





Preface





At the age of fourteen, I left my church, my minister, and my God—more exactly, my conception of God.  I was sure that if God existed, He was just like my minister, the Reverend Dr. Kinder, who peered through steel-rimmed glasses, rarely smiled, and preached in solemn tones with long, flat O’s and A’s.  The Reverend Dr. Kinder and, therefore, God depressed me.  I was one who liked fun, and I wanted love.  I was certain that God did not offer either of these.

The day I left God I did not know that I would drink thousands of bottles of beer and hundreds of bottled of bourbon before I came back to Him.   While I drank those bottles, there were few moments of fun, and very little love.  Mostly it was hell.

�



Chapter I





 	I awoke, opened my eyes and winced, feeling as if a car had rolled over me and crushed my head.  Stretching up, I reached through a slat of gray moonlight and turned on the bedside lamp.  It was 9:00 p.m. Except for the ticking of the clock and the dripping of water from the bathroom faucet, the house was quiet.  Apparently my husband, Gene, and my children were still driving back from Minneapolis, thank heaven.  But as I was thanking my luck, the full impact of what I had done crushed in upon me and I started to cry.  I despised myself.  But I didn't have time to sit and cry.  If I hurried, I could clean up the house, take a shower, brush my teeth--and Gene would think I had spent the weekend nursing my flu, as I had said I would.

	I moved from the bed and carefully bent over to pick up the Seagram's bottle under the night table, the overflowing ashtray beside my shoe, the two white coffee mugs that held the dregs of the coffee-bourbon mix.  In a minute I would come back for the pizza box and the stale slice of pizza on the floor.

In the kitchen, when I set the ashtray in the sink, I saw a note at the end of the counter near the stove.  Gene's upright, squeezed handwriting, the writing as contained as Gene himself, stared back at me.  Trembling, I reached for it.  I knew that it would be telling me he had come in, taken one look, and left--for good. 

		If only I hadn't gotten drunk, I thought, this weekend wouldn't have happened.  But then, a moment of truth and I understood that from the beginning I had been heading like an arrow for this day--drinking and not loving Gene.

     	I remembered the beginning.

		September, mid-fifties.

		Gravel crunched under our spiked heels as Lisa and I sauntered across the parking lot fronting Freddie's, a grayed-out frame tavern next to the railroad tracks in Bellwood, Illinois.  My pencil-slim skirt and a blue cashmere sweater tucked under the skirt waist and held in with a wide, black belt were the height of fashion, and I tossed my curls back with perky confidence.  I looked quite pretty, I hoped, because in Freddie's I would be celebrating my second-to-last day as Muriel Hansen.  On Friday I would become Mrs. Eugene Canfield.  Earlier I had explained to Gene that tonight Lisa and I would shop at Marshall Field, then eat a pizza and see a film.  The lie was a necessity;  for Gene, a conservative person who did not frequent bars, would not have approved of this celebration.

	I bent to run my fingers along my stocking seams, while Lisa impatiently tapped her toe against the gravel.

	"They’re already straight," she said.  Lisa was always in a rush.

		"I'm coming, I'm coming," I said.

		"Hi," I called to Freddie over Lisa's shoulder as we entered.

	Freddie's wave was nonchalant.  "Hi, girls." A pause, then, "Two old-fashioners with two cherries?"

	"Yes," we said.  I smiled at Freddie, appreciating his memory.

	We hiked up onto stools at the long, curving bar.  The air was thick with smoke, the bitter smell of' beer, the beat of  jukebox jazz.

		"What time is it?" I asked Lisa.

	"I don't know," she said hurriedly and turned, not to me but to a man on her left who was asking, "Can I buy you that drink?"

		"Fine," Lisa said.

	I lighted a cigarette and watched the smoke wind toward the ceiling, then glanced around.  A couple of stools away to the right a thin young man with a pointed chin, a beak-like nose, and a mass of slicked-down black hair dragged at a cigarette.  On the stool beside him a wizened man hunched over his drink.  At the end of the bar a young couple huddled close. Nobody here of much interest, I thought, while Freddie placed my old-fashioned on the bar.  Since Lisa already was occupied and I was determined to celebrate, I leaned over the empty stool and said to the man with the black hair, "Have you ever seen Freddie out from behind the bar?"

	He snorted, then laughed.  "Never!  Freddie's always in there." He swept his eyes over me in appraisal, taking in my snug skirt, slim waist, soft sweater.  He studied my eyes.  "Blue's my favorite color," he said.

	"Like some company?"

		"Sure."

	While he moved to the adjacent stool, I imagined the fit Gene would have if he knew I was here.  Gene would never think of doing such a thing.  Mom often said, "He's a fine young man," and Dad said, "He's got his head screwed on straight."

	Gene thought I shared his system of ethics; I wanted to and I planned to, but not tonight.  I had to have this last night for me, because I didn't love Gene.

	I took a sip from the old-fashioned, and the black-haired man leaned close and said, "I've never seen you here before."

		"I come sometimes."

		"Do you live in Bellwood?"

		"No, in Elmhurst."

		"A pretty ritzy place."

	"It's okay." With Gene still strongly in my mind I added, "I think some people set their standards too high.  A person's got to be human."

		"Right," he said.

		"Gene's got his too high."

	"Who's Gene?"

		"A friend--a boyfriend, I guess."

		"Serious?"

		"No, not really."

	Evidently pleased about that, the black-haired man laughed.  "Like another drink, honey?" he asked.

	"Yes."

	He signaled Freddie with his finger.  We had the drink and many more, until my head became foamy and the barroom took on a splendor and the black-haired man became a fine person, a friend.  

		I murmured, "Gene thinks I drink too much sometimes.  He made me promise I'd drink only three drinks a night, but not until two days from now.  Tonight it's okay to drink more."

	“What right's he got to tell you how much to drink?" 

		I paused to give that some thought.  "None.  When you think about it, it's none of his business." I dropped my voice confidentially, "It's Gene's fault I'm quitting college." I was lying, but right then it seemed to be entirely Gene's fault.

	The black-haired man's eyes held disinterest.  "Don't you want to hear?" I challenged.

		"Shoot," he said.

	"I can't say," I said, suddenly morose.  "It's too sad." And I almost cried as I thought about my clipped-off senior year and my clipped-off degree in English education and my hasty decision last week to marry Gene and not finish college.  But what else could I have done?  My junior year had been a two-semester stretch of drinking parties with little studying in between.  If I returned to school, I would fail those difficult courses scheduled for next semester.

		"Gene did you a favor," he said.

		"He did not.  I loved college."

	"College is for birdbrains," he said and went on to expound on his view of education and self-righteous people.

	"I don't like negativism," I inserted into the monologue, depressed by his sour outlook and beginning to think him not so fine, not such a good friend.  I'd had enough of him.  "I've got to go.  It's late."

	"It's not late," he argued, his sharp chin jutting belligerently.  "Stay."

	Ignoring him, I turned to Lisa and whispered, "Let's go somewhere else."

	"I can't.  I've got to get home," she said.  "I work tomorrow.  You too--or did you forget?"

	"Nuts." I had forgotten that tomorrow would be Thursday and I would be on the nine-to-five shift at Millie's tobacco and gift shop.

	While Lisa wrote out her phone number for her new boyfriend, the black-haired man changed his approach: "Don't go now, honey--things are getting good."

	"I told you, I've got to go." I frowned in irritation as I drained my glass, set it on the bar, and slid from the stool.

	He grabbed my arm and demanded, "Have another drink."

		"Let me go!" I pulled away and stepped back.

		"Let's go," I urged Lisa.  "He's getting nasty."

		Behind Lisa, I wobbled toward the door, followed by the black-haired man's curses.

		"Can you drive?" Lisa wondered aloud.

		"Of course." But my head spun and the door wavered.

	"I'm just fine," I assured her.

	I poked along in Dad's Packard toward Elmhurst.  When drunk, I always drove five or ten miles under the speed limit.

		"Can't you speed it up?" Lisa asked, impatient again.

		"Do you want me to wreck my dad's car?"

		"No."

	"Then relax," I said.  "Did I tell you that after I'm married, I can't drink more than three drinks a night?  Gene made me promise.”

		"Sneak them," was Lisa's advice.

	"Maybe," I said as we inched around a corner.  "But maybe three's enough.  Three's a lot, you know." Lisa's shrug was noncommittal.

	Three drinks would do for me, but they sure wouldn't do for my parents; to them three was just a start.  In my childhood, as now, Mom and Dad had been periodic drinkers, drinking around-the-clock for five or six weeks, then sobering up for five or six weeks.  But even when drunk, they had been kind and loving to my sisters and me and had often taken us along to the taverns.

