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		Author’s Note


In some instances I changed minor details and identifying characteristics to protect the privacy of people I’d rather not name. However, my family of origin and immediate family are called by their real names, and they graciously supported my decision to tell this story.

Most recovery programs have a tradition of anonymity, since no single person can or should represent or speak for such a group. For that reason, I don’t name the specific community that helps me stay sober, and I hope you’ll refrain from publically associating my name or this story with any particular organization.
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 • Preface •

Waking Up in the Guest Room



I  know where I am before I open my eyes. I can tell by the pillow, which is too soft and mushy to be my normal pillow. It means I slept in the guest room again last night. It’s a realization so awful that I quickly will myself to stay asleep, to hurry back to oblivion. But it’s too late. I’m fully conscious now. I roll over, my face in the pillow, and wish I had the courage to smother myself.
         

This is the second time it’s happened this month. As usual, I don’t know how I got here, but I can guess why. I search my brain for a scrap of memory about the previous evening, but there is none. I can’t recall a single thing after around seven p.m. My husband, Dave, and I had gone downtown for dinner. I ordered a shrimp salad and Chardonnay. I probably drank a couple mini wines in the ladies’ room.
         

I don’t remember us leaving the restaurant, much less getting into a huge fight. But there’s no other explanation. I glance at the clock. He’s at work already. I get up and stumble into the bathroom, where I pause to stare with hate at my face in the mirror. My skin is so puffy that my eye sockets bulge like lemons with small slits. Obviously, I was crying a lot last night. But about what? What did Dave do?
         

Or rather, what horrible thing did I decide or imagine Dave did—after I got drunk and irrational?
         

Twice, I have seen scratches on him in the morning. His face. His neck. Dear God, let it not be that bad this time.
         

Later, I sit down to write an e-mail to Dave to apologize. I can’t bear to wait until he gets home from work to face him, my shame flaming. As usual, I try to sound sincere in my note, to take the full blame, but I have to be intentionally vague. I can’t let on that I have absolutely no idea what we fought about last night, or how bad it was.
         

I will have to look for clues in his response.
         


	

    
	
		
• one •

Crisis in Kmart



I never saw the end of my drinking days coming.
         

But then again, maybe most alcoholics don’t. By the time the end comes, we’re so attached to our addiction that if we knew what person, event, or twist of fate was going to eventually result in our deliverance, like a drowning person who fights her rescuer, we’d do everything in our power to make sure it never happened.

So instead, God comes to us disguised as our life, wooing us through our misery toward surrender.

At least, that was how it was for me.

When I trace my story back to find the beginning of the end of my drinking, I arrive at a wedding. It was September 2006, and Dave’s best friend, Larry, was getting married to an actress and writer from Los Angeles.

I met Susan for the first time at her rehearsal dinner, the night before her wedding. She struck me as bright, funny, and down to earth. I liked her zany, irreverent style. She and Larry exchanged vows the following day, and as they shimmied back down the aisle to James Brown’s “I Feel Good,” I had high hopes for a friendship with her.

Soon after, Susan and Larry came to visit us for a weekend. They arrived on a brisk but sunny fall afternoon. We all sat in the living room and chatted about how amazing it was that Larry at fifty, and Susan, in her forties, had finally found one another (it was a first marriage for both)—and through an online dating site, no less.

After a while, the four of us bundled up in coats and hats and took a walk through the tiny Central Oregon town where Dave and I were living at the time. As we strolled past gift shops and tourist boutiques, Susan regaled us with funny stories about acting auditions gone wrong. I particularly loved the one where she tried out for a diaper commercial by crawling around on the floor like a baby.

We got back to the house around five o’clock. Since our dinner reservations at a nearby restaurant weren’t until seven p.m., I did what any good hostess would do: I opened up a nice bottle of white wine and put out a cheese plate for my guests to snack on. That was when it happened.

Susan said, “Do you have any tea?”

I stared at her blankly, willing her to take it back.

“Actually,” she added, “if you have hot water, I brought my own loose leaf.”

