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THE WISDOM 
TO KNOW THE 
DIFFERENCE

MY HUSBAND HAD A DRINKING PROBLEM; 
NOW WHAT?

As told to Devorie Kreiman
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TURNING
POINT

T
he meeting room was very plain, with 
wooden folding chairs arranged in rows 
on top of matted commercial carpeting. I 
hesitated in the doorway. There were 
around 35 people already seated. None of 
them looked like me. I shuddered. What 
am I doing here? My life is supposed to be 
holy. This feels so dirty!

I found a seat in the last row. The speaker asked, “Are 
there any newcomers here who would like to introduce 
themselves?” and I forced myself to raise my hand. She 
pointed at me. “First names only,” she cautioned. I stated 
my name. Then I listened to strangers telling stories that 
were eerily similar to mine. 

Don’t be too loud. Don’t shame the family. 
Don’t draw attention to yourself. There was 
a lot of concern about ayin hara.

Sometimes my parents’ efforts were 
comical. My mother had a strong Euro-
pean accent, and my father spoke mostly 
French. They blended what they knew of 
English into their own version of the lan-
guage, one that had many tortured pronun-
ciations. And when they didn’t know 
something, they improvised. For example, 
my brothers went to a local Yiddish-
speaking yeshivah. My father didn’t speak 
Yiddish. Whenever he had to go in for a 
conference or to pick up a report card, he 
nodded and threw in a “yoh” or a “nein” 
where he figured it was called for, and he 
got away with it. 

It wasn’t an unhappy childhood. We were 
nurtured and loved. But there was a basic 
expectation that we had to be who our 
parents said we would be. And we also had 
to be quiet. 

We never heard about play dates or “me 
time.” We walked our younger brothers and 

I grew up cocooned in kedushah—no 
radio, no secular newspapers or magazines, 
not even any immodest billboards on the 
streets of our neighborhood. I read story-
books about tzaddikim and imagined that 
one day I’d marry a holy Yid who spent his 
days learning. We’d live in a humble little 
home on a narrow street in Yerushalayim. 

I’m the fifth child in a family of 12 kids, 
nine of whom are boys. We lived in the 
sheltered enclave of a neighborhood com-
prised mostly of Holocaust survivors and 
their families. My family was “other.” My 
father was a Sephardic rav, and my mother 
was European. Even our last name stood 
out; no “-owitz” or “-insky” for us. My 
siblings and I attended “regular” Ashkenazi 
schools. Everyone—or so it seemed to my 
young mind—had cousins in the school 
system except for us. My family sang dif-
ferent songs, ate different foods and davened 
with a different nusach. We felt like we were 
our own tribe.

My parents did their best. My mother, 
the child of survivors, was always afraid: 
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sisters to school and back. We took them 
to the park on Sundays. One of my broth-
ers, who is a year older than I am, has a 
distinctly Sephardic first name. He’s very 
sensitive, a perfectionist with OCD tenden-
cies. The other kids couldn’t stand that he 
was a goody-goody and bullied him merci-
lessly. In those days, children weren’t asked 
how they were feeling; the adults left us to 
work out our issues on our own. I took it 
upon myself to protect my brother. I con-
fronted the bullies and made sure they left 
him alone. Years later, when my own chil-
dren were vulnerable, I remembered having 
protected someone weak and reminded 
myself that I had it in me.

It was drilled into me that the most 
important role I could have in life was to 
be a wife and a mother, but no one ever 
told me how to have a healthy relationship 
and what to do if things went wrong. 

My brother-in-law was the one who 
suggested my shidduch. One day he showed 
my parents a photo of his chavrusa, who 
came from a very well-known family. They 
had already agreed to the match. My 
parents couldn’t believe our good fortune; 
this family was a really big deal!

I’m not sure how much research my 
parents did before I dated him. I went out 
in my fancy suit, wearing my mother’s shoes 
and trying to act older than I was. I was 
instructed how to behave on the date and 
what to say. There were a lot of red flags 
waving to the right and to the left, but I 
didn’t see them.

We were in a revolving rooftop lounge 
that offered a 360-degree view of the city. 
At one point, he asked me, “Is that building 
coming toward me or did I drink too 
much?” 

I thought he was joking. I answered, 
“We’re the ones who are moving.” 

We dated only a few times. There were 
always drinks on the table, and he seemed 
a little hyper. There were no shidduch coun-

One Yom Tov, my mother cornered me 
in the kitchen. “Is he always like this?” she 
asked. “Something isn’t right.” It was an 
opening I should have seized, but I was too 
ashamed and frightened to tell her the 
truth.

