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PRAISE FOR

10TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

IF YOU LOVED ME YOU’D STOP! What you really need to know when your loved one drinks too much.

“If You Loved Me, You'd Stop!” is an essential read for understanding the science behind alcohol addiction. You'll discover things about yourself and your loved you didn't realize needed to be discovered. Lisa Frederiksen presents this powerful information in a concise, easy-to-understand way. As an adult child of an alcoholic on a healing journey, I learned more from this book than the dozens of clinical books I've read on the topic. It also provides practical coping and healing tactics for all those who love an alcoholic. “If You Loved Me, You'd Stop!” belongs in the library of all adult children of alcoholics and all those who are worried about a loved one's drinking.

—Jody Lamb, adult child of alcoholic and author of 7 Things That Change Everything

This book is outstanding and should be a seminal read for all families. Period. Alcohol plays too large a role in our lives and society and the consequences of untreated alcohol use disorders are too horrific and common for us to lack the understanding of subtle differences between healthy and unhealthy drinking behaviors, disease progression, treatment options, and the stages and lifestyles of recovery.

—Fay Zenoff, Executive Director of Open Recovery

Lisa’s user-friendly book gives the reader hope and a better understanding of how a loved one’s drinking or other drug use disorders turn families upside down and how they may regain their balance.

—Carolyn Younger, MFT, Family Program Director Muir Wood Adolescent and Family Services

Lisa brings 50-years of very personal and heart-wrenching experience to this 10th Anniversary Edition of her fine book. In assisting the secondhand drinker with finding their own recovery, Lisa shares cutting-edge scientific information from the best minds and leading researchers, as well as addressing emotional and mental health dynamics. Lisa will convince you that you aren’t alone, and the best part is she does it because she cares. For anyone wanting to understand secondhand drinking and emerge from its impact, look no further.

—Bill White, MS, LLPC, Founder of Chipur.com

Lisa Frederiksen’s book, “If You Loved Me, You’d Stop!,” is an excellent resource for families concerned about a loved one's drinking. A thorough explanation of the difference between social drinking, alcohol abuse, and alcoholism and how excessive drinking affects the brain is included. Family members will have a much better understanding of their loved one’s drinking habits not to scold or confront, but rather to work towards finding a recovery process that makes sense for them. Lisa’s coined term, secondhand drinking, so clearly puts into focus what a family member goes through as they navigate the choppy waters of alcohol use disorder. With personal anecdotes, research, and tips on how family members can help themselves, this book is a must-read for anyone struggling with their loved one's excessive drinking.

—Cathy Taughinbaugh, Certified Parent Coach, Founder of CathyTaughinbaugh.com

“If You Loved Me, You’d Stop!” belongs in the toolbox of everyone who loves someone with a drinking problem; there is help and hope for a better way on every page. In this handbook for loved ones, Lisa Frederiksen tackles the shame, misunderstanding, and dysfunction, breaking it into manageable bites of understanding and action. Practical, compassionate and real, she explains without excusing and guides without accusing, helping to bridge the chasm between heart and head. Just open the pages and let the healing begin.

—Sandy Swenson, author of The Joey Song: A Mother’s Story of Her Son’s Addiction and Tending Dandelions: Honest Mediations for Mothers with Addicted Children; Founder of MomPower.org.

This book offers extremely powerful information for anyone suffering from a loved one’s drinking – whether that person is an alcohol abuser, alcoholic, or week-end binge drinker. And though she focuses on drinking, her research and concepts can be applied to a loved one with a drug use problem, as well. Helping people understand the science behind drinking problems and toxic stress, which is what can happen to family members and friends, and her tools and tips for reclaiming one’s life are very empowering. A must-read!

—Michael Herbert CASAC, ICADC, CIP, Founder of Recovery Guide

Lisa Frederiksen’s book, “If You Loved me, You’d Stop!,” is a book of hope. It leaves the reader with the understanding that resiliency and dignity can emerge out of facing adversity.

Through her voice of experience coupled with her extensive research, she provides an extraordinary book of knowledge and wisdom that is written in a clear and understandable manner for those navigating the painful path when a loved one is in the grasp of addiction or abuse of alcohol/drugs.

—Elizabeth Holt, Psychotherapist, LPC, ATR-BC, SEP

This is a great book and a must read for anyone dealing with a loved one who drinks too much or has developed alcoholism. Lisa’s extensive research and knowledge of both and the toxic effects they have on family members is presented in a way which is easy to understand. She also includes updated research on adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), childhood trauma, and the correlation they have to someone developing a severe alcohol use disorder and why addressing them is necessary in order to fully recover. The real bonus is she offers practical, everyday tools and resources to help family members learn better ways of coping with a loved one’s drinking behaviors and to improve their own health and quality of life. I have added this book to the list of other books I recommend to my clients who have loved ones suffering from the disease of addiction.

