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This book is dedicated to those of you who live with alcoholic husbands in the hope that it will lead you out of the maze of hopelessness and despair into a full, rich and happy life, whether or not your husband stops drinking.
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The National Council on Alcoholism estimates that there are 10 million alcoholics in this country. Each one of these profoundly affects the lives of at least six other people. The figures are staggering, and, I suspect, conservative.

Much attention has been given in recent years to understanding alcoholism and working with alcoholics. This work is vitally important. Unfortunately, not enough attention has been given to the family. The theory has been that if the alcoholic recovers, the family will recover. This theory is somewhat simplistic for several reasons. First, it dooms the family that’s alcoholic does not recover. Second, it assumes that the family recovery can start only after the alcoholic’s recovery starts, and third, it does not take into account that the family can be as sick as, if not sicker than, the alcoholic.

A family that comes to grips with the problem can play an important part in the recovery of the alcoholic, but the family’s own recovery is important enough to treat separately. That is what this book is about—how families of alcoholics can help themselves to recover.

What I have discussed in this book, for the most part, is the stereotypic American nuclear family. The husband is the primary breadwinner and the wife is the homemaker who takes care of their 2.3 children. Although this is only one domestic style, it is probably the one that is still considered the most common. The discussion of one model also helps to keep the ideas somewhat simple. As you will see, the dynamics operating within the alcoholic family system get very complicated very quickly.

There are many other models that can be developed to look at alcoholism within a family. There is the situation where the wife and not the husband is the alcoholic. There is the situation where both adults are alcoholic. There is the situation where one or more children are alcoholic. There is the situation where one or both parents are alcoholic. There is the situation where a brother or sister is the alcoholic. There is the situation where a lover and/or roommate or the roommate’s lover is the alcoholic. There is the situation where the boss is the alcoholic. There is the situation where the wife of an alcoholic is trying to maintain a career. There is the situation where the child has left home physically, but not emotionally. And since alcoholism tends to run in families, and since people tend to marry people like those they have known, it is not unusual for the wife of an alcoholic to also be the daughter of an alcoholic, and for her brother or sister to also be an alcoholic, and so on and so on.

Picking only one model also leaves out other complicating variables such as chronic illness, divorce, widow-hood, aging dependents, and so on, ad infinitum. The combinations become infinite, the problems too complex to deal with until they are broken down. That is why I have chosen a rather simple model to explore.

Each of the situations described above has its own special needs that cannot be minimized. Just shifting the glass does not mean that nothing else changes. However, many of the generalizations discussed in this book will work regardless of your particular situation. Because it is not outlined precisely as it affects you, does not mean that the principle does not apply.

If you are the husband or the working wife, bear in mind that compulsive overinvolvement in activity at one stage, and almost indolence at another, applies regardless of whether you are running General Motors or scrubbing the kitchen floor.

If you are a child reading this book, it should give you a better understanding of what has happened to you and how it has happened. It should also give you some idea of how you can help yourself to get out of the situation. If you are a child of one alcoholic parent, it might be a good idea to give a copy of this book to your sober parent. If you do not have a sober parent, it may be time to start looking for an adult whom you can trust. If you can’t do that for yourself, write me in care of the publisher and we’ll find you a way.

If you are a parent reading this book, you will probably go all through it and understand what relates to you and what you should do, and you will close the book and say, “But God help me, it’s my kid—there’s got to be something more I can do. If I had not been a failure as a parent, this would not have happened.” It is so hard to step away from our children and see them make mistakes in their lives, regardless of whether they are ten or fifty.

I suggest to you that you read everything you can on the disease of alcoholism. Look at your extended family to see if alcoholism is part of a family trend. Until you can begin to accept the fact that you did not cause your child’s disease, you cannot be of any help. You will only beat yourself into the ground and you will accomplish nothing. Worse than that—you will close off the lines of communication because your child will be unable to handle the pain he/she sees in your eyes.

