

KATIE


Katie’s powerful story is reflective of someone who has become imprisoned by their dependence on alcohol. Her narrative describes what so many other people experience – stressed relationships, trauma from grief and loss, and the negative impact of addiction on family and partners. Her narrative describes the push and pull of the subconscious mind, aka the ‘Dictator’, and how it becomes entwined in conflict against the conscious mind, aka the ‘Liberator’. The Dictator grabs hold and usurps our self-esteem, our relationships, our health, and our happiness. When the Liberator finally has enough knowledge, tactics, support, and available resources, freedom from the Dictator (alcohol) becomes achievable. Katie continues to be an active member of the Be Sober community, and she now helps others by sharing what she has learned on her transformational journey; she is and has become a role model for many people starting out in sobriety. 



I like to think that I had what I consider to be a normal childhood, even though I was born with heart and lung problems. I was a fragile and delicate child – the kid who had to sit out of PE [physical education] and couldn’t manage the school trips. 

As for my home life, neither of my parents was a drinker, and I had an older sibling who was sensible. There were many difficulties in my parents’ marriage, which was incredibly painful to witness, and it had a negative impact on me in later life, especially when my father passed away.

I started drinking when I was around 15 years old. This was normal for the west of Scotland in the 1980s. I enjoyed peach schnapps and lemonade in bars and clubs, and my consumption of alcohol was accepted by my parents and my community as safe for me and my friends. I was drinking just like everyone else.

When I got into my twenties, my childhood drinks like alcopops, or drinks mixed with sweet drinks like lemonade or coke, switched to more sophisticated choices like white or rosé wine. Wine was now an essential part of my life.

I had two daughters before I turned 30. I had a job, a house, a degree, a marriage. At this point, I was satisfied with drinking just a half a bottle of wine a night. I could leave it unfinished if I chose. I remember clearly putting the cork back in the bottle and walking away. 

But nightly wine drinking became habitual for me, and everyone I knew. We all talked openly about it. In many respects, it had become the glue that bonded my friendships. It did not, however, bond me with my husband, who frequently looked at me with disgust and regularly walked out of bars. I remember sitting down for lunch with friends at midday and picking up the wine list first – he walked out, disgusted with my behaviour. In my mind, our relationship was over. He clearly had to go because my wine drinking was a priority in my life.

In my mid-thirties, I met someone new and entered a seven-year tempestuous, toxic relationship. Because our drinking was a shared pastime, my daily consumption quickly escalated. Since my daughters were school-aged and becoming less dependent on me for help with getting to and from school and other activities, I had more free time to drink and fewer worries about taking care of them.

My partner and I would regularly drink far too much and then we would argue fiercely. The drama! There was always so much drama. The police would often be called because of our fights, the crying, and the damage. I had enough self-control and self-worth to set a boundary and eventually I was unwilling to continue the relationship and subject my children to it. They had witnessed enough. Although we loved him, we could no longer tolerate him and all the drama. 

I thought that when I got rid of my addicted partner, my obsession with drinking would leave with him. After all, surely the drama and misfortune in my life were all his fault! I had not yet grappled with my own accountability at this point. Instead of my drinking leaving me, my alcohol dependence became utterly destructive.

I was now over 40, remarried, and mother of two more children. I looked forward to starting every day with drinking. It was the same routine day in and day out. I started drinking at noon, and when I ran out of wine, I drove to the shops to get more. Most of the day, a young Spanish girl took care of my babies, but frequently, I would leave my toddler alone on the sofa while ‘Mummy nipped to the shop’.

I befriended other ‘yummy mummies’ who were up for wine at playdates. I spent all my time with my drinking friends. I walked out of work meetings, excusing myself with a migraine. Every lunch or meal was accompanied by drinks. I never met a single person for coffee because that just seemed so dull! 

I would have a bottle of wine prior to my husband coming home from work and then pretend I hadn’t been drinking before casually suggesting that we go out to the pub so I could have more. If he knew there was a problem, he didn’t say. In front of my husband and daughters, I drank out of cups that disguised the wine as water or juice. I would preload before social occasions – that is, I would drink a bottle of wine before going out and then consume yet another bottle of wine with friends. I was always guaranteed to turn up drunk. I thought my friends loved it. My husband had to drive everywhere we went because I was never fit to drive myself. 

I often wet my pants and regularly wet the bed in an alcoholic stupor. I vomited at night and dry retched during the day. I drank at night and lay in bed. I would lie in a dark room, sometimes trembling, downing painkillers. I would sleep or I would stare at the ceiling. I ruined most weekends and lost so much valuable family time that I can never get back. 

