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I: THE
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NETHERWORLD



I WAKE UP BEHIND BARS

SUMMER 2007

I wake up shivering. On a wafer-thin mattress. My head against a naked concrete wall. A bare bulb above me. I squint against the unforgiving light, like a vampire shrinking from the sunrise. Where the fuck am I? I struggle to sit up, hold my head in my hands for a while. Oof, that hurts. If I was in a cartoon, stars would circle my head.

I see bars blocking the windows. A brick wall beyond. It looks like I’m in a jail cell. That can’t be right.

‘Excuse me,’ I shout, through a foot-thick door.

No answer.

‘EXCUSE ME’, in an imperious tone, as if I’m not being served in a restaurant.

A police officer swooshes a partition open with a snap and peers in at me, through a porthole.

‘Where am I?’ I demand.

‘Brixton police station,’ he replies, patiently.

‘Why?’

‘You were arrested last night for being drunk and disorderly. A police officer was trying to help you get home. You told her to eff off.’

I pause, as the blood-freezing horror of my predicament chills me. I recall snatches of talking to a nice but weary doctor, who asked me how much I’d drunk, asked me to walk in a straight line. I have zero memory of a police officer.

‘Well, can I leave now?’

‘Nope. Doctor says you’ll be sober enough to leave at 9am.’

‘But I have to be at work at 9.30am! I have to be getting on the train at 8.30!’

‘Sorry, that’s just how it is…You seem like a nice enough girl, why did you drink so much?’

I have no response. The truth is, I don’t know how to answer his ‘why?’ I never really feel like I have a choice. Once I start drinking, I finish. And 99.9 per cent of the time, I get trashed. Hammered. Wasted. Lifting the wine once seems to lead to me lifting it until I can no longer lift it, because I’ve run out of money, or my friend is making me go home, or all the bars have shut, or indeed, because I’m unconscious in a jail cell.

I’m outraged. How dare they incarcerate me for simply swearing? Whatever happened to freedom of speech? Or is that an American thing? I desperately need the loo, but the only option is a very non-private one in the corner, and they could slide the partition back open at any time. I feel like a caged animal.

It’s a work day! I need to be at work. I should be showering now. Trying to firefight last night’s damage to my hair and face. At 9am they finally release me. I have to pay a £90 fine, but I won’t be charged, or have to go to court. I’ve been let off lightly. I should be grateful. Instead, I’m fuming.

‘I’ll just get your belongings,’ an officer says.

He seems to be amused about something. He seems like he’s trying not to laugh.

I harumph and sigh deeply at his delay. Well, at least I still have my handbag. Small mercies.

He hands me a plastic evidence bag. Inside, there’s a tiny, watermelon-pink, glittery child’s hairbrush. A TINY PINK HAIRBRUSH. That’s it. I’ve never seen this hairbrush before. No handbag, no keys, no phone, no money, no cards, no nothing. I redden with shame and further outrage, stomping out of the police station, muttering about filing a complaint.

I manage to get into my flat because my freelance flatmate hasn’t left for his meeting yet. ‘Jeez, what happened to you?’ he says, stepping back with alarm when he claps eyes on me.

I crawl into bed and call my boyfriend from the house phone to tell him what happened. (He is the only person I ever, ever tell, until six years later, when I get sober.) He tells work he has a family emergency and comes around to cuddle me while I cry. About how unfair it all is. Of course I got hammered at the free-drinks work party, doesn’t everyone?! If only that stupid do-gooder police officer hadn’t tried to help me, I’m sure I would have found my own way home.

I roll into work four hours late. My lovely boss called me at 10.30am on my landline saying that she’d heard I was in a state last night, and to sleep a little more, have some tea and recover, before coming in. Talk about forgiving! But judging by the long-suffering look on her face when I walk into the office, I don’t think she meant for me to take half of the day off. (I later get told in a kindly, gentle performance review that she was ‘very disappointed’ in me that day. Understatement of the century.)

Last night was the work summer party, so everyone knows why I’m so late, everyone knows I’m hungover as hell, and everyone is crazily unimpressed. ‘We managed to get to work on time, and we’re hungover too, why couldn’t you?’ one workmate says. I keep my head down and long for home time.

I try to pinpoint where my memory starts skipping and fuzzing, like an illegal DVD. Around 9pm, when it was still light. Apparently, we went from the pub on to Beach Blanket Babylon, a fantastically opulent bar that looks like a Greek god’s palace, and where the golden-heeled Chelsea set hang. I have no memory of being in there. Apparently, I got kicked out, for being off my face.

Then, I was told I got into a cab around midnight with some colleagues back to Brixton, where my fairly new flat share is. But I couldn’t remember my address. Nope. No idea where I lived. So they dropped me on Brixton Hill, a five-minute walk away, because I knew it was somewhere near there. And then I must have encountered the police officer while trying to lurch home. Who arrested me for being drunk and disorderly, as well she should.

In Brixton, no less. For those of you who don’t know this part of South London, it’s really, really difficult to get arrested for being drunk and disorderly in Brixton. Back in 2007, it was the kind of place where you got offered drugs by ‘psssst’-dealers when you exited the tube at 6pm. Post 9pm, it was utter bedlam.

