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A gripping first-hand story of personal triumph and recovery by a wealthy American housewife

who appeared to have it all but who was, in reality, losing life's most important moments in an

alcohol-induced haze.Brenda Wilhelmson was like a lot of women in her neighborhood. She

had a husband and two children. She was educated and made a good living as a writer. She

had a vibrant social life with a tight circle of friends. She could party until dawn and take her

children to school the next day. From the outside, she appeared to have it all together. But, in

truth, alcohol was slowly taking over, turning her world on its side.Waking up to another

hangover, growing tired of embarrassing herself in front of friends and family, and feeling

important moments slip away, Brenda made the most critical decision of her life: to get sober.

She kept a diary of her first year (and beyond) in recovery, chronicling the struggles of finding a

meeting she could look forward to, relating to her fellow alcoholics, and finding a sponsor with

whom she connected. Along the way, she discovered the challenges and pleasures of living

each day without alcohol, navigating a social circle where booze is a centerpiece, and dealing

with her alcoholic father's terminal illness and denial.Brenda Wilhelmson's Diary of an

Alcoholic Housewife offers insight, wisdom, and relevance for readers in recovery, as well as

their loved ones, no matter how long they've been sober.

About the AuthorBrenda Wilhelmson has written for the Chicago Tribune, Chicago Reader, and

Advertising Age's Creativity. This is her first book.Wilhelmson lives in the Chicago

area.ReviewBronze Star Winner in the Autobiography/Memoir category of the 2012

Independent Publisher Book Awards--This text refers to the paperback edition.
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many nights I left a recovery meeting wondering if I really belonged there, I drove to a

bookstore and pulled every drinking-related memoir I could find off the shelves. I didn’t want to

read a depraved story about how low a person could go. I wanted verification that someone like

me was a drunk and needed to stop drinking. I left the store empty handed and bummed. As I

lay in bed that night, the thought Write that book flew into my head.I bought a notebook the

next day and began my first journal entry with the evening I got blackout-wasted and woke up

the next morning knowing I needed to quit. I don’t know why that episode was the lynchpin. I’d

had countless drunks and hangovers just like it. I believe it was just the accumulation of so

many shit-faced nights and sick mornings.I kept writing journal entries for fifteen months as I

worked to stay sober. During that time, I worried about my family and friends, the people who

were appearing in its pages. Many were not going to like what they saw. I didn’t come off well

either. If I wasn’t honest, if I didn’t accurately report the way the world appeared through my

lens, however, my book would be trash, useless to other high-functioning alcoholics I wanted to

connect with. I changed the names and identities of my friends so that only the people

themselves, or others who already saw them as I did, would know who I was writing about. But

my family wasn’t as fortunate. If you know me, you know my family. They were stuck.I finished

my last journal entry on February 8, 2003. I walked over to a chest of drawers in my bedroom,

opened the drawer where I kept the other nine notebooks I’d filled with journal entries, threw it

in, and closed the drawer. My journals sat there untouched for about a year and a half. I didn’t

want to look at them or deal with them until the day (and I don’t remember what day it was) I

felt compelled to start typing my journal entries into my computer. I began rewriting and editing.

I’d work then stop, work then stop. Sometimes I’d stop for days, weeks, or months because life

got busy or difficult, or the journal entries I was looking at were uncomfortable. I’d begin again



when I felt an internal urge to get back to it.Three and a half years later, I completed the

manuscript for Diary of an Alcoholic Housewife. On December 26, 2008, I began blogging it.

Two months after the blog was up, I was vacationing in Puerto Rico with my husband and woke

up in the middle of the night thinking, What the hell am I doing? I’m putting myself and my

loved ones out there in a big way and people are going to be hurt and hate me. I considered

killing the blog when I got home, but people were reading it, and I figured I was helping them.

“If Diary ends up being no more than a helpful blog, I’m good with that,” I decided. That spring,

after hearing from people with drinking problems who contacted me through my blog, I started

looking for an agent. That summer, my friend, Sarah Karon, urged me to let her husband, Paul,

take my book to Hazelden, and Hazelden liked it. So here’s my book.DIARYENTRIES[Friday,

December 6]Shook up a vodka martini and stirred my beef bourguignon. I like my martinis like

James Bond’s: straight up, dry, and with a twist, except my martini glasses—artfully etched with

small decorative rectangles—are triple size. My husband, Charlie, poured himself a scotch on

the rocks.This afternoon I took our sons—Max, ten, and Van, two—to my parents’ for the

weekend because we’re partying. The O’Brians, high school friends of Charlie’s, are coming for

dinner tonight, and tomorrow Charlie and I are going to the Wendts’ because it’s their turn to

host the Bacchanal Dinner Club I started.The doorbell rang. I stopped stirring the bourguignon,

walked through the living room, and waved at Mary and Pat through the leaded glass door of

our 100-year-old arts and crafts bungalow. A bit of martini sloshed over the rim of my glass as I

pulled the door open. A blast of cold air blew in with Mary and Pat. Their sleeping car-seat-

cradled infant dangled from Pat’s arm. He set the baby down on the living room floor, and

Charlie went off to pour Pat a scotch and shake a martini for Mary.“I love your artwork,” Mary

cooed, taking her martini from Charlie and roaming from living room to TV room to dining

room.“Thanks,” I said, pointing out a few impressionistic cocktail party scenes. “Martha painted

those.”“Charlie’s mom was so talented,” Mary sighed. “Yes, she was.”Charlie’s mom, Martha,

died of lung cancer three months ago. Her memorial service was held at a Chicago art gallery

that sold her work, and Mary had attended.“I really miss her,” I said. I lifted my martini toward

one of her paintings. “To you, Martha,” I said and sipped my drink. I looked at Mary. “She was a

hell of a lot of fun.”“I miss my grandmother, too,” Mary said. “She was a ballet dancer. Loved to

entertain. Didn’t bother picking up before her guests arrived—which drove my mother nuts.

She’d move laundry off furniture as people needed to sit down. She always opened the door

with a martini in her hand. You reminded me of her.”“Here’s to your grandmother,” I said. We

clinked glasses and drank. The phone rang, and I headed for the kitchen.I picked up the phone

and heard my friend Kelly, one of my regular drinking buddies, giggle. “Hey Bren,” she

said.“Hey Kel,” I said, throwing ice cubes into my martini shaker.“Whatchya drinkin’?” she

asked“Martinis,” I said, pouring vodka over the crackling cubes.“Don’t forget you’re partying

with us tomorrow.”“Are you checking up on me?” I laughed. I shook the shaker and watched it

grow frosty in my hands.“I want to make sure you’re not overdoing it,” Kelly said.“You are

checking on me. That’s sweet, but I gotta go. See ya tomorrow.”I returned to Mary with the

shaker and freshened her martini. The phone rang again.“God, who’s calling now?” I said and

returned to the kitchen to pick it up.“This is totally stupid,” Liv said, “but Kelly made me call you.”