After such continuous dependence on wine, I began experiencing panic. 

‘S—! Am I an alcoholic? Surely not!’ 

I couldn’t bear the thoughts; I would search online constantly for validation that my drinking was normal. 

‘Please, God, I don’t want to have to give up drinking. It is my only friend.’ 

In 2016, my husband and I went on holiday to South America. While we were exploring and wandering the streets, I spotted a sign for AA and an arrow pointing to a cabin. I stared at it. ‘Alcoholics Anonymous’ it read. 

One night during that holiday, my husband and I were working our way through the usual amount of cocktails and prosecco and I could just feel something stirring inside me. The voice that I had desperately tried to quash about my drinking problems became louder and louder in my head. At that moment, I turned to my husband and said, ‘I am going to go to AA.’ He quietly replied, ‘That’s a good idea.’ 

The next day, I woke and immediately searched for the details of the AA meeting. I felt so nervous as I approached the location of the meeting. I stood casually at the end of the street pretending I was reading the noticeboard for a surf shop. An American man hovered behind me, and I wondered if he was a fellow surfing enthusiast. Wrong. He leaned over to me and whispered, ‘Keep going.’ I shall never forget those words. 

I meekly followed that American and walked into my first AA meeting. There were about ten of us in a little room. It was such an emotional realization for me that I wept the entire time. My head was in my hands as I shook and sobbed. Everyone was so kind and supportive. I found it powerful listening to others talk and realizing that I wasn’t the only one stuck in this awful trap. As I sat there, I began to feel a kind of clarity; something within me felt like it was shifting.

I went to the meeting every day of the holiday thereafter. I didn’t speak much, but I listened. I swapped some phone numbers with some of my new friends, and I told my husband proudly that I was cured. I flew home and didn’t touch a drop of drink on the plane. Planes were one of my favourite places to get drunk. This time, I resisted all that free drink! 

I stayed sober for 16 whole days. This was an incredible achievement after years of daily abuse. 

The 16 days came to an end when my husband and I went out for an evening for a drink. My logic was that I wanted to test that I was cured by having just one glass of wine. Although that was my plan, it soon changed to my decision that we should share a bottle between the two of us. That was it. That was all it took to end up right back down the rabbit hole, and within days, my drinking patterns and dependence returned. Little did I know it would be years before I was free. 

I wish I could identify what that specific trigger was. Boredom? Or not being able to face the thought of a lifetime without alcohol? Or that I deserved a reward? After all, I had been well behaved. By taking a break, I proved my control over alcohol. I felt great, and now I could manage drinking without the same issues I encountered previously. 

During this period, my father died. It felt like months watching him slowly fade from my life. On the day he passed away, I sat by his deathbed drinking wine out of a pink plastic sippy toddler cup that I kept stashed in my handbag. Remember, this was my behaviour in the past – drinking from a child’s cup, disguising my wine as juice. My pattern was repeating – lying, sneaking drink, deception. 

The problem was worse than ever because I now had the perfect excuse: 

• ‘Of course I’m drinking. My dad is dying.’

• ‘Of course I’m drinking. I’m at my dad’s funeral.’ 

• ‘Of course I’m drinking. I’m grieving and bereft.’

The conflict between my conscious and subconscious was demanding. I issued a lot of orders in these years: 

• ‘Get me more wine!’

• ‘Please stop me drinking wine.’

• ‘Go to the bar!’

• ‘Go to the shop!’

• ‘Oh, please help me!’

• ‘The sheets need a change because I’ve wet the bed again.’

• ‘I need my painkillers.’ 

• ‘I need you to bring me a bucket.’

• ‘Please get me water.’

• ‘Bring some wine home.’

• ‘Can you get up for the kids?’

• ‘Can you phone in sick for me?’ 

• ‘PLEASE HELP ME!’

I continued to try to quit and managed a few days on occasion. But then something stressful would happen – it could be anything – and I would return to my pattern with a vengeance. For example, when my father-in-law was dying, my husband and I were called to the hospital to be by his bedside. The stress was overwhelming for me. I drank a bottle of wine before we left the house and took a bottle for the journey and sat swigging it all the way. I can’t imagine what my grieving husband was thinking. Was he furious? Was he concerned for me? Was he thinking about his father? He didn’t say. By the time we got to the hospital, I was so drunk that I picked a fight with family members while at the bedside and then left the room. My husband found me hours later lying in the hospital Starbucks, sleeping. I was mortified. I blamed it on the stress of death. 