If your boss is the alcoholic, you may want to take a good hard look at whether or not you are willing to work in that situation. You will be working with someone who will undermine your self-confidence, and, when you are scrambling to get your act together, will criticize you for not being more aggressive. This book should give you an understanding of what is happening. Only you can estimate the damage that can be done to you. You may decide to use it to your advantage, but I’ve never known anyone to outmanipulate an alcoholic until the final stages, where the disease is apparent to everyone.

A friend of mine has an alcoholic son who is no longer drinking. He decided about six months ago to join a religious cult which very heavily brainwashes its membership until they become robotlike. Two months ago he returned home, unaffected. His mother was flabbergasted. I said, “Why be surprised? You know as well as I do that nobody tells an alcoholic what to think.” When his mother asked him to explain this seeming miracle, he said, “I took what I liked and left the rest.”

To those of you reading this book, I would simply say, “Take what you can use and leave the rest.” Not everything said will apply to everyone, but at the very least, you will have a better understanding of the enemy, alcoholism, and some of the weapons used in the war against it.

It is important to realize that the enemy is alcoholism. It is important to realize that even though the book is about the alcoholic marriage, it is not a male-female issue. It is important to realize that even though the book uses the traditional female role model, it is not a liberated-unliberated female issue.

In my office, I have seen men and women, old and young, black and white, Christian and non-Christian, gay and straight, professionals and laborers, rich and poor, urban and rural, single and married, and in various combinations thereof. One of the things that I am likely to say at the first interview is, “Before you tell me what is happening, let me tell you.”

The response is always the same. After the initial shock has worn off, the vocal cords once again begin to function. “How did you know?”

I know because I understand what happens to the family of an alcoholic. I know because I recognize that it is not an issue of men versus women or traditional versus untraditional lifestyles, but of the power of the sick over the well. This illness is a great equalizer. The people who should be stronger, or wiser, or more tuned in, fall victim just as readily as everybody else. No racism or sexism here. Alcoholism supports the Equal Rights Amendment without reservation.

This book should help to make clear when it is the illness one is reacting to and when it is the person. It is only when you can understand that difference, and not allow the sickness to take over, that you can look at whatever other issues exist.

In most instances in this book, the alcoholic spouse is he and the nonalcoholic is she. I did this for a number of reasons. The first has to do with convenience. It is simpler to write it that way than to say he or she each time it is appropriate. The second has to do with the fact that the majority of my clients have been women, and I naturally think in these terms. Although we are learning that the ratio of women to men alcoholics is more even than previously thought, there is one major difference as it relates to the family. The nonalcoholic wife will more often than not remain in the marriage, whereas, the nonalcoholic husband will leave. Therefore, there is a higher percentage of women than men who require counseling in order to learn to live healthfully within the alcoholic situation. Although my discussion is slanted toward this model, most of what I say is true regardless of sex and should be recognized as such.

I’m writing this book for all of you who live with a drunk and feel you’re all alone. You’re not all alone. Millions of women live with alcoholics; it’s a private hell, but a public problem.

I’m writing to you and about you. You may have picked the book up because you feel desperate. You just don’t know what to do anymore. You’ve tried everything you can think of to get your husband to stop drinking, and nothing has worked. You’ve tried lecturing: “Look at what you’re doing to your body. You’re going to rot out your liver.” That hasn’t worked. After all, it’s his liver. You’ve tried tears: “If you really loved me and the children, you wouldn’t do this.” That hasn’t worked either. You’ve tried hiding the bottles, threatening to leave him, and even drinking with him. You’ve tried nagging, reminding him about his behavior so that he won’t repeat it. You tell him on the way to the party what you expect of him. He promises he won’t get drunk, but he does anyway. Nothing works.

And what do you accomplish? Well you induce a little guilt; he can then drown his guilt in booze. Or you make him angry. Who wouldn’t drink if he were married to you? Heads the bottle wins—tails you lose. You lose because he still drinks, and you lose because you can’t stand the person you are turning into. You never imagined you would become a screaming fishwife or a tearful doormat.

