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CHAPTER ONE - TELLING TALES
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I met a guy named Sam years ago at an AA meeting, and we became friends, as those who have shared similar experiences often do. At 27, Sam was forced into an intervention by close friends and family. Several garbage bags filled with empty 24-ounce Miller tall boys, wine bottles, and vodka bottles were unceremoniously dumped onto the patio table: the debris from a week’s heavy drinking.

The intervention succeeded in temporarily getting Sam into outpatient rehab, but not in stopping him from drinking. Years later, after one failed marriage, one failed career, and one stint in jail for an alcohol-related auto accident (what we call an alkcident), Sam went skydiving, and for one horrible slice of time his parachute failed to open. Five seconds of sheer horror followed before he decelerated as the chute finally opened, leaving Sam to gasp and sob the rest of the way down.

He experienced that free fall as an allegory for his fucked-up life, but it was another six months before a bout of influenza rendered him incapacitated and unable to drink for nine days. Remembering the parachute jump and its powerful imagery, Sam decided to try to make it to 14 days without a drink. His friends had been slowly disengaging, his outrageous behavior becoming intolerable. Even his family was tired of watching him piss his life away.

Sam was a rock-bottom bum: divorced, jobless, and verging on homelessness. When he hit day 14, he began confessing to his innermost circle of loved ones. He had a breakdown in his mother’s kitchen and told them everything. Sam is blessed with an extraordinary group of people who surrounded and protected him with their love and compassion. He had put these people through the sausage machine. Confessing and “coming out” was his equivalent of a born-again experience.

This is not that story.

I knew another guy years ago who told me a related but different tale. When this dude was a college freshman, he wandered the hallways of his dorm one Saturday night listening for parties. Some doors were open, so he went in and had a drink before wandering off. Sometimes he knocked on a closed door, and sometimes he was invited in. After five or six such adventures (i.e., five or six drinks), he was so drunk that he returned to his room, slept it off, and suffered a monstrous hangover the following day.

The end.

This was his “drunk story,” and it was told to impress. Everyone has one good drunk story, some better than others, and to any normal person this one might seem dangerous and edgy. Five or six beers for me and Sam would not constitute even a “primer”—the alcohol needed to return to normalcy. The primer removes your anxiety and prepares the way for a proper alcohol assault, and once started it can’t be stopped.

What this guy did one time in his dormitory and considered reckless would have represented only an opening salvo for me. Every day. Every single day.

In writing this down, I have tried to recreate events, locales, and conversations from my memories, contemporaneous diary entries, and audio recordings. In order to maintain anonymity, I have changed the names of individuals and places. I may also have changed identifying characteristics and details such as physical descriptions, occupations, and places of residence.

You might want to keep that drink within reach....
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CHAPTER TWO - I’VE GOT CRABS
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Hello ... my name is Jim. I’m an alcoholic, a shitty father, an adulterer, a pothead, and probably dead. This is handy because, if I’m probably dead, there’s no sense in you hating me for what you read in here.

This begins with me in The Seabear Oyster Bar on a Saturday evening, eating crabs with my family, about a week before the shit hit the fan. I always get the same thing at the Seabear—crabs—and always have them prepared the same way. I’m like that at almost every restaurant I visit, ordering my favorite foods exactly the way I like them.

Like many people, I enjoy a drink with dinner, and along with my food that night I had a damned good margarita served in a heavy square glass with one oversized chunk of ice. Lots of salt around the rim and no miniature umbrella taking up valuable space. It was made with Cuervo La Reserva, but you don’t need expensive tequila to make a good margarita—that’s a myth. Most bartenders have no idea how to make a really good one anyway and rely on the syrup-laden mixes sold in stores. You know the stuff: some red, some blue, some green. Not me, hombre. When it comes to margaritas, I’m a tea-party conservative.

