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‘A beacon for a generation of readers who have come to the false conclusion that they are broken beyond repair. With the warmth, clarity and humour of a friend, Lauren McQuistin generously shares her own story and the insights she has gained to show us how an inconceivably better life becomes possible. This book is not just about sobriety or just about recovery; it is an invitation to hope’
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Cat Marnell, author of How to Murder Your Life

‘I love this book so much. Lauren McQuistin is just the friend you would want to meet on the road to addiction recovery – funny, smart, relatable, realistic, humane, encouraging and, best of all, unrelentingly honest. I hope this book finds its way into many, many shaky and deserving hands’
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‘A stunning, seriously sick and profoundly well work. I love the intricacies of sanity, and how it can look so crazy. This book had me laughing and crying. Truly brilliant’

Margaret Cho, author of I’m the One that I Want

‘Brilliant. A memoir about addiction and recovery, which I’m sure will speak to lots of young people who have struggled with substance abuse. Lauren is an incredible writer, she’s also utterly hilarious’

Vicky Spratt, author of Tenants

‘This book really is for anyone who has a relationship with alcohol they want to question: I think there’s something in here for everyone. Lauren is absolutely hilarious and although she’s been through some very difficult things, she talks about it with humour, grace and warmth . . . really enlightening and really fun’
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For Nicholas




This book is an honest account of addiction, severe mental distress and my path out of that place. Whilst my aim is for it to be a guide to aid you on a recovery journey, it isn’t a replacement for professional help, a treatment plan or peer support – things many of us may need (as you will find out if you keep reading, I certainly did).

If you are experiencing mental health difficulties or suicidal ideation, please seek the appropriate professional help. Below are some resources which may also be helpful.

Mind - 0300 123 3393

The Samaritans - 116 123

Calm - 0800 58 58 58

Shout - Text: 85258

Drinkline - 0300 123 1110

Drinkline Scotland - 0800 7314 314

Alcoholics Anonymous - 0800 9177650

Narcotics Anonymous - 0300 999 1212

Al-Anon - 0800 0086 811

SMART Recovery - https://smartrecovery.org.uk/

Recovery Dharma - https://www.recoverydharma.co.uk/
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Introduction

When I was 25, I felt like my options were to get sober or kill myself – not a place I thought I would reach when I started drinking as a teenager, feeling like I’d cracked the code to the universe with this thing that made me funnier, braver and more comfortable in my skin.

I was 13 when I got drunk for the first time, at the 2006 Battle of the Bands in Stranraer, my remote hometown on the West Coast of Scotland, known mostly for a ferry port to Ireland that is no longer there. The boy I liked was buying me a Blue WKD. I sat on his knee, kissing him with my sweet, blue mouth, dreaming of a bigger future for myself as amateur covers played in the background. I took my first drug around the same time. When I asked what it was, the friend who gave it to me said, with a smirk, that it was an antidepressant. It wasn’t, but I certainly didn’t feel depressed after I’d taken it. It was freedom; it made me forget the fear, the insecurity and the parts of myself that I hated. I could elevate pleasure, I could diminish pain, I could feel nothing. Alcohol and drugs answered every prayer. It was fun until it wasn’t, and they worked until they didn’t.

This isn’t a story unique to me. Leslie Jamison describes in her memoir The Recovering: Intoxication and Its Aftermath (2018), ‘Addiction is always a story that has already been told, because it inevitably repeats itself, because it grinds down – ultimately, for everyone – to the same demolished reductive and recycled core: Desire. Use. Repeat.’

When you drink to escape a dark, scared thing inside of you, it can grow teeth the more you ignore it. The more it gnaws at you, the more your self-soothing becomes self-destruction. Your methods of hiding from pain become a new source of it – but by then you’re stuck, perhaps thinking those methods will magically start working again.

