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Introduction

The Easy Does It Dating Guide is for men and women of all ages in recovery from any and all addictive substances or behaviors. Suggestions apply to male and female dating as well as same-sex relationships (the use of he and she is alternated throughout the text and readers are encouraged to adjust pronouns appropriately). The book takes you through preparing to date, dating, selecting a partner, and moving from dating to relating—applying recovery principles to each stage of the process. When the book mentions program, Steps, or Traditions, it is specifically referring to Twelve Step recovery programs as described in the books and literature produced by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., in New York.

The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions of Alcoholics Anonymous, as well as the folk wisdom that circulates throughout the recovering community, has much to teach us about the nature of relationships—whether between friends, lovers, or married partners. Hopefully the Easy Does It Dating Guide will begin the process of applying recovery theory to your desire to date, relate, and mate in a healthy way. As you read this book, remember that the model of healthy dating presented here is the ideal. We rally around the flag of progress not perfection, so read the material, talk about it with friends and sponsors, and give yourself plenty of time to learn and grow.


Chapter One [image: ]

Clean-and-Sober Dating:
    The Ultimate Reality Show


	Would I recognize a healthy date if I saw one?

	Does addiction leave a mark on my permanent record?

	What about “sport” dating?

	Relationship hell: dating traps you can avoid.



Definition of dating: a social or romantic engagement with another person

Definition of dating in recovery: a subject that makes the blood run cold

The subject of dating is practically taboo in many recovery circles—dodged with the vigor reserved for sidestepping a cobra. If you don’t believe it, just mention relationship during an Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meeting and eyes roll, heads drop, and the groaning begins. What’s being expressed depends on whom you ask. No doubt some in the room are recalling their last failed attempt, and others are afraid of trying; neither group wants to be reminded of the situation, wishing the whole topic would just go away. Beneath all the grumbling and foot shuffling is the fact that most folks in recovery are struggling with the whole business of relationships, including dating, intimacy, and commitment. The majority have little to draw on by way of healthy examples or experiences, yet the hope for that always-elusive good relationship doesn’t go away.

EAST OF EDEN

What is true for recovering people might well be true among the general population as well. One has only to look at the explosion of dating services as well as the divorce rate to see that most people haven’t discovered the magic formula for successful relationships—yet we all keep trying. Ever since Adam and Eve donned fig leaves and hiked out of paradise, we’ve been following in their footsteps. The urge for “together-ing” can be about anything from keeping the human race going to keeping our feet warm on a cold night. Either way, you’d think by now we would have gotten better at it—but regardless, we keep hoping. Why? The desire to form an intimate and lasting tie with another human being is a reasonable expectation.

In addition to the challenges almost everyone faces in dating and relating, people recovering from addiction have a couple of particular dragons to slay, making clean-and-sober dating seem like the ultimate reality show. Dating in recovery has been compared to playing football without gear, running barefoot over sharp rocks, and having dental work without the benefit of painkillers. It can be the great escape, bounce you back into relapse, or trigger a new addiction.

So why do we it? Because we also learn to love and be loved, we gain insight about ourselves, and we grow spiritually—all through relationships. Bonding and developing intimacy are natural and healthy human desires. (Notice the words bonding and developing in the previous sentence. It’s an ongoing endeavor.)

The purpose of this book it to lay out a plan that can help you navigate the world of dating while avoiding many of the predictable pitfalls of romantic relationships in recovery.

While the challenges facing the recovering dater may be greater than they are for our nonaddicted “cousins,” recovery principles are all about building relational skills. With practice, it’s possible to enjoy dating while staying clean and sober—without feeling you’re about to get voted off the island.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY HEALTHY DATING?

First and foremost, healthy dating depends on staying clean and sober and working your program. It’s a process, and you’ll be hearing that word a lot throughout this book. Process means a gradual, developmental, progressive, methodical course of action. Another concept you’ll become familiar with is conscious choice—meaning an aware, mindful, deliberate selection of options.

Principles of Twelve Step recovery provide information about your disease and offer suggestions on how to live happy, joyous, and free of addiction. The principles apply to everything in life, including dating and relating. Recovery works because it provides information and offers options for making healthy choices. The Easy Does It Dating Guide will use the same approach. It will provide information and suggestions; you’ll have the opportunity to make conscious choices.

ACCEPTANCE: COMING TO GRIPS

The first stage of recovery is about accepting the disease of addiction and acquiring the skills to get along without alcohol, other drugs, or addictive behaviors. It’s the first step of the journey toward greater awareness and finding your place in the world. For most people, early recovery provides the first experience of developing a meaningful relationship with self. It’s a time of learning who you are and how you fit into the “tribe.” Healthy dating begins with the relationship you form with yourself and your recovery community. No other relationships are possible until those are firmly in place.

Dating provides an opportunity to meet and spend time with people while learning more about who you are and exploring what it means to be in a relationship before actually committing to one. It’s a trial time for learning how to make choices before emotional bonding takes place. Emotional bonding is the natural result of spending time together. It’s an attachment you feel to a person you’re attracted to that can quickly turn casual dating into compulsive relating—ready or not! It can keep you locked in unhealthy relationships even when you’d like to get out and move on. You’ll read more about emotional bonding in the next chapter.

When the time is right, healthy dating follows the natural process of exploring deeper levels of intimacy. To make this journey without resorting to your addiction of choice, running for cover, or bolting for the door, you’ll need a solid base of recovery and commitment to stay with your program. You need enough self-awareness to know who you are, boundaries to help you stay who you are, and the clarity to know if the relationship is what you think it is.

