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PRAISE FOR SAY GRACE


“Say Grace is a powerful and moving reminder that people are the heart and soul of our industry, and that taking care of each other is our first—and most sacred—responsibility. Enormous credit is due Steve Palmer for generously sharing his story and dedicating his remarkable career to helping others in the true spirit of hospitality.”


DANNY MEYER; founder and CEO, Union Square Hospitality Group; author, Setting the Table


“We’re at a watershed moment in the hospitality industry, a time when the conversation about addiction and mental health crises is finally coming to the fore thanks to the courage of leaders like Steve Palmer. A call to action and a love letter to restaurant people, Say Grace will empower those who work in the business to take care of themselves and one another as much as they do their customers.”


HUNTER LEWIS, editor-in-chief, Food & Wine


“Say Grace is a just-as-I-am spiritual story of a gifted leader who has the courage and grace to share his struggles so that others may miss the battle scars of coming back home to the soul of humans and hospitality: taking care of others.”


CLIFF OXFORD; founder, Oxford Center for Entrepreneurs and STI Knowledge, an INC-13 company; author, Lambs to Leaders and Know Grow Exit


“Steve Palmer saves lives. I couldn’t begin to count the number of people I’ve guided toward him and Ben’s Friends when they were in a moment of crisis, because I know he’ll be standing there with open arms and a way to safety. His kind, steadfast example will anchor the restaurant industry for decades to come.”


KAT KINSMAN; senior editor, Food & Wine; author, Hi, Anxiety: Life with a Bad Case of Nerves


“Restaurateur and community leader Steve Palmer offers a raw and unflinching account of his battles with drug and alcohol addiction, not to say, “Hey, look at me,” but, “Hey, there’s hope.” I applaud his courage, his honesty, and his ongoing mission to help others struggling with addiction.”


DARCY SHANKLAND, editor-in-chief, Charleston Magazine


“Say Grace is a celebration of life, a celebration of an industry and the people in it. Steve’s amazing journey is so inspiring, and his love for the business of hospitality resonates with anyone who has ever worked or dined in his restaurants.”


MICKEY BAKST, restaurateur and cofounder of Ben’s Friends
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This book is dedicated to the women and men of the restaurant business who accepted me where I was, loved me when I couldn’t love myself, and gave a sense of purpose and meaning to my life that I could have never imagined. I will never have enough words to express my gratitude. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.




 


Foreword


THE DUALITY OF THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY


“We are an incredibly giving industry. We care for others … We serve guests, but we don’t serve each other. We give back to the community while abandoning our own.”


Those hard sentences come late in this good book. What comes before that is hard, too. You hurt for the young man you get to know. For the twelve-year-old who drunkenly wandered his suburban Atlanta neighborhood. For the fourteen-year-old who, in the age of Nancy Reagan’s intolerant “Just Say No” campaign, suffered through a horrifically abusive treatment program. For the homeless sixteen-year-old who fed himself with food he stole from convenience stores.


Read Steve’s book and you better understand the promise and peril of the restaurant industry. You marvel at how the restaurant business saved his life. And now, thanks to this book, you recognize how the restaurant industry can save itself.


In his twenties, Steve found unconditional love and acceptance, working in bars and restaurants in and around Atlanta and Charleston. “They didn’t care who you knew or where you were from,” Steve writes, sounding a familiar refrain among industry lifers. “If you showed up for your shifts and worked hard, you were part of the family.”


By the time he was in his thirties, Steve was drinking handles of vodka and doing bumps of cocaine in the walk-in. Car wrecks, arrests, and relationships piled up. Lies big and tragic and small and demeaning took tolls. When Steve tried to quit drinking on his own, “turtles emerged from the drywall and flew around the room in circles before disappearing into nothing.”


Steve was earning a partner’s share in a luxe Charleston restaurant that set national standards for food and service. But his life was a mess. Two colleagues intervened. They forced him into treatment. That’s the duality of the restaurant world, Steve writes. The same industry that had fed his addictions also fueled his recovery.


Steve makes clear the stakes when people who work in this industry fail to get the help they need. He makes it hurt. He makes it personal. And—here’s the spoiler—he does something to fix the problem. To meet the needs of members of his restaurant family struggling with substance abuse or addiction, Steve and a friend cofounded Ben’s Friends in 2016.


Named for Ben Murray, a chef friend of Steve’s who committed suicide after a long fight with alcoholism, the organization is now expanding beyond its base in the South, working to normalize recovery for addicted restaurant industry employees. The aim is to end the stigma. The promise is to resolve the duality. Steve speaks directly to his colleagues when he writes here, “We need to care for each other the way we care for our guests.”


