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‘Exquisite.’
Fearne Cotton, broadcaster, author and founder of Happy Place

‘A paean to the longer-term pleasures of staying booze-free.’
The Guardian

‘Sunshine Warm Sober is for anyone reconsidering their relationship with alcohol. Catherine Gray doesn’t preach or prescribe; instead, she offers humour, compassion, and wisdom. This is the kind of book that changes lives, and very possibly saves them.’
The Lancet Psychiatry

‘A reflective, raw and riveting read. A beautiful book on what it takes to root for yourself.’
Emma Gannon, author and Ctrl Alt Delete podcast host

‘No other author writes about sober living with as much warmth or emotional range as Catherine Gray. Her deep insight into the subtle psychologies of drinking, and of life, means that everything she writes is both utterly relatable and stretches our minds. Hers is a rare wisdom.’
Dr Richard Piper, CEO of Alcohol Change UK



PRAISE FOR CATHERINE GRAY’S WRITING

‘Jaunty, shrewd and convincing.’
The Telegraph

‘Absolutely f*cking brilliant’
Florence Given

‘Not remotely preachy’
The Times

‘Fascinating’
Bryony Gordon

‘Wonderful’
The Independent

‘Uplifting and inspiring’
Evening Standard

‘An empathetic, warm and hilarious tale from a hugely likeable human’
The Lancet Psychiatry

‘Admirably honest, light, bubbly and remarkably rarely annoying’
The Guardian

‘Brave, witty and brilliantly written’
Marie Claire

‘An icon of the Quit Lit movement’
Condé Nast Traveller

‘Truthful, modern and real’
Stylist
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For the world’s barflies, boozehounds, hellraisers, party animals and hedonists.

Whether ex- or current, you are my people.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


EXT. GLENARIFF FOREST PARK. ANTRIM. DAY

11 JUNE 2009

CATHERINE GRAY and her father BRYAN walk through what looks like an elven glade. Lush trees overhang, steep banks are flanked with emerald moss, violet foxgloves blaze across sunspots and waterfalls crash into cola-coloured pools.

BRYAN

‘So, I realised that today I am a whole 15 years sober, baby!’

CATHERINE

‘Gosh, that’s a long time. Well done. But isn’t life a bit of a drag? Y’know, stone cold sober?’

BRYAN

‘Not at all. That’s propaganda. It doesn’t feel like that.’ BRYAN runs up a bank to a sunspot and spins, arms wide.

BRYAN

‘It feels like this! It’s marvellous! Waking up not feeling as if you’re inside a rhino’s ass.’

CATHERINE rolls her eyes. She’s restless, shifty, bored. Enough nature, already.

CATHERINE

‘C’mon Julie Andrews, let’s get something to eat.’

BRYAN

‘No doubt you’ll want several somethings to drink too.’

BRYAN is no longer spinning, The Sound of Music style. His face ever-so-slightly crumples as he climbs down off the bank. Oh well.

CATHERINE

‘Is it a crime to have a glass of wine on my holidays?!’

BRYAN

(resigned)

‘C’mon, let’s get you to the pub.’

They set off down the serpentine path. Something rustles in the undergrowth. BRYAN meerkats his neck to try and see what it is. CATHERINE has zero interest.

BRYAN

‘Did you know this is one of the few places in Northern Ireland you still see red squirrels?’

CATHERINE

‘What pub are we going to?’

BRYAN

‘There’s even a red squirrel protection society.’
CATHERINE doesn’t give a flying fuck.

CATHERINE

‘Will we go to Johnny Joe’s?’

He was right, of course. About sobriety feeling sunshine warm, rather than stony cold. But I wouldn’t find that out myself for another four years.

stone cold sober: A negatively-slanted, oft-used British term to denote a lack of alcohol in your system. Something Brits heard on the regular growing up, particularly Generation X-ers and Baby Boomers. Millennials and Generation Z-ers, from my canvassing, are less aware of this phrase, which is in-ter-esting and suggests it is on its way out.

sunshine warm sober: A term I coined as a positive riposte to stone cold sober.
‘Sunshine warm’ encapsulates how it actually feels to be sober, once you get past the white-knuckling early days of:
‘Well, it’s official. I’m going to be the first person on the planet to actually die of anxiety.’
It feels beautiful, mellow, temperate and clear; like a fine summer’s day.
Also, ‘soft hot sober’ sounded like an entirely different, naughty sort of a book.