Her request instantly brought to mind another couple Dave and I had visited in their home in Ashland, Oregon. Upon our arrival, this husband and wife cheerily explained that after developing bad martini habits, they had both quit drinking. “We have tea for happy hour now!” they exclaimed.

They said this as if it were good news. As if they had no idea (which they didn’t) that I could never subsist for several days on the limited amount of alcohol that was hidden in my suitcase. The extra four-packs of mini wine I’d brought were meant to supplement the generous amount of alcohol I had expected to be served by our hosts.
         

I don’t know how I made it through. I think we left a day early. And now, here was Susan, saying it again: Tea!
         

Later at the restaurant, my worst fears about Susan were confirmed when she ordered tea with her dinner, and casually confided, “I don’t drink.”

My heart sank. And she had seemed so hip, so funny, and likable…
         

Throughout dinner, and for the rest of Susan’s stay, I felt sad about the friendship with her that would never be. But I felt even sorrier for Susan. What would it be like to drink tea with dinner? To wake up every day knowing you were going to feel the same way at seven p.m. as you did at seven a.m.?

It was a life of such vast meaninglessness I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

*  *  *


By the time I met Susan, I knew I was an alcoholic. It was something I’d been feverishly working to hide for almost twelve years. Of course, Dave knew I had a serious drinking problem. But even he still had no idea that in addition to the three or four glasses of wine he saw me drink each evening, I was covertly consuming several times that amount from a secret stash in my closet.

Lately, however, the constant effort it took just to keep this stash stocked at all times had come to seem like a part-time job. The covert shopping trips, the rounding up of the hidden empties, and the weekly unpacking and repacking of the garbage can on pick-up days had left me demoralized and exhausted.

Worse, I was starting to get sloppy. I felt like bottles were literally spilling out of my life. One morning, I was getting breakfast in the kitchen with Dave when he noticed a lump in the pocket of my robe. “What’s that?” he asked, gesturing at it.

I pulled out an empty mini wine bottle, acting as if I was as surprised by its presence as he was. “Oh, wow,” I said with a chuckle. “It’s just an old bottle from way back when. Guess I need to wash my robe more often…”

He let that go. But lately, things like this had been happening a lot. I’d stumble upon a bottle I’d stashed somewhere stupid or obvious, aghast but grateful I was lucky enough to find it first. How much longer could I hope to keep this up?

Soon after Susan and Larry’s “tea,” the small publishing company where Dave had worked for many years was sold. The new owners planned to relocate it from Oregon to Colorado Springs. Eager to keep Dave on staff, they invited us to fly there for an exploratory visit.

The day after we flew into town, Dave was scheduled to be in meetings all afternoon with company executives. Later, we were slated to have dinner at a fancy restaurant with the president, the vice president of editorial, and their wives. Not wanting to hang around the hotel, I asked Dave to drop me off at a shopping mall so I could buy a new outfit for the evening.

I’d been wandering stores, casually shopping for several hours before I realized my mistake. How could I be so stupid? We were planning to follow the publisher and his wife straight to the restaurant after Dave picked me up at the mall, but I had failed to transfer some of the mini wines hidden in my suitcase into the center pocket of my large purse.

How was I going to drink?
         

At this stage of my alcoholism, my tolerance was so high I required at least several glasses of wine in the late afternoon just to feel normal. Which meant that by the time we got to the restaurant, I’d be ready to crawl out of my skin. Worse, this was exactly the kind of social situation I found excruciating in any state. Plus, these were Christians. Even if they drank, a polite glass or two of wine would hardly suffice.
         

I told myself not to panic. I would simply have to find some alcohol between now and when Dave picked me up at the appointed time in front of Sears. I had less than forty-five minutes.

I began to walk the mall with great purpose. Surely, I could find one of those specialty gift shops that feature local, high-end products, including wine. I was also prepared to buy a bottle opener if I had to. After wasting about ten minutes looking for such a place, I finally found a mall directory. I quickly scanned it. None of the stores listed resembled what I had in mind. What kind of mall is this? I thought.
         

And then I saw it. A listing for Kmart. Kmart sells wine! Back in Oregon, more than once, I had ducked into a Kmart to purchase my little four-packs of mini wine.
         