This was well before Brixton started to become hipster-gentrified and rolled in chia seeds, this was way before the vintage market and the polished noodle bars, years before the cocktails in jam jars and the overpriced vinyl and the Reformer Pilates studios, yonks before the bearded elite of London drove their MGs in and began driving the prices up.

This was when Brixton was still grimy. When the residents were still as poor as church mice. It was where you went when you couldn’t get in anywhere else. The end of the night, the end of the road, the end of the world. You could get into my favourite pubs there, the Dogstar, Mango Landing and Hootananny, even if you were blackout drunk and could barely stand. Which was probably why they were my favourite pubs.

I once saw a woman get off a bus in Brixton at 2am, have a poo on the side of the street, and then get back onto the bus like ‘what?’, as if she’d just popped off to pick up a forgotten shopping bag. Drinking excessively was child’s play in Brixton back then; I saw people shoot up in the park. It was the Babylonian corner of London where you could be a total maniac and blend into the maniac wallpaper, because there was always someone drunker or more aggressive or more nuts than you.

So, it’s almost impressive that I managed to outshine the motley crew of other drunks that night and bag a place in one of the scarce cells. I must have been a real piece o’ work.

I don’t drink that Friday night, after waking up in the cell. But on Saturday, I get back on it. Of course I do. I think I deserve to. I think it’s still fun, despite the horrifying experience I have had a mere 32 hours previous.

My life has become a zoetrope. Those spinning toys where you look through the slats and see a sketched figure doing the same thing over and over. Just like that figure, I feel stuck in a pre-destined sequence, a rut of kismet. Drink, hangover, squirm from beneath the consequences, recover, drink, hangover, squirm…

It seems inevitable, this hellish whirligig. How do I get off? How do I emancipate myself from this repetitive sequence? Draw a new one? The enormity of it hurts my brain. I don’t know how. So I drink more instead.



GETTING SMASHED IN SUBTERRANEAN SOHO

‘Drinking steals happiness from tomorrow’

– UNKNOWN

The first time I got drunk I felt like I’d finally unzipped my ‘wrong’ skin and slipped into a slinky new one. One that felt ridiculously right. One without the spiky inhibitions. It was like taking off chainmail and slipping into a heavenly silk gown.

More than four in ten people who start drinking before the age of 15 will eventually become addicted to alcohol. I was 12 when I started. As an incredibly nervous kid, I began to believe that relief resided in bottles. That great stories were at the bottom of glasses. That booze was anaesthetic for my ever-present anxiety.

Before drinking, my life had felt terribly dull. I started out with the classy combo of drinking White Lightning cider in the car park of McDonald’s. By the age of 13, I was clubbing up to three times a week. My best mate and I fell in with a crowd of 17-year-olds who dressed us up in their clothes, helped us with our make-up and snuck us into The Venue and The Dorchester in Wolverhampton.

I was an indie kid, a grebo, who burned incense until my room stank of sandalwood, pierced my nose with a tiny silver stud, hennaed my hair and completed the effect with Doc Marten’s and tiny flowery dresses. I pored over Melody Maker and the NME, and waited outside HMV the day the new Weezer album was out. I basically wanted to be Angela Chase in My So-Called Life.

Magazines were my obsession; an escape from my humdrum existence. Every Wednesday I would hotfoot it to the newsagents with 70p in my hand, to buy Just Seventeen, and then trip over myself as I walked to the bus-stop reading it. Later, I became obsessed with Minx, 19, Glamour and Cosmopolitan. I read about Justine Elastica and Sonya Echobelly and Marijne Salad and Louise Sleeper running around Soho and Camden. I wanted to go join them but I lived in Dudley, a running joke of a backwater Black Country town. People literally laughed in my face when I said I lived in Dudley.

Life was too sharp, too painful, too real and too loud when I was sober. Drinking softened the edges and blurred the clarity. It turned an intimidating Andy Warhol pop-art world into a misty Monet watercolour. Sober, nightclub dancefloors were about as appealing as the Mad Max Thunderdome. Drunk, they were my domain. It made me party-ready when I was party-meh. But, it wasn’t real. That me was not me.

Blackouts were commonplace right from the get-go. I thought everyone experienced lost hours of nights out – turns out they don’t. I thought everyone felt jangly-nerved and ill-fitting until they’d had a drink – turns out they don’t. I’d always felt like I was on the outside, looking into social situations, never quite able to fully shed my inhibitions and engage. Booze opened the door, beckoned me in from the cold and thrust me into the thick of the party.

I only attended about a quarter of my lectures at university and yet, I managed to somehow scrape a 2:1, like a magician summoning coins from their sleeve. I thought I was addicted to going out with my mates, but the truth was, when all of my uni friends vacated the town for the summer and I stayed on to work my bar job, I still drank just as hard. With any company I could find, including the dubious regulars at the pub. Are you a big drinker? Great! Let’s get blitzed.

I wrote dozens of letters begging for work experience on magazines. I spent a year doing a dull job in marketing to save money. I finally got my toe through the door and after a year of hardscrabble interning at Glamour and Cosmopolitan, I was offered a junior role at the latter.

