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The Quiet Storm

Living with Cravings in Recovery

Experience, Strength & Hope - The Recovery Files
An honest exploration of cravings as complete sensory experiences in recovery.

EMOTIONS, CRAVINGS & PATIENCE - CRAVINGS MANAGEMENT - FOUNDATIONAL

The light shifts through my bedroom blinds in that particular golden-amber way it does
around 4:30 PM—the hour when I used to have my first drink. I'm sitting at my desk,
trying to focus on work emails, but my mouth has already begun to water. My shoulders
tense. A familiar hollow feeling expands in my chest. Three years into recovery, and
still, my body remembers. It remembers with a precision that startles me, maintaining
its own calendar of cravings that operates independently of my conscious intentions.

This is what they didn't fully explain in early recovery—that cravings aren't just
thoughts you can reason away. They arrive as complete sensory experiences, as if
addiction has composed a symphony using every instrument in your body. The slightly
metallic taste that appears suddenly in my mouth. The subtle shift in my breathing
pattern. The way my fingers begin to drum against my thigh in that specific rhythm.
The sudden hyperfocus on the time, the quality of light, the distance to the corner store.
All of these sensations converge in a single, wordless demand that feels woven into the
very fabric of my cells.

"Cravings are not a moral failure. They're a normal neurobiological response—your
brain doing exactly what it was trained to do through years of substance use."

When I first entered recovery, I misunderstood cravings entirely. I thought they
represented a failure of willpower or commitment—that experiencing them meant I
wasn't "doing recovery right." I'd sit in meetings, listening to others share about their
struggles with urges, nodding in recognition while simultaneously feeling a deep shame
about my own. I believed the persistent myth that complete abstinence should
eventually lead to complete freedom from desire. That somehow, with enough time, the
wanting would simply stop.

My counselor helped me understand that this expectation was not just unrealistic but
potentially dangerous. She explained how substance use had created powerful neural
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pathways, rewiring my reward system and conditioning my body to expect relief,
pleasure, or escape at specific times or in response to specific triggers. These pathways
don't simply disappear when we stop using; they remain, like old roads on a map that
can still be traveled.

A craving is more like a Russian nesting doll—open it, and inside you'll find layers of
meaning. The surface might be a simple desire for alcohol, but beneath that often lies
a craving for comfort, for numbness, for connection, for escape from overwhelming
emotions or situations.

The most challenging aspect of cravings, I've found, isn't their intensity but their
complexity. They're rarely just about the substance itself. A craving is more like a
Russian nesting doll—open it, and inside you'll find layers of meaning. The surface
might be a simple desire for alcohol, but beneath that often lies a craving for comfort,
for numbness, for connection, for escape from overwhelming emotions or situations.
The substance was never the true destination; it was the vehicle that promised to take
me somewhere else.

Early in recovery, I tried to fight cravings through sheer force of will—gritting my teeth,
white-knuckling through the discomfort, trying to mentally strong-arm myself into not
wanting what I so desperately wanted. It rarely worked. The more I resisted, the more
the cravings seemed to intensify, like trying to hold a beach ball underwater—the
harder you push, the more forcefully it wants to surface.

"What if you just noticed the craving? What if you observed it without judging it,
without feeding it, without fighting it—just watched it with curiosity?"

A breakthrough came during a particularly difficult period around my one-year sobriety
anniversary. The cravings had become almost constant, a background hum that
occasionally crescendoed into deafening volume. I called my sponsor in desperation,
expecting her to offer strategies for fighting harder. Instead, she suggested something
that seemed counterintuitive: "What if you just noticed the craving? What if you
observed it without judging it, without feeding it, without fighting it—just watched it
with curiosity?"

This mindfulness approach transformed my relationship with cravings. I began to
practice sitting with them, observing their qualities—intensity, duration, associated
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thoughts and sensations—without immediately jumping to action or resistance. I would
note, "I'm experiencing a craving right now," the same way I might observe, "It's
raining outside." Weather happens. Cravings happen. Neither defines me or requires
immediate reaction.

