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Introduction

			On Halloween of 2020, deep in the throes of the pandemic, our neighbors gathered outside for a Halloween party since the kids couldn’t trick-or-treat. COVID and my husband, Eric’s, recent cancer treatments kept my family very isolated. I was thrilled for the chance to see our neighbors and let the kids get dressed up.

			Eric was in bed, still reeling from the effects of his miserable daily radiation, so I took the boys outside to play while I had a glass of wine with the adults. We were standing around the fire pit, talking, laughing, and thrilled to be out of our houses and with other humans. The kids were running around in their costumes and having a blast.

			We had been outside for an hour when my boys ran in for a drink. A moment later, Eric called my phone, telling me I needed to come in right away. I raced inside, and when I got to him, he told me the boys had come in, visibly upset, telling him that Mommy was drunk. I was flabbergasted. I hadn’t even had two glasses of wine—we were all just laughing and enjoying ourselves. There was nothing wild and crazy going on, and—trust me—this is a group that knows how to get wild and crazy.

			I talked to each of them, trying to figure out what was going on, as I simultaneously tried to demonstrate that I was, in fact, dead sober. Of course, the more sober you try to act, the more ridiculous you look, even if you haven’t had a sip. I went to bed  that night feeling gutted. Was I a horrible mother? What had I done that made them think I was drunk? Where had they even learned that word?

			The next day I learned that one of their buddies taught them what it meant to be “drunk” and declared that all the adults were “getting wasted.” This was news to them, so they looked at the grownups through a new lens that night. They didn’t quite understand it, but they were on the lookout for us to act weird. They saw me laughing with everyone and thought, “Oh no, it’s happening.”

			This incident might not have been a big deal in isolation, but looking back, the timing seems like fate. Right before the pandemic, I began to question my relationship with alcohol and was feeling as though something was off in the balance of my life. I worried about the example I was setting for my kids as they got old enough to understand drinking and its repercussions. I knew I didn’t want them following in my boozy footprints. Little did I know, I was at a major crossroads, and the next few years would be life-changing in so many ways.

			I wasn’t a rock-bottom, stumbling-through-life, smelling-like-vodka kind of drinker. No one even suspected that I struggled with it. From the outside, I looked like the perfect suburban mom, and my drinking habits followed normal social conventions. I drank socially, the way we seem to be expected to in today’s booze-obsessed culture. Sure, I overdid it sometimes and blacked out occasionally, but everyone thought it was hilarious. It’s not like I was alone—lots of people in our circle drank considerably more than I did. If this was all so “normal” though, why did I struggle with it so much? Why did I feel so much shame and regret tied to what was supposed to be a fun, all-American pastime? Why was it eating away at my confidence and my mental health?

			I have since learned it’s completely normal to struggle with  drinking, even if you don’t have a severe problem. It turns out that alcohol is a highly addictive, carcinogenic poison. Who knew? It seems crazy to think we wouldn’t struggle with consuming as much as we’re expected to consume.

			We tend to assume that anyone with a drinking “problem” fits a specific mold. We imagine someone disheveled, stumbling along with a bottle in a brown paper bag. But problem drinking doesn’t have a particular look. It can look like an old friend who appears to have the perfect life and family on Facebook, or a co-worker who always dresses nicely and never misses a deadline. Problems aren’t black and white.

			Addressing my problematic relationship with alcohol has become one of the great trials of my life. Since I had my first sip at fourteen, something about my relationship with booze felt corrupt. I never felt like I could drink nonchalantly, like so many people seemed to. It was all or nothing for me, and I hated that. Something bad didn’t happen every time I drank; it wasn’t all darkness and misery. You can bet, though, every time something bad did happen, I had been drinking.

			I wasn’t physically dependent, and I wasn’t even close to rock bottom, but alcohol had a stranglehold on me. I looked around at everyone in my life who was drinking just like me, and they didn’t seem to struggle. They didn’t appear to be dying on the inside after a normal, drunken Friday night. If they were, they certainly weren’t talking about it, so I continued to assume I was the only one wrestling these demons. No one in my circle of friends was raising their hand to say, “Hey, I know drinking this much is supposed to be normal, but it really doesn’t feel good to me, and I think something is wrong!”