—Rosemary O’Connor, Author of A Sober Mom’s Guide to Recovery: Taking Care of Yourself to Take Care of Your Kids (Hazelden 2015) and Founder of SoberMomsGuide.com

Please read this book. If you have a drinking problem, read the book. If you know or love someone who has a drinking problem, read this book. This book is full of information about alcohol use disorders and secondhand drinking that will help you understand your loved one, as well as yourself. Updated to include the most recent discoveries in brain science and social investigations, it makes clear that it is time to step into recovery and drop the stigma and shame. Truly a “must read” for anyone in the treatment industry, for the families of those in treatment centers, and for those realizing it isn't “just me.”

—Kyczy Hawk, Yoga Instructor, Founder of YogaRecovery.com, and Author of Yoga and the Twelve Step Path, Yogic Tools For Recovery, and a series of word puzzle books combining recovery and yoga.

Reading “If You Love Me, You’d Stop!” opened my eyes to the reality that addiction, whether to alcohol or other drugs, is a devastating, all encompassing, family disease. How I wish I had the knowledge this book would have provided during the height of my son’s addiction. If your loved one has a drinking problem, I urge you to purchase this book. Purchase this book for everyone you know whose life has been affected by someone’s alcohol or other drug abuse. “If You Loved Me, You’d Stop!” is a lifeline full of the newest scientific research that gives you the knowledge base to not just survive your loved one’s addiction but to thrive in finding yourself again.

—MaryBeth Cichocki, RN, Creator of the blog, MothersHeartBreak, Founder of Support After Addiction Death and A Hug From Matt

Lisa Frederiksen has done an impressive job of integrating research and current scientific findings into readable text about addiction and its impact on families – through multiple generations. Everyone working with families traumatized by child abuse/neglect, family violence, and addiction needs to read this book as it links brain development, trauma, and addiction and what we can do. My agency will definitely list this book as recommended reading.

—Rosemary Tisch, M.A., Director, Prevention Partnership International, Program Developer Celebrating Families!™

As a person who needs to see the scientific proof, I appreciated that Lisa’s book provides the latest information about the impacts of alcohol use disorders, ACEs (adverse childhood experiences), trauma, stress, environment, and genetics on brain and mental health. I also appreciated the easy-to-understand manner in which it was presented. The way Lisa wove her personal experiences throughout the chapters to demonstrate the concepts made it relatable, human, and interesting. This is a must-read for anyone whose life has been impacted by alcohol.

—Debbie Hampton, Author, Writer, and Creator of The Best Brain Possible.

…It answers so many questions – Lisa's understanding of alcohol use disorders and the family member's experience – aka secondhand drinking – and the way she presents the latest research in a conversational manner – it's just really a fine piece of work!

—Caroll Fowler, M.A., LMFT, Certified Addiction Counselor, 35 Years Recovery

Reading “If You Loved Me, You'd Stop!” has been a pleasure for me and more importantly, sharing it with two ex-wives of alcoholics, one who was in a 20-year marriage and another in a 10-year marriage. Both said to me, “I asked that very same question a multitude of times and learned that he loved his alcohol more then he loved me.” Through therapy they both have learned to forgive and to hate the disease and not the person.

—Eddie deRoulet, MA, LBSW, LCDC
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WARNING AND DISCLAIMER

The purpose of this book is to provide general information. Every effort has been made to supply accurate information to the reader and to accurately cite and credit sources, but no warrant of fitness is implied. The information provided is on an “as is” basis. It represents reference material only and is not intended as medical advice or a substitute for professional advice, treatment, and/or guidance. You should not use this information to diagnose or treat a health problem or disease without consulting a qualified health care professional or expert. The author and the publisher shall have neither liability nor responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any injury, loss, or damage caused or alleged to have been caused, directly or indirectly, by the information contained in this book. Additionally, the memoir-type pieces interspersed throughout this book are the author’s perspective and remembrance, and she fully appreciates and accepts others may have different perspectives and remembrances of the same events. These memoir-type pieces are shared solely to help frame the larger issues, namely, what happens to the family members and friends when their loved one drinks too much.


