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			PRAISE FOR QUIT LIKE A WOMAN

			
				“Holly Whitaker is a genius: brilliantly clever, fearless, snort-out-loud funny.”

				—Catherine Gray, author of The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober

				“Brave and revolutionary, Whitaker has written a compulsively readable book about creating a life you don’t want to escape. Funny, insightful, and candid, it is a must-read for anyone embarking on the adventure of abandoning alcohol.”

				—Ann Dowsett Johnston, author of Drink: The Intimate Relationship Between Women and Alcohol

				“Following in the footsteps of titles such as Rachel Hollis’s Girl, Wash Your Face, Whitaker…aims her first book at modern, urban women—specifically those who are concerned that they might have a problem with alcohol….Part self-help, part recovery memoir, this personal account provides useful and inspiring techniques for addiction recovery.”

				—Library Journal

				“A vital, timely, and intriguing analysis of women and alcohol…Whitaker cuts to the quick of the issues, skillfully using gripping anecdotes and well-researched insights to educate, liberate, and provide real hope and tangible steps for anyone looking to quit like a woman.”

				
				—Annie Grace, author of This Naked Mind: Control Alcohol, Find Freedom, Discover Happiness & Change Your Life

				“Raw, vulnerable, and unapologetic…Holly Whitaker brings these ingredients together for a fresh and needed perspective as well as a great read.”

				—Jud Brewer, MD, PhD, author of The Craving Mind: From Cigarettes to Smartphones to Love—Why We Get Hooked and How We Can Break Bad Habits

				“In this blending of memoir and advocacy for an alcohol-free lifestyle, Whitaker…offer[s] inspiration to others in need of guidance or permission to find their own paths.”

				—Booklist
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			There is nothing stronger than a broken woman who has rebuilt herself.

				—HANNAH GADSBY

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction

			Nearly a decade ago, about a year before I stopped drinking alcohol, a friend of mine showed up at my door. It was early on a Saturday afternoon, and my friend was carrying a Solo cup full of whiskey because some man she’d met on OkCupid had broken her heart. It seemed a reasonable solution to me at the time: to walk around the streets of San Francisco sipping Maker’s Mark to dull the specific pain of being rejected by someone she met on the internets who wasn’t good enough for her in the first place. Only, I would have chosen Jameson.

			We called a few friends to come over, and we sat in my little studio apartment smoking pot and drinking even more whiskey and cheap wine from the corner store, when my dear, brokenhearted friend announced to the group that she was pretty sure she was going through an “alcoholic phase.” Alcoholic phase. I looked around the room at the faces of my other friends for a hint of the same reaction I felt, which was relief. I saw not only looks of relief but also ones of deep knowing—we’d all experienced something close enough to that to empathize.

			
			Huh.

			When you’re terrified that maybe your drinking has gone off the rails, nothing will rein in that hysterical, ridiculous thought more tightly than a group of successful, intelligent, attractive, “together” women who normalize your affliction with a new term: Alcoholic phase! This scenario is only one of a few hundred examples of why I couldn’t figure out whether I really had a problem with alcohol, or if maybe I was just going through a little “thing” that would straighten itself out.

			Around the time of this particular incident, when I was thirty-three, my drinking was escalating in a way that felt out of control. It was no longer just one or two at home, or a drunk night out with the girls, or hangovers on the weekends, or any of the things I’d done in my twenties that felt moderately in control or normal-ish. I was drinking by myself after going out; I was hungover more days than not; keeping it to a bottle of wine a night felt like a win; five o’clock stopped coming fast enough, and I started to leave work at 4:45, then 4:30, then 4:00 p.m. At some point, it made sense to carry airline shots in my purse—just in case. Sometimes (especially when working on a deadline) I holed up in my apartment for days on end, drinking from morning until I passed out. That kind of thing.

			But (and there is always a but when you want to invalidate everything you’ve just said) I didn’t drink every night, and I didn’t drink any more than my friends when we went out. I’d recently made it twelve days without booze, and—perhaps most important to me—I had mastered the art of keeping my shit together when drunk in public. I was never the one being carried home, and I was never the one who got sloppy. I made sure of that.

			
			To my mind, there was enough evidence to prove I was a “normal drinker,” and equally enough evidence to qualify me for the Betty Ford. I went back and forth between knowing I needed major help and thinking if I just did more fucking yoga, I’d be fine.

			My passage into sobriety was both slow and fast. Slow, in that it took me seventeen years to realize alcohol had never done me any favors, seventeen years of trying to control it and master it and make it work for me like I imagined it worked for all the other people. Fast, in the sense that once I crossed some invisible line, one I still can’t retrace, I was hurtling so quickly toward total dissolution that I couldn’t pretend to have the strength to stave off what was happening to me. The whole thing was like that Price Is Right game where the little yodeler is climbing the mountain and you never know when he’s going to stop or how far he’s going to make it, but you also know he has the potential to go all the way.

			It might be helpful to mention that during this time I was simply killing it at work. I’d joined a start-up in 2009, and because I was a cutthroat workaholic with a habit of fucking men in charge, in a few short years I landed a director title—something typically reserved for Ivy League MBAs who favored Ann Taylor pinstripes. It was a health care company, and many of my friends were medical doctors, so I dropped in to see one of them about my “thing.” I explained that I might have a teeny-tiny drinking issue and a habit of throwing up most things I ate, and when she had to google how to treat me and suggested Alcoholics Anonymous, I knew I was completely screwed. I bought wine on the way home from that appointment, because I wasn’t an alcoholic and there was no way in hell I was going to AA.

			But over the course of the next eighteen months, one by one, I stopped drinking, smoking pot, taking all recreational drugs, and I got over my bulimia. I started meditating and crawled out of the depths of depression, addiction, sickness, and crushing debt. Within twenty months of that afternoon with my friends—drinking room-temperature whiskey and pondering if maybe all of us are sick or none of us are—I also quit my job. I did this because I had finally become someone who (a) wasn’t the kind of woman who reports to someone she’s been sleeping with, and (b) had a pure reason to exist: I knew I was supposed to start a revolution around alcohol, addiction, and recovery.

