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About the Book

Since being widowed, Claire’s life has been simple. She drives to work and comes home. She prepares meals for the week ahead. She feeds the cat. She drinks two bottles of wine . . .

But one morning, Claire wakes up with no memory of the night before. What did she do? Even worse, what did she say to Philip - her oldest friend?

Deciding to give up alcohol is easy. However, Claire soon finds that the path to sobriety is an uphill struggle, and when she and Philip embark on the adventure of a lifetime, she soon comes to realise that the end of one road is only the beginning of another . . .

Can Claire learn to trust in love again - and will she ever trust herself?




To my Soberista friends . . . you know who you are




Chapter One

The last day of the creative writing conference had come all too soon and it had gone well, or so Claire had thought. She hummed to herself as she packed her case, ready to vacate her room after breakfast. Good job she was a light packer. She would return home with many inspiring ideas, not to mention useful hints and tips about how to write well-rounded, consistent characters and different approaches to storytelling. It had been wonderful to catch up with her old friend, Philip, whom she’d known since university.

A few minutes later, she was sitting in the wood-panelled dining hall of St Thomas’s College, narrowing her eyes against the dazzling sunlight streaming through the windows, drinking her first cup of strong black coffee – reflecting that it was such a luxury to drink good coffee without having to grind the beans and load the Gaggia – when Philip sat down opposite and smiled at her.

‘You were so funny last night!’ he said in his soft Welsh voice. ‘You abandoned English and started speaking gibberish!’ He chuckled again.

Claire froze. Her cheeks felt hot, her eyes darkened, and there was a roaring in her ears. She struggled to breathe, to respond normally. As though from a great distance, she heard her neighbour, Tricia, chime in: ‘Yes, it was hilarious! Helen and I had to take you up to bed, get you undressed, and tuck you in.’

Despair filled Claire’s heart. Why did she not remember this? Summoning up every ounce of gumption she possessed, she raised her head, and met Philip’s kind, concerned grey eyes. Philip was always kind.

‘I’m fine,’ she laughed. ‘I must have had one glass too many. How silly!’

Her laughter sounded fake even in her own ears. She turned her attention to her cereal bowl. The next few minutes were a triumph of acting skills, as she pantomimed enjoying her meal, even though the tasty cereal had turned to dust and ashes in her mouth.

‘I’ve really enjoyed these few days – I’ve learned so much!’ she said.

‘Yes, me too. I can’t wait to get back to my whodunit,’ Philip replied.

‘I’ve only just started my novel – but I think I’m going to have to re-write it from scratch, after all I’ve heard.’

She stood up.

‘Got to go. I haven’t finished packing, and we’ve got to vacate our rooms before the first session.’

Leaving her crockery on the table, she flashed a smile at her friends, then walked down the hall, back straight, head held high, her heels clacking on the parquet floor. As soon as she was out of sight, she broke into a run, fleeing to the privacy of her room.

Claire sank down on the narrow bed, her head in her hands. Hot tears, fiercely held back downstairs, were trickling down her face. She brushed them away.

How had it come to this? She was having such a good time. Her reading had gone well, and she had just been relaxing with a few friends and a couple of glasses of wine. Perhaps she had drunk a little more than usual, but surely not that much? Why couldn’t she remember what happened?

She concentrated hard. The last thing she remembered was talking and laughing with Philip, Tricia, Helen, and the others.

Then . . . nothing.

She had woken up this morning feeling fine, apart from the customary dry mouth and the pain in the small of her back, which she had ignored. As always. She had been vaguely surprised at how neatly her clothes had been folded on the chair and had congratulated herself on being less tipsy than usual.

But now this.

She, Claire Abbott, who was always so careful to present her best self to the world, had behaved like a complete idiot in public, in front of people whose good opinion she valued. To make things worse, they had found the whole incident amusing. Amusing! For which she should be grateful. At least they weren’t ostracising her, mocking her. But God alone knew what they were saying behind her back.

Most frightening of all, she couldn’t remember a thing about it. She had read about alcohol-induced blackouts but had never thought that she would have one.

What to do now? How could she face them again? She had failed, failed herself, failed everything.

She had been thrilled when Philip had contacted her, inviting her to the conference, had enjoyed meeting other budding authors, learning new skills. She had been looking forward to returning home and working on her long-neglected novel. She had even dared to dream it might be a fresh start for her after the turmoil and grief of the past few months.

