PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS!

Someone Close to Me
Is Getting Sober,
but I'm Stlll I.wmg

on High Alert

How to Work With Available Professional
Support to Clarify Your Boundaries, Rebuild
Everyday Agreements, and Return Responsibility
to the Person in Recovery Without Taking
Over Their Treatment

Max Paradox




Someone Close to Me Is
Getting Sober, but I'm Still
Living on High Alert

How to Work With Available Professional
Support to Clarify Your Boundaries, Rebuild
Everyday Agreements, and Return
Responsibility to the Person in Recovery
Without Taking Over Their Treatment
Max Paradox
PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS!

ISBN: 9788384838983

ALL-IN Rafal Ptonkowski

LA

ALL-IN



CONTENTS

Chapter 1 - The Alarm That Keeps Ringing After the
Emergency Has Passed......eninenscseeseessese et ssesssssssssesans 11

Chapter 2 - Why Managing Someone Else's Recovery Feels
Reassuring but Leaves You EXhausted .......ccccmeneeneernseenseeseesseesseeenns 19

Chapter 3 - Trust After Broken Promises: Why Recovery
Doesn't Come with a Reset BULEON ... 28

Chapter 4 - The Grand Fresh Start and Other Ways to Fix
Everything Except the Actual Problem ..., 36

Chapter 5 - Walking on Eggshells: Why You Are Not
Responsible for Everyone Else's M0Od.......coumeneeneeenseenseeseesseesseees 46

Chapter 6 - The Family Secret: When Protecting Privacy
Becomes Living in [SOlation.......cenreneenseeneeseneesesectseesesseeseeseesseeseenns 55

Chapter 7 - The Guilt Trap: Why Someone Else's Sobriety
Cannot Depend on YOour SacrifiCe.....neneenneeneeseeesseesesssessseesseeenns 65

Chapter 8 - The Rescue Reflex: When Helping Someone
Avoid Consequences Keeps the Problem AliVe ........cveonnneneenreeniennns 73

Chapter 9 - Boundaries That Work Even When Someone
Says You're Being Unreasonable ... 82

Chapter 10 - Household Agreements That Survive Contact
With Real Life ... sssssssssssssssssens 91

Chapter 11 - The Therapist Is Not Your Informant: Getting
Help Without Running Someone Else's Treatment .........ccccueeereenne. 101

Chapter 12 - When Something Feels Wrong: Responding to
Warning Signs Without Becoming a Detective.......counmeenneeereceneenns 110

Chapter 13 - Money After the Crisis: Protecting Your
Finances Without Policing Another Adult......ccooereneeeneneesneeneeneenn. 119



Chapter 14 - Finding Your Way Back to Closeness Without
Pretending Nothing Happened........ s 128

Chapter 15 - When Cooperation Isn't Coming: Making
Decisions Without Waiting for Someone Else's Permission........... 138

Chapter 16 - Running on Empty: How to Recover Your
Energy Without Turning Self-Care into Another Job.....ccccouueneene. 146

Chapter 17 - When Recovery Hits a Rough Patch:
Responding to Setbacks Without Losing Everything You've

Chapter 18 - When the Old Alarm Starts Whispering Again:
Keeping Your Balance Without Monitoring Your Every
TROUGNE . ens s 164

Chapter 19 - Planning a Future You Cannot Guarantee:
Making Room for Hope Without Betting Everything on It.............. 173

Chapter 20 - Your Life Is Still Yours: Moving Beyond the
Emergency Without Erasing What Happened.........cocoveoreneeneeneceneene. 182



INTRO

The invitation looks harmless enough. A friend is organizing a
birthday dinner and wants to know whether Saturday evening
works for you. There will be good food, familiar faces, and a
restaurant where somebody else washes the dishes. Under
ordinary circumstances, this would qualify as excellent news.
Instead, you find yourself investigating the venue, studying the
drinks menu, wondering whether your loved one will feel
uncomfortable, and calculating how quickly you could leave if
something went wrong. You haven't even confirmed your
attendance, yet you've already developed an evacuation strategy
with the thoroughness of someone planning a diplomatic
extraction. Your loved one has been working on their sobriety.
Things have genuinely improved. Nevertheless, your brain appears
to have missed the announcement. As far as it's concerned, every
social invitation remains a potential incident report waiting to
happen.

