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For my family, who lived through the darkest years with me and never walked away. You held me together when I was falling apart, and you're the reason I'm still here to tell this story.





For the fans, who saw my worst moments on TV and still chose to support my journey. Your messages, your encouragement, and your own stories of struggle and recovery reminded me that none of us are alone in this.
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Introduction




Sober Carl's not fun. 

Imagine not only hearing your friends say this about you but also having the rest of the world see the proof on TV.

There's an unspoken understanding that when we're not drinking, we're not fun. It's societal pressure to be “on” continuously, and alcohol is often the only way for many of us to be the star of the party.

This was my reality. In my first season on Summer House, I came down with tonsillitis after attending a wedding. The following weekend, I had to be on camera in the Hamptons, trying to be the fun, outgoing guy I usually am, but without drinking. The insecurities I usually kept pushed down started filling my mind until it was overwhelming. It was the same every time I tried to party sober. That feeling never really changed—I was there but not entirely in it.

None of us is born with an endless supply of ego and self-confidence. That's one of the reasons I spent so much time getting lost in alcohol and cocaine. If I wasn't drinking, did that mean everyone was going to hate me? Were the friendships I had worked so hard to build about to disappear? Did I not fit in anymore?

Starting my recovery journey felt like steering a boat through unfamiliar waters. The biggest issue wasn't craving a drink. It was dealing with the fear that people would think I had suddenly become boring. In my world, and most places, drinking was the thing that made any hangout feel electric. Without it, I felt like I was the only person who didn't get the joke, as if the energy had moved on without me.

It's a little embarrassing to admit, but until 2021, all I wanted was for people to think I was cool. That was how I measured my worth: by how I looked to people I didn't even know. We like to think we outgrow that, but most of us are still chasing it, whether we admit it or not.

The society also tends to equate sobriety with being dull. That's just not true.

Looking back at my twenties and early thirties, so much of my drinking was about the buzz and the vibe. It wasn't really about who I was with or what we were talking about. Sure, I was out with friends, laughing, clinking glasses, having a good time. But if you asked me to remember a deep conversation from those nights, I'd draw a blank. It's not that the nights didn't matter. It's that real connection was rare. We thought we were bonding, but we were just drinking together. So many of those late-night talks were about big dreams, like starting record labels or launching alcohol brands. We were chasing the high in every way, but nothing ever stuck. It was a blurry ambition.

Eventually, that fun catches up with you. You start making bad decisions, acting out, hurting the people you care about, and hurting yourself, too. It's a harsh realization, but I'll get into more of that later.

We grew up watching shows like The O.C. that made partying look glamorous. However, the bigger influence, at least here in the United States, is how drinking is marketed to us. “Work hard, play hard.” If you're a kid born in 1985, like me, you remember life before the internet. You had to call your friend's landline and hope their parents didn't answer. Drinking was part of the culture. It was what we did at house parties, in basements, wherever we could.

My upbringing mirrored my dad's in many ways. I attended the same schools in Pittsburgh that he and his siblings attended. Our family was close, especially during tough times, like when we had to stay with my grandparents for a while. I was raised not just by my parents but also by my uncles, aunts, and grandparents.

Drinking was just part of the family rhythm. Friday nights meant thirty packs of beer, football, and pizza. The men drank beer, and the women had wine or cocktails. My grandfather, a Korean War vet with an old-school corporate job, would pour himself a martini after work. If he had more than a couple, you kept your distance. That was his way of unwinding. It was the Mad Men model: a drink for lunch, a drink after work, and then another before bed. That was the dream.

I still remember the first time I drank. I was just a kid, and I grabbed my dad's Budweiser right out of his hand. That red can, that bitter taste; I can still picture it. Back then, it felt like a rite of passage. Now, I see it differently. We've started talking more about addiction and how alcohol messes with us in ways we don't even realize.

The thing is, alcohol still gets a pass. It's been wreaking havoc on lives forever, and we still build celebrations around it. It becomes an excuse, too. “Sorry, I was drunk” is a get-out-of-jail-free card for stuff we might've wanted to do anyway. Without booze, we'd have to admit we made those choices. That's a tough pill to swallow.