I ordered it when we arrived, along with drinks for everyone else, and it slid down my throat exceedingly well on top of the beers I’d already consumed that day. By then, drinking throughout the day had become normal for me. I had only one margarita that evening because I wanted to appear like a socially conscious, perfectly responsible drinker. By that point, however, I wasn’t fooling myself—or anyone else. Something was wrong, and everyone knew it.

As usual, I drove home with Mom, Dad, Rachel, and Snow in the car. If you have a drinking problem, being the designated driver after only one drink isn’t exactly the image people expect. As usual, I drove without incident. I used to believe I drove better after drinking, provided I wasn’t completely hammered. That’s the sort of thing alcoholics tell themselves.

I had spent fewer than 50 days of the previous 23 years sober. As a percentage, that works out to roughly 0.6%. At my worst, I could get through a 12-pack of 8% ABV malt liquor and a substantial amount of rum in a single day, often supplemented with additional beer and sometimes wine. Near the end, I lived by what I called the “6 by 12” rule: six cans by noon. After that, I would keep drinking throughout the day, adding rum mixed with Sprite Zero or Coke Zero.

By the way, ABV means alcohol by volume, something every aspiring alcoholic eventually learns. The larger the number, the more efficiently the alcohol does its work. Trust me, I became unusually familiar with the mathematics.

Alcoholism is a disease, right? A mental and physical illness. Self-diagnosis is almost impossible. Or maybe it’s just a drunk getting sloppy because of weakness. Alcoholics go to meetings, make confessions, concessions, and promises. Drunks don’t because they haven’t admitted what they are. They haven’t acknowledged the problem and, in many cases, have managed to hide it from the outside world—and from themselves.

So, drunks aren’t alcoholics, right?

And if you believe that, you should pick up the National Enquirer. They may have found another B-52 bomber on the moon, with Elvis in the pilot’s seat and Jim Morrison working as bombardier.

Saying no to the third drink and cutting myself off never worked. If I started drinking, I had to finish the job. Even though I knew I was slowly committing suicide, I was never able to stop. Every time I tried, I eventually belly-flopped or face-planted off the wagon and into the familiar warmth of alcohol.

Until it almost killed me.

Because being constantly wasted is really fun.
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CHAPTER THREE - SCHOOLING
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In many cultures, drinking prowess carries social status. Growing up, I was occasionally allowed a glass of sherry at Christmas, a lager shandy, or the odd Babycham. Adults drank; kids didn’t. I rarely saw my parents drunk. My father hardly drank at all despite working for a brewing company for more than twenty years. There was seldom beer in the fridge or liquor in a cabinet. I simply didn’t grow up around alcohol.

That changed around age fourteen.

One of my friends, Ian, played tuba in the school band while I played alto saxophone. His parents were divorced, his mother worked nights, and his father supplied me with my first beer outside the family. I hated it. The taste ranked alongside cigarettes in my mind and I couldn’t understand why anyone consumed either voluntarily.

The attraction wasn’t the alcohol anyway. It was getting away with it.

Back then, if you had enough confidence, a fourteen-year-old could occasionally get served in a pub. By fifteen, we knew which pubs would let us in and which wouldn’t. The goal wasn’t to get drunk so much as to gain notoriety by successfully pretending to be older than we were.

Ian eventually drifted out of my life. Breaking into vacant houses, stealing from shops, and shooting air guns in public convinced me he was headed somewhere I didn’t want to follow.

Then came Charles. We had known each other since age four, but during the summer before our final year of high school we became inseparable. Looking back, Charles was my first true drinking partner.

His parents were heavy drinkers and unusually relaxed about our own experiments. His father even helped us build a home-brewing room in the basement. Their sprawling Victorian house became our headquarters. We drank homemade beer, listened to eighties music, and slowly convinced ourselves we were living exciting lives.

In reality, we were sixteen-year-olds taking our first serious steps toward addiction.
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CHAPTER FOUR - THE PONT
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February 9.

