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Author’s Note on Exercises

Twelve Step meeting protocol is recommended for the partner exercises included throughout this book. Respect each other’s viewpoints and beliefs. Listen; don’t question or critique. Avoid interrupting or getting into your own story until it’s your turn. Agree to turn off phones in advance. Practice confidentiality. Don’t call your best friend afterward and share details of the intimate conversation, and don’t bring up the discussion again with your partner when the session is over. Set time limits around your sessions, and if your partner wants to talk further, set a time and place to do that. If either partner is tired or overwhelmed, table the discussion, but be sure to reschedule it. You’re not trying to fix each other; you’re telling your story by exploring the deep beliefs and attitudes that have been part of your formation. Healing doesn’t depend on resolving differences; it comes through accepting them—with sensitivity.

The exercises in this book are designed to facilitate a focused discussion between partners, and they are most helpful when used this way. Partners can do them individually, but the point is to learn more about each other, deepen understanding, and build trust—a goal best achieved by working together.


Introduction[image: ]

“We Shall Intuitively Know…”

It might seem like a stretch of the imagination to say that our desire for relationship began more than five hundred generations ago—but it’s not entirely untrue. Since the dawn of history, we have been encoded with the yearning to form a relationship and make a home with another person. The basic urge to jump the broom, or make some other declaration of togethering, is strong, regardless of the trail of broken dreams in our rearview mirror. Consider our willingness to try one more time to make a go of it, in spite of our past difficulties. Something inside us says yes to that primordial urge to go out there and give love our best shot, despite the fear and misgivings. What prompts us to follow the stirring of the heart and to make another lover’s leap?

Call this yearning the human spirit, instinct, or the prodding of a Higher Power. In recovery we are drawn forward into life. We may think we didn’t get a map, yet we all have intuition, an internal, onboard navigation system to guide us on that sometimes uneasy mission of fully realizing who and what we are. Think of it as a GPS—a God Positioning System. Nowhere is there a greater place to evolve, to learn about self, and to practice recovery principles than in relationship, either with child, friend, spouse, or parent. The focus here is on relationship with what’s known as a significant other—spouse, mate, lover, life partner, whatever term best fits us.

This book is a sequel to the Easy Does It Dating Guide, which takes readers through a process of clean-and-sober dating, including making a commitment to a lasting relationship. The Easy Does It Relationship Guide was born out of the question, “Now that I have one, what do I do with it?” This book offers suggestions on how to attain, maintain, and sustain a satisfying committed relationship while remaining clean and sober. It applies Twelve Step principles to the relationship and includes the hope, strength, and experiences of other recovering couples. The stories here—with names and details changed—are based on meetings with recovering couples throughout the United States. They present a picture of the real-life struggles of partners in committed relationships who are working Twelve Step recovery programs. In some instances, both partners are recovering from substance abuse. In others, one partner is in recovery from addiction and the other is in Al-Anon, an organization for friends, family, and others close to substance abusers. Relationship durations ranged from less than a year to more than twenty. Regardless of the kind of addiction, the length of the relationship, or the region of the country, the challenges couple spoke about were surprisingly similar.

This book presents helpful information along with suggestions and exercises for strengthening relational skills, including how to have a fair fight. It helps readers find resolution with the past and create a vision for a shared future that expresses their love as well as their hopes and dreams. And it does this while keeping the emphasis on recovery.


Chapter One[image: ]

What Does a Healthy Relationship Look Like?

In attempting to achieve a healthy relationship it’s helpful to know what one looks like, but that’s not always possible. Many of us don’t have role models and aren’t sure what we’re trying to do. We’re making it up as we go—we’re winging it. And in fact there’s no universal definition of a healthy relationship, no master plan. It’s what we and our partner want it to be, and that keeps unfolding as we go. As a starting point and to keep it simple, let’s say a healthy relationship is a recovering relationship. It’s based on Twelve Step principles. Recovering relationships are living organisms. They grow and change along with the people in them, and as such they’re acts of faith.