Perhaps you recognize that exhausting contradiction. Someone
close to you is getting sober, attending appointments, making
different choices, or rebuilding parts of life that once seemed
hopelessly unstable. You want to acknowledge the effort. You may
even feel proud of them. But while they are moving forward, you
still find yourself scanning for trouble, preparing explanations, and
wondering whether today's peaceful atmosphere can be trusted.
Your attention seems permanently assigned to the Department of
Things That Might Go Wrong. Unfortunately, the department has no
closing hours, its employees never take vacations, and its chief
executive is a particularly imaginative version of yourself. You can
be sitting in a comfortable chair, surrounded by perfectly ordinary
domestic activity, and still feel as though you're responsible for
preventing an emergency that hasn't happened.



That vigilance did not necessarily appear out of nowhere.
Perhaps you spent years dealing with broken promises,
unexplained absences, financial uncertainty, arguments, or
situations where an apparently minor problem became serious
with very little warning. You may have learned to notice details
other people ignored because those details sometimes mattered.
Anticipating trouble could have helped you protect yourself,
children, or essential household arrangements. It would be unfair
to dismiss those responses as simple overthinking. The difficulty
comes when a response that once served a practical purpose begins
operating automatically, even when the circumstances have
changed. Your mind can remain alert to old patterns long after
particular dangers have diminished. Recovery may be underway,
but your sense of safety does not necessarily follow the same
timetable.

This creates an uncomfortable emotional puzzle. You can believe
that your loved one sincerely wants to change while still doubting
whether a particular promise will be kept. You can appreciate their
progress and remain angry about earlier experiences. You can want
closeness one day and need distance the next. None of these
reactions automatically proves that you are unsupportive, unfair,
or incapable of moving forward. Trust is more complicated than a
switch that gets flipped after a certain number of sober days. It
develops differently across different parts of a relationship. You
might feel comfortable sharing a pleasant afternoon while
remaining cautious about taking on a large joint financial
commitment. Recognizing those differences allows you to make
decisions based on actual circumstances rather than forcing
yourself into an all-or-nothing verdict about another human being.

One particularly seductive trap is the belief that enough
monitoring will eventually produce certainty. You check whether
an appointment has been scheduled, ask whether it was attended,
and wonder what the professional said afterward. Each answer



may bring a little relief, followed by another question. Before long,
you're organizing somebody else's recovery as though it were a
complicated office project. The trouble is that participation in
treatment, honesty, motivation, and choices about substance use
ultimately belong to the person receiving help. You can offer
support, discuss matters affecting your shared life, and respond to
genuine risks. You cannot attend therapy on somebody else's behalf
or guarantee their future decisions. There is no premium
subscription that gives relatives access to another person's internal
control panel, however understandable the demand for such a
feature might be.

The distinction between supporting and supervising will matter
throughout this book. Consider a straightforward household
arrangement: your loved one agrees to collect a child from an
activity. You need to know whether that responsibility will be
carried out safely, and you are entitled to organize an appropriate
alternative if it cannot be. You do not automatically need a detailed
account of every private conversation your loved one has had with
their counselor. One issue directly affects a shared responsibility;
the other concerns personal treatment. Learning to tell these
situations apart can reduce needless conflict without requiring you
to ignore important warning signs. It also helps you recognize what
a workable boundary looks like: a clear decision about your own
participation and safety, rather than an elaborate demand that
another person never make you anxious again.

There is another cost to constant vigilance that can be
surprisingly difficult to admit. Your own life gradually becomes
something you conduct in the gaps between somebody else's needs.
You postpone plans because they might need you. You stay
available for conversations you haven't agreed to have. You feel
guilty about enjoying yourself while someone close to you is facing
a difficult recovery process. Eventually, even an ordinary pleasure
can require an internal permission slip. Yet being supportive does



not require becoming permanently unavailable to yourself. Your
sleep, work, friendships, health, and interests remain important.
You may have practical responsibilities that cannot simply be
abandoned, especially where children or dependent relatives are
concerned. Those responsibilities deserve realistic arrangements,
not the assumption that you must personally absorb every
inconvenience forever.