We all have our reasons why we started drinking. What I didn’t realise was that after you experience a physical, interpersonal or psychological consequence as a result of drinking, continuing to drink exactly as you did before, allowing the same dangerous and tragic things to happen, means you may not have a safe relationship with alcohol. For people who are able to have alcohol as a safe part of their life, there is little struggle in choosing not to drink, or managing a single negative emotion without blasting themselves into the sun with a night of face-numbing destruction. Almost everyone with a human liver has felt the effects of a heavy night out; usually it will make them slow down or adjust their choices. If you don’t have a safe relationship with alcohol, it isn’t that simple. We all have our reasons why stopping can be harder than we ever imagined. 

It’s hard to explain to someone who hasn’t experienced it what it’s like not to be able to stop drinking once you start; to have enough willpower to do anything you set your mind to, apart from putting down a substance you are physically or emotionally addicted to. I started drinking, kept drinking when I shouldn’t have, and couldn’t stop drinking even when I wanted to because it all felt so painful, awkward and excruciating to be a human. It might have started out as fun, but it became a survival mechanism. My pain didn’t travel easily with me; it tore through me and spilled out the edges through self-injury, eating disorders, self-sabotage and public meltdowns. At times, drinking was the least destructive and most socially acceptable thing I could have done to manage the pain, until it became the thing that was making everything worse, and people told me I should think about getting sober. 

Not only did sobriety seem impossible, I didn’t see the point. People told me I was young and it would give me a chance at life, but the word ‘young’ didn’t mean much to me unless I was using it as an excuse to make poor life choices. I had never felt young; I grew up fast, was aged by trauma and haggard by self-­loathing. I didn’t feel full of potential; I was an exhausted, depressed, freelance renter who just wanted to feel OK at any cost (but not by getting sober; that would be preposterous). I was young, feeling like I hadn’t had a chance to thrive yet, but also that I’d peaked and burnt out too soon.

I thought sobriety was for people who needed to get their life back on track, and I’d never actually been on it. I’d never been in a position to get enough to lose in the first place. My demons never got me to create great music or art. I wasn’t on the edge of throwing away a career-making opportunity. I’d never even developed a stable sense of self, or ever felt like I belonged here. What’s more, the world was fucked; I couldn’t understand why we weren’t all drinking in the morning to deal with it.

I wasn’t getting sober to save a marriage; I wasn’t married. I wasn’t getting sober to get my mortgage payments on track; I’d never bought a house. I wasn’t getting sober to save my job; my career had barely started. I wasn’t getting sober for my health; I couldn’t get the time off work for a doctor’s appointment. I wasn’t getting sober for a family or fertility issues; I didn’t have any kids and now, fuck, I’d have to decide if I wanted kids or not. How could I consider being a mother if I couldn’t take the dirty dishes out of my bedroom and put them in the sink? 

I felt like a failed experiment of a human adult, a complete lost cause. Regardless of what I had or hadn’t lost, I felt like a stray, in a world I didn’t understand and didn’t want to be a part of. 

But I wasn’t alone. No one my age grew up in the world our parents grew up in. None of us neatly fitted in to their mainstream formula of success. As a young person I lived through two recessions, and I didn’t know anyone who had successfully gone to university, landed a job, bought a house, had 2.5 kids and took foreign holidays with them every year. Not all of us had a head start at reaching society’s expectations of us, and the gaps were getting bigger. Most of us were struggling to find lasting and meaningful connections as society grew faster, more immediate and more distant. We needed a full-time job, a side-hustle, two degrees and four years of experience for a salary that barely covered the rent of a flat-share, as the threat of a global financial crisis loomed over us. So many of us felt disposable and replaceable in the dating field, workplace and rental market, and we had to work out what self-care (or even just self-preservation) looked like under late-stage capitalism.

We’d witnessed the genesis of the internet, had easy and constant access to more information than anyone could conceive of and stood at the dawn of the AI revolution. We watched daily videos of atrocities – a world in perma-crisis that was only getting worse, and politicians didn’t listen or care. We read news about the ocean literally being on fire as people became climate refugees, and were then instructed to manage our carbon footprint as cruelty, greed, propaganda and sponsored content ruled the world.