I LAND IN SOHO

I loved my job and worked dang hard. But, my job came with a catch. A catch that I regarded as a boon. My job gave me access to nightly parties. I could drink most nights for free, if I wanted to. I wanted to.

I made the louche underbelly of Soho my home, chasing the night right until the end. I learned where the secret subterranean speakeasy bar was, Trisha’s, hidden behind a gleaming cornflower-blue residential door, and learned the code word to get in. Trisha’s was cluttered with tat, it reeked of fags, the wallpaper was peeling and the wine was warm. It never closed though, so it was my nirvana.

I watched Amy Winehouse perform an impromptu gig in a scruffy cubby-hole of a jazz bar on Greek Street. As she sang, ‘They tried to make me go to rehab, I said no, no, no’ I sang along. ‘She can barely stand,’ my mate whispered to me. I shrugged. I thought she was cool.

I blagged my way into the VIP room of a spangled casino hotel by saying I was Delta Goodrem (if you squinted, and it was very dark, I could have been back then, just). My mate and I (he was supposedly Brian McFadden, her boyfriend at the time) shared the living-room-sized space of the VIP with Victoria Beckham and Gordon Ramsay. We danced with them to Britney. Until the barman kindly escorted us out. VB sent us a bottle of champagne as a consolation prize.

I hung out in a handsome ‘50s mahogany-panelled, cigar-scented member’s bar, with a Mafia-esque vibe, where men with magnificent moustaches would have cradled brandy and struck business deals. As I was leaving one night, I saw Christian Slater. I bounced over and told him I’d loved him in Pump Up the Volume. He said, ‘Hang on, don’t go’ and invited me to join him for a drink. He said he liked my name, and rolled it around on his tongue like a butter candy. Cath-er-ine Graaaay.

I stayed out until 6am doing karaoke with Johnny Vegas. That night, rather than going home, which was pointless, I napped in the ladies’ toilet at the Cosmopolitan offices, where I worked, and tried to wash myself in the sink.

I wangled backstage tickets to Live 8 and met Madonna, Sting, Snoop Dogg, Paris Hilton, the Kaiser Chiefs, Richard Ashcroft and the Stereophonics, collecting celebrity handshakes like I was collecting face cards during a game of poker. After the concert I drank with Jo Whiley and Fearne Cotton, pow-wowing about who was the best act. Sunshiny Fearne and I hit it off. She invited me to an after-show party with Razorlight. ‘Please come. I need a wingwoman.’

I smoked weed with Finley Quaye. Stephen Dorff invited me to a Girls Aloud gig. Marco Pierre White told me he loved me at the end of our interview and invited me to dine anytime at his restaurant for free, which I never got around to doing, because, well, drinking got in the way. Eating was cheating. I always went for drinks, not dinner, even a free Michelin-starred dinner. I judged people who left wine on the table as harshly as I judge people who leave dogs in hot cars.

I was flown to Washington, DC first class when I worked at Glamour, and put up in an elegant five-star hotel to interview Reese Witherspoon. The moment the interview was in the bag, I went to a pavement cafe amid the rainbow townhouses of Georgetown and sank wine after wine, telling myself I was ‘experiencing’ DC. (It makes me want to cry that I didn’t actually explore that great city.) I was invited to the White House to meet Michelle Obama the next day (along with about 100 other people). Even though I was scrubbed and coiffed for my trip to The White House, my hangover was bone-deep. When Michelle looked at me, shook my hand and said ‘hello’, her forehead furrowed with concern. (Smart woman, Michelle.)

This was the dream, no? This was the kind of life everyone wanted. My friends kept telling me how jealous they were of my job. I worked my tail off during the day and shook my tailfeather at night. I took the odd night off and pounded my urge to drink into submission at the gym.

But inside, cracks were beginning to show. I lived in a state of perpetual alarm that I would be busted, for lying about fictitious food poisoning, or that my blackout tryst with my male co-worker would be revealed. Fear ate away at me like invisible termites inside the walls of a house. My very structure and foundations were beginning to falter.

THE PARTY ROAD TOLL

The partying took its physical toll. Calling in sick to work became a regular occurrence. I told myself that because I never phoned in sick when I was actually ill (instead I would inflict my infections upon my co-workers, which was nice of me) I deserved a few hangover sickies. I used to note them in my calendar so that I knew how many I’d taken that year. Why did I deserve days off when my other hard-working colleagues didn’t take them? Dunno. I felt like the world owed me a favour somehow.

The hangovers that I saved my sick days for were the paralyzing ones. The times when I felt I literally could not move from my bed for the entire day. Or the times when I woke up wearing last night’s clothes, on the other side of London from my flat, at 10am (which was often).

I was often cautioned about having too many sick days in work reviews by my managers. They would make embarrassed jokes about me perhaps needing to take more vitamins, or gently temper the criticism with praise on how great my work ethic was the rest of the time. In the big picture, I was getting away with it. I was promoted again and again. I won an award for being Best Editorial Newcomer, and was shortlisted for another.

Nonetheless, the words ‘can I have a word with you?’ or a jokey ‘I have a bone to pick with you’ could send me into a terrified spin. My post-spin strategy? Patching up my hungover face and charging out into London to do it all over again.