I walked toward the pretty red K. I smiled as I entered, remembering when I used to bring my boys here. My first husband and I had been so desperately poor that visiting a discount store had constituted a big outing. Sometimes I’d buy the boys those horrible nachos with fake cheese to keep them happy while I explored the blue-light specials.

Now, for some reason, I couldn’t find the wine section. Where were they hiding it? Still unworried, I flagged down an employee, a bald man with a kind face. “Can you point me to your wine aisle?” I asked, all friendliness and optimism.

“What do you mean?”

“Wine,” I said, clearly enunciating. “As in wine you drink.”
         

“Gee, ma’am,” he said. (And my heart plummeted right there.) “We don’t sell wine. In fact, no regular stores in Colorado sell wine. Or liquor. You gotta go to the liquor store for that.”

“What?” I said, feeling a little dizzy. “Are you serious?”

He nodded.

What kind of a crazy town was this? Bad enough that it was crawling with the kinds of Christians I once was and now often avoided—but no wine in the grocery store? Were they serious?

Stay calm, I told myself. “Okay,” I said with a big breath. “So where is the nearest liquor store?”
         

“Hmmm,” he said, absently twirling the pencil tucked above his ear. “I don’t think there’s one too near here. But maybe a mile up the road—”

“That’s okay,” I said, stopping him. “I don’t have a car.”

He must have noticed the look of distress on my face. “Oh, but wait!” he said, brightening. “You can get that weak kinda beer—the stuff with less alcohol in it, you know—at the grocery store.” He smiled like he’d given me a gift.

Did I look that desperate?

I probably did.

“Then again,” he added, obviously still thinking, “it’s probably a ways to the grocery store, too. But I guess you could walk.” He glanced at my feet, in case I was wearing running shoes. I wasn’t.

I checked my watch. I didn’t have time to walk anywhere. And the Springs is not like New York—taxis don’t just pass by. By the time one came…

By now, I was trembling. I thanked the man and rushed to the nearest mall exit to see what I could see outside. In the near distance—a big parking lot and a couple of long blocks away—there appeared to be a gas station with one of those little markets in it. If the grocery stores sold weak beer, maybe the little markets did, too. I set off walking in that direction, readjusting my heavy shopping bags on my shoulder.

I would have to be wearing a sweater. And it would have to be an unusually hot day for late September. By the time I reached the gas station, I was sweating like a pig. But inside the little grocery, it was blessedly cool. I rushed to the back wall where I could see a cold case. And glory! Praise God from whom all blessings flow! I was in luck.

They had no wine. But at least they had beers. I remembered what the guy at Kmart had said. Sure enough, these were weak beers. Only 3.2 percent alcohol. I would need a lot of them in order to make a dent big enough to help me get through the evening. Thank God they carried the jumbo 24-ounce size! I cradled five of the cold cans into my arms (beers that big don’t come in six-packs) and hurried to the counter.
         

The cashier, a young guy, looked at me funny. He even asked me for ID and gazed at my Oregon license like I was suspicious. I made up my mind that there was no way we were moving to this stupid town.

The store door dinged as I left the little market and began huffing toward the mall. After half a block, I stopped to cram the big plastic bag of beers into one of my other shopping bags, in case Dave drove by. How would I explain what I was doing out here on the sidewalk with a bag of beer?

Then, I checked my watch. I was almost out of time. I was supposed to meet Dave in ten minutes. I tried to run, but the shopping bags were now agonizingly heavy, the plastic cutting into my palms and shoulders. I could feel perspiration dripping down my back. I cursed the high altitude. I cursed Colorado Springs and their stupid, weak beer.

Then, as Sears came into view, it hit me like a thunderbolt: how was I going to get all these beers into my purse so I could bring them into the restaurant and into the ladies’ room so I could drink them? My large three-chambered purse with its center-zip pocket was perfect for hiding four or five mini wines. But it would never in a million years hold all these jumbo beers.

My panic reached a crescendo. I realized that in the few minutes I had left, I would have to find and buy a new, elephant-sized purse. And then be careful to keep it close to me—and away from Dave—all night.