Despite all of the above, I still have the nerve to say that you can learn to live with an alcoholic. Not only can you live with an alcoholic, you can be happy and productive no matter what he does. Perhaps you don’t believe me. I wouldn’t if I were in your place. I’d be thinking, “What does she know? If she lived with what I live with, she wouldn’t hand me that crap!” Well, I do know how you can improve your life. Decide whether you want to try it out. If you don’t, you can keep all your unhappiness. The choice is yours.






[image: Chapter 1] A Look at the Problem





We live in a society where drinking alcoholic beverages is encouraged and even expected. A man has difficulty being socially “with it” when ordering club soda or a Coke. “Drinking someone under the table” is manly, and making a martini without “bruising the gin” (whatever that means) is chic. We admire the gourmet who knows the appropriate wine to drink with each course at dinner. And we laugh at the man with the lampshade on his head—unless, of course, he happens to belong to us.

Yet, the very men who are so “in” socially are “out” if they become addicted. We treat them as social outcasts and avoid them as if mere contact will taint us. They become social lepers, and so do their wives. We’ve all heard friends say, “I’d love to have Sally over, but you know how obnoxious Bill gets when he has a few.”

You know what that feels like. You don’t really want to go with him, but you don’t want to go without him either. Avoiding the issue seems to be the best course to take; as a result, you don’t go out at all. No one has been honest about what the problem is. If it is not discussed, you think, it will go away. But the pain of the rejection does not go away—it hurts. It hurts like hell and you are angry. Furthermore, somewhere mixed in with all those feelings is the nagging thought that somehow you are responsible. Maybe you are all those terrible things he says you are. Maybe if you were a better person, he would stop drinking. At the very least, maybe there is something that you haven’t thought of that will make him stop.

The alcoholic husband of a friend of mine used to say to her, “You’re such a great social worker. You help so many people. Why can’t you help me?” She tried. And she believed that she should help him. She knew in her head that a doctor should not treat his own family. But in her gut, she felt extremely guilty—he knew how to make her feel that way. Yet she couldn’t help him stop drinking. She was not the cause and she could not be the cure!

She was not the cause because he is an alcoholic. Alcoholism is a noncommunicable disease. No one can cause such a disease in another person.

You’re probably thinking: Yeah, alcoholism is a disease and all that, but how do I know if my husband really is an alcoholic? Maybe he is just a bastard. Or morally weak, or emotionally ill, or under so much pressure that he needs the alcohol to slow down. “I knew that my husband could not be an alcoholic for a number of very good reasons,” Wendy R. told me. “He was obviously not a bum. He was always well-dressed and always looked terrific. I would look like death warmed over after an all-night brawl, but he looked just fine. He held a very responsible job. He was an executive in a company where he had to make split-second decisions without wavering. His work was brilliant and everything he did won an award. Alcoholics cannot do such things. Everyone knows that there is brain damage; the brain slows down and the thinking processes get numbed. I knew he could not be an alcoholic, because it would mean that my mother was right: I should have married the other guy. I knew he could not be an alcoholic, because he never fooled around with other women and alcoholics are unfaithful.”

One myth after another. “Essentially, I knew he wasn’t alcoholic because I loved him, and he was my husband, and the father of my children, and I didn’t want him to be!”

You know what? He is. He was, and is, and always will be. He has a disease called alcoholism, which is incurable. It can be arrested, but he will be an alcoholic all his life. It is a fact of his life—and hers—just as if he had diabetes or blue eyes.

I know that you are still not convinced. That’s not important right now because you are thinking about the problem. The point is: No woman who has consulted me about her husband’s drinking has ever been wrong. No woman ever says, “I think my husband has a drinking problem,” when it’s not a fact. More often than not, she has underestimated the seriousness of his drinking. Many a husband says, “She doesn’t know what the hell she’s talking about. I may have one or two to relax, but that’s it.” The amount of liquor in the one or two is, of course, not discussed. Winning the argument is not the same as winning the battle.