And now she had screwed it all up by getting drunk – drunk! – in front of people she hardly knew. Could she ever hold her head up again? How was she going to bounce back from this one? She remembered other occasions when drinking too much had made a fool of her, wrecking her own self-image of the cool, confident woman she liked to present to the world. Memories she had carefully filed away in a closed and locked box in the deepest recesses of her mind. Her forty-fifth birthday, when she and Jack had thrown a cocktail party at home, and all her friends had come, dressed in their best. It had started so well – everyone chatting and enjoying themselves, but as more and more cocktails had been consumed, she had felt herself increasingly isolated from the gathering. Some time after midnight, she had gone to the downstairs cloakroom and been violently sick, after which she had staggered upstairs and put herself to bed. The party had carried on without her, and she had suffered a hangover from hell. The photos posted on Facebook the next day had been excruciating to look at – her face slack, her eyes empty. And her friends’ teasing comments had been worse. She had never been able to forget it, although she had sure as hell tried.

Then there had been another party, this time at Lucy’s, and another pie-eyed Facebook photo opportunity – this time with her bra straps clearly visible and the same vacant expression on her face. Her face burned at the unwanted images these memories conjured up. Each time it had happened, she had sworn, never again. But then the next invitation would arrive, and the same sad pattern would occur.

But she had never blacked out; never been unaware of her behaviour. This was something new, something shocking. She buried her face in her hands and sobbed, both hands over her mouth, so that nobody would hear.

She glanced at her watch – 9:48 – the first session would be starting in just over ten minutes.

In an attempt to pull herself together, she went over to the tiny handbasin and splashed her face with cold water. Then she re-applied her make-up, nodded to herself in the mirror, picked up her case and bag, and headed back downstairs.

Somehow, she got through the final morning, taking part in the plenary, ignoring the heavy weight in her stomach. If she was quieter than usual, the only one who noticed was Philip, and he was safe as houses. After lunch, for which she had no appetite whatsoever, she prepared to leave.

‘Bye, everyone! It’s been such fun!’ she said, with a bright smile. She exchanged hugs with the people she knew, promising to keep in touch.

‘Are you OK, Claire?’ Philip asked.

‘Yes, I’m fine, really! Only a bit tired. I just need to get home and relax.’

After a moment too long; he nodded.

‘You know your own self best. Be well.’

He hugged her and let her go.

Gratefully, she walked out of the hall and through the beautiful college grounds to her car. Hopefully the alcohol would have left her bloodstream by now. And she’d had two good meals to soak it up. She had to risk it; she couldn’t wait to leave, to be alone, to put the whole rotten fiasco behind her. She thought it brave of herself not to break into a run. She opened the boot, dumped her case, and slammed it shut. She got into the car, put the key in the ignition, and stuck Led Zeppelin IV in the CD player. In an instant, ‘Black Dog’ was booming in her ears, forcing her to fight back the tears that threatened to blind her.

She scrubbed at her eyes, turned on the engine, blew her nose, engaged first gear. She’d be home in three hours or so. Then she’d have time to process this nightmare. But, for now, one thing at a time. Slipping the clutch, she drove off, loose gravel crunching under her wheels.

The drive home was familiar and tedious – country roads to the M40, north past Oxford to Warwick, then hang a left to the small Worcestershire village in which she and Jack had spent their entire married life.

Except that Jack was no longer there. She now shared the space with only Baggins, a neutered tabby cat with an assortment of bad habits. She hoped he would be there to greet her, stropping against her ankles, butting her legs with his big head. These days, he was the only family she had.

She could not get accustomed to the pain of Jack’s absence. Every time she entered the house they had shared for so long, she still half-expected to see him sitting in his usual place in the lounge, his long, rangy body hunched over his laptop. Or standing in the kitchen, making a lavish mess, creating some exotic dish for them both. They had always divided the cooking between them – she did the baking, he did the savoury stuff. Learning to cook palatable meals for one had been another unwanted task, these past months.

It had been nearly a year since his death, but the pain was still acute, like a wound that wouldn’t heal. Sometimes it subsided to a dull ache, but at others, it hurt so much she could not endure it, and would head out in the car, because the emptiness of her own home was too hard to bear.

But this day, it was a place of refuge for which she was longing. Once on the motorway, she put her foot down, and had to consciously ease back, when the needle swung past 90. She didn’t need a speeding fine on top of everything else. She decided to switch to classical music to slow herself down.

It was hopeless to try the radio on this road – it would buzz and crackle, spoiling the relaxing music of Classic FM. She rummaged through the CD case with one hand, oblivious of the dangers, and found Einaudi’s Eden Roc, which she reckoned would be sufficiently soothing.