JOHN T. EDGE, director of the Southern Foodways Alliance at the University of Mississippi, host of TrueSouth on SEC/ESPN, author of The Potlikker Papers




 


A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR


This will be the only book I ever write. I am a restaurateur, not a professional writer, and I have only one story to tell—this one. It is both a celebration and an examination of the hospitality industry as viewed from the perspective of a recovering addict and alcoholic.


The hospitality industry operates under a perplexing contradiction. We are an industry of caring individuals whose job it is to care for others—but we are failing to care for our own. The industry enabled my addiction so readily, so completely, that I nearly drank myself to death on the job. But that same industry consists of wonderful, caring people who helped bring me back from the brink. I achieved sobriety in an industry steeped in alcohol and drugs, but it was only with the help of others.


	Historically, the hospitality industry has been inhospitable to sobriety. From “bad boy” celebrity chefs living the sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll lifestyle to the bravado and rationalization of getting sloshed every night at the end of our shifts, the industry has long glorified and glamorized alcohol and drug use.


The results have been neither glorious nor glamorous.


People are dying. Lives are being destroyed. The time for change is long overdue.


Thankfully, the industry has finally gotten the wake-up call. For the first time, we are talking openly about the addiction and mental health crises that plague our industry. This is a watershed moment. It’s the time to speak openly about what is happening and how we can all help.


This is why I founded Ben’s Friends with Mickey Bakst, a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping industry people get the aid they need to stay sober in a wet industry. It’s also why I wrote this book. My story is specific to me, but it is far from unique. The hospitality industry is full of people struggling with addiction and mental health issues—and they don’t know where to turn. They don’t know that help is out there. They don’t know that many of their coworkers are also struggling or already sober. It’s time to open up, speak out, and effect real change.






It’s time to open up, speak out, and effect real change.








I owe my life to sobriety and my sobriety to the people who stepped forward to intervene and offer care. I had thought it impossible to be sober in this industry. Kind people showed me otherwise. With their help, I got sober and stayed in the industry to help make it better.


A better future is possible for the industry and everyone in it. We all need to put out a hand and lift each other up. We need to care for each other the way we care for our guests. We need to speak freely and honestly about the problems in our industry.


This book is my attempt to do just that. I found community and grace in the hospitality industry, despite its problems, and believe that others can as well. Together, we can do better.




 


Chapter 1


AT THE END OF THE BOTTLE


THE LAST STRAW


September 30, 2001


The sun was just threatening the horizon as I staggered up to our apartment in the little blue house at 33 Society Street in downtown Charleston. The hint of orange low in the sky told me it was about five or six o’clock in the morning, which meant that I had broken my promise not to stay out all night. After closing down the Peninsula Grill, where I was the general manager, I had called my wife to let her know that some of us were going out to the bar.


“Don’t stay out all night.”


“I won’t,” I promised.


I worked the doorknob carefully with my keys, cradling them to avoid the jingle, and crept through the apartment. My wife looked asleep in bed. I climbed into the other side of the bed and pulled the covers over me, careful not to wake her. I didn’t want her seeing my state. I was strung out on cocaine but also drunk enough to pass out as soon as my head hit the pillow.


It was almost afternoon when I woke. My wife was already up. I had been out so hard from the alcohol that I hadn’t heard her pack up her things and load them into the car. This I would find out only later.


She was waiting for me in the living room. I could tell we were about to have a serious talk. It turned out to be a short one.


“I’m leaving,” she said. “As long as I stay here, you’re going to stay sick.”






I had made and broken the same promises every single night, every single day, for years.








There wasn’t much else to say. We both knew the truth. It wasn’t just about having stayed out all night. It wasn’t just about the liquor and the drugs. It was that I had made and broken the same promises every single night, every single day, for years. The promises to come home. The promises not to drink till drunk. The promises not to call the coke dealer. Broken promise upon broken promise—all of them compounding. Every single time, the promise was broken.


Every time, she had looked the other way. Every time, she’d cleaned up my messes for me. She had come to see herself as an enabler. She realized she was doing me no favors. She was only making matters worse, and she could see that now. So she had to leave, for her own sake, and also for mine.


And so she left. I was thirty-two years old. We had been married for about a year and a half and had been dating much longer. We met working in the service industry. She was waiting tables. I was working the bar. We actually used to go out drinking together more. I had always envied the way she could go out drinking after work and close out her tab after a pint or two. She could drink like a normal person. When it became clearer and clearer that I could not do the same, spending time together in that way became harder, which was part of why I stayed out so late. Being around each other was harder and harder.


