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Praise for The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober



‘Truthful, modern and real’


Stylist


‘The first half of the book describes in graphic detail Gray’s misadventures as a borderline alcoholic…but the second half jauntily and convincingly argues that sobriety can be just as enjoyable as intoxication.’


Jake Kerridge, The Sunday Telegraph


‘She wants us to us question our reliance on drink and the way society pushes it on us. Mainly, though, without being remotely preachy, she wants to convince anyone who’ll listen that a booze-free life isn’t just worth living, it’s better.’


Hilary Rose, The Times


‘The appealing pitch of Gray’s book is that sober life is not just good for you, it’s actually better fun, too. Sobriety has had a bad rap, being equated since time immemorial with seriousness and dull, muted colours. In fact, sober life offers you the whole rainbow…She writes about her addiction with admirable honesty, and in a tone that is light, bubbly and remarkably rarely annoying.’


Alice O’Keefe, The Guardian


‘Brave, witty and brilliantly written. It’ll make you look at life through sharper eyes. What a revelation.’


Tracy Ramsden, features editor, Marie Claire


‘Haunting, admirable and enlightening’


The Pool


‘Gray’s fizzy writing succeeds in making this potentially boring-as-hell subject both engaging and highly seductive’


The Bookseller


‘Hard to put down! This book combines a riveting, raw yet humorous memoir with actionable and well researched advice for anyone looking for the joy of a sober lifestyle. Catherine Gray combines storytelling and science, creating a throughly readable and unexpectedly educational read. Her contribution to this genre is truly unique. Not only entertaining; it holds a universe of hope for the reader. I highly recommend this wonderful book.’


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


‘Like listening to your best friend teach you to be sober. Lighthearted but serious, it’s packed with ideas, tools, tips and, most importantly, reasons for living a sober life. This book is excellent.’


Eric Zimmer, host of podcast The One You Feed


‘Catherine’s writing style and voice captivate me. She has a way of translating her story into an experience I don’t want to end. I want to drink every drop she produces.’


Holly Whitaker, founder of Hip Sobriety School and co-presenter of Home podcast


‘This book is great. A balanced, informative and entertaining mélange of memoir, sociology and psychology. I identified very strongly with huge sections of it.’


Jon Stewart, guitarist of Sleeper and Leaving AA, Staying Sober blogger


‘Sober is too often equated with “sombre” in our culture. Gray’s book turns that idea on its head. Her experience of sobriety is joyful and life-affirming. A must-read for anyone who has a nagging suspicion that alcohol may be taking away more than it’s giving.’


Hilda Burke, psychotherapist and couples counsellor


‘Catherine Gray really captures the FUN we can have in sobriety. This book challenges the status quo; sobriety sounds as liberating as taking a trip to the jungle. Fun and inspirational. What an important book for our time! A joy to read.’


Samantha Moyo, founder of Morning Gloryville


‘This book is a gamechanger. Everyone deserves to have Catherine hold their hand as they navigate the new world of not drinking – whether exploring alcohol-free periods or going for full on sobriety – and this book enables just that. Wise, funny and so relatable, The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober adds colour to the “dull” presumption that often comes with not drinking. A book for the times as sobriety continues to be the “wellness trend to watch”. Keep it in your bag as you navigate the world of not drinking, and let Catherine lead the way for you as she re-defines sobriety in the 21st century.’


Laurie, Girl & Tonic blogger
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To my single buddies. There is nothing wrong – and everything right – with you.
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PREFACE


Society tends to view single people with a furrow of the brow, a pang of pity, and a ‘There, there, you’ll meet someone soon’ *Pats hand*. Articles about singles are often illustrated with a disgruntled woman downing a martini, or a lone man in a glittery hat with a birthday cake. [Insert sound effect of a mournful party streamer]


We live in a culture that tends to celebrate and exalt couples, but pigeonholes singles as outliers, misfits, oddballs who can’t find someone to love them. Poor singles.


Yet, if being single is so terrible, why are more than half of us choosing it over coupling? Simple. Because it’s not terrible. Being single for an extended period – or for life – can be incredibly empowering, fun and emancipating. Being single is a heckofalot better than panic-settling, that’s for sure.


I didn’t know this in my twenties, that single is not a failure, that I wasn’t ‘broken’ somehow if I didn’t have a boyfriend. I bought into the idea of the ‘other half’ hook, line and heart-sinker, and felt horribly incomplete when I was solo. I roamed around desperately seeking my missing half, like a bisected panto pony.


As a result, I was a totally batshit-crazy love addict. (Still am, sometimes.) Rather than love blooming over me like wisteria, it had me in a poison-ivy-esque chokehold, threatening my very wellbeing. This manifested in lovely behaviour such as internet stalking, fantasizing about marrying people I barely knew, clinging, raging arguments, cheating and snooping.


Why am I telling you all of this? I’ve now learned that when you share the darkest parts of your life, and find that thousands of people say ‘Me too’, it transmutes those black memories into spun gold. Sharing is like alchemy.


This book is not an attempt to tear down happy couples (I love happy couples), nor is it saying that marriage is claptrap, or claiming that being single is ‘better.’ Single isn’t better. But it’s definitely not less than either. It’s equally as nourishing and joyous an existence.


Most books with ‘single’ in the title pivot on ‘How to cure your singleness by finding a partner’. This isn’t one of them. This book is about how to own being single, locate single joy and detach yourself from societal pressure to couple.