			
			What I didn’t quite know was exactly how I would do that, or that this revolution would become stronger with the strands of activism and energy woven into other major social forces: fourth-wave and intersectional feminism, the reaction to the Trump election, the legalization of marijuana in several states, the Black Lives Matter movement, the opioid crisis, and the growing and vocalized dissent against a very racist, classist, imperialist—and failed—War on Drugs.

			This journey has been an evolving one. At first, it was the story of a dead woman walking, of all the women in this world who try to conform to a life they are told they should want—one that looks good on paper. I drank green juice and I made the right sounds when I fucked men I didn’t really like and I crushed it in the boardroom and traveled to Central America all by myself and my ass was yoga tight. I did all the right things until all the right things became so suffocating I wound up prostrate, drunk, on the floor of my apartment. It then became the journey of a woman waking up to the world and all its possibilities and wonder, her own power and voice and unique identity, the bigness that a life can be when we center it on our true desires, compared to the smallness of the one we accept when we center it on the desires we’re supposed to have.

			
			That personal awakening was followed by the part where I discovered that alcohol was not only something I could not abide, but perhaps something we all shouldn’t, and that was paralleled by the part where I discovered that the systems in place to help me stop drinking the chemical we’ve been trained to tolerate—the chemical that was physically and emotionally and mentally murdering me—were archaic, patriarchal, masculine, and hence ineffective for me as a non-man. I discovered that I not only had to claw my way out of hell and construct my own system for recovery, but that also, perhaps, it was my duty to create something more so the women who come after me, women who are dying in broad daylight while we look the other way, might not have to face the same bullshit I had to endure.

			

			—

			We are living at a time in history where more and more women are waking up to their infinite potential and calling out the systems that hold them down and keep them quiet, submissive, sick, second-to, voiceless, and out of power. We have more socioeconomic and political clout than ever before. The movements started by women of color, the LGBTQIA community, and radical feminists have gained considerable momentum, and we’ve reached a tipping point—more of us are aware of the terms of our own oppression and of our complicity in the oppression of others. Words like misogyny, patriarchy, tone-policing, white privilege, and gaslighting have become common lexicon; women, now more than at any other time in history, are conscious of our collective subjugation.

			And yet.

			And yet: This is also the time in which women are drinking more than we ever have before. Between 2002 and 2012, the rates of alcohol addiction among women rose by 84 percent—as in, it nearly doubled. One in ten adult American women will die an alcohol-related death, and from 2007 to 2017, alcohol-related deaths among women rose 67 percent, as opposed to 29 percent among men. It is a time of radical progression in almost every area of our collective experience—and a time of unprecedented rates of addiction coupled with an almost gross ambivalence toward our personal and societal relationship with alcohol. Here is the time in history where The Future Is Female, the wine is pink, the yoga classes serve beer, and the death toll rises. Here is the time in history where masses of us women fill the streets to protest against external oppression, then celebrate or cope or come down from it all with a glass of self-administered oppression.

			
			This book is about all these things—about the sickness in our society that drives us toward an unattainable perfection and lives we never bargained for and what we do to manage that impossible situation. It’s about an addictive chemical that we have been fooled into believing is the answer to every problem, a healthful staple of our diet, our key to connection and power. It’s about a system that limits our ability to question whether we should be consuming that addictive chemical and one that, when we do become addicted, forces us into male-centric “recovery” frameworks (i.e., Alcoholics Anonymous) that not only run counter to our emerging feminist and individualist ideals but actively work against them, boarding us through yet another system that requires submission to male authority, self-silencing, further dissolution of self, and pathologized femininity.

			In other words, this book is about what makes us sick and keeps us sick. It’s about our power as women—both as individuals and as a collective—and how alcohol can keep us from it. And most important, it is about what is possible when we remove alcohol from our lives and destroy our belief systems around it. This is the truth about alcohol, and the thing about truth is once you know it, you can never un-know it.

			
			You will never look at drinking the same way again.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				1

			

			The Lie

			
				
					Addiction begins with the hope that something “out there” can instantly fill up the emptiness inside.

				

				—JEAN KILBOURNE

			

			People are often shocked when I tell them that addiction was the best thing that ever happened to me. But it’s true, it was. Most people go through this life living each day not much different from the next. We are born impressionless, doughy little babies into a world that carves its fear and love of conformity into us. We are told to pick the safe path, to get a job that pays well, to marry a man who provides, become a woman who provides, save our money, buy property, procreate, and die with as few wrinkles as humanly possible. We are sold the lie that if we do the things that keep us safe, we will be okay. As if it were a proven formula: 401(k) = safety = happiness.

			When I was fourteen years old, my parents divorced. My mom was born with congenital hip dysplasia, and by the time I graduated junior high she’d already had both her hips replaced. (As of this writing, she’s had eight hip replacements.) She’d been a stay-at-home mom for my entire childhood, and with my parents’ divorce came economic uncertainty—she had to go back to both work and school. She never said it to me directly, but I knew enough to understand that we were barely making it and that our new circumstances wore her health down and her hips out. I hated the fragility of our situation, I hated the idea that we were poor, I hated how much money ruled our lives. But mostly I hated that when my mom felt pain in her hips, my first thought wasn’t whether she was okay. No, my first thought was always: I wonder if she’ll have to stop working. I wonder if we’ll run out of money.

			
			If there was one thing I wasn’t going to be when I grew up, it was poor.

			When I was thirteen, my family had Thanksgiving at my cousin Sarah’s in Pasadena. Sarah is twenty-five years older than me, and she’d just gotten her CPA, married an oil executive, and bought a four-bedroom Spanish-style house in a neighborhood that bordered San Marino (the best schools). She drove a Volvo and made dinners that rivaled Martha Stewart’s and was the kind of woman that kept truffles in the pantry. She bought me my first Starbucks on that trip, and I remember wanting to be her when I grew up, and her exactly. Or Amanda Woodward from Melrose Place. Either would do because both had everything I was supposed to have.