Through this practice, I've learned that cravings, like all experiences, are impermanent.
They arrive, they peak, they subside. Even the most intense urges rarely last longer
than 20-30 minutes if not acted upon. Understanding this temporality helps me endure
the discomfort without catastrophizing or believing that the feeling will last forever.

My goal has shifted from elimination to preparation—not "How do I never experience
a craving again?" but "How do I build the skills to move through cravings when they
inevitably arise?"

Triggers, those external or internal stimuli that set cravings in motion, have required
their own careful mapping. Some are obvious—passing the bar I frequented,
encountering old drinking buddies, experiencing high levels of stress or conflict. Others
are more subtle and insidious—a particular song on the radio, the specific quality of
light on a summer evening, the smell of someone's cologne that unconsciously reminds
me of a person I used to use with.

Yet avoiding triggers entirely isn't realistic or even desirable in the long run. Life
happens in the places where triggers exist. My goal has shifted from elimination to
preparation—not "How do I never experience a craving again?" but "How do I build the
skills to move through cravings when they inevitably arise?" This shift from avoidance
to capability has been empowering, transforming me from someone who feels
perpetually vulnerable to someone who carries tools for any situation.

I've learned to use urge surfing—riding the wave of a craving from its beginning,
through its peak, and into its natural dissolution. I practice physical grounding
techniques that reconnect me with my body when cravings create a sense of
disconnection or disembodiment. I engage in cognitive reframing, challenging the
thoughts that often accompany cravings: "Just one wouldn't hurt," "I deserve this after
the day I've had," "No one would know."
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The role of shame in perpetuating cravings cannot be overstated. When I respond to
cravings with self-judgment or moral condemnation, I actually intensify and prolong
the experience.

The role of shame in perpetuating cravings cannot be overstated. I've found that when I
respond to cravings with self-judgment or moral condemnation—"Why am I still dealing
with this after three years?" "What's wrong with me?"—I actually intensify and prolong
the experience. Shame creates a secondary suffering on top of the primary discomfort
of the craving itself. Learning to respond with self-compassion hasn't eliminated
cravings, but it has removed this additional layer of distress, making them far more
manageable.

Perhaps the most profound shift has been from seeing cravings as the enemy to
recognizing them as messengers. When I experience a sudden, intense urge to drink at
a family gathering, that craving is communicating something important about my
emotional state—perhaps that I'm feeling overwhelmed, judged, or triggered by old
dynamics. Rather than immediately trying to silence these messengers, ['ve learned to
listen to what they're trying to tell me.

Perhaps the most unexpected aspect of living with cravings in long-term recovery has
been their evolution over time. They haven't disappeared, but they have changed
character. Early cravings were loud, insistent, almost panicky in their urgency. Current
cravings are often more subtle, more sneaky—a quiet suggestion rather than a
desperate demand. This evolution requires continued vigilance; it's easier to recognize
and respond to a scream than a whisper.

Time has revealed an important truth: while cravings may never completely
disappear, my relationship with them continues to evolve. What once felt like being
held hostage by my own brain now feels more like receiving occasional unwelcome
visitors—disruptive, certainly, but no longer defining.

Time has revealed an important truth: while cravings may never completely disappear,
my relationship with them continues to evolve. What once felt like being held hostage
by my own brain now feels more like receiving occasional unwelcome
visitors—disruptive, certainly, but no longer defining. I've developed a quiet confidence
that no matter how intense a craving becomes, I have survived 100% of them so far
without relapse. This track record becomes its own source of strength.
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The light through my blinds is shifting now, the golden hour passing. My body
still remembers, still responds with its conditioned signals. But I have choices
now that I didn't have before. I can notice these sensations with curiosity
rather than fear. I can reach for my phone to text my sponsor instead of
reaching for a drink. I can use grounding techniques to bring myself fully into
this moment rather than being pulled into the undertow of craving. I can
recognize that this discomfort, however intense, will pass—and that on the
other side of it lies the continued freedom of recovery. The storm of craving
still visits, but I am no longer defined by the weather. I have built a house
strong enough to withstand it.
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THE MATCHED SELF-ASSESSMENT
The Quiet Storm: Cravings in Recovery

This self-assessment is designed to help individuals in recovery evaluate their relationship with
cravings and develop healthier ways to understand, experience, and respond to these powerful
sensations. The assessment explores both the challenging aspects of cravings that may
undermine recovery and the development of effective coping skills that support long-term
healing.