	I liked best going to the Dewdrop Inn.  Dad would put Mom, my sisters Chris and Ellen, and me in his Packard; then instead of driving to the Dewdrop Inn via St. Charles Road, we veered into the quarter-mile field next to our house.  "Hold on!" he yelled every few hundred feet.  "Keep your hat on!"

	"Watch out!" my sisters and I shouted in high excitement each time we neared a tree.

	At the Dewdrop Inn while Dad and Mom drank shots of bourbon chased with water, my sisters and I put nickels in the slot machine, played cards, and giggled at the sign on the ceiling: "What are you looking up here for?"

	"Don't look up," we said to each other, but we always did.  Some of the men at the bar fussed over us, saying that we were pretty and sweet and that we had lovely hair.  These comments made me feel uncomfortable.  But Francie, the owner's wife, an immense woman, always gave us sweet looks.  And she fried us hamburgers and poured all the Cokes we wanted.

	When it was time to leave, we got into the Packard and bounced back through the field.  At home Mom and Dad continued drinking, either at the kitchen table or in bed.  As a child, I considered taverns, kitchen tables, and beds as normal places for drinking.

	Though my parents were kind, I yearned for a sober mom and dad and swore I would never drink like them.  Yet here I was.…

	Lisa broke into my reverie.  "Muriel, you've sat through a green light."

	I slammed down the gas pedal and the car leaped into the intersection.

		"Not now!" Lisa screamed.  "The light's red!"

	I jammed on the brakes, glanced into the rearview mirror--clear--and backed up.  "Nuts," I said in apology.  "I was thinking.  I've decided not to drink after I'm married.  I mean it. Tonight at Freddie's I had my last.  I'm not going to be like my parents."

	When the light switched to green, I cruised across the intersection and on down St. Charles Road.

	"Turn," Lisa commanded.  We were at her street, lined with huge homes, separated from each other by immaculate lawns.

	I turned and said, "If Gene knew where I'd been tonight, he'd pass out."

	"Look, going to Freddie's was your idea, not mine.  I didn't drag you there," Lisa said as I pulled up to her house.

		"I didn't say you did." She reached for the door.

	"See you at the wedding," I said as she climbed from the car.

		"See you."

	"I wasn't accusing you of anything," I called after her, because I hated to have any ill will between anyone and me.  I liked peace, a smooth world with no fights.

		"Okay," she called over her shoulder.

	I drove slowly back past the large houses, the high school, then across the railroad tracks.  Just beyond the tracks I came to our narrow frame house with its flaking paint and worn hardwood floors that shook each time a train rumbled by.  If only I lived on Lisa's side of the tracks, I thought, then turned into the drive, passed between the hawthorn tree and Dad's West Suburban Roofing Company sign, and parked before the garage where he stored his shingles.  I hurried upstairs and was asleep moments after I got into bed.

	Gene called me the next morning at Millie's.  "How was the movie and pizza?"

	"They were good.  We had cheese and pepperoni." This would be the last lie between Gene and me, because I wouldn't be drinking again.  At least, I decided in a flash, from now on I'd seldom drink.  I would not exclude festive occasions, that is, very festive occasions, ones where it would appear odd to abstain-such as weddings.

		"I missed you," Gene said.

		"Weren't you with Dan and Bill and Gene Anderson?"

		"Yes, but the whole time I wished I were with you."

	"I wished I were with you too." Another lie, but only a small one.

	"Can you come to dinner tonight" My parents want you to meet a couple of aunts."

		"Okay."

		"Till then, darling," he said.  "I love you."

		"See you tonight," I responded.

	Later at the Canfields', Mr. Canfield, always an affectionate man, greeted me with an enthusiastic hug.  Though Gene was quiet, his father was not.  He loved to talk--to lean back in his recliner and spin stories of his country youth.

	Mr. Canfield led me into the living room.  "Have a seat," he invited.  "Gene's not here yet, but he should be home in five or ten minutes." Introductions to the two aunts followed.

	I realized that I was hugging my purse like a pillow, as I did when I was nervous and feeling insecure and wanting others to like me.  I set the purse down beside my chair.

	Aunt Sarah leaned forward.  "Are you excited about the wedding?" she inquired and continued without a pause.  "Where will you live, downtown or out here?  Is Gene still working for that place near the Loop--?"

		"Yes," I broke in.  "It's Harza Engineering Company."

		"You'll live downtown?"

	"No, at my parents' cottage on Lake Michigan." Two pairs of eyes waited expectantly.  "We don't have a place here yet." Aunt Sarah and Aunt Elsie nodded, which I took as a signal to continue.  "We'll be looking soon." They nodded again.  "The wedding's tomorrow, you know."

		"We know," said Aunt Sarah, smiling at Aunt Elsie.

	"Your wedding was so lovely," said Aunt Sarah, turning to Aunt Elsie.  "Remember?  Mother served those little sandwiches--"

	"Hors d'oeuvres," interrupted Aunt Elsie.  "She made them with chicken and egg salad."

	"You didn't have hors d'oeuvres," retorted Aunt Sarah firmly.  "You had cold cuts--turkey and ham."

	It turned out that the hors d'oeuvres had been served at Cousin Nancy's wedding reception; and further, they remembered, Cousin Nancy had had a three-tiered cake.

	To me it was as if they spoke a foreign language, for weddings in my family were not a matter of  hors d'oeuvres or cold cuts or cake.  At a Hansen wedding my father drank far too much and said (again and again), "During the Depression Old Henry and I sold sewing machines and slept under bridges and ate peanut butter sandwiches." And Mom, also into the drinks, sniffled that no one loved her and that no one ever would and that all her life she would be friendless.

	Gene's mother taught Sunday school, his father was an accountant; they both attended church, rarely missing a Sunday.  We Hansens never went to churches or anyplace besides the taverns.  Gene's mother and father are such regular people, I thought.

	About that time Gene walked in, a gray suit on his six-foot frame, carrying a briefcase.  Dad has never carried a briefcase, I thought as Gene leaned over and kissed the top of my head.  "Darling," he whispered, so that the aunts would not hear.

	Hours later, after chicken and dumplings, a few country stories by Mr. Canfield, and more reminiscing from the aunts, we got into Gene's Chevrolet.  In his careful way, Gene kept the car below the speed limit; he did not believe in breaking the law.  In contrast, when I was sober I would drive the highways at 80 or 90, enjoying the free feeling of the speed.

	"You'll kill us," Gene would scold when he was my passenger.  Though put off by my boldness, he also delighted in it.  "You make me feel happy," he would tell me, viewing me as a joyful free spirit.  He didn't know of my insecurity, thinking my  excessive drinking came from an impetuous nature.  I had promised to cut back and he thought I would.  He was like the painter who loved the woman on his canvas, and I usually chose behavior that would confirm his picture of me.

I wondered if my mental "painting" of Gene reflected the real person.  He held himself erect, carrying a calm manner on a tall frame.  Large bones, broad shoulders, and hard muscles in his arms and legs gave me a sense of his strength and ability.  His hair was brown, his eves pale blue.  His face was not particularly handsome but attractive in a rough kind of way.  Above all, he was intelligent.

	With all those credentials, I knew I should love him.  I wanted to love him.  But he seemed so quiet and rather dull.  I really was looking for someone more flamboyant, like me.  But Gene was the best of the men I knew, and I felt I must get married.

	We were at the St. Charles Road intersection and a collie darted in front of the car.  He braked hard and snapped, "Stupid, idiot mutts!”

		"I like dogs."

		"I hate them.”

		"Your folks have one."

		"They shouldn't."

		"I'd like one after we're married."

	He smiled and I knew that if I insisted, he would buy me a dog. I thought again about our dissimilar families.  "Your parents are pretty religious," I remarked.

		"They've always been like that."

		"Does it bother you?"

		"No."

		"Why aren't you religious?" I asked.

		"I just don't like church."

		"Why not?"

	Because he was contemplative,  Gene paused a moment before answering, then said, "My parents belonged to four or five churches and--"

	"What's that got to do with not liking church?" I interrupted.

	"I heard too many doctrines.  Every church thinks it's got the answer.”

		"So?"

		"So, which one's got it?"

	"You're turned off."

		"Completely."

	"I'm turned off, too," I admitted, remembering the day I had left church and the Reverend Dr. Kinder and God.  "Do you believe in God?" I asked.

		"Not really.  He might exist, but I don't think so."

		"Sometimes I pray."

		"Then you believe in God?"

		"I don't know.  It seems like I'm praying to the air.”

