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For Arthur and Alfie.
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Introduction - Why I Quit Alcohol for Good






"The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall."


Attributed to Oliver Goldsmith








Once upon a time, I was the quintessential drunken lush, known mainly for my tendency to indulge in heavy drinking and late-night escapades. The friend who first comes to mind when you want a big night out. The one who always takes things a bit too far and ends up regretting it in the morning – the embodiment of fun, chaos and frequent public embarrassment. Now, I'm a sober introvert, and I'm very happy to be. But more about the "new me" later.




  For well over two decades, I was a devoted drunken reveller. When I had children, I slowed down a little and took a break from my boozy antics. But as the baby years passed and the school runs began, I jumped back into the party scene like it was 1999. Well, almost. My idea of "partying" changed a tad. Instead of hitting the bar and knocking back shots of tequila, you could find me leaning against my kitchen counter with a bottle of Pinot Grigio in hand. In my pyjamas. At five in the afternoon. I became a master of "mum partying". Kate Moss used to be my inspiration as a party-mad single woman (before she got sober). When I became a mum of two boys and subsequently got divorced, Sarah Turner, the delightful author of The Unmumsy Mum, took Kate's place as my role model of choice. I found her words soothing while trying to navigate the mammoth task of motherhood, juggling a full-time job and a rapidly deteriorating social life. She was a woman who was prepared to write the unadulterated truth about motherhood down on paper, namely how shit of a job I thought it was, and unlike the perfect Facebook mum tribe, she also referred to her children as little "arseholes". Another inspirational figure to me was Gill Sims, the author of Why Mummy Drinks. She recognized that wine is the only solution to pretty much everything – especially mothering – and these were words that I very much needed to hear in the early years of parenthood.




  I have a full-time job working 40 hours a week in law enforcement, I run a small business as a side hustle (who doesn't need extra money – have you seen the price of petrol and cooking oil!) and I'm a single mother of two boys: Arthur and Alfie. Before I gave up drinking, I believed that I had my ducks in a row. I used to pride myself on being a weekend warrior – juggling countless activities with my kids, whipping up gourmet meals from scratch and still finding time to run three miles a day and go out with my friends. I thought I was killing it. I considered myself to be a multitasking queen. However, I used to polish off up to two bottles of wine each night and felt like I was wading through treacle every day. I was the epitome of a "high-functioning alcoholic". I wasn't smashing life – I was simply crashing through it, while simultaneously getting shit done. High-functioning maybe, but a total fucking mess.




  I didn't recognize that I had a problem with alcohol for a long time, largely because I was still able to get up each day and tear through a to-do list like Superwoman on cocaine. I wore the ability to drink wine like it was going out of fashion, as a badge of honour and something to be proud of. I would regularly announce to my fellow drinking mummies at the school gate, "I smashed a bottle of wine by myself last night. I'm so hungover!" The response was always one of commendation: "Well done! Good skills!"




  On the surface, I would enthusiastically rave about wine and laugh off the hangover. I wanted people to see me as the "fun and crazy" mum. I made jokes about drinking because there was a dark side to my life that I tried really hard to minimize, masking it with humour. It was easier to pretend. I didn't want to face the truth. I couldn't face it. I suffered from crippling anxiety for all of the 25 years that I drank. Ten out of ten, 24/7, overwhelming anxiety that I could only abate by drinking wine. I would count down the hours each day until it was time to open a bottle. Any time after five in the evening was acceptable – it says so on those "it's five o'clock somewhere" signs. Most days, it was mental torture waiting for the moment I could grab a glass and release my body from the stress, tension and madness of each day. I hankered for those first few sips. It was like flipping a switch in my body, going from stress mode to relaxation central, melting away the crippling mental anguish and numbing the physical tightening in my chest. Instant relief. I needed that. Life was just too hard without some chemical help to take the edge off.




  The problem was that the relief only lasted for a few short hours. I woke up at three in the morning, like clockwork, with a huge jolt of fear. I would mentally trace back through the evening.




  I had wine. A lot of wine. I don't remember going to bed. What day is it? Ah, it's Tuesday. I didn't go out – so I couldn't have done anything bad. It's a school night. Phew!




  Then I would tell myself to go back to sleep because there wasn't anything to fear. Sometimes it worked. Other times I would toss and turn uncomfortably until my alarm went off.




  Then there were those nights. If you drink a lot, then you will know the ones I'm talking about. The nights where I would wake up in the early hours with a surge of overwhelming panic – like I'd been shot.




  What day is it? Saturday? Where am I? How did I get home? Where did I end up last night? Did I upset anyone? Who did I message?




  Then came the health worries.




  How long can I keep drinking like this before my body gives up? I might have liver cirrhosis already. I really need to cut down. I have to learn to moderate. But I know I can't do that! I'm going to end up seriously ill. How can I do this to my children? I'll leave them motherless if I die!




  Self-loathing, fear, guilt and anxiety – over and over – this is the cycle I lived in. Until around four in the afternoon when the panic and self-loathing began to wear off and that itch for wine started to irritate under my skin. The creeping feeling of emptiness, like hunger. I'd walk through the door following the school run, having slogged out a day at work while feeling like utter shit. My boys would inevitably be fighting in the hallway before I'd even got through the front door.




