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In the twenty years that she has worked for the Telegraph, Bryony Gordon has become one of the paper’s best-loved writers. She is the author of the bestselling The Wrong Knickers plus The Sunday Times Number One bestsellers You Got This and Mad Girl, which were both nominated for British Book Awards. She is the presenter of the Mad World podcast and in 2016 she founded Mental Health Mates, now a global peer-support network which encourages people with mental-health issues to connect and get out of the house. In 2017 she won the MIND Making A Difference Award for her work in changing the perception of mental health in the media. She lives in South London with her husband and daughter, and their two guinea pigs.


Praise for Glorious Rock Bottom

‘Bryony Gordon is a terrific, compassionate writer whose razor-sharp honesty slices through every sentence of this compelling memoir.’ Liz Day

‘Poetic, raw and very important.’ Fearne Cotton

‘It is my favourite of Bryony’s books.’ Dolly Alderton

‘This book will make us all kinder, brighter and better.’ Daisy Buchanan

‘This is a book that tears down walls. It will make sobriety attractive and accessible in a way it never has before.’ Marian Keyes


By Bryony Gordon and available from Headline

The Wrong Knickers: A Decade of Chaos

Mad Girl

Eat, Drink, Run

You Got This


About the Book

Bryony Gordon is a respected journalist, a number-one bestselling author and an award-winning mental-health campaigner. She is also an alcoholic.

In Glorious Rock Bottom Bryony opens up about a toxic twenty-year relationship with alcohol and drugs and explains exactly why hitting rock bottom – for her, a traumatic event and the abrupt realisation that she was putting herself in danger, time and again – saved her life. Known for her trademark honesty, Bryony re-lives the darkest and most terrifying moments of her addiction, never shying away from the fact that alcoholism robs you of your ability to focus on your family, your work, your health, your children, yourself. And then, a chink of light as the hard work begins – rehab; twelve-step meetings; endless, tedious, painful self-reflection – a rollercoaster ride through self-acceptance, friendship, love and hope, to a joy and pride in staying sober that her younger self could never have imagined. 

Shining a light on the deep connection between addiction and mental-health issues, Glorious Rock Bottom is in turn shocking, brutal, dark, funny, hopeful and uplifting. It is a sobriety memoir like no other.


For Holly


Preface

The book you are holding in your hand might not always be easy to read. It certainly wasn’t always easy to write – in fact, I did almost everything I could not to sit down and start it. In the end, it burnt its way out of my body. I was as powerless over the words falling onto the page as I had been over the alcohol that had held me in its grip. Putting my experiences down on paper was often painful and often shocking, even to me, but it had to be done. 

Even in the editing process, I had to force myself to go back over what I’d written. I would reluctantly be going through a chapter and find my breath catching in my chest at the awfulness of my behaviour. Was that really me? 

Yes. Yes, it was.

And maybe it is you, too. Or perhaps it is someone you know and love. The truth is, alcoholism affects every section of society, but we find it easier to pretend otherwise: we shrug it off as a bit of a laugh, this thing that can slowly destroy the soul. Alcohol is legal. It’s sold in supermarkets. How bad can it be? We tell ourselves that alcoholics sit on park benches, with insurmountable problems, that they have lost everything and been driven to drink. And sometimes they are this person: but they are many other types of people, too. I see this in the messages I receive on Instagram and in my inbox, from so-called ‘normal’ people just like me or you, asking for advice on how to give up drinking. I wish I could give these people some magic cure-all. But all I can really tell them is that the shame attached to alcoholism is what kept me in it for so long, and once I began to let that go I could start to find peace.

That’s why I wanted to write this difficult book, with all its awful unvarnished truths. Because the truth hurts, but it also heals. It is the only way out of the nightmare of addiction. And oh, the absolute joys that wait for you on the other side! Acceptance, friendship, love and hope – they are in this book too, so it’s not all bad.

I want to be clear, right from the outset, that this book contains only my truth. I don’t pretend to be an expert on alcoholism, only someone who has experienced it, and I have changed the names and details of many people who feature in this book because it is not my place to force them into revealing their truths, too. At the end of the book you will find a list of resources that you can turn to should you feel you need help. Do not be ashamed to reach out for that help as soon as you can. For there is no shame in living in your truth.


1

Never again

There was a conker on the ground.

A fucking conker.

Hard, shiny, obscene, it glared its polished arse at me as if it had every right to be there. As if I was the one who had arrived early and unwelcome, the one who was in the wrong. What was it doing there, this grotesque, swollen, overgrown seed that signalled the end of all that was good: summer holidays, tanned shoulders, endless glasses of rosé in pub gardens.