So the separation came as no surprise. In fact, as sad as it sounds, it came as a relief. I felt sad that she was going. I also felt guilty, knowing that this was all my fault. But the overriding emotion was just a sense of relief that no one was going to be around to hold me responsible. I could now stay out drinking without offering excuses. Hell, I could stay in and drink without having to make excuses. There would be no more worrying about the optics of the bottles piling up in the bin. I wouldn’t need to sneak shots while she was in the bathroom. Without my wife there to watch my fall, I wouldn’t have to face criticism.


The person with whom I had walked down the aisle and exchanged eternal vows was leaving forever, and I was actually relieved. That was how addiction had twisted my mind. I was celebrating my own divorce—not because I wanted a divorce but because divorce would make it easier to feed my addiction.


LEFT TO MY OWN DEVICES …


October 2001


With my wife gone, there was no one at home to hold me accountable, and my drinking did escalate even further. I was already reaching for the bottle as her car pulled away. I took a few slugs to get my head straight and got ready for work. I kept drinking at work and got totally hammered afterward. The next day the same: rinse and repeat forever.


This wasn’t categorically different from before. I had been drinking all day, every day, for years. I could put away a half gallon to a gallon of vodka a day. At the restaurant, I would sneak shots of Grand Marnier (“bartenders’ heroin,” as we called it in the industry) from inventory. I could drink a whole bottle by myself over the course of a night and then go out for cocktails and still buy a bottle of liquor for the road. The only big change was that there was now reason to go even harder.


I was self-isolating more than before my wife left. With the apartment to myself, I spent less time at the bar. After closing down the restaurant, I would usually give the coke dealer a call and pick up an eight ball or so and a handle of vodka. I spent most nights drinking alone. This wasn’t normal for me. I have always been a social person, but drinking at home was cheaper and easier.


Without my wife at the apartment, I started leaving a bottle of vodka out on the nightstand so I could take a slug first thing in the morning. I carried the bottle with me to the shower and sipped at it to get straight. My hands would shake in the mornings. Without a couple of eye-openers, my whole body would start to shake. I needed drinks first thing just to do simple things like brushing my teeth. I didn’t have the coordination without the alcohol. There were times I would shave two handed, one hand holding the razor and the second hand steadying the first, just to keep from cutting myself.


Drinking like this was not fun. No one wakes up in the morning and slugs some vodka to get the party started. You wake up and start drinking just to get through the day. Without drinking in the morning and throughout the day, I couldn’t make it through work. I had to sneak shots of Grand Marnier from the liquor cabinet and walk down the block for a few beers during break just to get through the workday.


People were starting to take notice. The chef at the restaurant pulled me aside to say he was concerned. This was one of my drinking buddies. We used to stay out all night together, knocking back shots. If he was concerned, I really had a problem.


“Your wife left you, and you’re hurting. I get it,” he said. He encouraged me to refocus and pour my energy into the restaurant, as it could be my salvation. “This is your home now. You don’t have to worry about your marriage anymore. It’s over. Reset your priorities. Don’t let this destroy you. It’s an opportunity.”


The owner of the restaurant, Hank Holiday, also confronted me but with more of a tough love approach. He issued a warning. My behavior was reflecting poorly on the restaurant. The Peninsula Grill was an upscale establishment with a reputation to protect. Charleston wasn’t that large of a town, and the restaurant scene wasn’t very big. People knew each other, and it didn’t look good when the GM of the restaurant was out all night at the bars, getting trashed and strung out.


“You’re the ambassador of this restaurant,” he said. “People can see what’s going on. You need to get your act together.”


He was right. I had always taken a misguided pride in being able to “handle” my liquor. I was six foot five and weighed in at 250 pounds, most of it muscle and bone. I could toss back obscene amounts of alcohol without passing out, but that tough-guy veneer was starting to crack. Earlier that month, I passed out in a bar for the first time. It was the local food-and-bev hangout spot, which meant that the story made its way around the industry. I couldn’t walk. Several friends had to load me into a cab and send me home. I don’t remember getting into bed, though I do remember waking up with a pounding headache and calling the coke dealer first thing.


I didn’t want to buy drugs. I didn’t want to keep drinking. What I wanted was to get sober. But the inconvenient truth was that I just couldn’t. Sobriety wasn’t in my power. I was lost and alone—so lost and alone that I couldn’t get my life together, much less get sober. I wasn’t capable of sober living.