So what does rebuilding everyday life actually involve? Often,
considerably less drama than you might expect. It means discussing
who handles shared bills, what happens when plans change, how
household responsibilities are divided, and which decisions belong
to each person. It means asking for information you genuinely need
without demanding access to everything you fear you might not
know. It means noticing when you're offering useful help and when
you're quietly taking over a task because uncertainty makes you
uncomfortable. Some agreements will work; others will need
adjustment. The point is to build arrangements that people can
actually follow, not create a domestic constitution so
comprehensive that buying groceries requires three signatures and
approval from the Family Executive Committee.

Professional support can make this process more manageable. A
qualified counselor, therapist, addiction specialist, or suitable
support group may help you understand your own reactions and
make better-informed decisions. The right kind of assistance
depends on your circumstances, and services differ in availability,
qualifications, and purpose. Importantly, seeking help for yourself
does not require becoming involved in every aspect of another
person's treatment. You deserve a place to discuss your exhaustion,
anger, fear, and practical difficulties without having to turn the
appointment into an assessment of somebody else's recovery. This
book offers general guidance, not an individualized treatment plan
or a substitute for appropriate medical, psychological, legal, or
financial advice.



Nor will it pretend that every situation can be solved with a
calmer tone of voice. Relapse, dishonesty, coercion, financial harm,
and threats to safety may require decisive action, professional
assessment, or changes to living arrangements. If violence, serious
intoxication, threats of self-harm, or immediate danger are
involved, protecting people and obtaining appropriate emergency
assistance must take priority over ordinary relationship
discussions. Respecting someone's autonomy does not mean
ignoring dangerous behavior. Equally, taking necessary protective
action does not give you responsibility for controlling the entire
course of their recovery. These distinctions are not always easy,
particularly when money, children, housing, and years of shared
history complicate every decision.

You will not be asked to forget what happened, declare
unconditional trust, or congratulate yourself for never feeling
frightened again. The more useful goal is to become better able to
recognize what needs your attention, what needs professional help,
and what remains another person's responsibility. You can learn to
make decisions without consulting every possible disaster scenario.
You can become more deliberate about the boundaries you
maintain and the commitments you accept. Some relationships will
grow steadier. Others may need greater distance or difficult
changes. Your loved one's recovery matters, but it does not
determine every choice you're permitted to make about your own
future.

And perhaps, eventually, another birthday invitation will arrive.
You'll consider the practical details, decide whether the occasion
suits your circumstances, and give an answer without spending the
afternoon mentally rehearsing seven emergencies. You may still
feel uncertain. You may still need to make a sensible adjustment or
ask a reasonable question. But the invitation will no longer have to
become an investigation into the entire future of your family. It can
simply be an invitation.



Someone close to you is working toward sobriety. You are
allowed to work toward a life that belongs to you, too. The alarm
may occasionally sound, and sometimes it will have something
important to tell you. It just doesn't have to be in charge of
everything.
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Chapter 1 - The Alarm That Keeps Ringing
After the Emergency Has Passed

The washing machine clicks off at 9:12 on a perfectly ordinary
Tuesday evening. Your loved one is upstairs, getting ready for bed.
You are sitting on the sofa, supposedly watching a documentary
about ocean wildlife, when you hear a cupboard close more loudly
than usual. Immediately, your attention leaves the television. Was
that anger? Frustration? Did something happen? You lower the
volume and listen for another sound. Nothing follows. A minute
later, you hear footsteps, and your mind begins evaluating their
speed and rhythm. Congratulations. You have become a highly
specialized domestic acoustic surveillance system, capable of
detecting possible emotional disturbances through two floors and a
closed door. Unfortunately, this remarkable skill comes with
terrible working conditions and absolutely no retirement benefits.

What makes the situation particularly frustrating is that your
loved one may genuinely be doing well. Perhaps they have been
sober for months, attending appointments, fulfilling
responsibilities, and making decisions that would once have
seemed unlikely. The household may be considerably calmer than it
used to be. Yet your body continues behaving as though another
emergency is approaching. You cannot quite relax when somebody
closes a cupboard. You notice slight changes in facial expressions.
You anticipate difficult conversations before anyone has started
one. Other people might describe the evening as peaceful, but you
experience it as a period during which nothing alarming has
happened yet. That little word, yet, can turn an otherwise pleasant
life into an exhausting waiting room.