SUGGESTED PREREQUISITES FOR EASY DOES IT DATING

Chances are you’ve experimented with “sport” dating. Early recovery is often filled with casual encounters that happen with little or no awareness on anyone’s part, no real choices being made, and no commitment. These spur-of-the-moment affairs are a balm for early sobriety—taking the edge off the discomfort. They can also take the edge off recovery and are a primary cause for relapse.

It can take a year or longer and a few false starts before you make a full commitment to recovery. That’s not wasted time; you’re discovering important things about yourself. However, if you’re still struggling with that early stage of recovery, you aren’t ready to begin the dating process being presented in this book. Be good to yourself; read the book and save it for later.

The more time you spend focusing on yourself and learning how to live happy, joyous, and free—clean and sober—the better your chances of keeping those qualities when you get into a relationship. Twelve Step recovery is a lifelong course of action filled with self-discovery, leading to greater appreciation of your spiritual life. The likelihood of staying sober increases each year, rising sharply after five years, making that the ideal time frame for developing committed relationships. It’s unlikely, however, that you’ll wait that long before dating. In the first few years (yes, that’s years not months), you’ve gotten a sneak peak into the package that is you; unpacking it is a long-term deal. Recovery is a process, life is a process, and ideally, dating is a process too.

RIGOROUS HONESTY

Okay, we just said five years was the ideal. Remember we’re a people who seek progress not perfection. Let’s imagine you have two years in recovery. Your relationship skills have been sharpening perhaps without you even being aware of it. It began when you put down your addictive substance, quit the using behavior, and began to get real. In meetings you’ve been practicing healthy communication—talking and listening respectfully to others. Working your way through the Steps is giving you insight, providing a formula for further social interaction. Working with your sponsor has jump-started the process of intimacy—sharing fears as well as hopes and dreams with another person. You want to begin dating, which is natural and a healthy sign that you’re ready to get on with your life.

The following is a list of the qualities absolutely necessary for having a good dating experience—the “Easy Does It” way.

Checklist for a Healthy Dating Experience

1. ____ You have a solid base of recovery under your belt. (The suggested minimum is two years.)

During this time you have

2. ____ remained free of your addiction

3. ____ worked the Steps

4. ____ been meeting regularly with your sponsor (or have secured a dating sponsor—someone with whom you can discuss your thoughts, feelings, and experiences regarding dating)

5. ____ attended a home group regularly

A score of five means you can advance to the starting block. Four means proceed slowly and at your own risk. Three means you’re headed for trouble. Two, one, or zero means keep coming back!

THE BUMP, BUMP, BUMPY ROAD TO LOVE

Whether you’re addicted or not, whether you’re a he looking for a she or a she looking for a he—or any combination of the above—and regardless of whether you’re a freshman or a senior in life, you’ve probably had difficulties in the relationship department. Proof lies in the hundreds of dating books, thousands of my-lover-left-me, my-dog-died, and my-Chevy-won’t-start blues, and the more than generous supply of soap operas groaning over love lost and love found only to be lost again.

Most therapists agree, however, that recovering people face specific challenges. Let’s take a closer look at what you’ll be bumping into as you begin dating. The good news is that regardless of what you encounter, your program provides solid guidelines for overcoming all difficulties. At times it can even put you a step ahead of the rest of the folks, but who’s counting?

Traumatic Family History

Addiction is considered a “bio-psycho-social” disease. That’s a fancy way of saying it affects body, mind, and spirit. Bio means biological, psycho means pertaining to the mind, and social refers to relationships. This section will primarily focus on the social factors, although all three factors are entwined and can’t really be separated. Any discussion of these factors must begin with family, the effects of which shaped our core beings.

The myth of the “good” family has officially been put to rest. Experts estimate that between 80 and 96 percent of families qualify as dysfunctional. Dysfunction covers an assortment of circumstances ranging from severe abuse to benign neglect. And most of the problematic conditions are related to or directly caused by addiction. The potential for extreme abuse including violence is higher among families where addiction is actively being practiced than among the general population. This means if you come from an addictive family system, you are more apt to have difficulty in all areas of life—work, health, friendships, and committed relationships.

Good relationship skills depend on having basic emotional equipment up and running. If addiction was practiced in your home, it’s likely your social skills are not fully developed. You probably aren’t able to depend on your emotions when interacting with others. Your emotions can easily get distorted and play tricks on you. For some people this means being overly invested emotionally, and for others it means being emotionally guarded. The results of growing up in the environment being described means you often feel isolated, fearful, and unable to trust, or you don’t know whom to trust.

Not everyone arrives in recovery with the same challenges. There are a lucky few who grew up in homes that provided a solid foundation. In those cases, addiction played only a minor part in the larger picture. These people usually have age-appropriate social skills, healthy beliefs about themselves, reasonably good values, and creative strategies for problem solving; socially they are up to speed. Recovery for them is a matter of quitting their addiction (“putting the plug in the jug”). Once they stop using, their lives return to normal. However, for most recovering people, this is not the case. Addiction has masked other problems that must be addressed.

Distorted Realities and Coping Skills

Dysfunctional families are wounded, and children from these families are survivors. In their struggle to find equilibrium, these children have often created a fantasy life that helps them endure. It’s a protection against an intolerable reality they face every day. The most common survival mechanism in addiction is denial.

Denial is part of the addictive family profile that allows a child to tune out when the situation is too overwhelming. Later it becomes a way of looking at the world—blanking out what you don’t want to see and seeing what you want to see—regardless of what is actually happening. It’s impossible to make good decisions when denial is distorting your reality. In addition to the warped picture of the world, it blocks you from your authentic self and keeps you from having a real relationship with others. Denial often occurs through behaviors called avoidance and romanticizing.