For a long time, I pretended that sobriety wasn’t necessary. I had convinced myself that it was possible to run a restaurant doing $5 million annually while taking shots and snorting lines in my office every day. But people were noticing. Even one of the wine reps commented on my condition. As the GM, I was also the wine buyer for the restaurant. I would see her only a few times a month, sometimes a few times a year, and even she could see the changes in me.


She came to my house one night to tell me she was worried. The knock at the door startled me. I was even more startled to see this person I barely knew standing in the doorway. She asked to come in. I said yes. We talked for a little while about my drinking and my separation. She didn’t shame me. She wasn’t there to yell. She was just really worried for me and wanted to be there to listen. It was a kind gesture that didn’t feel earned. I was being a total screwup. I didn’t deserve empathy. But here was this person I hardly knew, offering her ear and telling me she was worried about me.


When she left, I sat down alone at the kitchen table and started to cry. I knew that if even a casual work acquaintance could tell that things weren’t right, they must have been getting really bad. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold things together. My life felt wholly out of my control. I was living week to week despite a decent salary. Making rent and bills was harder on my own, especially since so much of my money went into buying cocaine and alcohol. More money wasn’t going to solve the problem either—it would only have made things worse. Every extra dime was spent feeding my addictions. I was helpless. My despair and loneliness were so all-consuming that making changes seemed impossible. Being better wasn’t in my wheelhouse.


The only thing that kept me going was the alcohol and drugs, the very same things that were creating all of my problems. I was drinking from the moment I rolled out of bed until I passed out at the end of the night. More money meant more alcohol and drugs. And more alcohol and drugs meant a deeper addiction. This is all obvious to someone who isn’t an addict, but when you are locked deep into an addiction, you can’t see a mile down the road. You can barely see what’s right in front of your face.


THREE DAYS OF SOBRIETY


November 2001


Things went on this way for about a month before it all became too unmanageable. I woke up one day and decided enough was enough—I wasn’t going to drink that day.


My morning shakes got worse as the day progressed. They started in my hands and moved throughout my whole body. I could hear my teeth chattering. By the next day, things were so bad that I had to lie down in the middle of my living room floor to keep from falling over. My head felt electrified. I was sweating like crazy. I was starting to hallucinate. Shimmering green turtles emerged from the drywall and flew around the room in circles before disappearing into nothing. They looked like holograms, but they were convincingly real.


Though my brain felt broken, I was still surprisingly lucid throughout this whole ordeal. I remember thinking that as terrible as this felt, it probably wasn’t going to be enough to keep me sober. This wasn’t my first time trying to quit drinking. I had been through rehab several times. Sometimes I would try to go a day without drinking. I always ended up going back to the bottle. I didn’t see any reason to believe that this time would be any different. This wasn’t just despair, though I was despairing. There was no way to quit drinking unless someone plucked me up and put me somewhere where it was physically impossible to get alcohol.


Despite being raised Methodist and believing in some abstract notion of God, I was not particularly religious. But in that moment, I started bargaining with God, since bargaining with myself hadn’t worked. I was speaking to Him as if he were there in the room, listening to me as I shook on the floor.






“God, unless you put me someplace where I can’t get alcohol, I’m going to die.”








“God, unless you put me someplace where I can’t get alcohol, I’m going to die,” I said aloud. “You have to put me somewhere else.”


I knew in that moment that the war I had been fighting was lost. Alcohol had won, and there was nothing I could do—not on my own. In the recovery community, people talk about powerlessness over addiction. This was something a little different. I wasn’t quite there yet. The recovery community believes that you have to surrender yourself to a higher power in order to stop drinking. I didn’t believe that anything could stop me from drinking. Nothing short of abandonment on a desert island was going to keep me from drinking.


Until that moment, I had held on to a vague notion of someday getting clean and sober. This was a comforting notion that I used to rationalize taking shots at work or doing blow in the bathroom. But that pretense had lifted. I believed that I was hopeless. I would never overcome my addiction. There was nothing to be done in the long run. Maybe I wouldn’t drink today; maybe I wouldn’t drink tomorrow or the next day. But someday, eventually, I would have a drink, and then another, and another. It felt like there was no getting around this inconvenient truth. I was thirty-two years old and had spent most of my life intoxicated. Short of being locked up forever, I was going to die.


INTERVENTION


November 1, 2001


Despite these realities, I managed not to drink a single drop for three days straight. This was the longest I had gone without alcohol in at least a decade. I also went without cocaine, pot, or anything else.
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