Alcoholics Anonymous says that if alcohol is interfering with any area of a person’s life, chances are that person is an alcoholic. You had probably already decided that alcohol is having a bad effect on your life when you picked up this book. Certainly, you can agree that a problem exists. But you still don’t know exactly what an alcoholic is.

As in most things, what is true for one person is not necessarily true for another. Yes, it is true that some alcoholics end up on Skid Row. Not all, but some. It is true that some alcoholics show the effects of the chemical in their physical appearance. Some alcoholics cannot hold a job of any nature. Even some mothers are right! Not Wendy’s, though. Wendy married Jim because she was very much in love and, in spite of all her troubles, she would do it again. If you attend an AA meeting, you will meet all kinds of people from every walk of life. Just as in any other group of people, you will be drawn to some and others will turn you off. The main things these people have in common are their alcoholism and their desire to come to grips with the disease.

The only statement that applies to all alcoholics is that an alcoholic is a person who cannot drink normally. There is, however, a cluster of personality traits that most alcoholics have in common. Although not every alcoholic has all of these traits, and they are not exclusive to alcoholics, some knowledge of them will help you to understand what is happening to him, and you, and to those around you. What happens is predictable. Knowing this may make you feel less alone. Later we will talk about what you can do about your situation—what you can do so that you can enjoy your life and enjoy being you. The alcoholic’s traits that I am going to discuss include: (a) excessive dependency; (b) emotional immaturity; (c) low frustration tolerance; (d) inability to express emotions; (e) high level of anxiety in interpersonal relationships; (f) low self-esteem; (g) grandiosity; (h) feelings of isolation; (i) perfectionism; (j) ambivalence toward authority; and (k) guilt.


Excessive Dependency

The alcoholic is a very dependent person. He prefers not to take responsibility for his behavior. Let George do it. Then when George does it, if anything goes wrong, it’s George’s fault. He himself would not have made the mistake. The alcoholic prefers to have someone make all his decisions for him, including what he eats and what he wears. Recently, I’ve been working with a family in which the alcoholic husband is continually threatening suicide. This keeps the rest of the family off balance. Every time he makes his threat, they get scared and try to talk him out of it. They minister to his every need and whim. This man cannot decide whether to have cornflakes or an egg for breakfast, and quite often, he eats nothing.

The last time his wife called me in a panic with “This time he really means it,” I answered, “Say good-bye. After all, if he really means it, there’s nothing you can do.” When she said “Good-bye” he came right home. What else could he do? Thinking he might be ready for some help, I called him the next day. “My family would be better off without me,” he lamented. “They probably won’t dance in the streets,” I answered, “but I will, because at least you have made a decision.” I also gave him the name of a doctor who would prescribe medication to ease convulsions while he was making his decision. He still hasn’t made it.

He’s dying more slowly from alcohol than from the more flamboyant act of suicide, but he’s given up the threats. His wife and two oldest daughters started college this fall. One of them is a student of mine and comes in smiling and happy. They are my main interest. They have not abandoned their alcoholic, but they have learned how not to abandon themselves either. He’s not too crazy about me because he can’t control them anymore. Yet, he still does not want to take responsibility for his behavior.

Avoiding responsibility and making decisions is one of the things that causes alcoholics to drink at first. But drinking does not resolve dependency problems. The alcohol itself becomes a need. His “I just need a drink to relax me so I can think clearly” becomes a vicious cycle, creating even worse physical and emotional dependency.