Why your mind still expects trouble

If you have lived through repeated uncertainty connected with
someone's substance use, your alertness may have developed for
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understandable reasons. Perhaps ordinary explanations repeatedly
turned out to be unreliable. A canceled appointment meant more
than an inconvenient schedule change. A missing payment created
consequences nobody had anticipated. An unusual mood
sometimes preceded a painful argument. Over time, you may have
started connecting particular details with the possibility of trouble.
Paying attention helped you prepare, protect essential
responsibilities, or reduce damage. The difficulty is that a familiar
detail can continue provoking an intense reaction even after the
surrounding circumstances have changed. Recognizing that
possibility does not mean dismissing your experience or declaring
the current situation safe without evidence.

There is an important difference between learning from
experience and treating every resemblance to the past as proof that
the past is repeating itself. Imagine that you once discovered
serious problems after several weeks of unexplained absences.
Today, your loved one comes home later than expected after a
work meeting. You may immediately remember those earlier
absences, even if the present circumstances are different. The
memory is genuine, and so is the discomfort it produces. But the
meaning you assign to the current event still needs examination.
Your mind is excellent at recognizing similarities. Unfortunately, it
sometimes behaves like an overenthusiastic detective who
identifies a suspect because both people own a blue jacket.

This reaction is not always primarily a matter of thoughts. You
might feel tension in your shoulders, an uncomfortable sensation in
your stomach, restlessness, or an urgent need to do something
before you have consciously identified a problem. Physical
sensations like these can accompany stress, although they are not
enough to establish a diagnosis and may have other causes. Some
people experience difficulty sleeping or concentrating. Others
become irritable, unusually quiet, or constantly busy. The
important observation is that discomfort may arrive before you
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have assessed what actually happened. When that occurs, your first
impulse might be to find an explanation that justifies the intensity
of the feeling, rather than consider whether the situation requires
action.

A useful distinction is between something happening now and
something your mind remembers happening before. Suppose your
loved one seems distracted during breakfast. Perhaps they are
worried about work, slept badly, or simply have nothing interesting
to say about toast. Your memory, however, supplies a previous
occasion when unusual quietness accompanied substance use. You
begin asking increasingly specific questions, hoping to eliminate
the uncertainty. The conversation grows tense. Your loved one
becomes annoyed, and that annoyance now appears to confirm
your suspicion. Within minutes, an ordinary breakfast has become
a remarkably inefficient investigation. The original observation was
limited: someone seemed distracted. Everything that followed
involved interpretation, anticipation, and reactions to those
interpretations.

None of this means that concerning behavior should be ignored.
There are circumstances in which immediate protective action is
appropriate, including credible threats, violence, impaired driving,
serious intoxication, or danger to children and other vulnerable
people. When safety is at stake, responding to the actual risk
matters far more than practicing emotional detachment. The
challenge is learning to distinguish those circumstances from
situations where the main difficulty is uncertainty itself. If every
unfamiliar expression, delay, or silence receives the same urgent
response, you may struggle to recognize which events truly require
your attention.

Separate the observation from the prediction

Consider a simple approach you can use when an ambiguous
event causes a strong reaction. First, identify what you actually
observed, without adding an explanation. Next, notice the
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conclusion your mind immediately produced. Finally, ask what
information or action is necessary in the present situation. You do
not need a notebook or a formal worksheet. You can make this
distinction while walking across a room, preparing lunch, or sitting
in your car. The purpose is not to persuade yourself that everything
is fine. It is to stop treating an unconfirmed prediction as though it
were already an established fact.

For example, your loved one says they no longer want to attend
a family gathering. That is the observation. Your immediate
interpretation might be that they are withdrawing from supportive
relationships or hiding a problem. But there are other possibilities:
exhaustion, discomfort with particular relatives, or a
straightforward desire to spend the evening elsewhere. You may
reasonably ask whether the change affects any shared
arrangements. You may also need to respect their decision without
obtaining a detailed psychological explanation. If there are
additional, concrete warning signs, those deserve separate
consideration. A single disappointing answer, however, does not
automatically authorize an investigation into someone's entire
recovery.