PREFACE

‘Much to learn, you still have’

Yoda

I was four years sober when I wrote The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober. Back then, even though I would’ve breathily, beatifically told you that one of my daily mottos was ‘My cup is never full’ (*peace sign*) as in ‘there’s always more to learn’, secretly, I thought I’d learned most of what I was going to about recovering from being a raging wreckhead. Ha! What a mega-twit. If I could have a superpower, it would be hindsight in the moment.

Yoda is right. Much to learn, I still have. I am still learning about alcohol; the most glorified, reviled, celebrated, despised, manipulated, marketed and binged substance on the planet. I’m constantly surprised by new information on the enormous impact it has on our mental, physical, social, parental, sexual, familial and financial health. And I’ve dug up new dirt on how cunning, maddening and powerful the kingpins of the booze industry are – Big Alcohol.

But most of all, I’ve learned a damn sight more about how to adult as a sober, how to be happy as a teetotaller, how to create healthy relationships as a non-drinker and how to thrive as an abstainer in an alco-centric society that sometimes literally chants ‘drink, drink, drink!’ at us.

I’m now over seven years sober. This book is everything I’ve added to my never-full cup in the past three years. And no, I didn’t write it because I was bored and couldn’t think of a fresh topic. I wrote it because I couldn’t not write it. There’s so much more I wanted to tell you. Needed to tell you! It’s everything I wish I’d known before going sober, or in the first 30 days, or indeed in the first four years.

My assumed reader is those who have already joined sober village. But what’s that saying about assumption; that it makes an ass of you and me? That. Except it only makes an ass of me. You have a lovely ass.

While this book is intended as a sequel to The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober, thus it’s ideally read after that book, do whatever the fuckety fuck you want. You’re an adult. It’s not for me to tell you what to do.

But if you do want tips, tools, tricks and takeaways on how to navigate the early days of teetotalling, The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober is your badger (plus the follow-up, interactive The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober Journal). There, you’ll find the blueprints for my sober launch pad: practical tools for the first 30 days, ‘what do I tell people’ tips, ways to ease sober socialising, teetotal friend-finding, further reading; it’s all there.

Regardless, read the books in any order you darn well please. If you like to colour outside the lines, bend the rules, do things backwards, upturn the status quo, then you’re in the right place. This is the isle of rule-benders and contrarians. We used to rebel by getting spangled; now we rebel by keeping our sober heads, even when all about us are losing theirs.

I realise many of the sober-curious will read this while still drinking (literally). Welcome, my boozehound friends! Feel free to continue to send me pictures of the book + alcohol. I’m the last person to judge drinkers. It’d be rich of me to judge ’em, given I drank myself legless for 21 years and once used my teeth to open beer. Drinkers are my people.

I could conceivably be described as a teensy bit anti-alcohol these days (understatement of the century: it’s hard not to be, once you start mining the reality + corruption), but I am not remotely anti-drinker.

I understand why people drink. I understand that pipe dream of perfect togetherness that you chase until the bottom of the bottle; that sprite of the ultimate night out that you chase down until you find yourself at a lock-in in Balham at 3am doing lines of coke off a cracked CD case (just me?).

No matter where you currently are in this journey, think of me as your broad on a horse who rides ahead into the fray to report back on what things – both beautiful and beastly – are awaiting you further on. Should you choose to commence, or continue, this wild, sober ride.

Whatever your intention in reading this book, whether to gawk or grow, I promise this: I’ll make it as entertaining as I possibly can.
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THE HOOKED FISH
BY CATHERINE GRAY

Once upon a tide there was a fish that got caught on a hook.

The fish didn’t know it was a hook. All it saw was a flash of feathers and a spin of neon, dancing through the water.

The fish stopped in front of the curiosity. It danced too, for a while. It felt spellbound, exhilarated, intoxicated by this newfound enigma.