I’ll spare you the details of my mad dash to Sears and my frantic speed-shopping. Suffice it to say that when Dave picked me up at the appointed spot, I felt like Wonder Woman. Not only had I managed to buy a humongous purse, I’d accomplished the purse switch in the ladies’ room, changed into my new outfit, and guzzled one of the beers in a toilet stall.

I greeted my husband about five minutes late, exhausted, shiny with sweat, chewing hard on two sticks of spearmint gum, and thinking, How on earth did my life come to this?
         


	

    
	
		
• two •

Praise God for Grapes



Once upon a time, I assumed my Christian faith would make me immune to the kind of gross moral lapse I considered alcoholism to be. The way I saw it, if you were a sincere believer, you would rarely, if ever, drink. And if you did drink, you would be careful not to drink too much. And if you never drank too much, you couldn’t become an alcoholic.
         

It was sound logic, and my experience in my twenties seemed to bear that out. During my first marriage and while my two sons, Noah and Nathan, were little, I rarely drank. Not because I didn’t like wine or beer, but because my first husband and I associated drinking with the wild parties of our high school years. Plus, none of our church friends drank.

I’ve never been able to pinpoint exactly when my thinking on alcohol changed, except to note that it preceded the breakup of my twelve-year marriage. The story of our mostly amicable divorce is too long to tell here, and not all that interesting. Let’s just say that he and I were young (we married at seventeen), we came from broken families, and we managed to lose our way.

Headed for divorce, I found myself on the wrong side of a Christian taboo that had guided me for many years. In the past, I had judged plenty of people for taking the “easy way out” by getting divorced. Now, in order to assuage my own guilty conscience, I began to distance myself from the strict ideals and convictions of a Christian community that seemed to be distancing itself from me.

At the time, I would have told you I was tired of being the kind of Christian who was only against things. Now, the idea of total abstinence from alcohol struck me as silly and legalistic. I wanted to be a different kind of Christian. The kind who didn’t put God in a box. The kind who wasn’t sheltered from the real world. And, probably most important, the kind who drank without apology.
         

Meanwhile, I discovered that wine coolers helped to ease the pain of a failed marriage. What possible harm could a Seagram’s Peach Fuzzy Navel do?

In retrospect, it was a perfect spiritual storm: a growing cynicism about my faith, guilt about my divorce, and a new affinity for alcohol.

*  *  *


When I began to date Dave, he wooed me with flowers, poems—and wine. He introduced me to buttery Chardonnays and rich Merlots, which we sipped while kissing in his kitchen. Drinking was part of the romantic whirlwind of our courtship.

But while we were falling hard for each other, we missed the fact that I was falling hard for alcohol, too.

After we married, Dave and I bought a house large enough for our new blended family. Dave’s three kids (Neil, Taylor, and Jana) and my two (Noah and Nathan) were all between the ages of nine and fourteen.

Jana and Nathan—our youngest—were happy, optimistic types who adored each other from the start. Taylor and Noah—the middle two—could spend days locked in a room watching sports or playing video games together. Neil, the oldest, brought a helpful, calming presence, despite his aspirations to grow up to be a mobster.

To my surprise, their interactions with us and with each other were almost entirely without the kind of rancor you might expect in a blended family. But still, a combined family is a challenge. In our case, both sets of kids now had two homes and two sets of parents (my first husband remarried six months after I did). Almost every weekend Dave or I or both of us had to drive over a mountain pass to transport our kids to or from our exes’ homes.

For all the good we shared, it was a stressful time of life.

As a holdover from our dating days, Dave and I quickly developed the habit of having a bottle of wine with dinner. It seemed like the natural, civilized thing to do. Drinking was a way to celebrate the good life God had given us. We wouldn’t dream of inviting friends over without popping a cork.

For Dave, this lifestyle worked fine, since he’s not an alcoholic. But what neither of us knew yet was that I was. The more I drank, the more I wanted to drink. And more was never enough. Who gets the last glass? Can I open another bottle?
         

I praised God for grapes. I decided drinking made any bad thing bearable and any good thing great.