It was August. It was fucking August. This conker was a month premature. It had fallen too soon. The ground wasn’t ready for it. More importantly, I wasn’t ready for it. I had plans for this summer. More plans. Seemingly endless plans that involved drinking, for these were the only plans I could make that would consistently come to fruition. Plans that involved not drinking rarely made it past the early light of day, when I would make vague promises to myself to get them done tomorrow. Or the day after tomorrow. Or Monday. Or next month, next year, next life, and so on and so on until I choked on my own vomit or fell down a flight of stairs or was thrown out of the house by my husband, who despite being married to a lunatic was not an actual lunatic himself. 

And that was the problem with the conker, the problem with life, the problem with everything, really. This moment signalled the end of things: things that had to change by the time autumn arrived and my four-year-old daughter started school. That was, we had agreed – I had agreed – going to be the end of it all. All of this. All of that. The slurring, the scuffing, the disappearing, the drinking. It would be done. Really done. In a week’s time we would draw a line under it, a line I would not be tempted to snort, and then we would move on. We would forget all about it, except when we laughed about it. Hahahahahahaha, wasn’t my drunken behaviour hilarious? But the look on my husband’s face would tell me that it had never been funny, not even back before parenthood and adulthood and everythinghood. This was not a joke, or a punchline to one. This was very, very serious. 

At what level, in my body, did I know that the party was over? That the party had been over for some time, that it had never actually been that good a party anyway? That warm summer’s evening, as I stared at the conker, I knew what was coming. I knew it in my cells, which had been quivering and collapsing in on themselves for some time. I knew it in my skin, the skin I wanted to scratch off so I could start again. The end was nigh. I was a blighted chestnut tree, waiting to be put out of my misery, and I was going to have to destroy myself to have any hope of rising again.

So.

Well.

That is what I set out to do.

It was early Friday night, the Friday of the August bank holiday. I had told Harry that I was only going out for a couple of drinks, even though I had never managed to have a couple of drinks ever in my life. Maybe once, but only because I was feeling hungover and ill from the night before. Harry looked at me with resigned fury. In the living room, our daughter played happy families with some small furry toy animals. I loved my family deeply, but all the love in the world could not quieten or still the chaos in my head quite as effectively as I believed alcohol could. My husband reminded me that we needed to leave the house early the next day to drive to his dad’s for the weekend. He said that I should ‘bear that in mind’, as if I was a human who needed careful instruction, a teenage child perhaps. ‘Of course!’ I beamed, kissing him on the cheek. ‘I can’t wait for a weekend away.’ 

I walked out the door with the bounce of a woman who had once again got away with it, and couldn’t quite believe it. Harry did not try to stop me. He had no choice but to be complicit. Was it worse for him, in some strange way? I was out of control but I at least had my hand on the brake, even if I never actually applied it. He was just a passenger. There was nothing he could do but trust that I would somehow turn things round, instead of crashing us all into the central reservation. 

I picked up the conker from the pavement, took a picture of it and posted it on Instagram. I captioned it simply: winter is coming. It was almost over. It was almost done. I was going to have to go out and drink all the alcohol in London, all the alcohol in the world, before I had my privileges taken away from me. I could not think of anything other than my desperate need to get to the pub and secure a seat outside so I could chain-smoke and neck pints of ale. Ale was the thing, I had discovered. It tasted like sour fruit but I had long ago resigned myself to the fact that I didn’t drink booze for the taste. It had slightly less alcohol than lager, which meant I could drink it for longer. And choosing to drink ale gave me the illusion that I was in control of my drinking, when nothing could be further from the truth, not Donald Trump nor any other politician you might care to name. 

Two weeks before, I’d realised I was lying on some damp grass, a man’s head between my thighs. The man was not my husband. The sky above me was brightening, the birds had started to sing, and I did not know what was happening, only why it was happening. It was happening because I was bad, because I had asked for it, because this man had been feeding me cocaine, and this was clearly how I had chosen to repay him. I lay there, very still, very aware that not even half a mile away, my family lay sleeping in the grounds of the country estate we were staying in to celebrate a friend’s fortieth. I did not want the man to be doing what he was doing, but I also felt that I had no right to stop him. So I lay there, and watched as what remained of my soul seeped out into the soil and the trees around me.