She tried to concentrate on her driving and the countryside. It was dreary at this time of year – not much new growth on the trees yet, everything was grey and morose. And, to add to it all, it had started to rain.

She knew that, in a few weeks, this sad vegetation would be re-clothed in new green to celebrate the return of the spring sun. But for herself – well, she couldn’t see it happening, especially after this morning.

She turned on the car’s headlights and wipers, hoping it wouldn’t get too bad before she reached home.

Then she was through Evesham, driving down the well-known lanes towards the village. Jack and Claire had chosen this place carefully – it had to be within easy reach of a main line railway station, so Jack could get to the City – but they had both wanted to live in real countryside.

The village of Brandleton was ideal. She used Evesham for her weekly shop and Worcester was not too far away, if she needed a wider choice. It was a typical West Midlands village; there were two pubs – the Red Lion and the King’s Head - and a little Co-op with a post office inside.

There was also a small infants’ school, which they had never needed to use. Their only child, a daughter, had lived for six days. Laura, as they had named her, had been born brain-damaged, and had scarcely come into the world before she slipped quietly out of it again, leaving her parents bereft and heartbroken. The labour had been a difficult one, damaging Claire internally, and she had never conceived again, to her abiding regret. But this was an old grief, settled deep in her bones. She didn’t want to think about it; not when the loss of Jack was still new, urgent and compelling.

She drove past St Mary’s, in whose graveyard Jack now rested, before turning into Bredon Close and, with a deep sigh of relief, parked her car on the drive.

She looked up at the house – a typical 1990s three-bedroomed detached, with a small garden in front, and larger one behind. She was home.

At least no one could take this away from her – it was one time that Jack’s job in the City had been a godsend. A combination of some informed speculation and razor-sharp timing during the dot-com boom meant that the house had been free of a mortgage since 2000, even if they’d had to pay the taxman a small fortune in capital gains tax.

Claire was so grateful. Whatever happened, the house was hers, lock, stock, and neglected garden. A place she could hide away from everyone.

Like now.

Sighing again, she opened the car door and straightened up She took her case out of the boot and walked to the front door.

As soon as she opened it, Baggins was weaving in and out of her legs, obviously delighted to see her. She had been away for four days and, although he was always free to come and go as he liked, through the cat flap – and the neighbours fed him twice a day - Claire felt he had missed her.

Dumping her case on the hall floor, she scooped him up in her arms. ‘Have you missed me?’ she said, stroking the top of his head with her chin, marvelling as always at the softness of his fur. ‘Of course you have.’

Then he wriggled, so she let him go and headed into the kitchen to give him his supper.

She washed his dishes, put out a fresh pouch of Sheba – he was a fussy cat – and refilled his water bowl.

Then she sat down at the kitchen table and poured herself a glass of wine. It was wine o’clock, after all.

One hour and a bottle of Shiraz later she was feeling better. As usual, the wine had worked its magic, taking the edge off the pain. At least it was Saturday tomorrow.

She had better eat something. Heaving herself to her feet, she wove her way over to the fridge. She rootled through the freezer for a long-life ready meal, which she could heat in the microwave. Anything more ambitious would be unwise.

She powered up her iPad, opened another bottle, poured out another glass, and logged on to Facebook. Spooning in the gloopy pasta carbonara, she tried to concentrate, but Philip’s kind, concerned grey eyes kept coming between her and the screen He had posted about the writing conference. As he had tagged her, she liked the post but didn’t add any comments.

She wandered through to the lounge, iPad and wine glass in one hand, bottle of wine in the other. She spent the next couple of hours fooling around on Facebook or doing a jigsaw on the iPad.

By half past nine, Baggins was curled up fast asleep on her lap and her second bottle of wine had dried up.

‘Come on, mate,’ she said. ‘Time for bed.’




Chapter Two

A persistent scratching on the bedroom door woke Claire up. Baggins was reminding her it was well past his breakfast time. She sat up and swung her legs down to the floor, wincing at the pain in her head and the brightness of the morning sun filtering in through the bedroom curtains.

For a moment she couldn’t remember why she had drunk so much. Then it all came flooding back. She had blacked out at the writing conference. She had read of such things, but it had never happened to her. Why would it? She was not a serious drinker, after all. She just liked a glass or two of red wine in the evenings. Many people she knew drank as much or more than she did.

Shrugging on her fleecy dressing gown, she shambled down the stairs, nearly tripping over Baggins in the process, and into the kitchen, to be confronted with the table, still littered with last night’s detritus.