			Not long after that Thanksgiving, my parents’ marriage started to fall apart, or rather, my dad’s closeted gayness outgrew the walk-in. I imagine that in his desperation to not have to come out and in my mom’s desperation to not know he had anything to come out with, they thought a series of weekend getaways to reasonably priced motels on the central coast of California might do the trick. It was the summer before my freshman year of high school, and their Hail Mary attempt to save their marriage meant weekends of my sixteen-year-old sister and my thirteen-year-old self alone in our house. The first time I got drunk was during one of these weekends, and while I don’t recognize myself in the stories that recovered alcoholics tell of the first sip being the answer to every prayer they ever had, I do remember trying to drink as fast as I possibly could. I wasn’t hungry to feel something different; if anything, I was hungry to be someone different. Or: maybe I was just hungry to be bad.

			
			My parents’ divorce was finalized in 1994, and my dad told me he was gay around the end of my freshman year. If high school was anything, it was the letting of air out of the balloon that was my potential. I entered with a 4.0 and an eye on Stanford, and when I left I was at the height of my anorexia, a daily pot smoker, weekend partier, and giver of many blowjobs. I barely graduated, and I settled on a coastal community college that promised a social life over a future.

			One Saturday night during my freshman year of college, drunk and high on meth (but let’s say cocaine because that sounds way better), I was walking with my best friend’s boyfriend in between parties in San Luis Obispo, and we kissed each other. I’ll spare you the details, but I will tell you about the part that matters, which is how he was judged innocent by our circle of friends, and how I was judged a scheming whore. I was cut off at the knees from everything I cared about, everyone I cared about, and whatever minute fraction of self-esteem I might have had before the incident. I left town with a deficit of self-worth that was the size of me, and for the next five years I took it upon myself to warn whatever new friends I made about what I’d done, like some sex offender moving into a new neighborhood. Maybe it seems like a trivial affair, but it destroyed parts of me and made me into a woman who assumed eventually everyone would leave, or possibly turn on me, if I wasn’t important enough.

			
			Not long after that kiss, I moved back in with my mom, cleaned up my grades, and cleaned up my life. If worth wasn’t something I could get socially (and try as I might, I could not), it was something I could get through success. I got into UC Santa Cruz, and at the age of twenty-three, I graduated with a degree in business management economics. Upon graduation—while most of my friends organized tree sits or went to grad school or kept the same minimum wage jobs we’d had throughout college because the tech bubble had burst and the Twin Towers had collapsed and we were at war—I secured a job at a Big Four accounting firm in Silicon Valley that started me at $52,000 a year. When I got that offer letter, I remember thinking: This will show them all.

			

			—

			Because this is a book about drinking, this is the part where I’m supposed to explain the way alcohol showed up in my life, to paint you a picture of a woman who was destined to drink in the morning. But the thing is, my drinking wasn’t notable, or specific, or linear, and I didn’t ever really think in terms of alcohol the way, say, Caroline Knapp did in her memoir Drinking: A Love Story. It was never a love story. The story was always about my not-enoughness and my black-sheepness and my total inability to not feel like an empty piece of inconsequential shit who couldn’t do life. Alcohol was just part of the story of me, and it shape-shifted as I shape-shifted. There’s enough of a story to convince you how entirely normal my drinking was, and there’s enough of a story to foreshadow a problem.

			In those dark years of high school where I forgot how to eat and study for tests, drinking wasn’t what I did—I didn’t have some sort of precious relationship with it—it was what we did. We drank in fields after football games and at house parties when our parents were out of town, and we took turns being the one who slept on the bathroom floor, and we spent Mondays rehashing the weekend’s debauchery. And the most significant thing I can tell you about it was that I liked that it afforded me status, that it helped me to fit in and get finger-banged by soccer players, and also that I really hated it for how much it already seemed to have taken from me. It didn’t feel like outlying behavior; it felt exactly like being in high school. Or: Maybe it will help to know that in certain circles and by certain parents, I was often thought of as a slut and a bad influence and a party girl, the kind of girl who might show up on a Girls Gone Wild clip. Maybe it will help you trace it to the beginning if I tell you that when I stopped eating food, I also learned how to drink an entire six-pack without puking.

			
			In my first few years of college, where I learned how to eat again but also how to make myself throw up and where I got my first Fs and slutted it up with my bestie’s man, drinking was still not something that I did but something we did. We drank on the weekends and sometimes during the week, and our weekends were spent piecing together the nights before and eating takeout from Gus’s to cure our hangovers. It felt like extremely normal, clichéd college behavior. Or: Maybe it will help if I tell you that I ended up in the hospital for alcohol poisoning, and that I wrecked my car while under the influence not once but four times. Maybe it will help you piece it together if I tell you: This one time I was so drunk, it took me ten minutes to realize I was being sexually assaulted, and I do remember thinking that if I was ever murdered or kidnapped, people would probably have a hard time speaking about what a loss it was, or have much more to say about me than “She partied and smoked a lot of pot and loved Kenny from South Park.”

			In the years following my slut-shaming for that kiss, something shifted. I didn’t want to be the kind of girl who drove her car through fences and gave handjobs to men who wore hemp chokers to Dave Matthews concerts. I didn’t want to worry about how my eulogy might read, and I absolutely didn’t want to end up living with my mom through my early twenties because I failed out of community college. I wanted what thirteen-year-old me wanted, which was money, security, status, purity, normalcy, a home with a white picket fence. Only now the home wasn’t really a home so much as it was a high-rise flat in San Francisco because I’d watched Pirates of Silicon Valley starring Noah Wyle and decided that Amanda Woodward wasn’t a high enough aim anymore—I wanted to be more like Steve Jobs.

