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            Chapter 1
Hi, My Name Is Jess, and I’m an Alcoholic

         
         Hi, my name is Jess, and I’m an alcoholic.

         
         It has taken me such a long time to arrive at this sentence, to be able to put the word “alcoholic” in such close proximity
            to the word “I” and to face the reality that no matter how diligent I am, I can’t control my drinking and must live a completely
            sober life. Eight years on in my recovery, I’m grateful to be here, beyond the shame, guilt, secrets, and lies. Now that my
            own relationship with addictive substances is well in hand, it’s time for me to figure out how to prevent my children from
            having to travel the same path.
         

         
         I come by my addictions honestly, as the branches of my family tree hang heavy with substance use disorder. Some of my relatives favored moonshine, others wine and pills, but the one constant was secrecy. No one ever talked about it. They stocked up on bulk packages of peppermint gum and hid their emergency nips in the rafters of the basement workroom while pretending everything was fine and dandy. If questioned, we were all great, thanks for asking, nothing to see here. 

         
         But there was plenty to see, even if we were not allowed to call it by its name. My family’s native tongue was one of euphemisms,
            and I’ve never been a fan of the dialect. I was raised to understand that the proper term for passing out was “taking a nap,”
            and voicing concerns about a relative’s drinking or pill use was a punishable offense. In the midst of all this obfuscation
            and chaos, the only thing I hated more than alcohol was the lying. By the time I hit adolescence, I’d begun to understand
            the scope of my extended family’s problem with addictive substances, and I was scared to death. Drugs and alcohol threatened
            my identity as a perfectionist, an overachiever, the goody-two-shoes eldest daughter, so I bolted to the abstinent end of
            the substance use spectrum and held on for dear life. I was sure of one thing in the way only teenagers can be certain: I
            would never grow up to be like them.
         

         
         Except, I did.

         
         Single-minded determination to thwart my genetic legacy did not come with operating instructions, so I made the rules up as
            I went along. It’s no wonder I ended up at the bottom of a wine bottle in my forties. Even so, I was one of the lucky ones.
            I emerged relatively unscathed from my years of substance abuse. As a “not yet” or “high bottom” alcoholic, I did not have
            to lose my family, friends, or career in order to find my way out, and for that, I am immensely grateful. I married a man
            who shares my genetic predisposition for addiction, though he escaped that fate himself. We have two children, and while we can’t
            do anything to mend their genetics, we can promise them this: the language of shame, secrecy, and euphemism will have no place
            in our home.
         

         
         I was a middle and high school teacher for twenty years, and spent the last five years of it teaching some of New England’s most addicted children in an inpatient drug and alcohol rehabilitation center in Vermont. I was their writing teacher, charged with helping them find the words to pin their deepest, darkest monsters down on the page, to expose those ugly and manipulative beasts to the light and identify their parts. When the work was hard, I wrote alongside them, and together we learned how to describe the events that led all of us to that small rehab classroom, from our first use to our last hurrah and everything in between. 

         
         No one wants to grow up to be a drug addict or an alcoholic; that’s simply where some of us end up, so desperate to escape
            the discomfort of being who we are that we pick up that first smoke or drink. I first drank because I was anxious to impress
            a girl I admired, but I wish I’d known then that she first drank because she disliked herself so much that she wanted to disappear.
         

         
         My friend Celeste (not her real name) and I were alone in her house one weekend night when she came up with a plan. We’d take
            one sip out of every bottle in her parents’ liquor closet. It would be enough to get drunk, but not enough to get caught.
            I went along with her plan but most of my sips were pretend. Hers, however, were in earnest, and the night went about as well
            as one might imagine. She got drunk, I got tipsy. She threw up; I held her hair back, cleaned her up, and put her to bed.
         

         
         Celeste and I went our separate ways after middle school, but in an internet-fueled fit of nostalgia, I searched for her.
            I’d expected to find her Facebook page, images of her face on some law firm website, or a mention of her marriage in a local
            paper. What I found instead was her obituary.
         

         
         It offered no information on her cause of death, only that she’d died at thirty-five, leaving her parents, siblings, and an ex-husband, and in lieu of flowers they asked for donations to the American Liver Foundation. Facebook led me to her sister, Anne (also a pseudonym), who told me that Celeste died of liver failure after a multi-year, Leaving Las Vegas–style drinking binge. After a couple of failed suicide attempts, Anne said, Celeste chose alcohol as her surest path to death
            and drank as much as she could in order to get there as quickly as possible.
         

         
         The impulsive, funny girl I’d so wanted to impress in middle school grew into an explosive, erratic young adult whose pattern
            of broken relationships and uncontrolled mood swings culminated in a diagnosis of borderline personality disorder (BPD) at
            eighteen. Unfortunately, by then it was too late to save her. Her sister, who still does not fully understand Celeste’s disease
            or suicide, did her best to explain it to me.
         