Couples in long-term relationships talk about celebrating good times, enjoying the quieter times, and enduring the tough times. They say a satisfying friendship, the warmth of companionship, a wealth of meaningful memories, and a sense of having successfully navigated some of life’s greatest challenges have rewarded them. No one says it’s easy, but their commitment to each other, to the relationship, and to recovery deepens. They stay because they want to.

So where do we find these couples?

One couple had driven sixty miles from their small town in Minnesota to attend our focus group in St. Paul. They talked about their twenty-seven-year relationship, in which they have weathered active addiction, recovery, a partner’s relapse, and a divorce. They gave themselves a second chance at recovery and marriage and are well into round two. They both said their commitment to the program comes first in their marriage. They know from experience that if they lose their recovery, they stand to lose it all.

A Seattle couple is still struggling with one partner’s active addiction. They value their fifteen-year marriage, and their commitment to stay together is strong. They are temporarily living apart for the children’s sake, but they haven’t given up on their miracle. They hope and pray that recovery will make it possible for them to get back together under one roof again.

A couple in Boston is taking their marriage one day at a time while they both work an Al-Anon program. They are committed to personal growth and learning new skills. Their commitment to each other runs deep. They’ve known each other since they were kids.

A couple in Memphis suffered the terrible heartbreak of a child’s death, unpayable medical bills, and bankruptcy. They talked about powerlessness and gratitude in the midst of grief. They’ve learned the value of stepping back, prioritizing, and letting go. They’ve stayed sober and stayed together through very tough times, saying that while they don’t always feel good they do feel stronger. Seven years after the loss of their child, the grief comes in waves. “We take turns being strong and collapsing under the burden of it,” Sally said. “There have been good times along the way, too, and we’ve learned to enjoy them but not try to hang on to them.”

A recovering alcoholic in Chicago is making his third attempt at a committed relationship—the first in sobriety. Tom was embarrassed to admit being overwhelmed at the difficulty of partnering. He felt that after two previous marriages, he shouldn’t be surprised, but he was. “I drank through my first two marriages, so this is almost like a first try. If I knew how hard this was going to be, I’m not sure I would have taken it on. That is in no way a negative comment on Laura. I love her with all my heart and have no desire to leave the marriage—it’s just difficult.” Laura attends Al-Anon regularly and agreed with her partner, saying marriage is challenging but not as difficult for her as it is for Tom. At least for now, she added, smiling. They find support in Recovering Couples Anonymous.

Words like enduring, commitment, and the long haul may sound daunting. But in relationships as in recovery, we don’t have to know how to do it all before we begin, and it doesn’t all happen on the first day.

But What Does It Look Like?

Creating a healthy relationship could be compared to sculpting the proverbial elephant: we chip away everything that isn’t an elephant. There’s truth in that old joke. Isn’t that what we do in recovery? All those searching and fearless inventories and other self-reflections are a process of chipping away the stuff that isn’t who we really are. Our perfect relationship, like recovery, is a work in progress.

In the big picture, a healthy relationship is one in which both partners are more satisfied than dissatisfied, and actively strive to increase that positive ratio. In the small picture, it depends on both partners’ abilities to meet their own basic needs and experience satisfaction.

The Serenity Prayer gives us further clues.God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. We might say that a healthy relationship is a study in wisdom, as it is surely an exercise in acceptance and change. We strive to find harmony in our differences, to accept one another and the way the relationship is going at any given moment. Yet human relationships are always changing.

In healthy relationships, couples learn to hold it all lightly—to embrace conflict, resolve differences, and seek serenity. When they find it, they enjoy it. When it slips away again, as it does, they have the tools to regain it. Each partner is involved in the process. Involvement needs honesty. There is no place for manipulation, trauma-drama, controlling, or dropping out. Resolving differences isn’t done by winning or losing a disagreement but by coming to a new position—one in which both individuals learn something new about themselves and each other, and in some way embrace a new idea, attitude, or behavior. For that to happen we have to maintain our integrity, upholding an honest difference of opinion, expressing sincere emotional reactions and responses—living in our truth.