None of us could afford anything; we were all exhausted – and told we needed to grow up, work harder, smarter and better, then we would achieve the same success as generations before. We should probably start investing; if we haven’t, we’ll be fucked by the time we retire. If we haven’t been wearing SPF 50 since we were 19, we won’t be fuckable by the time we’re 40 unless we started preventative Botox three years ago, but it’s OK, we can talk about our mental-health issues now – as long as they fit into a narrow category of socially acceptable problems, are surmounted in six weeks, don’t make us unproductive and don’t make anyone uncomfortable.

Why would I want to get sober for that? How could anyone be present for this?

But here’s what I realised: there is an unbreakable, rebellious, tenacious and persistent little something inside me, and I believe inside all of us. It was the thing that raged against injustices, the ‘no’ when things were unfair. It was what wanted to question contradictions and challenge the way things were, and it was the thing that wanted change. It got beaten down with hopelessness, quietened by fear, and came out the edges as hedonism or nihilism – but when I listened to it and realised it was telling me something important, it became the thing that wanted me to get better, rather than be taken under.

Sometimes connecting with this part of myself is painful; it can feel like too much to bear in a world that seems cynical, callous and productivity measured. But this thing knows that I don’t have to follow a path that doesn’t exist any more, and blatantly wasn’t working. This thing inside me believed I could make a new one. It realises I don’t have to live up to anyone else’s ideas, and that change is possible.

It was the buried-deep desire to live, not just keep buying things and numbing myself out. I wanted to live a life where I wasn’t in pain any more, rather than just shoving the pain down with substances and behaviours. The first step in this process was my choice to get sober, to finally confront and address the painful thing. From that place, of agency and choice, I could see what would happen if I stepped out of the ring of falling apart because I felt like I was falling short of what I thought the world expected of me. Everyone else around me might have still been having fun with alcohol and drugs, but at 25 years old, my journey with it was done. I was starting a new one.

My formal training is in opera – an unconventional choice for the daughter of eighth-generation tenant farmers. Hearing it on the radio, I didn’t understand the languages, nor did I have any awareness of the class barriers and elitism that would make my future in it extremely difficult – I just heard people feeling things and screaming unreservedly in agony or rapture about it. I had never related to anything more in my entire life. I was always drawn to the ‘mad scene’, where someone sings a ten-minute aria as they descend into insanity. Usually, it’s after they’ve been raped, society collapses or some terrible injustice has occurred – considering that, you can understand why they would lose their mind. It isn’t because they’re weak or stupid; they’re reacting directly to the horrors of their reality. I don’t want to romanticise my mental illness by relating it to an art form – it’s hard to do so after being in an NHS psych-ward – but I will say I was a highly sensitive person, feeling the weight of the world upon me and reacting in the only way I knew how, without any tools to deal with it. My ‘madness’ burst through and got my attention – something needed to change. What if we stopped calling the soprano ‘mad’, gave her the help she needed and things got better?

What do I mean when I say recovery?

This book is a guide for the challenges that arise throughout the stages of a recovery journey. It will discuss what to expect when we get sober, and strategies to get the most out of it and put it towards the purpose of a life worth living. It will explore everything from making the decision to change and the fears therein, to managing the early days, navigating our mental health, connecting with ourselves, mapping our emotions, recognising escapism behaviours and re-integrating into the world, as well as friendships, loss, dating, sex, regret, growing up, moving on and all the things we don’t always talk about when we talk about recovery. I will share my own story and experiences, unpack and expand on each subject, offer the testimonies of my friends, and finish each section with the wisdom and experience I have picked up along the way. 