Liv started cackling. “Kelly wanted me to tell you not to drink too much.” Liv’s voice cut out and

cut back in. “God, I can’t believe it. Call waiting. It’s Kelly making sure I’m calling you.”Charlie

walked into the kitchen and uncorked a bottle of cabernet. “I think we should serve dinner

pretty soon,” he said. Charlie opened the martini shaker, dumped the ice down the sink, and

gave me a fatherly you’ve-had-enough-martinis look.“Sure,” I said.I finished my martini and

served up the beef bourguignon along with homemade blue-cheese-and-apple coleslaw,



bakery baguettes, and wine. For dessert I served lemon tarts. I was pretty buzzed by the time I

dished up dessert and decided to mention I had freeze-dried psychedelic mushrooms in our

basement freezer. I’d purchased the mushrooms two summers ago from Ralph, a whack job

who impregnated my friend Rachel. Charlie and I had the unhappy couple over for a barbecue

and while Charlie was grilling chicken, Ralph informed me that AIDS was a government

conspiracy begun to get rid of Rock Hudson and Andy Warhol. He told me the white lines

trailing airplanes were evidence that the government was dumping toxic waste on us. Later,

Ralph casually mentioned he had mushrooms for sale. I hadn’t tripped in more than thirteen

years and felt a little giddy. I told Charlie about the mushrooms, but he didn’t think buying an

ounce was a good idea. I purchased the mushrooms anyway.I kept the mushrooms on a high

shelf in a little-used kitchen cabinet and waited for the right occasion to eat them. After they’d

been up there a few months, I took them down for an inspection and noticed they were

sprouting mold. I threw them into the deep freeze and hadn’t looked at them since.“Why don’t

we go down and take a look at them?” Pat offered. I took him downstairs and pulled the

’shrooms out from under a large frozen turkey. Pat turned the baggie over in his hands a couple

of times, opened it, and popped one into his mouth. “They’re fine,” he said. I laughed and

popped a mushroom, too.Either Pat or I suggested going for a walk to look at Christmas lights.

Charlie and Mary declined so Pat and I threw on coats and left. I teetered down snowy

sidewalks on four-inch stiletto-heeled boots and, on the way back, slipped and fell hard on my

ass. I remember Pat helping me up, and the next thing I remember is sitting on the living room

couch uncorking another bottle of wine. Charlie was glaring at me. It was three o’clock in the

morning.[Saturday, December 7]Strips of sunshine beamed on my face as the sun streamed

through loosely closed bedroom window blinds. I opened my eyes and pressed my hands to

my puffy face. My cheekbones ached. I lifted my head off the pillow and the room started

spinning. I lowered my head back on the pillow. I was still drunk. Charlie kissed me and started

tugging at my pajama bottoms. I started to cry.“I can’t do this anymore,” I blubbered. “I’m a

wreck. I’ve got to stop drinking.” Charlie rubbed my arm sympathetically.I really didn’t want to

stop drinking, I wanted to control my drinking. But I couldn’t control it. I kept getting

plastered.Once, when I was thirty years old and Max was two, I was sitting alone on the back

deck of my house in Chicago drinking my third vodka on the rocks when I thought, I’m going to

wind up in a program for addicts if I keep this up. Then I laughed and thought, At least I’ll get

out of the house and socialize again. Then I walked into the kitchen and poured myself another

stiff cocktail.I married Charlie when I was twenty-seven and had Max at twenty-eight. I was an

artsy, 115-pound freelance journalist who drank like a 250-pound guy. I wrote for the Chicago

Reader and the Chicago Tribune, and covered the television commercial industry for Creativity

magazine. I got wined and dined a lot while interviewing advertising people and commercial

directors, but I stopped interviewing them in person after Max was born. My interviews were

now done over the phone as I ping-ponged between Max and my computer. Some days I never

got out of my pajamas.Charlie and I moved from a relatively hip apartment in Chicago’s

Ravenswood neighborhood to a house we could afford in a safe, blue-collar neighborhood. The

neighborhood was in the new Little Italy area by Belmont and Harlem. It was peppered with

Italian delis, shady social clubs, and homes with gaudy lamps and plastic-sheathed couches in

front of big picture windows. Much of the landscape gleamed with bright white stones and tiny

manicured shrubs. Elmwood Park was next door. Whenever a mafioso got whacked, chances

were he lived in Elmwood Park.Five days a week Charlie took the train downtown to an office

where he edited a trade magazine about telephone directories. I worked at home, took Max to

parks and museums, and felt guilty about whatever I was doing. When I was writing, I felt guilty



about not playing with Max. When I was playing with Max, I felt guilty about not writing.

Mountains of dirty laundry piled up. The kitchen sink brimmed with dirty dishes. There was a

layer of dust everywhere. When I reached my filth limit I’d clean, all the while muttering

expletives about having to waste my precious time on banal tasks.I started having a glass of

wine or two when I cooked dinner. It was my treat for pulling off another day. Soon I was

drinking two, three, four glasses of wine, and Charlie would come home and we’d finish off the

bottle I started and uncork another.My cousin, Mike, began coming over and hanging out with

me in the afternoons. Mike lived fifteen minutes away and was working on his doctoral

dissertation in economics. His days went something like this: lumber out of bed around ten

thirty, ease the hangover with greasy eggs and bacon, work on his dissertation until four, and

drive to my house for cocktails. Mike wasn’t a wine drinker and I wasn’t a beer and bourbon

drinker, so we compromised on vodka.I drank vodka martinis when I ate out and went clubbing

because I thought they gave me a Bette Davis kind of glamour, plus the buzz was great. They

soon became my at-home drink. Mike and I would polish off half a bottle to three-quarters of a

bottle of vodka. Charlie would come home and find us dancing with Max to Concrete Blonde, or

lolling in the backyard baby pool, or laughing our asses off about something stupid. Charlie

would shoot me dirty looks and I’d ignore him.Max and I went to a Moms & Tots class on

Tuesday and Thursday mornings. We’d sit in a circle on the floor, and Miss Lisa, eyes painted

in frosted blue, stretchy stirrup pants on her legs, would start with calendar time. Max would

squirm out of my lap, I’d lasso him back, and this went on and on through story time. Miss Lisa

would pop in a cassette tape, and we’d all attempt to dance and sing “The Hokey Pokey.” I’d

shake Max’s left foot, jiggle him about; he’d never do it on his own. Then Max and I would sit at

a junior-sized table for art. The moms would cut and paste together Halloween bats, Santa

heads, and apple trees, and coax their children to scribble on them.“Max made this?” Charlie

would ask when he saw an art project hanging on the refrigerator. “Uh, yeah, sorta.”One night,

while I was cooking, Mike was sitting on a bar stool at my kitchen island when he noticed my

Moms & Tots class photo tucked behind a candy dish. He started laughing. “All these domestic-

looking moms and then there’s you. Here comes trouble.”The picture was taken a few weeks

into the Moms & Tots session. Most of the moms were wearing Bermuda shorts and crisp

blouses or dowdy T-shirts, and they were holding smiling children. I was wearing frayed cut-

offs, a Banana Republic tank, and balancing a crying Max on my hip.Marie, a pretty Brooklyn

native with enormous auburn hair, was someone I’d targeted as a possible friend at Moms &

Tots because she was funny as hell. We were coloring fall leaves at our tiny art tables one day

when Marie griped, “I can’t tell the difference between my canned tomatoes and store-bought

ones, but Sal won’t eat gravy with store-bought.” A wave of commiseration went up, and I

learned most of the other moms were preserving homegrown tomatoes in their summer

kitchens: second kitchens in their basements where they baked lasagnas and eggplant

parmesans all summer long so they wouldn’t heat up the house.“My husband once tasted a

pot of sauce I was making and threw it out the back door because I was using store-bought,”

Tina said.I scanned the faces of the women to see if they were joking, and they were nodding

their heads except for Vicky, a pretty Puerto Rican, who shot me a thank-God-we’re-not-them

look.Vicky and I got to be chummy. She invited Charlie and me to her New Year’s Eve party

and I gladly accepted. Charlie and I pulled up in front of Vicky’s modest ranch house and

parked. “This is it?” Charlie asked with a chuckle. Every square inch of their snowy lawn was

covered with light-up Santas, reindeer, giant snowmen, candy canes, carolers, and

gingerbread men. It looked like they’d cleaned out every hardware store in the area. The house

next door was the same. We shielded our eyes from the bright lights and rang the bell. Vicky’s



husband, Lou, answered. He was a butcher and body builder. He pumped Charlie’s hand up

and down. “Did you see the lawn next door?” he asked, shaking his head. “Every time we put a

decoration out, that guy puts another one up. It’s like it’s a contest or something.” Lou led us to

the basement. The basement floor was carpeted in a lush deep-pile. The heads of timber

wolves, mountain lions, and bear looked out from dark wood paneling.“Wow!” I gasped.Lou

clapped Charlie on the back and led him from a snarling bobcat to a stately buck. Vicky

grabbed my arm. “Do you know what it’s like to have to vacuum and dust down here? It’s a

nightmare.”The four of us padded across the expensive carpet to the bar. Five muscle men in

tight-fitting shirts were sitting there with their pretty women. Lou introduced us and poured us

stiff drinks. The men continued talking about their BMWs and Mercedes. Lou slapped one on

the back and laughed. “Alex here’s got a house in Barrington the size of an airplane hangar.