I suffered from Wishful Drinking. Tonight would be the night I cracked it. The night I would have two drinks in the pub, laugh with my friends and go home, rosy-faced and aglow with wine, to make a stir-fry and have an early night. Tomorrow would be the morning I would actually get up and go for the 7am run before work, rather than groaning and stabbing at the alarm to make it stop. Like the desert spring the dying man crawls towards endlessly, but never reaches, I was never able to locate that oasis.

My ideal ‘tonight’ and ‘tomorrow’ remained shimmering in the distance. The vegetables for the stir-fry always lost their will to live in my fridge. It was always the same last-orders outcome. The same dejected night bus, the same urgent scrabbling in the morning, standing in the shower willing the water to wash off my shame, the same bacon sandwich at my desk with a full-fat Coke.

I was scared to sit still. To stay in. To take a long hard look at myself. If I kept going out, kept drinking, kept running this-a-way and that-a-way, I wouldn’t have to actually confront what I’d become. A fraud, beneath the sequined dress and make-up. A liar who didn’t actually want to lie but kept finding herself in situations where the options were: a) get dumped by your boyfriend, b) lie. Or, a) get sacked, b) lie. Or, a) get kicked out of your house by your flatmate, b) lie.

Lying was simply something I had to do to survive.

Sometimes I had to write down the lies to remember them accurately. I would rehearse them in a soft voice in my room before seeing the unfortunate recipient of the lie, like an actor running lines. The thing with lying to everyone, to varying degrees? No one ever truly knows you. Which is a really lonely place to live.

But I also felt indignant. Why did the universe keep curve-balling these impossible dilemmas and predicaments my way?! It wasn’t fair. I truly could not see that booze was a villain, rather than a hero. I thought it was the pain-remover, rather than the source of the pain. And I couldn’t see that I was complicit. I was happening to life; life wasn’t just happening to hapless me. I was the architect of my own destruction every single time, along with my trusty sidekick, wine.

An unnamed dread spread inside me like an ink blot. My fear that something Godawful was about to happen became more and more urgent. The ‘watched’ feeling grew. I was convinced people were starting to notice. I felt like cornered quarry. The only thing that drowned the dread, that pulverized the paranoia, was more wine.

FAKE BONDS

At any given party, my real friends would leave at a semi-sensible time. They could drink (otherwise they wouldn’t have been my friends at all, frankly) but they couldn’t drink like me. Hell no. So, come 1am, when I was just getting warmed up, I would find myself short of a wingwoman.

No matter, though. I would generally have spotted and already started grooming a BBF (Boozy Best Friend) for the night. As Sacha Z. Scoblic writes in the brilliant Unwasted: My Lush Sobriety, ‘Already living life underwater, I grabbed at other people’s legs as they swam by and tried to pull them down with me.’

I would cozy up to her and, with the help of several glasses of intimacy-accelerator, we would bond. Only, it was a totally fake bond. A ‘fond’, as I like to call it. We would stumble around a dancefloor together and then find a lock-in and shout at each other until dawn. Disclose relationship woes, bitch about mutual friends/work colleagues, recount dark episodes from our childhood. Y’know, the secret stuff that you really only tell people after you’ve known them for, oh, around three solid years. All of that would come tumbling out, on the wine waterslide.

The next time I saw my BBF, it would be excruciatingly awkward. Willing-a-meteor-to-hit-you awkward. Scanning-the-street-for-a-car-to-throw-yourself-under awkward. We would be crawling into work late. Or bump into each other in the supermarket. And the cringe would begin. ‘So, last night/week was crazy, huh? Errr…’ The vestiges of our newfound affection nowhere to be found.

I reasoned that the lack of alcohol was the problem. The fact we were both now sober was the reason these encounters were butt-clenchingly bad. My addictive voice said that wine was the fairy dust new friendships needed. That without it, things weren’t as magical, like a snow globe before you shake it. We just needed to get drunk together again, and then the shimmer would start to dust us once more.

The truth was actually the polar opposite. We had accelerated to levels of intimacy that it takes years to build. And in the sober light of day, our ‘fond’ became exposed for what it actually was: a sham.

I START TO LOSE MORE THAN MY BAG

Alcohol unlocked my true self, I thought. I was willing to pay for that luxury. Sober, I just felt wrong.

What I didn’t know was how terribly high the price was going to be. It was going to cost me friends, familial love, many boyfriends, the respect of my colleagues and all of my self-esteem. It was going to place me in dangerous situations – scenarios in which it was amazing I wasn’t killed.

The pace was glacial, over the next 21 years. The scary times were one in a hundred. Then they were one in ten. Then every other time. Then just every single time. But I’d long forgotten there was an alternative.

Addiction has an imperceptible grip, that tightens ever-so-gradually. Nobody wakes up one day and suddenly can’t stop drinking. The progression is apparent to others perhaps, but mostly dismissed with quizzical glances. However, the person themselves is usually totally oblivious, because they are shrouded deep in denial. Deep, deep, deep in denial.

For me, addiction manifested itself in the breaking of hundreds of tiny rules. Tiny threads that tethered me to the ground snapped, one by one. The rules of Normal Drinking. I never thought I’d use my last grocery money to buy wine; until I did. I never thought I’d drink in the morning; until I did. And once you’ve broken a rule once, it becomes very easy to break it again. And again.