I write through the lens of ‘getting sober’, as my personal journey is one of abstinence, but I’m always speaking just as much to those who are aiming for a different destination or haven’t decided exactly where they want to end up yet. Getting untangled from the life we want out of can mean many different things to many different people – this book can be used as a framework for simply getting to a different place, or working out exactly what that place looks like for you. Abstinence is a practice of not engaging with mind-altering substances, and sobriety involves the process of learning how to react proportionally to life, living in line with your values and acting in a way that is beneficial for your most authentic self and those around you. Recovery is returning to, or finding, a state of wholeness and restoring what was lost, which for me requires abstinence. 

This book is for absolutely anyone who wants to explore what change might look like for them. I cannot tell you how to get sober, I can simply share my experience, and outline the avenues available. There are many paths to recovery, as there are many ways to change – you can explore if you need a framework such as the twelve-step programme or other mutual help groups, if you wish to be supported by therapy or medications, and if you need to abstain from all mind-altering substances, your primary drug of choice or a behaviour. To determine what you need requires honesty with yourself, and a willingness to truly investigate the nature of what you’re dealing with. 

There is no path to growth I want to promote or discredit. The only right way to recover is the one that works for you.

Here’s the thing, getting sober is hard

I used to think that if I could just stop drinking, doing drugs, seeking the validation of strange men, bingeing, purging and running sharp objects along my skin, I’d be sorted. Not doing those things mitigated some damage – but without them I was left with the pain I was using them to avoid, and that pain led me back to the destructive behaviour. Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; your life becomes a never-ending cycle of the same story.

When you start taking the antidepressants, get into ­eating-disorder recovery, begin trauma therapy or stop drinking, there’s a temptation to believe that’s you sorted now. You can start being normal now. But really, you’ve only just taken the first step towards an ongoing process – and sometimes the process can be painful, and gets worse before it gets better.

People don’t want to see unhappy sober people, they want to see people putting the drink down and doing well – because that’s the story that makes us feel better about the fact that ­mental-health issues and addiction are life-ruining, lethal, confusing conditions that destroy lives, families and generations. So it makes sense that when we talk about the struggle of sobriety we talk about the struggle of getting sober, rather than the reality that staying stopped can sometimes be just as hard as stopping. We can focus overwhelmingly on the positives of sobriety, for fear of what the alternative option looks like.

Change happens once we stop struggling in silence with our pain, so we cannot struggle in silence in our recovery. This book will discuss the struggles of not just getting sober, but of sobriety as a whole, and how to struggle well, with honesty and hope.

Recovery is hard, not just because you don’t know what to do with your hands at parties, but because in the early days you’re terrified, bewildered, irritable, horny and grieving something you don’t want back. You’re learning how to live without your only familiar method of dealing with life. Everything becomes a new frontier again. You lose the horizon and are looking for those things that can only be found in the wild, which can sometimes make you feel like an absolute failure. Sobriety is difficult because being a human is difficult, especially when you haven’t got a lot of experience of existing without substances that make you forget the very fact that you are a human.

Sobriety isn’t as simple as ‘before’ and ‘after’. It’s a practice. It’s putting something down and seeing what you’re dealing with. It’s finding what works and what doesn’t, trying again and trying something different, to build a life you don’t want to run away from, over time and with continued effort. I had to break the rigid thinking of the world being full of ‘fucked-up, drunk good-for-nothings’ and ‘perfect sober individuals who do everything right and have flawless skin’. It didn’t work having the only two options as ‘failure’ or ‘success story’. Working out how to be human is ongoing and never-ending, and it reaches no conclusions – so it’s probably a good idea to start enjoying it, which might involve trying something different. What gave me the courage to try was not imagining sobriety as a destination or achievement. It was something I was willing to try as part of a process, to turn a dragged-out, miserable existence into part of a larger story. 