I recovered from this episode, and things settled. I went back to my nightly routine of a bottle or bottle and a half of wine. I further rationalized my drinking that this was just my normal. ‘I can’t be that bad – I haven’t got any criminal convictions. I haven’t lost my kids. I have a good job. I don’t drink in the mornings.’ 

The nagging thoughts and anxiety didn’t leave me. So I started internet searches to try to learn how to stop drinking for good and bought ‘quit lit’ books. I read This Naked Mind by Annie Grace, and it helped me stay sober for 21 days. I proudly called it a game-changer before telling people that it had changed my life. 

I also read Drinking: A Love Story by Caroline Knapp. Oh my! I really felt something this time. This woman was just like me. I couldn’t believe the sheer power of her words. I consumed them like I had alcohol. I couldn’t get that book out of my mind. Even to this day, I never stop thinking about Caroline Knapp. 

My turning point was 11 November 2017. I was drinking, as usual, at my sister’s house. My habit was so entrenched that I didn’t know what else to do with my hands, or my time. I began to panic and fret that my wine might run out. I was topping up my glass with fierce regularity. I’m not sure I was drunk because my anxiety level was so high. 

I looked around the room that day and noticed that nobody else was drinking. Maybe they had been and perhaps they had finished already? Or maybe they hadn’t bothered to drink? Surely not. These thoughts just wouldn’t stop. They were constant in my head. 

And then, in a single moment, I put that glass down with a thud and with it I heard an audible click deep inside my head. And that was it.

I woke the next day and performed my usual routine of drinking water and coffee and swallowing painkillers. But I knew something was different. I told my husband that things were going to change. I doubt that he had any reason to believe me. 

A week later, I joined Simon’s online sober community Be Sober – Quit Drinking and Enjoy Life. I threw myself into my new life. I avidly read every post. I commented and shared my experiences. I felt so relieved to share in a safe space. I loved the anonymity of it all. I could really express myself in this group, and there seemed to be women, young people, older people, cool people, all normal, intelligent people, all trapped in the same misery. 

Six weeks after joining the Facebook group, Simon asked me to become an online moderator. This helped me guide others and, more importantly, remain accountable. I couldn’t possibly drink and dispense advice. I was a role model.

I had tricks up my sleeve during those early weeks. Some of them I gleaned from reading and learning, and some I made up myself. I ate sweets and cakes by the bucketload. I went out for meals and ordered the most expensive items on the menu. Initially, everything was compensation for not drinking. I bought new clothes, expensive skincare products, and soft furnishings for my home. I also told my family and close friends that I had stopped drinking and asked them to support me. 

I bought alcohol-free drinks and tried them all. I spent time every evening making a fancy non-alcoholic drink with ice and lemon and a nice wine glass. It seemed to have a placebo effect and also helped to keep my hands occupied at the times I used to drink alcohol.

Sometimes I went to bed really early because there were nights where I just couldn’t face the evenings. At 7 p.m., I would take the kids and we would lie in bed and watch movies together. As time passed, I developed new habits such as having herbal tea prior to going to sleep. 

I loved my bed again. I bought new pyjamas and new bed sheets. I savoured a fresh bed. It is hard to explain the relief of lying safely in a warm, clean, and comfortable bed after years of wetting it or vomiting down the side of the quilt and mattress.

I continued to read books and educated myself. I think I read every sobriety book available. I re-read This Naked Mind four times. I put all the energy that I had put into drinking into not drinking. I was full of positivity; sobriety had become my new hobby, and I was immersing myself in it. 

I would get up early on weekends and go for a bike ride. If the weather was inclement, I would watch an episode of a boxed DVD set with a coffee. If I had to go to a party (and I dodged most of them the first few months), I laid out my bed beautifully so I could visualize it waiting for me when I came home from the event. I would fold down a cover and lie my quit lit book on top of it and maybe some chocolates. I held on to this image all evening, and it really helped me to not feel deprived around others who were drinking. I chatted to people and joined in at social functions, but I was almost always the first to leave. I couldn’t wait to get home and lie safely in that beautiful bed. I keep saying safely because that is exactly how it felt. I was finally safe, I hadn’t done anything wrong, and nothing was going to happen to me. I began to find true pleasure in such simple things.

