that anything like that could have happened.


        Jorge begins to rock back and forth in his chair. Theresa is annoyed. “Stop that, man! You like a crazy person!” These “group sessions” tend to make Theresa edgy, and she doesn't like it when anyone acts up. But Jorge won't stop rocking back and forth. Everyone in the room looks at him, some people out of boredom (a number of people in here dread “Group” more than anything else they've got to sit through in detox), some people out of curiosity. A man of indeterminate years—maybe forty-five, maybe sixty—Jorge has never opened his mouth in the whole two weeks he's been here. He rocks back and forth more vigorously now, his face a frown of concentration. “What the hell you doing?” Theresa is getting angry.


        Jorge opens his mouth and makes a sound. Finally, the people around him hear what he's saying. “My name is Jorge”—he draws out the sounds “Hooor-haaay” as if testing his voice, jaws, tongue to see if they work. With a further effort of concentration, he manages, “and—I—am—an—alco—holic.”


        Those people who are paying attention suddenly applaud. Even the bored ones look at Jorge and clap their hands. They know something special has happened, even if they aren't sure exactly what. Theresa smiles and gets up out of her chair to hug Jorge, who doesn't smile, but stops rocking in his chair.


        

       

        Susan sits by the bay window of her living room, her troubled look at odds with the peacefulness of the rolling Illinois landscape.


        “I think the most unnerving thing,” she says, “is that so many people never thought I had a problem with drinking. They just don't believe I'm an alcoholic. Sometimes I think even people in AA look at me as if I don't belong. I imagine everyone thinking, ‘What's she doing here?’” Susan pauses for a moment, looks out the window. “Sometimes this scares me. I mean, maybe I'm not an alcoholic. That's what it seems everyone wants me to believe. It's certainly what my mother said when I told her. ‘Oh, Susan,’ she said, ‘you're always making problems for yourself. No one from our family ever had a drinking problem. You're just blowing it out of proportion.’”


        Any suggestion of crisis or a negative feeling, Susan says, had always been pushed down, minimized, never talked about in her family. “My dad is a retired army officer,” Susan continues. “The fact that we're black—and that he had a black family in the midst of the all-white midwestern town we lived in—made him feel we all had to try harder. Be an example or something. We weren't allowed to fight, express anger, sadness—act in any way other than what he decided was ‘normal.’”


        Susan heaves a big sigh. “So I became the best little girl in the world. The best little girl grew up, got good grades, did everything right. And felt less and less human with every passing year. Less and less like there was any possibility of finding out who I really was, much less being it.” Right after college, Susan married a “respectable” man going through medical school—“someone my father might have picked for me”—and tried hard to become a model wife and later, after one, then two, then three kids (“My husband's religious background makes him shun birth control—sometimes I think he wants me to populate the world”), a model mother. She discovered, on some evenings out with her husband's doctor friends and their wives, that she could be a model drinker too.


        “It was amazing what a few glasses of wine could do,” Susan says. “It was like it didn't take so much energy and willpower anymore to be nice, charming, say all the right things. Wine was a miracle; a few glasses and I was all those things without trying. And I was a nice drinker. Funny, open, charming. Something in me released—relaxed. It wasn't such a chore anymore to be alive.”


        Susan looks out the window again. “I never drank more than three, maybe four glasses of wine at a time,” she says. “I mean, I wasn't out of control. The idea that I might have a problem with drinking never occurred to me. And if anyone had suggested I was an alcoholic, I would have questioned their sanity. Alcoholics were people who slept in the gutter. I was doing just fine.”


        Certainly the outer parts of Susan's life continued to appear “fine.” “I don't have much of a war story, really,” she says. “It's enough to say that wine was so terrific at dinner that I figured, why wouldn't it be just as terrific at lunch? Or in the middle of the afternoon? Or after my husband left in the morning for the hospital, the two littlest kids were taking their naps, and my oldest was off in nursery school? These were just ‘time out’ periods for me, I thought. And nobody but me had to know about them. Afterwards, a few swigs of mouthwash and I was okay, good as new. …”


        Susan eventually realized she wasn't okay, not because anything terrible happened—“It's a miracle that something terrible didn't happen to one of the kids, with me half-drunk all day”—but because of an inner despair that the wine couldn't seem to touch anymore. “After a few years, drinking wasn't making me feel better. It was deepening my depression, not lifting it. I started to feel suicidal. Something was terribly, terribly wrong with me, and I couldn't imagine what it was.” Susan made a secret appointment with a therapist she'd overheard one of the neighbors talk about, a woman who turned out to be an alcoholism counselor. “Talk about a Higher Power,” Susan says, smiling for the first time. “That was about a month ago.”
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