Dave didn’t agree. Before long, he began to express disapproval about how much I drank. At first, he did it sweetly. He made references to what was “appropriate” or “smart.” If we planned to have company, he’d caution me ahead of time, “Maybe we [meaning you] should take it easy with the drinking tonight, hon.”
         

I brushed him off, annoyed and embarrassed. Even so, I couldn’t help noticing he was right about the consistent difference in our appetites for alcohol. How come I always wanted to drink more than he did? Maybe I just liked the taste of alcohol more. Or maybe a woman’s body processed it differently.

Or maybe Dave was just a stick in the mud. That had to be it!

What I knew of Dave’s upbringing seemed to support this theory. The son of Christian missionary parents to Africa, Dave was born in Northern Rhodesia, under British rule at the time. From the age of five, he attended a Plymouth Brethren boarding school, where he learned good manners from a brutally strict headmaster. Christian piety converged with British propriety every morning as little David sang, “God Save the Queen,” and then recited a Bible verse from memory.

When I first learned about Dave’s childhood, it helped to explain why he could seem so politely reserved. People often commented that he was a bit enigmatic. Extremely gracious and welcoming of others, he was slow to reveal much about himself. When I was unhappy, this trait reinforced my assessment that he was withholding and arrogant.

And yet, what some might call Dave’s fatherly demeanor was also part of what had attracted me to him in the first place. Combined with his being fifteen years my senior, he seemed mature and wise—a man in full, not a boy. I admired him. Always, the little girl inside of me desperately craved his approval.

So, when Dave joked about the empty pizza boxes he’d seen piled up in my fireplace when we were dating, it stung. And when he admired the fact of who I’d become, given my history and my family background, I was reminded of my inferior heritage. His father had been a respected missionary and later a college professor. Mine had been—during his final years, at least—a mentally ill street person.

Having been a single dad for the past six years, Dave cared about the art of homemaking. Keen to please, I began using place mats and napkins at breakfast, especially when his kids were there. I adopted his polite habit of asking each person as they emerged in the morning, “How did you sleep?” (And I learned to answer, “I slept well” instead of “I slept good.”)
         

I even came around to the idea that dinner should include not just the four major food groups, but the right colors (and hopefully one cold dish).
         

However, when it came to alcohol, the rebel in me rose up. Using Dave’s perceived puritanical “judgment” as justification, I began to buy and drink alcohol he didn’t know about. At the grocery store, I always bought an extra bottle or two of wine to hide in the garage among the Christmas ornaments. Or I’d stop and get a large beer after taking one of my boys to an afternoon football practice.

At first, it all seemed sort of harmless, something I’d probably admit if Dave asked me. But what began as a sly bit of overindulgence gradually morphed into a secret obsession that took on a life of its own. By the end of our first year of marriage, I had become a sneak, a cheat, and a liar.

In time, I discovered the amazing practicality of four-packs of mini wines, like you get on airplanes. I hid them in my purse, behind books in bookshelves, or tucked inside my tall boots in the closet. I was always on the lookout for new hiding places. (Later, when I met a girl in treatment who hid vodka in her dryer vent, for a second there I was jealous of her creativity.)

As my drinking escalated, so did my tendency to fight with Dave. If he tried to ask me for consideration about how my drinking affected others, in my mind he transformed from a loving, concerned husband into a controlling, oppressive, killjoy. It was impossible for him to mention my drinking gently enough to avoid triggering my shame, which translated instantly into white-hot rage.

In the meantime, I could always find something—money, kids, exes, or a joint work project to feel offended about. We very rarely had blowouts in front of the kids, as per an unspoken agreement we seemed to share. But the kids must have sometimes felt the chill in the air, as arguments often took days to resolve.

Not that Dave didn’t try to end them sooner. At first, he made genuine overtures and apologies, which I usually deemed insufficient. Eventually, he began to lose his temper more often, succumbing to outbursts that now strike me as justified. “I’m just a human being!” he’d yell. “And I’m a good husband! But I’m not Jesus! Even Jesus couldn’t make you happy!”

He was right. Sometimes, it seemed I couldn’t accept anything less than sacrificial demonstrations of love that no man could—or should—give to the best wife on earth, much less one as unreasonable as I was. In retrospect, I had an insatiable need for Dave to show me affection in the face of my most ugly, furious self.