Avoidance is a way of coping with past disappointment by shutting down hopes, dreams, and expectations. The avoider feels better having no desire at all than risking being disappointed again. Avoiders are armored against the world and even more so against close relationships. Often anger simmers beneath the calm surface, and there is the potential for violence. The violence might be expressed as emotional or physical attacks on another person or turned in against the self. Holding anger inside eventually leads to depression, despair, addiction, relapse, or suicide. Healthy relationships are based on communication and the ability to express mutual affection. Without recovery, avoidance makes intimate relationships impossible.

Romanticizing is like wearing rose-colored glasses—permanently. A line from an old song describes it clearly: “Falling in love with love is falling for make-believe.” The romantic paints her world the way she wants it to be and falls in love with her creation. Disconnected from reality, she has no discernment. She is as apt to “fall in love” with an inappropriate partner as an appropriate one. If her fantasy includes living happily ever after, she’ll stay to the end no matter what. It is possible to die of romance by staying in abusive situations until death literally does the parting.

As If That’s Not Enough …

Emotional immaturity: Emotional development comes screeching to a halt when addiction activates. During recovery, you begin developing where you left off—meaning there is often a teenager or even a much younger part of yourself that surfaces during the first stages. Often childhood has been delayed by taking on adult responsibilities—filling in for immature or absent parents. The child within has never learned to be a kid—to let go, play, and experience simply being. Luckily, recovery works like dog years, and it doesn’t take a whole twelve months to grow a year. However, early recovery is an adjustment time—the first two to three years are basically about catching up. Dating heaps more pressure on an already stressful situation.

The “immediate gratification gene”: This is that rambunctious little bit of DNA lurking in the bio-chemical makeup of the addicted—if not in reality, at least figuratively. The suggested time delay for beginning to date in recovery is two years—and that is the bare minimum. However, that impetuous genetic material is shouting in your ear that “time’s a-wasting,” so there’s no guarantee you’ll wait. If you do decide that you must get out of the recovery boat and push the river before the recommended time, you will most likely be consulting the “Breaking Up: Damage Control” chapter before you really want to. Having a dating plan can help you keep that from happening.

“I’m different,” or terminal uniqueness: Whether this is a story we addictive people tell ourselves so we can feel special or whether we actually are as unique as we seem to think we are hasn’t been officially proven. Just how much the I’m-different factor enters into the dating picture hasn’t been formally determined either. Dating and not drinking or drugging, however, is definitely a different experience for most of us, and it’s going to require some unique approaches. If not unique, at least it’s true to say that many recovering folks are notorious rebels. However, this can be an asset when it comes to not following the crowd when it’s going a direction you’ve already been.

Fuzzy Math: When Two Halves Don’t Make a Whole

Codependency can be described as when yesterday’s survival skills get in the way of today’s healthy relationships. Codependency isn’t a definitive term as much as a catchall for symptoms that result from addiction and growing up in homes where addiction or other dysfunctional parenting was the norm. Often these patterns have characterized family relationships for generations. They have a negative effect on all aspects of relating—affecting self-image, communication, and the ability to give and receive love.

Codependency begins as a coping strategy and becomes an effective means of surviving intolerable conditions. Melody Beattie, author and pioneer in the field of codependency, characterizes the pattern as “sneaky,” “deceptive,” and “progressive.” In adulthood these adaptive behaviors become maladaptive—making healthy relationships impossible. It takes time to heal damaged self-esteem and to learn new behaviors such as setting and holding boundaries, feeling and expressing emotions, problem solving in healthy ways, and most of all, learning to love yourself and others. It’s a healing process that goes on for many years.

Codependent behaviors can be broadly understood as two systems that are really different sides of the same coin; both get in the way of successful relationships. Codependency shows up as overinvolvement with others; “counter-dependency,” its flip side, appears as being overly independent.

Codependents are more aware of what’s going on around them than what’s going on inside them. They habitually disregard their own needs to take care of others. Having little in the way of self-worth, the feeling of not being enough drives them to seek completion through others—compulsively doing for someone else. (Service work is the keystone of recovery but has to be balanced with learning how to take care of yourself.) The codependent’s motto might be “You need and therefore I am.”

Counter-dependency is independency to a fault—appearing to be self-contained, secure, not needing anyone. In practice the counter-dependent appears indifferent, accepting the attention and favors of others while giving very little back. In reality the counter-dependent, like his mirror twin the codependent, has poor self-esteem. He often teams up with a codependent and absorbs the partner to make himself seem bigger and more powerful. The counter-dependent’s motto might be “I am therefore you need.” It takes two to tango, and it’s a deadly dance.

Ah! At last, my other half! But two halves don’t make a whole when it comes to human relationships. Two wounded people desperately searching for someone else to fill the void isn’t a relationship; it’s a guaranteed train wreck. The trick is that it feels so right—for a while—but it’s a recipe for chronic discontent. Your other half never performs exactly the way you would if you were the other half.

The truth is, each half is searching for a part of the self that’s hidden inside. The codependent has power he’s afraid of owning. The counter-dependent has a vulnerable softer side she keeps safely locked behind her walls. Recovery is about developing our own missing halves—and going into the world feeling whole. Healthy relationships are accomplished by two whole people choosing to be with each other not out of need but out of interest that eventually can ripen into love. (You can find additional resources on codependency and other behaviors that accompany addiction in the suggested readings found in appendix B.)

In truth, very few recovering people wait the estimated five to seven years that it takes for recovery principles to be firmly in place before seeking a relationship. With the support and structure of your program and a dating plan based in recovery principles, you can work your program as you go. Always remember, though, that it takes a high level of commitment, personal awareness, and continued vigilance to stay on course.