	"You probably are, but what's the difference.  If God's around, He's around.  If He's not, He's not."

	I liked the way Gene had expressed that.  "Right.  If He's here, He's here."

	Gene shrugged, glanced from the road to me, and patted the seat.  "Come on over, gal."

	I moved close to him and he brushed my hair with his lips and said, "I love you."

		"Hmmm."

		"Tomorrow you'll be mine forever."

		"I know."

	We turned into my parents' driveway.  Gene parked and pulled me into his arms.  "I can't tell you how much I love you, darling."

	"Neither can I." I lifted my head from his chest.  "But I've got to go.  There's a lot to do before tomorrow."

		I reached for the door handle.  "Not so quick, honey." Gene gathered me in close and kissed me.  “Forever, gal," he whispered.

		I won't think about forever, I thought, and left him.

	Minutes before the wedding, I wanted to rush from our living room and ship out to sea like Ishmael in Moby Dick.  As did Ishmael, I felt damp and drizzly.  I can't go through with this marriage, I thought.  But how could I cancel it when the caterer was in the kitchen, the presents on the cedar chest and the fiancé and guests in the living room?  I couldn't.

	So I married Gene in my living room in front of the piano, watched by the guests and by Richard, my family's Airedale.

	The reception began.  It flowed from the living room to the dining room to the upstairs family room, all through the house.  And rushing from room to room was my Aunt Red, her red hair tumbling lower and lower on her forehead, now almost into her eyes, as she drank champagne.  Given her speed and  her hair, I figured she was probably on her ninth or tenth glass.  Aunt Red paused in the family room, sank to the floor, and sang, "I'm better than an orange, better than a carrot . . ."

	I stood before her and hummed along while I drank my champagne. From the corner of my eye I saw Dad coming toward us, weaving slightly, but not stumbling.  "Stop the singing, Red," he said.  Whenever his sister sang, he demanded that she quit.

		"It's a good song, Dad," I said.

		He listened.  "Not bad."

		"She's got a good voice."

	"Old Henry was quite a singer," Dad said, adding that Henry had sung "Hallelujah, I'm a bum" in the clearest tenor in Chicago.  Which reminded Dad that during the Depression he and Henry had eaten peanut butter sandwiches by day and slept under bridges by night.  I quickly moved on.

	I went downstairs and found Mom in the living room, sitting on the piano bench, her face long, her eyes misty.  I hugged her and asked, "Why so sad?"

		"You're leaving me."

		"No, not really.  We won't be far away."

	"It won't be the same," she said and sighed, then went to refill her glass.

	Although I had drunk seven or eight champagnes, I figured it was my wedding reception, one of those special occasions, and that I should be having fun.  Gene would understand.  I got up and started up the stairs.  Halfway up, I met Gene.  "Come,”  I said.  "Maybe we can sing.” 

		"I think we ought to be going."

		"I don't feel like going.  Why should we go?"

	"Because I want to be alone with you and"--he studied my face--"I think you've had enough.”

	"I think I'm okay." I was in better condition than Aunt Red, who might be singing, and Mom, who was probably crying, and Dad, who would be talking about bridges and Henry.

	Gene stepped down to my step and kissed me lightly.  "Darling, let's go."

		But--"

		"It's time for our honeymoon," he urged.

	"All right," I sighed and reluctantly followed him from the reception.
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Chapter II





	We spent the two and a half days of our honeymoon in the Chicago Loop in an old, elegant hotel.  On the first day while eating lunch in the hotel restaurant, I dropped my fork on the plate and ran from the table to the lobby, gasping for breath and feeling as if I would smother.  Gene dashed after me and stood by helplessly while I struggled for, and finally caught, my breath.  Despite his urgings, I refused to return to the restaurant.  On the second day in the middle of a film, my throat and lungs again tightened.  I gasped and ran from the theater with Gene fast behind me.  When I caught my breath, he said, "What's wrong, darling?"

	"I felt like I was suffocating.  I'm afraid to go back in."

	"Maybe you should see a doctor."

	The next day we moved into my parents' cottage on Lake Michigan and I immediately called a doctor and told him what had happened.  "I'm petrified," I said.  "When it happens, I feel as if I'm going to die."

	"You're in no danger of dying," he said.  He explained that I had marriage nerves; they were not too uncommon and would be gone in no time--just as soon as I adjusted to marriage.  As the doctor predicted, the nerves quickly left, but spontaneously, not because I was adjusting to marriage.  At all times I felt trapped and several times during the first week at the cottage I thought, I should have canceled the wedding, and somehow given back the presents and sent the caterer and guests and Gene home.

	But I hadn't.  I was stuck in a marriage with a man 1 didn't love.  I had to accept that.

But evidently I couldn't.  On the tenth day of our marriage, after buying milk and eggs, I found myself walking into the liquor store at the corner.  I’ve got to buy a bottle, I thought.  I was a wreck.  I was certain those marriage nerves would return.  Gene wouldn't mind if I drank.  He knew nothing about my plan to drink only on festive occasions; therefore he wouldn't blink when he saw me having the three drinks we'd agreed on.

But as I decided that, I thought about the peace drinks gave, ironing every feeling of insecurity, every worry, every wrinkle in the world.  They would give me a happier marriage.  And I figured out a scheme that would allow me to keep the agreement, yet have more than three drinks.  But to carry it out I would need privacy so that Gene wouldn't think I was cheating on the agreement.

Because our cottage was small, finding a private spot would be difficult.  There were two bedrooms without closets, a kitchen about the size of a closet, a combination living-dining room, and a bathroom with a crack running diagonally across the door.  Though the crack was wide enough to see through, I decided that the bathroom would be the best bet.  The door locked and the room was long enough to hide from anyone looking through the crack.  Best of all, at the end of the long wall was a tier of metal shelves filled with Dad's fishing gear.  Gene never fished, and it was unlikely he would go through the gear.

I bought a fifth of bourbon and three quarts of beer.  At home I put the beer in the refrigerator and laid the bottle on a shelf in the bathroom between a tackle box and the wall.  I then carefully covered it with a towel.

That night I poured several ounces of beer into a glass, took the glass to the shelf, lifted out the fifth, and poured in several ounces of bourbon.  That night and every night for a couple of weeks, I was able to get high on three "beers" without a word of complaint from Gene--although I caught him giving me puzzled looks.

But one night I forgot to stand by the storage shelves and stood in front of the crack as I spiked my beer.  I heard a squeak, a rustle, a tap against the door.  I looked up and saw Gene's eye peering through the crack.  Flustered at the discovery, I flew into a fury and yelled, "Get away from the door, you sneak!  Don't you know a bathroom's absolutely private?"

		"Now I know why you get so looped on three beers." His  voice was high-pitched with anger.  "We agreed to three drinks a night."

	"We never said what kind of drinks.  We just said three drinks.  They could be anything." I tilted the glass and drank.  "Take your eye out of the door and leave me alone."

	"Cheater."

	"Spy."

	"Get out of the bathroom."

	"I'm staying.  I'm never coming out."

	I heard Gene pad from the door into the living room.  "Apologize, you spy!" I yelled.  "I won't come out until you do.”

	Instead of an answer, I heard a click and a blast of sound as the television came on.  I sank to the floor, leaned against the wall, finished my drink, and started on the bourbon.  At some

point, I blacked out.

	I woke with an aching head, a terrible thirst, and a queasy stomach.  A high sun slanted light through the bedroom window and across the bed.  It was close to noon.  The last thing I could recall was leaning against the bathroom wall with the bottle between my knees, wondering if I should return to Northwestern University and finish my English education degree.  I felt up to the fifty-mile drive and the rigorous studies.  I couldn't sit around vegetating.  In between that thought and now, Gene had gone to work and I had gotten to bed.  How?  I wondered.

	Not via Gene, I hoped.  If he had taken me to bed, then he would know I had drunk far more than three spiked beers.  He might be furious.  Until last night I had believed he had an easygoing, accepting nature--that in any situation he would eventually give me my way.  For the most part I still believed that, but his show of anger was unsettling.

	I worried all day about the fight that might be coming.  When I heard his car, I went to the kitchen window and watched him get out.  His hair was standing in unruly curls, as if he had been running his fingers through it.  His lips were set in a tight line.

I ran to the bedroom so that he wouldn't see that I was waiting for him.  When I saw him putting his briefcase on the couch, I ambled out.  "Did you have a good day?" I said.

	I carried you to bed like a sack of potatoes!" he snapped.  "I hope you never repeat last night."

	“I won't.  It was an accident."

	“How can that be an accident?"

	“I don't know, but it was."

	“Impossible," he said.