And then, it tried to put it in its mouth, to see if it was something tasty, because that’s what happens in the fish-eat-fish ocean.

Yeuch! It spat it out. Not enjoyable. But then, it tried again. And this time, something happened. It got stuck. It became twinned with the neon it-knew-not-what.

A long while passed. The night sky drew a blanket over the ocean, and stars that were already dead pushed pinpricks of ancient light through the atmosphere.

The fish decided to leave its new friend, tired of this enmeshment, but an unprecedented pain pierced. The more it tried to swim away, the more the pain skewered it.

The fish was hooked.

Until one day, the pain grew to be such, and the open ocean looked so beguiling, that the fish decided to try to free itself with all its might and smarts. It acknowledged its predicament, the existence of the hook. And then it devised a strategy to unhook.

The first unhooking plan worked for a while until – hellfire – the fish became hooked again.

Another strategy was launched.

Nope, not that one either.

Finally, after what felt like for ever, the fish heeded the lessons contained within the misfires and failed launches. It wriggled free and clear of the hook.

Joy!

It jumped, shone and somersaulted through the zero-gravity big wide blue.

But no matter how far it swam, the hook followed the fish. It feathered and flashed on the edge of its pool of vision. ‘It’ll go away,’ thought the fish, ‘just ignore it.’

Years rolled by. The unhooked fish grew safer in the knowledge that it would not be riven by that pain again. It knew now that the hook would never come closer, unless the fish went closer to it. It knew that even though the lure shimmered and split, suggesting the portal to a different, better dimension, that this was all feathers and fiction; and that the fish preferred this dimension.

But still, the hook remained tauntingly at the edge of its vision.

‘When’, the fish asked itself. ‘When will I be free of seeing this godforsaken hook, that once caused me such angst?

How will I live a happily unhooked life, if this hook is always going to be there?’


INTRODUCTION

In years dot to four of sobriety, I learned how to do the basics. How to breathe, socialise, date, dance, kiss, go to weddings, do Christmas, do life without alcohol. So here, we’re going to cover that which I haven’t told you about: years five, six and seven.

Once we’re over three years sober, we’re officially in long-term recovery, says popular opinion. The reason? A landmark eight-year study found that relapse rates plummet once we celebrate three years alcohol-free.

In the first year, 36 per cent sustain sobriety. It’s a slippy-slidey time, and there’s no shame in that, for the record. It took me five months of stop, start, stop, start, stop, to finally nail a Day One that stuck. Then, in year two, the success rate becomes 66 per cent. Great odds! After a three-year soberversary, we’re looking at a magnificent 86 per cent staying sober.

Phenomenal; only a 14 per cent falter rate. But hang on, pipes up the negative-seeking drone inside me; that’s not zero, is it? That’s still 14 per cent. And the central theme of my last few years has been about that number, if I had to be a reductionist. About casting around for ways to feel as protected from it as humanly possible. Not living in fear, but being productive in protecting this rainforest from deforestation.

Early to mid-term recovery is an absolute blast, but also a terrifying tightrope, whereas from year four on, you’ve totally gotten used to not feeling like an extra from Walking Dead on a Saturday morning, so the gleam of that wears off. Making 9am yoga class feels less like a revelation, and more routine. ‘So what?’

The congratulations for clocking up sober year after sober year, previously gobsmacked and awed, become bored. ‘Oh, it’s been six years?! Great!… *Looks at menu*. So, are we having starters or no?’ It’s your new normal. It’s the new normal for everyone around you too. It’s not a magnificent triumph any more. It’s just how you live now.

Staying sober from year four on became, dare I say it, easy. But the less obvious yet more profound work began. I started finessing life skills that seemed like they were nothing to do with sobriety, yet they were totally related. I learned how to do things like say no (regularly), set boundaries (hate boundaries), ask for what I needed, preserve my energy for the parties I wanted to spend it on and learned how to open the chamber of shame (the things I’d done) in safe company. I’ll be frank, much of this was less fun, but ultimately more transformative.

It was as if in years zero to four I’d learned how to dive to 18 metres, but from year four on, I started becoming a divemaster who could go to 30 metres. It was a bit darker down there at times, and the gear to get there was more awkward and advanced, but the experience was equally as exquisite.