Our marriage became an endless test of his ability to love me at my worst.

One night, when the kids were at our respective exes’ houses, Dave and I got into a fight because he hadn’t been “romantic” lately. Earlier in the day, I’d felt plenty loved. But after I’d been drinking for a couple hours, I became certain he was emotionally distant. I began to badger him about his not pursuing me like he used to. (As if he could be bullied into whispering sweet nothings!)

The fight escalated when Dave told me my insecurities were “unattractive.” The only way I could see to sufficiently express my outrage was to make a dramatic exit. That’ll show him! I thought, as I grabbed my keys, stomped out the door, and drove off in our minivan.
         

I’d already had plenty to drink, but I stopped and bought a six-pack of 18-ounce Bud Lights. Then I drove down the highway about fifteen miles to a remote, wooded area with lots of back roads and little traffic. This way, when Dave—close to tears and filled with remorse—searched high and low for me, he wouldn’t find me.

I drank the beers as I drove, assuring myself they were just beers and I wasn’t actually drunk, so it wasn’t drunk driving.

Soon, what with all the beer drinking, I needed to use a bathroom. But where was I going to do that out here? The two tiny convenience stores in this area were long closed. The roads were unlit and dark, and I began to feel confused about where I was.

Finally, I decided I would just pull off and tinkle in the bushes. In the dark, I didn’t see the big ditch that bordered the shoulder of the road. Within seconds, I was stuck. I tried everything, including Reverse, gunning it, and twisting the wheel all over. I only managed to dig the van in deeper.

It was winter, and soon I was freezing. I had no cell phone in those days. So after I emptied my bladder in the woods, I turned off the car, worried I’d run out of gas.

For the next hour or so, I sat in the driver’s seat and drank my beers as I shivered and wept and felt terribly sorry for myself. My only source of comfort was imagining how Dave would be pacing with panic, or else looking all over town for me, frantic with worry.

I woke up to a knock on my window. The sun had come up, and a policeman stood outside. I turned the key to start the battery and lowered the window. I smiled, trying to appear glad to see a cop, grateful he’d finally shown up. I explained to him I’d gone for a drive, then I’d pulled off the road and hadn’t seen the ditch.

“How could you not see such a big ditch?” he asked. “Were you drinking, ma’am?”

“Oh, my gosh! No! Of course not!” I exclaimed, as if horrified by the mere thought. Meanwhile, it occurred to me I had no idea where the empty beer cans from last night were, and I was desperate to make sure he didn’t go snooping.

I quickly volunteered that my husband and I both worked for the Christian publisher in town, hoping the information would recast me in the proper light. Everyone knew that only good, God-fearing Christians worked there—people unlikely to be drinking and driving on a dark stretch of road at night.

It worked. His whole demeanor changed. While he went back to his car to call a tow truck, I thanked God for tinted windows and hurriedly gathered up the beer cans from behind my seat, wedged them into a paper bag, and stuffed them under the far back bench of the van where they could now be claimed as empty cans waiting to be returned for the five-cent deposit.

When I got home and explained to Dave what had happened—minus the part about the beers—he didn’t seem surprised. And he didn’t seem relieved, either.

All he said was, “What were you thinking?”

I wasn’t.

*  *  *


People have asked how Dave could not see what was happening right in front of him? Was he in some kind of deep denial?

I think the answer is yes and no. Yes, he never once found an empty bottle hidden behind a bookshelf or hidden in my boots; he never discovered the stomped-thin beer can stashes I used to keep hidden in the empty space beneath my dresser; he never noticed that my purse weighed ten pounds.

However, he didn’t miss the fact that I had a major drinking problem and was almost surely an alcoholic. He was keenly aware that I drank way too much. He just didn’t know how much. Bottom line: It didn’t occur to Dave I might be a secret drunk because he already knew I was a regular drunk.
         

From time to time, Dave would notice something was off. He’d wonder aloud, “Why did it seem like you were drunk last night? Didn’t you only have a few glasses of wine over the course of a few hours?”