	"I've been nervous.  It's hard to be married when you're not used to it.  It won't happen again.  Really, I'm sorry."

	His mouth relaxed and I saw that he was accepting my apology.  "I expect that your three drinks will be unspiked.  I expect that you'll stick to three."

	"I will.  I promise."

	I meant to keep my promise, but a couple of nights later I found myself in the bathroom pouring bourbon into my beer.

	Though Gene and I fought about it, I continued spiking my beer.  I hated the fights, and when confronted, I apologized profusely.  Gene always accepted the apology, then I turned around and drank again.  It seemed as if we were falling into a pattern, maybe the only pattern available--to Gene, who in his love gave me awesome acceptance, and to me, who had to drink.

	About six weeks after we moved to the lake, I got a job as a laboratory technician.  I would be training to co-manage a five person chemical laboratory.  I enjoyed the lab work, but abhorred the training program, which included much chemistry that I didn't understand.  I hadn't studied chemistry since my senior year in high school and was sure that my boss had mistakenly hired me.

	One night over dinner, I told Gene.  "I'm scared to death.  I don't understand half of what my boss says.  He knows it and I know he's getting ready to fire me."

	"He hired you.  He must think you can do it."

	"Maybe he misread my application."

	"You can do it.  He doesn't expect you to know everything at once.  Give yourself time."

	"Should I quit?"

	"Aren't you listening?  You'll do fine."

	About that time Gene applied for the Navy's Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode Island.  Often I would find myself thinking, Please, please let him be accepted so that I can leave this lab.  I didn't know if my thoughts were directed to fate, the Navy, or God.

	But the thoughts were answered; on the four-month anniversary of our marriage Gene received news that he had been accepted.  I immediately quit my job and he left for Newport.  I joined him a few weeks later.

	Shortly after my arrival I became pregnant.

	Gene and I were pleased.  In my pleasure my misgivings about marrying Gene were replaced by such a great affection for him that I almost forgot that I didn't love him.  I now desired to be a fine wife.  It seemed natural for a future mother to desire that.  It also seemed natural not to drink, and I stopped without giving it a thought.  Without the fights over the drinks, our marriage improved and we were reasonably happy as we waited for the baby.

	To prepare for the day when Gene would be commissioned and I would be the wife of an ensign in the United States Navy, I read The Navy Wife by Pye and Shea. In it I learned that I would be expected to adhere to correct etiquette, to develop "social graces," such as bridge, dancing, and golf, �  and to become a "loving, loyal, and competent wife." Pye and Shea wrote: "There is not a shadow of a doubt but that such a wife is one of the greatest assets to a man in the naval service." �

	In a section defining the ideal naval household, the authors focused on the duties of the competent wife:  



	Depending upon your hours of rising and the time of breakfast, after which you see your hero off to work, two hours should give you ample time to do your daily routine housework thoroughly.  Of course, if you stop to finish a detective story or go back to bed for an extra nap, remember to deduct it from your leisure instead of skipping your household duties. . . .

	Dinner should be a restful meal, gracious and peaceful and not interrupted by frequent trips to the kitchen.  A weary husband may enjoy a cocktail or highball before dinner, or it  

may be equally restful for him to have a quiet talk with you as an unhurried companion.  Sometimes he may like to listen to the radio, and make informal remarks on the news to you.  Even if you don't agree with his views, save your comments until after dinner.  A good meal improves a man's disposition.  You can make this before-dinner interlude a period of charm and relaxation to which your husband will look forward if you plan intelligently.  Have your domestic machinery so well-oiled that you can take it easy before dinner.�



	For the most part, I believed the book and vowed to fulfill its ideals.

	After Gene was commissioned, he was sent on brief billets to Kansas and California.  Then our baby Donald was born.  When Donald was a month old we were transferred to Great Lakes Training Center in North Chicago, Illinois.

	It was December, and the complex of concrete Navy apartments to which we were assigned was as drab as the month.  Our ground floor apartment had two bedrooms, one bath, a kitchen with an eating area, and a small living room.  The black tile floor with white streaks flowed through the apartment like an inky lake with whitecaps?  The day we moved in I had been without a drink for eight months.

	On Sunday morning, a week after our arrival, we walked to Wilbur and Mollie Lowes' for brunch.  They lived in the same complex and Wilbur worked with Gene.  Wilbur met us at the door with a hearty handshake, brought us to the living room (which was a duplicate of ours, even down to the black tile) and called his wife.  Mollie, a stubby woman, trotted out from the bedroom, smiling and panting and running her fingers over her thin hair, which clung to her head like a cloche.  She and Wilbur led us to the living room couch, then Wilbur brought us tall glasses of tomato juice with lemon slices floating on the top.  I knew at the first swallow that they were Bloody Marys.

		I thought about my eight-month abstinence from liquor and the ensuing good relationship between Gene and me.  I should give this back to Wilbur and ask for straight juice, I thought.  But I didn't.  Soon I felt relaxed and happy and sensed that the drink was a prelude to a great visit.  One drink won't hurt a thing, I thought.  I've abstained for months and tomorrow I'll continue abstaining.  This drink's just a brief hiatus, like a split second plucked from a day.

	In the hour before brunch, each time my glass was empty I held it out to Wilbur.  By the time we sat down to Eggs Benedict, I was drunk and verbose.  I complimented Mollie on her lovely food, shining windows, smart dress, and beautiful hair.  A grim look entered Gene's eyes.  He probably doesn't like thin hair, I thought.

	I felt marvelous.  I was planning to stay the entire afternoon, but immediately after Mollie refilled our coffee cups, Gene said, "We've got to go.  I've got to go through some papers from work."

	"Can't you do them tonight?" I asked.

	"No, they can't wait."

	I knew they could wait, for Friday, when Gene had brought them home, he had said that he had a couple of hours of paperwork.  He would have plenty of time tonight.  "They can, too," I said.

	"These can't."

	"That's not true," I said.

	"Muriel!" he snapped, and I gave up.

	The minute we got out on the Lowes' stoop, Gene confronted me.  "You're drunk."

	"I'm not."

	"You were gushing all over Mollie."

	"I was being kind." I felt misunderstood, like a saint mistaken for a bank robber.

	"You were drunk."

	"I was being friendly.  You've got a rotten attitude.  If you don't straighten out and get friendly, you'll lose every friend you've got."

	Gene exhaled in a rush, then spun around, stepped off the stoop, and strode rapidly along the sidewalk.  I hurried along behind him, never quite catching up.

	Late in the afternoon after I had slept off the drinks, I went to Gene at the kitchen table, where he was working on his papers.  I said, "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to get drunk."

	"I thought you were abstaining."

	“I am.” 

	“I wish you would.  I don't want to go back to the way it was.”

	"We won't."

	"There's Donny to consider."

	I started to cry.  "I wouldn't do anything to hurt him.  I love him."

	At the sight of my tears he pulled me into his lap and said, "I know that, darling."

	The next morning snow spilled from an iron sky and brushed against the window.  I was on the living room couch, and Donny was lying in my arm, sucking his bottle.  Standing, I balanced the bottle under my chin, leaned over, and switched on the radio to catch the weather report.  I sighed.  Four inches had fallen and four more were predicted.  I walked to the window.  Snow rimmed my bicycle and spread like a sheet across the courtyard; the forecast was probably correct.

	I watched the flakes and remembered how I had gushed over Mollie's food and windows and thin hair.  I winced.  Even if Mollie and Wilbur were the kindest people in Illinois, they were bound to think I was a screwball.  I can't face them again, I thought.  Great Lakes was a large base; maybe I could skirt them the next few years.

	Then I remembered the Bloody Marys, the relaxed feeling, the happiness--really exhilaration, as if I were a bird dipping through sunlight.  I looked at the drab sky.  With a few drinks it would light up, and it and I would be more than we were.

	So I decided I would have a few drinks now and then.  Just a few so that I could be a good mother--and a good wife.  A few would not upset Gene.  I glanced at the swirling snow, wondering if I dared drive to the liquor store.  I shouldn't take Donny out, I thought.  But I had to, because we had no liquor--not even a can of beer.

We went and I bought a bottle of Jim Beam.  I skidded only twice, and both times I slid into the curb and did not damage the car.  At home I put the Jim Beam in the cabinet under the kitchen sink.

	That night while Gene and I played cribbage in the kitchen, I watched the clock on the wall.  Eight seemed a good hour for a nightcap or two.  At eight, I laid down my cards, walked casually to the sink--as if I were going for a glass of water—bent, and lifted the Jim Beam from the cabinet.  "Like one?" I asked offhandedly.

	“Where did you get that?  I thought we were out."

