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			“I’ve heard it said that for alcoholics like me, there are only four possibilities: prison, the psychiatric ward, death or sobriety. I didn’t go to jail, but did end up at the police station, in a drunk tank. The psychiatric hospital? I was there for a week, it was shocking. Death? I came close to it several times. I’ve come a long way, a very long way. But today I’ve come out of it and I’m totally clean.”

			Drowning in Alcohol is the rare story of a young woman who had everything going for her, but but who gradually fell into alcohol and alcoholic madness. Drowning in vodka at the age of 35, Virginie Hamonnais lost custody of her child, and for five years led a life of vagrancy and great suffering.

			The author has now stopped drinking. She is fighting against this strong addiction that affects many young women. This testimony brings a message of hope because it shows that it is possible to get out of the vicious cycle, in spite of the taboo and the addiction which can touch any one of us.
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			Foreword

			At thirty-five I fell into alcoholism. Two bottles of vodka a day at least and no limits: whatever else I could drink, I drank it. Alcohol, my former best friend, is the best over-the-counter anti-anxiety drug on every street corner.

			I heard that for alcoholics like me, there were only four possible outcomes: prison, the psychiatric hospital, death or abstinence. I didn’t go to jail, but the police station and the drunk tank did; the psychiatric hospital, I was there for a week, it was shocking; I came close to death several times. It was not easy: the madness of alcohol and death were like my shadows. The two most likely outcomes in my case. No shame and no limits... I’ve come a long way. A long way. Today I am totally sober.

			I’m going to tell you straight about the mechanism that led me to alcoholism, the withdrawal, the cures, and everything I lost, starting with myself, and my son who was ten years old at the time. Yes, “at the time”, because because of my alcoholism he was placed in 2015 in the ASE (Aide Sociale à l’Enfance) and I ruined part of his childhood and adolescence. I compromised his future when he could only count on me, as a single parent family. 

			I will tell you about the hell that my son and my relatives went through, the precious time that was lost forever, the loneliness, the suffering of the physical lack of the product and many other things... However, I will not tell you about the trigger, I never believed in it, I waited for it and it never came. Or at least not the way I thought it would, the way I expected it to. 

			I will talk about the difficulties to get out of it, about this daily fight to relearn how to live and regain the self-confidence that alcohol has destroyed and about the difficulty to regain the confidence of those who love you and have loved you... Because you don’t want an alcoholic next to you, you avoid him, you forget him, you put him aside from your life, you make a vacuum around you. Alcohol is an expensive pit, your wallet takes a hit and your life is in danger.

			I will also tell you about a taboo: it suits many people to have an alcoholic in their family, it diverts attention from the problems the family may have and fills in the gaps.

			Finally, I’ll tell you about the “snake” system that claims to cure you, and then releases you back into the wilderness only to return: these are the withdrawal centers and hospitals. It is a hard fight to stay sober, with people around you often in denial, the world spinning and continuing to drink, and the long follow-up you have to do to stay clean. The strength you need to stay sober. How to find the willpower and self-esteem, to be happy without alcohol, even if the problems have worsened because of alcoholism?

			I gave birth to myself by getting out of this hell and writing this book... hoping that it can help alcohol addicts and their families understand and support them. Life has been the strongest, but the puzzle of myself and those around me have to be rebuilt. 

			Drowned in alcohol... This is my story.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			February 2018

			Chapter 1 A difficult awakening

			One day in February 2018, I wake up and it takes me a while to figure out where I am. I have a headache. I feel numb and sluggish, I open my eyes, I’m in a hospital bed.

			Unfortunately it’s not the first time, I’ve been there so much that I know it’s going to take patience, convincing to get out of there and it’s going to take time. I only just woke up. I must have been in every hospital in France for the last two years so I know that once again it must have been a night that ended badly for me that got me there. I hope I didn’t do too much damage the night before.