			
			Because I changed so much in those four years, so did my drinking. By the time I graduated college, I had also graduated to a woman who could keep the same bottle of wine or the same six-pack of beer in her fridge for a week if she wanted to, and a woman who properly kept her binge drinking to girls’ weekends, bachelorette parties, and work-sponsored happy hours. I also lived in California, and because my young adult life was surrounded by wine country, my young adult drinking was shaped by it, too. I’d been doing winery tours since I’d gotten my first fake ID, I had books on wine and enology and had friends who worked at vineyards and owned vineyards and friends who curated their own wine cellars, and somewhere along the way, wine got all tangled into my conception of what “making it” looked like. If you went to a restaurant and ordered a bottle of Jordan Cab, it said something about you; if you knew how to buy a bottle of wine for your table, it said something about you; if you could tell the difference between a Syrah and a Shiraz, it said something about you. Which is to say: In my early twenties I was wine-obsessed, and not in the way where I drank a lot of wine (which I did), but more in the way where I absolutely dominated wine. It was a status symbol, something I curated like I did my taste in indie music, or my moderately priced collection of stiletto heels. And yet, the most notable thing about my drinking in my early-to-mid-twenties was that it was entirely unnotable. I drank and got drunk. I was an asshole about wine. The same could be said about basically all of my friends.

			

			—

			
			In those early postcollege years, I took to my job like a fish to water. I didn’t particularly like what I did for a living, but I did like having business cards that said Deloitte & Touche and saying I knew how to do important things, like build accretion schedules. Besides, it didn’t matter if I liked my job, or if it really made me happy, because all that mattered was that it would afford me the money to buy a life that would make me happy.

			Except, it didn’t really happen like that. The more I worked and excelled, the more I hated what I did, how it consumed me, and how it never ended. I didn’t know how to turn off or how to be less than perfect or how to not want to be better than every single person I worked with. I felt as if I had stepped onto a hamster wheel directly out of school, a life with a never-ending to-do list, credit card debt that followed me from college and somehow outpaced my raises, an inability to feel like anything was ever enough. I started out not being able to keep up with what I was supposed to be, and that feeling never really went away, no matter how great my title sounded or how much money I made. At some point, I could no longer keep a bottle of wine in my fridge for a week, or quite remember how I had once ended a day without a drink.

			My work and my career trajectory were suffocating and inescapable, and they simultaneously became my escape. Work became the only place in the world where I knew how to be the worthy, together version of myself, and so work became the central force in my life. At parties in my twenties, I only knew how to ask people what they did for a living and wait for them to ask me the same. My job title and my size-twenty-five waist were the only two things I valued, because they were the only two things that had any value as social currency. I could work hard, I could starve myself, and didn’t everyone want to be the girl who could pull those things off? I found that two glasses of wine—and sometimes three and sometimes the whole bottle—helped me pull those things off.

			
			In 2009, while the rest of the world was getting pink-slipped in the aftermath of the housing bubble, I took a job at a health care start-up. I’d moved to San Francisco two years earlier, and while I drank most nights because that’s what young professionals in San Francisco did, my drinking still wasn’t what I’d call notable, though it was worrisome, as in I worried about how I couldn’t quite keep my wine fridge stocked. Taking that job with its endless hours and promotions and potential meant somehow I gave even more of myself to my career and lost even more of my actual life. When I broke up with the man who was supposed to be my One, I stole all the wine from our his kitchen, which was a metaphor for how I traded my last shot at marriage and children for Russian River Pinots. I started going to bed with my laptop and wine instead of him, and my drinking finally became what I would call notable. I gave up on trying to be anything other than successful at work and impossibly thin, and alcohol was how I managed to both go to bed at night and get out of it in the morning. Alcohol was also how I didn’t eat.

			In 2011 I was promoted to director at work.

			In 2011 almost every night ended with two bottles of wine.

			In 2011, while my friends were buying homes and having children and my One Who Got Away went and got engaged, I was drunk-buying monogrammed sheets to replace the wine-stained monogrammed sheets I had drunk-bought as the feeblest attempt to establish some sense of having it together.

			
			Professionally, I was everything I was supposed to be. Personally, I was a train wreck who had to borrow money from my fixed-income mother to float myself between paychecks from my six-figure job because I had entirely lost my ability to pull off life.

			On a trip to Costa Rica and Panama in 2012, nine months after that promotion, three months before my first attempt at sobriety, and nine months before I finally quit, I couldn’t stop thinking about how I could stay there and marry a local. One night at a wine bar in Bocas del Toro, I interrogated a young blond woman from Texas who’d come to the island in her twenties. She lived in a beach shack and had a bunch of kids and a husband, and I told my traveling companion that I wanted her life.

			And I did. I wanted out, and as far as I knew then, I had three potential paths: I could find some archipelago situation like wine bar woman, I could join the Peace Corps, or I could marry rich. Only I didn’t find love in Central America, the Peace Corps didn’t pay off six-figure credit card debt (because I checked and that’s what they told me), and the rich man I’d settled on fucked one of my friends.

			The point is, I built the life they told me I should build (they being, in the words of bell hooks, the “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy,” which I didn’t have words for at the time, so let’s just say every piece of media and advertising I’d consumed since I’d grown ears and eyes), and all I could do was plot to escape that life.

			It never occurred to me that I could just stop, that I could step off the hamster wheel, that I could walk away at any time, that I could stop running so furiously and desperately toward a future I prayed would save me. What occurred to me was that I was unlike normal people, those people who seemed to be able to do what I couldn’t, which was not make messes of everything they touched. If I’d had a prayer at that time (which I didn’t because no God would possibly construct the fuckery that was my life), it would have been Why can’t I be like everyone else?

			
			And: It wasn’t as if I wasn’t trying to make it, or be healthier, or live like everyone else seemed to be living. I’d been doing yoga for a decade. I ate kale before kale was Kale. I’d done the Master Cleanse and all the other cleanses. I was vegetarian. I’d been to Esalen (where Don Draper goes to find himself on the season finale of Mad Men and cries in a circle with rich white people who alternately wear business suits and caftans). I owned lots of Thich Nhat Hanh books. I had a debt counselor and a gym membership, and I ran along the water three or four days a week, and most weekends I would construct impossible schedules of the coming week where I’d finally nail life. I had it in my mind that if I just ate cleaner, worked out more, drank less, smoked less, lost more weight, made more money, saved more money, stopped spilling my bed wine on those monogrammed sheets—if I could just get more discipline or be more perfect—then it would all work out. It would all snap into place, and I would snap into place.