	"I found it when I unpacked.  I forgot to say anything." The lie came so easily.

	"You said yesterday was an accident.  You said you're stopping.” 

	"I am--mostly."

	"What does 'mostly' mean?"

	"I mean mostly I'm not drinking.  I don't think a drink or two a day can hurt me."

	"If you can keep it there."

	"I will.  Do you want one?"

	"No thanks."

	We finished the game and I fixed another drink.  Until Gene went to bed, the two were all I had.  But then I went at the bourbon in earnest.  My reality took a lovely turn and I went from unpretty to pretty, from unintelligent to intelligent, from insecure to secure and I loved myself.

	I became ethereal.  My mind bubbled with creativity and I brought a pen and paper to the kitchen table.  I would write a cookbook filled with exotic recipes, ones no earthling could cook, because the ingredients would be stored in the above and beyond plane where my thoughts were.  Only certain people, ones like me, would understand the book.  At one point I wrote, "Puree six elf's whiskers, three hairs from a thirteen-eyed fly and six ounces of pulp from a loopola, a fruit which tastes like a banana, but looks like a doughnut.  Served on toast, this blend will please the finicky eaters in your family."

	While I poured bourbon after bourbon, recipes tumbled from my mind onto paper until I blacked out.  In the morning I awoke to a faint cry that rose in volume like an oncoming freight.  I thought, What?  What?  Then I realized that it was Donny crying from his bassinet beside me.  Pushing up onto my elbows, I blinked at the dresser lamp, which glowed with the strength of the sun, then sat full up.  My stomach rolled.  I had a terrible hangover.  Donny was beating the air with his hands.  His face was red and wrinkled like a walnut.  Apparently, he was hungry.

	While I lowered my legs over the side of the bed, Gene walked in carrying a bottle of milk.  He wore white boxer shorts and a white shirt.  A diaper was slung over his shoulder.  "It's about time," he said.

I glanced at the clock--7:00.  "About time for what?" 

"For you to wake up."

	"I always wake up at seven."

	Gene bent, lifted Donny from the bassinet, and pushed the bottle into his mouth.  "What was going on last night?"

	I strained to remember, then recalled the bourbons, the recipes.  "Nothing much that I know about," I said, not anxious to tell him the truth.

	"Really?" he said, his face flushing as it did when he was angry.  "Nothing much, you say.  Nothing much, and while Donny screamed for his middle-of-the-night bottle, you lay six inches from his head like a dead woman."

	"I was tired.  I stayed up late."

	"Look, don't lie.  You were drunk.  I don't have time for this." He handed me Donny's bottle.  "I need to get ready for work."

	I took Donny and said, "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to get that way.”

	"What if you'd been alone with Donny?  What if there'd been a fire?"

	My stomach took a tumble.  "I won't do it again."

	"I hope not," he said and took the trousers of his uniform from a hanger.  He pulled them on in choppy, angry movements, then left the room.

	Because Gene was upset, I stayed sober for two days.  But on the third day, after dinner, I had a few bourbons.  I was exhausted from housework and I needed the relaxation.  Anybody would, I thought.

	From then on I drank every night and Donny's middle-of-the-night cries sailed past me and woke Gene.

	One morning Gene found a stack of my recipes in the kitchen.  "You write these stupid things?" he asked.

	"Sometimes."

	"Incredible."

	"I don't mean to write them.  I'm trying to stop."

	"Stop?  That's a nonsensical statement."

	"I mean I'm trying to stop drinking so I won't write them."

	But I didn't try to stop drinking.  I wasn't, as I had hoped, a loving, competent wife.  The cycle of my drinks, our fights, my  sorries and Gene's forgiveness was fully in effect.  He began to put in longer hours at work, as if forgiving was taking something from his pride which had to be replaced by high job performance.  Though I dimly understood, I was too hooked to stop drinking.  And I assumed he loved me too much to leave me. 

�

Chapter III





	I balanced on my tiptoes, reaching for a shoebox on the highest shelf in the closet.  In it were my black spiked heels.  "Can you come here?" I asked Gene.  "I can't get this box."

	"Which box?"

	"The one on top.  The brown one with the white letters."

	Gene lifted it down.  We were dressing for Captain Davis's cocktail party.  During the five months we had been at Great Lakes, we had attended three cocktail parties, all gala events with plenty of food and liquor.  I expected that Captain Davis's party would be equally gala and lavish.

	I put on my new dress, black shantung with a fitted waist, a full skirt, and a wide bow that tied at the neck.  This was the first time Gene had seen it and I twirled before him, flaring the skirt flat out like a saucer.  "Like it?" I asked.

	"I love it," Gene said, reaching for me.

	But I jumped away from his hand, wavered on the spindly heels, and said, "Stop it.  Our baby-sitter's going to be here in a second." I smiled, though, enjoying the play.

	Gene came after me and kissed my neck.  "You're beautiful, gal."

	I put my arms around him.  "Really, she's almost here."

	"I could call and cancel."

	I laughed.  The doorbell rang and I rushed from the soon.  "Hurry up and finish dressing," I called from the hall.  Then from farther on down the hall I shouted, "Have I ever met Captain Davis?  I don't remember."

	Gene shouted, "Once, I think.  At the reception for new officers.”

	At Captain Davis's home a teenage girl answered our ring and led us to the edge of the large living room.  Gene leaned close and said, "Take it easy on the drinks."

	"Of course!" I snapped.

	"Don't get huffy."

	"Then don't--" I started to say but was interrupted by Captain Davis.

	"Hello there.  Glad you could come, Gene, and humm, let's see--I've got it--Muriel," the captain boomed out.  He was about five feet four and I wondered if, unconsciously, he boomed to compensate for his lack of height.

	"Well, yes, now," he continued, "how's the little mother?  It's the best time of your life.  The very best.  No other to match it." He patted Gene's shoulder and stretched his thin mouth into a long smile.

	"We--" I said.

	“Yes, of course, you want a drink.  This way, Gene." Like a dinghy pulling a sailboat, the captain bustled off with Gene in tow.

	I started through the living room toward a group gathered next to a floor lamp.  The living room was about thirty feet long and contained only the floor lamp, three table lamps, and three mahogany end tables.  At this naval base it was common practice to remove the living room furniture before a large cocktail party.  About forty people were grouped around the room, and the doorbell continued to ring.

	I kept well to the left side of the room, as Wilbur and Mollie Lowe were to the right, in front of the fireplace.  Whenever I saw them, I felt foolish.  But despite my best efforts to avoid them, we had met at a couple of gatherings.

	Gene touched my shoulder and handed me a pale bourbon and water, mostly water.  "What kind of drink is that?" I said, keeping my voice low.

	"A normal drink."

	"It is not!  " I snapped.  But my irritation left quickly, for at least it was a drink.

	We both stepped up to a group.  There was Tom Page, a hulking young man, and Ruth Coogan, also young and evidently in love with Tom.  Standing slightly behind them was Janet Hack, a kind-looking woman in her early forties.  Janet acknowledged Gene and me with a nod and turned back to Tom and Ruth.

	"I run three miles before work," Tom was saying.

	"That's wonderful," said Ruth, her eyes fixed on Tom.

	"I never miss a day," he added.

	"Neither do I," said Ruth.

	"Nor I," said Janet.

	I didn't comment, because I neither ran nor exercised.  I felt inferior.

	I stepped away and went to the kitchen to fix a drink.  I poured a few ounces of bourbon in a glass and topped it with Coke to hide the quantity of bourbon.  I drank half of it, then poured in more bourbon, more Coke and started back to Tom, Ruth, and Janet.  I met Gene on the way.  Studying my glass, he said, "Coke?"

	"Not exactly," I said, irritated.  This was his second comment about my drinks.  What was wrong with him?  Why didn't he relax and let me have a little fun?  Then for a moment, I understood.  Earlier, he had wanted to stay home.  But then I thought, No, it isn't that.  He was nagging me because he was nervous and overpressured by his navy work, his evening classes at Northwestern, his homework. (Gene was now working toward a master's in business administration.)

	"Calm down and leave me alone,"  I said and rejoined Ruth, Tom, and Janet, who were now discussing running shoes.  After several swallows of the drink, I felt up to their running ability and said, "I used to trot ten times around my high school track." That was a lie, but I felt good about it.  The truth was that every month or so I had run four laps and collapsed on the grass.

	Ruth and Tom nodded, as though impressed and Janet Hack said, "That was a good run."

	"It was," I said.

	A couple of drinks later, feeling wonderful about myself, I began to circulate.  To a group standing in front of the French doors, I said, "When Gene and I were first married, I headed a chemical lab in North Chicago."