There are no right or wrong answers - the goal is to promote self-awareness and identify areas for
growth.

Two Dimensions of Cravings in Recovery:
« Challenges: Shame, fighting through willpower, avoidance, viewing cravings as failure, secrecy

« Management Skills: Mindfulness, trigger mapping, self-compassion, urge surfing,
understanding temporality

Instructions

For each statement, rate how often it applies to you using the scale:

e 1 - Never: This doesn't apply to you

e 2 - Rarely: This occasionally applies

¢ 3 -Sometimes: This sometimes applies
« 4 - Often: This frequently applies

« 5 - Always: This consistently applies

Part 1: Craving Experiences and Challenges

1. | experience cravings as complete sensory experiences (physical sensations, tastes, emotional
responses)
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

2. | feel shame or guilt when experiencing cravings, as if they represent a failure in my recovery
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

3. | try to fight or suppress cravings through sheer willpower when they arise
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

4. | experience predictable patterns in my cravings (specific times, situations, emotional states)
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

5. | view cravings as evidence that my recovery isn't working or that relapse is inevitable
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

6. | find myself believing thoughts that accompany cravings (‘just one wouldn't hurt,' 'l deserve
this')
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always
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7. | feel physically overwhelmed by cravings when they occur (racing heart, muscle tension,
physical discomfort)

O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

8. | try to avoid all possible triggers rather than developing skills to cope with them
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

9. | experience cravings as urgent demands rather than temporary sensations that will pass
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

10. | keep my cravings secret from others in my recovery support system due to shame or fear
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

Part 2: Craving Management Skills

11. | can identify and map my personal triggers for cravings
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

12. | practice mindfulness with cravings—observing them with curiosity rather than judgment
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

13. | understand that cravings are normal neurobiological responses, not moral failings
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

14. | use specific tools and techniques when cravings arise (distraction, urge surfing, calling
someone)

O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

15. | can identify the underlying needs or emotions that cravings might be signaling
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

16. | remember that cravings are temporary and will pass without being acted upon
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

17. | practice self-compassion rather than shame when experiencing cravings
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

18. | have developed physical strategies to address the somatic aspects of cravings
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

19. | prepare for predictable high-risk periods with increased support and specific plans
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always

20. | can talk openly about cravings with my recovery support network
O 1 Never O 2 Rarely O 3 Sometimes O 4 Often O 5 Always
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Reflection Questions

Understanding Your Cravings

1. What physical sensations typically accompany your cravings? How do they manifest in your
body?

2. What time-based patterns do you notice in your cravings (times of day, days of the week,
seasons, anniversaries)?

3. What environmental triggers most reliably activate cravings for you?

4. What emotional states tend to intensify or precipitate your cravings?

The Language of Cravings

5. What thoughts or internal narratives typically accompany your cravings?

6. What underlying needs might your cravings be signaling (comfort, escape, connection, relief
from specific emotions)?
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7. How does the intensity and character of your cravings change over time in recovery?

8. What metaphors or images help you understand and relate to your experience of cravings?

Craving Management

9. Which strategies have been most effective for you in managing acute cravings?

10. How do you distinguish between passing cravings and warning signs that might require
additional support?

11. What role does your support system play in helping you navigate cravings?

12. How do you prepare for predictable high-risk periods when cravings might intensify?

The Emotional Dimension

13. How does shame impact your experience of and response to cravings?
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14. What self-compassion practices help you respond to cravings without self-judgment?

15. How has your emotional relationship with cravings evolved throughout your recovery?

16. What beliefs about cravings might be increasing their power over you?

Growth Opportunities

17. What would a healthy relationship with cravings look like in your life?

18. Which aspects of craving management would you like to develop further?

19. How might your experience with cravings help others in recovery?

20. What resources (groups, literature, therapeutic approaches) could help you develop more
effective responses to cravings?

Your scores, and what they mean, are in the app.
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