She fed Baggins, then put the bottles by the sink to be washed out before recycling and the plate and wine glass in the dishwasher. Feeling nauseous, light-headed, and headachy, she drank a glass of Recovery.

Then it was time to shower, get dressed, and unpack her case, which still sat on the hall floor. She lugged it up the stairs and dumped it on the landing.

After a steaming hot shower, with lashings of her favourite Lush Twilight shower gel, she wandered back into her bedroom naked and stood in front of the mirror. She had always tried to take care of herself, eating carefully most of the time, exercising regularly. The result was a slim, toned figure, even if grey was creeping into her dark blond hair and wrinkles were softening her face. Not bad for 53, though. Really, not bad at all.

Her headache now subsiding, she got dressed in jeans and her favourite turquoise jumper - its bright colour always cheered her up - made the bed, then heaved the suitcase up into the bedroom and unpacked. She sorted the contents systematically, putting her dirty clothes into the washing basket and hanging the rest up in the wardrobe. Cosmetics went back into the en suite.

Then she walked back downstairs and spent half an hour restoring the kitchen to its usual pristine state. Breakfast was a bowl of granola with some Greek yoghurt, berries, and a large mug of coffee.

She had the whole weekend ahead of her. She worked part-time – Mondays, Wednesday mornings, and Thursdays. With her generous stockbroker’s widow’s pension, she did not lack for money, and only worked at the library because it got her out of the house and into contact with other human beings.

Putting yesterday out of her mind, she decided to walk down to the Co-op for some meat and fresh veg, so she could cook a couple of decent meals over the weekend.

The walk through the village was always a quiet pleasure. Every time there was some beauty to notice. Today it was the new green of leaves starting to bud.

She spotted a shy bunch of snowdrops poking their heads up through the soil and enjoyed the endlessly changeful pattern of the clouds in the pale blue sky. She was sure to meet somebody she knew; and even those she didn’t, would exchange a greeting and a smile. Today it was one of her neighbours, taking her dog for a walk, well bundled up against the cold.

‘Hello, Pam! Cold, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but it’s lovely weather for dog-walking. How are you, Claire?’

‘I’m really good thanks – just back from a fantastic writing conference at St Thomas’s College. I’m determined that this is the year I’m going to write that novel. How are you?’

‘Oh, you know. Mustn’t grumble. Ron’s not been so well lately.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. What’s wrong?’

‘It’s his heart. His heart rate will suddenly go crazy, for no apparent reason. He’s getting some tests at the General next week.’

‘Oh dear. I hope they manage to sort him out. Modern medicine can work miracles these days. Oh well, I’d better go – I’m on my way to the Co-op to do some shopping. Nice to see you. Please give Ron my best wishes.’

‘Thanks, Claire, I will. Bye now.’

It took another ten minutes to get to the shop, and another ten to choose what she wanted, queue up, and pay.

Home again, she put the shopping away, then brewed herself another strong cup of coffee. Taking it through to the lounge, she fished out her notes from the conference. and read through them.

It had been a random decision to attend the conference. For as long as she could remember, she had yearned to be a writer. She was surrounded by books all day at work, and read voraciously. But her own words never seemed to be as good as other people’s, somehow.

She was a member of the Evesham Writers’ Group, which met in a local church hall. Once a month, members had to produce short stories of up to 1,500 words on a topic given by Duncan, the group’s leader. They then read them aloud to the group and received constructive criticism. Writing the assignments had always been a joy and her stories were usually well-received - but she had never taken them any further.

She had started a novel when Jack had become ill. She had it stored on her laptop – who knew where – and when Jack died, she had shoved the hard copy into her writing bureau, never wanting to see it again.

Then Philip had told her about the conference. He had kept in touch with Claire and Jack sporadically, mainly through Christmas cards and Facebook.

Philip lived in the South West and was a member of a writing group there. When Jack had died, he had travelled up for the funeral and kept in gentle contact with Claire ever since.

A few months ago, in October, Philip had emailed her:


Hi Claire,

Long time, no see! I’ve just heard that there’s a Creative Writing Conference happening at St Thomas’s College in February, and I’ve decided to go along. Why don’t you come too? I remember you always used to enjoy writing back in the day, and it would be lovely to see you for a few days and catch up. Here’s the link, in case you’re interested.

http://www.stthomascollege/writingconference/booking

Hope to see you there!