Dedicated To

the nearly 80 million Americans whose loved one drinks too much

those loved ones who are struggling themselves

and

my mom and daughters for their courage, strength, love, and support, and their work to help break the cycles.
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IF YOU
LOVED ME,
YOU’D STOP!

What you really need to
know when your loved
one drinks too much.


PART 1

How Things Got So Bad


Chapter 1

“If You Loved Me, You’d Stop!”

How many times have you said, pleaded, or screamed these words – “If you loved me, you’d stop!” – after a particularly nasty bout of drinking by your loved one? How many times has your husband, sister, or daughter promised to stop or cut down…drink no more than two a day…drink only on the week-ends? How many times has your heart been broken by your mom or dad, brother, wife, or son when this time turned out to be just like all of the times before?

Those of us who love someone – a relative or friend, a grandchild or grandparent, a girlfriend or boyfriend – whose drinking has become an all-consuming problem in our own lives will likely have spent years trying to fix things. That’s why we’d pick up a book with a title like this one. We are desperate.

I understand. I was desperate too.

I was desperate for an answer to the question I’d churned over and over in my mind for years: “Why? Why if they love me, why won’t they stop the drinking that’s ruining our lives?” I’d been so sure that if I could just find the answer, if I could just use their love for me as leverage, I could make them stop. Or I could at least get them to limit their drinking to a level I considered acceptable.

I believed, like tens of millions (yes, tens of millions!) of wives, husbands, parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, children, and significant others who love someone who drinks too much that I had the power to help my loved ones get a grip on their drinking. I believed I had the power to return our lives to normal. And so, I’d spent years trying to roll back the present to a time past – a time that had started out so happily – until I was consumed with anger and frustration, as each “last time” became the new next.

And “I” Slowly Disappeared

The more my loved ones drank or broke their promises not to drink or to cut back on their drinking, the more vigilant I’d become. I knew the next “fix” would be the one that would finally work. When that didn’t happen, I would step up my efforts – nagging, pleading, fixing, denying, arguing, crying, pouting, rationalizing, and so on. My common theme was, “If you loved me, you’d stop!”

I honestly believed that if I just managed our household more efficiently or went along with their excuses (or made up my own) or believed their promises or _______________ (fill in the blank, I’m sure I tried it), then my loved one would quit drinking so much and our lives would finally be happy. When those attempts failed, as they invariably did, I’d step up my vigilance to manage the next inevitable crisis as a way of wresting control of the situation. And, in a complex life of marriage, jobs, children and children’s school/sports/and after school activities, ex-spouses, in-laws, friends, and family, there was an endless source and variety of crises and drama.

As I would come to understand decades later, focusing “over there” on other people, allowed me to deny the underlying problem right in front of me – alcohol – my loved ones’ use and my reactions to their use. And it wasn’t just my reactions. It was also the reactions of my other loved ones (children, parents, grandparents, siblings) to the drinking…or their reactions to me because of the way I behaved when they were drinking…and then my reactions to their reactions…and then their reactions to one another! All of it creating a vicious cycle of bad reactions that allowed the crises and drama to continue unchecked for years.

For you see, I was unknowingly living in the dangerous world of “enmeshment.” In that world, I had absolutely no concept of boundaries. I didn’t know where “I” ended and “someone else” began. In my world, the “I” and the “someone else” were one and the same. This made it impossible to have a straightforward, mature relationship with clear, healthy boundaries, let alone understand what in the heck a “boundary” was supposed to be.

Instead, my identity was thoroughly entangled in the notion that it was my job to make sure others were happy, toed the line, and succeeded at work, in school, and life in general. It was my job to see the world as my loved ones saw it or to make sure they saw it the way I did. I’d reduced my world to rigid absolutes – good or bad, right or wrong, the truth or a lie, you’re with me or you’re not.

With absolutes, there was a target, an objective; something that could be argued and fought for until a “winner” and a “loser” could be declared. And, by gosh, I was going to win this battle over my loved one’s drinking because my whole being was caught up in the notion that we had to agree on the “truth” of what was going on. And if we didn’t, then it was up to me to try harder, be smarter, accommodate more, and move faster to fix it so we could.

In the end, “I” disappeared…numb, scared, confused, sad, resigned, angry, fed-up… which brings me to my loved ones.

Meet My Loved Ones, “Alex”

As I would later understand, I’d had several loved ones over the years, both friends and family, male and female, whose drinking affected my life on deeper levels than I realized. To protect their privacy, I will not be speaking about any specific loved one in particular, with one exception – my mom (for reasons you’ll soon read). Rather, I will use a composite. My composite’s name is “Alex” (or loved one), and I will use the pronoun “he” for simplicity’s sake. At times, I will refer to them all collectively as “loved ones.”