			There, again, I am in a greyish white corridor of dirt in places, where people lean... A yellowish light bathes the corridor and I see squares of plasterboard on the ceiling. I am alone in this corridor, on the only stretcher. There is almost no noise, only a few beeps I hear in the distance, screams of elderly people asking for a nurse, but nothing else. They won’t come. It’s a waste of time.

			It must be night, everything seems so quiet, you can hear a bit of the wind tunnel, it’s heady, especially in my condition. When it’s night, the hospital runs slow. If you yell or scream, the nurses quickly get angry and lecture you or worse... It’s best not to be noticed.

			I am in a hospital, but where? Where? I only know that during this period we were with my friend, a few kilometers from Alençon in Mayenne. In the meantime I try to remember but without success, I don’t remember the evening, nor how I got here.

			I am covered with a white sheet up to my waist, I try to move, I can’t, I can tell right away that I am strapped in my legs, I know that I don’t have my shoes because my feet are cold.  And my bag, where is my bag? It has all my life in it: my phone, my charger, my bank card, my cigarettes... My bag is what connects me to life, to my friend, to the outside world, it’s a disaster if I don’t have it with me.

			I realize that my hands are also strapped on each side of my body by a thick white studded ribbon, with holes adjustable to my physiognomy so that I can’t make any movement. The same goes for my chest. Impossible to get on my side or move an inch. I understood, they used the big means, I am nailed to the bed! What a shame Virginia! You’ve overdone it again and now you’re back in the hospital, in big trouble...

			I have only one idea in mind: to recover my spirits to analyze the place, to locate the exit and to smoke a cigarette. I want to go home and leave this bad dream behind me once again... I can’t stand these hospital lights, these smells, these silences punctuated by a few heart beeps. It smells like death. Disinfectants and death. You hear horrible coughs, the desperate voices of old people, calling “is anyone there?” It never stops. A real horror movie. We hear furtively the voices of nurses that we do not see, but we hear them laughing from time to time, despite the repetitive and agonizing complaints that haunt these corridors...

			There’s no point in yelling, they won’t come, the nurses. I want to tell them, but it’s no use either, I repeat it in my head and wish it would stop. And at night it’s a reduced team. It is better to go unnoticed and to wait, to appear normal, not to panic under the blow of impatience. Because you don’t know who you are going to meet as nurses or doctors who have all the rights... They are the ones who decide: I am at their “mercy” and I am already in a bad position, strapped as I am. 

			I take stock. I try to move, I can’t. To turn my hands to try to gain some flexibility but nothing. They really strapped me down this time! My head hurts, I reassure myself that they must have given me a shot, maybe to fill the void, to calm me down... Right now I want them to untie me, to become an ordinary patient again and go smoke. Smoking a cigarette would allow me to “breathe” a little, to get up and tame the place.

			After gesticulating to evaluate the room for maneuver of all my limbs, I conclude that it is decidedly null. I am like a prisoner, punished. I come to my senses and my rather gentle and calm nature takes over... My survival instincts come back: what I want is to get out of there.

			Since I woke up, I know that I am facing a test of patience: dozing while remaining vigilant in case I see a nurse, a doctor... Waiting and catching their attention at the slightest passage. My survival instinct takes over, I open my ears wide to perceive every step, in every part of the corridor to know if nurses are coming or going away. Usually they move away, and it’s always a disappointment, but I have to keep my hopes up and I always do. It is easy to hear them because they all have “fangs” on their feet. At the slightest noise, I open my eyes. It makes me even more tired, I’m not quiet and I become impatient... Impossible to really rest, I want to be detached! It drives you crazy to be treated like this, to be paralyzed, to not be able to use your limbs, to be deprived of the basic freedom to come and go. I want to get out and smoke and get out of here. The time is so long. The hospital, once you go in you never know when you’re going to get out. Everyone knows that, in the emergency room, it’s the same thing.

			I try to see the positive: except for my shoes, my coat and my bag that they kept, I am still dressed with my clothes, and not with their shirt with the naked back which makes that there, we are really completely stripped. 