A note on language

I identify as an alcoholic or addict; it is just one of the many things that I am: a musician, a member of many communities, a Scottish woman, an Aquarius, a writer and a person in recovery. This label is not to keep myself stuck in my past or limit myself; it is a neutral acknowledgement of something I deal with, so I can keep seeking the help I need and grow. It is not to blame or shame myself, because I do not believe addicts or ­alcoholics are bad people; they are, in fact, the people I love the most in the entire world. Many people prefer to use ­person-first or ­identity-first language, some call it substance-use disorder, while others feel no need to name it. However we identify, whatever opinions or reactions we have on or to the language of recovery, the point we can agree on is that we use whatever terms we use because they are helpful to us, and it is a personal choice. 

Throughout this book I will use the word addiction, but I don’t believe people have to consider themselves addicts to have experienced addiction or want to change. Addiction physician and bioethicist Carl Erik Fisher discusses in The Urge: Our History of Addiction (2022) how addiction is deeply human:

Addiction is profoundly ordinary: a way of being with the pleasures and pains of life, and just one manifestation of the central human task of working with suffering. If addiction is part of humanity, then, it is not a problem to solve. We will not end addiction, but we must find ways of working with it: ways that are sometimes gentle, and sometimes vigorous, but never warlike, because it is futile to wage war on our own nature.

Sobriety doesn’t have an age bracket

Data compiled by UK charity Drinkaware shows that in 2019 16- to 25-year-olds were the most likely to be teetotal, with 26 per cent not drinking.[1] A study at the University of Michigan from 2020 found that the portion of college-age Americans who are teetotal has risen from 20 per cent to 28 per cent in a decade.[2] Gen Z and Millennials are more impacted by financial and societal worries, and because we are seeing what isn’t working, we are more likely to ask ourselves questions about how we want to live and what isn’t serving us. We talk about our mental health in ways that haven’t been acceptable before. We know more about the risks, we have the platforms to tell our story and we discuss it openly, often defiantly.

While more people than ever are not drinking, it doesn’t make sobriety easier for people who have it as a difficult choice, or those who put the drink down and don’t know what to do now. Gen Z might be more sober, but they are not happier. According to Cigna International Health’s 2023 survey, 91 per cent of 18 to 24-year-olds report being stressed – compared to the 84 per cent average across all age ranges.[3] Young people are drinking less, however the Scottish Public Health Survey found in 2019 that dependant drinking is more common among younger people, with those between 16 and 24 being more than twice as likely to exhibit drinking patterns suggestive of alcohol dependence than any other age category,[4] and according to youth charity The Mix, there has been a 75 per cent increase since 2021 in young people using drugs.[5]

We have access to therapy, content and language that give us our more personal insight and reflection than any generation. So many of us are realising that we were neurodivergent all along, and have been overcompensating our whole lives to survive in a world that wasn’t designed for us. This knowledge about ourselves is an important place to start – now we get to think: What now? What am I going to do with this information?

Getting sober is a personal choice, and something bigger than us. It plugs us into a world where we can choose where we put our energy and effort, where we can practise self-care to take better care of each other. Sobriety isn’t just a change in one behaviour: it’s changing your actions, thoughts and beliefs about yourself and the world. It changes your entire life, and the lives of those around you.

Things like compassionate care and trauma-informed treatment are becoming more common and are in greater demand, because our bodies have been keeping the score for too long (see page 78). We’re at an important time in history where we realise that our issues can’t be ignored, shamed or belittled away. While these behaviours we are stuck in are hard to understand, we have everything a human has, and we deserve compassion, dignity and help. This is the No Lost Causes Club, and I am so glad we are all here. 




Part I

Nothing changes if nothing changes – how to make a start.




I. Rock Bottom

It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our life that we must draw our strength to live and our reason for acting.

– Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947)

When you can no longer keep saying, ‘I’m handling it,’ as your life falls apart but don’t know what else to do. When you get trapped in the place of knowing you need to change, but you don’t feel like it’s bad enough yet. When the thing that you were always sure would make you feel better has stopped working, but you’re not sure you can let it go.