RELATIONSHIP HELL: DATING TRAPS YOU CAN AVOID

The beauty of recovery meetings is that you don’t personally have to make all the mistakes in the book. You’ve heard the saying that you can take the elevator all the way to the basement or get off at the mezzanine. With that in mind, let’s take a look at what others have learned in the dating process with the hopes of sparing you an unnecessary trip to the cellar—or an unexpected visit to Dante’s Inferno. Of course everyone reserves the right to get off at the floor (or circle) of choice. This book promotes personal preference, and yours will be respected throughout the following pages. Here’s a list of common traps; perhaps you have some to add to it.

Taking or Being Taken Hostage

The hostage situation happens when you pressure or coerce your partner into a relationship, and when he wants to get out, you refuse to let go, making him your emotional prisoner. Remember, successful agreements move ahead slowly; be sure to establish clear ground rules as you go, including an exit strategy.

The Velcro Syndrome

This describes a relationship where you think you can’t live without the other. This is a scratchy kind of relationship that’s irritating and downright sticky regardless of which role you play—clinger or clung to.

Some Day My Prince(ss) Will Come …

This describes the wait-and-see-who-will-rescue-me kind of relationship. Like Sleeping Beauty with her hundred-year nap, you have no real life without your prince (or princess) charming. Or like the little green frog perched on his lily pad awaiting the kiss of his princess, you run the risk of croaking before your real life begins.

Undercover Lover

This man in black or mysterious veiled woman reeks of intrigue, plays footsie under the table, but never lets on that you’re together. The undercover lover never introduces you to anyone and is apt to disappear into a crowd and not come back for days—make that years.

Fixer-Uppers

Fixer-uppers are those poor souls you bring home to soak in your bathtub while you read your latest self-help book to them. Your life turns into a series of personal seminars on Shoe Tying 101, while you wonder why these ingrates aren’t thanking you for “everything you did for them.”

Legal High

This person goes from flower to flower getting drunk on the heady nectar of first love. The attraction has nothing to do with you; you are simply the catalyst for the chemicals to keep the buzz buzzing. A couple of good stiff “sniffs” and he’ll be gone.

The Fantasia Fix

You are the screen upon which another projects a love fantasy. Like the Legal High, it has nothing to do with you. Regardless of which side of the drama you are on—the projector or the screen—it is not going to be a good movie.

Telling: All or Nothing at All

Telling all is when you confuse personal sharing with going to confession. The opposite includes keeping secrets when you should share information, such as when you’re contagious—including anything from a cold to a sexually transmitted disease.

SUMMARY POINTS


	Dating and forming a bond with another person is a natural, healthy human desire.

	Healthy dating is a process that begins with you getting to know yourself.

	The road to dating in recovery has bumps, and program principles will help you over them.

	Dating is never an excuse for using.



Next you’ll read about the progressive steps to building a relationship and what to expect as you go. We’ll also begin applying recovery principles to dating and relating—increasing your odds for success.


Chapter Two [image: ]

Dating: A Need or “Amuck”?


	What’s spirituality have to do with it?

	From love limbo to single—it’s a real life!

	Intimacy and commitment begin at home.

	We never outgrow our need for the Serenity Prayer.



Sometimes we’re afraid to admit what it is we really want. And most of us don’t know the difference between natural needs and desires and addiction rearing its ugly head. As you’ve learned in recovery, all addictions are rooted in basic human instincts run amuck. Recovery is about knowing the difference between a need and “amuck.”

Self-determination is the ability to decide what you want and go after it, and it is a mark of a well-developed person. Recovery holds the promise of happiness, joy, and freedom and gives us the very real opportunity of developing self-determination and having those promises come true.

The position taken in this book is that dating and having a romantic relationship with another person is a natural human instinct and is something most people will seek. Healthy dating begins as you make conscious choices about what’s important to you and take steps toward your goal. When it comes to relationships, it takes a sufficient degree of self-awareness to recognize when instinct morphs into addiction and when “amuck” lurks around the next corner.

Remember, you’ve got a framework in which to operate, a supportive community behind you, and a natural desire. You can do this!

FROM OZZIE AND HARRIET TO OZZY AND SHARON

Our understanding of dating, relating, and marriage has changed radically over the last half century since Ozzie and Harriet gave way to Ozzy and Sharon.

The women’s movement of the ’60s and ’70s presented new options to society. The advent of the birth control pill brought family planning into the mainstream. Increased educational opportunities opened careers, granting economic freedom for many women beyond anything their mothers or grandmothers could have imagined. As a result, greater numbers began placing career ahead of the traditional occupation of homemaker and mother, delaying marriage, or opting to remain single. Those who married became less likely to remain in unsatisfactory or abusive marriages.

New forms of commitment have entered the mainstream, many people are delaying marriage, and more are opting to not marry at all. Today, nearly half of the adult workforce is made up of singles—a huge shift from a generation ago.

What people expect out of relationships and matrimony has changed too. Today both men and women look for love, romance, security, trust, sexual fulfillment, spiritual and psychological growth, happiness, commitment, friendship, communication, shared interests, as well as a satisfying family life—a much longer list than a generation ago when people just wanted to raise their kids!

Forever: Not As Long As It Used to Be

People no longer expect a relationship to last forever; this includes marriage and other committed unions. For better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, serial monogamy is becoming the norm in how we think about partnering. This means more people are going to be living greater portions of their lives as singles. And they will be doing so at intervals throughout their adult years.