Life on Life’s Terms

A healthy relationship is free to look bad. There are situations that no amount of “We’re fine” can cover. Hard times don’t necessarily indicate an unhealthy partnership. On the contrary, life dishes out some tough stuff. Partners rely on each other for support as they face life on life’s terms. And there are times when it’s a partner who is dishing out the tough stuff. In healthy partnerships we can carry one another, at least for a time. Often it is the belief we have in each other that turns things around. There are unlimited possibilities besides hanging on for dear life or leaving. Mates in healthy relationships explore that territory together at meetings, with sponsors, or through counseling. They look for options and make conscious choices.

Partnership is about relating, with the emphasis on ing. It’s an action. Having a healthy relationship is a matter of taking the necessary steps to make it happen. It isn’t different from any other aspect of our recovery program. Recovery isn’t just about not taking a drink or not engaging in whatever addiction or compulsion was our nemeses. It requires consistently showing up and doing the work: willingness. A healthy relationship works the same way. We show up, willing to chisel away at our self-imposed limits, and we have the potential to transcend—to grow and become more in the process.

Even Carrots Need Tending

Growing a relationship is like raising a carrot crop—both need tending. An obvious benefit to growing carrots and cultivating a relationship is that both feed us. We till the soil, plant the seeds, pull the weeds, and eventually reap the benefits. A healthy relationship reflects our willingness to do the work and nurture the seeds. Love grows, but left untended it can also wither and die. In successful relationships, partners speak the words of love and show their devotion generously and often. Making love is one of the ways we reinforce our bonds—it is the culmination of affection, gentle thoughts, little acts of kindness, and the passion we feel for life.

LIVING WITH SPIRIT

It’s been said that relationships are threesomes—two partners and the relationship itself. For recovering relationships we might want to add a fourth member to the organization—a Higher Power. How we identify our spiritual source and how we honor that part of our partnership is personal. But relying on a Higher Power is very likely going to make a difference in our capacity to experience satisfaction in our relationships. A relationship between two satisfied people can’t help but become a wellspring of contentment—enough for the partners and a generous overflow. We may have had the experience of being in the company of a couple who have it going together. It splashes out everywhere, and it feels good.

In this book, you’ll meet couples nationwide who describe the spirit of their relationship in a variety of ways. They talk about acceptance, appreciation, and praise; presence and availability; empathy and compassion; good lovemaking; playfulness and joy; endurance, steadfastness, freedom, and willingness. Perhaps most important, a healthy relationship is made of the bodies, minds, and spirits of two people spiritually connected. It is Higher Powered.

The following exercises will help you discern what you both want to create in your relationship—to identify the special character or spirit of your partnership.

EXERCISES

Taking Stock

Work together and identify the qualities you want in your relationship. Don’t list what you don’t want—state the items in positive terms. For example, if you don’t want to feel confined, perhaps you want a sense of freedom, openness, or room to be.

Next, make a list of the qualities you have in your relationship. Again, stay with positive qualities. This can give you a sense of what you’ve already accomplished and where you may want to focus.

Finding Your Vision

From the lists you’ve just made, begin to identify a vision together for the relationship. Conscious awareness of what we hope to accomplish together lifts us out of the everyday annoyances that can turn into problems. It gets us operating from a higher place.

In designing your vision statement, include how you make decisions and solve problems. Again, state items in positive terms: for example, This is a relationship where we share problems and work out solutions together. Visions can be big enough to encompass the hopes and dreams of each partner—even when they don’t appear to match. For example, I met a couple who found that one partner’s desire to “nest” at home seemed to clash with the other’s longing for high adventure and faraway places. They came up with the following vision:This is a home where everyone’s dreams can come true. There’s no doubt they will work through their differences creatively. When times get rough and it seems you’re at an impasse, go back to your vision statement and read it together—you’ll be surprised at how it helps you refocus on higher goals.

As you read this book, pay attention to the information and suggestions that offer further insight into your vision and the exercises that help you reach where you want to be.
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Remember, a healthy relationship is something partners create together; it reflects their spirit and the spirit of recovery—it’s Higher Powered. Our relationship grows and changes as we grow and change; it’s a living organism. Many recovering couples say that on good days they have most of the following qualities: satisfaction, acceptance, growth and change, curiosity, a spirit of service, honesty, involvement, conflict and resolution, truth, and serenity. On “bad” days they have at least a few of them.