Overture: A party scene where the soprano realises she doesn’t drink like everyone else

It’s early 2018 and I’m somewhere before Act Two, Scene Two, on stage at the Shubert Theatre in New Haven, climbing on top of a long table and singing a quintet in German. I’m styled as a malfunctioning robot in this production of The Magic Flute, wearing a dress the shape of a purple triangle, a cherry-red wig and platform shoes that leave a trail of glitter behind them. I’m being yelled at over the orchestra because I’m not watching the conductor and it’s throwing off the ensemble. I ignore it; I have to focus on not falling off this fucking table.

A couple of days earlier, after a chaotic rehearsal of doing my best badly, the director had told me to get it right or get out. Up to this point I’d been telling myself that drinking during the rehearsal period helped me quieten my inner critic and take more dramatic risks. But the risks of this artistic process were becoming less about fully embodying a character, and more about my failing academic transcript, disappearing for days after jumping into cars with strangers and losing what was left of my sanity.

Everyone who knew me knew that I drank. I would be the first to suggest another round when everyone else was only a quarter of the way through the current one. I would show up at your house with two bottles of wine and finish both of them myself. I was always willing, always available for a night of debauchery and poor judgement. I was the libertine, a bohemian; I would be having a good time whatever the cost. I thought everyone was white-knuckling to the point where we could legitimately have a drink, and I was just renegade enough to live truthfully, brave enough to rebel against the notions of what was ‘appropriate’. I thought everyone’s thoughts were consumed by alcohol when they weren’t drinking, and that we were all in the dance of justifying drinking more than we should at times when we shouldn’t, because if it’s customary to have a drink in the airport bar before a flight, then surely you could be blackout for a yoga class or a five-year-old’s birthday party?

It was easy to believe when I started music school in Glasgow in 2011, when everyone was discovering the world around them with cheap shots and bad decisions, but when people started leaving the pub early for rehearsal the next day or could say no to a night out, I realised that not everyone was drinking like I was. What’s more, I was becoming a bit too miserable for someone who described themselves as a hedonist. 

I knew I was depressed, but we were all depressed, we were all traumatised (we were in music school, after all). We all had our assorted experiences of life becoming unfair, we all had hungry hearts with a need to feel seen and a drive for perfection that made us want to be musicians in the first place. Drinking was my way of dealing with it; it gave me a thrill of temporary relief. But the relief period started to grow shorter. When it eventually disappeared, I didn’t know what else to do other than hope it came back. I thought as time went on it would sort itself out. I would calm down; something would shift inside me; drinking would become the solution again. I thought if I kept pretending it was working it eventually would. I thought that if I kept convincing people it was my choice, then I would believe it. 

I tried to moderate but would just watch everyone’s drinks, wondering how a human being could drink so slowly. No matter how the night started, how many timers I set telling me to switch to water, or how many people I told to slap the glass out of my hand if they saw me drinking past 10 p.m., I always ended up in the same place. By my second year of university, not even 20 yet, I knew drinking wasn’t about elevating pleasure any more, it was about diminishing pain. It felt like literally the only thing I could do to make me feel OK about, well, everything.

Act One, Scene One: Flashback, a sheep farm on the West Coast of Scotland

I, like many Scottish people, started drinking young, because what else was there to do in a diminishing ferry town in the country once hailed as the ‘drug-death capital of Europe’? Drinking wasn’t simply something to alleviate boredom, it was my passport to acting like a ‘normal’ person. Drinking loosened the aching, self-conscious knot inside me; my thoughts went more slowly – I thought this must be how other people felt all the time. I was someone who people said ‘felt things very deeply’. When I found out that the oceans were being polluted I was inconsolable, and the blows kept coming: I discovered the situation in the rainforests, the fact that plastic bags take 100 years to decompose, and the painful realities of sickness and death. The more I learned about the world, the more I feared it, but I also felt a responsibility to fix it and a deep hopelessness that I couldn’t. When school progressed and cliques formed, I was the designated weirdo, then a target of bullying and ostracisation. It started a battle between wanting to be loved and accepted for who I was, but also wanting to keep everyone as far away from me as possible, so that I would never be hurt or rejected again.