Singles are often treated as Peter Pans, overgrown adolescents, grownups in training, but actually, they’re the ones who should be given Advanced Adulting awards, since solo life is often no cakewalk.


Shooting for single/couple equality will benefit us all. The widespread resistance to being single, the sad-sack stigma attached to it, means that people settle for, and stay in, relationships they don’t truly want. As the acclaimed philosopher Alain de Botton says, ‘Only once singlehood has completely equal prestige with its alternative, can we be sure that people can be free in their choices’.


In other words, campaigning for single equality is as much for the coupled-up, as it is for the single. Given it means the coupled will then have a newfound freedom chute; the option to be single without sorrow.


Maybe this is you. Maybe you’re seeking an escape hatch from your socially endorsed, coupled-up form, that has begun to feel more like a cage, which is why you’ve picked up this book? Maybe you’re digging deep to see if you have the guts to go single.


Read on and you’ll see, there’s nothing to be scared of. We’ll talk later about how ‘They lived happily ever after’ should read ‘They lived happily for a bit’, given that research shows that marrying only gives a brief bump in contentment. We’ll talk about how being attached only actually makes you one per cent happier. Our perceptions are that relationships are euphoria-givers, but the hard evidence, the reality, doesn’t bear up to that wildly romanticized expectation.


Singledom is a choice. People aren’t single because nobody wants them. They’re single because they happen not to want the people who want them. Or maybe they’re not even looking.


The question ‘Why are you single?’ is nonsensical. Because we just are. Sometimes you’re in a relationship, and sometimes you’re not, and there’s no reason for it. Single is a result of a tangle of happenstance, choices and chance. Sometimes a relationship ends in marriage, and sometimes it doesn’t, and that doesn’t mean the relationship was a bust.


Similarly, a divorce is not a ‘failure’ of any kind. It’s actually warrior-level brave to walk away from a marriage that’s no longer working, given the way marriage is thrown up onto a pedestal in our society. Divorcees are rebels with a cause.


Being single should be just as validated and respected by society as being in a couple. Now that we’re the majority, rather than the minority, maybe the stereotypes of ‘sad single’ and ‘smug married’ can be jettisoned once and for all, and we can see that both lifestyle choices come with their pros and cons.


Singles are not half people, we are full people, and perfectly complete exactly the way we are.


[image: Illustration]




DRUNK ON LOVE


FEBRUARY, 2002


I’ve been on three dates with a charismatic, smooth, handsome older man – Daniel. I’ve decided that Daniel is The Guy. Every day, at work, I keep half an eye on my Nokia just in case its screen illuminates green and that wondrous little envelope appears.


Every night, after I finish work, I go home and dial-up the internet. Bing, bong, jjjjhhhhh, bong, bing, screeleebop, repeat.


Several minutes later, I am online. Booyah! I sit in front of my cathmermaid@hotmail.com* homepage and click on my inbox. I am looking for a fix. My substance. Relief from this constant craving. I am seeking an email from Daniel, ideally arranging our next date. It’s not there. Fucksticks.


I sit there, for the next two hours, constantly hitting ‘refresh’ on the computer. Refresh, refresh, refresh. I really do.


When I get bored of my clicking, I read articles on vacuous websites with titles such as ‘How to get him hot for you’, or ‘21 signs he’s nuts about you’ or ‘Men on their 19 date-dealbreakers’.


It’s imperative I learn this poppycock, in order to bag Daniel. It’s like I’m revising for a test. OK, so I need to: play with my hair, not respond straight away, be busy for the first two dates he suggests, reveal legs or cleavage but never both. Check, check, check. Refresh, refresh, refresh.


I am totally oblivious to the fact that I’m obsessively clicking my inbox like a rat in a laboratory cage. A rat with a button that dispenses a drug. I think my behaviour is normal.


My behaviour was not normal. I was a raging love addict.


Have you seen Inside Out? It’s one of the most mind-bendingly profound films of the past decade. (I know it’s meant for kids. #sorrynotsorry)


Anyhow, the film sets up a metaphor whereby all of us have islands in our brains, islands that make up our personality. The little girl in it, Riley, has Hockey Island, Goofball Island, Friendship Island, Family Island… you get the picture. The islands are the most important things in her life.


When Riley turns into a teen, Tragic Vampire Romance Island, Fashion Island and Boy Band Island emerge from the water.


As I was watching Inside Out, I experienced an epiphany. If you had mapped my personality islands in my twenties, there would have been Booze Island, a Mordor-style isle filled with lost handbags, nightclubs like Be At One, slavering demons and bottomless abysses. But the island that would have been just as big, and just as malevolent, would have been Man Island. It was constantly illuminated, shaking and beset with thunderstorms, like a possessed amusement park.


When I gave up drinking aged 33, I decided it was also about time that I tackled Man Island. I needed to shrink Man Island into more of a dinky Isle of Wight, rather than a sprawling Ireland-sized realm. I needed to make it less dramatic, less fearful and less all-important. More of an aside kinda island. A pleasant destination, rather than a whole country.


So that’s what I set about doing. And when I did so, I discovered a new island, an alternative, that I unexpectedly fell in love with. Single Island.





* Millennials: this was back in the days when we all chose ludicrous email addresses. Think hotrod1979@hotmail.com, lusciouslipslucy@yahoo.co.uk, beerpongbarry@outlook.com. Without ever thinking that these would have to go on our CVs. We soon learned.