One result of this reconfiguration is a new understanding of the single state. In generations past, being single was time spent waiting for marriage. For women, the closer it came to that culturally imposed cutoff age of twenty-five, the more hand-wringing that went on at family gatherings. Men had a slight advantage as bachelors. Suspicion eventually surfaced somewhere in a man’s midthirties, spawning the rhetorical question, “Isn’t it about time you settled down?”

Seasons and Cycles of Life

On the average, most of us will live into our early eighties. Many of us will easily reach our nineties, but let’s settle for eighty-five. If what the experts say is true, our relationships will cycle through the same essential segments many times over a lifetime. We’ll be single, date, bond, form a committed relationship, go through some form of dissolution, and return again to spend time as a single person. Each cycle brings the opportunity to grow in self-understanding, truly know another person, and explore what it means to love.

Almost everyone who arrives in recovery has experienced an ending—referred to in program talk as “bottoming out.” This involves grieving at some level. You might be one of the many teens and young adults whose early onset of addiction interrupted normal developmental processes, and you grieve for those lost experiences. You grieve for the childhood you never had and for the loss of the drugs and behaviors that were a salve to those wounds. You grieve for what you think is the end of the good times. You might be newly divorced or emerging from a breakup of some kind of partnership, and you grieve for the broken promises.

Grief leads to introspection. Your recovery program takes you through Steps that help you learn what makes you tick. You unlock patterns that kept you a prisoner of self-defeating behaviors and learn how to do it differently. Most of all, you meet your Higher Power (H.P.) and realize your innate self-worth. Rather than love limbo, being single is a time of deep transformation.
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STAGE ONE: SINGLE—IT’S A REAL LIFE!

For many people, ideas about marriage have changed, and ideas about being single have too. Concepts and words such as family of origin, inner child, and self-healing have crept into the culture. The recovery movement and the prominence of Twelve Step communities helped to introduce spirituality to the world of self-help. The concepts have become mainstream, making self-awareness, healing, and spirituality regular topics for discussion on television, in movies, and in books, giving us plenty to ponder on those nights alone by the fire. Gradually the concept of being single shifted from time spent in between lives—a limbo for the loveless—to single as a real life.

The new understanding of single doesn’t emphasize the individual at the expense of belonging in a community. It recognizes the spiritual importance of knowing who you are as a person and choosing your place in the community.
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Stage One: Single—It’s a Real Life!

Single is a time of stabilizing your sobriety, working the Steps with a sponsor, going to meetings, and being with friends. It’s a time of self-discovery.


	Intimacy: involves bonding with self

	Commitment: comes through showing up consistently in recovery

	Skills:
* Self-awareness through Step work

* Self-care through learning boundaries

* Self-love through developing your spirituality
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Intimacy and commitment form the basis for all our relationships. They aren’t items to be checked off like a grocery list but have to be firmly built into self-awareness. You will draw on them for the rest of your life. Intimacy for the single person in recovery is about discovering who you are, and commitment is about consistently “showing up” in your recovery. This inner bond has to be established before any other relationship can happen.

Whether you are new to the single scene or a seasoned solo, recovery is a time of increased self-discovery and healing. It’s a chance to put your attention on your program and to enjoy the fellowship. It offers you the freedom to pursue your interests without having to consider anyone else in your plans. While this may not be as true if your life includes children, being single can provide you with more freedom to think of yourself than if you were with a partner. It’s a time to consider career choices, further your education, and explore other ways of developing your talents. It’s also a time to work on your social skills, make new friends, and eventually expand into new circles. Being single and in recovery also provides the opportunity to learn how to be with others and to be of service to your community.

STAGE TWO: SINGLE AND DATING

Let’s imagine the day has arrived for you to add dating to your life as a single person. You’re going to keep thinking and acting like a single person. You’ll continue your self-discovery, learning more about yourself through interacting with another person. Your intimacy bond remains within yourself, and your commitment to recovery is still your primary focus. If either of those two things gets compromised, the deal is off!
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Stage Two: Single and Dating

You’ve bonded to yourself and know how to keep yourself safe. Now you’re putting all you’ve learned into practice—testing your skills while being true to yourself (staying you) while dating. This includes spending brief periods of time with different people, while remaining free of emotional or sexual entanglement (shopping but not buying).


	Intimacy: learning more about self

	Commitment: staying true to self

	Skills:
* Holding your boundaries (you are you and the other is the other)

* Making conscious choices

* Practicing social skills

* Learning how to feel comfortable and safe

* Learning how to move on

* Having fun!
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Remember, we are presenting the ideal. Like every other aspect of recovery, it’s going to include mistakes, otherwise known as learning experiences. The ideal includes making conscious choices and testing your ability to set and hold boundaries while spending time with another. It’s an opportunity to meet new people and apply your social skills—keeping your interactions light, friendly, and positive. You’ll also have a chance to practice moving on before emotional attachment occurs—walking away on your own two feet rather than being carried off the field.

Your job is to practice being comfortable, feeling safe, and having fun. You might enjoy this phase of dating for several years, seeing as many different people as possible. You’ll avoid emotional entanglement by not dating anyone more than a few times. Terence Gorski, relationship guru and therapist, believes that learning how to break up is as important as learning how to get along. He recommends going through the process of dating and breaking up with at least six people before settling into a relationship with one particular person.

Many people in recovery find walking away to be extremely difficult and might want to work additional recovery programs such as Co-dependents Anonymous (CoDA), Adult Children of Alcoholics (ACA), or others. And what if you believe you’ve found the “right one” on your first or second date? Recovering people are more likely than nonrecovering people to become emotionally attached too early, increasing the likelihood of falling into an unhealthy dependency or addiction (settling for Mr. or Ms. Right Now rather than Mr. or Ms. Right On). If you feel you have really found the right one, it won’t hurt to continue dating others and go through the steps in this chapter. As difficult as this sounds (and is), the point of following a dating plan is to make sure you are selecting a partner, not falling into a trap that has more to do with addiction than making a conscious choice.