You may discover that the most difficult part is tolerating the
interval between noticing something and receiving an explanation.
Uncertainty can feel like an unfinished task. Your mind insists that
you should resolve it immediately, because waiting seems
irresponsible. Yet not every unanswered question concerns a
matter for which you are responsible. If your loved one has agreed
to collect a child from school and has not appeared, you need to
ensure the child's safety and arrange appropriate care. If they have
chosen to spend an afternoon on a personal activity that does not
affect shared obligations, your need for continuous reassurance is a
different matter. The emotional sensation may be similar, but the
practical responsibilities are not.
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It may help to notice how often your mind quietly changes the
question. You begin with something specific, such as whether a
household arrangement has been respected. A few minutes later,
you are trying to establish whether the entire future can be trusted.
No ordinary answer will satisfy that expanded demand. One
completed task cannot guarantee permanent reliability. One
pleasant conversation cannot prove that every difficult experience
is behind you. When your expectations become impossibly broad,
even positive evidence starts looking insufficient. You are asking
the present moment to sign a legally binding agreement on behalf
of all future moments, which is ambitious considering the present
moment has not consulted a lawyer.

The hidden cost of permanent readiness

Living in a state of anticipation can gradually influence decisions
that appear unrelated to recovery. You might avoid becoming
absorbed in a hobby because you want to remain available. You
may struggle to enjoy a meal with friends because part of your
attention remains elsewhere. Perhaps you regularly arrange your
workday around the possibility of unexpected family difficulties.
Some of these adjustments may have been necessary during earlier
crises. Others might continue long after their original purpose has
disappeared. The cost is not simply inconvenience. Over time, you
can begin losing access to experiences that remind you your life has
meaning beyond responding to another person's problems.

Constant alertness can also make the relationship itself more
difficult. Your loved one may experience ordinary questions as
accusations, while you perceive their frustration as evidence that
something is wrong. Both people then react to each other's
reactions. A simple conversation about plans becomes an argument
about trust, honesty, and everything that has happened before. The
underlying concern remains unresolved because the discussion has
expanded beyond anything either person can address
constructively. This does not mean that both people necessarily
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share equal responsibility for past harm or current conflict. It
means that your immediate response can sometimes make an
already difficult interaction harder to navigate.

Another consequence is the pressure to feel better simply
because circumstances have improved. Friends or relatives might
enthusiastically announce that you can finally relax. Your loved one
may wonder why you are still cautious. You might ask yourself the
same question. But emotional confidence does not necessarily
develop at the same speed as observable change. Being able to
acknowledge progress while remaining uncertain is not inherently
contradictory. You may need time, reliable experiences, and
perhaps professional support to address the effects of prolonged
stress. Expecting yourself to become instantly carefree can create
an additional burden: now you are anxious about being anxious,
which is an extraordinarily unhelpful promotion for your internal
alarm department.

Giving yourself room to respond differently

One useful starting point is to notice your first impulse without
immediately obeying it. Perhaps you want to ask another question,
interrupt your own plans, or repeatedly seek reassurance. If no
immediate safety issue is present, consider whether that action
would provide information you genuinely need. If it would, ask
clearly and proportionately. If it would merely repeat something
you already know, you might choose to continue what you were
doing while allowing the discomfort to be present. This is not a test
of toughness. You are learning to distinguish a feeling that deserves
acknowledgment from a situation that requires intervention.

Suppose you are preparing for an important meeting at work
and notice that your loved one seems unusually preoccupied. You
could spend the next hour trying to identify the reason, arriving
distracted and exhausted at your appointment. Alternatively, you
might say, "You seem to have something on your mind. Is there
anything urgent that affects our plans today?" If the answer is no
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and there are no concrete safety concerns, you can proceed with
your meeting. You have offered an opportunity for relevant
communication without assuming responsibility for investigating
every possible emotion. Whether the other person chooses to share
additional information remains their decision.

This approach will not always feel comfortable. You may
continue thinking about the situation even after making a
reasonable choice. That does not automatically mean the choice
was wrong. Sometimes a longstanding response remains
emotionally powerful while you are developing a different way of
acting. If persistent vigilance, sleep difficulties, intrusive memories,
or anxiety substantially interfere with your functioning, consider
seeking an assessment from a qualified healthcare or mental health
professional. Appropriate support can help you understand your
particular circumstances and identify approaches suited to your
needs. General advice cannot replace that individual assessment.