         
         
            If you look up the behaviors [or BPD] online, she was a classic case. Taken one at a time the signs made her look like a typical
               teen but when added all together, [her diagnosis] became clear. The problem was nobody put all the pieces together until she
               was over 18 and nobody could force her to do any treatment. She used alcohol to self-medicate.
            

         

         It’s no surprise that Celeste turned to alcohol to ease her symptoms. Both BPD and substance use disorder are characterized
            by emotional dysregulation and impulsivity, as well as feelings of emptiness, instability, and the inability to control moods.
            Many people with BPD turn to alcohol to medicate these symptoms, and because Celeste’s BPD went untreated even after she was
            officially diagnosed, alcohol provided relief, at least in the short term.
         

         
         Celeste died just as my daily wine intake was ramping up. We were two alcoholics traveling two very different paths, but our reasons for drinking were the same: to self-medicate our emotional and psychological discomfort. Mine stemmed from anxiety disorder and compulsive perfectionism, Celeste’s from her untreated borderline personality disorder, both predictable, well-known causes of alcohol dependence and abuse. 

         
         Anxiety and substance use disorder are familiar bedfellows, especially in women. Women are twice as likely to have anxiety
            disorder as men, and women with anxiety disorders are more likely to use alcohol to self-medicate their symptoms. In fact,
            women with anxiety disorders are more likely to abuse alcohol than to drink normally, and progression from alcohol use to
            dependence happens faster in these women.1 I would have done just about anything to escape my anxiety, but all I had until I was diagnosed and treated in my twenties
            was alcohol. The only thing that kept me off Celeste’s path was my abject fear of becoming an alcoholic, but over the long
            term, even that could not save me.
         

         
         Alcohol is such a trickster; it works so well in the short term to quiet the symptoms of both anxiety and BPD, but over the
            long term, it exacerbates both conditions. Alcohol compounded my anxiety and worked against the medication I took to manage
            it. As the consequences of my drinking began to mount up, they added to my anxiety, which made me want to drink more. Celeste
            found no cure at the bottom of her bottle, either. Her BPD continued to eat away at her happiness and well-being, and once
            her marriage failed, she no longer drank to feel better, she drank to obliterate herself.
         

         
         I wish I’d known on that evening in her parents’ house what lay ahead for both of us. I wish I’d been strong enough to tell her I was not comfortable being a part of that evening’s drinking experiment. I wish I’d told her I loved her, that she had the power to make other people happy simply by being herself. I wish I’d known she was beginning a descent into a madness that would become full-blown mental illness. More than anything else, I wish she’d been diagnosed in time to replace her attempts at self-medication with real treatment that could have saved her life. 

         
         We attended the same high school, but as we were no longer friends, I didn’t know how much she drank. I was a teenaged teetotaler.
            I pretended to drink from time to time, even pretended to be drunk once or twice, just to fit in, but mostly, I was the perpetual
            designated driver, responsible for making sure everyone else got home safely. I was a dependable source of mints and gum and
            the keeper of the car keys.
         

         
         In my second year of college, I went all in on sobriety and righteous self-satisfaction and trained to become a peer drug
            and alcohol counselor. I was that annoying holier-than-thou twerp my college’s health services sent in to reeducate busted
            frat boys. Picture a twenty-year-old Jess, standing at the front of a dank, beer-soaked University of Massachusetts fraternity
            common room on a sunny Sunday morning. Thirty or forty grumpy young men take their seats on the damp and sagging furniture,
            and snicker as Jess mounts her colorful, educational flip charts and illustrative diagrams on a portable aluminum easel. For
            the next hour, she uses every trick in her very short book to sway the hearts and minds of these floridly pre-alcoholic young
            men while they attempt to keep themselves awake with coffee, fidgeting, and mental plans for next week’s kegger, the one Jess
            will most definitely not be invited to.
         

         
         I learned everything about the science of addiction but nothing about my own relationship to it, let alone how to defend myself against it. I could explain the biochemistry of sober to shitfaced with my pointer and a diagram: 20 percent of the ethanol in their cheap kegged beer or vile house punch is absorbed in the stomach before moving on to the intestine, where the other 80 percent escapes into the blood. Once it hits the liver, an enzyme called alcohol dehydrogenase breaks the ethanol down into acetaldehyde, and another enzyme called aldehyde dehydrogenase breaks the acetaldehyde into acetate, which leaves the body in the breath that condenses on the frat windows and the pee they use to write their names in the snow. 