Next we’ll gain some insight into family patterns and how they influence our present commitments.


Chapter Two[image: ]

How We Got Here

Addiction disconnected our system. Recovery is a process of reconnecting and rewiring as needed. It’s an opportunity to sort through the messages we’ve heard about life, what we’ve been told about ourselves, and what we’ve discovered on our own. We can choose what is most true for us at this time in our lives, particularly regarding relationships.

FIRST THINGS FIRST: WHAT Is COMMITMENT, ANYWAY?

Any discussion of relationship in the recovering community quickly runs into that “C-word,” commitment, a word often confused with the sound of a cell door slamming. We might hear it as a life sentence. Previous bad experiences, fear of failure, and sometimes just facing the unknown make us apprehensive. Some say commitment has been co-opted by contemporary culture—it’s become more about society’s needs than ours. Commitment becomes entangled with issues such as taxes and medical benefits, child support, prenuptial agreements, marriage vows, domestic partnerships, and civil unions. With all the paperwork, it’s lost its connection to the heart—to love. Laws and legal documents exist for the benefit of each individual partner, and it is important for partners to get the details down. But that’s not the purpose of this book; this book is about the spirit in which couples come together and about how to keep it alive.

Recovery begins with a commitment we make to ourselves—a conscious decision to live a clean and sober life and grow spiritually. We don’t know at the time exactly what that will mean. In a committed relationship, it’s a decision made between two people, a promise representing the desire to be together and to face life as a team. And that is likewise full of twists and turns. We don’t know what lies ahead. We’re not supposed to know. Our elders were onto something when they included “for better or for worse” in the familiar wedding vows, because life together will include both. Couples are essentially committing to work through the difficulties—to live, love, and grow together. A friend of mine said it this way: “Commitment is signing on the dotted line, but it’s lived in the small print.”

Today not all committed relationships include marriage, and not all marriages include traditional wedding vows. Some who are reading this book are already in relationships and marriages. Others may be contemplating taking this step. Regardless of where we are in the process, this is a chance to clarify what we are doing—to talk about what we’re building. Commitment isn’t something imposed from the outside—it’s something discovered within. Recovery has given us the freedom to design a life that works for us. Recovering partnerships give us the freedom to design a life together that works for each of us.

THE ESSENTIAL QUESTION: WHO AM I?

Recovery is a spiritual journey, and many say that journey is driven by one essential question: Who am I? The search takes us back to our origins and explores family issues as a way of better understanding ourselves today. Our commitment story begins there. Understanding our family relationships, how they worked, and their effects on us ultimately frees us to be in the one we’re in now—informed by the past, but free of its power over us.

Where we were born—the part of the world, the town, even the neighborhood—contributes to the making of who we are. Religion, education, and media can have a big influence on learning and behavior, but our family has the most immediate hand in shaping us and in giving us our basic beliefs. By the time we walk out the door for kindergarten, we are budding young social scientists, politicians, and mood managers. Understanding how our family works shapes how we believe families are supposed to work—and how we expect the world to work. What it takes to get a parent to smile influences how we make others smile. All of this is wired into place—below the level of consciousness.

Family of origin is the modern-day version of the tribe, and family rules carry the power of tribal law. For the rest of our lives we weigh and measure people, places, and things against this system—until we bump into someone from a different tribe and our beliefs are called into question. We may have already discovered that while we heard the same mating call our partner did, we have very different ways of responding to it. The good news is that successful relationships are about exploring differences. And while instincts don’t change, tribal beliefs can, and do. Examining them is part of the business of growing up.

Sorting through the family beliefs we grew up with and claiming the thoughts, feelings, and values that are really ours: this is a process of taking responsibility. It is spiritual maturity. In recovery this process of discernment begins with Step work and goes on throughout life: that’s what it means to gain self-awareness and to grow spiritually.

THAT “ROAD OF HAPPY DESTINY”

Long-term partnerships don’t just happen. They are the result of growing together, developing new attitudes, and learning new skills. Despite a sincere desire to make a lasting commitment, we sometimes unconsciously undermine our success. More often than not this is due to unfinished family-of-origin issues.