When you grow up wondering where your home planet is because it can’t be here, you’re told that you’ll find your friends as time goes on, you’ll find where you belong, it gets easier. You flick down to ‘early life’ on every celebrity’s Wikipedia page, hoping that they, too, were from a small town or grew up feeling like an outsider before they found their way to global fame, where they were seen and accepted. You journal about what life might be like when things are different, when that voice inside that tells you you’re a stupid piece of shit stops dominating your opinion of yourself. Whether this would all come true or not, this hopeful future can seem too far from the unbearable present.

I couldn’t save the oceans or the rainforests, and I would never fit in here – but I could drink and do drugs.

By 21, I was starting to feel less like I was a spiralling woman in an eight-episode Netflix series about how the fun and quirky gal pulls it all back together, and more like I was trapped in a routine of hating myself for the things I did when I was drinking and then drinking to deal with the shame of that. I was so busy punishing and despising myself for not reacting normally to life that I couldn’t even come up with devastating and hilarious lines for the camera any more. The toll on my body couldn’t be taken away by a glass of water and a piece of toast. People were distancing themselves from me, because the libertine was becoming a liability. Things we used to scream-laugh about over the kitchen table with hangovers and Sports Direct mugs full of instant coffee just weren’t funny any more. Not everyone was getting hospitalised after a night out, having arguments over whether they were flirting with someone’s boyfriend or not, or embarrassing themselves at industry events. People didn’t want to be around someone who just talked about themselves, their drama and their hangover all the time. The fact that I ‘just didn’t have an off switch’ wasn’t an eccentric characteristic any more. I realised that the time-travelling and teleportation of blackouts were a shocking exception for other people, rather than an inevitability. But I’d got really good at damage control, I was handling it – this was how people like me handled it. When I graduated in 2015 I decided Scotland was the problem and moved to the USA to do a master’s degree at Indiana University. I got a scholarship for it, and triumphantly thought to myself, See. It isn’t that bad.

Act One, Scene Two: I thought the soprano was supposed to die at the end – she already isn’t looking too good

So now I was 25, doing another master’s degree, this time at Yale University, in my first assignment as Erste Dame in The Magic Flute. I made it off the table without falling, but the conductor was shaking his head in disappointment. I had missed my solo-line entrance as my voice spun in another orbit, away from the centreless pit of my body. I was trying to hit my next mark, to embrace my stage partner, when the dizziness took me over. I ran off-stage, my little glitter path behind me, and was violently sick. I didn’t stop to see if people were looking, I didn’t know if the orchestra had stopped – I just ran.

My stage make-up melted under the dressing-room lights as I started to cry, trying to rub the smears of foundation and eyeshadow off my hands. I couldn’t breathe – a vice-like grip moved from the bottom of my lungs to my throat, choking me. I made a nest of jackets and lay in the corner of the room, still in costume, shaking. Some nurturing voice inside said, ‘Try to sleep, try to breathe.’ A voice from an inky-black hollow said, ‘Your mother will have a dead daughter.’ The jaded, exhausted part of myself, a bitchy former It-girl, smoking a cigarette by a French window thinking this was all a bit pathetic, said, ‘Why today? It’s tech week.’ God, I wanted a drink.

Curled up on the dressing-room floor, I remembered a morning just before I moved to the US, waking up on a wet mattress, trying to convince my friend that I was just a sweaty sleeper. We worked part-time in a department store together and were renowned for being agents of chaos. We would trade ­prescription pills in the jewellery-counter giftboxes, laugh at the inane absurdity of life quoting All About Eve, and organise nights out that ended with drug-fuelled scenarios like a floor manager panicking on my living-room floor thinking he’d gone blind because someone put a sheet over his head. He, supposedly my ally in mayhem, turned to me and said: ‘I’m scared for you.’