Better watch it, mafioso.”Alex smiled sheepishly. He turned his doughy face to his blond

glamour girl, and she shot him a cold smile.Charlie and I drank heavily. We rang in the New

Year and quickly left.Spring approached, and by that time Mike and I’d been partying for almost

a year. Charlie finally reached his limit.“This is not what I want,” he blurted one night after Mike

left. “I don’t want to come home to a tanked wife. Your cousin is here all the time.” Charlie

flicked his hand disgustedly at the door. “You have to do something.”I could see Charlie’s point,

but what a buzz kill. I’d already had my backyard epiphany. My hangovers were getting hellish,

so I nodded in agreement. When Mike called the next afternoon, I told him about my

conversation with Charlie and suggested cutting our happy hours down to once or twice a

week. Mike wasn’t thrilled, but what could he do?I began drinking in moderation by myself.

When Mike showed up, we hit the booze hard. One morning, after Mike had been over, I woke

up feeling like I’d done serious damage to myself. Every molecule in my body was vibrating,

and it felt like someone had split my skull with an ax. I couldn’t think. Charlie’s friend, Sean, had

recently gone to a posh rehab out west and sobered up with an aging rock star. He went to

meetings, took up running, and looked great. Jim, another alcoholic high school buddy of

Charlie’s, had been sober ten years. I didn’t want to spend money on rehab or tell my

insurance company I was an alcoholic, so I picked up the Yellow Pages, sat down at my kitchen

island, and dialed a number for recovery meetings. A woman answered and I began

blubbering.“Ma’am,” the woman said. “Ma’am, this is the answering service. If you just give me

your name and number, I’ll have someone call you back.”I choked out my phone number and

hung up. Ten minutes later, the phone rang.“Hi, this is Maggie—from the recovery program,” a

woman said. I started crying again. “Did you call the program?”“Yes,” I croaked.“Do you think

you might have a drinking problem?”“Uh-huh.”“If you want, I could tell you a little about

myself.”“Okay.”“My husband died and I was left with four small children,” Maggie began. “This

was a number of years ago. I felt very sorry for myself, very, very sorry for myself for having to

raise four children on my own. That’s when I started drinking.”“You had good reason,” I sniffed.“I

didn’t know how I was going to raise those kids,” Maggie continued. “I didn’t want to think about

it, so I started drinking as soon as I woke up and kept it up until I went to bed. I wasn’t cooking,

wasn’t cleaning. The kids were taking care of themselves. My oldest son was getting everybody

off to school. He hated me. Then somebody, I think it was a neighbor, called the Department of

Children and Family Services.”I stopped connecting with Maggie and thought, Rotten mother.

Loser.“Blah, blah, blah,” went Maggie. “That was twenty years ago and I’ve been sober since.”“I

don’t drink during the day,” I told Maggie. “And my drinking doesn’t interfere with my work or

being a good mother. So, I don’t know.”“There’s a meeting tonight at the United Methodist

Church,” Maggie said. “I could meet you there.”“Uh, okay,” I said. I wrote down directions and

hung up. “Shit!” I said and sat at my kitchen counter staring off into space. I called my father at



work. He answered the phone and I began blubbering again.“I called a recovery program.”“You

did what? Well. Good for you.”One of my dad’s nicknames for me was Bernice. Bernice was my

fall-off-the-barstool alcoholic aunt. I called my dad Norman. Norman was Bernice’s mean-as-a-

snake alcoholic husband. My dad and I partied a lot together. When I was twenty, I quit college

for a year to figure out what I wanted to do with my life and went to work for my dad thinking I’d,

perhaps, take over his printing company. I packed up my stuff at Northern Illinois University and

moved back into my parents’ house near Chicago. Every morning my dad and I would get into

his car, pick up his friend Jack, who worked in the same building, and drive downtown. At the

end of the day, we’d hop back in the car and stop for happy hour at a rib joint named Bones.

We’d hook up with one or two of my dad’s customers or suppliers, and my dad and his buddies

would down manhattans like kids drinking Kool-Aid. I’d drink Heineken and do my best to keep

up. Holding your liquor was a badge of honor with these guys. Thank God there was a large

buffet table of hors d’oeuvres.“If you’re gonna drink, you gotta eat,” my father told me. “Your

grandfather always said that. You gotta lay a foundation. The skinny drunks who don’t eat, the

booze kills ’em.”My grandfather died of a stroke when I was twenty. One day he fell in the

bathroom and my grandmother couldn’t get him up. An ambulance whisked him to Illinois

Masonic Hospital in a coma-like state. My grandfather, hooked up to a ventilator for the next

several days, swatted at invisible spiders and rats in delirium tremens. A week or so later, he

died.My father handed me a cocktail rye he’d smeared with chopped liver. He popped one into

his mouth and said, “One more drink and we’ll go.”My friend Ecklund, whom I’d been partying

with since high school, called me one post-happy-hour evening and started yelling at me.

“What the hell, Brenda?” he ranted. “The last few times I’ve called you, you’ve been wasted by

six thirty!”I was hung over all the time. One morning, as we drove to work, my father had to

stop the car three times so I could vomit on the side of the road.“You drank too much

yesterday,” he said sternly.“I’ve got a little bug,” I said, wiping my lips. “I’ll be fine.”After a year, I

enrolled at Roosevelt University’s School of Journalism in Chicago. I moved into an apartment

with my friend Audrey, waited tables part time, and, for the most part, saved getting loaded for

the weekends.At that moment, on the phone with my dad, I told him, “I don’t think I have the

guts to meet Maggie and go to that meeting tonight.”“You want me to go with you?”“You’d go

with me?”“Probably wouldn’t hurt,” he said. “I don’t need it, but I’ll go with you.”My dad picked

me up and parked his car by the side door of the church. A woman with graying hair was

standing next to it, smoking.“Are you Brenda?” she asked as my dad and I walked up.I

introduced my father to Maggie and the three of us walked downstairs to a lounge area where

roughly fifteen people were seated in a circle. All of the dilapidated chairs were occupied.

Someone got us metal folding chairs, and my father and I sat next to each other. Maggie took a

chair directly opposite us. A thin, older woman with reading glasses perched at the end of her

beaky nose rang a bell. “Is this anyone’s first time at a meeting?” she asked. My father and I

raised our hands. “Welcome,” she said, and everyone clapped. People took turns reading out of

a recovery book, and the chairwoman announced that the members were going to take turns

telling their addiction stories for the benefit of my dad and me. The first woman to speak had

burned down her house in a drunken stupor. The man sitting next to her had gone to prison for

vehicular homicide while driving drunk. A guy sitting a little further down went on benders and

regularly woke up in a pool of his own urine.“Hi, I’m Jerry,” my dad said. “I probably drink too

much, but I run a successful business and my drinking doesn’t interfere with my work.” He

patted my knee. “I’m here for my daughter.”“Hi,” I said nervously. “I’m Brenda. I’ve been drinking

too much. That’s why I’m here. But I’m just going to listen tonight.” Maggie had told me I could

say that if I didn’t want to speak.After the meeting I thanked Maggie, and she asked me to



meet her at another meeting the following night. Feeling cornered, I agreed. My dad and I

walked to the car, and once inside, he patted me on the back and said, “You’re on your own.