         
         I graduated from college with my sobriety intact, but I’d started to fall in love with the romance of drinking, and romance
            turned out to be the thin edge of my addiction wedge. There’s a scene in the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark where Marion, the headstrong, willowy barkeep, wins a drinking contest against a massive Nepalese man. After many, many shots,
            he passes out, but somehow Marion is completely sober as the crowd cheers and she gathers up her winnings. I loved that scene.
            Marion is so badass she can drink a huge man under the table, then go on to put her long-lost love Indiana Jones in his place
            with barbed banter. In reality, of course, that could never happen. If the big guy is unconscious, she’d be long dead, but
            who cares? I loved the idea of being able to outdrink the most hardened locals in a far-flung bar. Later, when I read the
            Outlander books, the hook was set. Jamie and Claire savored their soothing drams of whiskey by eighteenth-century firelight and drank
            down their stream-chilled stone jugs of cider after haying in the August heat. I’d always thought that hard cider tasted like
            carbonated, rotten hot dogs, but the taste wasn’t really the point. I wanted to drink deep from the romance, the taste of
            Jamie and Claire’s life in the Scottish Highlands and the mountains of North Carolina. It was simple, and beautiful and good,
            and until I could have their life, their drink would do.
         

         
         The romance began to wear off in my thirties, and I was thirty-two when I realized I might have a problem, or at least the very beginnings of one. My husband and I lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where I worked as a nanny in exchange for an attic apartment while he completed his medical fellowship. My son was five, the little girl I nannied was a toddler, and my daughter was an infant. I never drank during the day, but I really looked forward to the moment I handed the child over to her mother and I could open that evening bottle of wine. I drank while cooking elaborate meals for my family, and I drank while we ate those delicious meals. At some point during those years, one bottle of wine split between the two of us was no longer just the right amount, and that made me nervous. Not nervous enough to throttle back my drinking, but nervous enough to ensure I always had a backup bottle. We did not really have the money for multiple bottles of wine, but I rationalized the purchase somehow. I cooked a lot of things that required a splash of wine and provided an extra glass or two or three for me, and for a while, that solved the issue of supply and demand. 

         
         My emerging problem, however, was disposal. I had to be careful. Very, very careful.

         
          

         One afternoon, I was leaning up against the brick wall of my son’s elementary school at kindergarten pickup, and another parent,
            a woman I barely knew, approached. She clearly had something to say and was having trouble getting it out. She leaned toward
            me, took a breath, then opened her mouth and closed it again. Opened her mouth, and closed it once more. I braced myself because
            she was hemming and hawing so much I thought she was going to tell me my son had been mean to her kid.
         

         
         “Can I ask you something?” she asked.

         
         “Sure,” I said, relieved, because my son being mean would be a statement, not a question.

         
         “If I really look forward to a glass or two of wine at the end of every day, do you think that’s a problem? I mean, does that make me an alcoholic?” 

         
         I was a virtual stranger to this woman and she was asking me to make a clinical judgment about her substance use. I figured
            my role in this exchange was to offer her one of two options:
         

         
         
            	Option one: “No! Of course not! One or two glasses of wine at night is supposed to be good for you, right? I mean, especially if it’s
               red wine. Resveratrol. It fights cancer or something. Besides, the French drink wine with lunch and dinner, so no. Totally
               not. You are completely normal. In fact, you deserve a glass or two at the end of the day.”
            

            	Option two: “I guess it could. Maybe the fact that you are worried about it is a good enough reason to talk to someone.”
            

         

         I don’t know which answer she wanted, but the first option was the only one I was emotionally prepared to face myself, so
            we spent the next half hour talking about resveratrol and the romance of Paris.
         

         
         Neither of us was ready for option two. Not yet.

         
         That night, after my husband and kids were asleep, I googled “test” and “am I an alcoholic?” because if there’s one thing
            overachieving perfectionists do well, it’s take tests.
         

         
         
            
               
                  1. Have you ever decided to stop drinking for a week or so, but it only lasted for a couple of days?

                  Well, sure, but I stayed stone-cold sober both times I was pregnant. Didn’t drink a drop.

                  2. Do you wish people would mind their own business about your drinking—stop telling you what to do?

                  Yes, but I don’t like anyone telling me what to do, about anything.

                  3. Have you ever switched from one kind of drink to another in the hope that this would keep you from getting drunk?

                  No, but I have switched from beer or wine to liquor in order to get drunk faster.

                  4. Have you had to have an eye-opener upon waking during the past year?

                  Ew, no. And not that I’m keeping track, but that’s two “no” answers so far. Phew.

                  5. Do you envy people who can drink without getting into trouble?

                  Do those people exist? Huh. It hadn’t occurred to me before, but sure, of course, it would be nice to let go every once in
                     a while, with no consequences.
                  

                  6. Have you had problems connected with drinking during the past year?

                  No, not really. No. Well . . . no.