Philip



The email had come at exactly the right time. Claire was past the first desperate grief of Jack’s passing and needed to find some meaning in her new, solitary life. Without thinking about it too much, so that she wouldn’t have the chance to duck out, she had clicked on the link, filled in the application form, and sent it off. As a result of which she had spent the last four days feeling alive for the first time in months. Writing could be what she was looking for.

Then the blackout had happened. Could she ever hold her head up again? As shame washed over her in a burning tide, she hung her head, tears stinging her eyes. She had to face up to what had happened but didn’t know where to start. Who could she talk to about this? Who wouldn’t judge her and write her off as a poor, sad alcoholic?

She ran through her list of friends. Lucy, her best friend, with whom she shared most of her life, would not understand – she drank more than Claire herself and had no problem doing so.

There really wasn’t anyone else she could trust with this sort of thing.

Then inspiration struck, and she reached for the phone.

Fingers shaking, she keyed in the number of Beryl, her spiritual director. She had been seeing her for the past three years after she had confided, in all the chaos surrounding Jack’s illness, in Ruth, a friend from church, just how far from God she was feeling.

Ruth had suggested she try spiritual direction. ‘It’s not like counselling, not about trying to solve a problem, or fix anything. Your director’s job is to walk alongside you on your spiritual journey, helping you to discern where God is in all this. They don’t judge, they don’t fix, they simply listen. I’ve found being in direction invaluable.’

Claire thought about it for a couple of weeks, then went on to the diocesan website to find a spiritual director. She picked Beryl’s name more or less at random but, over the years, the bond between them had grown and deepened. Beryl had been a quiet refuge, and Claire valued their relationship enormously. She could trust Beryl with anything. She would help her to work it all out.

Eight rings.

Nine rings.

Ten rings.

Finally, someone answered the phone.

A man’s voice.

‘Hello?’

Claire cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry to bother you on a Saturday, but I was wondering whether Beryl is around? It’s Claire, one of her directees.’

‘Hold on a minute, love. I’ll get her.’

She heard him calling, then the sound of footsteps on parquet.

Then, blessed relief, Beryl’s light voice: ‘Hello, Claire. Are you all right?’

‘Oh, Beryl, thank God you’re there! I so need to talk to someone, and you were the only person I could think of. Such an awful thing has happened.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s all right. I’m glad you called. Do you want to come over or will the phone do? I’m going out later this afternoon, but if you want to pop round now, I can give you an hour.’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind? I wouldn’t bother you like this, but I’m so stuck. I need to make some sense of all this. I can be with you in thirty minutes. Are you sure?’

‘That will be fine. I’ll have the kettle on. Drive carefully.’

‘Thank you so much, Beryl. I’m really grateful.’

A little more than half-an-hour later, she was ringing Beryl’s doorbell. Five minutes later, they were in Beryl’s study, with its over-flowing bookshelves, and the sweet smell of the pot-pourri that Beryl made herself, ensconced in two armchairs. Beryl took a sip of her tea, then laid the cup carefully back on its saucer.

‘All right, Claire, what’s wrong? Tell me the story.’

Claire took a deep breath, then it all came pouring out – how much she had enjoyed the conference, how good it had been to meet Philip again, and then, how everything had turned to disaster. She held nothing back – the blackout, Philip’s teasing comment the next morning, and how devastated she had felt.

‘I just feel so ashamed,’ she said. ‘Nothing like this has ever happened to me – I don’t drink that much. Just a couple of glasses of red most nights to keep the loneliness at bay.’

‘Tell me about your drinking.’

Claire looked up with a start, her mouth dropping open. ‘What?’

‘Your drinking, Claire. Tell me about it.’

‘My drinking?’

Beryl nodded. ‘Your drinking. And the truth, please.’

‘I suppose it’s been getting worse since Jack died. When he was alive, we used to split a bottle of wine most evenings, you know, to unwind at the end of the day. But never more than that.’ At least, not that I’m going to admit. ‘Some days, we’d stick to tea and cocoa.

‘After Jack . . . afterwards . . . I’ve felt so alone in the house. I’ve taken to drinking some wine most nights. To take the edge off.’

She paused, took a few deep breaths, made her decision, then said in a rush, ‘Well, if I’m honest, I’ve been drinking every night. And recently, it’s started to escalate. I’m really worried that I’m turning into an alcoholic or something. But I can’t be! I mean, it’s not as if I pour vodka on the cornflakes, is it?’

She took a sip of the now-tepid tea. ‘And anyway, I don’t drink any more than Lucy, or any of my other friends. And they’re not alcoholics. So I can’t be. Can I?’

She sat back in her chair, breathing deeply, waiting for Beryl’s response. Would she judge her too? The whole thing had been a mistake, she should never have come.