INTRODUCTION




Monomania: Exaggerated or obsessive enthusiasm for or preoccupation with one thing.
(Extracted from the Oxford Dictionary)
Oneomania: Exaggerated or obsessive enthusiasm with finding The One. (Extracted from my head)





I’m going to level with you. I am still a love addict. I can’t claim to be fixed. Nope. Sorry. That would be a bare-faced lie.


Alas, I am still the woman who stares saucer-eyed at her text messages, watching her phone like a TV, breathlessly awaiting a reply when those tantalizing iPhone dots appear. I still have to gently slap myself around the face to stop the Yosemite Wedding fantasy (woodland-themed, if you must know, a little bit Narnian, with harpists and flutists, and I will wear...oh rats, there I go again *gentle slap*).


I still crush like a paper bag whenever a man I’ve only had two dates with, and barely know, who I’ve spent a grand total of (drum roll) seven hours with, ghosts me. I’m still that person. I’m not going to pretend otherwise.


However, I have managed to dial my oneomania down from urgent, hysterical, phone-stabbing, triple-messaging (‘Are you OK? Have you had an accident?!’). It helped enormously that I took a whole year off dating, during which I didn’t so much as hold a man’s hand.


It helped that I read as much as I could about why love addiction happens, all of which I will impart to you. It helped that I stopped giving people the power to puff or deflate me. When I was chronically love-addicted, I was like an inflatable person; reliant on praise to pump me up and shrinking into a glum little heap when I felt rejected.


A SPINSTER AGED 33


My first love rock bottom came a couple of months before my final alcohol rock bottom. My dad, now sadly departed, started calling me a ‘spinster’ aged 33. And no, he wasn’t yanking my chain. This was no ‘just rattling your cage!’ joke. He was being straight-down-the-line serious that I was a spinster, and what the devil was I gonna do about it.


This ‘You’re a spinster’ conversation came about because of a visit we’d just had to my aunt and uncle. During which, the question ‘So, any danger of you getting married, Catherine?’ was asked. I explained that I’d just split up with a guy who hadn’t been treating me well, who I’d lived with for a year, and that I felt good about the decision. My uncle frowned and said ‘Well, you’re not getting any younger,’ which my dad guffawed at.


When we left, I turned to my dad, laughed nervously, and said ‘They’ve started treating me like a spinster!’ He said, matter-of-fact, unflinchingly, as was his way: ‘Well, you are a spinster.’ We then had a huge argument in the car, during which I cried, said I wasn’t a spinster, and he shouted at me that I was a spinster. It was bizarre.


I was utterly distraught. Later that day, I went for a long run along the River Lagan, sat on a leafy riverbank and full-body-sobbed. Once I’d cried myself out, I tried to figure out why this had wounded me so much. I knew full well, rationally, that this was ridiculous fifties Mad Men-esque misogyny, and yet it had cut me deep. I explored my wound and found a thorn buried deep inside. A thorn of Failure. That was it. Huh. This was what had scored my side so brutally.


I felt like I’d failed as a woman, as a person, because I hadn’t found my life partner yet. I felt unchosen, unwanted, left on the shelf. While also knowing, intellectually, that this was nonsense. I knew that I had just finished a toxic relationship and was, at the age of 33, a mere youngster in the grand scheme.


A friend once informed me that my photo albums resembled an ego-fluffing trophy room. The sort of room somebody despicable has hidden away, replete with stag antlers, rhino horns and stuffed leopards.


I recently looked back over said photo album, with a discerning eye. She was right. It was basically a Rolodex of my exes, with the odd mate thrown in. It was a display cabinet. Of men who had found me to be worthwhile. Now that I look at this album, it’s highly creepy. My catalogue of kills. I really did define myself by the men I’d slept with.


But, d’you know what? I completely understand why I was the way I was. I don’t judge my twentysomething self. I’d been taught that romantic relationships are the most important thing, over and over, through subliminal (or blatant) societal messaging. As have you.


SETTLE DOWN, QUICK!


Here’s the thing. We’ve been brainwashed into thinking that a happy-ever-after always involves finding a partner. The person. Our lobster. Our other half. How is it that, in the 21st century, getting married is still seen as a woman’s greatest accomplishment? Is it my imagination, or is that undercurrent really there? (I think it’s really there.) And, it’s not just women who feel this intense pressure. Men feel it too.


Yet, despite this proposal press-gang, millions of us are increasingly choosing to stay single. The single population is growing at ten times the rate of the population in general. A typical British millennial is expected to live alone, without a partner, for an average of 15 years.


The most recent data, collated by Mintel in their Single Lifestyles 2017 report, found that 51 per cent of Brits aged 25–44 are now single (including divorcees). Back in 2016, the Office for National Statistics reported that the single/divorced slice of the population was 35 per cent. Could that seriously be a jump of 16 per cent in one little year?


We’re leaving marriage later and later. The Office for National Statistics released a report in 2018 that said, ‘For marriages of opposite-sex couples, the average (mean) age for men marrying in 2015 was 37.5 years, while for women it was 35.1 years.’


In other words, the average bride was 35 years old, while the average groom was circa 38. This revelation triggered a slew of press headlines, such as ‘Rise of the Older Bride: average age for women to walk down the aisle is now over 35.’ Out of these 2015 marriages, 75 per cent of the men and 76 per cent of the women were marrying for the first time.* Six in ten brides were over 30.