But Alex is a composite, and the scenarios I attribute to Alex in this book are drawn from assorted experiences I had with one or more of them at various times over the years. These experiences were the result of their drinking behaviors – the things they said or didn’t say and the things they did or didn’t do when they drank too much. And it wasn’t just their behaviors while they were drinking. It was their behaviors before and after they’d had too much drink, as well.

These drinking behaviors included things like:

•countless broken promises to stop or cut down

•driving under the influence (DUI), arrests for drunk driving

•health and/or financial problems

•being loving and friendly while drinking and then cold and distant the next day

•deflecting, minimizing, denying the problems caused by drinking

•lost friendships

•handling a gun while under the influence

•bankruptcy

•“disappearing acts”

•insane circular arguments about what constituted “drinking too much”

•passing out on the couch long before bedtime

•school, family, and work problems

•verbal abuse

•even physical intimidation and violence.

For each item on this list, I could recount dramatic scenes, countless tears, and sleepless nights. Perhaps you’ve witnessed some of these kinds of drinking behaviors in your own loved ones.

I’ve often wondered if I would still be tolerating Alex’s drinking behaviors had I not gotten the kind of help I did nor discovered the 21st Century research that’s revolutionizing what we now know about the human brain and drinking problems. Based on the stories shared with me by my clients, readers who comment on my blog posts or call me with questions, and family members of loved ones in treatment at the centers where I’ve lectured over the years, it is very likely that I would. Fortunately for me, there was a defining moment…

Alex Decides to Get Help

It was 2003 – the year of my 50th birthday. I will never forget following Alex up a steep flight of stairs into a small, cramped waiting area. He was checking himself into a residential treatment program for alcoholism. Finally! I thought.

Finally! I would be proven right – his drinking really was a problem. Finally! Someone else would take over my job of trying to get him to stop. Finally! Alex would get fixed, all would be well, and life could return to normal. But nowhere in that “finally” was I thinking, “Finally – I’m going to start my own recovery.”

In short order after Alex’s admittance to the treatment center, I was labeled a codependent and an enabler and told that I needed to get help for myself. “What? Me?! You can’t be serious. I don't need help – it’s Alex who has the problem,” I’d argue. “And what in the world do you mean I’m an enabler, a codependent? I’m just trying to keep everything that’s falling apart somehow together!”

I was told alcoholism was a disease, as were other drug addictions. I really balked at that one. “Cancer is a disease,” I would argue, “all they have to do is put down the bottle!” And I was told alcoholism (and addiction to other drugs) was a family disease. “Oh brother, you’ve got to be kidding!” I’d grumble to myself.

But I was also done! Done! Done with what, I didn't know. But I knew something had to change. I was done…after seemingly thousands of broken promises and zillions of crazy-making arguments over issues I’d thought resolved or considered so picky I couldn’t figure out why I was talking, let alone arguing, about them – again! I was done…after countless times of being accused of things I hadn’t said or done and then being wrapped in the warmth of his heart-felt apology the next day, only to be accused of those very same things a month later! I was done…after years of trying to protect and shield my children from Alex’s and my behaviors – behaviors that made no sense because we were fighting a losing battle and didn’t understand the reasons why. I was done…after loaning Alex money, overlooking his promise to be home by midnight, or convincing myself it was just a “little white lie”…after countless hours defending myself against accusations, such as “What, don’t you trust me?” or “If you’d just stop nagging – it’s not that big of a deal” or “Can’t a guy stop by a bar with his buddies after work?” or _____________ (fill in the blank – likely you have experiences similar to mine). After all of that, I was so broken, so tired, so despondent, and oh so very frustrated, angry, and bitter. I was done!

You see, by 2003, it had been decades of this craziness because, as I explained, it was not just one but many Alexes with whom I’d been having these exchanges. Over the years, I had moved so many, many boundaries established in fits of threats, “Never again or I’m leaving!” …Or in moments of remorse on Alex’s part, “I’m so sorry. I don't know what happened. I didn’t mean to. I promise, it will never happen, again.” …Or in desperation on my part to make it work because I didn’t want to face what it meant if it didn't.

But by 2003, I was finally ready to concede that my way was not working.

Fortunately, I took to heart what the family therapist at Alex’s treatment center said to do. I attended as many family group programs at the center as were available and started participating in Al-Anon, a 12-step program for family and friends of a loved one who drinks too much. I found a therapist who specialized in helping people on the family side of this disease and spent three years in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) with him. (I will share more of my recovery journey in later chapters.)