			That’s it, a sound of footsteps approaches, a nurse comes to see me. I am awake, she asks me how I am: naturally I tell her that I am very well! I ask her for a glass of water, she goes to get one and it is her who holds the glass, impossible to drink, the water runs along my chin, it drips... How can I drink in this position? I can’t even lift my head. I ask her to untie me to drink and I explain to her that my wrist hurts so much they tightened it. She tells me that she has no right, and that since I am awake, a doctor will come to see me.

			She leaves, so I have to wait again... Waiting and waiting again, trying to wriggle to gain a little flexibility in the links. It’s stronger than me, I have to move, I try. It is lost but I try. It is my living body which also tries to take over. That’s why my wrist hurts, nothing to do, and yet I put all my strength into it.

			No clock. Time seems endless. I close my eyes and I wait... Always this smell of hospital... I turn my head towards the wall to forget where I am for a few moments.

			I don’t know how long it took for the doctor, a woman, to finally come and see me. She asks me how I am, I tell her that I am much better, that, yes, I have abused alcohol, but that I cannot stay there because I have to start a new job later (I am lying, I show the urgency that I have to leave the hospital). We are late at night. I tell myself that she will understand that I want to get ready for my job. I quickly explain to her that I am on RSA, that I need to work. There is no emergency, it is the night but she is in a hurry. While talking to me, she checks my straps and she notices that everything is indeed too tight. She notices that I am calm, that I express myself well. I finally feel a sense of understanding, so I insist, I would like to know when I can get out of the hospital, there I feel her less willing, she answers me quickly: “I’ll see, I come back, I call a nurse for the straps.” When the doctor is there, you should never miss the opportunity because once gone, you have to wait a long time to see one again and it is always short. She leaves, she is not talkative, she must see people like me often... But she already gives her agreement for the straps to be removed and goes to see a colleague to see if I can leave and go home.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			1999

			Chapter 2 The good life and Corsica

			In June 1999, I had just finished my second year of law school at the University of Paris-Nanterre, but it didn’t suit me. I didn’t see myself in the careers offered by these studies, I didn’t want to be a lawyer, judge or bailiff. In fact, I was looking for myself.

			I was doing small jobs for an agency as a hostess in trade shows, receptions for big companies, committees. I was poorly paid but at least I was working and I liked to discover these different environments, to see how these businessmen and women behaved between two conferences. Listening to their discussions, I understood that I didn’t want to be part of the “corporate” world either, to feel trapped in a system. 

			I wanted to be free like my parents in a way. My father and mother always worked together, running a small interior design store in the 15th arrondissement of Paris. Even if there were constraints, they were creative and independent. They were the ones who managed their time and this allowed my mother to take care of me and my brother, perhaps a little more than if she had worked in a “real” business. But I couldn’t see myself taking over their store. My father had attended the Ecole Boulle and started working at fourteen. He worked with wood, leather and fabrics. It’s a job of passion where you don’t count your hours when you aim for perfection. He would go to clients’ homes to take measurements, bring them the chairs, and imagine interior plans for these apartments. My mother, on the other hand, mainly received clients, advising them on the choice of fabrics. I also liked to see her busy rearranging the two windows that faced the street. They never stood idly by waiting for the customer. They were both extremely complementary and courageous. 

			They taught me that you don’t get something for nothing, that you have to be brave, that anything is possible. They gave me a good basis to grow and evolve by myself. To believe in myself.

			When summer came, they closed for two months and we spent the vacations between the country house, located in the Nièvre, and Corsica. So in 1999, the summer of my 20th birthday, I went, as every year, to South Corsica in Santa-Guillia with my family.

			We would leave in the early morning to take the boat that led to Corsica, in Marseille or Toulon, on which we traveled at night. We saw the continent going away on the bridge, then we went to the restaurant, before joining our small cabin in which we heard the noise of the engines. We got up early in the morning to admire the Corsican coasts which approached. When we got off the boat with the car, with the windows open, we could smell the sweet smell of the maquis. 