	"Quite a responsibility," said a tall woman with broad shoulders.

	"Yes," I responded.  "I hated to quit, but Gene got called into the Navy."

	To a group near the dining room table, I said, "Someday I hope to become a fine writer, maybe even better than Melville, but not as good as Shakespeare.  He's pretty good."

	Two of the women smiled politely and a man with a round face said, "A peach of an ambition."

	I continued to circulate, carefully staying away from Gene.  But well into the evening, I saw his belt, then his shoes. As I bent down, spread my fingers flat against the carpet, straightened my legs, and pulled my knees together.  In an effort to further impress Janet Hack, I was demonstrating my toe touching technique.  Gene lifted me up by the elbow.  "We'll be right back," he told Janet.

	Grasping my arm he steered me to an empty corner.  "How many have you had?"

	"Just a few."

	"You're lying.  Why are you touching your toes?  This isn't a gym.”

	I stared at him and my head spun.  I said, "Toes can be touched anywhere."

	"We're leaving.  Where's your purse?"

	"We're not," I said.

	"We are going." His tone was hard, obstinate.  Though it seemed senseless to me, I concurred.

	I found Captain Davis and said, "Gene's looking for my purse, because we've got to go--he's tired from all his homework at school.  We had the best time we've ever had.  We'd like you to come and visit us sometime." I paused and glanced at Gene, who had returned with my purse.  His eyes were wide with either embarrassment or wonder.  After deciding that it was wonder brought on by my gracious good-bye, I continued, "The ham and turkey and those hors d'oeuvres--"

	"I appreciate your thanks," Captain Davis said, "but I'm not your host."

	Confused, I said, "You're not?"

	"It'll be Captain Davis you want to thank....”

	"You look like Captain Davis," I said.  I was dizzy and drunk.  "I guess maybe Captain Davis is shorter," I said.

	"My wife's a little mixed-up," Gene said.

	"An easy mistake to make," the man replied.

	"Well, excuse us," Gene said.

	"Of course."

The man walked away and I said, "Who is he?"

"Captain Jensen."

"It was an easy mistake to make....”

	In anger he barked, "It was not.  Captain Jensen's six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than Captain Davis."

	"If you were in a room full of my friends, you'd thank the wrong person too."

	Without answering, Gene grabbed my arm and sped me through the door and to the car.

	I said, "We should go back and thank Captain Davis."

	"I'll thank him Monday."

	"It was an easy mistake."

	"Enough, Muriel.  It's not that you thanked the wrong man.  It's that you're plastered."

	“I am not."

	"Cut it."

	"I want to discuss it."

	We drove home in silence.

	In the morning under a warm sun and a sky as blue as a swimming pool, Gene had Donny out crawling in the grass.  I was drooped on the couch, watching them and thinking.  If only I hadn't gotten drunk and raced around lying and misthanking.  Captain Jensen must think I'm a fool.  I was one, I thought.  I could never face him again.

	If only Gene weren't so upset.  After getting up, he had gone to the kitchen, rattled around, then yelled, "Where's the coffeepot?"

	Then before taking Donny out, Gene had asked, "Where's my toolbox?"

	That was about all he had said to me.

	I felt as if Gene and I were on the Sahara, with the air shimmering in heat waves and the sand ridged by the wind.  As if Gene were a mile away, screaming, "Where's my  toolbox?" Unless I brought him the box, we would remain separated.

	In August, three months after Captain Davis's cocktail party and an hour or so after Gene went to bed, I lay on the couch drinking a can of beer.  It was muggy, the air so still that the curtains were flat against the window.  I picked up a magazine and fanned myself.

	When I cooled down a little, I went to the window and looked at the apartment on the other side of the courtyard.  Here and there a light shone, but most people were in bed.  None of them knew I watched and I felt partly as if I spied, partly as if I were omniscient, like God.

	That is, if there is a God, I thought.  From the beginning of time on, man has created gods.  Chances are, God just exists in a person's mind.

	But I hated to believe that.  I wanted God to exist, to listen to man, to me.  If that were so, right then I could say, "I'd like to talk to You."

	And God would say, "I'm listening, Muriel."

	And I would tell Him my worry.  "I think I might be drinking too much sometimes.  I think I might need Your help."

	"I'll help you," God would say.

	With a feeling of caring for God catching at my throat, I went to the coffee table, set my beer can down, and knelt.  I bent my head and prayed, "God, please help me.  Please speak to me."

	I scanned the corners of the room and glanced at the motionless curtains, looking for God.  But I didn't see Him.  I closed my eyes and concentrated on hearing His voice, but He didn't speak.  I waited.  I gave Him time.  Finally 1 opened my eyes and tears ran down my cheeks.

	Anger followed regret, and I thought, If God does exist, He's silent, invisible, and as impersonal as a tree.  I'll never pray again.

	I went to the kitchen and opened a can of beer.  I was still crying.

	That same August, I became pregnant, and the following May I gave birth to a girl, Deborah Lynne.  Though I loved her and Donny, I found it difficult to give them my full attention because every morning I had a hangover.

	Having a hangover was like having the flu.  I had one now.  It was 8:00 a.m. and Donny was calling, "Mommy, Mommy," and Debbie was crying and I was pushing myself out of bed.  My head ached and my mouth felt as if I had been sucking on a ball of cotton.  I went to the kitchen, poured a glass of soda, then went to the bedroom and let down the side of Donny's crib.  While I dressed and fed the children, my stomach rolled and my muscles ached.  I had gone to bed at 3:00 a.m. and I was exhausted.  I had to get more sleep.

I lifted Debbie from the living room couch, took Donny's hand, and brought them to their bedroom.  I locked the door, laid Debbie in her bassinet, scattered Donny's toys on the floor, and climbed into his crib.  In order to fit, I turned on my side and drew up my legs.  It was a snug fit, but it would do.  I slept.

But not for long.  Donny began poking at my face, "Get up, Mommy.  Get up."

"Soon," I mumbled.  "Let's see your truck catch your doggie."

Diverted, he played awhile and I slept--until he poked me again.  "Up, Mommy.  Get up."

"Okay, in a minute.  Can you make a train with your blocks?"

	I shut my eyes again.

	About an hour and a half after we came in, Donny began to whine, evidently hating that he was confined and ignored.  He tugged at my arm, "Up, Mommy.  Up, Mommy.  Up, Mommy--"

	"Okay, okay." I climbed out, not feeling perfect, but well enough to face the day.

	The morning sleep in the crib became a routine.  During that time the phone often rang, but I didn't answer it.  One afternoon Gene phoned and said, "It's almost impossible to reach you in the morning.  Where are you""

	"I'm busy with the kids."

	"Too busy to answer the phone?"

	"Yes.  Please don't ever call before noon." 

�



Chapter IV



	On a windy afternoon when Donny was 28 months old, I was sitting cross-legged on the living room carpet.  Beyond the window, scraps of paper skittered over the grass in the courtyard, and the young maples beside the sidewalk swayed like dancers.  I was shaking the contents of my purse onto a newspaper.  Out fluttered the usual paraphernalia and some change--two dimes, two nickels, three pennies.  I threw everything back into my purse, including the change, and hurried to our bedroom, pulled open Gene's top dresser drawer, and shuffled through a clutter of belts and papers.  In the corner under a telephone message from his office were six cents.  I picked them up.  I now had just thirty-nine cents and no liquor.  I had to find more money.

	I searched through coat and pants pockets, drawers--even lay on the floor and looked under the bed.  No money.

	As I started toward the kitchen to take another look in the silverware drawer, I remembered the two silver dollars packed in a white box in the bottom drawer of Gene's desk.  And I remembered the day Gene had put them there.  "I got them from the bank," he had said.

	"What for?" I asked.

	"For the kids.  They commemorate their birth years.  They're for their eighteenth birthdays."

	"I like that."

	Gene had grinned with pleasure.  "It'll be something special from their dad."

	How could I spend the silver dollars?  But the silverware drawer was empty, and I found myself hurrying into the bedroom and to Gene's desk.  I pulled open the drawer and lifted out the box.  Just looking, I thought, as I took off the lid, removed the dollars, and laid them in my palm.  As if by reflex, I closed my hand around them and kicked the drawer shut.

I dropped the dollars in my purse.  What else could I do?  I would replace them and Gene would never know the difference.  One silver dollar looked just like another silver dollar.

Donny and Debbie and I drove in our Volkswagen to the liquor store.  Donny's eyes lighted with excitement as we walked into Creekway Liquor Market, a long, narrow store with three rows of bottle-filled shelves.  He loved the bottles, especially the bright liqueurs and wines.  "I want some booze," he said, reaching for a bottle of shimmery green creme de menthe.