And in the midst of all this, I did what I do – I researched. I had to understand how I went so far down and why I’d tolerated my loved ones’ drinking behaviors for so, so long. I had to know why treatment professionals could possibly call alcoholism (and other drug addictions) a disease.

As I did more research, my defenses started to crack. Maybe the professionals were right. Maybe the impact of alcohol could change the health and functioning of the brain and maybe those changes could lead to a person “developing” alcoholism. Maybe alcoholism could be considered a brain disease.

But then I’d counter with something like, “Wait a minute. How could excessive drinking cause that? And what is ‘excessive drinking,’ anyway?” So, I kept digging and each discovery led to more questions and more digging. I had to understand and answer the questions that kept bothering me: “But why?” “How?” “Is this true for everyone?” “Can it be fixed?”

It was four years into my study of this research that scientists and medical professionals were able to explain why alcoholism is a brain disease. Let me repeat that, because it is one key to understanding what you really need to know when a loved one drinks too much: alcoholism is a brain disease. It was these developments in brain science, which have advanced even further in the past 10 years, that made it “okay” for me to accept the concept that alcoholism is a disease.

I learned why and how a person develops the disease. I learned that people with alcoholism couldn’t stop their excessive drinking as long as they consume any amount of alcohol. Simply put, they can’t drink anymore. I learned that as long as they even think they can drink successfully at some point in the future, there is no amount of willpower nor good intentions that can help them avoid a “next time.” All of this new knowledge meant it was pointless for me to keep ranting, “If you loved me, you’d stop!”

I also learned that alcoholism develops in phases and stages just like other chronic diseases, like cancer. I learned that the stage referred to as alcohol abuse (which starts with “excessive drinking”) always precedes alcoholism. I learned that a person in this stage of drinking might be able to learn to “re-drink.” If they do, they may possibly avoid developing alcoholism.

Most importantly, I learned that the insanity of my loved ones’ drinking behaviors was not about me or my children or the guys at the office or other family members and friends or what I had or had not done. It was about the behaviors that occur as a result of the brain changes in someone who drinks too much. It was also about the toxic stress consequences a person can suffer when coping with a loved one’s drinking behaviors over and over and over again.

In my early research, I also learned there was little that focused specifically on the family experience and what it takes to help family members cope and eventually do things differently in order to improve their own physical and emotional health and quality of life. Instead it was more about the experiences of the drinker or the alcoholic – protecting their anonymity, finding treatment for them, supporting their recovery – plus the pervasive belief that if the alcoholic gets well, everything else, including the family, will somehow get well too.

Which is why I wrote the first edition of If You Loved Me, You’d Stop! published in 2009. That edition combined the most current research on alcoholism and alcohol abuse with information on what coping with a loved one’s drinking behaviors does to family members. That book was set against the backdrop of my almost 40-years-experience in dealing with these problems and the research available at that point in time.

But a decade later, there is so much more to share – not only of my own recovery story but of the new and advanced scientific research about the brain – the organ that is at the root of both the drinker’s and the family member’s experiences. Research that explains:

•why alcoholism is considered a brain disease

•why treatment for alcoholism is not “one size fits all,” nor does it necessarily have to involve residential rehab or a 12-step program

•what adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study have to do with alcohol use disorders and their impacts on the family

•why dealing with a loved one’s drinking behaviors can cause toxic stress, and why toxic stress can change a family member’s physical and emotional health and quality of life

•and why society’s common belief that alcoholism is a choice, a lack of willpower, and/or a moral failing is utterly absurd.

Even the terminology has changed. In the mental health diagnostic field, these issues are no longer simply labeled “alcohol abuse” and “alcoholism.” Rather it’s “alcohol use disorders,” and within this classification a person can have a mild, moderate, or severe alcohol use disorder. These terms are more fully explained in Chapter 2.

All of this and so much more of what I share in this 10th Anniversary Edition is rooted in brain science that was not widely known in 2009 or has been newly discovered or advanced since, which brings me to…

My Mom’s Story and Why I Can Tell It Now

My mom was one of my loved ones who drank too much. She didn’t stop drinking until age 79. She died in 2017 when she was 84. There was no warning, no lingering illness. She died two days after an unsuccessful emergency surgery. But we had five-plus years during which she did not drink, after 45 years during which she did.

You see, my mom knew she had a drinking problem. So did we, the rest of her family. There were times when she fought mightily to stop or control it. There were times when the rest of us fought mightily to help her get help or to try make her stop or to shame her into stopping. She even succeeded in cutting back or not drinking for periods of time, which convinced her and us that she really wasn’t an alcoholic.