‘I hear how worried you are,’ Beryl said. ‘And I think you are right to be. From what you’ve told me, you’re drinking much more than the recommended guidelines. What do you think you should do? Where is the Spirit in all this?’

This was Beryl’s way. She always forced Claire to think things through for herself.

For a moment, she was silent. ‘I don’t know! I feel so lost, so ashamed. How can I ever hold my head up again?’

‘If you truly want my advice,’ Beryl said, ‘I think that the best thing for you to do would be to sit with the shame, write it all down, and see where that takes you.’

Claire stared at her. She had been expecting to come away from this meeting feeling better, and now Beryl was asking her to face her demons head-on and admit to herself what a failure she was.

‘You’re joking!’ she cried. ‘How can I do that? That would mean admitting what a failure I am.’

‘You’re not a failure, Claire,’ Beryl smiled. ‘You know that. But you are in a bad place and the only way out is through. Ask God for help. You can do this.’

Claire’s shoulders slumped. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll try.’

‘No one could ask more of you. I believe that with God’s help you have the courage to do this. He will help you to choose life. I will be holding you in my prayers until we meet again. Remember, you’re not alone. Bless you, Claire.’

Claire stood up, gave Beryl a swift hug, then thanked her and headed back to her car feeling better for having shared her story, but daunted by what Beryl expected of her.

She drove off, itching to get home to Baggins and her journal.




Chapter Three

After a hasty and belated lunch, which she barely tasted, Claire went into the third bedroom. It had been Jack’s office when he had worked from home, and had been simply furnished. A large desk, on which Claire’s laptop now sat, a comfortable office chair, a writing bureau, and a couple of tall Ikea bookcases in a pale, blond wood.

In the last few months, she had taken it over as her creative space. The bookshelves were now filled with her special books gathered together from all over the house: classic novels, books about writing and art, reference works, biographies of favourite artists and writers. She had brought a Queen Anne armchair up from the lounge, so that she could read in comfort.

Her art materials were stashed in the small, walnut writing bureau wedged in the corner under the window. It had been Jack’s gift to her to mark their silver wedding anniversary four years earlier. On the top was an antique-style desk light, together with her favourite photo of herself and Jack, both looking healthy and relaxed after a long walk on the Malvern Hills.

She had re-painted the austere magnolia walls a delicate and peaceful pale green and had brought in a couple of low-maintenance pot plants and a variety of Yankee Candles, which she loved to light when she came up here to write or draw or paint. As she lit one now – Midnight Jasmine – its sweet scent perfumed the air.

Beryl’s words were echoing in her ears. ‘I think that the best thing for you to do would be to sit with the shame, write it all down, and see where that takes you.’ Sitting down at the bureau, she opened her journal and started to write. She preferred the slower process of writing longhand, when she was journaling – it helped her to think.


Gee, Beryl gives me the nicest jobs to do. But I have been told to sit with it, so that’s what I’m doing, two days after it happened.

I know exactly why I felt shame. Firstly, for someone like me, who is always so careful to present their best face to the world, to have been out of control of the public image I am presenting is scary and frightening. But worse, I don’t remember slurring my words and can’t understand why the amount of drink I had affected me. It can’t have been that much, because I was up bright and early the next morning for breakfast. However . . .

The real reason is I have been drinking more and more since Jack died. Sure, I have tried to have some alcohol-free days, but I glugged two bottles of wine last night, and if I’m honest, I can’t truly remember the last alcohol-free day I’ve had. In other words, I’ve been drinking at home again, alone.

But there’s no way I’m an alcoholic or anything near it! Lots of my friends drink wine every evening. Surely there’s no harm in it? I have a good job and am completely reliable as an employee. Last night wasn’t typical – I rarely drink more than a bottle . . . I guess that’s a bit much . . . but hey! It’s not like I’m picking fights or throwing up or carrying a secret flask around with me, or anything like that. What’s the harm?

Then why am I feeling so bad about it? Time for a bit of self-honesty, Claire! You know you’re drinking too much, too often, and alone; all the things that magazine article the other week said were danger signs. But you haven’t wanted to know that.

Shit. I wish I could do what Geoff did when he became a Bahá’i, and knock it on the head altogether. Bahá’is aren’t allowed to drink so he just took the pledge and that was it. I wish Christians couldn’t. I’d love to make a vow to somebody and feel bound to keep it. Maybe I should go and see him and talk it over. And maybe, just maybe, it’s God I should be making the vow to. But I feel a strong need to be heard and witnessed by another human being. And I wish somebody would take it out of my hands and forbid me to drink ever again. It’s so very hard to find the discipline to do it myself when, in my secret heart of hearts, I don’t want to. I love the taste and smell of red wine.