It is equally important not to use the language of overreaction to
dismiss genuine concerns. If someone repeatedly violates
important agreements, conceals information affecting shared
safety, or behaves dangerously, there may be good reasons to
reconsider your arrangements. The goal is not to become an
exceptionally polite person who ignores warning signs. It is to
respond more accurately. You can take serious situations seriously
while allowing ordinary situations to remain ordinary. That
distinction gives your attention somewhere useful to go instead of
spending every day preparing for every conceivable disaster.

Over time, you may begin noticing small changes. A door closes
unexpectedly, and you do not automatically abandon what you are
doing. Someone looks tired, and you allow them to be tired without
constructing an elaborate explanation. An arrangement changes,
and you address its actual consequences instead of interpreting it
as a verdict on the entire relationship. These moments do not
guarantee that difficult events will never occur. They show
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something more practical: your previous experiences are no longer
required to determine every response you make today.

The next quiet evening does not have to become an endurance
test in which you prove how little anxiety you feel. You can notice
an unfamiliar sound, consider whether anything needs your
attention, and return to your own activities if nothing does.
Perhaps the documentary will still be playing, and you will finally
discover what happened to the sea turtle you abandoned twenty
minutes earlier. Your alertness can remain available when
circumstances genuinely require it. It simply does not have to
occupy the best seat in the house every night.
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Chapter 2 - Why Managing Someone Else's
Recovery Feels Reassuring but Leaves You
Exhausted

There is a particular kind of satisfaction in solving a problem
before anybody else has noticed it exists. You discover that your
loved one's health insurance details need updating, find the correct
form, complete most of it, and leave the signature box ready. Then
you notice that their next appointment conflicts with a delivery, so
you rearrange the delivery too. By lunchtime, you have resolved
three logistical problems, answered two questions nobody actually
asked, and prevented an administrative inconvenience that might
never have occurred. Your loved one thanks you. You feel useful,
efficient, and temporarily reassured. Then an unpleasant thought
arrives: what if they could have handled those things themselves?
You push it aside. After all, everything is running smoothly.
Somewhere in the background, your unofficial position as Director
of Other People's Responsibilities has just been renewed for
another year.

Taking charge can feel particularly reassuring when you have
experienced prolonged unpredictability. During difficult periods,
your practical efforts may have protected essential arrangements
or prevented problems from becoming worse. That history matters.
It explains why stepping in can feel responsible rather than
intrusive. The trouble begins when every opportunity to help
becomes an obligation to manage. You start anticipating needs
instead of responding to requests. You make arrangements before
discussing them. You monitor progress because being informed
reduces your anxiety. Eventually, the relationship develops an
uneven division of labor: one adult makes choices, while another
keeps track of whether those choices are being implemented
correctly.
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Control can provide immediate emotional relief without
resolving the uncertainty underneath it. When you feel worried,
doing something creates the impression that you have regained
influence over the situation. You confirm an appointment, check a
document, or remind someone about a commitment. For a short
while, the concern seems manageable. But because another
person's future actions cannot be guaranteed, the reassurance
eventually fades. Another question appears, followed by another
opportunity to intervene. Gradually, you may become dependent
on taking action whenever uncertainty arises. The relief rewards
the behavior, even when the action itself contributes little to actual
safety. It is rather like repeatedly refreshing a package-tracking
page. The delivery vehicle does not move faster, but at least you
have developed an intimate relationship with the phrase "In
transit.”

When helping becomes taking over

The difference between useful support and excessive
involvement often lies in who remains responsible for the task.
Suppose your loved one asks you to help compare local recovery
support options because they find the available information
confusing. You might sit together, look at suitable services, and
discuss practical considerations such as location, accessibility, and
cost. That can be a reasonable form of assistance. But if you then
begin arranging every appointment, monitoring attendance,
contacting professionals, and evaluating whether the treatment is
working, your involvement has shifted. You are no longer simply
helping somebody access support. You may be attempting to
manage a personal process that belongs to them and the qualified
professionals involved.

This shift does not necessarily happen because you enjoy being
in charge. Sometimes it develops because you are frightened of
what might happen if you stop. Perhaps a missed appointment once
preceded a serious setback. Perhaps your loved one struggled to
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