			They all looked as perfect on the outside as I did. I felt like I was the only person experiencing these tumultuous feelings tied  to booze, which made me feel like something was wrong with me. It was isolating and scary, so I kept it all stuffed deep inside.

			We have learned to keep it quiet, to keep our heads down, and to keep drinking along with the crowd because that’s what is expected. We suffer silently because we don’t know what else to do. We certainly don’t want to admit we might have a problem.

			Although I felt alone in my struggles for so long, I now realize that, statistically, that’s not possible. Just like people looked at me from the outside and assumed I was picture-perfect, many of the people I was looking at were likely fighting similar battles. We think we know what someone with a problem looks like, and if a person doesn’t meet those criteria, we assume they’re fine. It’s an illusion.

			As a society, we drink a lot, and if it doesn’t feel right to you, or if something about your relationship with alcohol feels icky and wrong, you are not alone. If you feel the way I did, I’m here to assure you there is nothing wrong with you. You are not broken. It’s more normal than you think. We shouldn’t feel ashamed that we can’t drink absurd amounts of alcohol with no consequences. Our bodies aren’t equipped for that.

			My journey over the next few years ultimately led me to eliminate alcohol completely, and it was one of the best decisions of my life. Now, I want to help others understand that anyone is free to decide that alcohol is no longer serving them and walk away. Anyone can quit at any time for any reason, and there shouldn’t be any shame or stigma associated with it. You don’t have to be on the cusp of losing your house or kids, getting DUIs, or watching your life crumble to decide to quit. If your drinking is causing problems in your life, that’s all the reason you need. Sobriety is a legitimate option that can be fulfilling beyond belief.

			Even if you have just an inkling that alcohol is doing more harm than good in your life, you owe it to yourself to at least  explore your options and consider whether you might want to make a change. You do not have to be labeled an alcoholic to decide your relationship with alcohol is problematic. We need to care less about the labels and more about the result—a happier, more fulfilling life.

			I hope that by sharing my experience, I can show people that Alcohol Use Disorder isn’t binary, meaning—either you have a problem, or you don’t. It’s tricky, nuanced, and sneaky. Alcohol leads us on and pretends it’s helping us until we finally realize it has been dragging us down all along. We don’t have to wait until our problems are extreme to walk away. We can decide that our lives would be better without it and change the narrative. We don’t need to hit rock bottom before we change. We can skip all the messy stuff in the middle and step into the best version of ourselves at any time.

			I also want to help spread the radical message that binge drinking shouldn’t be considered normal anymore. No definition of moderation includes getting sloppy, fall-down drunk on Saturday nights. I hope to be part of the movement to glamorize not drinking—like we finally did with smoking. Let’s at least make it so that we don’t need to justify ourselves for choosing to be alcohol-free.

			My goal here is to talk about what no one else is talking about. My story is for the millions of moms who suffer through too many hangovers and worry about the priority they grant wine in their lives. I hope to offer a guide for untangling the threads of alcohol that have been woven through the fabric of our lives and remind people that their problems don’t need to be extreme to benefit from cutting ties with booze.

			So, buckle up and get ready to ride along as I look back over nearly three decades of my life I spent as an enthusiastic drinker.  I’ll unpack my toxic relationship with alcohol and the impact it had on me. I’ll explain why my decision to lead an alcohol-free life at the age of forty-one was the most powerful move I ever made for myself.

			Alcohol was a problem for me, so I quit. It’s a problem for lots of others, too—maybe even you.

			I hope to play even a tiny role in redefining how people think of and define “normal drinking” in our culture, and I pray my words help even one person out there who may struggle with the same issues.
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The ‘80s Party Hangover

			I woke up face down in bed wearing a tutu, leg warmers, and neon blue eyeshadow. Fake eyelashes were stuck to my cheeks, and it felt like my head was being squeezed in a vise. When I peeled myself off the bed with a groan, my first thought was, “What in the hell happened?”