Looking back at being a teenager, it makes sense why alcohol became the go-to solution. Everything felt awkward. You were trying to figure out who you were into, how to talk to people, and how to just be. And fitting in? That was the whole game. Whether it was getting a seat at the cool kids' table, making the right team, or just surviving high school and college, alcohol felt like the secret password that got you through the door.

In my world, everything was a competition. Who was the smartest, the most athletic, and whose family had money? We had social rankings before social media even existed. And alcohol was always part of the picture. It was just there.

The idea that not drinking makes you boring really messes with your head. I used to joke that I was only interesting after a couple of whiskeys and something extra. But the truth is, underneath that joke was a real fear—that without the buzz, maybe I didn't have a personality at all. That kind of thinking builds a complex. You start to believe the only version of you people like is the one that's altered. And you begin to lose sight of who you are.

Now that I'm sober, “fun” means something else. It means being present. It means connection. Back in the day, fun meant staying up all night. Now, it means remembering every laugh, every conversation. That means more.

Anyone who has gone through a change like this knows what I'm talking about. The little things matter more. The right people matter more. It's not about what you're wearing or what you own. It's about who's showing up for you and how you show up for yourself. That's where the magic is. And recovery? That's what helps you find it.

Fun for me now is quieter. It's fewer people but stronger connections. I used to think I was having fun, but really, I was just playing a part. I was hurting. Now, the fun is real. It's me being me. And if that doesn't work for someone, that's okay.

I no longer need to be the center of attention. I can sit with a non-alcoholic beer, talk about the game, or catch up with someone I haven't seen in a while. And when I'm ready to go, I go. No pressure to stay. It's about quality now, not quantity. And time—that's the most valuable thing we have. I don't waste it anymore.

The shift from “Sober Carl is not fun” to just “Sober Carl” has been one of the most significant transformations of my life. I've had to unpack what happiness actually looks like. It's not found in a round of shots or a champagne toast. It's found in conversations I remember, relationships that matter, and a version of myself I finally recognize.

If you're questioning who you are without a drink, if you're scared of becoming boring or being left behind, I understand. But trust me, the real you is in there. And once you meet that person, you'll wonder why you ever needed anything else.

Recovery isn't the end of the fun. It's the start of something better. It's a genuine connection, absolute joy, and real life. The kind that doesn't fade by morning.








  
  
Chapter 1




I grew up in a family where Pittsburgh roots ran deep and success was kind of expected. My parents had one of those all-American college love stories. They met at Yale, where my dad played football and my mom worked in the athletic department. After they graduated, they moved to Chicago to start their life together, and not long after, I showed up. I made my grand entrance in January 1985, weighing in at a solid ten pounds, six ounces. I've never been one to do anything small, even from day one. 

Those early years in Chicago were marked by both warmth and uncertainty. We lived in a friendly Midwestern suburb with sidewalks where kids rode bikes and school buses picked up students. But beneath the surface, financial struggles were brewing. The stock market's volatility in the late 80s hit my father's career hard. By the time I was five or six, we faced foreclosure on our house and had to downsize to an apartment.

It was in that apartment where one of my most infamous childhood stories took place. At just three years old, I had already developed quite the appetite and a knack for breaking into any food storage my parents attempted to keep me out of. One day, while my mom was cleaning, I decided I wanted some gummy bears. Without a word to anyone, I set off on my own down a busy road, my feet clad only in socks, and walked a full mile to the nearest drugstore. I grabbed the gummy bears and started eating them right there in the aisle. A family friend happened to spot me, and before I knew it, I was being rushed back home to my panicked mom. Looking back, it's a funny story, but it hints at the impulsive streak and tendency to use food as comfort that would emerge later in my life. At the time, though, I was just a determined little kid doing whatever it took to get what I wanted.

In 1990, when I was five, we made the pivotal move back to Pittsburgh, back to my father's roots and the support of extended family. We moved in with my grandparents in Upper St. Clair, a community that wou

ld become the backdrop for much of my youth. My grandfather, the Korean War vet, he carried a quiet sense of discipline and pride that shaped how we did things at home. Sundays meant church, the lawn was always trimmed, and there was a big focus on working hard and doing well in school. That was just the rhythm of our life growing up.

But even as we settled into this idyllic-seeming suburban existence, the seeds of future turmoil were already taking root.