			The harder I tried to be more perfect—the more cleanses I did, books I bought, and budgets I made, the more things I bought to cover up and paint over the mess that was my life—the harder it became to keep it together. The attempts to fix me only added more chaos, the chaos added more pain, and so I added more wine. And pot. And cigarettes. And food. And clothes. I was a monster who couldn’t stop consuming things I thought would make me the human I was supposed to be.

			
			Until one morning, just three months after my trip to Costa Rica, it all broke. Or rather, I broke. I woke up in my rent-controlled San Francisco apartment to the aftermath of one of my binges, one of my failed attempts at escape. My bed had no sheets. My mattress was stained with food and wine and puke. My computer was still on, so was the TV, and bags of trash and half-eaten food cartons and empty beer bottles were strewn about my apartment. My throat ached of bulimia and hangover, and I was still drunk; a pint of Jameson was in my hand. It wasn’t the first time I’d woken up to this scene, but it was the first time I couldn’t make myself pretend that I was okay and that this was normal thirty-something shit I’d grow out of.

			Here is where I fell prostrate on the floor and asked God for help.

			Here is where I stopped running.

			Here is where I made eye contact with myself in the mirror again.

			Here is where I finally heard the part of me that I’d tried to quiet with career and clothes and status and food and drink and drugs; the part of me that was screaming she couldn’t settle for this bullshit for one more minute.

			

			—

			There is the life that most of us live, and then there is the life we have buried deep inside us, the life we know we’re supposed to be living. Up until that moment on the floor of my apartment, the life I was supposed to be living eluded me; it eluded me so hard that it broke me into a thousand million pieces that I kept barely stitched together with Paige jeans, whiskey neats, and a really good title at work. But somehow in that moment on the floor, the jig was up. I could no longer keep it up and keep it together. Staring at the detritus in my living room that day in October, it finally occurred to me that I had no other choice but to actually start risking everything I’d settled for in order to have the life I had buried inside me, the one that wanted to run to an island, the one that had dreams of actual happiness, the one I’m writing from today. The life I’d attempted and forced from all angles except the one that required me to look at myself in the mirror and ask the girl staring back who she was and what she wanted from this life.

			
			The girl staring back did not fuck around. She knew the booze had to go first.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				2

			

			Toxic Eyeliner and Goop Cocktails

			
				
					What we must recognize is that substance abuse is part of the patriarchy; that it is not a way out, or even a resting place. It is a lie. It is every bit a lie as sexism, capitalism, classism, racism, and homophobia….There is a major difference though. Sexism, racism, and the rest are done to us; we do the substance abuse to ourselves. And we can stop.

				

				—JEAN SWALLOW

			

			Years ago I sent a text to my friend (and when I say years ago, I mean on my Motorola Razr). I wrote, “I think alcohol is making me fat.” She sent a picture back of Paris Hilton and said, “Then how come Paris isn’t?” (If you’re younger, Paris Hilton was like Kylie Jenner.) I drank a bottle of Pinot in my hotel room that night (because in my logic, work travel meant whole bottles were okay), and the next morning woke up red-faced and bloated; I ran for an hour on the treadmill to fix it. Looking in the mirror on my way to work that morning, I did not look like Paris Hilton, because treadmills don’t undo bottles of wine and self-disgust.

			It would take many more years of denial before I went beyond wondering if perhaps alcohol was getting in the way of my life. That’s because we’re conditioned not to blame the precious alcohol, or to even worry about whether drinking it might be a bad idea, until we’re certifiable fuckups. What we are conditioned to believe is that there are two types of drinkers in this world, the normal ones (“normies” in AA-speak) who can tolerate alcohol, and the alcoholics who can’t. And this is incredibly convenient for the powers that be (and by the powers that be, I mean the men—and women but mostly men—who control the boardrooms of Anheuser-Busch and Diageo and make assloads of cash off low-carb beer and pinked-out booze) because then we don’t spend time asking ourselves if alcohol might not be working out so well for us or if maybe we shouldn’t be including it in our lives the same way we’ve come to decide we shouldn’t be eating gluten.

			
			We just ask ourselves whether or not we’re alcoholics, and thanks to the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence’s twenty-six-point questionnaire—the standard for (self-diagnosing) Alcohol Use Disorder—we don’t really qualify for help unless we’re pissing our beds, racking up DUIs, staying drunk for days on end, or hallucinating. And if we don’t qualify, we don’t really have a problem, and we can just go on free and clear, rocking our rosé all day shirts (now on sale at Target), slamming shots at work parties, and innocently debating whether we’re heathen if we pair a red with halibut.

			In other words, I didn’t ask if alcohol was getting in the way of My Best Life. I didn’t ask whether maybe it was making me sick or wasn’t the best thing to do with my time. I wasn’t an alcoholic, Paris was turnt up at Butter (this was a club that Us magazine said Paris went to) and still kept her size-zero ass, all was well.

			
				Alcohol and Wellness

				In the 1950s, before we understood the dangers of smoking tobacco and nicotine, actors would pose as medical doctors in cigarette advertisements to assure the public that smoking was safe. It’s okay, folks. Doctors do it! But I grew up in the 1980s. I was taught from a very young age the dangers of smoking tobacco, and my sister and I took turns pressuring my father to quit. I brought home literature from school, and Heather resorted to breaking his cigarettes in half. When we both started smoking cigarettes in our teens, at least we knew what we were doing. Cigarettes killed people, full stop. No amount of smoking was safe, and people like Debbie from the PSA ads (who smoked cigarettes through a hole in her neck that she presumably got from smoking cigarettes) reminded us of what could happen. To this day, I can’t think of smoking without thinking of holes in necks, and I don’t think I ever had a cigarette without considering its toxicity.