FAILED MODERATION ATTEMPTS

‘Trying to have “just one drink of alcohol” is like trying to knock just one domino down in a huge line of them.’

– CRAIG BECK, ALCOHOL LIED TO ME

In 2009, it became clear to me that I did not have a grip on my drinking. At all.

Now that I wasn’t in my early 20s, when you’re ‘supposed’ to be a hellraiser, I was starting to worry. I had noticed that my friends’ drinking was slowing down, as mine sped up. They were decreasing their intake as the demands of their jobs increased. I wasn’t. They could drink one or two on a week night and go home. I…couldn’t.

My drinking had previously proffered cute, funny stories. Like the time I tried to open the door to my flat, that I shared with a girl called Nat. My key wouldn’t work. WTF? A man opened the door. ‘Who are you?!’ I asked, outraged. ‘What have you done with Nat?’ I peered behind him, willing to fight if I saw a gagged-and-bound Nat. Of course, I was trying to get into the wrong flat. He patiently explained this to me, several times, before I stopped trying to rescue Nat from this flat-hijacker. The next day I left them a bottle of wine (what other present could they possibly want) as a gift with an apology note.

So. There were less funny stories these days. And more scary stories that I kept secret. Like a wet gremlin fed after midnight, my drinking had mutated from fluffy to frightening. It’d grown teeth and claws. I would go out, totally intending to be home by 10.30pm to watch Lost before bed and get a solid eight hours’ sleep; I would end up getting home at 2am, steaming, on a school night, having spent the last £20 in my bank account on the cab.

It was so demoralizing, never being able to live up to my best intentions. What I wanted to do, and what I ended up doing, never matched. My friends turned my name into a verb that was shorthand for getting obliterated and rolling home in the wee hours – ‘I got “Cathed” last night.’ People frequently called me ‘trouble’. They did so affectionately. But I was. I was trouble.

At 8am, the morning after a big night, I would lay down a cast-iron rule that I would not. drink. that. night. Definitely not. No drinking tonight.

No way! But my mind would slowly dismantle it, as the day rolled on. By 3pm, the rule had been chucked out of the window, and I was sending out a blanket text to ten friends saying ‘drink tonight?’ I didn’t care who I went out with, really: as long as I went out.

The dark side of my drinking had become horror-show scary. I was terrified that I was going to lose my lovely job at Glamour, my lovely flat with my best mate from university and my lovely boyfriend, if I continued. So, I decided to take control of booze (ha). I bought a beautiful golden notebook and started a ‘drink less’ project within it. I would outfox alcohol! I wrote curly, thoughtful notes in it about how much my life would improve if I stopped getting wankered all the time.

In the golden book that was going to help me drink less (yes it was), I wrote ‘our secrets make us sick’ and underlined it three times. Drew stars either side of it. I felt like my secrets were making me sick. I didn’t know where I’d heard that phrase but it had snuck into my brain and rattled around in there for years. Like a coin that finds its way into the lining of a jacket.

And so, with the advent of the golden ‘drink less’ book, began my many, many failed moderation attempts:

1. NOT KEEPING ‘SPARE’ ALCOHOL IN THE HOUSE

It was becoming indisputable that if I bought a bottle of wine, I drank a bottle of wine. So, I decided that I would manage my consumption at home by only buying those teeny tiny 250ml bottles. It worked, for a while. Until it didn’t.

2. GOING TO THE GYM DIRECTLY AFTER WORK

I figured out that after a good, hard work-out and a cleansing sauna, I felt less like sitting on my roof terrace and mainlining wine while smoking and staring at the sky. Hallelujah! So, I started taking my gym bag to work and going directly to the gym from the train station. My house was a four-minute walk from the station, but I lugged the gym bag around all day regardless, because I knew if I went home, I’d end up saying ‘fuck it’ and going to get a bottle.

The gym strategy worked for a good long while – a year maybe. Until I started telling myself that I needed a ‘treat’ for going to the gym, and that treat was, of course, wine.

3. ‘FREE DRINKS PARTIES’ BAN

Eureka! I had it. There appeared to be a direct correlation between my disgrace-filled ‘what did I doooo?’ blackouts and free drinks parties. I wrote in my little gold book that clearly free drinks parties were bad news, and that I should avoid them from now on. What happened as a result? I stopped going to free drinks parties. And started spending way more money on drinking.

4. THE ‘FOUR DAYS A WEEK DRY’ STUNT

At the start of the week, I would write in my diary which days I could drink, and which days I couldn’t. The plan was to keep drinking to three nights a week. Easy, right?

Except, it didn’t work. I never managed it. Not even once. My record was three nights off. I could white-knuckle my way through dry nights, but I felt thoroughly deprived. A thought-loop circled around my brain. ‘I am not drinking. I am not drinking. I can’t drink tonight. I am not drinking.’

I wasn’t drinking, but all I could think about was not-drinking. I thought it proved I wasn’t addicted, but actually, it proved that I was.