Please God, help me with this. I can’t do it on my own.



She stopped and read what she’d written. So far, so good. But a long, long way from the whole story. If she was going to get to the bottom of this, she would have to go back to when she first felt uneasy about her relationship with red wine, her usual tipple of choice. It must have been three or four years ago when signs of Jack’s illness first appeared.

Like her, he had come to terms with the fact that they were going to remain childless. Which had drawn them even closer, if that were possible. They had only each other – neither had brothers or sisters. Jack’s parents were dead, and Claire’s had emigrated to New Zealand when her father retired, because her mother was a New Zealander, and her elderly grandparents had needed somebody to look after them.

It had all started so innocently. They were blood donors and gave blood every six months. One August day, Jack had done the usual finger-prick test to check that his iron levels were high enough and had been disconcerted when the nurse shook her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You can’t give blood today. Hadn’t you realised you’re quite anaemic?’ Then she had given him a leaflet about anaemia and suggested he made an appointment with his GP.

‘Who would have thought it?’ he said to Claire later that evening. ‘I suppose it must be down to the blood I’ve been losing the last couple of weeks when I’ve been on the loo.’

‘You’ve been losing blood? How much? How often? Why the hell didn’t you tell me?’

‘I thought it was just piles,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Still, I suppose I’d better give the GP a ring in the morning. Good job I’m working from home. Don’t worry so, Claire! I’m sure there’ll be a simple explanation.’

That had been the start of it. When his GP heard his symptoms and examined him, she referred him to Worcester Royal Infirmary for a colonoscopy. Which had been moderately unpleasant but not too painful.

Then the results had come back. Jack had rectal cancer.

That night they had wept together, cuddling close, whispering reassurances. It was still in the early stages. There was every chance he would survive it.

At first, it had seemed to respond to treatment, and Claire’s hopes had been high. Jack would get through this.

But then it had come back in a more aggressive form and, although the doctors had thrown every sort of treatment they could at it, it had been to no avail. Over the two and a half years of his illness, Jack’s health had deteriorated.

He changed from an active, vibrant 49-year-old to a full-time invalid. He had hated it as much as she had, bitterly resenting the loss of his health and vitality. It had been up to Claire to be the strong one. She had managed, but the price she had paid had been high. She had numbed her anger and frustration with red wine.

Now, after everything, something had to change. She had to make a choice.

And she wasn’t looking forward to it.

She was startled out of her thoughts by Baggins, who had nudged open the door, jumped on to the bureau and was rubbing his head against her. She glanced at her watch.

‘Good grief! It’s five o’clock.’

She had never known a cat like him. He seemed to know, within a five-minute margin, when it was time for meals. He was more reliable than any clock. She had been sitting, lost in thought, for more than two hours.

She stretched and went downstairs, gave Baggins his tea and prepared her own meal. She ate early these days. She’d knock up a chilli con carne, enough for four meals, eat one portion and freeze the rest.

Methodically, she assembled the ingredients so that she would not have to keep dashing to the fridge and cupboard once she had started. ‘Setting your stall out properly’, her mother called it.

She chopped the onions and red pepper, scrubbed the garlic, took the lids off the canned tomatoes and red kidney beans, and lined up the spices and measuring spoons. She had discovered she didn’t mind cooking savoury food, so long as it was one pot plus accompaniments. Soon the chilli was bubbling away in the large frying pan. She put the timer on, so the rice would be cooked in time.

Then she opened a bottle of wine. She wouldn’t drink it all but, after the mixed emotions of the day, she deserved a drink. As the first mouthful hit the back of her throat, she began to relax. She was determined to carry on with the task Beryl had set her – but, first, she’d unwind a little.

Two large glasses of wine and one rather tasty chilli later, Claire trailed back up to her study. She had a feeling she had journaled about her alcohol intake before, so she looked back through her old journals to find the entry, which would save both time and original thinking.

After a few minutes’ search, she found it:


7th March

It is time to face up to the fact that I drink too much red wine. I drink between half a bottle and a bottle every day, which works out at between 33 and 66 units a week, or between two and a half and nearly five times as much as the recommended 14 units per week. One bottle of my favourite Californian Red is 9.4 units. I am becoming only too accustomed to waking up with a dry mouth and a pain in the small of my back. So it’s time to say ‘STOP’ and mean it. No wonder I can’t lose any weight. Even at the lower estimate of half a bottle or three glasses a night = 21 glasses a week = 2,100 empty calories. And the truth is it’s probably closer to 4,000.