"Don't touch the bottles.  They're no-no's." I pulled his hand from the creme de menthe.  "And don't say ‘booze,’”  I whispered, feeling shame; "booze" was an unnatural word for a two-year-old, the kind of word the child of a drinking mother might overhear and repeat.

	"I want that booze!" he yelled.

	"Shh, shh," I said and at the same time noticed an elderly man watching us from the end of the aisle.  He looked like Papa Hansen, my grandfather.

	I smiled at the man.  "He thinks booze is pop."

	"Ohh," said the man.

	"I want that booze!  I want that booze. I want that booze!" Donny screeched.

	"Shh, shh," I said, and then to the man, "He drinks quite a bit of pop."

	"Booze, booze, booze!"

	The man drew the lines on his forehead into crossroads of disapproval.  He thinks I'm an unfit mother, I thought.  If only he could see my clean apartment, the wholesome meals I fix, the five motherless puppies that I've nursed to health--and my husband, an ensign in the United States Navy.

	I turned to Donny and snapped, "Quiet down!"

	Donny sank to the floor, threw himself on his back, and pounded the floor with his heels.  I stepped over him and rushed to the rear of the store, where I picked up two six-packs of beer.  After paying for the beer with the silver dollars, I left with Debbie in one arm, the beer in the other, and Donny trailing behind, whimpering.  I felt like a bag of rotten pears.

	When Gene came home from work, he found me in the kitchen washing lettuce.  He stood behind me, kissed the back of my neck, and wrapped his arms around me.  "How was your day?" he said.

	"Terrible.  I'm exhausted."

	"What happened?"

	"Donny acted like a brat.  He had a tantrum at the store and everyone stared at him.  I felt like an idiot."

	"What store were you at?"

	"The commissary." The lie, as did many lies these days, came out easily.

	In sympathy Gene turned me around and kissed me.  He said he would keep Donny out of the kitchen while I fixed dinner.

	Much later, I was lying on the couch, drinking the last can of beer from the six-packs and feeling as light as whipped cream.  A good gust of air, I thought, could lift me off the couch and on up to the ceiling.  But with my luck--I laughed--I'd bounce against the plaster and wake Gene.  And he'd run out and pull me from the ceiling and yell, "Find another way to entertain yourself!" Which reminded me.…

	There was an unfinished discussion between Gene and me.  Last night I had told him that I planned to become an advertising executive.  He had said I was nuts.  But tonight I would catch his attention and spark his enthusiasm.  I would explain that, even though I did not have a college degree or writing experience, I had the brains and talent to climb sky-high in advertising.

	I'll tell him, I thought, as I stood up, padded across the carpet, onto the black tile, and along the hallway, aiming my feet carefully so that I wouldn't topple into a wall.  I'll catch his attention, I thought as I swayed into the bedroom.  I flipped on the light switch, swung toward the bed, and climbed in.

	Gene was sleeping on his back, and giving stentorious snores.  I crawled across the bed, straddled his stomach, and shook his shoulders.  "Ahh, ahh," he moaned as his head bounced up and down.  Sometimes it was difficult to wake Gene.  Finally he opened his eyes.  "What is it?" he mumbled.

	I bent down until my eyes were inches from his and barked out, "My plan to be an advertising executive is not nuts.  I'm smart and I can do it.  Your sour attitude's not going to stop

me. Someday I'll have a large office and three secretaries."

	"Get off my stomach and go away," Gene muttered.

	"I won't leave until I'm finished.  You'll listen until you tell me I can make it."

	"Go away,”  he shouted.

	"No." I grabbed his shoulders and tightened my legs against his sides.  "You'll never get rid of me."

	"Leave!" With a great thrust, Gene rolled to his side, throwing me onto the mattress.  He pulled his pillow from under his head and clamped it on top of his head.

	"All right," I said, sliding off the bed.  I lifted my head high and said with dignity, "I was about to go anyhow."

	I went back to the couch, finished the can of beer, and stretched out on my back.  Gene is obnoxious, I thought.  He deserves losing the silver dollars.  If he ever asked where they had gone, I would say, "There's been a terrible robbery.  I'm missing a few things myself."

	I got a pencil and listed the items taken in the robbery: 2 silver dollars, 2 cashmere sweaters, 1 silver pitcher, 9 books . . .

	The impact of the robbery hit and I cried.  I crumpled the list and threw it on the floor.  I didn't understand myself.  In order to drink, I lied, stole--what next? Was I becoming an alcoholic, like Dad and Mom and Aunt Red?

	I remembered an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting in my parents' living room.  It had been my father's group; Mom had not attended A.A. meetings.  The talk and laughter had come to Chris, Ellen, and me in the kitchen; Ellen, who was four, nine years my junior, had asked, "Will Daddy stay sober?"

	"I think so," I said.

	"He will," said Chris.  "I know he will."

	After attending A.A. for five months, Dad started drinking again.  And one morning while he was at the kitchen table, his shoulders bent with the round-the-clock drinking of the previous two weeks, I asked, "Why don't you go back to the meetings?"

	He lifted his head and smiled, for he was a gentle drunk.  "In the Depression for 25 cents, Henry and I could buy--"

	"The meetings, Dad.  You should go back."

	"Fix me a little one, Mewy, just a short one."

	"Please give them another chance." 

	"Just a short one." He measured an inch with his finger and thumb, and I gave up and filled his glass about an inch.

	My thoughts came back to the present.  With a rush of honesty, I knew that I was as committed to alcohol as Dad.  But I did not want to be like him.  I stood and dropped my beer can on the carpet and crushed it.  That can was my last.  I would quit drinking.  Tomorrow I would call Alcoholics Anonymous.

	In the morning I had second thoughts: I was only twenty-four, years too young to be an alcoholic.  And even if I were an alcoholic, I couldn't call a stranger for help.  But I forced myself to pick up the phone directory and find Alcoholics Anonymous.  My heart pounded and my hands perspired when I saw the number.  I dialed.  Clay, a man with a voice that scratched like a worn record, answered the phone.  He invited me to a meeting that evening and said that a woman from the group would be phoning me.  I hung up, drained.

		It was Mary who phoned.  She breathlessly offered to pick me up at 7:45, then said, "I'm sorry I can't talk longer, but I've got an appointment with my son's English teacher.”

	That evening, shortly before Mary was due, I was sitting on the couch nervously swinging my foot back and forth.  Because I wanted to go into A.A. with a clean conscience, I was telling Gene about the silver dollars.  "I didn't mean to take them," I said, "but I needed the money for some beer.  I didn't really know what I was doing until after I did it.  I'll go to the bank and get two more.  I'm really sorry.  I want to go to A.A. and get a new start."

	Gene pulled me up from the couch and into his arms.  "You've got my full support, gal."

	"Then you don't mind about the dollars?"

	"I mind, but the important thing is that you’re going to A.A."

	I laid my head in the hollow of his shoulder and felt the strength of' his love for me.  I almost loved him.

	"I'm proud of you," he said.  "It's a big step."

	All at once I felt the immensity of the step and I craved a drink.  I'm only twenty-four and I 'm not old enough to be an alcoholic, I thought.  "Don't be too proud," I said.  "I'm just trying this out.  I don't know what the meeting will be like."

	"Of course, darling." He lifted my chin and kissed me, obviously not noting my trepidation. 

"Mary should be here now," I said.  I smoothed down my hair and went to the closet for my coat.  As I took it from a hanger the doorbell rang.  "See you later," I called and pulled open the door.

In my mind, Mary had been a floozy in a bright pink dress with a limp cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth.  Not that I expected that a woman who rushed off to see her son's English teacher was a floozy, but still, Mary came out that way in my mind.  But here was a plain woman in her late forties, wearing a drab raincoat and sensible pumps.

"Muriel?" she asked.  I nodded.  "It's good to meet you.  We're running late." I trailed her quick-stepping pumps to her car.

As we pulled away from the curb, she explained that we were heading for a church near downtown North Chicago.  "I've been going to meetings there for seven years," she said.

	"Oh," I said, feeling nervous and tongue-tied.

	Mary sensed my feelings.  "Apprehensive?"

	"Yes.  I keep thinking I might not be old enough to be an alcoholic.  I'm only twenty-four."

	"It's not a matter of age.  It's a matter of reaching one's bottom."

	"You mean the end of your rope""

	"Exactly.  I didn't reach mine until I was committed to Elgin [an insane asylum]."