I was already happy as a sober. Happy as a clam, happy as a camper, happy as Augustus Gloop in Charlie’s Chocolate Factory. I had a brief spell of feeling bored, but that was soon torpedoed by a clever therapist who cleared his throat and said, ‘Maybe you’re just bored in general?’ ‘What do you mean?’ I asked? ‘Maybe you’re just bored with your life right now, rather than bored with sobriety?’ Hot damn, he was right. So, I went out and got a more interesting life. YouTube is your free friend, whether you want to learn to sea-swim or make a soufflé.

So I wasn’t unhappy and I wasn’t bored, but my challenge in long-term recovery was this. How to finally feel safe. Safe from myself, safe from others, safe from my memories, and last but definitely not least, safe from alcohol and the ultra-pressurised culture around it. That’s what we’re going to explore here. My first book was about finding the ‘happy’. Here, we’re going to plunge into the ‘ever after’.

The sober revolution vs Big Alcohol

So, let’s get up to speed. What’s been happening in the past few years, on the drinking landscape? Well, first up, 2020 NHS data found that stereotypical perceptions of heavy drinkers are skewwhiff, given drinking is more common among the privileged who live in cushy areas. La-di-drinking-da. It’s those with wine fridges (or even cellars), paddleboards, Farrow & Ball paint and fancy flavoured vodkas that are the lushiest boozehounds of all.

The same data re-confirmed that the biggest drinkers among us are Baby Boomers aged 55 to 64. Of that age bracket, two in ten women – and four in ten men – smash through more than 14 units a week on a regular basis. And no great wonder, given they grew up in the Babylonian, groovy, smoky and boozy, Mad Men-esque sixties.

Back then, some pregnant women in Ireland were prescribed half a Guinness a day for iron (true story: happened to my granny). The health messaging around alcohol has changed galactic amounts in the lifetime of Baby Boomers. Which probably makes it a bit bloody tricky to wrap their heads around. Or has created one hell of a dependence knot to unpick. A knot that could fox a sailor.

Nonetheless, there’s also been a steady decline in binge – and regular – drinking overall. Fifty per cent of women and 35 per cent of men didn’t have a drink in the past week. Yabbadabbadoo! Also, men drinking more than eight units in a session dropped to 19 per cent (this was 24 per cent 12 years ago). While women drinking more than six units in a sitting (that was just a starter, for Drinking Me) dropped from 16 per cent to 12 per cent.

Millennials continue to swerve booze en masse. A 2019 survey found that a third of them planned to host a teetotal Christmas. Given Generation X and Boomers traditionally see the 25th as a day to drink from 10am (buck’s fizz breakfast while opening presents!) through to midnight, this is mind-boggling. Almost half of the Millennials even said they’d drink tea or coffee, instead of lashings of wine, with their Christmas dinner. Show-offs. It’s no surprise sales of no/low-alcohol beer are up 30 per cent since 2016.

And then – BOOM – national lockdowns 1.0 and 2.0 exploded, throwing all of our mental health not just off-track, but so far from the track, it could no longer even see the track. The pandemic concertina-pushed the nation’s drinking at either end of the scale. A study by Alcohol Change UK found that while a fifth of Brits drank more (eep), a third drank less (yippee) and 6 per cent quit altogether (fucking A).

Big Alcohol’s stealth marketing

In a fascinating contradiction, as the general public (not just the under 40s) increasingly teetotals, whether mostly or totally, the alcohol industry desperately floods socials with pro-drinking memes (because believe me, that’s where these originate) saying things like, ‘Holiday rules are airport rules: have a drink at 9am if you want to!’ They’re the equivalent of the spurned lover who packs their socials feed with flattering selfies, having just been dumped.

We need to get wise to this stealth marketing, this pro-bingeing content that is filtered into socials. If equivalent memes were released saying, ‘I smoke because my kids are assholes’, or, ‘Keep calm and eat beef’, we’d find them perplexing (and perhaps suspect tobacco/meat-industry inception), rather than lemming-like hitting ‘share’.