Emotional Immaturity

“When an individual starts drinking alcoholically, he stops developing emotionally” is a common maxim. He just looks like forty. Emotionally he is about seventeen. I’m sure you often feel that your alcoholic husband is just another child in the house. This, as strange as it may sound, is very close to the truth. A client of mine was making wonderful progress, which stopped suddenly. After a month had passed, I finally confronted him. Was there a change in his life that was getting in his way? The only thing he could think of was taking two or three drinks each night in order to get to sleep. Those two or three drinks could have been shot glasses or tumblers. From the moment he started drinking to excess, he stopped developing emotionally. My position was quite clear: I do not counsel chemicals. When he eliminated the alcohol, we were able to move on.

Emotional growth tends to result from confronting discomfort or pain. If we remember clearly, we have to admit that the times we grew the most were during times of trial. The happy times, the carefree times, were not growing times. I have never heard anyone say, “It was a wonderful easygoing time, and boy did I grow.” Growth seems to come with a desire to develop or change, along with a discomfort about things the way they are. Since the alcoholic is busy anesthetizing himself against unpleasant reality, he cannot develop emotionally. His chronological age and his emotional age are very different. One is adult and the other, child. You get into trouble when you expect this drunk child to act like a sober adult. How many times have you criticized your alcoholic husband for his behavior? You were, in effect, asking a drunk to act sober when you said, “Don’t drive like that!” If you had in you what he had in him, would you drive any differently? Probably worse. “Don’t cry like that!” we say to a child. He replies, “It’s the only way I know how to cry!” What we are really saying to the child is, “Don’t cry!” and what we are really saying to the alcoholic is, “Don’t be drunk!” That’s a contradiction in terms. It is natural for the child to cry, and it is natural for the alcoholic to drink.




Low Frustration Tolerance

The alcoholic has a short fuse, and you never really know what particular thing is going to set it off. Life itself ignites the fuse. Certainly a wife and children get in the way. The least little thing can set your husband off. Things tend to happen which cause outrageous reactions. The phone has a habit of ringing when someone calls. Alcoholics have been known to rip it off the wall because it has the nerve to intrude. In addition, a simple snag can turn the whole day into a nightmare—the baby-sitter is ten minutes late, there is no clean towel in the bathroom, or the mayonnaise is on the wrong piece of bread.

The ordinary frustrations of everyday living are overwhelming to the alcoholic. Have you ever noticed the way children walk through a room, and it immediately looks like a disaster area? They really didn’t do anything. I’m constantly amazed! Nobody did anything, but the time I spend cleaning up the kitchen that nobody had anything to eat in, defies the imagination. The alcoholic cannot handle this kind of frustration. He wants things the way he wants them, when he wants them, and how he wants them. If it doesn’t work his way, he either becomes violent and busts up the place before storming out to drink, or, if he is not prone to violence, he simply takes refuge in drink. It is a way, if only temporarily, to dull the nerve endings. Since the frustrations he is unable to handle are not the ones that go away, he invariably has reason to get drunk again.

As a result of your husband’s irrational behavior, you start to walk on eggs. You don’t want to set him off, so you are very careful not to do or say the wrong thing. You also try to get the children to be very careful about what they do and say. You look for the “right” time to tell him about the dentist bill. You become tense trying to keep everything calm, and then something happens to screw it up anyway: The car won’t start; a light bulb blows; somebody forgot to put the cap back on the toothpaste. It is all your fault because you are a rotten wife, or a rotten mother, or a rotten housekeeper. The abuse varies according to the particular drunk, but it does go on and on.

If you’re like most people, you can’t help thinking that in some way it was your fault. You could have checked the toothpaste; you did have a hard time starting the car yesterday; and if you had only.… What you are not allowing for is the fact that if it wasn’t the toothpaste, or the car, it would have been that you talk too much, or you don’t talk enough—but it would have been something. It’s hard at the time to think logically, because while you are taking responsibility for whatever he is frustrated and angry about, you are also feeling things like, “No jury in the world would convict me of manslaughter if they knew him.” And then since nice people don’t commit murder, or even think about it, you feel guilty. You’ve lost again.
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