

Before you read, know this:

I was the best liar I ever met.

I lied to friends.

I lied to family.

I lied to my own damn reflection

And I called it “coping.”

If you’re reading this and it sounds familiar,

You’re not alone.

But don’t get too comfortable.

The truth is coming.
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The trouble with being high-functioning is that it works. That is, until it doesn’t.

For nearly four decades, I mastered the great American illusion, career intact, bills paid, family photos in golden hour light, all while quietly negotiating with a poison I kept calling a reward. I drank like a gentleman and faded away like a ghost. And no one, not my friends, not my students, not even I saw anything worth stopping. That’s the magic trick of high-functioning alcoholism, it keeps applauding itself while it kills you slowly. It claps with both hands while hiding the blade behind your back.

This book was not written from a rock bottom, not the cinematic kind anyway. There was no car crash. No public scene. No fiery crash into chaos. My story lived in the mundane. In school mailrooms. In clean shirts and staff meetings. In perfect attendance and quiet desperation. It’s the kind of addiction that’s harder to treat because it’s harder to hate.

But here’s the thing, addiction isn’t simply a moral failing or a weakness of will, it’s a biological hijacking, a rerouting of the brain’s reward circuitry, a trauma response dressed up in social normalcy. And we’re only just beginning to understand it. I owe my life not just to willpower, but to those original scientists who dared to ask what alcohol does to the brain long after the buzz fades. To them, I can now raise a sober glass.

Functioning Just Fine is not a typical memoir, though I use my life as evidence. It’s not a self-help book, though I provide a What Now section at the end of each chapter to offer ideas on working through a high-functioning alcoholic addiction. It’s not a cultural manifesto, though it scream and criticize the system. It is something else, a collision of lived experience, academic rigor, and unfiltered voice. It was written by an ex-drunk who realized he actually did not have all the answers. It moves fast, like our minds did when we were drinking. It jumps, jolts, stutters, and spins because recovery isn’t linear and neither is this book.

This is a book for those who never lost everything but felt everything slipping. For the ones who held it together on the outside while bargaining with destruction inside. For those who never got told they had a problem because they looked too polished to be pitied. For the ones who drank to sleep, drank to speak, drank to smile, drank to feel, drank to disappear without ever leaving the room.

If you’re holding this book, chances are you’ve already begun to question the script. Good. Rip it up. Rewrite it.

You are not broken. You are waking up.

​

​
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I didn’t write this to warn you. I wrote it because I almost didn’t survive long enough to say any of it out loud. And just so we’re clear, crystal-fucking-clear, before the anecdotes twist into myth or you start to wonder where the line is drawn. I have NEVER taken a sip of alcohol on campus. NEVER in front of kids. NEVER in the parking lot before school. NEVER in a coffee mug behind my desk while the bell rings. NEVER. That line? I never crossed it. Because for all the chaos churning inside, for all the deception I stitched into my smile, there were still places I wouldn’t let the monster roam.

Some of the stories you’re about to read, yeah, they’re mine. But others? They come from the sidelines. From front-row seats to high-functioning destruction. From the whispers in the staff lounge, from the quiet confessions between colleagues, from the late-night texts that started with, “Can I tell you something if you keep it quiet?” From exes texting me from parking garages between working doubles in the ICU. From lawyers who settle million-dollar cases.

Because this book isn’t just my blood. It’s a mosaic of a profession, of a culture, of a quiet epidemic hidden in lesson plans and lanyards. And while my hands stayed dry in the classroom, my heart was already drowning.

So don’t get it twisted. This isn’t a tell-all scandal. It’s a survival archive. A warning flare. A reflection written mid-rescue, not post-redemption. So, keep reading. The truth’s still coming.

You don’t end up here, reading a book about high-functioning alcoholism, because everything is fine. Maybe you’re the one who drinks. Maybe you love someone who does. Maybe you’ve been staring at a glass for years wondering if it means something. Maybe you’ve already decided it doesn’t. Or maybe you’re like I was, killing yourself slowly, politely, with a smile.

Let’s get something straight, this book is not going to read like one of those sterile, lab-coated, thesaurus-humping dissertations packed with clinical detachment and ten-syllable Frankenwords that sound like they’ll cause dizziness and existential dread. This book is written by an ex-high-functioning alcoholic for you soon to be ex-high-functioning alcoholics. It’s quick. It’s raw. It’s in a tone we actually understand. Yeah, I’ve done the research, so you don’t have to. I've read the journals, highlighted the stats, sifted through the science. But what you’re getting here isn’t slurred speech or midnight tall tales. What you’re getting here is what really fucking happens to us. No fluff. No pity. Just the truth. Blunt, honest, revealing.