Three days after the country house party, back in London, back at work, a strange number had flashed up on the screen of my phone. I was ragged, paranoid, too scared to answer it but also too scared not to. I had entered the final stages of my drinking, the last days of disco, and I was certain that everything and nothing was coming for me. I brought the phone to my ear, and said hello. The man from the fortieth answered back, his voice a haunting I would do anything to exorcise. He said: ‘I was wondering if you were still up for that threesome?’ And my heart thumped in my chest as I realised two things: that I did not know what he was talking about, and yet somehow also did. I was scared of this person, of how he knew things about me that I did not. I was scared of all the people out there in the world who knew things about me that I did not. It was not inconceivable to me that, in my coked-up, crazy state, desperate for more drugs, desperate to keep the ‘party’ going, I had suggested things I knew I would have absolutely no desire to do in the cold, sober light of day. It was even conceivable to me that in this coked-up, crazy state, I had wanted to do this thing that I had absolutely no desire to do in the cold, sober light of day. But I had no memory of it, nor what I had offered other than some variation of group sex. Now I became frantic with worry about what else I might have said and done at this ‘celebration’ of our mutual friend’s significant birthday. 

Someone had once told me that drugs and alcohol brought out the real you. Was I this monstrous creature, prostituting herself out for a quick high? And if so, how did I go about cremating her? I had got used to thinking on my feet, at making excuses for this other version of me and justifying her behaviour. Now I was running out of ways to rationalise her, because she was not rational, not at all. She was mad, and bad, and increasingly dangerous to know. She was living on adrenaline and borrowed time and I didn’t know how much longer I had before she dragged me down with her. I suspected it was not long, a matter of months at most, before she trashed the strange reputation I had somehow managed to build for myself as a mental health campaigner. 

This, then, was the weird juxtaposition of my life: I had never before been so successful but I had also never before felt like such a mess, and I was a woman who had experienced six breakdowns. I was two people in one, having to hide ever more shameful secrets under an increasingly impossible-to-maintain list of professional triumphs. My inbox was filled with people who wanted to tell me how amazing I was. I was keen to reply that I was a fraud. I was the very worst kind of mental health advocate, one seemingly incapable of taking her own advice. ‘Get help! Talk to someone about it!’ I would parrot, but I could not talk to anyone about this dirty, dark secret I kept inside me. 

‘You are going to destroy yourself,’ my husband had said a few months earlier when I had come home at 9.30 a.m. the day after one of the biggest moments in my career. I had ended up on a bender, in a stranger’s house, snogging a woman who was also snorting cocaine off my breasts as her boyfriend looked on. My husband was right. I was going to destroy myself – not to mention him, in the process – and I needed to do it sooner rather than later, so that the collateral damage was smaller.

So, with this man from the country house party still waiting for a response on the phone, I looked for a corner of the office to hide in, so nobody could hear me, and I took a deep breath before apologising to him, and telling him I had not been myself that night. I did not add that I had no idea who myself was, that the boundaries between the two versions of me had blurred to the point of disappearing entirely, if indeed they had ever existed in the first place. The man sounded humiliated, then cross, like I had somehow let him down by turning out to be exactly the kind of person you’d expect someone who scabs cocaine off you to be. He hung up the phone and all I could hear was the sound of my heart thudding in my chest. If ten minutes ago I had been fighting off the lethargy that was the inevitable legacy of a two-day bender, now I was wide awake and alert to danger everywhere. I was surrounded by shame, sitting in shame, subsumed by shame. I had coloured the world in shame. It drove each and every decision I made, and it was slowly corroding me. 


And now I had left Harry and Edie at home and I was still staring at the conker I had picked up from the pavement on my way to the pub. It felt shocking to me. It felt offensive. I wanted to unsee it. I wanted to unsee almost everything my drinking and drugging had shown me over the years, in particular: the brightness of the sky as dawn broke on another night of drinking; the sight and sound of the birds as they began their coarsely cheerful chorus announcing another day I had managed to fuck up before it had even got going; the normal people going about their business, scurrying around and going to work as if living was easy. I didn’t realise it then but what I really wanted most of all was to live in the darkness. Or, more accurately, to die in it. I wanted to be unseen. Unseen and undone, as if I had never even existed in the first place. 

I dropped the conker back to the ground, tried to stamp on it, to split it open and kill it, but I was only wearing Havaianas and frankly they weren’t up to much. I scowled at the conker, as if this, too, were its fault. This fucking conker, I decided, was responsible for the downer that had suddenly swept over my evening. If only I could have smashed it to pieces, if only it hadn’t been so obstinate, I would now be feeling footloose and fancy-free and everything would be fine and fucking dandy. This sense of impending doom had absolutely nothing to do with me and my actions. No. Not at all. 