				
				When I look at those advertisements from the 1950s, with their reassuring pictures of old white men in white coats smoking a Camel, knowing all we know now, I always wonder, How were we ever so stupid? How did we ever buy that lie?

				Like most of us, I grew up believing that drinking was normal. There was nothing wrong with getting drunk or nursing a hangover. We are supposed to be able to handle it and incorporate it into our lifestyles. We are told if we drink moderately, alcohol will do wonderful things for us—red wine has all those antioxidants (and resveratrol!). We are supposed to be able to consume alcohol with ease, as part of a healthy and balanced lifestyle. If we can’t do this, there is something wrong with us and not the substance itself.

				Drinking is so normalized, and so unquestioned, that we have essentially drawn a line down the middle and put people on one side or the other. There are normal drinkers, and there are alcoholics. For the normal drinkers, alcohol is healthy! And good for you! And in the words of Cheryl Strayed (who overcame heroin addiction), “Wonderful and joyous!” For the alcoholics, alcohol is bad. Which is not unlike saying heroin is wonderful and joyous when used in moderation, but for Cheryl Strayed it is bad.

				
				I completely bought into this. Until my life came undone, and at thirty-three I looked and felt at least a decade older than I was. Until I started to research and question. Until I realized that oh my God, it’s actually poison. We’re all drinking poison.

				In conversation with my mom not long ago, about a relative dying a slow and gruesome death following years of severe alcohol abuse, I mention to her that I’m not shocked that our cousin’s throat is coming apart or that her skin is falling off. I tell my mom: “Of course her throat is destroyed, she drank ethanol for decades. You can’t drink the same thing we fuel our cars with and expect a much different outcome.” In my mind I can clearly envision my cousin drinking from a fuel pump, but my mom is confused and says something like, “It’s not the same ethanol, though. Don’t we drink something different?” I tell her it’s not different. My food label–reading mother—the same one who can list every health benefit of broccoli—is shocked.

				From Wikipedia:

				
					Ethanol, also commonly called alcohol, ethyl alcohol, and drinking alcohol, is the principal type of alcohol found in alcoholic beverages, produced by the fermentation of sugars by yeasts. It is a neurotoxic, psychoactive drug, and one of the oldest recreational drugs.

					Ethanol is a volatile, flammable, colorless liquid with a slight chemical odor. It is used as an antiseptic, a solvent, in medical wipes and anti-bacterial formulas because it kills organisms by denaturing their proteins. Ethanol is an important industrial ingredient. Ethanol is a good general purpose solvent, and is found in paints, tinctures, markers, and personal care products such as perfumes and deodorants. The largest single use of ethanol is as an engine fuel and fuel additive.

				

			
				In other words, we drink—for fun—the same thing we use to make rocket fuel, house paint, antiseptics, solvents, perfumes, and deodorants, and to denature (i.e., take away the natural properties of, or kill) living organisms. Which might make sense on some level if we weren’t a generation of green-minded, organic, health-conscious, truth-seeking individuals. But we are.

				We read labels. We shun gluten, dairy, processed foods, and refined sugars. We buy organic. We use natural sunscreens and beauty products. We worry about fluoride in our water, smog in our air, hydrogenated oils in our food, and we debate whether plastic bottles are safe to drink from. We replace toxic cleaning products with Mrs. Meyer’s and homemade vinegar concoctions. We do yoga, we run, we SoulCycle and Fitbit, we go paleo and keto, we juice, we cleanse. We do coffee enemas and steam our yonis and drink clay and charcoal and shoot up vitamins and sit in infrared foil boxes and hire naturopaths and shamans and functional doctors and we take nootropics, and we stress about our telomeres (these are all real words). We are hypervigilant about everything we put into our body, everything we do to our body. And we are proud of this. We Instagram how proud we are of this and follow Goop and Well + Good and drop forty bucks on an exercise class because there are healing crystals in the floor. The global wellness economy is estimated to be worth four trillion dollars. Four trillion dollars. We are on an endless and expensive quest for wellness and vitality and youth.

				And we drink fucking rocket fuel.

				

				—

				
				Drinking has become so ingrained in the female code, we don’t even recognize the nearly endless ways it’s pierced our every experience, or even stop to think about the cost of that infiltration. Wine and spirits and even beer are a celebrated, quintessential accessory to having made it as a woman. For moms—one of the most targeted demographics—alcohol isn’t just something that pairs well with making dinner, it’s what you do all day, every day. There are an almost endless number of greeting cards, magnets, T-shirts, onesies, that basically celebrate always being drunk because mothering, we kid, makes us drink. Let me repeat that: Moms are so brainwashed into normalizing what amounts to severe drug abuse, we are literally dressing our babies up in clothes to poke fun at it. There are groups like Sippy Cups Are for Chardonnay, Moms Who Need Wine, an Urban Dictionary definition of Wine Mom (#WineMom), a coloring book titled Mommy Drinks Because You Cry, and no one bats an eyelash; we toast and wink because we are all in on the joke. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg because wine isn’t just the mascot of motherhood, it’s the mascot of being a young, single professional, or an old, retired empty nester, or basically being a woman at all. It is so ingrained in what it means to be a woman, we hardly even notice it’s standing there next to us in almost every photograph, or showing up at every single thing we attempt to do. We have been programmed to accessorize our lives with wine to the point we can’t even see it anymore, or see how the statistics that show skyrocketing rates of alcohol-related liver failure or alcohol addiction include us in them. The horror stories and damages are seen as things that happen to other people.

				Recently I heard Gwyneth Paltrow (founder and CEO of Goop, enthusiastic yoni steamer) on the Girlboss podcast talking about the social responsibility Goop holds for its readers. She said she couldn’t in good conscience recommend a certain (not-organic, toxic, chemical) eyeliner to her readers because of the potential that it could mess with a woman’s delicate endocrine system. Which would be fine and all if the Goop Health Summit weren’t sponsored by Ketel One Botanical vodka (owned by the multinational conglomerate Diageo), or if she weren’t promoting her preferred, anointed, all-natural, holy eyeliner next to collagen-infused martinis and CBD-spiked cocktails. Because nothing will take you down faster than toxic eyeliner, but drinking ethanol with a shot of collagen is basically snorting the fountain of youth.