The truth was that my husband had 
started drinking when he was 14 years old. 
He was the youngest child of elderly 
parents, and his father was so accomplished 
and renowned that he didn’t stand a chance 
of measuring up. Instead, he learned how 
to make people laugh. He drank—and then 
he became the party. Everyone loved how 
much fun he was. His nieces and nephews, 
friends, teachers and even his parents 
laughed at his wacky yarns and escapades. 

On the first Simchas Torah after our 
wedding, I was in shul watching the men 
dance when I saw my husband take a 
tumble from the bleachers. All the way 
home, he was hugging trees and people. 
Someone told me he was a funny drunk, 
and I thought: It’s only funny when it’s not 
your husband.

Then came the “shiurim.” He’d invite 
friends over and they’d stay up half the 
night. I was eager to help and prepared 
food for them. I thought I was doing 
Hashem’s work by helping my husband by 
serving cake and kugel. But the “shiur” 
inevitably turned unpleasant. The men 
smoked, drank too much and then threw 
up. I locked myself in my bedroom and 
waited for them to leave. There were no 
cellphones in those days. And anyway, 
whom would I have called? I didn’t know 
what a good wife should do. Should she 
just ignore the chaos and clean up the mess 
afterward?

One night at around 3 a.m., I’d finally 
had enough. I gathered my courage, went 
out into the front room, and politely asked 
my husband’s friends to leave. They thought 
it was hysterical and laughed. 

How deep is the human capacity for 

I locked myself in 
my bedroom and 

waited for the men to 
leave. There were no 
cellphones in those 

days. Anyway, whom 
would I  

have called? 

selors in those days. I was naïve, and my 
family was very awed by his yichus. 

I said yes even before he finished propos-
ing. Wow! A brand-name shidduch! I thought 
to myself. See? I’m good enough now.

After our wedding, as we were walking 
into our new apartment, my husband passed 
out on the floor. I was terrified. During our 
first Shabbos at my parents’ house, he fell 
off his chair. I laughed it off to cover my 
embarrassment. 

I was a morah. He was a rebbi. We looked 
like the perfect young couple setting up a 
home of Torah and mitzvos. 

My parents picked up on something. My 
father had a collection of mashkeh bottles 
that he had bought as souvenirs on trips. 
He never drank anything stronger than tea, 
but he liked to offer a l ’chaim to the me-
shulachim who came to our door. My father 
saw that something was amiss when the 
bottle of vodka he kept in the freezer had 
turned into solid ice. He said, “Someone 
replaced the vodka with water.”
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suffering? Each time we were invited to a wedding or another 
simchah, I was frantic. What would he do? Would he throw 
up in public? How would I get him home? 

I stopped inviting guests for Shabbos and accepting invita-
tions to other people’s homes. I was in a constant panic, and 
no one had a clue. It was an eye-opener for me and made me 
realize how important it is to be sensitive to others because 
you never know what someone else is going through. 

Life became scarier and scarier. I was living with a man 
who was a danger to both of us. I’d get into the car knowing 
he wasn’t sober, but he wouldn’t let me drive. He’d drive 
anywhere from 30 to 100 miles an hour on the highway, 
whatever suited him. I had to be super-alert; I could never 
fall asleep no matter how long the drive was. 

When I tried to talk to him about his drinking, he’d yell 
at me. “Everyone drinks. Why are you making such a big 
deal? What’s wrong with you?” For a long time I wondered 
if maybe it was really me. Maybe I needed to grow up.

After our children were born, it became very important for 
me to create a joyful environment in our home. But it was 
like smearing several layers of foundation on a bruised face. 
I always had music playing. Every Rosh Chodesh, I deco-
rated the house with the theme of that month and prepared 
special foods to make it exciting. I hung up cute, encouraging 
sayings around the house. I packed my kids’ school lunches 
with great care, cutting the sandwiches into creative shapes, 
writing little notes and enclosing surprises. I took them to 
all kinds of extracurricular activities—sports, art, music. They 
had fun, but I couldn’t shield them from the devastation of 
growing up with an alcoholic father. 

You know how they talk about the elephant in the room 
that no one will acknowledge? My children never asked why 
Tatty did the things he did. Never. And I didn’t bring it up. 
It was as if we’d made a silent pact. We went out nicely dressed. 
We smiled. We functioned.

For years, my husband managed to show up at work and 
teach, relying on his memory and his ability to entertain to 
keep his students engaged. But eventually his drinking got 
in the way. I don’t know if his menahel knew the reason his 
behavior was so erratic, but he told my husband that he had 
missed too many days and fired him in the middle of the year.