There isn’t any time limit on the single and dating stage of the process; it can last for a year, two years, or longer. If you’re having fun, by all means wait awhile before actively looking for a partner. You can move to the next level when it feels right, as long as it isn’t too soon.

STAGE THREE: SELECTING A PARTNER

Let’s say you’ve gotten good at the skills described in the earlier stages and are ready to consider letting your dating begin to move toward relating. Attraction to another person and shared values make the best combination for a successful partnership. Attraction readily makes itself known, but it takes time to observe values. The emphasis on moving slowly is designed to increase your chances of getting to the point of partner selection with someone who has the essential qualities you are seeking—not someone who just says he has them or someone who you think might learn them. (In chapter 7 you’ll find suggestions on discovering your best qualities and also how to identify what’s important to you in a partner.) Partner selection means you are checking people out to see how well they match your preferences. By dating a variety of people, you’re learning how to be selective.

You’ll be checking in regularly with your sponsor to make sure you’re holding the line and staying true to what you said you wanted. Most likely you’ll do some adjusting to your expectations and priorities, discovering things you are attracted to in the other person you hadn’t even thought of. However, it’s just as likely you’ll be tempted to adjust the bar, either raising or lowering it. Recovering people tend to be at one end or the other of the spectrum: either too willing to settle or impossible to please. It’s good to sound things out with someone. Again, the choices are yours. Talking with others helps you stay true to yourself. Partner selection can take a few months or a few years, and you can be very attracted to someone and discover the relationship isn’t right for you. It takes a strong commitment to yourself and the willingness to stay with your truth.
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Stage Three: Selecting a Partner

Partner selection ideally begins before emotional bonding or sex happens. That’s how you can make a conscious choice. You’ll be working with the information you’ve been gathering about the qualities that are important to you.


	Intimacy: remains within yourself.

	Commitment: is still to you and your recovery; it involves sharing with friends and your sponsor. You are committed to staying present and making conscious choices. Willingness to be true to the ideals you’ve established is necessary for you in a relationship. No selling out or settling!

	Skills:
* Self-honesty and integrity to stay with your truth

* Enough flexibility and openness to let your Higher Power add something new you hadn’t thought of

* Enough self-knowledge to know whether you’re in over your head or just scared

* Ability to negotiate boundaries

* Willingness to move on if things aren’t right for you
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In a perfect world you would then be ready for stage four, moving from dating to relating, but sex, love, and attachment all live close together in the bio-chemical and psychological systems of the addicted. You’re going to need all the skills you’ve been building, as well as some new ones, as you enter the deeper stages of relationships.

STAGE FOUR: FROM DATING TO RELATING

The shift from dating to relating happens gradually as you find yourself attracted to someone and that someone is attracted back. At this point, nature steps in and quickly becomes more in control of the process than we are. Emotional bonding begins simply by being with someone and by beginning to share feelings. Sharing feelings makes you vulnerable, and it’s good to be reminded that emotional vulnerability always carries a risk, making this phase of dating a bit like walking a tightrope.

Let’s face it. Probably no one has ever done vulnerability exactly right. You’ll have questions. How emotionally open is too open? What is too protective? How selective is selective enough? When does being selective cross the line into avoidance? Again, these are all issues best resolved by talking with your sponsor and friends and in prayer and meditation. You’ll get the guidance you need by staying connected to your own inner process.
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Stage Four: From Dating to Relating

The shift from dating to relating is yet another process. It’s the beginning of emotional bonding. Having it happen with the right person is the intended payoff of your careful step-by-step choice making.


	Intimacy: now includes another person as well as you, and you both need to remain true to yourself and your recovery. You’ll begin sharing feelings with each other, and it’s an exciting and “intoxicating” time in your relationship. Success depends on staying with your spiritual practice and talking with your sponsor.

	Commitment: still remains within yourself as you gradually assess your potential partner’s qualities and shortcomings as well as your own. You’re taking on balancing another person’s hopes, dreams, and expectations with yours, checking to see if the relationship works and if you can handle the extra emotional contact.

	Skills:
* Ability to feel your feelings and share them

    * Enough personal development or maturity to stay in conversations without jumping to conclusions

* Respect and sensitivity to self and other

* Good communication and conflict-resolution skills

    * Ability to balance your schedule to accommodate another person without giving yourself away or keeping the other away
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Being in a relationship takes considerable time and energy. Be realistic about what you can and cannot do. Your addictive relationships had an all-or-nothing quality, so finding the balance point for each of you is a necessary and important part of deciding whether to move ahead. People have different ideas and needs regarding time, and these usually don’t change unless making adjustments becomes a priority to both parties. As in the previous stage, you might get to this point in your relationship and find things aren’t working out as well as you thought they would—or that you aren’t doing as well as you’d like to be doing. There aren’t any hard-and-fast rules on any part of the process, but you might consider giving it six months to a year to see if all the basics line up and if you both feel ready to move on to stage five.

STAGE FIVE: COMMITTED RELATIONSHIP

At this stage, you’re feeling the fun, excitement, and passion that go with love. Sexual intimacy will no doubt enter the picture, and you’ll need to deal with the practical side of matters. You’ve settled the question of who you are committing to, and now there’s the question of what you are committing to. It’s important to talk things through together, finding out what each of you wants and needs to feel safe and comfortable in a sexual relationship. Exploring expectations takes time and new questions arise as you go, making good communication a necessity.

