
Learning to Live Again 

 

Recovery after survival 

By Bradley A. 

When I stopped drinking, I assumed the hardest part was over. 

It wasn’t. 

Sobriety did not automatically produce a meaningful life. In fact, it removed the anesthetic 
that had allowed me to function despite depression, anxiety, and unresolved pain. Without 
alcohol, everything felt sharper – not clearer, just more intense. The loneliness amplified. 

I wasn’t learning how to stay sober. 

I was learning how to live in a world I didn’t feel prepared for. 

The Shock of Ordinary Life 

For decades alcohol had been my social lubricant, emotional regulator, and escape hatch. 
Without it, I faced situations that felt overwhelming: conversations, responsibilities, 
loneliness, decision-making. 

Even basic tasks carried emotional weight. 

Paying bills. Opening bank accounts. Setting up utilities and internet. Buying dishes, 
linens, furniture, groceries – all the ordinary things that make a life. 



I had not built those structures alone before. Now I was doing it all on my own. 

I rode my bicycle from store to store with bags hanging from the handlebars, a backpack 
loaded with whatever I could afford that week. I navigated traffic carefully, trying not to 
spill groceries into the street, pedaling back to a small one-bedroom place in every kind 
of weather. 

I often felt like an adult without operating instructions. 

The morning after my last drink, I woke up without a hangover – and without my bicycle. 
It had been stolen overnight. Fate was having a grand old laugh. 

That was my first test of sobriety. 

No alcohol. No numbness. Just inconvenience, frustration, and the immediate realization 
that the world would not take a rest to accommodate my recovery. 

Depression Without an Exit 

What surprised me most was how much depression surfaced once drinking stopped. 
Alcohol had not cured it – it had simply masked it. 

Now it stood in full view. 

In most of the meetings I attended, not drinking took center stage. I didn’t feel comfortable 
speaking openly about depression. But a few friends who saw me day after day knew 
something was wrong. They urged me to get help. 

I resisted. 

Stubbornly enough that some of those friendships nearly broke. 

Only when I finally admitted I was powerless over depression did my real recovery begin. 
It took a near emotional collapse for me to understand that sobriety and wellness are not 
the same thing — though they are deeply connected. 

Rebuilding Identity 

Codependent patterns shaped my personality long before alcohol entered the picture. 
Then alcohol joined the mix, and my identity became a shadow of what it once was –  and 
what it might be again. 

Without alcohol, I had to rediscover who I actually was. 

What did I enjoy? What did I believe? What kind of person did I want to become? 



Was that idealistic kid who once wanted to change the world still present? 

Those questions sound philosophical, but they are practical. My identity determines my 
behavior. Behavior determines outcomes. 

Slowly and painfully, I have been constructing a self that does not rely on intoxication to 
function – nor on the fears of a scared and lonely child. 

Learning Interdependence 

One of the hardest lessons has been accepting help without seeing it as weakness. I had 
spent my life either trying to handle everything alone or leaning on others in unhealthy 
ways. Neither approach worked. 

Healthy interdependence – giving and receiving support appropriately – is new territory. 
This is where really understanding of Step Three proves essential. Trust makes 
connection with others possible – trust in myself, and trust in them. 

Without that trust, I remain isolated even in a room full of people. 

Small Joys, Real Life 

Recovery does not arrive as a dramatic transformation. It appears in small, almost 
unremarkable moments. 

Enjoying a quiet morning without dread. 

Completing ordinary tasks. 

Laughing without chemical assistance. 

Feeling present instead of numb. 

These moments accumulate into something profound: a life worth living. 

Not perfect. 

Not pain-free. 

But worth protecting so it can be lived. 

Loving a Life That Isn’t Easy 

I still experience depression. I still struggle with fear and uncertainty. My need to be seen 
and my short attention span still interfere with personal relationships. 



Recovery did not erase my history or my personality. 

What changed is my relationship to those difficulties. They no longer automatically mean 
failure – even though my mind sometimes drifts in that direction. They are conditions to 
navigate, with help, honesty, and patience. 

Living again does not mean returning to who I was before drinking. It means becoming 
who I am now – clearer, humbler, and more willing. 

I know this because I have rediscovered young, idealistic Bradley still living inside me – 
not naïve, but alive. He no longer remains hidden behind alcohol or fear. 

One Day at a Time – Literally 

“One day at a time” may be the most practical wisdom anyone can offer. 

Life is manageable in daily units. Not because the future doesn’t matter, but because the 
present is where change occurs. Each day I try to do a few simple things: 

• Recognize what I cannot control. 
• Seek moments of genuine experience. 
• Listen to people who care about my well-being. 
• Avoid the behaviors that once nearly destroyed me. 

It’s not glorious. But it is achievable and sustainable. 

Beyond Survival 

In early recovery I was simply trying not to die. Today I am trying to live well. 

That shift is profound. 

Recovery, for me, is the gradual emergence of a life not only worth living, but worth 
protecting. 

And that life – imperfect as it is – is something I once believed I would never have. 

Postscript 

Writing about these ideas is far easier than living them. Understanding recovery 
intellectually — even being able to explain it clearly — does not mean I embody it 
consistently. I still struggle to follow the guidance I describe. I resist. I relapse into old 
patterns of thinking and reacting. Sometimes I hurt people, including people I care about 
deeply, because I fail to listen or act when it matters most. Much of my learning has 
happened the hard way, through consequences I would have preferred to avoid. 



Recovery, for me, is not a steady ascent but a series of painful corrections. Insight does 
not eliminate fear. Awareness does not erase conditioning. Progress often comes only 
after I collide with the same wall one more time and finally accept that I cannot think my 
way around it. If anything, writing these pieces is partly an attempt to remind myself of the 
work I still need to do. I am not presenting solutions from a place of mastery, but from 
somewhere in the middle of the struggle. 

 

Bradley had his last drink on November 22, 2021. After forty years of drinking, he entered 
recovery not through belief, but through necessity: if he wanted to live, alcohol could no 
longer be part of his life. He found his home in secular and agnostic AA, where he learned 
to understand higher power as life itself and recovery as daily practice. Bradley is an 
English teacher, writer, and lifelong learner, exploring the world, recovery, mental health, 
and honesty — one day at a time. 

 
 