At the pub, I had arranged to meet a friend who was not actually a friend, more like someone who had been in my acquaintance for many years. I knew only two things about her: that she liked to party, and that she always had cocaine on her to help her carry on partying. And this knowledge was enough for me. I would hang around the seediest of people if their behaviour made me feel somehow normal. My world was shrinking, my friends with hobbies and interests jettisoned because they couldn’t hack the pace. Or my pace, at least. There were only two or three people I could safely drink around, and one of those people was me. How many nights had I spent alone in the back garden, scrolling idly through Facebook and Twitter as I chugged back beer and fags and bemoaned the fact that my husband wanted to eat dinner and go to bed by ten?

At least when I was in the garden, he knew that I was contained. He knew that in all likelihood, I would shuffle up to bed some time after eleven when I would black out next to him, coming to four or five hours later and prodding him awake to ask if I had behaved badly the night before. ‘No,’ he would mumble robotically from under the duvet, his answer, at that time in the morning, given to reassure me rather than shed any light on the truth and risk me disrupting yet more of his life. ‘You just sat in the garden a bit longer and then came up and fell asleep.’ I would frantically go through my phone – my Facebook messages, my WhatsApp, my Instagram posts – to check I hadn’t posted or sent anything embarrassing, while he fell back to sleep. My body was too full of panic to rest. What would the neighbours think of me, sitting out there by myself, guzzling back booze? I lived in fear of the neighbours, these soft, quiet people who had never said anything to me other than the odd ‘hello’, but who my mind had fleshed out to be sitting in almost permanent judgement of me, as if they had nothing better to do with their time. 

Sometimes I told my husband – my sweet, kind, patient husband – that I had stayed up to write, or to search for ideas for my next column. We both knew that this was categorically not true, but we had got to the stage where it was just easier to believe the lies than challenge them. The hopeless stage, that is. And I was good at charming him, at manipulating him. I balanced out the darkness by shining on him an almost blinding light, an upbeat charisma that I believed atoned for my sins. Tonight I was out, and it didn’t occur to me for a minute that my husband might be worried about me. That he might spend his Friday evening in a state of heightened anxiety, pacing the living room, wondering what I was up to, where I had got to, what situation he was going to have to mop up when he woke up in the morning, if indeed he managed to get himself to sleep. The possibility that I might have destroyed someone else’s peace of mind never occurred to me: I was too busy worrying about my own to care about anyone else’s. We were where we were, or I was where I was, and as long as that place involved getting out of it then that was all that mattered.

As I approached the pub I could almost convince myself that all of this was totally normal. Me, a 37-year-old woman walking away from her young family to drink herself into oblivion with a person she barely knew. But. But but but. Fuck the buts. My mood lifted – it could veer from one extreme to another in the blink of an eye. The shadows were lengthening but it was still warm and sunny as I approached the pub, which was busy with people sitting on the benches out the front and enjoying the last rays of the day. It was the beginning of the bank holiday weekend, and I could see my ‘friend’ sitting at one of the tables outside, a bottle of rosé in a bucket of ice next to her. She looked up and waved. I think I looked disproportionately pleased to see her, given that I could not tell you where she lived, or what her surname was, just that she had an Instagram account that mostly featured pictures of her posing next to cocktails larger than her head. I hated cocktails. They were alcoholic drinks for people who didn’t often drink alcohol, who saw it as an occasional treat that needed to be turned pink or blue or be decorated with a parasol. Still, this ‘friend’ – who, now I came to think of it, I had only met on a handful of occasions at parties before I had got pregnant and married – would do. She served a purpose, and that purpose was escaping from my head.

She leapt up and hugged me. ‘It is SO good to see you after all this time!’ She smiled, held me at a slight distance so she could appraise me and check how much I had altered, which, as I was about to prove, was: not much. ‘Look at you! So much has changed since I last saw you! When was it? Ten years ago? No, it must have been seven! You’d just met Harry?’ I let myself stew on this. When had I last seen her? Did I even want to remember where that night had ended up, or what I had done? A vague memory began to form in my mind of a neighbour screaming at us to turn the music down, and this girl screaming back and using the word cunt. 

I shook it from my head. ‘Oh yes!’ I let out a chuckle. ‘I think we ended up having some crazy party at your flat and the neighbour went mad!’ 

‘That was it!’ My friend whose full name I didn’t know clapped her hands to her chest. ‘Bet those days seem like ancient history to you now you’re a mum.’ I decided, as I often did, to go along with this charade that I was now a proper grown-up, and really ham up the former party girl who never gets to behave badly any more. People liked it, as it gave them permission to behave badly too: it was all just a bit of a fun and we would return to our sensible, real lives the next day. If they were still there, in my case.