			The night before, I’d thrown Eric an epic ’80s-themed surprise birthday party. I’d been planning for months and was damn proud of myself for pulling it off. I sent him out of town to our lake house for two days before the party so I could prepare. When he arrived home, I greeted him in full ’80s gear, with crimped hair and all. He was stunned when I told him that a catering truck and fifty of our closest friends were on the way. The house looked like the set of an MTV video, and I turned our sunroom into a photo booth full of ’80s props. It was perfectly Instagramable.

			I set the back porch up as a bar, complete with twinkle lights and electric blue party punch. A friend helped me raid Costco and Total Wine for the booze, and we certainly didn’t skimp on the beverage options. Our favorite restaurant transformed our dining room table into a charcuterie board big enough to feed an army.

			
			

			Everything was perfect. Even though there was an over-the-top ’80s theme, this party was going to be classy. I promised myself I wouldn’t let this be one of those nights I had too much to drink and crossed that invisible line into oblivion. I could have a few cocktails, but I would stay sharp. I would drink “responsibly.” I wanted to be the perfect hostess, make sure Eric had a blast, and, most importantly, remember every detail of the party I worked so hard to plan. I even told a few close friends about my goal to stay mostly sober and tasked one of them with reminding me if she noticed me sliding in the opposite direction.

			No pressure, right?

			The party kicked off perfectly. Everyone raved over the food, the drinks, and the photo booth. The costumes were fantastic. People were dancing, singing to the ’80s music, and taking pictures with all the funny props. It was a blast to see our different pockets of family and friends all coming together and having fun. It became apparent quickly that this crowd was going to drink a lot. This was no surprise because our people are F-U-N.

			I started true to my word, sipping my wine and soaking in the magic. I was very adult-like, checking in with the caterers and making sure the trash was emptied. I watched my sons having the time of their lives in their costumes, hanging with the grown-ups until their bedtime.

			As the night went on, things escalated quickly. A bucket of fireball shooters materialized, and it was all downhill from there. In the blink of an eye, I went from having fun responsibly to completely blacked out.

			It was always that way for me. There was a fine line between tipsy but coherent and total darkness. I pretended I knew how to stay on the right side of that line, but it was a moving target. I was self-aware enough to know I didn’t want a blackout to be  part of the story for this party. I wanted it to be special, and I wanted to remember it—famous last words.

			When I scraped myself out of bed the next morning, my brain was foggy but working in overdrive. I panicked as I scrambled to find my fancy Cochlear hearing device, which is not the kind of thing you can replace. Thankfully, it had somehow made its way to the usual spot in my drawer. Then, the heavy fog of shame rolled over me, making it almost impossible to breathe. That dark feeling after a blackout is a unique combination of fear, anxiety, and embarrassment. Did I do anything stupid? Is Eric mad at me? Was everyone else as drunk as I was? Why don’t I remember anything? As I tried to piece together anything I could remember from the night’s second half, I wondered how on earth I had let this happen. Again.

			I slowly limped my way downstairs, trying to assess the damage to my house and body as I went. My brain felt too big for my skull, and my mouth felt like it was full of socks. I stumbled into the family room to find Eric on the couch, looking just as miserable as I felt. I was (selfishly) relieved to find I was not the only one in rough shape. The house looked (and smelled) like a college bar. The kitchen was sticky with spilled drinks. Sequins from someone’s costume were practically glued to my hardwood floor, and little red fireball shooter lids were scattered like land mines. It was like a birthday party war zone, and we looked at each other and groaned.

			I tentatively started a conversation, trying to feel out whether I’d done anything humiliating or unforgivable. I didn’t get the sense anything terrible had happened, but who the hell knew? We compared stories, and I admitted I remembered nothing after a certain point.