I’m not here to discredit the past. I’m not throwing shade on the shoulders of giants. Those 1940s, 1950s, 1970s studies, they were the scaffolding. The cracked maps. The first radio static transmissions from inside the human psyche. They matter. They built the vocabulary. They gave us the guts to look inside the body and admit the soul was bleeding, too. But I made myself a promise when I started writing this, if I was gonna burn the mask, I was gonna do it with the most current flame.

So yeah, I attached all the dates as proof that this stuff is still very relevant and being studied. When you see a citation dated 2021 or 2023, it’s because I hunted that shit down because my sobriety depended on it. Because I didn’t want to build this book out of dusty abstracts and academic echoes. I wanted live wires. Modern fire. I wanted the most recent MRIs, the latest neurochemical truth, the newest damn proof that what we feel isn’t just in our heads, it’s in our blood, our brains, our circuitry. So if you see an old date, don’t flinch. That study stood its ground and paved this highway.

Here we go! Take your seats. Class is in session. Good morning, y’all. My name is Mr. Schilleci, and this is for all you soccer moms and sideline dads, surgeons and nurses, lawyers and judges, HR directors and high school principals. If you’re high-functioning and drinking, this one's for you, this one’s for all of us. I’m not a neuroscientist. I’m not a doctor. I’m not even someone with six months of sobriety under his belt yet. I’m just a pissed-off educator with a stack of books, a wall of degrees, and a freshly detonated self-image who finally stopped bullshitting himself.

I’ve been teaching for over twenty years. I’ve helped raise over a million dollars in scholarships and grants for students who earned a shot. I’ve coached, mentored, guided, inspired, stood in front of classrooms and auditoriums and told kids they mattered. I’ve aided in getting students accepted to Dartmouth, Stanford, and Cornell. I’ve got folders full of thank you notes, plaques I didn’t ask for, and a resume that reads like a love letter to public education.

And I was smashed after that last bell of the day hit. Bottle in the glovebox like a silent, hidden copilot. 

Those are my credentials. That’s what qualifies me to write this. I was so fucking good at hiding it, so gifted at maintaining the mask, that no one, not a single soul, ever saw it. Not my students. Not my wife. Not my colleagues. Not even me, if I’m being honest. I passed every test. Showed up early. Stayed late. And then drank myself sideways in the dark with the blinds closed and the calendar and daily tasks checked off. Just to hopefully wake up the next morning and repeat the process. Manufactured smiles and all.

As I write this, I am proudly 46 days into my sobriety, and I’ve already had to tear down the entire cathedral I thought was my personality. Yes, I’m getting sober to save myself. Yes, I’m getting sober to hopefully save my marriage. But more than that, I’m getting sober because if I could function at this level for almost four decades, winning awards, earning leads in fellowships, leading classrooms, helping students, charming rooms, while unknowingly building a system that was quietly killing me? Then dammit there’s got to be a map. Not to blame. Not to shame. Not to point a shaking finger. But to understand, academically, emotionally, chemically, how I fucked it all up so silently.

And that’s what this book is. My map.

I’m delivering this the way I wish I could have defended a dissertation, argued a thesis, hell, stood in front of a room full of tweed jackets and tenure-track ghosts and let it rip without flinching, nerd-earned, and research-blooded. This is the paper I never got to write. This is the research paper of my dreams, finally written in a voice that knows the damage, carries the receipts, and doesn’t ask for permission to tell the damn truth. I’m writing this because I hate who I was. Ashamed. Because I owe something to the man who almost didn’t make it, to the boy who got trapped. And maybe, just maybe, to you. This is for everyone in the mail room pretending they don’t smell like last night. This is for the parents hiding bottles in the garage. This is for the professionals who don’t think they’re alcoholics because they still show up on time.

What follows are the chapters I wish someone had handed me when I still thought I was too smart, too busy, too responsible to be an alcoholic. These are the truths I found in the silence. In the mornings after. In the shaking hands and the lost hours and the lies I didn’t even know I was telling. These are the pieces I put together while rebuilding a life I almost lost. Not after rock bottom, but in the slow descent I didn’t see coming until it was almost too late.