These people are Skid Row.”I met Maggie in the basement of a Catholic church the next night.

“You should get a sponsor,” she told me afterward. “A sponsor is someone who helps you stay

sober. I can be your temporary sponsor if you want, but take your time and pick someone, a

woman you connect with.”I didn’t pick anyone. I went to one meeting a week and drank

substantially less for the next two months. Things were working out, I thought, then one night,

while I was filling my Styrofoam cup with coffee at a meeting, someone tapped me on the back

and asked, “Do you have a sponsor yet?” It was Pam, an attractive woman with long brown hair

and perfect teeth.“No,” I answered.“I’ll be your sponsor.”“Okay.”Pam was a stay-at-home mom.

She was two years younger than me and her daughter was two years older than Max. They

lived with Pam’s parents. Pam and her mother got along like two tomcats in a duffle bag. I

called Pam every day—because she insisted—and her mother usually answered the phone.

“Pam!” she’d scream. “Pam! Pick up the phone!” She’d chuck the receiver, clunk, clunk, clunk,

onto the kitchen table, and I’d hear footsteps, arguing, more footsteps, then Pam would answer.

Pam’s mother would continue talking to her in the background while Pam tried to talk to me

until Pam would scream, “You know I’m on the damned phone! Shut it!”Pam moved in with her

parents after her husband died. The night Pam’s husband, Vito, died, he’d been out drinking,

pulled his car into the garage of their town home, shut the garage door with the remote control,

and passed out with the car running. When Pam went to get her car out of the garage the next

morning, she found Vito slumped over his steering wheel.Pam and I began working out

together. We went out to lunch. We took our kids to the park. And I quit drinking. But each

meeting I went to confirmed my belief that everyone else’s drinking was way worse than

mine.“My dad bought a Porsche,” a twenty-year-old goombah with slicked-back hair and crotch-

hugging jeans laughed. “I got drunk, took the keys, got it up to 110, 120, slowed down to take a

corner, and BAM! This tree jumps out in front of me. I was in the hospital all fucked up for

weeks.”A middle-aged biker with a potbelly leaned back in his chair and scratched his face.

“You think that was bad? I totaled my Harley and was in a coma for a month. Got a plate in my

head.” He tapped his skull with his fingertips. “Don’t know what the fuck happened I was so

fucked up.”I cleared my throat when it was my turn. “About a week after I started coming to

meetings, I wanted to drink,” I began. “I didn’t have any liquor in the house, but I had half a

bottle of cooking sherry. It tasted like shit, but I drank it. How sad is that?”“Shit,” the guy sitting

next to me said, adjusting the strap on his eye patch. “I loved cooking sherry. Drank it all the

time at my sister’s ’cause she’d hide the booze whenever I came over.”I started going to a

women’s meeting on Saturday mornings to see if I’d fit in better there. The meeting was more

cerebral, and the women talked about their feelings a lot. I noticed a blonde named Kim who

was well dressed and appeared to be normal. She was my age, a mom, and she seemed to

have her head screwed on right. Then Kim told her story. She said she was divorced and that

she and her ex-husband, a rich commodities broker, had been heavily into cocaine. Their

wedding had been a coke fest, and their expensive apartment had become a flophouse for line-

snorting friends. Then along came a baby.“I can still see her toddling around the apartment,

her diaper dangling between her knees because I was too busy snorting coke to change her,”

Kim said.Piece of shit, I thought angrily. I did not want to get to know Kim.Other women at the

meeting started to irritate me, too, like The Crier. The Crier was a lesbian who’d purchased a

two-flat with her girlfriend, then her girlfriend dumped her. The Crier lived on the second floor of

the building and her ex lived on the first floor with her new girlfriend.“I asked them,” The Crier

sobbed one morning, “very nicely … to turn down their music … but they wouldn’t. It was late



at night. I just laid in bed … and cried … all night.”The following week, The Crier blubbered

about a fight she and her ex had had over landscaping. A week after that, the tears were

streaming because her ex had snickered when she walked past.Charlie and Max and I left for

my mother-in-law’s summer cottage the following weekend. As we pulled into the Michigan

cottage on Friday night, Martha was drinking a vodka martini on her front porch. We brought

our bags into the house and Charlie had a martini with Martha while I unpacked. We went out

to dinner, and Charlie and Martha drank a bottle of wine while I had club soda. I put Max to bed

and read him stories that night while Charlie and Martha had nightcaps on the front porch.As

usual, the cocktails came out at five the following night. Charlie took his tinkling beverage to the

backyard and opened the grill. He grabbed a small bag of charcoal and dumped half of it onto

the grate. I walked over as he doused the briquettes with lighter fluid.“You know,” I said. “I’m

sick of not drinking.”Charlie looked at me with raised eyebrows and I began telling him one sad-

sack drunkard’s story after another.“I’m not like those people,” I said. “I developed a bad

drinking pattern and I broke it.”Charlie lit the coals. Whoosh. “You want a drink?”“Yes.”Charlie

left and came back with a martini for me. It tasted fabulous.I stopped going to meetings, and

Pam didn’t bother to call me. She’d gotten mad at me before I went to Michigan, and we hadn’t

spoken for several days. Pam had taken me to a recovery dinner where there had been a

countdown. “Does anyone have twenty-five years of sobriety? Twenty-four years?” and so on. I

stood up at the three-month marker and everyone clapped. They did that for everyone. When I

sat down, Pam began to grouse about her pot-smoking sister.“She really needs a recovery

program,” Pam said.“Why?” I asked. “I smoke pot once in a while.”Pam looked at me shocked,

then angry. “You just stood up and said you were three months sober!” she growled and stalked

off. That was eight years ago.My drinking was under control for a while. I had a glass of wine

here, a martini there. Then I began having a bottle of wine one night a week, then two nights a

week, then three. I began having martinis before my bottle of wine. Five years after I’d ditched

the program, I got pregnant with Van and stopped drinking for the first seven months of my

pregnancy. During the last two, I allowed myself two glasses of wine per week. Van nursed for

six months and I kept to a ration of three or four glasses of wine per week. But when Van left

the breast, I picked up drinking where I’d left off, which meant getting buzzed five or six nights

out of the week.By this time, we’d moved to a north shore suburb of Chicago for its great

school district and charming historic downtown. I made friends with other stay-at-home moms

and, to them, my life looked great. They didn’t know that almost every morning, before I got out

of bed, I asked myself, “What did we discuss at dinner? Who put Van to bed? What pajamas is

he wearing?” to get myself up to speed before I fixed breakfast, drove Max to school, and hit

the health club with my head pounding. Van would play in the Kid’s Club while I lifted weights.

Then I’d take Van to play dates, give Art Awareness presentations in Max’s classroom, write

newspaper articles, meet friends for lunch, all with my head slowly clearing. But by three

o’clock the hangovers were gone, by four o’clock I was helping Max with his homework, and by

five o’clock I was shaking a martini.The first martini spread “Ahhhh,” through my entire body.