In 1970, average marriage ages were 27 for men and 25 for women.** So, compared to 1970, men are getting married 11 years later, while women are getting married 10 years later. Astounding, huh?


What’s more, 42 per cent of marriages end in divorce. Meaning that almost half of those who walk hopefully and beaming down the aisle, wind up suddenly single later in life.


SINGLE IS NOW THE NORM


Before I dug up this data showing that singles have now tipped over into becoming the majority, I wrote reams of cool stuff about norm-subverting, which then had to hit the cutting room floor, once I found out that we are now the norm. I didn’t know that. Did you?


However, even though it is that way, it doesn’t feel that way. It still feels rebellious, like trend-bucking, to be single later in life. Why? Because we are still living in the shadow of the nuclear-shaped family and groaning under the weight of our parents’ expectations.


We’ll talk more about this later, but during the raising and adulting of the Baby Boomer* generation, there was an almighty marriage spike, which is likely why our parents are so perplexed that we’re not married like they were by our age. (If you’re aged 25–50, you’re most likely the offspring of Baby Boomers.)


Our parents and the media have taught us to fear being single. I know this fear, intimately. It’s why I was never single in my twenties, and instead swung from boyfriend to boyfriend. I thought any relationship, no matter how toxic, was better than none.


When I wasn’t with someone I felt flat and dark, like a pitch-black room that waits for someone to come along, flick on the light, and animate it once more. And ironically, given the paramount importance I awarded the preservation of relationships, I was a human wrecking ball. I snooped, cheated, started arguments, all that fun stuff. I would break up with people to push a lever for more attention.


In recent years, I’ve managed to stop all of that. I don’t stay in unhealthy relationships, I’m no longer frightened of being single, I can date without losing my marbles, and I’ve now learned to luxuriate in my singleness, rather than look longingly at couples thinking, ‘I want that. Why don’t I have that?’


As I say, I’m not cured of love addiction. It’s still running around inside me, growling for sustenance. But I’ve learned how to live with it. How to tame it, leash it, re-train it, even stroke it. And I’m now genuinely happy as a single.


Working on my love addiction has led to me now feeling free of the need to be coupled. In my twenties I was single for a grand total of six months (which were basically spent interviewing potential new boyfriends) and in the past five years I’ve been single for three-and-a-half years. That’s a rise from 5 per cent singleness in my twenties, to 70 per cent in the past five years.


LET THE REVERSE BRAINWASH BEGIN


So, what are we going to do in this book? How do we proceed?


We’re going to de-programme ourselves by talking to psychologists and neuroscientists about the love-hooked messages we get from society, and what goes on in our crazy-in-love brains.


We’ll dig around in the messages we get from literature, films and TV, that condition us to be obsessed with romantic love (The Bridget Jones trilogy ended with, of course, a wedding). These messages get under our skin, they dig into our subconscious, they make us think that our happy-ever-after has to involve a couple silhouetted against a sunset. Y’know what? It doesn’t.


If you do want to date, I’m going to tell you how I learned to do it moderately, without turning into a deranged Instagram stalker, and without thinking I was in love with some dude I’d known for two weeks.


Most importantly, we’re going to locate and free a spring of single joy. And make sure it never goes away again.*





* I couldn’t locate a reliable, nationwide source of data for the average ages of first marriage.


** The 1970 mean marriage-age figures have been rounded up/down.


* Baby Boomers are those born roughly between 1946 and 1964, or those who are between 54 and 72 years old the year this book was published (2018).


* Please note: wherever possible, I have been gender-neutral, while also remembering that around nine out of ten of my readers are female. Any heteronormative clangers are just that – accidental – and I apologize in advance for them. All of my ex-boyfriends names have been changed, to protect the innocent and let the guilty off the hook. Namaste *bows*.
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LOVE ADDICTION DEFINED


The Priory, one of the most highly regarded addiction-treatment centres in Britain, defines love addiction as ‘characterized by feelings of strong obsessive behaviours of which the sufferer feels compelled to repeat regardless of the consequences’.


My interpretation is this: any addiction is the insanity of doing the same thing over and over, despite the fall-out, and expecting different results.


Dr Vik Watts and Mel Davis, from The Priory’s addiction team, pull out the classic behaviours of love addiction as:




‘1. Clinging to an idealized relationship, despite a different reality.


2. Returning time and time again to an abusive and damaging relationship.


3. Placing responsibility for emotional wellbeing on others.


4. Craving attention from many different relationships and seeking new sources of attention.’





I can absolutely say that I identify with every single one of those four. Yep, yup, tick, did all of that. BINGO. I win at love addiction!


Let’s go through each and I’ll tell you what my symptoms looked like:


1. CLINGING TO AN IDEALIZED RELATIONSHIP, DESPITE A DIFFERENT REALITY


I fantasized about movie-style relationships, tried to get my relationships to that level, and felt disappointed when I couldn’t. I was simultaneously an idealist and a critic.


I would do anything to avoid being single, including putting up with substandard treatment and/or dating people I wasn’t that into. I put being in a couple above my own happiness.


2. RETURNING TIME AND TIME AGAIN TO AN ABUSIVE AND DAMAGING RELATIONSHIP


As you’ll read later on, some of the behaviour I put up with – and exhibited myself – was extraordinarily screwed-up, because I was in denial as to what the reality was.