Meanwhile, the booze-pushing guff, I mean gift industry has gone unregulated for donkey’s years. But now, Watchdogs appear to be finally starting to stem the tidal wave of sparkly pink tat on the high street that endorses heavy drinking. In 2018, a goliath glass that could hold an entire bottle of wine was whipped off shelves.

In a landmark move in 2020, the Scottish Gin Society was slapped down by the ASA (Advertising Standards Authority) for suggesting gin was a healthier choice than a banana. Errr? In the same clean-up, the ASA also banned posts such as, ‘Shut up liver, you’re fine!’, as well as a drawing of a stick man called Bill, accompanied by the caption, ‘Bill has chosen to follow Ginuary, not Dry January. Bill knows January is a long month. Bill is smart. Be like Bill.’ Ugh.

The pushback against Big Alcohol is finally mobilising, but for fuck’s sake, given alcohol-specific deaths are still on the rise worldwide, it needs to move faster. I will tell you tales of tentacle-deep corruption between our governments + Big Alcohol later on that will have you squeaking with outrage. (There may also be a pattern enclosed for a dapper conspiracy-theorist tin-foil hat. Haven’t decided yet.)

How’s this book going to be different?

Betcha thought my previous books were gritty. Well, kiddos, we’re about to get even grittier. I’m going to tell you tales of sexual indiscretions and infidelities, including why I’m (still) haunted by King Kong. Stories of drug-taking, the time I thought I’d killed a dog, the brush with Hackney Police, the lies I told romantic partners. I’m going to tell you things I’ve never told anyone, let alone published before.

Best of all, I’ve had the privilege of featuring 50+ voices in here that are not mine. We’ll hear a sickie-chucking ‘My gran died’ story that is impossible to read without curling your toes and going ‘eeeee’. We’ll hear from the LGBTQIA community on why sobering up is much harder in a movement literally born in a bar. We’ll hear from a mother who was told she’d ruined a four-year-old’s birthday by not drinking. We’ll hear about wine clanking under pushchairs and 3pm drinks in the park, about alcohol-curious teens and drinking to soothe post-natal depression.

Doctors have joined the confessional, telling us why they think their profession is three times more at risk of cirrhosis. Teentotallers will tell us how their twentysomething housemates are more supportive of their non-drinking than their parents. Men will share how zero-proof beer saved them from chest-beating, binary ‘don’t be a pussy’ intoxicated masculinity.

We’ll hear about the terrible twins – the tandem addiction of alcohol and cocaine – from those who are expert and those who have been there. There’s a group-share about our most unexpected triggers, such as illness, PMT, summer, procrastination, phone calls, big-event sex and, oddly enough, productivity. And finally, women will share about being heavily pregnant, hounded by ‘one won’t hurt’ social pressure. And about taking sips to avoid conflict while breastfeeding.

Much that I’ve merely brushed my fingers against previously now has room to grow and breathe. For instance, the bonkers rising trend for the wellness industry to push booze, previously a six-word mention, runs around in a full eight-page report. I’ve written a few sentences before about the astonishingly high link between a rough childhood and addiction: here, we’ll explore that at length.

One thing will stay the same. Some in long-term sobriety get old-timer guru complex, where they stroke their beards or flick their hair and dispense wisdom as if it’s an absolute. Definitely listen to all wisdom, but know this: we all make our own way, cherry-picking what works, and chucking what doesn’t.

Me? I will never tell you that my way is The Way. All I have is lived experience and a geeky fascination for all things addiction- and sobriety-related. Given I am no expert, I call upon actual experts, constantly, and draw upon academic sources, persistently, to help me out in my quest.

The burning perennial questions

We’ll also delve into some of the biggest, thorniest, juiciest, omnipresent questions. Does calling yourself an ‘addict’ or ‘alcoholic’ improve your chances? Is there any such thing as an addictive personality? Once an addict, always an addict?

These powder kegs, that regularly blow up comment boards from here to Timbuktu, will be explored with the help of my panel of exemplary experts. But as you’ll see, even they disagree. Which illustrates that the only true ‘fact’ we can be sure of is this; there is very rarely a question for which there’s a definitive yes/no, black/white answer. We can only posit opinions based on observations, or theories based on research, or beliefs based on what we’ve read.