The second made me feel comfortably numb. I’d drink the first martini, sometimes the second,

before Charlie got home so he wouldn’t know how much I had. When he walked in, I’d shake

up a martini for both of us, finish cooking dinner, and uncork a bottle of wine. We’d sit down to

dinner, and Charlie and I would finish the bottle. I’d clean up and uncork a second bottle. The

next morning, as I pulled milk and eggs out of the refrigerator, I’d check the second bottle’s

contents. Typically it was half to three-quarters gone. Then I’d tell myself, “I’m not going to drink

today.”This morning, since I could barely lift my head off my pillow, Charlie realized he wasn’t

going to get lucky and got up and left me alone. I dozed for a while and woke up needing to go



to the bathroom. I slowly pushed myself up to sitting. A sharp jabbing pain shot through my

tailbone and I limped to the bathroom suffering more intense jabs. I foggily remembered falling

while walking with Pat. Maybe I chipped my tailbone. I slowly descended the stairs—my

tailbone radiating pain—and poured myself a glass of water in the kitchen before shuffling into

the living room. I lowered my butt onto our antique couch, wincing, while Charlie continued to

read the newspaper across the coffee table on our corduroy couch. Pieces of broken glass

glinted on the floor at my feet. I leaned over and began picking up shards. My head felt like a

split cantaloupe. “Someone break a glass?” I asked.“You,” Charlie answered peevishly. “Don’t

you remember? Maybe not. You could barely stand up.”I threw out the glass shards and went

back to bed.About an hour later, Charlie walked into the bedroom. “You want something to

eat?” he asked.“Dry toast,” I said. “And could you bring me the phone book?” Charlie raised his

eyebrows. “I’m thinking I should try a recovery program again. You think I should?”“I think it’s

time you did something.”I nibbled a piece of dry wheat toast, propped up by pillows. I stared at

the unopened phone book on my bed. After twenty minutes, I opened it and dialed. This time I

knew I’d be reaching an answering service, but the woman who answered was in recovery

herself.“I live near you,” the woman on the line said. “There are lots of meetings in your town.

Just …”“I don’t want to go to meetings in my town,” I interrupted.“There’s one twenty minutes

away this afternoon at six o’clock. I could meet you there.”“Uh, the thing is,” I said,

remembering the Wendts’ dinner party, “I’m supposed to go to a dinner party at seven with my

husband. I don’t want to go. I’m so hung over. But this has been on my calendar for

months.”“Why don’t you cancel? Say you’re sick. It’s the truth.”“I can’t,” I said. I told her about

my dinner party last night and the calls from Kelly and Liv. “They’d know I was just hung over.”“I

think you should go to a meeting.” “I’ll go tomorrow. What’s going on tomorrow?” The woman

told me there was a meeting at ten the next morning.I spent the rest of the day in bed

vacillating between going to the dinner party or going to a meeting. Charlie was no help. “It’s up

to you,” was all he said.By five o’clock I felt vastly better. I decided to put on a good face, go to

the dinner party, and drink for the last time. I’d hit a meeting tomorrow. I got in the shower and

slowly pulled myself together.Charlie and I arrived at the Wendts’ at seven fifteen. The house

was all lit up for Christmas. Tom took our coats and walked us back to the family room/kitchen.

Liv, her husband, Reed, Kelly, and her husband, Joel, were already there. Wendy was shaking

up hundred-proof Absolut chocolate martinis. Kelly elbowed me in the ribs.“How ya feelin’?”I

shrugged. “Better than before.”Wendy walked over and handed me a martini.“Bren here’s

feeling a little hung over,” Kelly told her.“Oh,” Wendy said. “This’ll make you feel better.”I sipped

it gingerly. It tasted dangerously good. Wendy walked away to check on her standing rib roast. I

scanned the countertops and tables for appetizers.“Where’s Wendy hiding the hors

d’oeuvres?” I asked.“There aren’t any,” Liv answered with a grimace. I raised my eyebrows. Liv

laughed. “I know. And hundred-proof martinis. I’m switching after this.”“No shit.”I finished my

martini quicker than I thought I would and poured myself a glass of wine. Wendy hovered near

the oven and basted her roast. I’m not sure how much I consumed by the time we sat down to

eat at ten o’clock, and I’m not sure how I got home, but I know at some point I told my

girlfriends I was giving up drinking for a while after tonight. “I need to take a break,” I told them.

[Sunday, December 8]I spied the meeting address on a rundown office building downtown. I

tried not to think about where I was going, which wasn’t too hard since my alcohol-soaked

brain was running slow. I parked the car and entered the building. I stood near a stairwell and

listened for voices but didn’t hear any. A man walked in behind me, and I followed him down to

the basement and into a room packed with people. I took a seat in the back. Just like eight

years ago, the meeting opened with literature reading and I kept thinking, I can’t believe I’m



here, I can’t believe I’m here. Then a guy named Ted began telling his story.“Hi, I’m Ted, drug

addict/alcoholic. I’m fantasizing about killing my fucking wife, my soon-to-be ex-wife. That bitch

is going to have to live with herself for trying to put a wedge between me and my kids. She took

them away from me and put homophobic thoughts in their heads. I saw a really bad car crash.

A semi hit a car and as I was driving by I hoped my fucking wife was in that car. Fucking bitch.

That fucking bitch is living rent free in my head. I spend way too much time thinking about her.

She’s going to have to live with herself. But she’s getting everything.”After twenty minutes of

this tirade, the group split into two smaller groups. Half of the people left the room; the other

half rearranged chairs into a cozy circle. I stayed in the room and joined the circle, wishing I

could stay hidden in back. People began introducing themselves as they made comments in a

clockwise fashion. Three-quarters of the way around the circle, it was my turn to speak. “Hi, I’m

Brenda,” I said. Then the tears came. I didn’t even see it coming. I just sat there for what

seemed like an eternity trying to compose myself, then I whispered, “I just can’t believe I’m

here again. I tried this eight years ago.” I motioned for the next person to go.Ted walked over to

me at the end of the meeting and shook my hand. “Welcome back,” he said. “I was a binge

drinker. Didn’t drink for weeks, then I’d go on a bender for days. The program has really helped

me. I’m not even angry at my partner for giving me HIV. He didn’t know he was positive when

he infected me.”“Really,” I said.“Find some good women’s meetings,” he said. “Stick with the

women. You’re a good-looking woman and there are a lot of wolves in the program.” He gave

me a big hug. “Good luck.”Around dinnertime—martini time—I was feeling edgy. I didn’t want to

go to a meeting in town because I was afraid of running into someone I knew, but I was going

to drink if I didn’t get to a meeting, and I knew there was one in walking distance about to

begin. I grabbed my purse and headed to my second meeting of the day. I entered an attractive

building that housed recovery meetings and saw people gathered in a conference room. Two

men, roughly ten years my senior, looked me up and down as I walked in. The meeting started

and as the literature was being read, the guy chairing the meeting handed everyone a copy of

a recovery book. He had us turn to the same page and he began reading one of the stories.

After two paragraphs, he said, “Pass,” and the person on his left began reading the next

paragraph. So it went around the table until we’d read the whole story.The story was about a

writer. She loved gourmet food and wine. She threw a lot of dinner parties. And after her dinner

parties, she drank her guests’ leftover wine as she cleaned up.As I listened to the story, I was

reminded of when I hosted book club last month and purchased a case of good chardonnay for

it. Yummy appetizers filled my coffee table, and I kept my guests’ wineglasses full as we

discussed The Lovely Bones. Most of my book club friends left tanked. That didn’t usually

occur because most of my book club friends are light drinkers, and they don’t top off

wineglasses like I do. Afterward, I cleared dirty plates and glasses, and many of the

wineglasses were a quarter to half full. The wine was too good to waste, so I downed the

remnants while I cleaned. It was the first time I’d ever drunk leftover booze. I hesitated as I put

the first used wineglass to my lips. It felt twisted and wrong, but I drank anyway.This story

about the writer hit me hard. The group split into smaller groups, and people began taking

seats in discussion rooms. I joined one and sat on a couch. Across from me was a high school

boy picking at his cargo pants and gym shoes. He started the discussion group off by talking

about his mother and how hard it was to stay sober while she was drinking like a fish. “She

tries to help my little brother with his homework at night and ends up screaming at him.