In response, I’d joke about being a lightweight. Or I’d explain I hadn’t eaten enough that day, or I’d suggest that maybe the alcohol had mixed badly with my antidepressant.

Dave is by nature not a suspicious person, so he bought my excuses. But even if he hadn’t, I was confident that he’d never stoop so low as to search my closet or try to catch me in a lie. That kind of behavior would simply be beneath him. I couldn’t even picture it.

Not surprisingly, Dave felt a disconnect between his teetotaler, Christian upbringing and our lifestyle of nightly drinking. He frequently reminded me that he rarely drank in his first marriage, and our lives were veering in a direction he didn’t “believe in.” Every so often, he’d say, “I know! Let’s both quit drinking. Let’s see if that wouldn’t make for a better life.”

“Go for it,” I’d tell him. “No one says you have to drink just because I do. What’s wrong? Don’t you think you can quit by yourself?”

On occasion, Dave would do just that. He’d give up his glass of wine after work or with dinner; he’d stop having a beer on the weekend. He’d go for weeks, hoping it might inspire me to join him. Instead, I’d work hard to wheedle him back into his regular drinking patterns: “Let’s take a bottle of wine to the river for a picnic!”

But here’s what boggles my mind now. During all those years of drinking, I continued to write and edit Christian books. Publicly, I held forth on things like parenting and prayer, while privately I drank myself past sensibility.

For a long time, Dave and I worked together on a seemingly endless series of projects for a high-profile author who wanted to save the world. At night, I guzzled enormous cans of Bud Light and blamed the author for driving me to drink. I often joked that if I ever had to go to rehab, he should pay the tab.

Ironically, instead of being a source of hope, my Christian background only increased my sense of hopelessness. On the one hand, I knew I was a phony, a hypocrite, and a liar. But on the other hand, I was convinced I’d experienced a genuine conversion to Christ in my teens. Where do you turn for hope when you already have the answer, but it isn’t working?

If you’re like me, you grow increasingly disillusioned and cynical about your faith. You blame the particular brand of Christianity you’ve been buying like cereal for years. You judge others for doing exactly what you do. And finally, you decide you’re just too groovy for any version of the Christian faith that doesn’t allow you to indulge in your addiction.
         

So it went. Through vacations, business travel, funerals, sickness, family reunions, all of our kids’ high school graduations, and camping trips—I made it my mission to never be without alcohol. Even if I had to drink in the bathroom stall at Macy’s while shopping with my sister, in twelve years I never missed a night of drinking.

And then, just when I thought my drinking couldn’t possibly get any worse, it did.


	

    
	
		
• three •

A Blackout Bottom



While I was panicking in Kmart, Dave’s interviews at the company were going well.
         

The next day, we drove around Colorado Springs to look at houses. We both fell in love with the first one we saw, which we’d gotten out of the car to look at through the windows. Dave loved the location—an old-fashioned neighborhood set among huge shade trees where most of the houses were built in the 1890s.

I loved the house’s location, too—once I got online and saw it was near not just one but three liquor stores. Maybe this could work.
         

And who knew? Maybe it could be a good thing for me. What if the high elevation helped me to drink less? What if the claustrophobia of our tiny Central Oregon town was the real cause of my need to consume bathtubs of Chardonnay?

We moved to Colorado Springs in early November 2006. At first, I felt hopeful. I loved the view of Pikes Peak, and Dave and I often reminded each other how grateful we should be to move from one mountain paradise to another.

But this paradise, I quickly realized, was an illusion. Not because of God’s handiwork, but because he lets people like me loose in it.

After only a few months, I noticed I was drinking even more, not less. And something about it felt worse, not better. Having hoped to make a fresh start, it was somehow even more devastating to find myself painting this fresh white canvas with the same black colors of alcohol, secrecy, and lies.

But it was worse than that, too. Before we moved I’d begun to experience regular blackouts. At the time, I didn’t even know this term. I understood passing out, because I did it nightly. It was the reason I usually got in my jammies and went to bed earlier than Dave. I didn’t want him to find me clothed, unconscious, and somewhere other than bed, making it obvious I hadn’t intentionally fallen asleep.
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