If you’re talking about monogamy, spell out exactly what that means. If either of you expect a formal commitment, such as engagement or marriage, either now or in the future, the conversation needs to happen before sexuality begins. It’s better to risk having that talk now than discovering later that you have different ideas about the future. (There’s more on sexual intimacy in chapter 8.)
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Stage Five: Committed Relationship

As you decide to move into a committed relationship, the level of intimacy increases and so does the complexity. Good, honest, and open communication is needed as expectations and definitions of intimacy, commitment, monogamy, and what the future may or may not hold need to be clearly stated and agreed on. It’s good to recognize that feeling like you can’t live without someone doesn’t mean that you actually can’t live without that person.


	Intimacy: involves deep emotional sharing, preparing for a sexual relationship, and considering the possibility of building a life together

	Commitment: includes a deepening on all levels— to self and continued recovery, to your partner, and to the relationship

	Skills include everything you’ve learned so far plus an increase in the following abilities:
* To trust

* To love and be loved

* To negotiate, including arguing

* To forgive and forget

* To continue building your sense of self
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The traditional time for engagement, if that is where your relationship is headed, is after being together for six months to a year. Many people make this level of commitment only once and spend the rest of their lives with their partner. Despite what the statistics indicate, forever is still the ideal picture for many of us. If forever is important to both you and your partner, the process presented here will give you the best chance of success.

STAGE SIX: LEAVING, GRIEVING, AND HEALING

Regardless of careful planning, there are times when a couple can’t move the relationship to the next level. When this happens the connection usually breaks—seldom into two exactly even pieces. Usually one person wants to end the relationship, and the other wants to continue it. It takes both people signing on to make a go of it. If either one can’t or won’t, the relationship ends. The one who leaves often bears the pain of guilt; the one who is left feels the pain of rejection.
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Stage Six: Leaving, Grieving, and Healing

This stage can happen anywhere during the relationship if expectations aren’t mutual and commitment can’t be agreed upon.


	Intimacy: develops into a stronger bond with self and with spiritual source; includes sharing of self with friends, family, and recovering community

	Commitment: transfers back to self and deepens

	Skills:
* Grieving: allow yourself to go through the process of feeling the loss.

* Allowing your feelings to be what they are: some days you’ll feel just great, and other times you’ll feel down.

* Healing: there is a natural healing that happens by staying with your process. Sometimes additional counseling helps.

* Rediscovering self: you’ll find new strengths and also new vulnerabilities.

* Transforming self: a complete change will happen when you stay with the process rather than engaging in addictive behavior or jumping into another relationship too soon.
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Breaking up is difficult and is a potentially dangerous place for anyone in recovery. The newly sober seldom survive. This is why taking time before moving ahead in the process and attempting a committed relationship is so strongly emphasized. You need strength, good recovery, and particular skills to survive any crisis. If a breakup happens, the goal of this book is to help you land on both feet clean and sober when it’s over. After a time of grieving, even the deepest wounds have the potential to turn into the greatest strengths—if only to tell you that you don’t want to do it the same way again.

You’ve gotten a look at the big picture and know where this book is going. Each of these stages will be examined in detail later on, but first let’s see how you can avail yourself of the most powerful benefit of recovery, using it to launch into your relationship venture.

A MOMENT OF SILENCE FOLLOWED BY THE SERENITY PRAYER

There are loads of seminars and books devoted to dating and mating. Why not simply pick one and use it? They’re good, but they don’t always translate into recovery principles and don’t take advantage of one of the most important things you have going: making conscious contact with your Higher Power. Applying spiritual principles to your clean-and-sober dating plan can provide the edge needed to make it work. To advance this theory, let’s turn to the tried-and-true Serenity Prayer (sometimes referred to as the national anthem of recovery). Following is a slightly altered version of the prayer, adapted to illustrate this point (with thanks, of course, to Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr who composed the original).



God, grant me the serenity
To be in a healthy relationship,
Accepting myself and the other person for who we are,
The willingness to hold the line or
Change my expectations when appropriate and
The wisdom to know the difference.

Now let’s take the real version line-by-line to help get the process started.

God, grant me the serenity: Beginning with the first word of this prayer, you see you aren’t in this thing alone. You have the option of making conscious contact with your Higher Power before proceeding. Hopefully you’ve begun to experience your relationship with your Higher Power in a loving way.

Serenity has been described in many different ways: the freedom from worry, experiencing inner peace on a regular basis, feeling stress free, and being free of disturbing thoughts. Serenity carries an abiding sense that life is unfolding according to plans not entirely of one’s own making but in one’s best interest. When trouble pops up as it does throughout life, serenity is that quality that assures us we will be given the strength to endure, even transcend, our circumstances.

While it takes more than a few years to embody serenity, by now you’ve probably caught the flavor of it—and you want more. In program talk it’s the I-want-what-you-have-and-I’m-willing-to-go-to-any-length-to-get-it stuff you’ve heard about. Serenity helps you make good choices in all areas of life by prompting you to ask this question: Will my choice increase my serenity or jeopardize it?

To accept the things I cannot change: You may not be as familiar with the concept of acceptance as you are with its opposite—the immediate gratification gene mentioned in the first chapter. Acceptance got you here, and without it you would be reading something else right now like Speed Dating! However, you’re here reading the Easy Does It Dating Guide: For People in Recovery. You could be in worse shape.

Here are a few suggestions regarding acceptance you might want to consider before venturing into the dating world.

Regardless of how many times we say the word process, you’re going to hear fast-forward. You’ll say to yourself a hundred times, “What’s the point of all this process? Let’s get this thing bagged!” Time will feel like your enemy—like someone or something might go wrong. This translates into the fear of losing control. And at the exact nanosecond your dating plan appears to be remotely working, you’ll probably get scared, and that same fear of losing control will cause you to stall.