Sometimes she throws his books on the floor.”It was like an arrow pierced my heart. I had

scenes like that with Max.I stopped at a literature rack on my way out and picked up a meeting

directory. The vultures who’d been ogling me in the conference room swooped in.“You have to



go to ninety meetings the next ninety days,” Vulture One said.“You have to get a sponsor,”

Vulture Two said.“I could take you to this great meeting,” Vulture One said.“I have a store the

next town over where we could talk about what’s going on with you,” Vulture Two said.“I’m

married,” I said.“You’re too young to be married,” Vulture Two said. “I’m thirty-eight.”“You’re older

than I thought,” said Vulture Two.[Monday, December 9]I got the ninety-meetings-in-ninety-days

advice from several people. The martini bell was going off in my head at five o’clock so I went

to an evening meeting, but I had no intention of doing ninety meetings in ninety days. It just

seemed like a good idea to hit meetings when I’d ordinarily be drinking. I walked into a church

and saw a janitor vacuuming the vestibule. An organist was practicing Christmas carols. The

janitor looked at me and turned off the vacuum cleaner.“Can I help you?” he asked.“Is there a

meeting here?” I asked timidly.“No,” he said looking puzzled.“There’s supposed to be a

meeting,” I said, feeling sweat circles forming under my arms. I looked at the floor. “A recovery

meeting.”“Oh, I bet that’s in the rectory behind the church.”He gave me directions and I walked

outside. A woman about my age with frizzy blond hair and two inches of dark brown roots was

trying one of the church’s side doors.“Are you looking for a meeting?” I asked.“Yeah.”“It’s this

way,” I said, glad to have someone to walk in with.We each took a chair in the packed room

moments before the meeting began. The chairperson asked, “Is this anyone’s first time at a

meeting, or first time at this meeting?” The frizzy blonde and I both raised our hands. The

chairwoman nodded at the frizzy blonde.“Hi, I’m Jean, addict/alcoholic. This is my second

meeting.”The chairwoman nodded at me.“Hi, I’m Brenda.” I swallowed. “I’m an alcoholic. I’m

new and this is my first time here.”A woman sitting next to me asked, “Did anyone First Step

you?” I had no idea what that meant so I shook my head no. The woman looked at Jean. Jean

shook her head no. “We need a First Step meeting,” the woman announced to the

chairwoman.“Who wants to go upstairs and do a First Step meeting?” the chairwoman asked

the group.Eight women and one guy got up and led Jean and me upstairs into what used to be

a bedroom in a former pastor’s house. We sat on folding chairs arranged in a circle and the

regulars took turns telling their drinking and drugging stories. I remembered I’d had a First Step

meeting eight years ago at that meeting with my dad. Tanya, like a woman in my first First Step

meeting, had burned her house down. Todd was an asshole navy drunk. Deidre pointed her

finger at Jean and me and shook it.“Secretly, in the back of your head, even if you’re unaware

of it, you’re planning your next drink,” Deidre said. “And you have to squash that like a bug

before it gets bigger.” Crack! She smacked her hands together. “When you start to think about

drinking, think about somebody else, what you can do for someone else. Get your mind off

you.”A woman sitting next to Deidre said her name was Sophie. She said she was a high-

functioning drunk and a good mother. “My children are grown, but I was very involved in their

schooling,” Sophie said. “I helped with Christmas pageants, was on the PTA, and didn’t drink

while I was pregnant. I actually considered getting pregnant to stop drinking.”I stared at Sophie.

She had just described me. The room was silent, and I realized everyone was waiting for me to

speak.“I love my children with all my heart,” I began. “I have never let my drinking interfere with

being a good mother.” My throat constricted and I couldn’t talk. I waited and breathed deeply.

“But I’ve known, in the back of my head, even though I’ve never admitted it to myself, that the

reason I had my second child—part of the reason—is because I knew it would make me stop

drinking.” I tried to choke back tears. My chest heaved. I put my face in my hands and sobbed.

[Thursday, December 12]I went to a meeting in a nearby town and a woman came up to me

afterward and told me her husband was addicted to Internet porn. “He’s a great guy otherwise,”

she said. “But I feel disgusted and cheated on. I don’t think I can stay married to him.”I scanned

the room hoping someone else would come over, but everyone seemed to be avoiding us like



the plague.[Friday, December 13]I went to another meeting in town, this one in the basement of

a church. There were a lot of people there, many of them strange. One guy was a thalidomide

baby. On the end of his arms were a few pegs where hands and fingers should have been. He

was dressed like a cowboy. Another guy was missing an eye. His sunken socket was made

huge by magnifying eyeglasses. There was a woman named Dora who looked like a hooker.

She was wearing skin-tight patchwork jeans with frayed stitching, a low-cut leopard-print halter

top, and a black sport jacket. During the meeting she got up, lurched around the room dragging

her high-heeled boot heels, and disappeared into the bathroom for fifteen minutes. She lurched

back into the room, slammed her butt down on a metal folding chair, and sat spread eagle.

Sitting across from me was a woman named Gwen. She identified herself as an addict and

kept bending over, her boobs almost falling out of her scoop-neck spandex top.Gwen walked

up to me after the meeting and shook my hand. “I’m not an alcoholic, I’m a pothead,” she said.

“I came home one night when I first got sober and my husband had left this beautiful bud on

the kitchen counter. I got panicky and called my boyfriend. I was having an affair at the time. I

was like, ‘I don’t want to smoke it, what should I do?!’ He screamed, ‘Flush it down the toilet!’

This is a great meeting. I hope you keep coming.”Holy mother of God, I don’t want to hang out

with these people.[Saturday, December 14]Charlie and I went to Wildfire for dinner with Reed

and Liv. I felt very edgy before we left the house, but I was determined to be funnier and wittier

than I was when I was drinking.Wildfire was probably not the best restaurant for me to go to.

Their martinis are excellent and they have martini flights: four flavored mini martinis served all

at once, but martini flights were never a draw for me. Health nut that I am, I didn’t want artificial

colors, flavors, or sweeteners in my booze. Liv had made reservations two months in advance

so we could get in on a Saturday night, and a table was ready for us when we arrived. Thank

God we didn’t have to sit in the bar. We all slid into a huge banquette and I ordered a club soda

while everyone else ordered cocktails. I reminded Liv that I was giving up drinking for a little

while.“You’re not drinking?” Reed said, sipping a manhattan. “How long are you going to keep

that up?”I shrugged. “As long as I feel like it. I’m bored with drinking. I need a change. When I

get bored with being sober I’ll start drinking again.”I scanned the tables to see what other

people were drinking. A lot of people were having soda and iced tea. I was shocked.During

dinner I bantered, joked, told funny anecdotes—but it felt like work. I had to be on all night

because I wasn’t drinking and, damn it, I was going to be the best dinner companion ever. But I

started feeling uncomfortable, like a dullard, when we all hopped into Reed’s car after dinner. I

was always the one to suggest going to a bar or back to my house for drinks and a joint, and

we’d party until Charlie or Liv got sick of it. Tonight, however, Reed drove us home and pulled

up in front of our house at ten thirty.“I can’t remember when I’ve gone home this early on a