If I sensed a relationship was beginning to falter, I reacted by snooping and creating dramas. Which, believe it or not, were attempts at survival strategies. ‘If I find out what’s wrong, maybe I can fix it.’ And: ‘If I threaten to leave, maybe he’ll beg me to stay and realize he can’t live without me!’


But these invasive/mercurial tactics actually just ransacked the relationship, rather than ‘saving us’.


3. PLACING RESPONSIBILITY FOR EMOTIONAL WELLBEING ON OTHERS


I hadn’t the foggiest that my happiness was my own responsibility. Say what? If I was blue, it was my boyfriend’s fault. He needed to make me happy. He was failing at his job. Bad boyfriend.


4. CRAVING ATTENTION FROM MANY DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS AND SEEKING NEW SOURCES OF ATTENTION


When I wasn’t in a relationship, I sought one with the same level of urgency as you seek a place to live. My mates called me a ‘love monkey’ for swinging from man to man, like a monkey swings from tree to tree. Even when I was coupled, I solicited attention from other men. I confused sex with intimacy. I had sex, when what I wanted was intimacy. And sex was more like a moving art installation, intended to elicit approval and applause, rather than a loving act.


I am happy to report that I’ve now managed to cease all such behaviour. PHEW. But I still remain vigilant to any of this creeping back in. Always vigilant.


If you think that you too might be a love addict, don’t feel disheartened by that label. ‘I don’t love the term ”love addict” since it seems to imply a lifelong problem,’ Dr Jenny Taitz, a certified psychologist and author of How to be Single and Happy, tells me. ‘At any moment, we can choose a new action, and create new patterns of behaviour that link to our hopes. Our past doesn’t need to dictate our future.’


I agree. I think of addiction more as experiential than defining of me. If I was going to be really pedantic, I would say that ‘I have experienced love addiction, and am still prone to exhibiting signs of it,’ but that’s a bloody mouthful, and I can’t be arsed to type that repeatedly, so just take ‘love addict’ as shorthand for that. I’m going to wear that label, but you certainly don’t have to.


And most of all, if you feel like you might be hooked on love too, there’s hope. Change is entirely possible. People change all the blinking time.





WHEN I GROW UP, I WANT TO GET MARRIED


When I am four, I am able to climb the towering oak tree at the end of our road, right to the top. None of the boys can do it. I’m the only one. I’m the king of the castle, while they’re the dirty rascals. But then I realize, aged five, that I am a girl and, ideally, girls don’t climb trees. Girls are meant to be queens, not kings.


Instead, I start making ‘perfume’ out of smushed up rose petals and tiny drowning insects. I carefully place my creation, tongue out with the effort of not spilling, into the hot press to ‘bake.’ And then I slather myself – and my grimacing mum – with it. Already, I am very aware that a girl’s purpose is to attract. That my ultimate destiny is marriage.


Aged seven, my friends and I sit on the kerb of our street in Carrickfergus, working out our percentage compatibility with the names of boys we like, who are currently playing footie and don’t give a flying monkeys about us. I swing like a confused compass between what I really want to do (tear around doing wheelies on my brother’s BMX) and what I’m told I should want to do (play with the doll I have that pees when I give it a drink. That’s literally all it does *rolls eyes*).


If my purpose is to achieve male approval, then I am already failing at it. I feel rejected by both father figures in my life. As I grow into a gawky tween, my father appears to be consistently underwhelmed by me. My parents divorce and my mum remarries when I’m 10; I acquire a stepfather who openly loathes me.


My new stepfather makes my brother and I knock if we want to come into the living room (we are banned from it after 7pm), types us letters with bullet points of what we are doing wrong (too much butter on knives in the dishwasher!), nicknames us ‘the lodgers’ and makes it crystal clear that we are moving out on our 18th birthdays, come hell or high water.


If friends of mine spontaneously ring the doorbell, he sends them away with a roar and a slam of anger, for not having a prior appointment to visit. I don’t know what he expects; a scroll sent via a messenger boy on a horse?


I escape my home life by reading. By 12, I have read a contraband copy of Forever by Judy Blume about seven times. I am drunk on the romance it describes. One day, I will love a man so much that I will let him put his ‘Ralph’ inside me.


My stepfather reads my diaries. My best friend, Sam, and I creep out of the house the next night and cry dramatically as we lower the rest of my diaries, the undiscovered ones, into a pond in Dudley’s Priory Park, as if we’re burying a beloved pet. We walk home whispering frantically about running away to live in Birmingham, where we will shop at the rag market, pierce several parts of our bodies, date guitarists and go to Snob’s every Friday.


Deeply unhappy, I ask my dad if I can come and live with him, on Islandmagee, in Ireland. My happiest days are summers spent there, skimming stones in the horseshoe bay, crunching cinnamon lozenges, playing Swingball, repeatedly watching the 4 Non Blondes video on MTV, and playing with his three Jack Russells. He says no. I am devastated.


Throughout all of this turmoil, I am incredibly close to both my mother and my stepmother (my dad’s partner, Ruth). It’s either a coincidence or a fait accompli that later, as an adult, I find forging lifelong female friendships a doddle, while with men, I never manage to make anything stick, even a platonic friendship.


APPROVAL-HUNTING


At 14, I replace my devotion to horse riding, with nightclubbing. One of my closest friends at school drops me, writing me a letter saying that I have ‘become obsessed with boys’, whereas I used to be all about bands, good books and having a laugh. I am hurt, but I reason that she’s got it all wrong, not me. I swivel and point myself towards my other friends instead.