I was already binge drinking by age sixteen, so when was the point of no return—the beginning of the alcoholic snowball’s inexorable roll? It’s not a question I can readily answer. When does sporadic ruinous behavior, or genetic predisposition, become addiction? When I was in college, they told us it took, on average, seven genetic steps for a healthy cell to become cancerous. You had to have all seven, or you didn’t get malignancy. In theory, the process could be reversed before that final step.

Is there an equivalent sequence in the evolution of an alcoholic? From weekend reveler to drunk, from drunk to alcoholic? If I had to draw the line somewhere, it would be February 9, my first year in graduate school, the day I got my heart broken for the first time. The only reason I remember the date is that I kept a diary, and that date stands out: the number 9 angrily circled several times in heavy black ink.

As corny as it sounds, it’s true. My heart was broken, and everything the poets had written suddenly made sense. Love hurts. Love sucks. And it can’t hurt so good. There’s nothing good about it.

On the day we broke up, supposedly permanently, my ex-girlfriend told me she was dating somebody else: a rugby-playing cunt just out of dental school. I took the train home that evening, retreated to my room, ate dinner, and drank four cans of lager. This wasn’t the first time I had drunk privately, which is different from secret drinking, but it was the first time I drank for something other than enjoyment.

There was no fun in it. I was drowning sorrow. That was the PONT: the point of no return. From that day forward, I began drinking every day. Don’t misunderstand me. I already had a significant problem. The only days I didn’t drink during that period were the days I spent with my ex-girlfriend. I already had alcohol-free days assigned by decree and other days that were almost obligatory drinking days. Does that sound normal to you?

She was almost teetotal and forced me to curb my enthusiasm. You might think that made me happy enough not to drink, but that isn’t true. I liked being drunk. It wasn’t only escape from stress or reality. I liked the state itself. So how far back from the PONT should I go?

6th Form

I’ve already described what I remember through the end of high school, when my drinking was driven by the pack mentality of a mid-teenage boy. There were still plenty of times I didn’t drink, and it was no big deal. Being drunk was a privilege, not yet a necessity.

When I caught glandular fever—mono—I went about five weeks completely sober, although I had the form that mixes badly with alcohol. I caught it from smelly Stephie during the summer Charles and I undertook the First Great Adventure, or TFGA. This was the summer between junior and senior year, after first-year A-levels in the U.K. I have no idea how that compares to anywhere else. Sorry.

Going into that summer, I was about eight months into my first serious relationship. We’d tried to have sex three months earlier—my first time—and it had been a disaster. I couldn’t get it up, and she bled everywhere. After that we’d made out a couple of times, once in the back of my dad’s car and once at a friend’s house, but both attempts were awkward and blighted by sobriety. I was too polite and nice to force myself on her, and she didn’t seem especially interested. I reckon she was shagging her ex-boyfriend, another rugby-playing wanker.

So, after professing my love to her, Charles and I headed southwest. This was momentous: we had both recently got our driving licenses, and our parents allowed us to drive his dad’s souped-up Triumph Dolomite. Can you fucking imagine that today?

TFGA took place in the same holiday haunt I had visited with my parents every year. The previous summer Charles and I had tagged along with them. We drove down in two cars, my mother driving one and my father driving the Mini. Dad parked the Mini next to our tent, then fucked off to the caravan with Mum, my brother, and his friend. For the entire week, Charles and I pretended the car was ours to impress girls. We didn’t even have driving licenses yet, so we claimed it wouldn’t start. The first night, we drank ten pints of cider, threw up in the tent, and spent the next day hungover in the Mini. It took half an hour to clean the puke from the tent. My family never came down to the disco that week, so the illusion survived.

TFGA happened the following summer. This time, we did have a motor. If you want proof that alcohol throws judgment out the window, we took $50 worth of hashish bought from a friend and hid it in my medicine bag. On the second or third night, after drinking scrumpy cider, we decided to smoke some. Before the drink, this had seemed like a very stupid idea. We were pitched between families on a family campsite and had become friendly with our neighbor. We should have walked down to the ocean to smoke, but that would have taken us away from the music playing on the car stereo. Part of our imagined allure to girls was the music. It made us cool, we thought.