I loved the first six months of sobriety. It was bliss. The relief and feeling of freedom made tears of joy pour down my face. Perhaps there were moments of temptation to drink, but I didn’t dwell on them. If I felt like drinking wine, I downed water or I would brush my teeth. Those things always took the craving away. If I ever felt like going to the shop to buy alcohol, I would jump in a bath instead and wash my hair. After all, I couldn’t go out with wet hair. 

I went to a sober festival. I met cool people. We shared stories and laughed all day. It wasn’t dull and it wasn’t boring. It was fantastic to connect with so many other people who had been through similar experiences, and it made me realize the sheer size of the incredible sober community that I was feeling very proud to have joined.

In fact, since I stopped drinking, my life has been anything but dull and boring. I have discovered what brings me real joy and happiness. I am calmer, happier, and much more grounded. I like to think I am a better mum, a better wife, and a better person all round.

Alcohol really did suck the joy out of everything in my life, and it wasn’t until I was able to give myself a reality check and take a step back to look at myself with brutal honesty that I was able to acknowledge that it had become a problem. Once I had accepted that something needed to change, I was able to begin educating myself and learning how best to become sober. This time, I didn’t feel down or sorry for myself. I felt motivated and excited about what I was doing for myself, my family, and everyone I cared about in my life. 

Two years have now passed. There are days I am curious about moderating. Sometimes I feel cured, and I wonder whether I could go back to drinking. But what for? Why? I gained nothing from it. I struggle to remember any pleasure I ever got from drinking. 

A bad day sober is better than a thousand days drunk. I will never go back. 


QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• When does Ignorant Bliss end and Cognitive Dissonance begin for Katie? Do you see similarities in your own journey?

• What do you consider the turning point in Katie’s story?

• What were the tactics Katie used to stay firm in her sobriety?






JANET 


When we are caught in the battle of cognitive dissonance – knowing that we have a problem but not finding a solution – secrecy about how much we drink becomes an issue. Often, the problem is undetected by friends or colleagues. Many drinkers are highly functioning professionals. They get to work on time, they don’t miss meetings, they can hold a clear conversation or act normally … and yet be in the middle of a blackout. When a person realizes they have begun to have blackouts, taking notes to aid recall is just one of several tactics to appear ‘normal’ and to hide a problem. Top-loading drinks before social gatherings, drinking a nightcap in private at the end of a night of drinking, and hiding a secret stash of alcohol that can be accessed without anyone else seeing are other examples of secret drinking.

Janet has become a mainstay in my Be Sober group. She has been alcohol-free for over two years. She continues to motivate and be a role model to newcomers in our sobriety support group. Her story reflects an amazing transformation in becoming personally honest and facing the need to make a change.



I have a secret. Secrets can be dangerous. They make you do things like telling lies. You can lie to others, but, mostly, you lie to yourself. I once read: ‘Nothing fools you better than the lies you tell yourself.’ Hmmm.

Anyone who knew me then, and those who know me now, see me as confident, well-adjusted, and pretty successful. And that is true. I had a successful theatre career as a stage manager. Later, I did well as a music/drama teacher when I moved to Quebec. But, for some reason, that was not enough. 

My secret did not happen overnight. It was a gradual build-up until drinking was a daily habit. And then I always needed just a little bit more. To hide the amount I was drinking, I would go to different liquor stores so that the cashier would not see how many times I came in. I always bought a few bottles of the same wine so that as one bottle got low, I could switch it, or top it up so that no one would notice that the wine seemed to disappear quickly. Before going to a dinner party, I always had a ‘de-stresser’ before I left the house. What if my host did not serve me enough, or fast enough? I needed a head start. If the party was at our house, I could always sneak off to the garage and have a nip or two from the bottle I had stashed there. 

It was a lot of work to keep up appearances. 

Was I an alcoholic? Perhaps. Functioning alcoholic? Who knows? What I do know is that I was drinking more than I wanted to and could not stop on my own. For 40 years, alcohol was a part of my life, with the amount increasing according to my increased tolerance and my ability to pay for it. 

Did I drink when driving? Never … or almost never. When I knew I was going to drive, I stopped drinking at the end of the evening. Usually. And I was always scared of getting caught, so I drove really carefully if I was driving with alcohol in my blood. 

See how the lies happen? Thank God I did not hurt or kill anyone.

But I did hurt myself once. I turned quickly in the kitchen and clipped my lip on the kitchen counter. I told the dentist that I’d tripped on my sandal. I did not mention the amount of wine I’d drunk before I tripped. I can’t remember what I told my husband, but I’m sure it wasn’t the truth. Fortunately, no dental work was required. 