One day in our French lesson, the teacher asks us to stand up whenever we hear a French adjective that fits us. The class goes up and down like yo-yos as he calls out ‘long hair’, ‘blonde’, ‘tall’ and then ‘pretty’, which only the popular, smug girls stand up for.


Then he calls out ‘ugly.’ Balls. I have to stand up, don’t I? Everyone can see that I am. I stand up. Nobody else does. The teacher tells me to sit down, says it was just a joke, and clumsily starts to tell me that he thinks I’m actually...before realizing he can’t, and trailing off.


Something magical happens. My dumpy teenage frame stretches as I grow tall, cheekbones emerge from my doughy face, straighteners land in Boots and that nice man John Frieda brings us hair serum so that I can tame my nuclear cloud of hair.


I go to see my dad, and a visiting friend of his circles me as if I’m a horse, looks me up and down, and declares me a ‘Thoroughbred’. My dad turns to me, surprised, and something shifts behind his eyes. Later he says, ‘It stirred something in me that I’d never felt before. And then I realized what it was. Pride.’


My mum finally kicks my stepdad out when I’m 15, the trigger being him chasing me around the house threatening to lamp me because I’ve eaten something I wasn’t allowed. He writes me a letter saying that he hopes we can all work things out, starting the letter, inexplicably, by saying that I am becoming an ‘attractive young woman’. It’s the first nice thing he’s ever said to me, and I cling to it.


Soon after, my mum meets my current stepfather, Stewart, who is a king among men. He builds an extra wall in his house with his bare hands, in order to create me a bedroom of my own. From the day I meet him onward, I never feel anything but accepted, cherished and loved.


Stewart never admires – or derides – my appearance, other than to say amusing things like, ‘You look like a....physiotherapist’ when I ask him if he likes my new top. Who I am as a person, that’s what matters to him. He rewards honesty and kindness and humour, and doesn’t give a stuff what I look like in my Jane Norman dress.


But by then, my blueprint of seeking male approval, my expectation of rejection, is bone-deep. And given that my newfound passable prettiness once wielded the power to turn disgust to acceptance, I award my looks supreme appearance in my adolescent brain.


I AM A DOLL’S HOUSE


And so henceforth, all of my self-esteem depends on how I look. I purchase/shoplift my self-worth from make-up counters. By 17, I spend an hour-and-a-half getting ready for sixth form. Leaving the house without a full face of make-up is as unthinkable as leaving the house stark-vagina-naked.


If I’m having a bad hair day, I simply don’t go to college. Appearance first, learning second. If somebody doesn’t fancy me, I take that as the Most Mortal Wound. I need everyone to fancy me, because I think that if they fancy me, it means I’m worthwhile.


I hop aboard a Rolodex of constant boyfriends. It’s very important to me that my boyfriend-of-the-time thinks I’m the most attractive girl. ‘You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever been out with,’ my boyfriend Tony offers. ‘But am I the most attractive girl you’ve ever seen? I mean, apart from on telly?’ He tries to change the subject.


I am like a doll’s house that is for display only. An intricately painted façade, but with a dull cardboard interior, where you can see the staples and the scruffy seams. Wanting my boyfriends to find me more appealing than anyone else is an utterly unattainable chimera. But without that assurance, without them being complicit in that illusion, I feel adrift, lost, unanchored.


I fail to realize that people don’t choose to go out with people based on their exteriors; they choose them based on the entire package. I don’t crave approval of my personality, because as far as I am concerned, my only worth is in my outer shell.


Given the founding year of my acceptance by men was the year I started styling my hair, wearing make-up and pouring myself into tight clothes, it’s imperative that I keep these game-changers up.


In the first few months of a relationship, I get up half an hour before him to apply foundation and mascara, and iron my hair, because I truly believe that if he wakes up next to the Actual Me, he’ll be appalled. I need him to believe in Maybelline Me. Because there’s no way in hell I was born with it.


SKETCHING BOYFRIENDS


A night out is ‘pointless’ if I don’t pull. And thankfully, Nineties Birmingham is awash with #everydaysexism to prop up my self-esteem. Lines like ‘If I say you have a beautiful body will you hold it against me?’ or ‘Love that dress. It would look even better on my bedroom floor’ or ‘Nice legs, what time do they open?’ are still acceptable. I can’t go out into the world without men shouting at me about my bum.


Boyfriends are empty pages of my sketchbook. I draw in heroism and magnificence, when all I have is a rudimentary outline. But they don’t fall for the real me either. They may as well fall for Jessica Rabbit, given I’m just a collage of ‘What Men Find Sexy’ articles.


I read A Streetcar Named Desire by Tennessee Williams at university and feel a rubber-band twang of recognition when I read about Blanche DuBois. I style myself as a poker-playing, wisecracking, boozy broad. I seek out men who are a challenge. I love meeting a man who is indifferent to me, beating him at pool, and sparking all around him until I light a flicker of warmth in the cold coal of his eyes. Until the fireball-bright look of ‘yes’ passes between us.


I am a sexual vigilante who brags about sleeping nude and derides my best friend’s soft PJs and cuddly toys. Bed is a stage, not a cocoon, forgodsake. I am more pop-up performance art, than person. I badger my university friends to play strip poker after nights out, so that the tone can turn from wholesome to wanton.


