
1. How It Happened
How did I become the wife of an alcoholic?
Had anyone suggested to me as a teenager that I

would marry an alcoholic, I would never have believed
it. Me? No way! Why, look who I was! Look at my back-
ground. My family would not think of doing such a
thing.
I am a descendant of a long line of Anabaptist believ-

ers who originated in Switzerland and Germany. My
grandfather Showalter was a circuit preacher in the Vir-
ginia-West Virginia mountains during the early years of
this century. Several of my uncles were ministers of the
Gospel and one was a bishop.
Although the Lord never called my father to preach,

my parents dedicated their lives to the Lord’s work.
Each summer, from April through September, they

bundled their four children into our old car—we were
too poor to afford a late model—and drove to one of the
churches in the highlands where they conducted Sunday
school. When I was a baby, Mama set me on the class-
room floor as she taught a group of children.
During those years Papa and Mama served regularly

at two places—“back in the Gap” (close to home) and
across the state line in West Virginia. This assignment
consisted of two schoolhouses, one in Virginia and the
other in West Virginia. We held Sunday school in the
West Virginia schoolhouse in the morning, ate our
packed lunch, then backtracked four miles to the school-
house in Virginia for the afternoon service. My future
husband and his brothers sometimes attended Sunday
school at the Virginia location.
Now let me explain how I fell into Satan’s trap and
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became the wife of an alcoholic.
Mama taught us to shun strong drink. She refused to

use a much-loved family physician in our small town
who had a reputation for using alcoholic beverages.
Mama instructed us children when we delivered milk
never to accept a drink from neighbors who used alco-
hol. “Don’t even go into the house,” she warned.
Then how did I become the wife of an alcoholic?
The year following my graduation from high school, I

worked as the hired girl for a local Christian family.
These children and I had attended school together, and
one of the girls and I graduated in the same class. But
nothing in my life had prepared me for what I was to
experience.
My mistress expected me to go ahead without supervi-

sion from her, but I did not know how to “go ahead.”
Although I tried valiantly, it seemed as if I never could
do anything quite right. A spot remained on a bed-
spread, or I missed some dust behind a dresser, or I
failed to catch a cobweb trailing from the ceiling. If
nothing like that happened, in my anxiety not to be
clumsy I sometimes overreacted and chipped the plaster
when dragging the vacuum cleaner up the winding
staircase. How I hated that vacuum cleaner!
Toward the end of that nine-month period, I began lit-

erally to count the days and the hours until I could go
home. Mama and Papa had no idea that I was so miser-
able. Mama told me later that if they had known, they
would not have expected me to stay. For my part, it did
not occur to me to quit.
The trials of that year kept me on my knees and in

the Word of God. The next year Satan threw a punch I
was not expecting and did not know how to handle.
A popular and sophisticated schoolteacher dropped in

one day to see me. “Would you consider baby-sitting for
Janie this year while I teach?” she asked. “I want some-
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one who uses good grammar, and I know you do. I
remember how well you did in my junior English class
several years ago.” Her compliment put me off guard. As
she continued to exalt my character, I cast aside any
reservations I may have had about the position and I
accepted the job.
My employer treated me like family. She bragged

about “my Virginia” to the other teachers, her personal
physician, and her family. She even boasted of my Bible
knowledge, small as it was then in comparison to what I
have learned over the years since. I was blind; I did not
realize what Satan was doing to me, using pride to set
me up for a fall.
I cannot say at what point it happened, but I began to

neglect reading my Bible in favor of other books. I fell
asleep during my evening prayer and finally did not
bother to pray at all. Before I realized it, I was a back-
slider. I had tasted sin and liked it. I decided I wanted
more.
During this period, at the suggestion of my employer,

I applied for the position of teacher at the one-room
school in the mountains, where my husband had
attended. Due to a lack of teachers, the school had been
closed for four years. I intended to teach several years,
save my money, then go to college and get my degree.
The superintendent of schools for the county had known
me since childhood and agreed to the proposal.
So I became a teacher. I boarded in the home of my

future husband. Sad to say, I quickly laid aside any indi-
cations of being a Christian and threw morality to the
winds. Before the second school year began, Gene and I
were married.
Yes, I knew he drank. I was aware also of the history

of alcohol use in his family. His father, who died the win-
ter before I became a teacher, had operated a still dur-
ing Prohibition.
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Then why did I marry Gene?
First, I was woefully ignorant of the effects of alcohol.

Gene and his younger brother, the only boys at home at
the time, confined their drinking to times when they left
the mountain and went to places where alcoholic bever-
ages were available. This limited my contact with the
product and its effects. Besides, I liked the romantic
mood Gene assumed when drinking.
Although we had lived in the same house for nine

months, Gene and I hardly knew each other. I marvel,
as I look back, that our marriage survived. He may have
loved me; he said he did. For my part, I am sure my
emotions were more infatuation than love. You must
know someone to love him, and I did not really know
Gene.
Neither did I foresee the rocky road that lay ahead.

4



2. At Wit’s End
No person taking his first drink expects to become an

alcoholic, and Gene did not develop his addiction
overnight. It happened gradually.
After our marriage we lived with my mother-in-law on

the home place in a remote corner of Rockingham
County, Virginia. I continued to teach in the one-room
school. However, I soon discovered my marriage had
been a dreadful mistake, but I was too stubborn and too
proud to admit it.
No possibility existed for divorce. My parents had

taught me divorce was wrong and “when you make your
bed, you lie in it.” Besides, neighbors on the mountain
had said our marriage would last less than two months,
and I was determined to prove them wrong.
Part of my unhappiness stemmed from my unrealistic

expectation of marriage. I expected Gene to be a carbon
copy of my father. My father drove to town for gas or
groceries and returned promptly. Gene stood and talked
for hours. He never came home when I thought he
should.
Furthermore, my mother-in-law spoke of girls in the

community who would willingly seduce her sons if given
the opportunity. According to her, some of these individ-
uals were not above creating those occasions! I found
myself quickly becoming a very jealous wife.
No man enjoys coming home to an accusing, weeping

wife. My inability to cope with the stress of marriage led
to a deterioration in our already shaky relationship.
After my mother-in-law accepted a job in the city, I was
home alone almost every Sunday. I concluded from
snapshots that appeared around the house that Gene
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