As a result, we lost our home and had to move to another 
community. I continued to teach, but we barely managed on 
my salary. I had a few panic attacks and had trouble breath-
ing. I thought, If I die, he won’t take care of the kids. I have to 
survive. 
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One night I wrote a poem to myself. I 
called it “Screaming in My Head.” I felt as 
though I were in a soundproof room shout-
ing at the top of my lungs, but someone 
looking in would think I was singing. No 
one in our community knew because our 
family looked so “together.”

I tried to understand what drove him to 
drink and eventually figured out that he 
couldn’t handle his feelings. He drank 
constantly, but he drank even more when 
he was nervous or angry. He got danger-
ously drunk every time I gave birth, each 
time we had to make a decision, and when-
ever someone said something he didn’t like.

I kept telling myself that he wasn’t a bad 
person. He didn’t wake up each morning 
wanting to hurt others; it was just that he 
needed to numb himself. No one had ever 
taught him how to cope with life. He was 
doing the best he could with what he knew. 
I reminded myself that the same Hashem 
Who is close to us on Yom Kippur is close 
to us on a regular Tuesday. I started to talk 
to Him all the time. “Please, show me what 
to do,” I prayed. “I’m lost.”

Hashem answered my prayers, and it 
happened so quickly that I was stunned. 

One particularly bad night, my husband 
crossed yet another line; he lost his temper 
and threatened me with a raised first. He 
had sunk to a new low. It was the defining 
moment when I changed. At first, I cowered 
in fear. Then, as broken as I was, a spark lit 
up inside of me, and I heard myself say, 
“No! I’m not going to take any more of 
this!”

I’d seen ads in our community phone 
book for an organization that offered coun-
seling for addiction. I dialed the number, 
my hands shaking. When someone an-
swered, I said as quietly as I could so that 
my husband wouldn’t hear, “I think I have 
a problem. Can I come in to talk to 
someone?”

I met with a counselor the following day. 
He was a member of our community, but 
he assured me that whatever I told him 
would remain confidential. He suggested 
that we do an intervention to get my 
husband into rehab. I told him that he 
probably wouldn’t cooperate and that I 
wanted a rabbi present to back us up. To-
gether, we found a rabbi and arranged the 
intervention. My husband would be given 
a choice—to go for help or lose his family.

Before the intervention, the rabbi had a 
long talk with me. I was so worn out by 
then that I told him I just wanted out. The 
rabbi said he would help me, but he added, 
“I’m going to be brutally honest. If you get 
divorced, it will end your marriage, but it 
won’t put an end to your tzaros. You could 
end up in a miserable struggle, especially 
over the kids. We haven’t given your 
husband an ultimatum yet. Do you really 
want to give up on the marriage before we 
try this? Take your time. Go home and 
think about all this.”

I thought about my children. The older 
ones were already teenagers; they had to 
get into good yeshivos. Pretty soon, I’d be 
thinking about marrying them off. This 
wasn’t a good time to add turmoil to their 
lives. I would make the effort to preserve 
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our marriage. I said to the rabbi, “I’m all in.”
He told me to pack a bag for my husband and bring it to the 

intervention. We tricked my husband into thinking he had an 
appointment with the accountant, but when he got there he found 
a doctor, an addictions specialist and the rabbi waiting for him. 
They locked the door behind him and said, “You’re not going 
home tonight. Either you go to rehab, or you find someplace else 
to live.”

He didn’t come home, but he didn’t go to rehab right away 
either. For the next few weeks he stayed in different places. I went 
through my days numb with shock. I davened. I played with my 
children. I told them that Tatty had to go away for a while. And 
I started seeing a therapist.

My therapist recommended that I start going to Al-Anon 
meetings. My initial reaction was to say, “Why should I? I’m not 
the addict.” I learned that Alcoholics Anonymous is for people 
who are addicted to alcohol, and Al-Anon is for their parents, 
children and spouses—those whose lives are most affected by the 
addict.

I thought, “I’ll stay in therapy, but there’s no way I’m joining a 
non-Jewish group like that. I’m frum. I don’t belong there!”

Eventually, my husband entered rehab. It was a long process 
with many ups and downs. He moved back home and continued 
treatment as an outpatient, and we kept up a façade of normalcy. 

As part of his recovery, he had to tell our children that he had 
an addiction. He sat them down around the dining-room table 
and started to explain, but it was too much for him, and he ended 
up running off and leaving me to handle it. (Nothing new there!) 
I told my children, “It’s not contagious. And the good news is that 
he’s getting help. I’m here to support you in this and to answer 
any questions you have.” 

My children responded, “Oh, so that’s why…” and “Well, now 
it makes sense!” 

I tried many times to get them to talk to a professional. But 
those were the days when there was a stigma associated with 
therapy, and they were afraid that their friends would find out, so 
they refused to go. When I insisted, my older children went a few 
times but then quit. As a parent, I know we’re supposed to give 
our kids the proper tools and then get out of the way and allow 
them their own journey. But it’s easier said than done.