Once we got settled in Pittsburgh, it became pretty clear that our situation was different from most families around us. At first, we lived in my grandparents' finished basement, then eventually moved into an apartment complex just outside Upper St. Clair. It wasn't a terrible place by any means, but in a town full of big houses and perfectly cut lawns, we definitely stood out.

I started kindergarten while living with my grandparents, who dropped me off each morning as my parents worked full-time jobs. Later, when we moved to the apartment, I'd be ferried to and from school by my dad, never taking the bus like most of my classmates. It might not seem like a big deal, but things like that made it clear we didn't really fit the Upper St. Clair mold. That apartment complex became a reminder of the financial stress we were under, and I felt it even as a kid. When classmates invited me over after school, I always said yes, but I never returned the offer. I was too embarrassed for them to see how small our place was. I'd make excuses or say my parents weren't home, anything to avoid letting people in. It wasn't just about space. It was about not wanting anyone to see what our life actually looked like behind closed doors. Instead, I became the perpetual guest, always visiting others' homes but never hosting.

It wasn't until I was about seven that our situation improved somewhat. My parents ended up renting a little house in Upper St. Clair—it used to be where a coal miner lived back in the day. By Upper St. Clair standards, it wasn't much, but to me? It felt like we'd hit the jackpot. The place had character, I'll give it that. Curtis and I ended up sharing a room, which seemed totally normal at the time. But looking back, man, I had no idea how much being crammed in there together would end up mattering. When Curtis started going through his rough patch, I had a front-row seat to all of it.

In those early years, though, Curtis was everything I wanted to be. He was five years older than me and an incredible athlete who had this way about him that drew everyone in. The guy seemed like he could do anything. But as I entered my preteen years, the cracks in this idealized image began to show. Curtis started high school as I was in the middle of elementary, and the reports that filtered down to me were troubling. There were whispers of drinking, of fights, of trouble with the law.

One incident stands out vividly in my memory. It was either my eleventh or twelfth birthday, and I had two close friends over to watch football. We were upstairs when a knock came at the door. Looking out the window, we saw five police cars parked outside. Officers entered our home with a warrant, there to arrest Curtis for an incident at a convenience store the day before.

I'll never forget the sight of my brother handcuffed on the stairs, looking up at me and my friends as we were ushered past him. “I'm so sorry, guys,” he said, his voice filled with shame. My dad had to call my friends' fathers to come pick them up early, explaining awkwardly that Curtis had “found himself in some trouble.”

That whole thing really opened my eyes to what was happening with our family and how people saw us around town. The Radke name used to mean something good—sports, good grades, etcetera. But now, it was starting to mean something else entirely. I could feel that shift happening, and it hit me hard. I knew right then that I had to figure out who I was going to be, separate from all the drama that seemed to follow Curtis wherever he went.

As Curtis's struggles intensified, I threw myself into being the perfect son. I joined the student council, excelled in sports, and maintained top grades. I became an altar boy at our church, serving dutifully every Sunday. On the outside, I had it all figured out—good grades, popular, doing all the right things. But on the inside, I was total chaos. I was pissed off, confused, and if I'm being honest, scared as hell that maybe I had whatever Curtis had in me, too. Like maybe it was just a matter of time before I screwed up everything just like he did.

Little did I know then that this fear and the coping mechanisms I was developing to deal with it would play a significant role in my own journey towards addiction and, eventually, recovery. But that part of the story was still years away. For now, I was just trying to get through being a teenager, which was hard enough on its own. But I also had to watch Curtis—my hero, my big brother—slowly disappear into a dark place that I couldn't even begin to wrap my head around.

As I entered high school, the contrast between my brother's path and mine became even more pronounced. While Curtis struggled to find his footing, I threw myself into every opportunity Upper St. Clair High School offered. I threw myself into everything—student council, sports, you name it. My grades became an obsession because I had my sights set on one thing: Syracuse University's Newhouse School. It was legendary for broadcast journalism, and I knew that's where I wanted to be.

This ambition wasn't only about career prospects. It was my ticket out, a chance to forge an identity separate from the family drama that had come to define so much of my adolescence. I'd spend hours watching ESPN, memorizing the catchphrases of anchors like Dan Patrick and Stuart Scott, dreaming of the day I'd be behind that desk myself.