After two or three ciders, the plan improved. We rolled joints in the car, an era when teenagers still rolled regular cigarettes that way. To make sure no one saw us, we rolled up the windows of the Dolomite and draped towels over the glass. I think we cracked the back windows for air. Safely cocooned, we lit up.

If you’ve seen Back to the Future, picture the scene when the black guys get out of their car backstage at the “Enchantment Under the Sea” dance and a huge cloud of blue-white smoke rolls out. That was us, my friend. That was us.

Two teenagers sitting in a car with the windows covered in towels, getting out to pee regularly while smoke billowed out. If you were downwind, that smoke smelled mighty suspicious. Phil Collins’ No Jacket Required blared from the tape deck. “Billy, don’t you lose that number.”

When we finally decamped to the showers to tart ourselves up, the neighbor said nothing. Then, stoned immaculate, we headed down to the disco to strut our stuff. Except we couldn’t dance. Or play pool. Or do much of anything. I’m not a smoker—the one vice I don’t have—so smoking pot has never been something I’m good at. We ate some of it just to make sure none was wasted. The $50 worth came in a brick the size of a Lego block, and we each ate about a quarter of it. The booze, the smoking, and the eating left us very fucked up.

Later that week, we got into a fender bender in a parking lot. Totally Charles’s fault. After the other driver called the cops from a pay phone, I remembered the half-brick left in my bag. In a panic, we decided I would eat it. I popped it in, chewed, and swallowed. The police came and went, statements were taken, blame was assigned, and I kept waiting for it to hit.

And waiting.

And waiting.

It hit me like a jumbo jet about two hours later. Charles was not amused, but he couldn’t say much. His idiotic driving had caused the crash in the first place.

Junior and senior year established a pattern that lasted about five years. Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday were mostly no-drink days. Tuesdays were spent around at Charles’s, getting drunk until around 9:30, then walking the streets singing and stumbling for an hour. On numerous occasions, we invoked the porcelain goddess to minimize the next day’s hangover at school. Fridays and Saturdays were drunk nights unless it was my turn to be the designated driver.

The pattern trailed off a little before final exams. I had offers from universities, each contingent on those results. I had to study and had not yet learned to do that drunk. On one occasion, we got drunk at 7:30 a.m. before going into school to act as tour guides. Another time, another kid and I smoked dope in the bathrooms until the world turned into a Picasso painting. When a teacher came in, we offered him a joint. He took it, reached up to open the windows, and told us if we talked, he’d talk. He was a former reverend turned math teacher, who later returned to the cloth.

According to my diary, once school ended in July, I drank or was drunk 43 of the next 51 days before departing for university. Some days were light. Some were heavy. The heaviest took place on The Second Great Adventure.

This time the destination was on the coast facing the Big Ocean, internationally famous as a surfing spot. The water was cold, but no worse than California. It was also a little like a mini Atlantic City before the casinos closed and bankrupted the place: ideal for a bunch of lads just out of high school to pitch tents and drink stupid amounts of lager. We took seven 40-gallon polypins of homebrewed special-gravity lager, plus two cases each of Carlsberg Special Brew, with a healthy 8% ABV.

You go there to get drunk and get shagged. As long as there is plenty of the former, you’re not particularly choosy about the latter. I don’t think any of us got shagged. I certainly didn’t, although I came close, no pun intended. We ran out of beer on the penultimate day despite spending massive amounts of cash in bars and nightclubs. The following year, we repeated the adventure with a slightly different cast, and three of that gang later developed drinking problems. I also met a Canadian that summer who belongs in the cast of girls I would have ended up with under different circumstances.

Flooding the Valley

The summer after my second year at university, we took in an Aussie on a seven-week
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