None of us knew alcoholism1 was a developmental brain disease. None of us knew the key risk factors for developing the disease include genetics, social environment, childhood trauma, having a mental illness, and early use (drinking before age 21). None of us knew that it was alcohol abuse that made her brain vulnerable to these key risk factors. These facts had yet to be discovered in the manner they are known today. None of her primary care doctors who saw her over the four-plus decades her disease developed and advanced ever diagnosed it. They didn’t know this, either.

This is because it was not until “The Decade of the Brain” (the 1990s) and “The Decade of Discovery” (2000-2010) that these facts were identified through advances in imaging technologies that were used to study the live human brain in action and over time. Examples of these imaging technologies included SPECT (single-photon emission computerized tomography, which allows scientists and medical professionals to analyze how an organ is functioning), and fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging, which allows scientists and medical professionals to measure brain activity). Thus, the revolutionizing scientific studies that explained how a person develops and treats alcoholism (and other drug addictions) and how they are prevented had yet to be conducted when my mom was in the midst of her disease.

Ironically, my mom was also a 17-year cancer survivor when she died. She knew to do self-breast exams and consistently did them. She found a lump and immediately contacted her doctor; her doctor immediately ordered a biopsy; and she was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2000. She had a mastectomy, went through radiation and chemotherapy, lost her hair, and showed such courage and grace in her battle to recover. (If you’ve ever witnessed someone recovering from cancer, you know what I mean by “battle.”)

But cancer is a disease rooted in scientific research that people and their doctors understand. Symptoms are openly talked about and medical protocols are routine. There is no denial, secrecy, judgment, or shame surrounding the disease of breast cancer.

That was not the case with my mom’s other disease – alcoholism.

It wasn’t until my mom’s third alcohol-related collapse and ambulance ride to the ER within a one-week period in the summer of 2012 that she was finally diagnosed with acute alcoholism. The ER doctor said she was too sick to go home and referred her to a skilled nursing facility.

When she was admitted to the facility, she couldn’t walk but a few shuffling steps without someone on both sides holding her up. She had difficultly recognizing her family and didn’t know how to follow the normal sequence of steps for washing her hands or going to the bathroom without help. She ate like a toddler – mostly shoveling food into her mouth with her hands – the idea of using a napkin and utensils didn’t register.

Her treatment included intensive occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech therapy, sleep, exercise, and eating nutrient rich foods and vitamins. By the end of her stay, as her clarity returned, she felt great shame, guilt, and remorse. She wanted desperately to go home and promised never to drink again. She never did.

During the last years of her life, mom and I talked a great deal about the work and research I’d been doing since 2003. She’d known the gist of it. I had offered my expertise and help over the years and couched it in terms of the other “Alexes” in my life. She’d get uncomfortable and gloss over my giving a presentation or completing a book or an article on alcohol misuse with a vague, “That’s nice dear. I’m happy for you.” There were times after a particularly bad bout or a disastrous consequence of drinking that she’d express a willingness to get help, but she never wanted to go to rehab, nor back to Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), something she’d tried in the mid-1980s. Back in the mid-1980s, it was generally presumed that participating in AA was “the” way to get and stay sober.

After she stopped drinking and had months of clarity, my mom didn’t cut me off as quickly when I shared a new talk or blog post topic. She eventually started asking questions about the research I’d been studying and would think about my answers and then would ask more questions.

I will share the highlights of how my mom developed alcoholism and how she recovered in later chapters. But for now, I want to share one of her greatest gifts to breaking the cycles of this family disease; for it is a family disease because it affects just about every member in a family in some way or another.

It happened during one of our phone calls. She said to me, with deep emotion, “Lisa – please – please use my story – our story – to help others.”

And so, I am.

For My Mom, Myself, and the Nearly 80 Million Family Members and Friends Whose Loved One Drinks Too Much…and for Those Loved Ones Who Are Struggling Themselves

I want to share my own and my mom’s stories because they reflect the stories of the hundreds of people with whom I’ve worked over the years. I also want to share the explosion in research that has been discovered, refined, or expanded since I published the first edition of this book in 2009. To put this explosion into perspective, think about the first smartphone introduced in 2007. If you had one, you know how basic it was compared to the smartphone of 2019. There’s no comparison, really. Today’s versions have advanced so far that our smartphones have just about everything and more that we need to run our lives.