One memory stands out from my freshman year. I came home from soccer practice one afternoon and, without a word to my mom, changed into a full suit and tie. When she asked where I was going, I casually replied, “I'm going to speak at the school board.” It was part of my duties as a freshman student council member, but to me, it represented so much more. It was my shot to prove that not all Radkes were screw-ups—to show everyone, including myself, that our family name could mean something good again.

But no matter how hard I worked to keep everything looking perfect on the outside, things at home were falling apart. Curtis's addiction was getting worse, and our house had turned into a painful cycle—one day we'd think he was getting better, the next day everything would go to hell again. There were moments of promise, such as when Curtis turned things around in his senior year of high school, becoming a star baseball player and even hitting a home run at Three Rivers Stadium. But those good moments never lasted—we'd always come crashing back down.

College was basically the worst place Curtis could end up—all that partying and easy access to whatever he wanted. It was like sending him straight into a danger zone.

When Curtis left for school, I had mixed feelings. Part of me was honestly relieved—I could finally come home without wondering what kind of mess I'd be walking into. But then I'd feel terrible for thinking that way about my own brother. Even with him gone, his addiction was still a heavy weight on our whole family, no matter how far away he was.

Around that time, I started spending more and more time at my friends' houses. My best friend Matt's family became my second family. They gave me something I was desperate for: stability. They'd have me over for dinner, drive me to games, and their house became a safe place I could escape to when things got too heavy at home.

But even when I was hanging out with them, I felt like I didn't quite belong. The differences between my family and theirs were pretty obvious. They went on actual vacations, drove nice cars, and lived in a big house with multiple bathrooms. Meanwhile, we were still renting our tiny place with one bathroom for all of us. I was wearing hand-me-downs while my friends had all the latest stuff. To a teenager, those things feel huge.

What really got to me though, was how people saw me at school. I'd be walking through school and someone would go, “Wait, you're Curtis's brother?” And I could just see it—they were looking at me like I was some kind of ticking time bomb. Wondering if I was gonna screw up just like he did. That question followed me around everywhere.

It really started screwing with me. I kept thinking, Am I gonna end up like Curtis? Because that's what everyone says, right—addiction runs in families. So maybe it was just a matter of time. That fear became a voice in the back of my head, and looking back, I think it set me up for my own problems later on.

I was carrying way too much for a kid. Trying to be the perfect son, perfect student, perfect athlete, all while dealing with the shame and confusion of having an addict for a brother. I had no clue how to handle all these feelings, and our family wasn't exactly big on talking things through. The Radke way was to suck it up and keep moving.

As high school went on, the gap between how things looked on the outside and what I was feeling inside got bigger and bigger. On paper, everything was great: good grades, killing it in volleyball and other sports, student government, the whole thing. But underneath all that success, I was a mess waiting to happen.

My brother’s stint in college had ended as many of us had feared it might. After nearly two years, he was kicked out. We never got the full story about what happened, but it was obvious that Curtis was in even worse shape than when he left. When he came back home, all the drama and unpredictability came right back with him.

I was a junior in high school when Curtis showed up again, and honestly, the timing sucked. As I prepared for college applications and the SATs, trying to keep my focus on my dream of attending Syracuse, our home life once again became a battleground.

The lack of privacy in our shared bedroom meant that I had a front-row seat to Curtis's downward spiral. I witnessed late-night phone calls, erratic behavior, and the physical toll that years of substance abuse had taken on my once-athletic brother. There were times when I'd wake up in the middle of the night to find him gone, only to have him stumble in as I was getting ready for school.

I doubled down on my efforts to maintain my image at school. I went completely overboard with my college applications. Syracuse University wasn't just where I wanted to go—it was my way out. My chance to be someone other than “Curtis's little brother” and all the baggage that came with it.

It was during this time that I began to develop coping mechanisms that would later prove destructive. I started thinking that if I could just be perfect at everything, somehow that would fix all the craziness at home. Like if I was good enough, achieved enough, maybe I could make it all better. That thinking really messed me up—I was setting these impossible standards for myself that I could never actually hit.

Senior year was this weird mix of everything I wanted and everything I was scared of. Getting into Syracuse was incredible—for the minute after receiving my acceptance letter, I forgot about the family drama and just felt pure happiness. But as graduation got closer, I started freaking out. What was going to happen when I left? Who was going to deal with Curtis and keep my parents sane? And honestly, I had no idea who I was going to be once I wasn't “the good Radke brother” anymore.