Saturday night,” Reed said.“Me too,” I agreed, feeling lame.“I’m glad,” Liv said. “I won’t waste

the whole day tomorrow feeling horrible.”“Suits me just fine,” Charlie said.I washed up and

crawled into bed. Charlie was waiting for me. We did it, him on top and me under a cloud of

boozy breath.[Tuesday, December 17]I went to dinner at Bin 36 with my aunt Alina. Bad, bad

restaurant for me. It’s a new restaurant I suggested eating at over a month ago—which is how

long this dinner date has been on my calendar. When I opened the menu, I was drawn to the

extensive wine list on the right page. The less prominent left page listed the food, and all of it,

appetizers to desserts, had wine suggestions.Aunt Alina ordered a pinot noir flight and the

waiter set a paper placemat in front of her with four circles on it. Each circle had a bin number

written under it. The waiter then placed a half glass of wine on each circle and handed my aunt

a card that described each of the wines. I couldn’t have thought of a better way to torture

myself.“I’m on antibiotics for a sinus infection (true) and can’t drink (never stopped me before),”



I told my aunt.“That’s a shame,” Aunt Alina said.“Maybe a flight wouldn’t hurt,” I said, deciding

to drink just like that.“Oh, you can’t do that,” Aunt Alina said looking quite serious. “Not if you’re

taking antibiotics.”“You’re right,” I said.Aunt Alina and I talked for four hours, and I watched her

nurse her four glasses of wine the entire time. She’d take a tiny sip, set the glass back on her

placemat, a while later take another tiny sip from another glass, place it back on her placemat,

etc. It was killing me. My insides squirmed. When we finished dessert, there was still a little

wine in each of the glasses. It brought back memories of the time I had dinner with my friend

Emily.Emily and I met for dinner at Wildfire this summer. Emily ordered a Cosmopolitan so I

ordered one, too, even though I wanted a pure Kettle One martini free of high-fructose corn

syrup and food coloring. However, I didn’t want Emily thinking I was a lush who loved straight

booze. I drank my Cosmopolitan slower than usual because I paced myself with Emily. When

we both finally finished our last sips and I was about to suggest ordering another, Emily

opened the wine list.“That martini really hit me,” she said.“Yeah, me, too,” I lied. “Should we

order a bottle of wine?”Emily looked at me with a raised eyebrow over her menu.“Let’s just

order by the glass, huh?” I said. “I don’t think we need a whole bottle.”“Definitely by the glass,”

Emily said.We each ordered a glass of chardonnay. I drank mine slowly, again pacing myself

with Emily. I wanted to scream.[Saturday, December 21]Tonight I felt like drinking. I’d gone to a

women’s meeting earlier and decided they were all losers. Whenever I think a woman looks

interesting, she’ll say something like, “I smoked crack while I was pregnant,” or “I steal people’s

lunches at work and make myself get sick in the bathroom.” I don’t want any of these women

for friends.[Sunday, December 22]I had tea downtown at the Drake with my old high school

friends Hope and Audrey. Audrey is the friend I lived with when I quit working for my dad and

went back to college. She is getting married one week from today. She was wearing a knock-

your-socks-off beautiful engagement ring her fiancé had no business buying, she said,

because he doesn’t have any money. Plus he just bought himself a new Cadillac.Audrey was

my wildest, craziest friend in high school. She grew up in a secular Jewish household, sold

quaaludes and pot, dabbled in the occult for a while with her first husband, then, after she

divorced him, turned into an Orthodox Jew. Audrey’s newfound Orthodox community fixed her

up with Nehemiah, her fiancé. Audrey’s first husband was a Pakistani named Peter. They had

two gorgeous dark-skinned sons together, and Nehemiah, perhaps the only African American

Orthodox Jew around, seemed like a good match for Audrey. Audrey and Nehemiah, who lives

in Detroit, started a long-distance relationship eight months ago and Audrey decided to marry

him, move to Detroit, and sell her house in Chicago to buy one in Michigan.“You’re buying a

house in Detroit with the money you’re getting for selling your house here?” Hope asked.“The

kids and I can’t move into Nehemiah’s dinky apartment,” Audrey laughed.“You’re spending your

money, none of his?” Hope asked.“His money’s sunk into his business,” Audrey said. “He

started it two years ago. I checked him out, don’t worry. His rabbi said he’s one of the biggest

contributors to his shul. Everyone loves him.”“The house will be in your name, right?” I

asked.“Of course.”“How old is Nehemiah?” Hope asked.Audrey blushed. “He’s sixteen years

older. He has a daughter from his first marriage who’s slightly younger than me, but he and his

daughter don’t speak, so I guess I won’t be meeting her,” she laughed. “It’s going to take some

time for my boys to adjust to him. He keeps telling me how the boys aren’t going to do this or

that. But it’s not like he’s their father, you know?”“Are you sure you want to go through with

this?” I asked.Audrey shrugged. “Are you ever sure of anything?”“You don’t have to do this,” I

said. “People change their minds all the time.”The waiter placed a three-tiered tray of finger

sandwiches and scones on our table. “I’m sure these are kosher,” Audrey said, reaching over a

ham sandwich and grabbing an egg salad.“Restaurants use Kraft mayonnaise and Kraft is



kosher.” Hope rolled her eyes.We left the Drake, and Audrey said she wanted to go to Victoria’s

Secret. “I need something sexy for my wedding night.”“Aren’t there rules against that sort of

thing?” Hope asked. Audrey ignored her and took a red corset into a dressing room.I whispered

to Hope, “I think there are rules against fucking your fiancé before you get married, too.” Hope

snickered. Hope and I’d caught a glimpse of Nehemiah lying in Audrey’s bed through a cracked

door that morning when we picked her up.Audrey poked her head out of the dressing room

door. “Come here and tell me what you think?”“Sexy,” I said. “It pushes up your boobs and

cinches your waist just right. Buy it.”Audrey’s cell phone rang. “I can’t meet you at the jeweler’s;

I’m with my friends. Uh-huh, uh-huh, okay.” She hung up and threw the phone in her purse. “I

have to meet Nehemiah and take a final look at our wedding bands. It won’t take long. I’ll meet

you guys in an hour. Sorry.”“Nehemiah’s an ass,” Hope whispered to me.Audrey grabbed a

matching garter belt, stockings, and robe and threw them on the counter with the corset. “I’ll

take these.”[Tuesday, December 24]I drank tonight. I don’t really know why, I just felt like it. I

wasn’t craving alcohol or anything. Having a martini just popped into my head and I went for

it.Charlie, the kids, and I went to church for the Christmas Eve service. We were right on time,

which meant we were late and the sanctuary was already packed. People were being seated

on folding chairs in the narthex and we quickly sat on four chairs before the narthex filled and

people began sitting in the hallway. I tried to peek over the heads in front of me at the

pageantry in the sanctuary, but I could see nothing through the window separating the narthex

from the service. Max and Van began whining that they were bored and wanted to go. I

visualized a martini glass in my hand, minuscule ice chips floating on the surface, and me

sipping, the icy burn on my tongue.As soon as we got home, I chucked my coat, checked the

dinner I’d put in the oven before going to church, and grabbed my martini shaker. Charlie

walked into the kitchen. “I’m having a martini,” I said defiantly. “You want one?” Charlie laughed.

“Yeah,” he said. We each had two martinis and split half a bottle of wine. I checked the

basement for more wine but there wasn’t any.[Wednesday, December 25]I woke up without a

hangover, which was nice. I took pictures of the kids opening their Christmas presents and

decided that last night’s little drinking episode was just a slip. Today I was back to no drinking.