                  7. Has your drinking caused trouble at home?

                  It’s caused conversations, but not “trouble,” really. Come on, test. Define your terms.

                  8. Do you ever try to get “extra” drinks at a party because you do not get enough?

                  Okay, fine, yes, especially when I don’t have a chance to drink before the party. But the hardest part of the party is walking
                     in the door, so why wouldn’t you start ahead of time?
                  

                  9. Do you tell yourself you can stop drinking anytime you want to, even though you keep getting drunk when you don’t mean to?

                  Yes, but I did. I did stop for both pregnancies, so I can stop anytime I want to. I’m just not sure I want to anymore.

                  10. Have you missed days of work or school because of drinking?

                  No.

               

            

         
         I scrolled down to the bottom of the quiz to find out how many “yes” answers merit the label “alcoholic.” “Did you answer
            YES four or more times? If so, you are probably in trouble with alcohol.” I went back up the list to do a recount of questions
            one through ten before moving on to the final two, using a system of half points where I felt partial credit was warranted.
            I was up to a 4.5, or maybe 5, which is hardly definitive of anything.
         

         
         
            
               
                  11. Do you have blackouts?

                  Yes.

                  12. Have you ever felt that your life would be better if you did not drink?

                  Yes.

               

            

         
         What I should have done the moment I finished that quiz was google “twelve-step meetings near me,” seek out a therapist, tell
            my husband, tell my doctor, do just about anything other than what I actually did, which was to double down on my right to
            drink.
         

         
         I was overcome with what another alcoholic, author Stephen King, calls “frightened determination.” When he looked down on the plastic bin of empty sixteen-ounce cans of Miller Light in his garage and realized, “Holy shit, I’m an alcoholic,” he doubled down, too. 

         
         
            My reaction to this [realization] wasn’t denial or disagreement; it was what I’d call frightened determination. You have to
               be careful, then, I clearly remember thinking. Because if you fuck up—
            

            If I fucked up, rolled my car over on a back road some night or blew an interview on live TV, someone would tell me I ought
               to get control of my drinking, and telling an alcoholic to control his drinking is like telling a guy suffering the world’s
               most cataclysmic case of diarrhea to control his shitting.
            

         

         All I had to do was be careful, and I could do that. I was the most careful person I knew, magna cum careful, and for about
            a decade, careful worked. My drinking increased so slowly I hardly noticed it was happening. Eventually, though, those one
            or two glasses of wine a night turned into two or three and by the time I hit forty-four, I was drinking at least a bottle
            of wine a day, sometimes augmented by whatever else we had in the house. The whiskey I bought “as a present” for my husband,
            Tim, was fair game, as was the vodka I used to make homemade vanilla with crushed vanilla beans. I drank in the afternoons,
            after I got home from teaching middle school but before Tim got home from work. In service to my careful planning, I developed
            all kinds of rituals around hiding and protecting my right to drink.
         

         
         I used to purchase a bottle of red wine at our local market on my way home from school, swearing I’d share it with my husband. Just one glass today, I’d promise myself. I’d pour that one glass in a very large goblet that held at least a half a bottle, then empty the rest into a quart-sized mason jar. I’d then stash that mason jar in the freezer. Why a mason jar? Why the freezer? In theory, it was because I’d probably make a beef stew at some point, and if I needed the half bottle of red wine, it would be there. 

         
         But I hardly ever made beef stew.

         
         Even if I’d wanted to make beef stew, there would not have been any red wine to make it with, because about an hour after
            I had that first glass, I’d pull that jar out of the freezer, stir up the frozen slurry, and drink it, ice chunks and all,
            like a red wine Slurpee. Sometimes I microwaved it to speed the thaw. It tasted weird, but whatever. At that point, I wasn’t
            ever in it for the taste. By the time Tim got home from work, I was already a bottle of wine in, so if he’d done as I’d asked,
            and stopped by the market for a bottle of wine to drink with dinner, I’d be full-on drunk by bedtime. I often needed help
            getting to sleep, and the wine worked great.
         

         
         Unfortunately, it was also great at waking me up at around three every morning. Alcohol feels like a sleep aid because it’s
            a sedative hypnotic. It puts you to sleep at first, but it blocks REM sleep, the most restorative sleep phase, and causes
            late-night (or in my case, early-morning) wakefulness. I’d fall into a nice, relaxing boozy slumber at ten, but at three,
            I’d emerge from a sound sleep and begin the laborious and stressful process of piecing together the scattered fragments of
            the night before. By the end of my drinking, I was blacking out often and had to work hard to hide my memory lapses. What
            did we talk about? Is there anything I have to remember for tomorrow? Did I do anything stupid? Did I call anyone? Can I blame
            it on fatigue, or stress, maybe convince my family I was coming down with something? If stress over the blacking out snowballed
            into a full-on anxiety attack, I was done with sleep for the rest of the night.
         