I always thought that falling down drunk and passing out was a blackout. This isn’t true. A blackout is a memory lapse due to drinking. When I started forgetting things, I started to get scared. But even then, I tried to lie to myself. I mean, we all forget things, right? We are all getting older. 

This type of selective amnesia was different than just forgetting where I put my car keys. The first time it happens, the more likely it is to happen again. And again. What is truly frightening is that I could be fully functional at the time, playing cards, and having a great conversation with my granddaughter. The next day I didn’t realize it had happened until I saw a photograph of the two of us. Apparently, we were having fun. And I had missed it.

Normally, during the sleep cycle, the brain takes events of the day and solidifies them into memories. Alcohol disrupts the sleep cycle, and this can interfere with the creation of these memories. 

Another time, I didn’t remember a phone conversation I had with a friend. We were planning a get-together, and when I contacted her about it the next day, she said, ‘Don’t you remember we talked about that last night?’ Nope. So I made up some lie to explain it. What really bothered me was that, in this case, I knew I had only had a couple of glasses of wine with dinner. But I still had a blackout. 

After that evening, and out of fear of forgetting details, I started jotting down notes when I was drinking with people. I could fake it, and no one would know my secret because I had taken notes to remember the evening. 

Now some people might think I was a drunken loser. Not so. As a young adult, I would get sick before I got into trouble. After that I would swear off drinking for a while, and usually for a year or so I would drink moderately – until I no longer got sick. 

Over time, my tolerance built up. I could handle myself. As my income increased, I was able to afford quality stuff. Nice wines, scotches and vodka came into the mix. I could have a good conversation, could navigate the room, and drinking made me happy, more sociable … until it didn’t. Those damn blackouts ruined everything.

Not only did blackouts ruin my pleasure, but then the government made it less fun. Media outlets began to run ads stating the maximum safe amount to drink was two drinks a day for women, a maximum of ten per week. Really? Not only was I way over that, but few in my social circle were within those limits. At least as far as I knew. None of us talked about it. Perhaps comparing myself to others was another way to justify my own drinking. 

It is a good thing I live in Canada. Our recommended drinking levels are more generous than in other countries. In the UK, only six glasses of wine per week is safe. I would have had a more serious drinking problem there! Many doctors now recommend that no level of alcohol is safe. Alcohol is a known carcinogen. I didn’t want to get cancer. 

So I tried to quit. Forget AA. The one meeting I attended was so negative it sucked me into a black hole. I tried a few other programs. One almost worked until it asked me to find my Life Purpose. As an overworked teacher, I just felt – am I not doing enough already? Am I not enough?

And then I retired. Now that I was no longer working, there was no reason not to drink. It seemed that all of my leisure activities involved alcohol: a beer after the golf game or BYO wine restaurants, summer barbecues. Breakfasts and brunches were dry, unless they were serving mimosas.

Sleep and keeping my weight under control were two health goals I had. Weight Watchers taught me healthy eating and exercising with a kind, nonjudgmental outlook. I could have wine as long as I kept within my points budget. The diuretic effects of wine helped. Success!

I sought help at a sleep clinic, where I learned a lot about how to manage my sleep. It improved, but still wasn’t great. I found it interesting that during the sleep clinic program alcohol consumption was never mentioned. Maybe it was because I live in Quebec, and alcohol consumption is so ingrained in the culture that the sleep experts don’t consider it worth pursuing. After all, what is the source of that joie de vivre? And if they had asked, I would have lied anyway.

Actually, only one doctor in my entire life ever asked how much I drank. I said, ‘Too much, but I am working on it.’ Not a lie. He asked me why I drank. I said because I liked it. At the time, I thought it was the truth, but now I see – maybe not.

Because I could not sleep, I turned to recorded meditations to help. And they did help. One night, I accidentally clicked on the products button for one of my favourite meditations. In the corner was an ad for a weird-sounding product, This Naked Mind, which mentioned alcohol management. I checked it out, it looked good, and although expensive given the Canadian dollar at the time, I bought it.

That night I found Annie Grace’s program, which uses education and logic to build an undeniable case for why people should get alcohol out of their lives. And my problem was given another name. Not alcoholism, but addiction. 

At first, this depressed me, and I figured, OK, now that I am addicted, it really is hopeless. I will have to go into rehab, and I couldn’t figure out how I could lie about that. 