The idea of giving up wine completely horrifies me, which is a danger sign all by itself, but I think I’m going to try moderation first. Because I do love the smell and taste of red wine.

So: from today, I resolve not to drink from Monday to Friday, and to have one bottle of wine at the weekend, spread over the two nights. Let’s see how it goes.



Claire read the date in disbelief. Nearly five years ago! So she couldn’t blame it on Jack’s illness. And here she was, in as bad if not worse a pickle. She reached for her current journal, and started to write, scribbling down whatever came into her mind:


Moderation – that’s a joke! I have to face the truth of one thing: I Cannot Moderate. I have spent most of my life (and certainly all my adult life) almost completely at the mercy of my desires (or appetites). ‘I want’, ‘I need’, or (worst of all) ‘I deserve’ have been fairly constant companions, especially in relation to things I put into my body. ‘Because it’s there’ has always been a good enough reason to indulge myself, to allow myself a treat, because I deserve it. I’m beginning to understand I have been using food and alcohol as a reward, without ever really specifying why.

And then, when the drink has been drunk and the chocolate/popcorn/whatever eaten, I feel guilty for choosing to give in to temptation.



Was she being too harsh on herself? God knows, the last few years had been incredibly stressful – the rounds of radio- and chemotherapy, the recurring, desperate hope that this time the treatment would work. Then the final months, when she had known that Jack was dying, and she’d had to be the strong one, the one in control, the one in charge, the safeguard between her beloved and the rest of the world.

Was it any wonder she had turned to drink and sweet things for comfort? Didn’t she deserve a little happiness, no matter where it came from – even a bottle?

Shuddering, she picked up her pen.


I wonder whether God has been nudging me in the right direction for months, by rubbing my nose in the Quaker advice ‘A simple lifestyle, freely chosen, is a source of strength.’ If I think about all the ramifications of that one, I’ll be moving in the right direction.

The three most important words are ‘simple’ and ‘freely chosen’. The last two remind me I’m a rational, intelligent human being, perfectly free to make rational, intelligent choices about what I put into my body, instead of listening to my appetites or trying to numb the pain away.

I’m 53. No matter how much I drink to avoid it, I need to face up to the fact that Jack is dead. I’m on my own now. There’s only me to look after me. It’s about time I woke up and treated my body with some respect, as a temple rather than a waste-bin. I know in my head and heart this is true. I have to find a way to get my will moving in harness with them. But I can’t do it alone. Who can I ask? Who will help, without judging?

I know Beryl believes God can help, but these days, I’m not sure He’s there. I haven’t been to church for ages. Hardly at all since Jack died. If it wasn’t for Beryl, I’d have given up on God long ago. But she helps me to hold on to some remnant of belief. Maybe I ought to go to church tomorrow, to reconnect. I wish I had her certainty that God is there for me. After all, Jesus dined with wine drinkers – I’m sure that’s in the Gospels somewhere. And he did turn water into wine at the wedding feast. So maybe He wouldn’t judge me, after all. Yes, I’ll go, and give it a try. What is there to lose?



That decision made, Claire closed her journal, turned off the desk light, and headed downstairs, where Baggins, and the bottle of wine, were waiting for her.




Chapter Four

After a leisurely breakfast, Claire wrapped up and walked briskly down to St Mary’s, the architectural pride of the village. It was small but beautiful, with many original features, as the church leaflet had it, her favourite of which by a long chalk were the exquisite stained-glass windows.

The last time she had been in the church had been for the traditional Christmas Eve carol service, which had moved her to tears. Before that, only twice in the last twelve months: first for Jack’s funeral the previous March, after which she hadn’t been able to bear to go there for months. Second, for the All Souls’ service at the beginning of November, but that was it. Maybe it was time to get back into the church habit.

She was warmed and reassured by the refrain of the chosen psalm ‘For his steadfast love endures forever’. The Gospel reading was from the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus talks about the birds of the air, and how God looks after them.

The message she heard, was ‘Don’t worry; you’re not alone. I’m here. I’ll help you through this.’

The peace of the old church seeped into her bones, and she relaxed.

What a difference an up-to-date translation of the Bible made. Reverend Martin, their new vicar, had gently introduced The New Revised Standard Version instead of the traditional King James Bible into his services. The mainly elderly congregation had been shocked and unsettled at
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