         
         Ah, yes. My anxiety disorder. It had been fairly well controlled with medication since my mid-twenties, when my physician and I finally found a drug that kept the anxiety attacks at bay without side effects. My anxiety medication of choice is an SNRI, or serotonin-norepinephrine reuptake inhibitor. It isn’t as dangerous in combination with alcohol as, say, benzodiazepines, but it definitely falls under “not at all physician-approved and generally suboptimal.” 

         
         I made the same vow almost every night for two years: Never again. I’m done. That’s it. No wine tomorrow.

         
         I broke that vow nearly every day over those two years. Each new limit—one bottle, never before sunset, never at lunch, never
            in front of my kids—fell victim to my growing thirst and waning control. I drank more when I was anxious, less when I was
            on an even keel, but I always drank. My daily goal was to get enough alcohol on board without stumbling over the line between
            happily buzzed and conspicuously drunk. My aim for that line was pretty good. I was a chatty, happy drunk, and unless I burned
            dinner or wandered over to visit the neighbors with an apron full of tomatoes from the garden and forgot to go home, I looked
            fairly normal on the outside. Tim kept a close eye on me given our shared family history, but I was determined to elude detection.
         

         
         Tim is a physician and an educator who has received many awards for his empathetic and thoughtful teaching and mentoring.
            It is his job to put people at ease so they will share the clues that reveal the truth of their health and well-being. He
            sees people clearly, even when they don’t want to be seen. Keeping the full truth of my drinking from him required a great
            deal of planning and attention. I was so good at hiding my buzz that when I started telling my friends I’d gone into recovery,
            I found myself in the odd position of having to convince my closest friends that no, really, I do have a problem with alcohol.
         

         
         An extremely high-functioning alcoholic, I had two full-time jobs, one as a teacher with a nightmare schedule of seven different preps—Latin 6, 7, and 8, English 7 and 8, and writing 7 and 8—and a second writing about education and child welfare for the Atlantic and the New York Times. I always had papers to grade, an article to write, edits to check, and classes to prepare. In order to make this schedule
            work, I had to abide by a lot of rules. I never drove drunk, so I had to schedule my drinking very carefully. I never graded
            papers or submitted articles when I’d been drinking, which meant that as my drinking ramped up, I had to squeeze all my productivity
            into fewer and fewer hours of the day. I worked early, late, and in every spare moment between classes. I had to be in charge
            of our recycling because I could not risk anyone else seeing what I’d tucked under the laundry detergent jugs and cans of
            black beans. I had to keep track of my hiding places for cans of emergency beer, bottles of wine, not to mention the secret
            bottle of scotch I used to top up the public bottle of scotch we kept on the top shelf of our pantry.
         

         
         By June 7, 2013, I was exhausted.

         
          

         After years of dreading blackouts, I am grateful I have no memory of what happened the night of June 6, 2013, when I hit my
            personal bottom. That night, we celebrated my mother’s birthday with family and friends who had gathered from far and wide
            on a gorgeous night in Rockport, Massachusetts. My oldest friend, someone I love as a sister and had not seen in years, had
            flown in to celebrate with us. As we sat down to an elaborate dinner, my father poured champagne for everyone to toast, but
            my friend demurred. One of my last clear memories from that night was her explanation: “All of the bad decisions I’ve made
            in my life were made with alcohol, and I decided drinking just wasn’t worth it anymore.” After that last moment of clarity,
            things got blurry really fast.
         

         
         The pictures of that evening are gorgeous. The kids playing in the yard, friends gathered on the porch and walking on the rocks by the ocean, but the time stamps end around nine, when I got too drunk to take any more pictures. Apparently, Tim took me up to bed around eleven. Early the next morning, while Tim was out on a run, my father knocked on the bedroom door. He came in, sat at the end of my bed, looked me in the eye, and said, “I know what an alcoholic looks like, and you are an alcoholic.” 

         
         All I had left in me was relief and assent. “I know,” I said, then waited for him to leave the room so I could run into the
            bathroom and throw up.
         

         
          

         That night, I attended my first twelve-step meeting. I was so panicked by the prospect of running into someone I knew from
            our small New Hampshire town that I drove forty minutes away to a large meeting in Vermont. I sat in the parking lot, watching
            the straggling smokers stub their cigarettes out, then fell in behind them as they headed inside the church and down into
            the basement. The room was full, and the only seat left was up front, with four other women. I’d felt pretty stable walking
            in, but the moment I sat down, I started crying. Literally, my butt hit the chair, and the tears started to flow. I cried
            through the introductions, the twelve traditions, and the first speaker. I cried through the secretary’s report, the announcements,
            and the second speaker. The woman across from me did her best not to stare as she passed me tissue after tissue from some
            endless supply at the bottom of her gigantic purse.
         