	Though Mary had an over-hurried manner, thus was probably high-strung, she was so ordinary in looks and speech that it was impossible to imagine her in an asylum.  Shocked, I blurted out, "Why, what happened?"

	"I had D.T.'s.( The doctor said I had to quit drinking or I'd lose my mind--I would become a walking vegetable." She glanced at me, her eyes solemn.  "You don't have to go my route.  You can be smarter."

	In Mary's high-strung manner, I saw myself.  I could be heading her way, I thought, and I determined to quit drinking.

	Soon Mary swung her car around a corner and pulled up to a curb beside a white brick church.  "We're here," she said, and I followed her inside, down a flight of stairs, and into a large room.

	To the left side of the room, next to a concrete-block wall, about twenty-five men and women were seated at three tables pushed end to end.  Most drank coffee from thick, white mugs.  Most smoked, and the smoke fogged the air.  I was the youngest person there.

	I stopped at the coffeepot with Mary for a mug of coffee, then took a seat between her and a barrel-chested man.  He touched my arm and said, "New?  I haven't seen you here before."

"This is my first meeting," I whispered, for the chairman, a man of about fifty, had just rapped a gavel against the table and was now standing.

	We all rose and recited "The Serenity Prayer": " 'God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the 

difference.’ ”�

	Except for the chairman, we all sat.  "I'm Clay and I'm an alcoholic," he said.  So he's Clay, I thought and once again noted his scratchy voice.  Clay lighted a cigarette, welcomed us to the High Street Group, and explained that the sole purpose of A.A. was to help its members achieve sobriety.  The only requirement for membership was a desire to stop drinking.  "Most of us stay sober with the help of a Higher Power," he said.  He paused and then asked, "Does anyone have something he'd like to bring up for discussion?"

	The barrel-chested man said, "There's a new person here.  I think we should talk about the importance of staying away from the first drink."

	Please don't point me out--please don't do anything special for me, I thought.

	To my relief I wasn't identified.  No one objected to the topic and Clay began the discussion.  "A few months after I came to A.A., I decided I could handle a drink.  I couldn't.  I ended up on a four-week binge." After Clay told us about the binge, he called on the man to his right, the man next to him, and so on. When I realized his method, I counted.  He would get to me five turns from now.  The prospect of speaking terrified me.  My hands perspired.  What should I say?

	Should I tell them about my first drink at Mr. and Mrs. Staceys’ when I was fourteen?  While baby-sitting their two boys, I found the liquor cabinet in the dining room.  Thinking it would be daring to have a drink, I poured a bourbon and ginger ale.  It was delicious.  From then on, each time I babysat, I took out a bottle of liquor, poured a few ounces into a glass, and replaced the missing liquor with water.  To keep Mr. and Mrs. Staceys' bottles from becoming over-diluted, I drank from a different bottle each time.  The Staceys  never questioned me.

Or should I tell the group about the alcoholics in my family: Dad, Mom, Aunt Red, my uncle, my grandmother, and seven second cousins.

	Soon it was my turn.  Clay gave me a kind look and said, "Are you the young lady who phoned this morning?" I nodded.  "I'm glad you came.  Would you like to make a comment?"

	"Yes--I would." I blushed, my voice trembled and the cigarette I held shook so violently that I dropped it in an ashtray.  I knew that everyone was watching me falter.  I managed to add, "I'm glad to be here," then fixed my eyes on the tabletop.

	Worried because I had trembled in front of twenty-five people, I didn't hear the comments that followed.  What would they be thinking of me?  I pulled a cigarette from my pack and dragged on it until it was a butt.  I lighted another, smoked, watched the smoke spiral to the ceiling.  In my self-concern, I heard nothing until a woman with white, upswept hair and perfect makeup spoke.  She was the last person to comment.  Her elegance captured my attention.  "I've been sober now for three years," she said.  "One drink would lead to my death.  When I came to A.A., my liver was beginning to go.  It was cirrhosis.  I looked as if I were pregnant.  For me it was a choice of sobriety or death.  I chose to live."

	She chose to live, I thought, touched, yet at the same time relieved that I was not pressed into making the choice.  For I wasn't tottering on the brink of cirrhosis, and my stomach was as flat as the tabletop.  Right then I knew I was too healthy and young for A.A. 

	Thank heavens, I thought as the group stood and recited the Lord's Prayer.  The prayer ended the meeting.

	Before Mary and I left, she suggested I buy a copy of Alcoholics Anonymous.  "It's the A.A. bible," she said.  To please Mary, I bought one.  When she had parked beside the curb in front of my apartment, she wrote out her phone number and said, "Call me anytime.  I'll give you a call in the morning."

___________________________________________________

	

	In the apartment I sank onto the couch and Gene handed me a cup of coffee.  "Every single muscle in my body aches," I said.

	"From what?"

	"From being nervous at the meeting, I guess."

	"But you did like it?"

	If I declared that I was quitting A.A., we would argue.  I was too emotionally spent for that.  Temporizing, I said, "It was okay.  It's hard to know the first time just what it's like."

	"Were there many women?"

	"About five."

	"Were there--?"

	"I'm too tired to talk anymore about it tonight.  I think I'll go to bed."

	"I'll be in later."

	"Homework?"

	"I've got a finance exam coming up."

	I remembered that I had no money to buy beer the next day.  "May I have a few dollars for eggs and milk?"

	Gene handed me ten dollars, kissed me, and said, "Good night, darling.  I'm proud of you."

	With his pride dragging at my heels, I walked to bed.

	The next day at noon, Mary phoned.  By that time there were two six-packs of beer in the refrigerator and a fifth of bourbon in the cabinet under the sink.  "How are you feeling?" she said.

	"Fine."

	“Your body's withdrawing from alcohol and you might get a little jittery.  You might crave a drink."

	"I feel fine."

	"Well, if it happens, have something sweet--honey or orange juice."

	"I will." 

	"Pamper yourself.  You're going through a hard time.  And read Alcoholics Anonymous."

	"Yes, I will." I paused.  "Mary?"

	"Yes."

	"I don't know how to say this, but I'm not going back to the meetings.  I'm not old enough to be an alcoholic.  I don't drink as much as the people in A.A. I can control myself."

	"It's not a question of age or amount, but of tolerance.  Can we tolerate the kind of morals and values that go along with drinking?  Can we stand ourselves?"

	"I've got no problems with my conscience." I was so set on drinking the beer in the refrigerator and the bourbon under the sink that I excused my lies, my theft.

	Mary urged me to reconsider, but I wouldn't.  She invited me to call if I changed my mind.

	After Mary hung up, I lifted Alcoholics Anonymous from the coffee table.  I was curious as to its contents, yet afraid that it would make me feel guilty about my plan to drink.  I leafed through quickly.  One page caught my eye and I read: 



We are convinced, to a man, that alcoholics of our type are in the grip of a progressive illness.  Over any considerable period we get worse, never better....

Despite all we can say, many who are real alcoholics are not going to believe they are in that class.  By every form of self-deception and experimentation, they will try to prove themselves exceptions to the rule, therefore nonalcoholic.�



	I slammed the book shut, stalked into my bedroom.  I pushed it under the bed, next to the wall where my dust mop would seldom touch it.

	That evening while Gene, Donny and I raced trucks across the living room carpet, I decided the best way to approach my break with A.A. was to simply start drinking, as if that were normal.  And it was.  How else could I get rid of the jitters I'd had for a couple of days?  I walked to the refrigerator and took out a beer.  I brought it to the couch.  Gene glanced up, opened his mouth in surprise, then said, "A beer?" 

	"Yes, a beer," I said.  "I learned in A.A. that I can handle it if I watch myself."

	Gene's voice snapped with annoyance.  "Your sobriety's got the all-time record for shortness--less than two days."

	I lifted the can and took a long, rebellious swallow.  "What are you, a calendar?"

	"And what exactly are you?"

	His accusing remark infuriated me.  "For one thing, I'm not an alcoholic.  Those people drink far more than I'm ever going to. Your problem is you expect me to be a saint."

	"Look, you went to that meeting because you wanted to.  Nobody forced you.  I was just hoping--"

	Hot as fire, I shouted, "Hope about yourself and keep your hope off me!" I hated Gene and his hope.

	"You're irrational!" he yelled.

	"I can't stand you."

	"I can't stand your drinking."

	"Then get another wife--a Baptist.  She'll sign a nondrinking pledge for you."

	Donny's eyes widened in fright.  "Mommy, Daddy, don't yell."

	I picked up Donny, hugged him, and said to Gene, "Look what you've done."

	"You're crazy." Gene jumped up, snatched his finance text from the coffee table, and stormed down the hall to the bedroom, slamming the door after him. 
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