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Introduction: The Weight You Carry

You found another bottle today. Maybe it was in the garage, tucked behind the paint cans. Maybe it was in the back of the closet, wrapped in an old jacket. Maybe it was in the car, shoved under the seat. You stood there holding it, and for a second, you thought about just putting it back. Pretending you never saw it. Adding it to the mental list of things you know but don't say out loud.

I've sat with hundreds of partners who've held that bottle. Wives, husbands, girlfriends, boyfriends. People who never imagined they'd be the kind of person who goes searching for hidden alcohol. People who never thought they'd become so good at lying to their own children. People who can't remember the last time they felt like themselves.

If that's you, I want you to know something right now. You are not crazy. You are not weak. You are not failing at love.

What you are is exhausted. You're living in a house where the rules change every day depending on how much they've had to drink. You're performing a one-person show for friends and family, pretending everything is fine while your insides are screaming. You're making calculations you never wanted to make. Is this going to be a good drunk or a bad drunk? Should I hide the car keys? Do I tell the kids the truth or do I protect them from it? How much longer can I do this?

The weight you carry is invisible to most people. They see your partner at the barbecue, charming and funny, and they think you're lucky. They don't see the bottles. They don't hear the promises that get broken every weekend. They don't watch you lie awake at three in the morning, wondering if this is what the rest of your life looks like.

Here's what I've learned from sitting with partners in their darkest moments. The secret you're keeping is actually a cage you're living in. And the shame you feel, the shame that tells you this is somehow your fault, that if you were just more patient or more loving or more something then they'd stop drinking, that shame is a liar.

Let me tell you the most important thing I know about loving someone with an alcohol problem. You didn't cause it. You can't control it. You can't cure it. These are called the Three C's, and they're repeated in every Al-Anon meeting in the world because they're true and because partners need to hear them about a thousand times before they sink in.

You didn't cause this. It doesn't matter that you gained weight after the baby or that you work too much or that you're not as fun as you used to be. Those are the lies addiction tells. Alcoholism is a disease. The American Medical Association classified it as one in 1956. It's not a moral failing. It's not a choice your partner is making to hurt you. It's a chronic, progressive illness that hijacks the brain and convinces the person suffering from it that they can stop anytime they want, even as they're proving every single day that they can't.

You can't control it. I know you've tried. You've hidden bottles. You've monitored their drinking. You've tried being supportive and you've tried being harsh. You've begged and you've threatened. And none of it worked, not for long. That's not because you did it wrong. It's because you can't control someone else's addiction. You can't love them sober. You can't nag them sober. You can't threaten them sober. They have to choose it themselves, and they have to choose it every single day.

You can't cure it. This one's the hardest because we're told that love conquers all. We're told that if we just hang in there, if we're patient enough, strong enough, faithful enough, things will change. Sometimes they do. Sometimes your partner will hit a bottom so hard they finally reach for help. Sometimes they'll wake up one morning and decide they're done. But you can't make that happen. You can't cure them. And holding onto the belief that you can will destroy you.

So what can you do?

You can protect yourself. You can set boundaries. You can stop enabling their drinking while still loving the person underneath the disease. You can find support from other people who understand what this particular hell feels like. You can start the work of healing yourself, regardless of whether they ever get sober.

You can choose to love them without losing yourself in the process.

That's what this book is about. Not about how to fix your partner. Not about how to make them stop drinking. It's about how to survive this. How to stop the chaos from swallowing you whole. How to protect your children if you have them. How to set boundaries that actually hold. How to find your way back to the person you were before addiction moved into your house and took up residence in every room.

I'm not going to lie to you and say this is easy. It's not. Some of you reading this will choose to stay with your partner through treatment and recovery. Some of you will choose to leave. Some of you will stay but with such firm boundaries that the relationship looks completely different than it did. There's no single right answer. There's only the answer that's right for you, the one that lets you look at yourself in the mirror and know you're okay.