5. A UNIT TALLY RECORD

Then, I started a unit diary in the golden book, whereby I would count how many units I had consumed. The aim was to try, desperately, to keep it under 30 per week, or three bottles of wine. I’d written a health piece for Glamour, in which an expert had said that 30 units a week was probably safe-ish. However, I kept clearing 50 units, or even 60, and having to write notes to myself in it. Like a furious teacher on a disappointing essay. Angry, spiky notes saying things like, ‘Why are you so bad at this?!’ Or, ‘This has to stop!!’ Or, ‘This amount can kill you long-term!!!’ So, yeah, the unit diary was a bust. I stopped keeping it. It became too depressing. It was like a numerical catalogue of my downward spiral.

6. THE DRINK-SWITCH FIX

Another bright idea. ‘It’s white wine! That’s my problem. It’s just too strong and too easy to down. I’ll switch to red.’

*Still drinks four or five big glasses.*

‘Er, OK, um. It’s wine! Wine is the problem. I need to try more voluminous drinks with less alcoholic content.’

*Switches to cider. Still gets trollied each and every time.*

‘I need to order a pint of tap water with every drink! That’ll do it. There’ll be so much water sloshing around in my belly, that I won’t want as much cider.’

*Ends up being a drunk girl who needs to pee every ten minutes.*

7. POST-IT NOTES IN PURSE FORAY

I started writing notes to myself and putting them in my wallet; tangible reminders of how much I intended to drink, before I started drinking. The notes said things like, ‘three beers and no more!’ Every morning I would look at the Post-it in defeat, screw it up and bin it. ‘Next time. Next time I will nail this moderate-drinking thing.’ I remember telling a similarly heavy-drinking friend about the notes I wrote to myself, before a night out. She looked at me like I was a basketcase. I thought she’d get it. She didn’t.

My life was just a string of ‘next time’ moderation attempts.

Nobody had the foggiest, not a notion, that I was engaged in this relentless struggle. This eternal quest: the three-drinks-and-then-home quest. Or the ‘don’t-go-back-out-to-the-off-licence-tonight-after-you’ve-finished-this-bottle’ mission. Regardless of my best intentions, I would always stagger home after five drinks, or sneak back out to the shop for ‘just one can of cider’.

I would tell myself that the 11pm cider was a night-cap. Like in black-and-white movies. Very civilized. Like Audrey, or Greta, or any of the celluloid icons. I would think this as I was stumbling down the street in my trackie bottoms and a ignominy-covering cap; the irony was completely lost on me.

I once passed my suave banker neighbour and his friend while on a trackie-bottom mission for ‘just one more’. When they saw me they burst out laughing. I must have been weaving across the pavement. The shame literally stung me. I stopped in the street and fought back tears. My solution? To drink the shame-sting away. I drank on the humiliation of having been drunk so, so many times.

My friends, my boyfriend, my family: none of them knew about my moderation battle. Because I didn’t tell them. I kept it locked down and secret. Because I knew, somewhere at my very core, that this was not ‘normal’. That other people didn’t put this much time and energy into trying to only drink three drinks.






WHY MODERATE DRINKING IS SO DANG HARD

I was only perhaps a six on the addictive spectrum when I was cycling through these failed moderation attempts. I would find success short-term, and then my drinking would always slalom out of control again. Why is moderate drinking so hard to achieve, even before you’re a seven, eight or nine on the addictive scale?

‘Alcohol is a disinhibitor,’ says psychotherapist Hilda Burke.* It causes us to behave more impulsively. ‘Someone can go out intending to “have a couple”, but after the first drink that resolve has lessened, and by the end of the second, it’s been drowned out.’

‘ALSO, THE DRINKER’S SELF-IMAGE IS AT PLAY. MANY CLIENTS I’VE WORKED WITH HAVE AN IDENTITY THAT IS BOUND UP WITH ALCOHOL.’

‘They see themselves as bubbly, wild or spontaneous,’ continues Burke. ‘Often those labels are treasured. It’s something they’ve been rewarded for; people find them entertaining and they get invited to every party. If they feel those “likeable” qualities are dependent upon alcohol, it can be very scary to imagine living without it. It could be a cover for shyness and social unease. Whipping that comfort blanket away could unearth a raft of anxieties.’

I relate, massively. I was always the ‘party girl’. I didn’t know who I would be without drinking, and that scared me. What about you?

For me, I found that zero drinks were a lot easier than the ever-elusive one or two. ‘If you’re failing to moderate, then abstinence is the best option. It’s easier to be abstinent than moderate,’ says neuroscientist Alex Korb.

‘The chains of habit are too light to be felt until they are too strong to be broken.’

– SAMUEL JOHNSON

*Check out www.hildaburke.co.uk.



I WALK DRUNK PEOPLE HOME

DECEMBER 2009

Myself, Suzy and Kate are drinking in Balham. We’re nearing kicking-out time. I can’t take my eyes off a girl slumped alone in the corner, wearing a lopsided paper crown. She’s clearly been at her work Christmas party.

It’s not just me watching her. There are a couple of lone men at the bar whose eyes linger on her. Sizing her up like hungry coyotes. I insist to my friends that we walk her home. I’ve been her. All too often, lately. Which is why I want to look after her.