This is not a shame story. This is a liberation.

For the ones who show up every day and collapse quietly at night. For the ones who are loved but lonely. For the ones who get shit done and still feel like they’re falling apart.

You don’t have to lose everything to start healing. You just have to stop pretending you’re fine.

Let class begin
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​1. The Myth of Control in the Quiet Hours
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How high-functioners rationalize dependency under the guise of “still doing fine.”

You can hold down a job and still be rotting soul-first, hemorrhaging purpose beneath spreadsheets and corporate lingo, still be nodding politely in IEP meetings while your bones hum with withdrawal, and you can coach your kid’s soccer team with orange slices in one hand and a hangover headache like a jackhammer in the other, still shouting encouragements that sound like lies in your own ears, and you can give a damn TED Talk, click-click the slide remote, nod wisely at your own brilliance, bask in the applause of strangers who don’t know your breath smells like despair distilled in bourbon and sprayed with mint, and still not remember the color of your own eyes in the mirror because you haven’t looked in weeks, not really looked, not seen yourself without the costume, without the armor, without the fuck-you-I’m-fine disguise we all learn to tailor by the third year of the unraveling.

That’s the myth, isn’t it? The high-functioner’s hallucination. The champagne-soaked hallucination in a cashmere cardigan. The gold-plated lie that if the résumé’s thick enough and the house is clean and the jokes still land in faculty meetings, then the slow-motion collapse must not count. That if your calendar’s booked and your bills are paid and you’ve got just enough sparkle in your dead eyes to fool the people who stopped asking, then you must be fine. As long as the outside looks right, the inside must be fine, like paint over mold, like laughter over grief, like cologne on a corpse.

High-functioning alcoholics weaponize competence like camouflage, cloaking dysfunction in the rituals of routine, in the choreography of showing up, checking boxes, executing tasks with just enough precision to avoid suspicion. This is the myth’s machinery, the delusion that performance equals wellness, that output nullifies decay. They don’t deny drinking, they dilute it with achievement. Productivity becomes the alibi, a spreadsheet-thin shield against scrutiny. If the gas tank is full, the grades are entered, the meetings are led with just enough cleverness to draw nods instead of concern, then the addiction becomes invisible, even to the self. The culture rewards the image of success, not the substance of well-being, so the addict learns to curate their life like a museum exhibit, one that’s polished, legible, and hollow behind the velvet rope of daily function. This is not denial by omission; it’s denial by overachievement, a strategic drowning under layers of “doing just fine.”

The real seduction of high-functioning addiction is the internal bargain, the quiet contract where misery gets licensed as long as it’s masked by motion. It’s not that they don’t know the damage. It’s that they believe damage is negotiable, a tax paid for excellence, a private toll for public applause. This rationalization isn’t loud; it’s methodical, measured, almost moral. They frame dependency as choice, as deserved indulgence, as manageable vice, buffered by their reliability and intellect. Cognitive dissonance becomes the primary language: I am both exceptional and unraveling, therefore I am neither. The lie calcifies because the world co-signs it, praises it, even envies it. And in that applause, the addict finds just enough permission to keep drinking, just enough distance from collapse to justify another round, another mask, another day pretending fine is anything more than a costume stitched from caffeine, charisma, and the quiet hope no one sees the rot underneath.

What makes the rationalization so potent is that it rebrands the addiction into something palatable, even admirable. It’s not a drinking problem, it’s “a rough patch.” It’s not dependency, it’s “a way to take the edge off.” The language gets dressed up in euphemism and ego, wrapped in metaphors that sound wise in staff lounges and around a watercooler, I’m burning the candle at both ends, I’m decompressing, I just need a release. The poison becomes poetic, and the high-functioner becomes a misunderstood genius, too brilliant for balance, too vital to rest. In this illusion, alcohol is not a threat but a companion, the cost of genius, the price of commitment. And as long as the world keeps clapping, the narrative holds. They’re not addicts, they’re martyrs of their own excellence, dying nobly for the cause of productivity.

But underneath all that performance is the grotesque economy of self-erasure, where presence is bartered for peace and survival is measured in silence. High-functioners become experts in substitution. They replace reflection with routine, intimacy with efficiency, authenticity with optics. They forget what actual stability feels like because they've built entire identities around barely holding it together. The morning routine becomes ritualized penance looking like: coffee as sacrament, email as absolution, lesson plans or lab reports or legal briefs as proof they’re still worthy of being believed. Then when doubt creeps in, when the cracks widen just enough to feel, they double down on the grind. More output, more meetings, more accolades because if the world believes they’re okay, maybe they can too. That’s the terrible math, function equals forgiveness. And as long as they can keep up the pace, they never have to ask whether the pace itself is killing them.