         
         At the very end of the meeting, a man named D. volunteered to hand out the chips.

         
         “It is a tradition in this group to hand out chips for varying lengths of sobriety, and we always start with the most important one. Would anyone like to take a twenty-four-hour chip, the promise of a first day sober?” 

         
         I don’t remember making the decision to get up and accept that silver plastic chip, but I did. I can’t imagine I said anything,
            but I’m sure a lot of snot was involved if I did. That meeting, selected for its significant distance from my house, became
            my home group, and despite the miles and time involved, I attended nearly every Sunday for the first five years of my sobriety.
         

         
         Two days after that first meeting, I wrote an essay that was later published at the Huffington Post about coming out to my family as an alcoholic and my willingness to label myself as such. That essay concludes,
         

         
         
            My son introduces me to his friends as many things—mother, wife, writer—and I’m incredibly proud of those labels. Proud enough
               that I refuse to allow this newest label to obliterate everything else I’ve worked so hard to become. I’ve finally done the
               math and figured out that the only way I get to keep those other identities is to admit the word “alcoholic” to my list.
            

            Because when my son is my age, I want him to be proud of me, particularly if our mutual inheritance grabs hold and threatens
               to drag him down. As his mother—particularly his alcoholic mother—the most important gift I can give him is the power of my
               example to guide him if he ever stumbles upon the treacherous terrain of our family’s well-worn slippery slope.2

         

         That slippery slope is still there, as treacherous as ever, and I keep a constant eye on it. In the meantime, sobriety feels like my new normal, and that’s been a huge relief. I’m allowed to be forgetful, daft, or uncoordinated, which is infinitely less humiliating than drunk. I was hit by a snowplow in early 2019 as I was driving away from a friend’s house, and sitting behind the wheel of my wrecked car, shaking from the sudden flood of adrenaline, I was once again grateful for sobriety and the clarity of simple cause and effect. Before I got sober, friends and family would have wondered, did anyone breathalyze Jess? Might her response time have been impaired? Best of all, now that I don’t have to stand guard over the buried secrets at the bottom of our recycling bins, I’ve handed trash duty over to Tim. Seems like a fair trade to me. I gave up booze, so he gets to do the recycling and he doesn’t have to divorce me. 

         
         Because he would have. He told me so, sometime after our first son was born. He, too, knew what an alcoholic looked like,
            and he said he would not raise children amid that kind of sadness, shame, and worry. At the time, his statement was posed
            as a hypothetical, but it wasn’t, not really. We’ve both known for a long time that we carry the legacy of our families’ addiction
            in our bodies, that it’s right there, waiting for one of us to fall asleep on the watch. Tim has been very careful, and has
            never let his guard down, but I did. I swung the front door wide open and invited it into our home.
         

         
         I got so very, very lucky. My children were young enough that they claim to have no memory of my drinking. My son slept
            through my dry heaving in the bathroom right outside of his bedroom door. My daughter did not catch me the day she wandered
            into the garage just as I was stealing a nip from my hiding place. They are safe from my alcoholic past, so my worry has shifted
            to their futures. Now that I’m sober, with clarity to spare, all I can see is their inherited risk, hanging overhead like
            a sword of Damocles.
         

         
         I am a teacher and researcher at heart, so I read everything I could find on the subject of substance abuse and child development—textbooks, how-tos, memoirs, and academic papers. As I read and took notes in the margins, I peeked over the top of the books, watching my kids for signs such as aggression, excessive sensation-seeking, and a craving for risk. I scored my kids like I scored that “Am I an Alcoholic?” quiz. Add one point for a love of roller coasters; take one away when they both answer no, roller coasters aren’t their thing. 

         
         I scored their friends, watching for signs of potential addictive behavior, because I’d heard substance use among peers is
            a big risk factor for substance use. My son, Ben, had one friend who was lovely but disconcertingly attracted to risk,
            constantly pulling boneheaded stunts like riding his bike off cliffs and constructing elaborate luge tracks through the woods
            behind his house. Those steeply banked chutes and hairpin turns gave me nightmares all winter long.
         

         
         When my daughter fell in love with crystal healing, Pink Floyd, and psychedelic posters, Ben took me aside and said, “You
            know who else loves crystals and Pink Floyd and psychedelic posters? Potheads.” The observation was unnecessary, as I’d spent
            the past year sniffing beneath the wafting incense smoke for the skunky stink of pot. Can a love of crystals and Dark Side of the Moon cause substance use disorder?
         