In fact, that was one of the biggest things I learned, as a newly hatched sober. That black/white does not exist. I could finally see the infinite shades of grey. That many things I thought were ‘fact’ were actually just my opinions. That others were entitled to theirs. That I didn’t have to try to wrestle their opinions to the floor and dominate them into tapping out. We could just both…. be. Co-exist. Politely nod to each other and leave each other alone. Rather than throw down on the mat.

I’ll present what the experts think, and often what I think too. I’ll also frequently showcase opinions and beliefs that contradict mine (as much as I would love to believe I know it all, it seems that I don’t). And then: you decide.

You are an intelligent being entirely capable of coming to your own conclusions. I’ll leave you to do the heavy lifting on deciding what you believe. Or possibly more pertinent: what version of reality helps you the most. If it soothes and benefits you, hold it tight with all your might. Don’t let anyone take it from you, including me.

Ready? Let’s go.

I hope you’re excited, because I most certainly am.




A POSTCARD TO THE SOBER-CURIOUS

Dear sober-curious,

Welcome! At the risk of sounding creepy, I can see you. Here are some signs you’re in the right place.

1. You feel mildly insulted by the prospect of one drink (‘What’s the point?!’).

2. You find that alcohol suspends your anxiety, phew, but then re-animates it in an even grislier fashion the morning after, as if brought back from the dead via ill-advised sorcery.

3. Memories of drunken sexual encounters that make you shudder, even years later.

4. It’s not unusual for you to have to go back to a bar or nightclub in order to pay off a monstrous tab you forgot to pay, or to ask them if they’ve found your bag/coat/wallet/laptop/passport/DJ decks (last one: for a friend).

5. Googling ‘Am I an alcoholic?’ on private mode at 1am.

6. Alcohol-induced rips in your memory. Once our blood alcohol goes over a certain amount, the hippocampus stops storing long-term memories, hence why we repeat ourselves and forget entire hours/bars, but can still walk, talk and demand fried chicken.

7. Two trips to the off-licence (liquor store) becomes standard because the amount you intend to drink, and the amount you actually drink, are always different.

8. Or you’ve used one of those late-night ‘dial ’n’ drink’ booze- delivery services because even though you’d had a skinful, you felt you could take on more at 2am. On a work night, no less.

9. You refuse to confirm or deny reports that you have scrolled through pictures of you and your ex on Facebook, while crying into wine.

10. You have pushed a cork into a bottle of red wine rather than be forsaken by a crumbled cork. Or you’ve opened a bottle of booze with your teeth. Would you risk losing a tooth to drink some lemonade? I rest my case.

Back in my drinking days, I could say yes to all of the above. If you can say yes to many of these, you’re in the right place. Come on in.

[image: illustration]




THE TEMPLE OF BOON

OCTOBER 1995

I’m 15. I’m at a rave in Birmingham. ‘Atomic Jam’. Or was it ‘Spacehopper’? I’m not sure. I only know they all sound like raves held in space.

I’m here with my dreamy boyfriend, Matt, who is a small-time drug dealer. He’s The One, so’s you know. He and I sit on a bench and watch people whose inhibitions have flown from their bodies.

I’ve taken half of one of his pills, but nothing’s happened. He’s rolling. He rises, fist aloft, punching through the sky like a superhero as he comes up. ‘Let’s dance!’ he cries, but I’m locked in my own skin, a prisoner of self-consciousness. I can barely stand up, let alone dance.

We haven’t drunk a drop of alcohol, because the whole point here is to get high, not drunk. ‘I haven’t come up,’ I whine. He bounces off and dances with another girl who is wearing a silver bikini and has pink hair. I wish I was that cosmic; she looks like a sexy alien.

A friend, Rich, comes and sits next to me. He’s also a dealer. I choose the best people to hang out with.

‘Where’s Matt?’ he asks. ‘Dancing with her,’ I say, miserably. ‘My pill hasn’t worked.’ ‘Where’s his stash?’ asks Rich. ‘Inside my bra.’ ‘Take another half then, genius.’ I go to the toilets, where two saucer-pupiled girls are stroking each other’s faces as if their cheeks are made of velvet.