			Eric had enjoyed himself, which was a huge relief, but he didn’t remember everything either. Clearly, this party had been  one for the history books. I couldn’t stomach cleaning the house in my current condition, so I parked myself on the couch, with the stench of booze seeping from my pores. The kids woke up and joined us downstairs. We told them it would be a lazy day full of movies and video games. A screen time free-for-all while we sat in our own filth, nursing hangovers we were glad the boys didn’t understand.

			As the day went on, we started getting texts from friends about how much fun they’d had. I tried to hide the cloud of anxiety I was huddled under as we heard from people. I was convinced someone was going to jump out and share a list of awful things I’d said or done.

			Much to my relief, I was not, in fact, an outlier. The stories from the night were quickly becoming legends. As friends shared videos and pictures, we discovered why the house was in such terrible shape. People had been dancing on the coffee table, spilling drinks, and taking shots left and right. Eric loved seeing the videos and casting them to the TV for us to watch. I cringed and almost threw up. I would rather die than see a video of myself drunk.

			I felt worse and worse as the day went on. It was clear this was a special kind of hangover. As I crawled up to bed for the night, I said those fateful words many of us have uttered during an award-winning hangover: “I’m never drinking again.”

			On Monday, once I rallied to get the kids off to school, I knew I had to tackle the house. It was the worst cleaning experience of my life. I emptied coolers and scrubbed sticky floors, still feeling foggy, sick, and full of violent regret. I kept finding little pockets of destruction, like fallen pictures in the bathroom and an entire hamburger slider under the sofa. It took all day, and even once I was done, I knew I’d need someone to come in and steam clean  the carpets. I looked around and thought, “HOLY SHIT, aren’t we supposed to be adults?”

			I spiraled into a nasty depressive episode that lasted over a week and obviously correlated to my alcohol consumption. That’s when I noticed, for the first time, the clear link between drinking and my mental state. How could something that was supposed to be fun wreak so much havoc on my physical and mental health? The experience left me with an almost itchy sensation that something needed to change.

			While this party and the resulting hangover felt monumental to me, it didn’t seem to be a big deal to anyone else. It was just a normal weekend experience in our booze-centric, suburban culture. Party, drink too much, hangover, repeat. It seemed to be just a blip on the radar for everyone else who had been there, including my husband. So why the hell did I feel so awful? Why could everyone else seem to drink some water, take some Advil, and move on from their hangover, while I felt like it was the end of the world? I wasn’t even the drunkest person at the party.

			It seemed like I was experiencing alcohol differently than everyone else. Why did it make me feel so horrible—physically and mentally? Why did it fill me with so much shame and regret? Why did I want to retreat into myself and hide for days afterward when everyone else seemed to laugh it off? Or maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t the only one who felt this way. Maybe I wasn’t the only one wondering why I kept doing this to myself. Maybe it’s just that no one was talking about it, and we were all assuming we were the only ones. Maybe the people I thought had their shit together were really coming unhinged on the inside like I was.

			After recovering from my hangover, I didn’t touch alcohol for the entire month of December. I drank a glass of wine on New Year’s Eve, but that was it for most of January. I had a few  drinks between January and March 2020, which felt significant. I’d finally found the holy grail: moderation! I felt very smug about this revelation—New Year, New Me!

			We didn’t know Eric’s birthday party would be the last time we would get to see most of our friends in person before the world flipped upside down. The pandemic hit. Schools and life shut down. Things were looking grim as we watched the news each day, trying to understand these new phrases like “fourteen days to flatten the curve” and “social distancing.” I still wasn’t drinking much because I had evolved. I was now an average, responsible, adult drinker.

			By mid-April, we realized that fourteen days had come and gone. The curve wasn’t flattening, schools weren’t re-opening, and things seemed to worsen. Vacations, the kids’ sports, and my running races were all canceled. Our family was stuck in the house together non-stop. We were working, eating, sleeping, navigating distance learning, and trying to stay sane while we did it.

			Somewhere along the way, without fully realizing it, I screamed, “SCREW IT!” to the progress I’d made and poured a large glass of wine promptly at five o’clock each night while I watched the news. It became my coping mechanism and something to look forward to after surviving another monotonous day of quarantine life.