         
         Between lessons in my drug rehab classroom, I conducted a fact-finding mission. I adored my students, even with all their challenges and button-pushing, and I looked to them for some kind of formula for predicting childhood substance abuse, maybe an algorithm I could use at home, one that, given enough variables, would spit out a probability figure. My students taught me so much about educating people whose emotional needs often eclipse all else, people who carry adult-sized burdens before their age of majority. They also explained how the dark web functions in the drug trade and which New England towns supply the best drugs. According to a note I intercepted as it was being passed across the classroom aisle, “Montpelier has lots of weed, coke, Molly, LSD, shrooms, but no dope. Barre, though . . . so much dope, crack, pills, etc.” I keep that note in a folder with the lesson plan for that day and a grammar unit on adverbs. 

         
         When we lived in New Hampshire, and I watched the states around us decriminalize marijuana, I was politically and socially
            supportive while parentally freaking out and adding points to my kids’ risk scores. In the years since states started legalizing,
            marijuana use among kids 12–17 and 18–25 has continued to climb. Sure, there’s a predictable bump for novelty that might wear
            off in a few years, but now is when my kids’ brains are more vulnerable to the damage pot does to memory and learning. Last
            year, when we moved from New Hampshire to Vermont, where recreational marijuana use is legal, I added another point to their
            scores.
         

         
         Given all of these genetic and environmental risk factors for substance abuse, my best approach as a parent is to cop to our
            family history without shame or guilt, talk openly about my own substance abuse, and do my best to counter whatever other
            risk factors arise with as many protections as I can muster. We talk. We support. We offer their friends a comfortable and
            accessible place to hang out, and most of all, we listen.
         

         
         After all my research, interviewing, attending substance abuse and mental health conferences, and teaching hundreds of addicted
            kids, here’s what I have learned about preventing substance abuse in childhood and beyond:
         

         
         
            	Humans have used mind-altering substances for thousands of years to ease our angst. If we can help kids manage their emotions and moods without having to resort to self-medication, we can increase their chances of making it to adulthood substance-free. 

            	Children’s brains are cellularly, cognitively, and functionally different from adult brains. They respond differently to drugs and alcohol, and addictive substances do more damage in a child or adolescent brain that
               is still developing than in an adult brain.
            

            	The younger kids are when they start using drugs and alcohol, the more damage they do to those brains. Drugs and alcohol do both short- and long-term damage to the areas of the brain responsible for learning and memory.
            

            	The younger kids are when they start using drugs and alcohol, the more likely they are to develop substance use disorder as
                  adults. Adolescents who start drinking at twelve or younger are nearly four times as likely to develop substance use disorder as people
               who start drinking after eighteen.
            

            	Adolescents are biologically wired to seek out novelty and risk. Effective substance abuse prevention tools take these neurological and cognitive realities into account and capitalize on
               them.
            

            	Effective substance abuse prevention reduces risk factors while amplifying protective factors. The best risk-reduction measures and protections are applied early and are tailored to the whole child, taking their age,
               gender, developmental stage, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, family, and community into account.
            

            	No demographic is safe from substance use disorder. Over the years, the media and popular culture create stereotypes about what type of people are addicted to certain drugs, but the reality is that substance dependence doesn’t care about media stereotypes. Addiction happens in every community, at every socioeconomic level, and every demographic. 

            	Genetics matter, but they are not destiny. Genetics are about 60 percent of the picture, and the rest comes down to environmental factors. While we can’t do much about
               genetics, we do have the power to prevent, intervene, and treat kids for the environmental risks.
            

            	Prevention works. Current data shows a continuing decline in substance use, abuse, and dependence among children and adolescents, and those
               declines are correlated with the rise of evidence-based prevention programs.
            

         

         Before I got sober, I read addiction memoirs to give me hope and show me a way forward. Now that I’m sober, I continue to
            read them because they remind me of all I stand to lose if I start drinking again. But the one book I wanted most was the
            one I could not find, a memoir of substance use disorder and long-term recovery paired with research-backed parenting and
            teaching advice.
         

         
         Once I’d faced my own addictions, I was desperate to learn more about my children’s risk and understand the steps I could
            take to inoculate them against substance use disorder. I am so very, very lucky; I got sober before my life imploded, and
            I’d do just about anything to protect my children from the pain, anxiety, and sadness that come with this disorder. All kids
            are at some level of risk for substance abuse, but research shows that we can not only predict which kids are at higher risk
            due to biological or environmental factors, we can also prevent those kids from taking their first drink or drug.
         