I take another half. Just as I swallow it down, the other half starts to move my jaw. Oh, shitttt. I am a baby ecstasy-taker, having only done it once before, and I’m not sure I can handle a full pill. Oh well. Fuck it. I paint another coat of glittery lip gloss across my face and smile, eyes dead, Joker-empty.

I care for my face and body as one might a treasured temple; buffing, polishing, painting. As for my insides? I plunder and ransack this temple for every boon, every bounty, every ill-gotten jewel of pleasure it can give me. I have no interest in the health of my internal self; only how the outside appears. The inside is a wreckage I plunder; the outside a tourist site.

I use cigarettes to daub dirty marks on my lungs, booze to push my way into hidden treasure chambers and, increasingly, I’m seeing that class A drugs can be archaeological diggers that unearth the subterranean stashes of pleasure that I heretofore couldn’t access. They give me entry to underground boltholes crammed with pearls and overflowing chests. Bring. It. On.

I start dancing and can’t stop; jerky and tireless like a wind-up toy. The bass owns me, as if I’m a bass-powered bunny. This hard house sounded vaguely like road works before; now it feels like angels beating drums. I hated this track – now I love it.

Rich’s eyes light up when he sees me. ‘BOOM!’ he exclaims. He takes me around various rooms in this brokedown palace of a nightclub, using me as an advertisement for his product, pointing to my robotic toy dance and selling, selling, selling. I’m oblivious.

My boyfriend comes back to me from sexy-alien-silver-bikini. We are one. We go to hydrate, sit on bean bags and stroke each other’s silk hair. Hair has never felt this good! Does hair always feel this good?

We say ‘I love you’, even though neither of us will mean it tomorrow. I go to the bathroom and see hot circles on my cheek, Pollyanna style, jjjjjh electric-shock hair, and a toothy smile that just won’t quit, even when I try to physically close it. It pushes its way back open like an old-fashioned cash register. Ping!

Rubies tumble though my veins. Emeralds explode in my brain like fireworks. Previously crushed by my cares, I am now so unburdened of them that I feel I could actually fly.

The undulating crowd has found what it was seeking. That perfect togetherness, where the music twins with your soul and you feel you belong, and every joke you make gets laughed at, and you feel as if everyone likes you. We throw our hands in the air like we just don’t care, but the reality is: we all do. Way too much. Which is why we had to get here artificially.

None of this is real. It’s chemical. Ill-gotten bounty. I wasn’t supposed to access those underground boltholes. To dig them up. None of us were. Because doing so comes with consequences.

It reveals too many riches, binges on them and leaves too little for tomorrow – and the next day, and the next day. I am disrupting the natural order of this pleasure temple. And I have angered the guardians of it. There will be a comeuppance comedownance.

I spend the entire next week as a Temple of Doom. I drag myself from home to school to home to school, a sad sack of flesh. I vow never to take ecstasy again.

And all credit to me, I stick to it. Being the wind-up toy scared me. Losing control scared me. My body felt like someone else’s. But it doesn’t stop me trying other class As over the coming years, when I want to plunder the forbidden pleasure caves.

I never pay for drugs, I never even obtain them, but if they’re there and convenient, I’ll take them. Acid, cocaine, MDMA… but mostly cocaine. Around 20 times over my lifetime.

Whyever not? I couldn’t give two shits what the inside of the temple looks like, as long as my body continues to do me favours and as long as I’m withdrawing the jewels, and as long as the external of the temple continues to draw approval.

My friends and I have seen these cosmically connected scenes on Human Traffic, and Trainspotting, and even though the drug-taking scenes are followed up with cautionary tales of addiction, we’re all seeking the magic one-ness anyhow. That star-aligning moment in the night when everything feels like it’s just right.

Each time we cheat our way there, the guardians punish us for our smash-grab.

Interestingly, I discover that they rumble more angrily about class As than the low dissent they give me about alcohol. I barely even feel hangovers, until I’m at university.

So, I concentrate on the alcohol. Alcohol brings lower boon, but less doom. It’s my thing.