High-functioning alcoholism is the slowest damn suicide known to man, no jump, no bullet, just a steady bleed in a pressed shirt and polished shoes, walking with a shoulder bag full of guilt and performance and letters of recommendation you wrote while drunk, and no one knows because you make it look good, because you make it look noble, because you helped get students into MIT and Virginia Tech and Brown. And I wore that mask for so long I forgot it was a mask at all, thought it was my face, thought I was the guy who could teach and drink and mentor and spiral and still show up at 6:30 a.m. with a grading pen and a twitch in my eyelid.

But it wasn’t me. It was the armor. It was the costume stitched together from fear and caffeine and self-contempt and applause.

And underneath that costume?


Rot.


And Odin help me, I kept polishing it.

Here’s the sick, slithering, saccharine-slick part, the part that makes you laugh into your own puke sometimes because of how damn predictable it is. The better you are at pretending, the more the world hands you medals for your slow-motion collapse. They throw you trophies carved from your own delusion. You get rewarded for being broken quietly. You get promoted for being reliable, even though your soul’s on fire and your breath smells like secrets soaked in ethanol. You get applauded for your stamina, your commitment, your wide-awake eyes at the 8 a.m. meeting even though you were face down in shame five hours earlier. “Look at him go,” they say, “what a machine,” and they don’t know the machine is powered by self-hatred and sleepless nights and vodka swirling behind that smile like a storm in a jam jar.

You grind, and they love it. They love the grind. They love the wounded genius who never complains. The tragic talent who makes the pain look poetic. The worker bee who doesn't sting, who never stops buzzing even as the wings fall off mid-air. And when you finally crash, when you overdose or disappear or unravel in front
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	Write down everything you’ve done in the past 7 days where alcohol or hangover brain was in the driver’s seat. Be forensic. Did you forget your kid’s bedtime story because you were “catching up on emails” with a drink in hand? Did you screw up a work report but bury it under clever excuses? Did you pick a fight with your spouse because your head was a fog bank? List it all.

	Beside each moment, write the cost, not just dollars, but trust, presence, clarity. Did it cost you your patience with your kids? Did it cost you three hours of sleep before a shift that could have been your life’s turning point?

	Look at the ledger. Feel the sting. That pain is data.



	The ER nurse who charted wrong vitals because her head was swimming from the “nightcap” that never stayed one drink.

	The construction foreman who forgot to order steel beams on time and told himself, “Just tired.”

	The high-school teacher who assigned busywork because the hangover made thinking feel like running uphill with wet sandbags.







	Pick one daily ritual you can rebuild sober. Mornings, for example, are sacred. Instead of rolling out of bed with a hangover, start with what I call The Oxygen Ritual: 	A 2-minute breath reset (inhale for 4, hold for 4, exhale for 8).

	Write down one thing you want to feel today that has nothing to do with productivity, but has to do with  calm, joy, or clarity.

	Choose one action, however small, that will give you that feeling (calling a friend, eating breakfast, walking 10 minutes without headphones).



	Replace your post-work drink with The Decompression Swap: something physically soothing and brain-disruptive. Cold showers, brutal workouts, or,  my personal hell that works,  3 minutes of wall sits until your legs scream louder than your cravings.



	The coder who replaced the 7 p.m. IPA with 10 pushups every time he thought about drinking (and ended up in the best shape of his life).

	The retail manager who started calling her sister for 5 minutes after each shift instead of numbing out with wine.

	The surgeon who bought a punching bag and beats the shit out of it for 2 minutes every time the stress claws at her spine.





	Applied Cognitive Work: Books like The Craving Mind by Judson Brewer or This Naked Mind by Annie Grace give brain-based strategies to rewire triggers. (But read them sober. Not with a bourbon in hand pretending you “get it.”)

	Digital Accountability: Apps like Reframe or I Am Sober that log streaks and cravings because numbers do matter when they track what’s real.

	Peer Shadows: Find someone in your profession who made it out alive. A lawyer who found sobriety and still wins cases. A teacher who dropped the bottle and now crushes the classroom. Hearing someone who walked your exact road is oxygen.
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