			My parents rented a small apartment near the beach for three weeks. As soon as we took our stuff out of the car, we left to see the sea. The next morning, I let my parents and my brother get ready and have their breakfast while I was already ready to run to the beach. I liked going alone. I liked those morning smells, that there was hardly anyone on the beach yet. I felt alive: Corsica was our corner of paradise that I had known since my childhood.

			That year, something happened that would change my summer. I was gently hit on by a group of young boys. We met without difficulty on the beach to talk and laugh about everything and anything. The boys were spotted by a team of M6 who wanted to follow young vacationers for Zone Interdite. I refused to be filmed but I got along with the film crew which was composed of a journalist, a cameraman and the sound engineer. So I followed them everywhere or almost everywhere but off camera. They talked to me about their work and the different reports they had already done, the places they had been, the people they had met. I was fascinated by what they did. A job where the objective was to tell stories! Never before would I have dared to believe that such a job could exist. I observed how the shooting went: the different sequences with the boys, the pictures of the beach, of Corsica... At each break, they became the kings of the beach, of the bars, of the discotheques... Everyone knew them. The freedom of their profession was there: wherever they went, they shot and then they put the camera down and drank a beer or two...

			Even though they drank quite a bit, they were still professionals. As for me, I drank too, but much less. I drank mainly in the evening. I couldn’t keep up during the day, with the sun it would have been unbearable. I didn’t feel like it either, what I was experiencing gave me so much adrenaline!

			One of the sequences of the documentary took place in the fashionable nightclub, Via Notte. You could see the boys dancing and partying. Flirting and being flirted with. The atmosphere was in full swing... Soon we were all heading for the bar, and everyone was drinking and dancing with a glass in hand. One whiskey and coke, then two, then three, I was drunk, but nice. I was a happy drunk in those days. I knew when to stop. That was the most important thing. I had a notion of the last drink.

			The cameraman, Julio, was Corsican, from a well-known family on the island, and the son of the producer of the story. He was a proud boy, sure of his Corsican-Colombian charm and aura, but also of what he had accomplished in his life as a journalist. He took the time to explain the circumstances of the conflicts he had covered in different countries like Iraq or Liberia. He would talk about how he went about getting accepted and making contacts with people from all walks of life in the opposing camps... He was not afraid to take risks and that made him proud: you can only be impressed when you hear all those stories. We had a great complicity. He was always kicking me under the table. I had no idea at the time that Julio would, many years later, become the father of my son. It was completely improbable because he was in a relationship. He had a partner, Michelle, who was pregnant. They were expecting a baby girl in January. Julio was proud to show the picture of his “wife” who looked very pretty, but he was still charming with me. I thought it was in his nature to play. I kept my distance from him.

			One day, for a sequence on a boat with the young people, I found myself with Julio who was filming and me who had to hold the sound engineer’s boom. So I was behind the camera with professional equipment in my hands, having to be careful that the boom was not in the cameraman’s frame while the boat was going fast and moving a lot... 

			The shooting finished, the team and Julio went back to Paris. My vacation ended more calmly, with my family, and with the desire to be a journalist in the back of my mind. I finally knew what I wanted to do with my life.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2000-2004

			Chapter 3 The birth of a vocation

			Back in Paris, Julio, the sound engineer and I got back in touch. We used to meet from time to time at the end of the day near Bastille. Journalist friends would join us and each of us would talk about our experiences around the world. We had a favorite bar, Le Select. We had become a band of friends... Every evening was an excuse to meet up and talk, laugh and drink. I also drank, not at the same rate but I got used to it. I was brought up as a well-behaved little girl, in a rather protected environment with my parents. When I was around them, I would let loose a little and drink more. They seemed to have no limits. 

			Little by little, they introduced me to several other journalists and Julio proposed that I come to the production to see how the editing was going. This was not a problem since the production was his father’s. I was starting to be part of this world, at first without any real legitimacy, but I was so interested that I went ahead and finally dared to ask journalists if I could attend some of the shoots. They agreed and I went to the ones in Paris where I knew I wouldn’t be a burden. I was carrying the camera stand, the bags of tapes... I was particularly following a woman journalist, Sylvie. I was in admiration of this independent journalist. I watched how she worked with the witnesses, how she managed her team. I realized how complete this job was, between the investigations, the research, the travels in different universes, the editing that finalized the work, the writing of the comments and the judicious advices of the editors who supervised the whole.