I am like the pouty, nearly naked person who parades about on Instagram, except I don’t have social media to strut around, so I use Birmingham’s Broad Street instead. I stride around like an open-mouthed Pac-Man, feeding on the compliments I gather as I go. When I drink, I feel ten-feet tall; being sober shrinks me.


At first glance, you look at me and see supreme confidence, a sway of the hips, exaggerated laughter, a game face. But if you’re observant you’ll see a person at war with themselves. An irritated tug at rebellious hair, feet shoved into too-small shoes, fingertips bitten to blood and superglued to fake nails. Beneath the swagger of this showpony, there’s civil unrest.


I read Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, which constructs an erotic wonderland and gives me the term ‘zipless fuck’: shorthand for sex without strings, commitment or ulterior motives. That’s what I tell myself I’m doing, but the truth is, there’s nothing zipless about my motives. I want intimacy, affection, validation and I’m looking for it in all the wrong places, by letting my clothes cascade onto floors.


I drink to feel close to people and wind up too close. I pour wine into myself to feel sexy, and end up being too sexy. I don’t know how to halt the intimacy acceleration halfway.


I wake up the next morning and for a blissful second, I don’t know where I am, or who I’m with. Then I feel shame cover me. I don’t want to do this, so why do I keep doing it?


Because I am addicted to them wanting me – the conquer, the overthrow. That underbelly snap of mutual attraction. Which sends lust swimming from my navel to my hip bone, where it pauses to tumble-turn, and then surges down the inside of my thigh.


A night on the lash and the lust comes with consequences; both appear to hate me come the morning. Sunrise smashes the spell, like a collective morning comedown at a rave. Last night desire pulled me into its lap; at daybreak it boots a bewildered me back into reality.


As Carl Jung said, ‘Shame is a soul-eating emotion,’ and that’s how it feels. Like tiny moths eating at my spirit, moths that are hidden in the sad eiderdown of those mornings. I try to sleep it away, drink it away and laugh it away by turning my trysts into anecdotes, but the shame moths have burrowed under my skin and are now chomping away at my soul.


LOVE-ADDICT LULLABIES


To get to sleep, to erase these episodes from my mind, I compose love-addict lullabies. Montages of things I’d seen in movies, like [insert man of the month] chasing a car to stop me leaving, or diving into foaming white-water rapids to save my favourite necklace. I lie there tingling with vorfreude, imagining my future wedding, just as an aspiring astronaut pictures being the first to set foot on Mars, or a showjumper envisages clearing a tricksy water obstacle.


I listen to The Corrs ‘What Can I Do’, Extreme’s ‘More than Words’, Big Mountain’s ‘Baby I Love your Way’ and Aqualung’s ‘Brighter than Sunshine’, and fantasize about making men love me. And they do. I am a hit. But I can’t handle true intimacy; as soon as they come too close, look too close, I pull away and pivot towards my next conquest.


My first bona fide person addiction is the Daniel we’ve already talked about, the one of the constant email refreshing. I date him when I’m 22 and write down every detail of our dozen or so dates.


I read the date logs over and over and record every compliment he ever gives me diligently, like an accountant tallying profits. But when he tells me that he loves me, during sex, perhaps accidentally, I stare at him, horrified. The truth is, I don’t love him, I love the idea of him.


My dad tells me I’m ‘getting bingo wings’ when I turn 24, so I panic and join a gym. (I spend the next five years thinking I have fat arms, when I definitely don’t.) If I have a spot, he will say, ‘What is THAT?’, angrily pointing at the offending item as if I’ve tattooed a spider on my face. He’s just trying to help me, I think. I’m failing him, by becoming unattractive.


I believe that female beauty is like a flower that only blooms for a short while, then browns and droops, and slowly drains of colour. I am terrified of this wilt, even in my mid-twenties. If anyone criticizes my appearance, I take this as a terrifying sign that my wilt has begun. And now what will I become?


My alcohol dependence and my love addiction prop each other up, like smashed people trying to walk home from a party. My drinking enables me to secure boyfriends, and when it all falls apart, my drinking is there to console me, or to catapult me on to the next conquest.


When boyfriends break it off with me, I react by crying and drinking until catatonic, while listening to the Foo Fighters’ ‘Best of You’ or Radiohead’s ‘Creep’ on repeat. When I break it off with them, I bowl out, get blotto and find a new bloke.


THE GIRL WHO CRIED THE ONE


There are plenty of men to serve as an energy source for my self-worth. By now, I am working at Cosmopolitan magazine as a writer, and I go out-out four or five times a week, to drink my head off and flirt outrageously.


My job gifts me with assignments like ‘Find 35 men and convince them to pose naked for charity’. Basically an excuse to chat up random men in the street, on work’s time and dime. I secure all 35 within a week and my colleagues give me a thunderous round of applause. I go on dates with several of them after the photo shoot.


I bring boyfriend after boyfriend home, like a proud cat with a mouse, so much so that my family stops learning their names and settle on ‘Whatshisface’ or ‘Yer man’ or ‘Cath’s new boyfriend’. I laugh when people call me a ‘Maneater’ and shrug when they exclaim, ‘Another one, already?!’ They shake their heads in disbelief when I swear that this one is different. I have become the girl who cried The One.


Time after time, my friends comment on how my relationships get ‘intense’ really quickly. And they do. We plan kids’ names after just a couple of months – weeks even. I think it’s because we’re in a romantic spin, but really, it’s a ‘just add people’ mix, the Instant Whip of relationships.