         
         So let’s get to work.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
A Long, Strange Trip
Drugs, Alcohol, and Us

         
         The students I taught over my five years at the inpatient drug and alcohol rehabilitation center for adolescents in Vermont
            would stay from a few weeks to a few months while they learned how to live their lives as sober people. The first days were
            always rough, as the numbness faded away and they had to face, then experience, the uncomfortable emotions and trauma they’d
            been working so hard to forget. I supported that work by making my classroom a safe place to remember. We hardly ever confronted
            their demons head-on; rather, we came at them tangentially, through metaphor and stories.
         

         
         One of their favorite books was Jarrett J. Krosoczka’s graphic memoir, Hey, Kiddo: How I Lost My Mother, Found My Father, and Dealt with Family Addiction, because they identified with the author’s longing for love, stability, and a coherent history. The book recounts Krosoczka’s childhood through words and pictures, first with a heroin-abusing mother, and later in the custody of his grandparents, searching for a father he never knew. 

         
         I asked my students to bookmark moments in the text or illustrations that resonated. Some chose the day Krosoczka goes to
            live with his grandparents; others selected the day he sees his father for the first time and realizes, “He was shorter than
            I imagined him to be.” Then the kids created their own “memoir of a moment,” combining text and pictures to describe a pivotal
            story from their own lives. They wrote what they could, drew when the words came hard, and the back-and-forth between these
            two expressive forms allowed difficult moments in their history to materialize on the page.
         

         
         I watched Mark, a seventeen-year-old boy who had arrived at the rehab just a few days before, stare helplessly at the boxes
            he’d drawn on the page that would eventually contain the words and images of his story. His fingers traced the black lines,
            empty boxes floating in the white space of the page, and he quickly became overwhelmed, desperate for a starting place. Chaotic
            lives beget chaotic memories, not easily confined to neatly drawn lines and square angles.
         

         
         I crouched down beside him and asked him to tell me a story, a short one, just to get started.

         
         “I can’t. There’s too much, and it’s all jumbled up,” he said.

         
         I opened Hey, Kiddo to the pages where Krosoczka reveals to his friend Pat that his mother is addicted to heroin. These facing pages tell a complete
            story in the author’s life, I said. Tell one story, and you’ll discover another, I promised.
         

         
         So goes any attempt to chronicle human history. Truth, or what passes for it, is elusive, subject to the honesty and will of the teller. The story of how any one child moves from first use to substance abuse tends to follow a common trajectory, but the unique devils live in the details of nature and nurture. The story of our country’s relationship to alcohol and drugs is similarly elusive, as it is subject to the bias, perspective, and agenda of the people who get to write it down. In this chapter, I offer my version of these histories. 

         
         
            The First Day

            A few years ago, I watched Chris Herren speak to a couple of hundred high school students about his experience as a former
               NBA basketball player and recovering heroin addict. We were in a school gymnasium, an acoustically challenging space where
               every whisper and rustle and foot tapping on the bleachers reverberates as if it’s amplified. As soon as Herren started speaking,
               however, the room fell silent. The kids were rapt. Some were stunned into silence, a few were weeping or trying their best
               not to cry, and many were shifting uncomfortably in their seats, but all were listening. Chris doesn’t earn their attention
               with horror stories about the day he hit bottom (although his is a doozy). He reaches them because he goes deeper, recounting
               the story of his first drink, and the reasons behind it.
            

            
            “We focus on the worst day and forget the first day,” he tells them, because Chris doesn’t care so much about the horrific
               places addiction takes kids in the end. He cares about the angst that gets them started. The stories we tend to tell about
               the horrors of substance abuse highlight the filth and desperation of an addict’s final days but hardly ever detail the backstory,
               and it’s the backstory that can help us prevent the first drink or drug from happening altogether.
            

            
            In 1975, Denise Kandel and Richard Faust set out to investigate the natural history of substance use and abuse and the “gateway hypothesis,” the commonly held belief that marijuana is the stepping-stone to heroin. While some details of their gateway hypothesis research have been criticized or debunked by more recent studies, they discovered some important patterns that can help us understand how kids progress in their substance use. Kandel and Faust surveyed high school students to discover how substance use begins, what substances they use and in what order, and how use evolves into abuse among adolescents. In their first paper about the survey, Kandel and Faust proposed an “initiation sequence” of gateway or stepping-stone drugs: 1) beer or wine; 2) cigarettes or hard liquor; 3) marijuana; and 4) other illicit drugs. Of the kids who go on to try marijuana, 98 percent started with beer or wine, and progression from alcohol to marijuana can be predicted based on the intensity and type of alcohol consumption. If, for example, a kid starts with beer then moves on to hard alcohol, they are much more likely to move ahead in the progression than a kid who sticks with beer. An important caveat is that just because a kid uses one substance, it does not necessarily mean they are going to progress to other substances. 

            
            Their findings reveal that when kids use nicotine and alcohol they are much more likely to progress to illicit drugs, and
               conversely
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