Therapist and author John Bradshaw revolutionized the recovering community with his profoundly simple revelation that in healthy families you are allowed to grow up and leave. Children who are raised in healthy families develop the life skills necessary for successful relationships. They grow up knowing what it feels like to count on others and to be counted on—to belong. A necessary process of bonding and trusting occurs. They will leave home confident, curious, and ready to engage life. They know how to be friends, team members, co-workers, and neighbors—and when the time comes they have what it takes to make a commitment to a partner and to be in a healthy relationship. That’s the ideal. But for a variety of reasons it doesn’t happen that way for many of us who are in recovery from addiction and the cluster of accompanying conditions.

Many times, through no one’s direct fault, stressful situations take parental attention away from children. It can be due to the immaturity of parents, demanding careers, illness, addiction in the home, death of a spouse, or other life challenges. When kids don’t get what they need, when they don’t get the kind of care necessary to develop the qualities they’ll need in life, their instruction book is a few chapters short. Most significantly, they are short on trust. This unfinished family business interferes with the ability to bond with a partner—that’s what Bradshaw means by leaving home. Regardless, nature moves us along on our path, ready or not! When it’s time to fly the nest and follow the mating call, most of us respond to it with or without the full set of instructions.

The Family Saga

Therapist and author Patrick Carnes talks about the family epoch. The word is apt, because the dynamic contains conditioning acquired over many generations. Family history continues to determine our fate until we unravel it—and rewrite it. When we don’t clear family-of-origin issues, we replay them in some way with a family of our own. We want to commit to a partner, but it feels overwhelming. That sense of obligation to our old family is like a huge debt with high interest. We keep paying but it doesn’t go away.

The exercises in this chapter will help you explore your family history. Before you begin, consider these general suggestions:


	Set boundaries as part of writing your new story. Old behaviors cannot be extinguished and reinforced at the same time. It might be necessary to limit interactions with our family of origin while we make the changes.

	Find other couples who have what we want and notice what they do and how they do it; this provides models while we design our own version of a healthy relationship. Consider finding a marriage sponsor. Investigate Recovering Couples Anonymous.

	In recovery we strive to live by spiritual principles, not necessarily by the family rules we grew up with. This allows us to transcend the past, letting go of old thoughts and thinking new ones. Applying spiritual principles to life is the up-to-the-minute instruction book we’ve been looking for.



EXERCISES

These exercises can help you and your partner explore each other’s belief systems around relationship. Knowing where behavior (ours or our partner’s) is coming from doesn’t eliminate all the arguments but, at the very least, goes a long way toward damage control.

Exploring Beliefs


	What are three beliefs you learned in your family of origin that are important to you?

	What are three beliefs you now have that differ from your family of origin’s beliefs?

	Where did your “different” beliefs come from?



Exploring Attitudes


	What are three basic attitudes your family of origin has about life?

	What attitudes do you now have about life that differ from theirs?

	How did you develop your particular attitudes?

	If you were to make an attitude adjustment, where would you start?



Exploring Values


	What are three values you learned at home?

	Who taught them to you?

	What values do you have that differ from your family’s values?

	Where did they come from?



Exploring Trust


	Who took care of you as a child?

	What kind of discipline was used in your family of origin?

	What kind of praise did you receive?

	What did you need to hear?



Revitalizing Your Promises

Using that material, talk about the new story: what you want in your life together. What are you creating? Brainstorm a positive behavior that takes you one step further into your new story and commit to doing it.
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We have an instinct to bond with our “tribe” and another instinct that nudges us to leave home and bond with a mate. These instincts are shaped by culture—primarily family. Bonding happens as we are nurtured in infancy and childhood by parents or other primary caretakers who are emotionally present. The trust that is learned there allows us to make a commitment with a partner. Recovery holds the key for healing broken trust and for successful relating. Updating our system, role modeling, and making positive changes provide the best chance for successful partnering.

Next we’ll look at another equally intriguing and sometimes hair-raising aspect of relationship—intimacy, that other “C-word.”
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