				
				What I am saying is: Booze fucks our shit up. More than most things. More than gluten for sure, more than dairy for sure, more than white sugar and tap water for sure, and it fucks our shit up not only because it’s an addictive, toxic chemical, but because we live in a world where we haven’t quite caught on to that fact just yet. Even Gwyneth doesn’t know. And that—the fact that we think it’s safe because it’s legal and everyone is doing it, including our health icons—is what makes it even more dangerous than, say, cigarettes. Or Maybelline eyeliner.

				So what does alcohol do to our bodies? Why should we care? And where does this “healthful” narrative even come from?

			

			
				What Happens in Our Bodies When We Drink a Single Glass of Alcohol

				In 1991 60 Minutes ran a story called “The French Paradox.” It was reported by Morley Safer, a CBS correspondent, and it featured Safer in a French bistro, listing the various unhealthy, fattening culinary habits of the French people, pondering why the life expectancy, health, and weight of the French were superior to that of Americans if their diet was so full of terrible crap. The conclusion Safer alluded to? Red wine. It might sound entirely innocuous, but it wasn’t—that, coupled with a number of studies that were published in the late 1990s and early ’00s, and books like French Women Don’t Get Fat, fueled an idea the American public was all too eager to cling to: drinking wine is healthy.

				
				A number of studies published in the last decade or so have countered this belief. We now know that alcohol is linked to at least seven cancers and a whole host of other diseases and chronic conditions, but we are pretty clueless about the smaller ways it impacts our health. Most of us are more inclined to think drinking moderately is far healthier than not drinking at all. We’re also likely to underestimate how much we actually drink, without an awareness of recommended alcohol intake guidelines and serving sizes. As Keith Humphreys noted, “When you tally up all the booze that people report consuming when they are surveyed about their drinking habits, it rarely adds up to even half of the alcohol sold.” Consequently, we drink a lot more than we think we do, and we often write off the amount we drink as beneficial. Further, we’re more likely to think of any health risk or danger posed by consumption as extreme (addiction, cirrhosis) versus immediate toxicity.

				The thing is, even one glass of wine is disruptive. The body is constantly seeking homeostasis, or balance, so the moment you ingest any drug, your body begins a counteractive process. Judith Grisel explains this in her book Never Enough as an A-B process; the effect of the drug causes an A process, and in trying to adapt to that A process, the body initiates a counteractive B process, which tends to last longer than the A process. As Grisel explains it, “The states of withdrawal and craving from any drug are always exactly opposite to the drug’s effects. If a drug makes you feel relaxed, withdrawal and craving are experienced as anxiety and tension.” Alcohol is a depressant, so if we’re using it to relax, we’re actually netting out with more anxiety because of this A-B process—one drink leaves us more stressed, tensed, anxious, and depressed. And this effect isn’t reserved for heavy drinkers; withdrawal and craving are things we experience anytime we consume a drug. One glass is one dose.

				
				Alcohol does so much damage to our bodies that to mention all the ways it impacts us physiologically would fill an entire book; consuming alcohol—any amount of alcohol—disrupts nearly every process, system, and organ of the body. Below is a laundry list of just a fraction of the side effects of ethanol consumption, and it reads like one of those sped-up disclaimers that run for minutes in drug commercials, or the paragraphs of fine print that accompany any drug ad in a magazine. If reading this list feels like a dive into some endless pool of health warnings, that’s only because it is; the following should come at the end of every Corona commercial or winery tour.

				
					The Short- to Medium-term Effects of Drinking Alcohol

					
							
							Disrupts sleep. Many people think of alcohol as a sleep aid. While it does allow us to fall asleep faster by kicking us into slow-wave sleep, we aren’t actually reaping the rejuvenating benefits of deeper sleep because our alpha (thinking) brainwaves are also activated; this means our brain isn’t actually getting the benefit of slow-wave sleep, which is responsible for recuperation of the brain and body.

							Further, we normally experience seven REM (rapid eye movement) stages during a sleep cycle; when we drink alcohol, we experience about two. Deprivation of REM sleep leads to a number of ailments, in particular an increase in anxiety, depressive states, irritability, and appetite; it also leads to memory loss. Poor sleep in general contributes to stress hormone disruption (that “tired and wired” feeling—tired during the day and wired at night) and weight gain.

							The body takes three to four days to fully remove alcohol from the system, so if we are imbibing once or twice a week, we never fully reap the benefits of sound sleep. Even moderate alcohol use puts us in an almost constant state of sleep deprivation.

							

							
							Fuels anxiety. Because alcohol is primarily a depressant, we reach for it to take the edge off. Which it does, initially. However, the counteractive process (or the B process) to the depressant nature of alcohol is a release of cortisol and adrenaline into the body. If you drink one glass of wine, you might have about twenty minutes of the desired “relaxed” effect before the drug (A process) wears off, and you’re left with increased amounts of cortisol and adrenaline, which fuel anxiety. This means alcohol causes anxiety; it doesn’t manage it. It’s one of the worst drugs we can imbibe if we are prone to depressive and anxious states.

						

							
							Impedes detoxification. The liver is the body’s hardest-working organ, performing more than five hundred tasks to keep you healthy. It’s in charge of detoxifying harmful compounds in everything you eat, drink, breathe, apply to your skin, and take as a medication. Since alcohol is one of the most toxic substances we ingest, our liver and kidneys prioritize it in the detox process. This means any other toxins waiting to leave our system are deprioritized—the alcohol cuts in line, and we are left with excess toxins.