‘I got us a bottle of rosé,’ said my friend, raising the ice bucket aloft.

‘That is so sweet of you, but now I’m a bit of a lightweight I can’t really drink wine. Would you mind if I went and got myself an ale?’ 

‘Of course not!’ My friend smiled a rictus grin. She looked a little alarmed at the prospect that I might now be the kind of person who flaked out after one or two. Though I didn’t really know her I still knew her. I was her too: a person for whom the only acceptable outcome of a night was oblivion. I would play this to my advantage, of course. By now the drinking part of me had made almost all of me manipulative and sly and self-serving.

At the bar, I ordered myself a pint, and was relieved to see that inside the place wasn’t too busy. There was nothing worse than a packed pub with a queue for the bar three deep. No, there was: having to go to a restaurant and count the minutes for the waiter to come back with your drinks order when you knew you could do it quicker yourself. We never went out for dinner any more because of this: the eating got in the way of the drinking and I wasn’t interested in it. Sometimes we would have people over for takeaway pizza and champagne, and wear our dysfunction like a glamorous badge of honour. But that was as far as it went. The idea of enjoying a glass of wine at a dinner party appalled me. 

The man behind the pumps handed me my ale and asked if I wanted to set up a tab. I smiled knowingly at him, and handed over my card, before turning on my heel and walking back to my friend at the table. Sitting down, I lit a cigarette and took a sip of the ale and I exhaled. I exhaled all the shame, all the feelings of self-loathing. In one moment, they vanished entirely. It was like a form of magic, even if it was actually a form of madness, and it is still evocative enough to bring me to tears all these years later. Safely delivered to this false utopia, I relaxed and decided to go with it. I was here now and absolutely nothing else mattered: not my child or my husband or my tax bill or the fact that a couple of weeks earlier I had allowed a man I had never met before to give me oral sex in return for drugs. In that moment, none of these things would ever matter again, and I lived for this moment; I would die for this moment. Was dying for this moment. 

My friend raised her glass and said cheers. I followed suit. ‘It is so, so wonderful to be out of the house,’ I said, the euphoria of the moment flooding through me. ‘So good to have a free pass!’ My friend laughed as I humoured her. ‘You will not believe how glad I am to see you.’ I took a swig of my drink and then feigned restraint. ‘I better go steady, don’t want to peak too soon.’ We laughed, hollowly.

‘Oh don’t worry,’ said the friend I didn’t know. ‘I have ways of keeping you going.’ She winked and smiled. This was code, code for the fact that she had cocaine. 

It had been that easy, then, to get in on her stash: I had only had to pretend for a matter of minutes. More euphoria flooded through me. ‘Well then, maybe I won’t be so sensible this evening.’ 

‘It is the bank holiday, after all,’ she said, sloshing more wine into her glass. Right then this woman I barely knew was my kindred spirit. She was my soul mate, and I would have done anything for her, or more pointedly for her cocaine. We drank and reminisced, and she told me again and again how amazing I was, how much she admired me for being so open and honest about my struggle. I lapped it up; here, then, was another person willing to partake in the delusion that everything was just fine, that I had won some battle with my mental health and was now enjoying a life of glorious triumph: interviewing royalty, running marathons, watching the book I had written about my struggle become a bestseller. 

Eventually I felt her kick my Havaianas in a way that did not seem accidental. I looked at her and she looked towards the table, and I realised that she was subtly trying to hand me her coke. My mood soared as I reached under the wooden pub table and took delivery of the paper wrap. There was a time when coke only came into play late at night, when I could convince myself that I didn’t need it and that booze was enough, but my friend and I were both past that point now. I hadn’t even finished my pint – though I nearly had – and already I was slipping the gram into my wallet and heading to the loo under the pretence of getting another drink.

In the toilet there were no flat surfaces. The toilet lid had been removed and the cistern had been hidden in an effort to show the police that this pub was serious about cracking down on drug use. I spotted the sanitary bin and briefly considered using it – I was not above this, not at all – but the lid was wedged open by a mass of sanitary towels and I could think of other ways to get my kicks. I sat on the loo and coughed loudly as I reached into my handbag to pull out my wallet and my iPhone. I balanced the phone precariously on my knee, which I willed to stop shaking. I pulled the wrap out of my wallet and searched for my supermarket loyalty card, having long ago stopped using my bank card because it made me feel ill when I saw the powder pressed into the embossed numbers as I went about my normal life, my normal life being the one that involved taking my daughter to buy new shoes. My daughter. I could not think of her now. 

I found the card and a rolled-up five-euro note next to it. The five-euro note from
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