December 25 would be a good sobriety date. What a gift to Jesus.We spent the afternoon at

Charlie’s brother’s house and when we walked in, his brother, Chris, offered us eggnog. What

the hell, it was Christmas. I finished the eggnog and had a glass of wine. What the hell, I’d

already consumed alcohol. Charlie’s sister, Liz, gave us a bottle of Veuve Clicquot. As soon as

we got home I stuck it in the freezer, and when it was properly chilled, Charlie and I killed it. I’ll

give up drinking tomorrow.[Thursday, December 26]We celebrated a belated Christmas with

my parents. Every year since Charlie and I began dating, we’ve had Christmas Eve with my

family, Christmas Day with his family, and our little family gets lost in the shuffle. I wanted my

family to have its own tradition this year. I wanted us to go to church on Christmas Eve (that

didn’t work out so well) and have a cozy dinner afterward. I mentioned this to my mother in

early December and she suggested getting together tonight instead of Christmas Eve.Charlie

and I loaded up the car with food and presents and we hit the highway. As we neared my

parents’ exit, I started thinking about the oversized bottle of Woodbridge chardonnay my sister

would probably bring. My father drank hard liquor and beer, so if my sister and I wanted wine,

we had to bring it. My mother, a devout Seventh-Day Adventist, never drank. I figured since I’d

been drinking over Christmas and, technically, we were still celebrating Christmas, I should get

some wine. I told Charlie to stop at the liquor store as we exited the highway. I didn’t want my

last glass of wine to be Woodbridge. I walked into the store and bought two nice bottles of

Oregon pinot noir. When I got in the car, I placed them at my feet. We drove off and a radio



reporter announced that a woman had smashed up her car while driving her family home after

a Christmas party yesterday. Her two children were dead. She and her husband were in the

hospital. High levels of alcohol had been detected in both of their bloodstreams. I glanced at

Charlie. He looked at me and winced. I turned and looked out the window.My mother greeted

us at the door. “I didn’t like being alone on Christmas Eve at all,” she blurted. “I never want to

do this again.”My father appeared at the door with a manhattan in his hand. He gave me a hug

and a kiss. “You want a martini?” he asked.“Yeah,” I said.I drank a stiff martini, then had

another. I probably drank more than one bottle of pinot noir before the night was over, too. On

the way back home I stared out the window at the Christmas lights as Charlie drove. I thought

about the woman who’d crashed her car. I pictured her lying in the hospital bed wishing her

children were alive and she was dead.[Friday, December 27]I went to a meeting after having

dinner with my family. I pulled into a church parking lot and two guys were standing by the door

smoking.“You here for the meeting?” I asked them.“Yep,” one of them answered.“Could you tell

me where it is?”“Downstairs,” the guy answered. He tossed his cigarette on the pavement and

squashed it with his boot. “You can follow me.”We made our way down to a basement utility

room where nine men were sitting around a table. I sat down and smiled. A man sitting at the

head of the table, the chairman, asked if it was anyone’s first time here. I raised my hand and

introduced myself, feeling hugely uncomfortable. A guy nicknamed Red began speaking.
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Babs, “LOVED IT. I'm new into sobriety so wanted to find some memoirs about alcoholism and

particularly for women. I seriously loved every piece of this book. Her honesty about the

difficulty of staying sober, and her feelings towards various friends and family members are

spot on and made me laugh in so many places. "I accepted her apology but was done with

Vivian. Had we been lifelong friends, I would have put up with her crap." In sobriety I'm

learning I can have feeling and take care of myself with no apologies. I also love her views on

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/jZWAo/Diary-of-an-Alcoholic-Housewife-Brenda-Wilhelmson


fellow AA'ers. Being constantly around addicts is a whole new world to navigate. Her recounts

at times are sad yet humorous. Brenda gave an excellent interview to "RenewEveryday.com".

I'm glad to see she's still sober.  An inspiration for me on my journey.  Thanks Brenda.”

Happyslapper, “"God Did For Us What we Could not Do For Ourselves". This book is one

woman's journey from the depths of alcoholism to sobriety. It is an excellent read for old timers

in the program, because it brings one back to "what we used to be like". It relates how, as an

alcoholic housewife, the author drank to get her going (as we say) in the morning, drank when

cooking, and drank at night. Anyone who is a homemaker drinking alone, hiding bottles, just

barely able to stand, speak, cook, and do regular chores should read this book. Ladies are you

questioning your drinking? If you think you may have a problem, then chances are you do.Yes,

the author did make some mistakes in sobriety (like inviting a "gangsta" girl to spend the night

at her home), and hanging out with too many girlfriends who are still drinking. That is a definite

"no-no" when you are new, and should only be done when you have some kind of time sober. I

wonder if her sponsor, Sara, told her that.Brenda does relate her inner feelings to the reader;

like guilt when drinking (a common feeling), and the desire to drink, and feeling like she is the

only one with this disease. And yes, this is a disease, and usually, we find one or more other

family members with this problem. She chronicles her disease and recovery with passion,

insight, and extreme honesty. She admits to "planning a drink", but then mercifully does not.To

any women out there reading this book, I would say, please join us in the fellowship. If you are

not reading this book and are "on the fence" you will see yourself. I did, and it's been 35

years.  We do it One Day at a Time.”

C Miles, “Honest, Witty, & Inpsiring. I purchased this two days ago for my Kindle despite some

of the bad reviews and am glad I didn't let their comments stop me. I just finished reading it

and I thought the author was not only an inspiration, she was brutally honest in revealing her

true thoughts throughout her recovery. The title of the book was what grabbed my attention

because I, too, am an alcoholic and a housewife with two boys. I'm on day 62 of my sobriety

and reading Brenda Wilhelmson's entries of her early sobriety days have resonated with me

well. Her observations about people from the AA meetings, her friends and her family are all

so realistic and in line with my thoughts, too. Some people mentioned in prior reviews that they

thought she was too harsh on others, or rude or whatever. But, if you are a person in recovery,

especially in the early days, you aren't exactly the funnest person to be around and you don't

exactly have the kindest thoughts. I was pretty amazed and shocked at all of the socializing

Brenda did where alcohol was involved, and even though most AA's will tell you it's a bad idea,

I think it's important to remember that Brenda didn't go into the AA thing planning to be sober

her entire life. She realized along the way, little by little, that it was better to just stay the

course. Also, what was she supposed to do with her large circle of friends? Just suddenly

dump them all? That is not realistic.One of my favorite lines in the book was, "That's the

paradox. If people know you're in a recovery program, you're sick, but as long as you're still

partying, you're okay." This, I believe, is why so many people who need AA aren't there.If you

are struggling with alcohol addiction, especially if you are a housewife, this is a must-read. Too

many of us fool ourselves into thinking that just because we get the kids to and from school,

get the housework and cooking done, and hold the fort down we are fine as long as we wait

until 5:00 to start getting drunk. You all know who you are, and so did I for a long time before

finally deciding to do something about it.”



Michelle823, “Good Read. I wasn't sure I would read this book all the way through. It really is a

diary and reads like one. The beginning entries didn't make me care about her but I stuck it out

and it was worth it. I was able to visualize the characters and became invested in her well

being.”

S. D, “A non depressing/scary book on the subject.. A book on this subject (boozing) that

remains light hearted/humorous. Genuine, honest. A brilliant Idea. Helpful for people tackling

sobriety. This is not a story of tragedy - which is common. I enjoyed reading this book and was

very sad when I had finished it.”

S, “Five Stars. This book was a very good read she was very honest about her thoughts and

feelings and family life.”

R Scheffer, “Brilliant and real..... I am really please I bought this book. Easy to read in little

chunks because of the diary style. An honest and real account of what discovering yourself

with an addiction can be like.”

Anna, “Easy reading. Lots of identification.This was an easy book to pick up whenever -not a

gripping nightmare, but truthful and accurate , I identified with her evident growth.”

The book by Brenda Wilhelmson has a rating of 5 out of 3.9. 136 people have provided

feedback.
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