Men are potential suitors first, people second. If they’re married, I simply stop talking to them. ‘Bah. Irrelevant.’ Birthday parties are not chances to celebrate my friend, they are a chance to meet heaps of potential new suitors. I look at who’s checking me out on the train, rather than at the golden fields streaming past.


I am a deft catastrophizer, so much so that one boyfriend starts calling it ‘Cathastrophizing’. If my boyfriend isn’t answering the phone one evening, he’s definitely having a threesome. If he wants to ‘talk’, he’s definitely going to split up with me. I have a talent for doomscaping ice palaces out of the teeniest, tiniest snowflakes.


I am convinced that every other woman in my boyfriend’s life poses a threat. I quiz them about their exes, convinced that if I can gather enough data about what went right/wrong, I can win the game. On high alert for love rivals, I scan any new environment for more attractive women. Whenever I do catch a boyfriend sneaking a glance at another girl, I feel it like a hot rod of pain.


A WRECKING BALL


When I’m 27, I meet Seb and fall deeply in love and, happily, he does the same. Finally, I’ve found a relationship in which we’re both equally keen.


The preservation of the relationship is my ultimate goal. Yet, I fly it into a wall like a kamikaze pilot. Just as a teenage boy smashes a model airplane because it’s not ‘perfect’, I blow things up on a regular basis.


I burn our bond to the ground, rebuild it, demolish it, reconstruct carefully, hack it to smithereens, piece it back together, and then wonder why it’s a lopsided, fragile-as-fuck eyesore.


I do things like dump him in a rage, and then, when he asks for a few days for him to process our break-up-then-make up, I refuse to allow it. He screens my calls during his ‘headspace’ time, so I go to the payphone at the end of the street and repeatedly call him from that instead, tricking him by using a different number. I cannot stand not having access to him at all times. Because he is my everything. And that’s how it’s supposed to be, right?


Our relationship buckles beneath my movie-standard expectations. I carefully orchestrate date-cute scenes, by organizing weekends looking for wild ponies in the New Forest, or cocktails overlooking Santorini’s caldera, and then feel disappointed when they’re not what I expected.


I terrorize him with my demands, tantrums and bad drunken behaviour, until, finally, all of my Cathastrophizing comes true, and he dumps me three years in, shortly after my 30th birthday. He’s done.


My heart is not just cracked in two, it’s decimated. But my immediate response is to swivel and find a new boyfriend, as if I have just lost a job and need to find a new source of income pronto.


I am online dating within a month. When I can’t get a date, I sit and drink-dial my roster of men from home. I am the female equivalent of the man who texts after midnight saying, ‘You still up? Wanna come over?’


I don’t really care who comes over, as long as someone does. Anything, other than being alone. I am in the market for a man who will provide the boyfriend experience, at 1am, while the men I dial are usually in the market for something entirely different.





STORYBOOKS AND SCREENS SHAPE LOVE ADDICTS


Let’s step out of my story for a moment, and into the cultural landscape as a whole. To take in an aerial sweep of the messages I was – and you were – receiving. Kids are like Play-Doh. They are easily shaped. Here is a nice chat I recently had with a five-year-old.


Five-year-old: ‘Where’s your house?’


Me: ‘Well, I don’t have one, I do something called “rent”.’


Five-year-old: ‘You don’t have a house?! MUMMMM, she doesn’t have a house!’


Five-year-old, a few seconds later, once she’s digested this shock: ‘Are you married?’


Me: ‘Nope.’


Five-year-old, hands on hips: ‘Why not?’


Me: ‘Because I haven’t met anyone I want to marry.’


Five-year-old: ‘OK. Do you have children? *Looks pointedly at my belly*


Me: ‘Ummm, anyway, shall we go upstairs and play?’


I find it fascinating that a five-year-old already knows that these three things – property, marriage and children – are markers of a ‘successful’ adult. How do they know that?! These messages get encoded young, no?


One of the ways we are conditioned very early on is through fairytales. Let’s consider some of the messages a five-year-old could glean from the most popular ones.


Snow White’s stepmother is so jealous of her superior beauty that she tries to kill her – three times. But hey, at least Snow White (along with her band of enchanted woodland friends) is an excellent cook and cleaner for seven men.


Cinderella’s only hope of getting away from the Ugly Sisters (ugliness is generally shorthand for being a bell-end, in fairytales) is to fulfil her dreams of going to the ball and landing the prince.


Sleeping Beauty is in a cursed coma until a prince kisses her and animates her. Even Ariel, aka the little mermaid, who is indeed a ballsy, father-defying heroine and saves the prince’s life, trades her beautiful voice for legs (that feel like walking on knives) in order to hang out with him. She then dances for him, despite excruciating pain.


Beauty is always, always what enchants the princes in these tales. Many of the princes propose before they’ve even talked to the girl for longer than a heartbeat. Modern-day fairytales such as The Princess Bride and Stardust also slot into the narrative mould of beautiful damsel in distress being rescued by a courageous man.


One of the reasons Whitney Wolfe started Bumble (a dating app where women have to message men first) was to subvert this man-approaches-woman dynamic. Wolfe encourages women to swerve mean, and seek nice.


‘We’re trained to be attracted to meanness,’ she says, citing the Disney dynamic. ‘The little boy is mean to the little girl because he has a crazy crush on her. But then he goes home and writes love letters at night.’
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