He slept next to me, because he was scared that I would roll onto my back and choke on my vomit. As I downed the warm glass of water he had left on my bedside table, I told him that it was fine, it would never get that bad again. Until it did a few days later when I had to beg him to cover for me at work for being late, and help me tidy my flat before my boyfriend came over, after a busy night of cheating and doing drugs with strangers in my living room.

I didn’t want to stop drinking, I just wanted to stop the consequences. I just wanted to have fun, make people laugh, feel like I was part of something and not care how I looked; I just needed to work out how to drink without blacking out.

I still hadn’t worked it out, all these years later, 3,218 miles away from what I thought was a problem. In the process pain had become my baseline, and fleeting but recurring embarrassment turned into deep, calcified shame. I promised myself I would never perform drunk in the USA, until I found myself in a production of Peter Grimes, on the edge of a blackout in front of an audience of 1,000 people. That night I wrote, ‘I wish I was sober, I wish I was sober, I wish I was sober,’ in my journal. For a week I hid from my inbox, for fear of a ‘we know what you did’ email. No one said anything, and I realised I’d got away with it. So I did it again, hating myself for the fact that I couldn’t stay sober for the thing I loved the most in the world and was unable to keep a promise to myself to protect something I’d defeated the odds to achieve.

Off-stage, my safety and dignity were repeatedly violated, but I edited the things that happened to me in post – waking up, confused and sore, in a stranger’s bed became a salacious anecdote. Then I would drink to forget, and walk home alone in an unknown neighbourhood with a dead phone. I rationalised drinking alone as a self-care ritual. When I returned home after a long day of hanging on by a fucking thread, hearing the click of the door-latch was the safe assurance that I could do what I liked now, no one was watching. Here I was a creative genius, a tragic image of romanticised suffering, accessing the darkness that few could understand. Misanthropy and suspicion of other people felt like a normal, almost healthy mistrust that put me in the league of great thinkers, writers and artists that society loves now that they have been recast as icons and pioneers of their time, before the monsters in their head won. I insisted I needed a direct line to my demons to make music, act and write, though I hadn’t read a book in years because my mental health was an abyss. The more I numbed myself with this cycle, the more I detached myself from my experiences, as if they were happening to someone else. If I stayed there, the consequences didn’t matter. I crossed the invisible line of ‘you’d be better off dead’ and started to think it wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t wake up in the morning. It was my escape hatch – a cold comfort when my head hit the pillow. 

Act One, Scene Three: I don’t know if we’re going to get an Act Two

On the dressing-room floor I saw someone’s face between the blur of my eyelids, and I went from the dressing room to the New Haven Health Centre to speak with a doctor. I sat in the waiting room, not wanting to tell my friends what had happened, because it would mean acknowledging I had a problem – that no matter how far and fast I ran I couldn’t escape myself. I couldn’t remember the last time I had talked to my family, simply because I didn’t want them to find out what a disappointment I was. I was alone, just me and the vicious voice in my head. I was tired. It had been a long day.

I walked into an office with ‘Peace’ and ‘Breathe’ canvases in sloping letters next to stiff prescription manuals and a ticking clock. I couldn’t look anyone in the eye, and my breath had still not returned to my body. I could just kill myself, I thought, or move to a different country again. 

The doctor put my file gently on the small wooden table beside her and said, ‘We’re going to get you help.’

A voice inside me, one I had never listened to before, said calmly, ‘Please take the help.’ It came from somewhere small and still, an uncharted place. It was a long-forgotten part of me that wanted to live. The clock ticked. The chaos raging in my skull separated, and in that cyclone’s eye it said: ‘You’re done.’

When this voice was a whisper, I laughed it off, saying, ‘I’m young, fun and not doing anything anyone else isn’t doing.’ I ignored it in quiet moments when my headphones died and I was faced with the diabolical landscape of my internal monologue, telling me something needed to change. It would scream at me during




Your rock bottom doesn’t have to be the worst things can get. It’s the moment you don’t want it to get any worse







Make them laugh, make them cry





Getting sober isn’t reserved for a particular category of person
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