The summer before college was a blur of preparation and anticipation. But it was also marked by a growing restlessness. As my departure for Syracuse loomed, a part of me longed to rebel, to shed the perfectionist skin I had worn for so long.

Part of me was ready to go wild once I got away from everything. All that family stuff I'd been dealing with? I never really worked through any of it—I just buried it and tried to be perfect instead. That combination was going to bite me in the ass later, but I had no clue at the time.

When I was throwing my stuff into boxes for Syracuse, I was excited as hell but scared too. I genuinely believed that getting away from Pittsburgh was going to fix me. Like I could just drive far enough away, and suddenly I wouldn't be dealing with all the family crap anymore. Pretty stupid when I think about it now.

My first weeks at Syracuse were a whirlwind of new experiences. For the first time in my life, I wasn't “Curtis's brother” or “the Radke kid.” I was just Carl, a freshman with a clean slate. The freedom was intoxicating, and I threw myself into college life with abandon.

But old habits die hard, and I soon found myself falling into familiar patterns. I joined clubs, signed up for challenging classes, and tried to be everything to everyone. On the surface, I was the picture of a successful college student. But the cracks were beginning to show.

It started innocently enough, a beer at a party here, a missed class there. But soon, I found myself drawn to the party scene in a way that scared me. Alcohol became a way to quiet the perfectionist voice in my head, to numb the anxieties that had followed me from Pittsburgh.

My first year at Syracuse, I started noticing things about myself that really freaked me out. I was acting like Curtis did when his problems first started. The exact thing I was terrified of happening was actually happening. But I couldn't admit that—not even to myself. That would mean I was a total failure. So I just shoved those thoughts way down and kept telling myself I was fine, that I had it all figured out.

Except this is a key indicator of denial. Not dealing with my problem head-on meant I was basically following the same path Curtis took. I was nowhere near getting clean—that was still years down the road, buried under all the drinking and all the crap I refused to deal with from my family.

But even when things were getting really bad, some tiny part of me still believed I could turn it around. The lessons of resilience I had learned from my family and the strength I had developed in the face of adversity would eventually become the foundation of my recovery. But first, I had to hit rock bottom to face the very demons I had spent so long running from.








  
  
Chapter 2




When I got to Syracuse in the fall of 2003, I was pumped but nervous as hell. Walking around campus and seeing the Newhouse School right there was an out-of-body experience. That was where I was going to become the next big sportscaster. All those years of dreaming about it, and I was here. This was my shot to create a new life for myself, away from all the family stuff back in Pittsburgh. 

Getting into Syracuse hadn't been easy. My SAT scores had barely topped 1000, which was well below the 1200 most students achieved. But I was determined. Through perseverance, a lucky break, and some networking help from my uncle, I managed to land an interview. The morning of that interview is still so clear in my mind. I'd been at a homecoming party the night before and drinking way more than I should have. As my parents drove me to the hotel, I was fighting through a brutal hangover. Right before we got to the entrance, I couldn't hold it anymore and threw up in a planter outside. Somehow, that cleared my head enough to nail the interview. Looking back now, I can see that was an early warning sign about my relationship with alcohol that would follow me for years.

But getting accepted was just the beginning. The bigger challenge was figuring out how to pay for it. Syracuse was expensive—like $50,000 a year expensive. For a kid whose family had been renting the same house for $860 a month for as long as they could remember, this seemed an insurmountable amount of money. My parents sat me down for an honest talk about money, making it crystal clear that if this was what I wanted, I'd have to figure out how to make it happen myself.

That's when something surprising happened. My uncle spotted an ad in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette for a scholarship from a wealthy local family. The requirements? You had to be from Pittsburgh and be a member of the Lutheran church. I checked both boxes. I poured everything into that essay, writing about growing up around addiction and mental health issues, about wanting more diversity and a broader perspective than what I had in Upper St. Clair.

I was in Ocean City with a buddy when my dad called. I could hear the emotion in his voice when he told me I'd won all four years of college paid for. At seventeen, I had no clue what a huge deal that was. It took me years to realize that moment basically changed my whole life.

So, there I was, only eighteen, stepping into a world that was exactly what I'd dreamed of but nothing I was prepared for. In the early 2000s, Syracuse was consistently ranked among the top party schools in America. That whole scene ended up screwing with my relationship with alcohol for the next ten years.