My husband was put on a medication that made him violently 
ill if he drank alcohol. He had to take his medication every single 
day in front of me. It was the only way I could feel safe.

It worked. He stopped drinking. That was 15 years ago. The 
problem is that when someone stops drinking, he still needs to deal 
with the reasons he drank in the first place.

Change takes time and a lot of work. My husband and I managed 
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I heard that and thought, “I can do this. 
Even non-Jews know that Hashem is in 
this room.” When they talked about the 
“Big Book,” which lays out the founda-
tional philosophy of Alcoholics Anony-
mous, I thought, “Oh, so there’s a book. I’ll 
read it and get some strategies. It shouldn’t 

take long to figure this out.” But then the 
first speaker said, “I’ve been coming to meet-
ings for 17 years,” and the next one said he’d 
been coming for 30 years. This made me 
wonder if they had read the book. Were 
they unusually slow learners? It took me a 
while to understand. 

At Al-Anon meetings, everything is 
exposed—the shame, the nightmares, the 
panic attacks. But there is no flinching 
because there is no judgment. 

I kept going to meetings. And when I 
was ready, I started to talk. The words were 
accompanied by a whoosh of relief, as if my 
throat had been stuffed with cotton. In that 
room, I could finally speak freely.

It’s been five years. I go to an Al-Anon 
meeting every single day. 

I was worried that because it was obvious 
from the way I dressed that I was a frum 
woman, people would see me and think 
badly about religious Jews. But that’s not 
what happened. Instead, a lot of people 
contacted me privately after the meetings. 
They told me that they perceived me as a 
frum woman who was human and hurting, 
and brave enough to keep showing up in 
order to get better.

I’ve learned a lot 
about myself along 

the way. I’m stronger 
than I thought, and 
I’m bigger than my 

pain. 

to keep our home calm and peaceful, but 
my children were already scarred. Even after 
he became sober, I didn’t share our story 
with anyone because I didn’t want to embar-
rass my husband or my children. And of 
course, there was the issue of our children’s 
shidduchim. Everyone has problems, but if 
we talk about them, we mess up our chil-
dren’s chances. I sometimes thought I de-
served an award for my performance.

I stayed with my husband, and we married 
off most of our children. But I continued to 
feel lonely, even among family and friends, 
because I could never be authentic; a huge 
piece of my life remained hidden. 

My therapist kept encouraging me to go 
to Al-Anon. I resisted for ten years, until I 
was so desperate to be among people who 
understood what I was going through that 
I finally dragged myself to a meeting. 

At my first Al-Anon meeting, I noticed 
that the famous Serenity Prayer that is 
recited at the beginning of every session 
starts with the word “G-d”: “G-d, grant me 
the serenity to accept the things I cannot 
change, the courage to change the things I 
can, and the wisdom to know the differ-
ence.”

Liv560_Turning Point.indd   48Liv560_Turning Point.indd   48 3/11/22   1:32 AM3/11/22   1:32 AM



I’ve become the unofficial rebbetzin of 
Al-Anon. There are all types of Yidden there. 
I started messaging a few of the women to 
wish them a good Shabbos. The number of 
names on my Erev Shabbos list gradually 
grew, and if I’m ever late sending them a 
message, they beat me to it and send me a 
meme with a pretty picture of Yerusha-
layim. I talk to them about hashgachah pratis, 
saying that Hashem directs every single 
step we take and that we’re in this world 
for a purpose. 

Three of the women recently took on a 
Jewish name. A few have put mezuzahs on 
their doors. I never push anything. They’re 
searching for meaning, so when they come 
to me, I introduce them to their own ne-
shamos.

An important aspect of Al-Anon is that 
we all have a sponsor, someone who has 
gone through recovery ahead of us. This is 
also a familiar concept in Yiddishkeit, the 
idea of having a mashpia. It’s critical because 
we may think we’re doing great on our own, 
but we can’t always see ourselves objec-
tively. 

I’ve learned a lot about myself along the 
way. I’m stronger than I thought, and I’m 
bigger than my pain. For a long time, I was 
the wife of an alcoholic. Now it’s part of 
who I am, but only a part.

I’ve become a counselor for frum high 
school girls. I know what it’s like to feel 
invisible, and I’m determined to use my 
experience to alleviate others’ pain. I tell the 
girls, “What you have to say matters.” I 
stress that Hashem made every single 
human being unique and worthy of love. 

I take the time to acknowledge the good 
I have in my life. Every morning, I wake up 
and say in Modeh Ani, “Hashem, rabbah 
emunasecha. Your faith in me is great. You’ve 
granted me a new day and a new chance. 
I have to make it count.” ●
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