Now This Naked Mind is an excellent program, and I would love to say that it turned my life around – like snapping your fingers. It made perfect sense. I could see the path, but something inside me fought it. I could not argue with any of what Annie Grace said. I did a couple of her 30-day Alcohol Experiments. Whenever I stopped, I could go for a while, but I did not feel better. In describing the Alcohol Experiments, Annie says over and over again how great it feels to be free from alcohol. Unfortunately, that was not what I was experiencing. 

But I was drinking less, a lot less … until I wasn’t. I just learned to be better at hiding things. My emotions as well as the empty bottles were being stashed away. 

Why did I keep lying and hiding things? I considered myself an honest person – except when it came to alcohol. I was not proud of the person I was becoming. I wanted to hide what I was doing because, in my core, I knew that it was wrong. It was not good for me. I now know that the lying and hiding came from a thing called cognitive dissonance. As much as my conscious self wanted to quit, my unconscious self was hanging on to the behaviour I had learned over the past 40 years. My conscious self tried to reconcile this opposition by covering it up. I would hide what I was doing, and I would tell lies to hide the truth from myself as well as from others around me. What I could not hide was how awful that dissonance made me feel. I tried to hide those emotions by drinking more. 

I knew, however, that Annie Grace was right. While listening to the recording of her event Naked Mind Live 2018, I encountered two Brits – Laura Willoughby and Simon Chapple. They were funny and seemed to be having fun being alcohol-free. They talked about alternative alcohol-free drinks that were made for adults. I wanted what they had. Freedom from the cognitive dissonance. I wanted a life free from alcohol. 

COVID then hit, and my husband and I drank more each day because it seemed there was nothing else to do. I knew this could not continue. While listening to a podcast by Laura Willoughby, I caught her interview with Simon Chapple. I learned he was a Naked Mind coach, and was starting his own program, Be Sober – Stay Sober. I googled his website and signed up.

Over the next few weeks, I emptied my house of alcohol by drinking it all. I didn’t really enjoy it, and I took notes along the way to document what I was really getting out of it. Answer? Not much. 

I was ready to go alcohol-free on May 11, 2020. Simon’s program is built on Annie’s, but includes a great sense of humour, contagious enthusiasm, and an amazing group of people who share the journey and support each other. 

I did have a couple of slips along the way. After 35 days of being alcohol-free, I had a particularly bad encounter with some Chinese wine. That was all I could find in the house after having drunk everything else. I had bought the bottle during a trip to China a few years previous. I liked what the bottle looked like, never realizing what lurked within it. I was ill for a day, like I had been so many times before. It was really bizarre that I had turned to alcohol when I was having a fantastic day. I was seeing some family members for the first time since COVID struck and was having wonderful conversations with people. What the hell? 

I contacted Simon, and he calmly coached me to learn from the experience rather than wallow in guilt, shame and self-pity. So I did. We figured that I had equated celebrations with alcohol. We examined how I could have fun and celebrate anything without alcohol. I now believe that alcohol adds nothing to a festive experience. 

And that was it – the end of my drinking days. I haven’t had a drop since. 

I am sleeping really well, am at my goal weight, and am a much happier person. My husband says I am so much easier to get along with because little things don’t bother me anymore. 

In my journal, I used to put a star if a day was particularly good and I was happy. I called it a ‘sparkly’ day. I don’t do that anymore because my new normal is a sparkly day every day. I have moments that aren’t sparkly, but it never ruins the whole day. 

I am continually amazed by this. 

It has now been over two years living alcohol-free.

It was a lot of work getting sober, and I did not feel I had succeeded until I had experienced a full year without alcohol. Even now, I must be vigilant. I do not want to take my current happiness for granted. 

Being alcohol-free is the gift that keeps on giving. Giving is what makes the Be Sober program so special. There is so much caring in this group that people can feel safe to be vulnerable in the Zoom and Facebook chats. Everyone wants each other to succeed. 

One day when I meditated, I envisioned a big wall, which was built from the many barriers that can keep us from being free from alcohol. I allowed my mind to follow this image: 

Many people are wandering around at the base, and some don’t even notice the wall. Some people walk up to it and try to jump up or climb up and fall back down. Some run and throw themselves at the wall only to slide back down. 

But there are people at the top calling to them, encouraging them to try again. They point out the footholds and handholds, which are Simon’s videos, strategies, and tips. These can be used to help them come up. There are steps and ladders, made from the many books about getting sober. These also can be used to find a way to the top. And if the ladders and handholds don’t get the climbers the whole way up, there are people at the top who reach down, perhaps with others holding them by the ankles, so that they can bring these new people to join us in an alcohol-free life. And when that new person gets to the top, we all share in their joy that they have finally made it. In my vision, there is no COVID, so we can all give them a big hug. 