So, my intention with this 10th Anniversary Edition is to not only share these important research advances, but also to offer suggestions for helping yourself – something you can’t imagine needing to do right now – after all, it’s your loved one who has the problem! Right? Yet it will likely be these suggestions that will help you thrive, whether your loved one stops drinking or not or whether or not you continue your relationship with them, end it, or redefine it.

This book is by no means exhaustive, and I’ve purposefully tried to keep it relatively short and simple – well, as simple as it can be when explaining the complex workings of the brain! I know, myself, that when I started looking for information, I was overwhelmed with trying to understand so many terms and concepts, such as: the differences between excessive drinking, alcohol abuse, and alcoholism; “co-occurring disorders” (having an alcohol use disorder and a mental health disorder); adult children of alcoholics; and codependency. I also wanted to know how to help the alcoholic stop drinking, how to talk to my children, and how to support the family in recovery. The list went on and on.

At the time, I just wanted something that could help me grasp the overall picture. And that’s what I’ve attempted to do in this 10th Anniversary Edition, because no matter how much you love someone whose drinking is affecting your life, nor how much they love you back, love will not and cannot make them stop. But the good news is that it’s possible for you to truly enjoy your life regardless. For today, I can honestly say I’ve never been happier, more fulfilled, and more at peace with myself.

It may not seem like it now, but I promise you things can and will change. I invite you to keep reading because life – your life – really can be better.


Chapter 2

You’re Not Crazy, Something Really Is Wrong

When Alex finally entered the residential treatment program for alcoholism, I experienced a giddy – “I knew it, I knew it! I’m not crazy” – kind of a feeling. Finally, he was admitting what I’d been trying to get him to acknowledge all along: namely, he really could not control his drinking. So why had I put up with it if it bothered me so much?

The short answer: I deeply, deeply loved him.

The longer answer: he refused to admit he couldn’t control it, and if he couldn’t control it, did that mean he was an alcoholic? I wasn’t about to call him that. Instead, I set out to prove he wasn’t because I’d always thought alcoholics were people who lost their families, their homes, or their jobs because of their drinking. Alex still functioned well. He went to work, exercised, joined us on vacations, made me feel loved and appreciated much of the time, and had many periods of being a truly great person. He’d even stopped drinking for years at one time so it seemed obvious he could do it, again. And as I’ve said, I loved him – that deep, down, in your heart and soul, “love will conquer all,” brand of love. So, I spent years trying to convince myself he could get control of his drinking – somehow.

Complicating it for me was the fact I’d already spent decades rationalizing various loved ones’ destructive drinking habits and excusing their behaviors. At most, I thought they drank too much sometimes and were out of control. But certainly, they were not alcoholics. That’s because I thought a person’s drinking had to be either “normal” or “alcoholic.” I didn’t understand there is another stage of drinking known as alcohol abuse. I didn’t understand that alcohol abuse is always a precursor to alcoholism but that it doesn’t always have to develop into alcoholism.

Since I was not about to label my loved ones as alcoholics, I tried to convince myself their drinking was normal or excusable, in spite of all the problems it caused. Why? Because I was conditioned, like most of us, to believe that being an alcoholic was “bad.” It was a sign of “weakness,” “a lack of willpower,” and perhaps most importantly, a sign they did not love me enough to stop. And, if they wouldn’t stop, what would I do? I couldn’t begin to face answering that question.

So, I spent hours and then years and then decades arguing with my loved ones about the finer points of their various drinking patterns. Each one denied their drinking was really that bad. And, with each one, I denied to myself it was really out of their control. Instead, I rationalized their behaviors (and mine), saying things to myself like:

•He stopped drinking before, so of course he can control his drinking and have just a glass of wine or two on weekends or at holiday celebrations.

•I drank. Often, I drank a lot and partied right along with him but that doesn’t mean I have a drinking problem or does it?

•It could be worse. At least he’s not mean when he drinks.


How “Rational” Can You Be?

(Excerpts from a family member’s journal – notice how close the dates are in these entries.)

April 14 You came home and said you were going to go on a controlled drinking program for the rest of your life – only 4 drinks per day. You said you probably wouldn’t do it if it weren’t for us…that if you were alone, you would probably go on as you had been, but that we were too important – you had to do it.

May 21 You played golf and came home drunk. Insisted Susan, [a 5-year-old] should learn what a tape measure “really” does and how to use it. Ended up in the back yard with her counting dead snails (killed by the snail bait). You were doing the “high five” hand slap with her and hit her so hard, tears sprung to her eyes…blamed me for it because I exclaimed…”Why’d you do that?” You said it hadn’t hurt her until I’d said that…You started yelling the usual…said you were leaving… Didn’t come home until the next morning after I’d gone to work—never did call. That night, when I got home from work you said, “I’m sorry about last night, I overreacted a bit.” I said, “Overreacted???!!!???…” and the fight was on.