Syracuse's social stuff was way more intense than I thought it would be. There were so many different groups, and everyone was trying to figure out where they fit in. You had the Jewish kids who had known each other from summer camps since they were little, the Boston crew, the New York City socialites, and then everyone else. As a Pittsburgh kid, I was definitely in the “everyone else” category, constantly trying to find my place.

Syracuse was a melting pot of students from diverse backgrounds, many of whom came from affluent families in New York, New Jersey, and New England. I found myself surrounded by kids who never had to worry about money, who drove BMWs their parents had bought for them, and who treated their parents' credit cards as if they were unlimited. It was nothing like how I grew up in Pittsburgh, and I felt that difference every day.

To fit in, I started to reshape myself into what I thought was the “cool college guy.” I got a job at Abercrombie & Fitch, partly for the employee discount and partly to hang out with hot coworkers. I grew out my hair into what we called “hockey hair.” I started hitting the tanning beds regularly, trying to get that look that was the standard among the popular crowd.

But more than anything else, I drank. Alcohol became my great equalizer, the thing that could make a kid from Pittsburgh fit in with trust fund babies from Manhattan. It started innocently enough: a beer at a party, a shot with new friends. Before long, I was fully immersed in Syracuse's infamous party scene.

Joining a fraternity seemed like the perfect solution to my social anxiety. It offered instant brotherhood, a packed social calendar, and, most importantly, a place where I belonged. In my freshman year, I was introduced to the “dirty rush” pledging before the official rush period. Frat life appealed to me; it gave me that sense of belonging I was looking for. My dad had been in a fraternity at Yale, and I had this romanticized version of what that meant, fueled by movies like Animal House and Van Wilder.

The pledging process was a crash course in binge drinking. I recall one particularly brutal night during Hell Week. We were locked in the frat house basement for twenty-four hours straight, forced to stay awake and go through various “challenges.” One involved a group of us finishing an entire handle of whiskey. To this day, the smell of whiskey makes me want to puke. I ended up stumbling back to my dorm, barely able to walk, thinking this was just what college was about.

It wasn't just the drinking. Being in a fraternity opened doors to a social world I had only glimpsed before. Suddenly, I was getting invited to the best parties, hanging with the “cool” crowd, and feeling like I was finally part of something. Of course, almost all these social interactions revolved around alcohol. It was our common language, the thing that broke down barriers and made everyone feel equal, regardless of where they came from or the wealth of their parents.

As I moved through college, my drinking got worse. By senior year, it wasn't unusual for me to show up to a party or tailgate with a thirty-pack of Natty Ice, fully planning on drinking most of it myself. We'd go to the grocery store and figure out ways to swipe beer, like hiding cases under the cart where the cashiers wouldn’t see them. Looking back, it was pretty damn stupid, and we could've gotten in serious trouble. But man, the adrenaline rush when we pulled it off made us want to do it more.

Academically, I was determined to succeed. I busted my ass to get into Newhouse, so I wasn't about to blow it. No matter how destroyed I was from the night before, I dragged myself to every single class. It was a chaotic double life I was living. During the day, I'd be the perfect student—taking notes, asking questions, the whole thing. But come nighttime? I was the guy doing keg stands and downing shots like I had nothing to lose.

This Jekyll and Hyde dual life became my regular. I took pride in being able to party hard and still maintain my grades. I saw it as a badge of honor, proof that I could handle everything. What I didn't realize then was that I was creating a pattern that would follow me long after graduation, using alcohol as a crutch for social situations and stress management.

Sophomore year brought new experiences. Spring break in Acapulco was my first time trying cocaine. Despite the initial hesitation—after all, cocaine was what my brother did—I found myself drawn in by what it promised: more energy and more confidence. That first night, doing lines before hitting the club, felt electric. I remember thinking, “This is what I've been missing.” It opened a door that would be hard to close later on.

Back on campus, drugs became more common in my circle. Adderall for all-nighters during finals, weed to chill after stress, and cocaine to keep partying. We told ourselves it was all just part of the college experience. Looking back now, I can see how we were using these substances to fill these empty spots inside us, to quiet our insecurities, to feel like we belonged.