A FEW DAYS LATER

I am changing tubes at Stockwell when I see a woman in her late 30s, wearing a party dress, collapsed on a bench, vomiting. People are walking past her, cracking jokes, gazes sliding off her with disgust. The Underground staff are ignoring her.

I give her a tissue, some water, ask where she lives and get the tube with her. I help her walk home and open her door. All she’s saying is, ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you.’

I’ve done both of these women a good turn, but it’s not entirely selfless. I hope that I’ve just put some money into the karmic piggybank. That I can withdraw the next time I am smashed and unable to get myself home. Before the hungry coyotes descend.

THE SHAKES SET IN

JULY 2010: I GET THE SHAKES FOR THE FIRST TIME

Having drunk my usual bottle of wine the night before, I’m on the train to work, trying to apply mascara. My hand’s trembling. And the train is stationary, so I can’t blame it. I shake it, bemused, clench and unclench my fingers, then try again. Nope. It flutters in front of my eyes, useless.

A guy sitting opposite me has clocked what’s going on, and looks mildly amused. I pack my make-up away and resolve to do it later, in private. Fear flashes through me like an electrical surge. I’ve always reasoned that since I never get the shakes, I can’t be an alcoholic. ‘Look’, I would say smugly to dejected, hungover friends, the morning after. *Holds out steady-as-a-surgeon hands*

I eat a full English breakfast and it goes away. An anomaly, I reason. Low blood sugar. Must remember to eat breakfast. That’s all it is.



PITY PARTY FOR ONE

‘I tried to drown my sorrows, but the bastards learned how to swim.’

– FRIDA KAHLO

In June 2010, a couple of months after my 30th birthday, I was dumped by my beloved boyfriend of three years, Seb. ‘I know we’ll get married if we stay together, because I do love you,’ he said, sitting on the edge of my bed, staring at the floor. ‘But I don’t think we’ll be happy.’

I didn’t know it at the time, but he was absolutely right. ‘It’s like you look for things to be unhappy about,’ he would say. And I did. Because they were great excuses to drink.

He took me to Paris for my 30th. The day before my actual birthday, I had a 50-person-strong party planned, in a posh rooftop bar in Soho. When he presented me with the tickets and I saw that our Eurostar to Paris was leaving at 8am the next morning, I was furious with him. ‘We’ll need to get up at 6am!’ I wailed to my friends. ‘AFTER MY PARTY.’ I thought he was so selfish, and I told him so.

The Paris episode was just one in a long line of times I acted like a selfish brat, a controlling shrew, or a manipulative wretch. In retrospect, Seb was very wise to dump me. Good call, Seb.

I was utterly heartbroken. In the wake of the break-up, I started hosting my very own pity parties. Invited: me and alcohol. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was starting to isolate. Staying home, turning down invitations to go out, in order to be able to drink as hard and as fast as I liked, without outside interference.

Going out had lost its allure. I told myself I was too tired, I couldn’t be bothered, maybe I was growing up and ‘nesting’. But the reality was, I didn’t want to have to socialize in order to get smashed any more.

Going out presented irksome drinking-delays. People taking far too ruddy long to get their round in, despite my looking pointedly at my forlorn, empty wine glass. People wanting to eat, which was unnecessary, in my view, when there was serious drinking to be done.

My indignation was also laced with fear. That step into the unknown night, which had once filled me with the exhilaration of possibility, had become more like base-jumping. I didn’t know if I’d survive it.

So, I would arrive home, breathe a giant sigh of relief, throw my bag and coat on the floor, skip to the kitchen and pour myself a giant glass of Sauvignon Blanc. I would then sit in the garden, ‘watch the sunset’ and smoke skinny menthols.

I would look at pictures of Seb and me on Facebook, switching the radio station to Magic FM, the saddest love-song station in Britain, in order to enhance my wallowing, like you would enhance a movie by watching it in HD. Think Roxette, ‘It must have been love’, The Cranberries, ‘Linger’, Natalie Imbruglia, ‘Torn’.

The first time I drank alone on sorrow was eight years previous. I was 22 and I’d just been dumped by a guy I’d been fixated on for about a year. We’d only had about seven dates (love addict! More about this later). He told me via text that it wasn’t working for him any more and my response was to listen to sad songs over and over (Daniel Bedingfield, ‘If you’re not the one’, Radiohead, ‘Creep’), drink eight beers, cry until my face was double the size and lie on the floor wailing dramatically. I thought I was in love with him, when I didn’t even know the dude.

Before the wine was finished, given my visceral fear of the empty bottle, I would go and get a bottle of cider or beer, to top off the wine nicely. I would, of course, go to a different off-licence to the shop where I had purchased the original bottle of wine.

I never, ever, ever bought my sum-total night’s alcohol in one shop. Two trips to the off-licence was standard. This was because I always started the night with the intention of consuming a certain amount. And it would always, always end up being more.

I liked the victim costume. It was warm, comfortable, unchallenging. A fleecy onesie I could hide away in. To sort through the shards of my self-smashed love life with honesty would require catching glances of myself. So, I chose to see things through the twisty prism of the wine glass.

I turned Magic FM up, scrolled for sad films and thought some more about how the world had done me wrong. What would you call multiple sorrows, I wondered? A herd? A clutch? A maudlin. That’s it.