Why Did I Excuse Them for So Long?

One of the forces driving my pattern of minimizing and rationalizing my loved ones’ drinking was the fact that I, myself, had struggled with eating disorders for 12 years (including one year of anorexia and eleven years of bulimia starting at age 16). I knew the self-loathing, the shame, the fear, and the desperation my loved ones felt over breaking the promises they had made to themselves to stop or cut back because I had felt those same things myself.

I knew the insanity of wanting and believing each purge was the last, only to find myself crazed in a food binge two hours later, followed by the mental volley of loathsome, self-hating slams, “You swore the last time was the last time! You worthless piece of sh*%!” But, since I had learned to re-eat successfully, and a person needs food to survive but doesn’t need alcohol, I thought people who had problems with drinking could simply stop or learn to re-drink and overcome those problems. I would later learn that, on one level, I was basically correct. But there’s a big catch. Some people might be able to cut back on their drinking – but only as long as their drinking hasn’t progressed to alcoholism. (You’ll learn more about this concept later in this chapter). For many, many people, though, that option is not available and overcoming drinking problems is not a simple matter of “putting down the bottle.”

The idea that simple willpower could prevent or reverse alcoholism is only one of the misconceptions that blinded me to the realities of the problems caused by my loved ones who drank too much. Over the years, my excuses and rationalizations morphed, absorbed, blurred, and merged until I had simply made the unacceptable acceptable – for decades!

With all of that muddled thinking, the first information that helped me begin to sort out my life was learning there are three kinds of drinking patterns: alcohol use (low-risk or what we might call “normal” drinking), alcohol abuse (an outcome of excessive drinking), and alcoholism (alcohol dependence). The following information about these patterns and terms is not meant to help you try to label your loved one in hopes he or she will “see the light.” Rather, it is provided to better equip you in validating what you likely already know – your loved one really does drink too much and their drinking really is the cause of a lot of problems for you and for them.

But first…

Why So Many Terms?

You will hear a lot of different terms when it comes to people talking about a drinking problem. In everyday conversations, it’s not uncommon for people to say things like “he’s a drunk,” or “she’s such an alcoholic.” In the medical, therapy, legal, education, and treatment worlds, as examples, you’ll hear terms such as alcohol abuse, binge drinking, alcoholism, alcohol dependence, addiction, and alcohol use disorder, to name a few.

But there is a book used by psychiatrists and other clinicians to give them a common language for understanding, diagnosing, and talking about a range of mental health conditions – including conditions afflicting our loved ones who drink too much. It is called the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), and it is developed, updated, and published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA).

The terms “alcohol abuse” and “alcoholism” were two of the mental health conditions included in the fourth edition of the DSM, referred to as the DSM-IV, which wasn’t updated until 2013. This is why those two terms are still the most commonly used today. But in May 2013, the APA released a new edition of this manual, called DSM-5. This revised edition put both alcohol abuse and alcoholism into one classification and called it “alcohol use disorder (AUD).” Then, the psychiatric professionals further divided the alcohol use disorder classification into three sub-classifications: mild, moderate, and severe.2 You might think of it as the way health conditions like asthma or arthritis are classified as mild, moderate, or severe.

As far as the clinical and psychiatric community is concerned, what we commonly call “alcoholism” is technically classified as a “severe alcohol use disorder.” And what we commonly call “alcohol abuse” is technically classified as a “mild or moderate alcohol use disorder.” I’ll explain more about these terms and the different classifications as you continue reading so don’t worry about learning the definitions for new words or changing your vocabulary right now.

Besides clarifying terms for health professionals, the publication of the DSM-5 also helped fuel a movement within the treatment and recovery field to change the “label” given to people with a drinking problem. This movement is to no longer label people with alcohol use disorders as alcohol abusers or alcoholics. Instead, there’s now a concerted effort to refer to them as people with a mild | moderate | or severe alcohol use disorder. These distinctions help make the point that individuals are not defined by their drinking pattern – so they are not alcoholics or alcohol abusers, for example. If you think about it for a moment, you’ll see it’s similar to the way we describe people who have cancer. They are people with cancer; they are not “cancerics.” [Note: For many people in 12-step programs, self-identification as an alcoholic is important to their recovery, which of course is their choice.]

All of this may seem a bit confusing, I know.
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