My body image issues, which started back in high school, grew way worse during this time. I became obsessed with looking a certain way, convinced my appearance was the key to being accepted. There were times when I would binge eat while high, then purge because I felt guilty and terrified of gaining weight. It was a vicious cycle, fueled by booze and drugs and hidden behind what looked like typical college partying. Nobody questioned it because everyone was doing something in excess.

During my junior year, I moved off-campus with two older guys from the volleyball team. Living with them exposed me to an even more intense party lifestyle. They drank every single day, before class, after class, and sometimes even during class. It became completely normal to crack open a beer at any hour, to pregame before heading out, and to keep the party going until sunrise. My tolerance went through the roof, and what once would have been a wild night became just another Tuesday.

When Facebook launched during my sophomore year, it added another layer to the social dynamic. Suddenly, we could see information about everyone on campus. It became a tool for social climbing, for determining who belonged to which circle and how to gain invitations to the right parties. I'd be on there for hours, just scrolling through random people's profiles and friending anyone who might make me look better. We were playing the same old popularity game, except now it was on the computer, too.

Despite all the partying, I managed to maintain my academic performance. I was proud that I could balance everything: my social life, studying, and extracurricular activities. I was involved in the student council, played club volleyball, and even worked as a PA announcer for women's volleyball games. From the outside, I probably looked like I had everything figured out.

Underneath, things were starting to crack. The drinking that began as a way to fit in had become something I relied on. I needed a few drinks to feel confident enough to talk to a girl I liked. I needed to be buzzed to speak up in social situations. Alcohol had become my social lubricant, my liquid courage.

It’s so easy to see the red flags now. Blackouts were becoming increasingly frequent. So were risky behaviors, like the time I ended up with blood all over my face with no recollection as to how after a drunken hookup, or the night I slept in a bed soaked with piss because neither I nor my partner could wake up enough to deal with it. These weren't just wild college stories; they were signs of a serious problem brewing under the surface.

But at the time, it all seemed normal. At Syracuse, what I was doing didn't seem that crazy. Everyone was getting wasted all the time, everyone was trying different drugs, and everyone was trying to figure out where they belonged. That's just college, right?

The whole time this was going on, I never thought I had a drinking problem. Not once. I mean, I had insane stories from when I was hammered. Some were funny, but others were pretty messed up. I always just wrote it off as “college life.” I was young, having fun, and still managing decent grades. 

Now, looking back as a forty-year-old guy with years in recovery, I can see all the warning signs. The blackouts, the risky behaviors, using alcohol as a social crutch and emotional band-aid—these were all early signs of the struggles I'd face later. But at the time, I was living in the moment, enjoying the freedom and possibilities that college offered.

I was creating an identity for myself, separate from the struggles my family faced back in Pittsburgh. I was Carl from Syracuse, the life of the party, the guy who could drink anyone under the table and still ace his exams. He was the cool guy everyone loved.

As graduation approached in May 2007, I felt unstoppable. I had survived four years at one of the top party schools in the country, kept decent grades, and was ready to take on the world. Over the years at Syracuse, I decided to try my hand at acting instead of pursuing a career as a sports reporter. I had a degree from one of the best communications schools in America, and I was ready to chase my dreams in Hollywood.

So I threw some stuff in a duffel bag, grabbed my guitar, and got myself a one-way ticket to LA. That was my master plan right there. I had about $600 to my name, and my credit card was totally maxed out, with a limit of around $1,000 or something. This kid from Syracuse said I could crash at his place for a few days, but honestly, I hadn't thought much past that.

Looking back, yeah, that was pretty stupid. But at the time, I thought, This is going to be epic.

Honestly? I hadn't thought any of it through. I booked that one-way ticket when I was hammered. It was a pattern that would follow me to the West Coast, where I used alcohol to numb my fears and push me forward, even when I wasn't sure where I was headed.

What I didn't realize was that I was also carrying with me a relationship with alcohol that would shape the next decade of my life. The coping mechanisms I'd developed, the reliance on alcohol for social confidence, using substances to handle stress and emotions, all of this came with me as I stepped into the “real world.”

My time at Syracuse had transformed me in ways I couldn't yet understand. It had educated me, yes, but it had also introduced me to the party culture, the drinking, the drugs. It had all become so normal that I couldn't see how it was affecting me.