			The contact was as good with the journalists, the team members as with the witnesses. The more I attended, the more I confirmed that I was made for this job. I was at a “good school” because I realized that the production from which Julio came was one of the best in Paris and in France.

			For his part, Julio had become the father of a little Melissa in January 2000. He seemed happy even though I knew that there were ups and downs in the couple he formed with Michelle, with sometimes strong arguments, but I didn’t interfere. I had only met Michelle once or twice. She was rather reserved and distant. She had a “cold” beauty. I thought that Julio’s and Michelle’s characters were really different and that maybe that’s why he came home late when he was in Paris, preferring to stay at the Select with us.

			At that time I saw my school friends much more than Julio and his friends but we still kept in touch when they were not away on a shoot. Then came the summer of 2002 and my first job at Réservoir Prod, Jean-Luc Delarue’s production company... It was summer in Paris and they were short of staff for the interviewers and to prepare for the new school year. I introduced myself, I got my internship agreement with my first letter of recommendation from Julio’s production and I could finally start working, for real.

			For my first mission, I was asked to investigate alcoholism, the theme being: “Leave everything for Love”. The theme was: “Quit everything for love”. I had to find a young man, a young father who loved his wife and children enough to quit drinking... If I had known what was waiting for me...

			From call to call, my investigation progressed and I found myself in contact with La Croix bleue, an association to fight against alcoholism, whose president herself had suffered for years. Her son also suffered from it. With the agreement of my editor-in-chief, I went to Calvados to meet this woman and another family, with my little camera, my notebook and my pen, my first production unit, my first hotel room reserved by the production company. I was happy as anything.

			The president of the association accompanied me to meet the other family. We arrived in a street where all the houses looked alike and where the poverty was obvious. I quickly realized that they were so afraid to meet a “journalist” from Paris (I was 23 years old at the time) that they had been drinking before seeing me... It was incredible. I couldn’t believe it. The room smelled of alcohol, the glasses were on the table and the family members were red with alcohol, they could hardly speak normally and kept interrupting each other, it was not easy for my interview. 

			Their story was terrible because they were all in it, the parents, the son, the brother, even to the point of dipping into each other’s wallets to get alcohol. They told me that as soon as a bottle, of any kind of alcohol, was opened, they finished it during the day and that it was not enough, they always needed another one. They couldn’t live without it. I was immersed in their addiction, and I was shocked. I had never seen this before, I didn’t know it could be this bad. Only the young woman didn’t drink and she couldn’t take it anymore. She was threatening to take the kids and leave. 

			And I understood her.

			They were all part of the association but nothing changed for them. The awareness was there but the need for alcohol was stronger, even with the children who were young.

			It was the region of the coffee-calva in the morning. The president of the association herself had kept a barrel of gnole in her cellar for years. A former alcoholic, she had almost killed her son with a shotgun one night when she had drunk too much... She had decided to react, to seek treatment and to help other alcoholics in order to help herself. What I didn’t understand was that before leaving she offered to take a bottle with me, which I refused. When you know what poison it is, you don’t offer it.

			I came back from these meetings shaken, not having once in mind that it could happen to me one day, that I could also fall so low. I was very far from thinking that alcohol would take a very important place in my life... 

			I learned a few years later that the son of the president of the Blue Cross had committed suicide after drinking too much. This woman was devastated, but what can I say? I could hear in her voice that she had relapsed.

			 

			The next day, I went back to Reservoir with my images, I was right on topic but the family was not “good” enough to be on TV.

			They were too into alcohol, and not proper enough (the young father was missing teeth). It was too pathetic.