							What the body can’t excrete through its own natural detoxification process, it recirculates through the system and eventually stores it in our body fat, or adipose tissue. This buildup of toxins also affects the central nervous system and mental function, exacerbates anxiety and depression, accelerates aging, and contributes to degenerative disease. All in all, this means a few things. First, losing weight becomes harder. If you’ve ever dieted and plateaued, this is one cause. Second, almost everything you do in the name of detoxification is entirely canceled out by the ingestion of alcohol. Body scrubbing, juice cleanses, or anything else you do to expel toxins—that’s all going to serve the removal of alcohol, or the toxins left in the system after alcohol commandeered the detox process. Alcohol both flushes these nutrients and increases the need for them, eventually leading to a compromised detox function.

							To put it bluntly, alcohol ruins healthy liver function, which translates to looking and feeling like shit. Fatigue, worsening PMS and hormonal issues, acne, bloating, headaches, yellowish skin and eyes, bad breath, BO, constipation or loose stools, and irritability are just some of the ways a disruption in detox shows up.

							

							
							Causes weight gain or interferes with weight loss. Absorption of excess toxins into fat cells isn’t the only way alcohol causes weight gain. Alcohol is high in sugar and calories (with zero nutritional value) and a natural appetite stimulant, and it anesthetizes the body processes that tell you when you’re full. Because alcohol adversely affects blood sugar and insulin balance, it contributes to sugar and carb cravings. It’s also the only beverage on the market that doesn’t have a nutritional label or ingredient list. To be clear, there is nothing wrong with gaining weight or being fat, and I don’t want to play into the bullshit hype that our size is reflective of our worth or that losing weight is some pinnacle of success. It’s not, and diet culture, fatphobia, and the glamorization of thinness are just as choking as alcohol culture. I’ve included the points on weight gain for those of you who—for whatever reason—are putting efforts into losing weight.

						

							
							Causes facial redness and broken capillaries. If you’ve ever experienced a flush while drinking or if you’ve noticed more broken blood vessels on your face, they are directly related to the process of alcohol metabolizing (or the body’s reaction to a toxic, foreign substance). Because the body can’t store alcohol, it first converts it into acetaldehyde, a severely toxic substance that the body then tries to rid itself of. Acetaldehyde is broken down by an enzyme known as alcohol dehydrogenase; if you drink alcohol faster than you metabolize it (and its byproducts), or if you lack the enzyme (certain populations, like East Asians, are deficient), your body is left with excess acetaldehyde, which can be released only through oxidation (or through the skin). Blood vessels dilate (expand) to release acetaldehyde, thus leaving us with (over time) permanently broken capillaries. These are often clustered near the nose. This is not limited to some people—anyone who drinks alcohol has to excrete it, and all of us do it via respiration. (This also explains that pickled smell you might have the day after a big night that you can’t seem to scrub off or sweat out.)

						

							
							Fucks up your brain. Grisel in Never Enough calls alcohol a “neurological sledgehammer,” because it affects not just one region of the brain but all of them. Alcohol compromises the entire brain. Memory, motor function, inhibition, personality, emotional volatility—virtually nothing is untouched by alcohol, which assaults our brain on almost every known level. Again, this problem is not isolated to heavy drinking. One drink, moderate drinking, and heavy drinking all negatively impact our most precious organ.

						

							
							Messes with blood sugar balance. Alcohol converts rapidly to sugar in the bloodstream, so it can quickly and temporarily treat shakiness, “hanger,” or anxiety (which is one reason cravings for alcohol or sugar can be so intense once you’ve quit). This larger-than-normal dump of glucose from drinking alcohol leads to a release of insulin (from the pancreas) to restore blood sugar levels. Over time this action leads to an overproduction of insulin and results in low blood sugar levels (hypoglycemia). The pattern weakens the function of the adrenal glands, causing us to reach for more sugar, more alcohol, or other stimulants like coffee, and eventually leads to adrenal and mitochondrial fatigue and other metabolic conditions. There’s also evidence that consuming more sugar is correlated to higher rates of cancer and depression, and since alcohol is sugar (and pretty much only sugar), there are myriad ways it contributes to depression: first through the increased sugar intake, second by nature of the drug (it’s a depressant), and third through the hijacking of dopaminergic pathways (as we’ll see in Chapter 5).

						

							
							Disrupts endocrine (hormone) function. Our endocrine system is responsible for regulating our bodily functions, such as our metabolism, sex drive, sleep cycles, energy levels, menstrual cycle, and stress response, to name only a few. Alcohol disrupts the functioning of the endocrine system on a number of levels: (1) it disrupts the sleep cycle (which directly impacts the endocrine system); (2) it raises estrogen levels and depletes testosterone levels; and (3) it artificially stimulates the fight-or-flight response (release of cortisol and adrenaline, for instance), yet another cause of anxiety, depression, and insomnia. In other words, alcohol assaults the system in charge of making sure your body runs properly. The result is fatigue, low sex drive, worsening periods, mood imbalance, poor metabolic function, adrenal fatigue, and disrupted sleep cycles, to name just a few.

						

							
							Is linked to seven different cancers. Alcohol is carcinogenic (it causes cancer). The evidence of the link between drinking and cancer is almost irrefutable. For breast cancer alone, more than one hundred studies have reaffirmed the link between drinking and breast cancer. Women who drink three alcoholic beverages a week have a 15 percent higher risk of breast cancer; that risk is increased by 10 percent for each additional drink women have daily (which makes you really rethink those bottles of wine with pink ribbons on them). Breast cancer is only one of the cancers linked to alcohol consumption; the others include mouth and throat, esophagus, voicebox, liver, colon, and rectum—basically, any place in the digestive system that alcohol comes into contact with. The cancer risk isn’t reserved for heavy drinkers—light to moderate use puts us at greater risk for cancer, period.

						

							
							Causes premature aging. I’ve already mentioned flushing (facial redness and broken capillaries) and puffiness—side effects that make us look older. But alcohol also leads to loss of collagen and elasticity. And it depletes us of the minerals, nutrients, and antioxidants that counter free radical damage (read: oxidation that ages us) and that help carry oxygen throughout the body. Alcohol also depletes us of zinc and vitamin

						

							
							
						

					

				
			
				
				
			

			
				Alcohol and Feminism
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