			I felt an incredible level of anxiety. I was anxious about my kids’ education, the virus, the future, and the November election, which I expected would make everything worse. Throw in a cancer diagnosis for my husband and a layoff the week before he was supposed to start chemo. It felt like the sky was falling, and I was constantly on the verge of tears.
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A Charmed Life

			I grew up in the Washington, DC, suburbs in the ’80s and ’90s, and aside from my four years away at Virginia Tech, I’ve been here ever since. After college, I promptly went to work in the mortgage industry, although it had nothing to do with the psychology degree I had worked so hard for. I was too impatient to earn the graduate degree required for me to become a therapist. I was always eager to get to the next step, hit that next milestone, and to be older and more mature than I was. That trait was both a blessing and a curse.

			That first career choice turned out to be a good one because not only was I good at what I did, but it also led me to my husband. As a twenty-three-year-old right out of college, I gave my friend from the office a definitive “hell no!” when she subtly fished, asking if I would ever consider dating a guy with a kid. The rest is history. It turns out I was willing to date a guy with a kid, and that kid became one of the best things ever to happen to me.

			Eric and I were married in 2005 and moved further out in the DC suburbs. Once again, I was eager for that next stage of life, but I felt strongly I would want to maintain my career after we expanded our family. I was addicted to the corporate ladder. I  was driven and ambitious, and I had an intense work ethic—it’s that only-child, overachiever mentality. I was determined to be the epitome of a strong working mother.

			That changed in a heartbeat when my son, Caden, was born in 2009. I was fortunate to be able to take four months of maternity leave, but the thought of going back to work was painful. Everything I thought I knew about myself went right out the window. I wanted to be home with my baby, and that desire was so intense it shook me to my core. I forced myself to return to the office, convinced I was still too hormonal to make any major life decisions.

			Getting back into the swing of things was intense and overwhelming while we both juggled demanding jobs. We dealt with daycare drop-off and pickup for Caden while shuttling my stepson back and forth to school and his mom each day. We were constantly trying to figure out the schedule and fighting over whose meetings were more important.

			When I got pregnant with Bryce twelve months later, I knew it couldn’t continue. There was no way to keep my head above water with two babies under two. It wasn’t worth the financial expense or the mental toll to have them both in daycare while I tried to advance my career. I resigned from my job to stay at home, and I was grateful that we had the means to make that choice. It was the right call for our family, even if it had its ups and downs.

			Now we have a house full of sons who bring us so much joy and so much potty humor. A fourteen-year-old, twelve-year-old, and a twenty-five-year-old who’s already blazing his own trail. Staying home with them was an incredible blessing, and it allowed me the flexibility to chase some new dreams and build a different career.

			A few years ago, we reached one of our long-term family goals and purchased a lake house about two hours away from home. It has become our family escape and our ultimate happy place.

			
			

			By all accounts, I’ve lived a charmed life, and from the outside, it looked picture-perfect. People assumed I had my act together and often asked how I managed to “do it all.” I was the perfect mom of little blonde boys with nice manners. My hair was always perfectly curled. I was a marathon runner, full of inspirational quotes for social media. I baked beautiful cupcakes for school events, and my house was always tidy.

			But this perky little summary of my life and marriage doesn’t touch on the difficulties we had getting pregnant or the tough parts of being a stepmom. It doesn’t cover the struggles of coping with aging parents or losing my hearing suddenly over the course of twenty-four hours. It doesn’t share Eric’s cancer and the heartbreak and the inevitable bumps in the road of life. I’m still learning to be grateful for all the ups and downs because they’ve made me the person I am.

			On the outside, I was killing it, and that’s what the world saw. On the inside, though, I felt like I was barely holding on by a thread. But I couldn’t clearly articulate what the problem was. That dichotomy between how I looked to the world and how I felt on the inside was widening.

			The year and a half following Eric’s birthday party would be a wild ride. While my drinking wasn’t always excessive, it grew more consistent. That party wasn’t my last blackout and ugly hangover experience, but it was an important milestone on my path to permanent sobriety.
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