			I was happy to return to my Parisian offices and I knew that I had found my way... I was anchored in my time, witnessing my contemporaries, the society in which I lived. The world belonged to me, everything was possible. I thought that this work could only enrich me personally, but one cannot escape unscathed from the misery of others. I will always remember their stories, each one more dramatic than the next. How could I know that one day I would give up everything and destroy myself and my family? It was inconceivable and so far from me.

			In 2003 I continued my studies and I had to do another internship during the school year. I heard from a technician that they were looking for someone to work at RTL. He gave me the contact information, which I did and it worked out. I was in charge of writing the questionnaires and testing the future candidates of the program “Le Quitte ou Double”, presented by Jean-Pierre Foucault.

			I kept in touch with Julio who had separated from Michelle with whom things were not going well. He went to live for a while with a friend not far from the Select and we got closer. Naturally we became lovers. We went for walks with his daughter Melissa in the Montsouris park, which was next to his old apartment. He seemed to be a good father, attentive and loving. We would walk, she would run in the alleys of the park, we would sit down to eat an ice cream... We lived in the moment and these moments gave me confidence in the future. 

			When we were making love, Julio kept saying to me while holding my hair in a sexy and wild way “you are mine, tell me you are mine”. And I would tell him. And then he kept telling me “I’m having a baby with you, I want a baby with you”. Our relationship had become very strong. We were inseparable. Julio came to live in my little studio in the 15th.

			At the same time, he was beginning to specialize as a war reporter. This did not reassure me, but he was passionate about the conflicts that were taking place in the world since September 11. He secretly dreamed of obtaining the Albert Londres prize, the highest award for a war reporter.

			In December 2003, Julio had a solo project of reporting in Indian Kashmir on the Indo-Pakistani border. He proposed me to accompany him. So we left together with a simple tourist visa on December 25, 2003. We spent two weeks meeting the victims of attacks that took place almost daily. I will always remember the women’s cries in the form of songs filled with suffering.

			Julio was filming and reporting, I was accompanying him but for security reasons, I stayed with the fixer who was part of the AFP and who accompanied us everywhere. It was difficult and exciting at the same time. I discovered what Julio was going through when he went to these countries and I discovered his way of working on the spot, of gathering information and taking notes in his notebook, of filming the survivors during the attacks, of recovering the pieces of flesh of the victims which were scattered everywhere. I also had a small camera, I filmed everything and I was surprised to see that despite the horror of the scene, the fact of having the lens in front of me put a certain distance with what was happening.

			The days were trying. That brought us much closer with Julio because we lived each moment with passion. We felt like privileged witnesses of what was happening there and as we were staying on a houseboat, we came back every evening with a small motorboat that was waiting for us on the shore and came to pick us up early in the morning with the mist on the lake.

			The scenery was beautiful with the Himalayan mountains in the distance and when night fell we listened to The Beatles, especially the song Across the Universe with Ravi Shankar.

			Once the report finished, we went to spend a few days in Kerala, in Trivandrum in a magnificent hotel. There it was South India with all its colors and perfumes. Julio made me crazy about him, he was full of attentions for me, took me to beautiful places, very privileged.

			Then we left for France. After this month together we had become really inseparable. I was proud of him, admiring his coolness and his abilities. He told me that he loved me, that I was beautiful and sexy... He treated me like a queen. This only fueled my taste for adventure and I loved it with him, even though I couldn’t see myself doing exactly the same job, with so many risks. And what was supposed to happen happened... By dint of making love and saying to myself over and over again “I want to have your child”, I ended up pregnant. I told him the news, after a test and a blood test, when he returned from a trip to the Ivory Coast.

			We were both the happiest people in the world. He hoped it would be a son. He had me do a test with a knife and a spoon, each covered with a cushion, to try to guess the sex of our child. I sat on the cushion that covered the knife. He was now certain it would be a boy, he said it worked every time. He seemed to be really happy and proud. My parents were happy when they heard I was pregnant, but a little wary because they didn’t think Julio was very stable. Fortunately, I have always been close to my parents and I knew I could count on them. What I didn’t know yet was how important their presence would be by my side.
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