PHYSICAL ADDICTION

‘Shame is a soul eating emotion.’

– Carl Jung

Shortly after my professional pity parties began, I landed an enormous job as features editor on a million-selling magazine, Fabulous. My duties included heading up the features team, managing two full-time staff and two freelancers. Presenting ideas to fifteen people every morning in a boardroom.

I couldn’t hack it. The pressure was intense. I just wanted to take the fat pay cheque and hotfoot home at 5.30pm to dive into the wine. This didn’t go down well. I was desperately unhappy there, and they were far from happy with me, so I quit to go freelance.

Freelance, I was finally able to drink the way I wanted to. I would start drinking at 3pm, while interviewing people from my sofa. Over the next two years, I gradually slipped into physical addiction.

Here’s what it feels like to be physically addicted to alcohol. People describe the booze buzz as a click or a warm glow. And sure, it was like that for a time. Back in the beginning, it was like drinking sunshine; it made me feel brighter, warmer, lazier.

Gradually, the alcohol broke. It stopped giving me the warmth, the click, the buzz. And started to feel as imperative as oxygen. When I wasn’t drinking, I felt like I was suffocating. When I got the oxygen, I gulped it hungrily, needily. The hardest bit was, I had to obtain the oxygen, while seeming nonchalant about it. Like I didn’t need it.

Sidling into the shop and just-so-happening to buy a bottle of wine. Walking into your friend’s kitchen and saying, ‘oh, go on then, if you’re having one’. Or, ‘I haven’t had any in three days after all, haha.’ (They didn’t ask.)

I would breathe in half the amount I actually wanted, and wait for them to offer more. All the while feeling like I just wanted to grab the bottle and pour it into my face, urgently.

Most physically addicted drinkers deserve an Oscar.

THE TYRANNY OF TOO MANY BOTTLES

In 2012, I started hiding bottles. Stuffing the cold, hard evidence into public bins, rather than into my own rubbish. Or, glancing up and down the street shiftily, before slipping them into a neighbour’s recycling bin. ‘That bottle is their problem now! Ha. Theirs. Not mine.’

As soon as I walked into any house, say if I was staying at a friend’s for the weekend, I would subconsciously scout the area for bottles. I became a bottle-spotter, who makes mental notes, just as a train-spotter would. Russian vodka in the freezer: noted. Three bottles of Chardonnay in the fridge: roger that. A cluster of rare and little-seen spirits atop the dresser in the lounge: gotcha.

The location of the fetishized bottles would bleep in my head, on a map located in my brain. I knew exactly where they were, should I need them. It never ceased to amaze me how much alcohol other people had in their houses: I soon drained any bottles that I lived with.

I started regularly plundering my housemate’s alcohol. I’d done it before, but this was the year my bottle-pillaging started to run riot. I didn’t see it as stealing. Just surviving. Foraging for sustenance.

The levels of their bottles became a fixation. If I drank too much of their rum/vodka/whatever, they might notice; which would not do. No, not at all. So I was careful. Very careful. The problem was, once I’d started drinking, my carefulness would ferment to recklessness. And then I would have to top it up with water. And hope they didn’t notice.

MY FLATMATE’S GIN WOULD BE 80 PER CENT GIN AND 20 PER CENT WATER IN OCTOBER. THEN 50 PER CENT GIN AND 50 PER CENT WATER COME NOVEMBER. IN DECEMBER IT WOULD DWINDLE TO 20 PER CENT GIN AND 80 PER CENT WATER.

At which point I would have to admit defeat, and replace the whole thing. Jeez, it was exhausting.

The other problem with too many bottles is: they make a noise. Bottles would jangle together in my bag like an alcoholic alarm. In the small hours, I would cough to cover the snap-hiss-pull of the cider can opening, scared that my sleeping boyfriend would hear it from the other room. Even though he slept like a dead person. I would pull three doors between us to pop a Merlot cork.

Agoraphobia competed with the urgent need for alcohol. I was simultaneously terrified of leaving the house, but desperate for alcohol, I would revisit old bottles and upturn them into my mouth, hoping that some drops clinging to the bottom would take away the pain. Would allow me to exhale.

I would hide bottles inside the wardrobe and slip upstairs for a swig, under the pretence of going to the loo. I would empty the milk into the sink, yell to my boyfriend that we were out of milk and then drink a portable gin and tonic on a dark spot in the street before coming home.

PRIMAL NEED

My shaking episodes became more frequent and savage. My self-diagnosis of low blood sugar held up for a while. Until the shakes stopped
















ROCK-BOTTOM CONVINCERS











CONVINCER #1

MARCH 2013: A TYPICAL DAY





CONVINCER #2

APRIL 2013: THE ONE WHERE I WANTED TO KILL MYSELF







CONVINCER #3

MAY 2013: THE ONE WITH THE PARADISE BAY SPLIT SCREEN








CONVINCER #4

JULY 2013: THE ONE WHERE I FORGOT TO GO TO WORK








CONVINCER #5

JULY 2013: THE ONE WHEN NOTHING HAPPENED AND EVERYTHING HAPPENED













CONVINCER #6

SEPTEMBER 2013: THE ONE WITH THE SEVEN-DAY BENDER
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