As soon as a new person reaches the top, they look back to call out to the next person, to encourage and reach out to bring them to the top of the wall. It is such an amazing enterprise. It is seen every day in the live Zoom sessions, the chats and on Facebook. It is never ending, and joyous in nature.

That is what the Be Sober group is like to me. I have never been a part of anything quite like it. It is truly amazing. Now I can stand at the top of the wall and reach out to new members of the group to help them come to the top to enjoy the gorgeous view. Helping them helps me. It is the Life Purpose that I was afraid of when I first started to address the problem so many years ago. 

To those who might be struggling, keep coming, and keep reaching up. We are here to bring you up over the wall, no matter how long it takes. You keep those of us at the top humble, and mindful of what our journey has been. Come, join us. Look for the ladders, the handholds, and the footholds. Take our hand and come to the top of the wall. The air is fresh, and the view is magnificent. 

You deserve to be up here with us.

Thank you, Simon. Thank you for giving me my life back. I am enough. And that is no secret.

No more secrets. No more lies. Freedom!


QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Why did Janet keep her drinking so secret? In what ways have you kept your drinking secret? Why?

• As you think about the wall of help that Janet describes, are there times when others have tried to help you climb it? Or have you tried to climb the wall without help? What do you think you need to achieve freedom from alcohol?






DAVID


The upward trajectory of our professional endeavours often leads to addictive behaviours such as working too much, drinking, drugs, and self-neglect. In the midst of an addictive spiral, cognitive dissonance sets in – those moments when we know we need to quit these behaviours and discover that willpower is ineffective. The period of cognitive dissonance for many people can last for months or even years. During cognitive dissonance, attempts to quit and then to moderate often end up in situations where health, relationships, and careers can topple in a single moment of thinking, ‘just one drink won’t hurt’. 

David’s story touches on many aspects of addiction. The support of a partner or spouse, as well as of immediate family and friends, can be incredibly helpful in the process of finding freedom. Many times, the partner or spouse has to draw the boundary lines for the afflicted drinker. Such was David’s situation.

Identifying personal values, priorities, and life aspirations become motivational factors, particularly in the early days of quitting drinking. Oftentimes, we come to the realization that we have imbalance in our lives because we are not being true to ourselves. For David, the wake-up call of emotionally harming and losing his wife and family was instrumental in his getting to freedom. 



I was 13 when I had my first real experience with alcohol. I stayed over at a friend’s house, and we were camping in the garden. We stole some of his parents’ spirits and tried desperately to overcome the unbearable taste in our mouths. We did so successfully and ended up very drunk. It was fun. I was the joker. People laughed at me, and it made me feel good. I didn’t know then, but my brain was being programmed into thinking that consuming alcohol enabled me to be someone whom people found amusing, and that made me feel good. I’m still working on trying to undo that.

It turned out to be one of the rare alcohol experiences in my teens that didn’t end with me vomiting at the end of the night. I was the one who kept going until I couldn’t anymore, and I was regularly found hugging the toilet at the end of the night.

I’m the youngest of three boys, the golden boy. I was a good kid. I did well at school and had lots of friends. However, when it came to the weekends, I did what other boys my age seemed to be doing. I got drunk, I smoked (both cigarettes and drugs) and got with girls. I made sure my parents didn’t know. I certainly didn’t look to discuss any of it with them and vice versa. From a practical/materialistic perspective, my parents provided me with everything I needed. On an emotional level, there was something missing. 

I decided from a young age that I wanted to become a lawyer (I eventually did). My dad helped secure me some work experience in the legal department where he was working at the time. The department was based in Spain, and I stayed at the apartment of one of his colleagues. Early on, there was a beach party and I got drunk. I don’t recall the night. I was told I went swimming in the sea when there was a red flag, was punched after I had abused someone, urinated over the generator of a bouncy castle causing it to conk out, stumbled off and got picked up by the local Guardia. 

When I woke the next morning, I discovered that I had lost everything I took to the party, excluding the pair of shorts I was still wearing. I had shredded my knees on the promenade, been rude to the person whose house I was staying in, and proceeded to vomit all over my bedroom and the bathroom. Way to go!