What I can promise you is this. You are not alone. There are millions of partners living with the same secret, carrying the same weight, telling the same lies to the outside world. There are support groups full of people who will understand you in ways your best friend can't. There are therapists who specialize in this. There are evidence-based approaches that can help you reduce your own stress while also increasing the chances your partner will seek treatment.

And there is hope. Not the toxic hope that keeps you trapped in an endless cycle of believing this time will be different. But real hope. The kind that says you can heal whether they change or not. The kind that says your life doesn't have to be defined by someone else's disease. The kind that says you matter too.

Let's start there.
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Chapter One: The Lie You've Been Telling Yourself
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It's not that bad.

You've said this to yourself how many times? A hundred? A thousand? It's just a few drinks after work. It's just beer, not the hard stuff. It's just on weekends. It's just because they're stressed. It's just a phase.

It's not that bad.

Except it is. And you know it is. Because you wouldn't be reading this book if it wasn't.

I worked with a woman once, let's call her Maria. She came to see me after her husband fell asleep at their daughter's dance recital. Not just dozed off, but full-on snoring, head back, reeking of whiskey. The other parents stared. Her daughter came off stage and saw her father passed out in the third row. Maria told me, sitting in my office three days later, that it wasn't that bad because he'd had a rough week at work.

I remember another guy, let's call him Tom. His wife was drinking a bottle and a half of wine every single night. She'd start around five, and by eight she was slurring. By nine she was mean. By ten she'd passed out on the couch. Tom told me it wasn't that bad because she was still functional during the day. She got the kids to school. She went to work. So it wasn't that bad.

Here's the thing. The lie that it's not that bad is the most dangerous lie in addiction. It's the lie that keeps you trapped. It's the lie that prevents you from seeing clearly. It's the lie that makes you complicit in your own suffering.

Why do we tell ourselves this lie? Because admitting how bad it really is means we have to do something about it. It means we have to face the reality that the person we love has a serious problem. It means we might have to make hard choices. It means we might have to tell other people what's happening behind our closed doors. It means we have to give up the fantasy that everything's fine.

And giving up that fantasy is terrifying.

So instead, we minimize. We rationalize. We compare our situation to someone else's and tell ourselves we don't have it as bad. At least they don't drink liquor. At least they don't drink every day. At least they've never hit me. At least they still go to work.

At least. At least. At least.

Let me ask you something. If your best friend called you right now and described her partner the way yours behaves, what would you tell her? If she said, my partner drinks every night until they pass out, would you say it's not that bad? If she said, my partner hides bottles around the house and lies about it, would you tell her that's normal? If she said, I can't trust my partner to pick up the kids because I never know if they've been drinking, would you say she's overreacting?

You wouldn't. You'd be horrified. You'd tell her she deserves better. You'd tell her that's not okay.

So why are you telling yourself it's not that bad?

Here's a gentle but honest self-assessment. I want you to answer these questions. You don't have to show anyone. This is just for you.

Does your partner drink more than they intend to, or for longer periods than they meant to? Do they want to cut down or stop but can't? Do they spend a lot of time drinking or recovering from drinking? Do they continue to drink even though it's causing problems in your relationship? Have they given up activities they used to enjoy because of drinking? Do they drink in situations where it's physically dangerous, like before driving? Do they continue drinking even though it makes existing health problems worse?

Do you find yourself lying to cover for their drinking? Do you make excuses to friends and family? Do you avoid having people over because you don't want them to see? Do you feel like you're walking on eggshells, never sure what mood they'll be in? Have you started hiding money or controlling finances because of their drinking? Are you afraid to bring up their drinking because of how they'll react?

If you answered yes to more than a couple of those questions, it is that bad.

I'm not saying this to make you feel worse. I'm saying it because you cannot begin to address a problem you won't name. You cannot protect yourself from something you're pretending isn't happening. You
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