BURNING QUESTION: WHAT IS ADDICTION?

Throughout this book, I’ll be dropping in ‘burning questions’ and letting you know what our panel of four experts think about them. These are the perennials that are discussed and debated over and over. (They most likely will continue to be, for hundreds of years still.)

What’s fascinating to me is, you can ask a multitude of experts these very simple, oft-asked questions and you won’t find two answers the exact same. It illustrates so very neatly that, when it comes to thinking about addiction, there is no one answer. There are many answers.

Our expert panel

• Dr Judith Grisel, Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience at Bucknell University. She’s also the author of Never Enough: the neuroscience and experience of addiction.

• Dr Marc Lewis is a neuroscientist and retired professor of developmental psychology. He is the author of Memoirs of an Addicted Brain and The Biology of Desire: why addiction is not a disease.

• Dr Julia Lewis is a psychiatrist who has worked in the field of addiction for 15 years.

• Dr David Nutt is Professor of Neuropsychopharmacology at Imperial College, London and the author of Drink? The New Science of Alcohol + Your Health.

Dr Judith Grisel says: ‘Addiction occurs when the debt becomes due. The debt we’ve created by borrowing our good feelings from the future. Some experts now say that it’s a learning disorder. But it’s more accurately described as a learning hyper ability. It’s a perfect example of how terrific the brain is at learning, even though it’s learned a self-destructive habit. We learn things more quickly when they’re potent and meaningful. And to the brain, drugs like alcohol are inherently meaningful.’

Dr Marc Lewis says: ‘Addiction is a very narrow category or set of activities or substances that seem to offer relief, pleasure or help for people who are generally struggling. Who are not finding that kind of relief in their social or cultural activities.’

Dr Julia Lewis says: ‘A set of behaviours underpinned by elements of biology, psychology and social situation. Taking just the biology side, it’s best described as abnormal learning. There are a very primal set of connections in the brain that drive us to repeat behaviours we need to survive: eat, sleep, mate, so on. Addiction hijacks that system, adding the drinking or gambling or drug-taking into the list of ‘behaviours needed for survival’. Which means that when you don’t do it, the internal disquiet and the upheaval in your reward system means you feel truly awful.’

Dr David Nutt says: ‘Addiction is a behavioural state where you can’t stop doing something, even though you no longer want to do it.’

Me: I’m chipping in just this once on a burning question, even though I’m no expert. Why? I get asked this question a lot.

For me, addiction is this: reaching for an external thing or person to change the way you feel. And it’s a spectrum, of course, rather than something you can nail to the page. It’s a continuum, not a black/white, yes/no binary.

The difference between addictive behaviour and non-addictive behaviour is really very simple. Once you start, you find it challenging to stop. Your best intentions get strapped to a rocket and blasted off into the ether.

Addictive behaviour around alcohol is thus. It doesn’t matter if you only drink twice a week, or you only drink low-alcohol ale, or you always remember everything, or you never take your trousers off in public, or, or, or.

The dead giveaway is, you set out wanting to drink a certain number of alcoholic beverages, but the lion’s share of the time, you drink more than that. You consistently set out on a night’s drinking thinking, ‘I am going to drink X’ and instead you consistently drink Y. That’s it. If you consistently drink more than you intend to, that is the red flag.

Think about it. Where else in life do you do that? I don’t go out intending to have two soft drinks and then have four. I don’t buy a whole cheesecake, intend to have one slice and then consistently, predictably eat all of it, despite trying, trying, trying to stop doing so (I realise many struggle with this, and my sympathies go out to them). Thus I do not have a dependence on cheesecake. Simple. Cheesecake is not my thing.

I do, however, frequently pick up my phone intending to look at it for ten minutes, and find that – whoosh – an hour has slipped by. Therefore, I am somewhat (not heavily, but kinda) addicted to my phone. Like most of us are.

Alcohol was my thing. My phone is my thing. And if alcohol is yours too, know this: there is nothing wrong with you. Only something wrong in the widespread notion that all of us should be able to ‘take or leave’ something wildly addictive. OK? OK.

*Steps off glittery soapbox and drops mic*
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