Acceptance includes realizing that the model for relationships you carry around in your head probably isn’t a healthy one. In all likelihood you lack the emotional footing you need to recognize a healthy relationship—even if it bites you on the toe. Addicted parents taught you as best they could about relationships; however, their primary relationship was with their drug of choice. Everyone (you) and everything else (your needs) took second place. If you’re reading this book, you’ve mastered many survival skills, but you’re probably still short on the relational ones. But like the map in the mall that says “You are here,” once you accept where you are, you can get anywhere you want to go—and this time you have help.

The courage to change the things I can: You’ve already changed the belief that you had to use addictively to live and “ex-changed” much of the misery that went with using. You’re becoming comfortable (some of the time) in your skin. Life is opening up, a change from the shrinking world of addiction. The good news—the really good news—is that despite the string of broken relationships in your past, you now have a program that’s teaching you Step by Step how to do it differently. It begins with knowing who you are, grows into loving who you are, and eventually guides you in finding someone with whom to share this love. Recovery is a process of stripping away layers of false beliefs. It eventually lets you realize that maybe God knew what she was doing when she designed you.

And the wisdom to know the difference: Wisdom is life experience plus spiritual insight multiplied by years. There just isn’t a shortcut. Wisdom mulches experiences, eventually turning even our worst mess into fertile soil for growing something new. Wisdom takes into account personal challenges as well as talents, factoring them into the limitations of being human, and comes up with a favorable number. It’s loaded with forgiveness.

Wisdom is why children sidle up to old people and lean into them. Children sense the stability and love. We find wisdom in recovery through sharing stories and sponsorship. The truly wise hardly ever tell you what to do or not do; they realize the value of living it. They might tell you what they learned along the way, and the smart person listens, taking the lessons and using them. If you don’t, it’s okay too. Wisdom won’t hold experience against you. Life is a series of happenings; learn to relax, enjoy, and find the love as you go.

PUTTING A FEW RELATIONSHIP MYTHS TO REST

We all grew up with the same fairy-tale ideas about relationships. These ideas came from our families, movies, books, television, and sometimes plain old wishful thinking. Here are some common misunderstandings about the nature of relationships, each followed by a more realistic understanding:

Myth: Being single is what happens when you aren’t in a relationship.

Truth: Being single is a real life—whole and complete unto itself. Some people choose to remain single and others choose to be single for a time before re-entering the dating scene and before making further commitment to someone else. Making conscious choices means you can determine what is right for you, and you can change your mind when your process lets you know it’s time to change.

Myth: Dating is something to “get through” until you find someone.

Truth: Dating can be an interesting and exciting opportunity to learn new skills, meet new people, and expand into new social circles. Landing a date isn’t an end in itself, and no one is keeping score unless you are. It’s all about your attitude. If you find you need an attitude adjustment to make your dating life more fun, remember, this is the Easy Does It Dating Guide. Just kick back and read it all before heading out.

Myth: When a relationship “fails,” I’m a failure.

Truth: When a relationship ends, it doesn’t always have to be someone’s fault. Relationships have three components—you, the other person, and the relationship. Usually more than one of the three parts have malfunctioned. If you really feel you have brought on the failure of a relationship through faulty behavior, you have the choice of labeling yourself a failure or doing some work to make things right. Making things right doesn’t always mean staying or going back; it can mean taking responsibility for your behavior and making amends (think Tenth Step).

Myth: When the going gets tough, it’s time to go.

Truth: All relationships go through hard times. Sometimes trouble can mean getting help and trying harder, and other times it can mean letting go. Depending on your religious or cultural background, whether children are involved, and other reasons, you may find that a greater ethic is served by staying in a relationship even when you’d like to get out. If that is the case, you’ll be given the grace to stay. You’ll grow spiritually and eventually find new levels of happiness. Ask anyone who has made it into the double digits as a couple, and they’ll tell you that hanging in there when the going gets tough has its own reward.

Myth: Love conquers all.

Truth: Love is a choice. There are choices that lead you to love’s doorway and choices about stepping through it to the other side. Making good, clear decisions beginning with the ones you make as a single, nondating person, as well as those made while dating, increase the odds of a really wonderful love match. The love-conquers-all approach smacks of magical thinking that isn’t going to serve you or the object of your affection well in the long run.

Myth: My soul mate will drop down my chimney and find me.

Truth: No, Virginia, that’s Santa Claus. Would you really want to date somebody who dropped down your chimney?

Myth: There is one certain person just for me.

Truth: Maybe. But it’s more likely there are many different people you could be with, love, and be loved by. The only-one-for-me belief limits your options. What if you’re away on vacation when that certain someone stops by your desk? This myth is imbued with romanticism, and romanticism doesn’t mix well with making conscious choices—which includes choosing your beliefs.

SUMMARY POINTS


	Single is a real life whether or not you choose to be in a relationship.

	Recovery has transferable skills and spiritual benefits that can be applied to your dating venture.

	Life offers a cycle of relationships—with self, family, friends, community, and eventually a partner. We may find ourselves revisiting the cycle throughout a lifetime, giving us the opportunity to grow and learn.

	After a time of grieving, even the deepest wounds have the potential to turn into the greatest strengths—if only to tell you that you don’t want to do it the same way again.



We’d all choose to do better in relationships if we could. In the next chapter you’ll see how taking another Fourth Step can bring more insight and freedom from subconscious patterns that seem to thwart even your best efforts. Let’s face it. Nobody wants to drag this stuff around forever!




End of sample
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