Socializing for me has always involved drinking. It laid down a pathway for me to become comfortable in my own skin, to ‘connect’ with my friends and fit in with the crowd. The trouble was, my pathway did not stop there. Inevitably, it would lead me to places that, in the cold light of day, I would never wish to find myself. 

I went along quite happily like this for many years. As a binge drinker, I would have these events every so often where I would screw up. It became quite predictable. After each event, my world would come crashing down for a brief moment in time. I would apologize to those I had upset, assure them it wouldn’t happen again and that I meant business this time. That determination, so prominent after the event, would slowly dissipate and another drama would be just around the corner and usually when I least expected it. 

As I was training to become a lawyer, I found myself working in a law firm in central London. It was intense and I needed a way to find a release somehow. I got caught up and carried away in Friday evening drinks and often took it too far. By the time my wife and I had our second child, I was really beginning to climb the corporate ladder. Having a young family and trying to meet or exceed people’s expectations in a highly pressurized work environment is a difficult place to be. There’s often a choice to make. I was working hard and being rewarded with recognition and lots of promotions. Subconsciously, I focused my efforts on work – something that I knew I could succeed at rather than ‘failing’ as a father and husband.

That required devotion to my career, so that’s what I did. I would stay up late to work at night, and the nights got later and later. That’s when I really started to evolve from being a binge drinker to a nightly drinker. A couple of beers and a bottle of wine would easily be consumed most nights, and I would go heavier at weekends with my newfound tolerance. 

And then I found cocaine. Its effects are very different from alcohol: one is a stimulant and the other a depressant. However, both instantly made me feel good about myself and provided me with a lot of confidence in social situations. It became a routine, but before long it crept into other areas of my life until I found myself addicted to cocaine, using both at work and home multiple times a week. 

After staying up working late, there would be many occasions when my wife would come down in the morning and see that yet another bottle of wine had been opened. I would hope she wouldn’t mention it, and if she did, I would usually just brush it off or twist around the reality of the situation to deflect my accountability.

From the outside looking in, I seemed to have it all: a family man with a nice house and a professional career. From the inside, it was physically exhausting, and I was incredibly emotionally isolated. My cocaine addiction was a big secret, and it meant I was living a lie. 

Initially, I would tell myself, ‘I’m not addicted, I can stop any time.’ I would physically laugh out loud at the mere thought of considering myself to be an alcoholic or a drug addict. I was simply immune to it and ‘above all that’. 

Alcohol and cocaine are a terrible mix. I was convinced I could get my drinking to a moderate level, but the problem was, whenever I had one drink, my brain would instantly switch to cocaine. And once I had the itch, it had to be scratched. Although I was being recognized at work, I was fulfilling the spiritual void that came from thinking I wasn’t good enough elsewhere. 

I was used to going to the gym regularly and watching what I ate. All that stopped. I often felt like a zombie because on the nights I would use cocaine, I would go to bed but not sleep. The next day I’d be ravenous, and with the extra calories from the alcohol, I was soon overweight and what felt like a shadow of my former self.

I only went out occasionally, but when I did, I would come back in the early hours of the morning, drunk and high. Same routine as before. I would apologize and genuinely want (and intend) to make things up, but each time I would be chipping away at what little trust there was left in the relationship. 

After one night out on 11 January 2020, I got in after the boys had already woken up. It was the final straw for my wife, and she wanted to separate, with a view to getting a divorce. My world collapsed as I contemplated not living in the same house as my children. I wanted to support them, to watch them grow, to put them to bed (all the things that I hadn’t been doing very well for the last few years). 

I suppose I had a choice, but in my mind it wasn’t a debate. I had reached a point where I knew I couldn’t beat the addiction on my own. I confessed about the cocaine to my wife and, later, to my parents. We had three months of heartache and turmoil, but we ended up seeking couples’ therapy. 

Asking for help and revealing my secrets was one of the hardest things I’ve had to do. I struggled to physically articulate my words, realizing that I was shattering everyone’s perception of me. That moment of my confession, and the therapy my wife and I sought, set us on a journey that changed our lives.

During the ‘lockdown’ phase of the coronavirus pandemic, I was able to successfully navigate through a number of periods of either moderation or going alcohol-free for up to three weeks at a time. In my mind, drinking in my own house was safe because I wasn’t able to get up to any mischief or put myself in jeopardy. However, frequent Zoom calls with friends became a pastime, and I would regularly stay up drinking through the early hours of the morning, always being the last to sign off.

As life returned to normal, social events loomed. I had a night out with friends that I fretted about for a few weeks before eventually deciding
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