  Fuck this. I need wine. I need wine like I need air. No one can parent in this day and age without drinking. If I die, I die. Who fucking cares! Pinot will fix that. One glass, and I won't care about anything. Everyone does it. Ninety per cent of adults drink. I'm NORMAL!




  The sad thing is that last statement is true. I was normal. I don't believe in defining myself by the dreaded "A" word and announcing myself as an alcoholic, but in the spirit of introduction – my name is Rachael, and I had a major problem with alcohol. And so, I think, do many people. I don't believe any of us are to blame, which is why I don't like the stigma of the "A" word. We live in a society where drinking is socially acceptable, endorsed and – worse than that – expected. The reality is that we regularly consume one of the most addictive and damaging drugs known to humankind – of course we are all bloody hooked!




  Drinking is an integral part of our culture, particularly in the UK. We are constantly surrounded by positive images of alcohol. We give each other cards on birthdays, joking about alcohol consumption. We celebrate and commiserate everything by popping a cork. However, the reality is that we are ingesting poison – ethanol – the same substance used to sterilize medical equipment. Do you remember when Donald Trump suggested injecting disinfectant as a means to combat Covid? We all laughed at his utter stupidity. But the truth is, we are doing the same thing by drinking booze. It's just ethanol, a toxic sanitizer and the same base drug found in every alcoholic drink. Here's a fun fact: just 80 to 90 millilitres of pure ethanol can kill you. Take a moment to think about that. Alcohol is a drug that is so noxious that even in tiny quantities it will cause your demise. We water it down, package it in pretty bottles, mix it with sweeteners, kill ourselves slowly and tell ourselves it's a treat – we deserve it. How crazy is that?




  How have we, as a society, collectively opened our eyes to the dangers of smoking, yet still treat alcohol like a friend? We laugh about hangovers, accuse anyone who doesn't drink of being boring and suggest alcohol as a solution to pretty much everything. Yet, booze is the single biggest killer of working-age adults, and, scarily, it's legal in most countries.




  There are no benefits to drinking (I know this is hard to believe, but bear with me) and all of the myths we believe to be positive are simply not true. My favourite myth is "red wine is good for the heart". I held onto statements like this – much like someone drowning would cling to a life raft. It was so easy to dismiss the risks of consuming alcohol when science-based articles suggest it might be healthy! I read one article which suggested that red wine lowers heart disease. It can thin the blood, which may reduce heart disease for a time – but it also causes high blood pressure, heart failure, heart attack, irregular heart rhythms and strokes. Ethanol attacks every single organ in the human body. So drinking for any perceived benefit is a little like someone telling you to let go of a life raft – because the benefit of drowning is that you can have a nice little swim first. In this book, I am going to dismantle some more of these myths and throw in some very amusing drunken stories for good measure – because, let's be honest, no great story started with a fruit juice, right? Mmm. We'll see.




  I decided to quit drinking for good in November 2021 – to be exact, on the eighteenth of November. My decision to give up booze for good came at the end of a tumultuous couple of years. I very suddenly and unexpectedly lost my darling mum right at the beginning of the Covid pandemic, while I was in the middle of a home extension and had to move in with my then in-laws. I left my husband and went through an acrimonious divorce – all while working full-time, running a small business, raising two young boys alone, suffering from a debilitating health condition (ulcerative colitis) and supporting my poor, bereft dad who had lost my mum after 42 years together. It was a bloody rough time in my life and I coped, as one would fully expect, by numbing myself with copious amounts of wine on a nightly basis.


  At the point I quit drinking, I went from consuming between one to two bottles of wine a night to absolutely nothing. I'm completely sober, and I have never felt better. I'm still in disbelief. I never envisaged that I would be able to give up wine. I didn't think it was a remote possibility for someone like me.




  I've experienced countless benefits since quitting booze. A bottle of wine contains a whopping 600 calories, give or take. I was consuming up to two bottles a night at the time I decided to give up. A saving of 1,200 calories a day! The "anxiety" I suffered for almost 25 years disappeared almost entirely. Depression, much improved. Random pains in my stomach, gone. Bank balance, much healthier! There are so many more benefits I can't wait to share, but the biggest one of all: I am now a mummy who is present.




  I thought I was a great mum. Granted, I did some fabulous things with my children, and I have always showered them with affection and love, but a great mum? It's only now I look back and think, Thank God I quit while they're young. Hopefully, my kids will have no memory of who I was when I was drinking. I'm ashamed of who I became: a mum who put her kids to bed early so she could drink herself into a nightly coma. I was irritable all the time and quick to anger. I knew for a long time that I needed to quit, but I was so worried about becoming boring and not being able to enjoy life or cope without alcohol that I continued to drink and tell myself I was just the same as everyone else. I wasn't that bad.




  It wasn't too long ago that I loved to smoke. It was cool to smoke! Smoking was widely accepted as being fashionable for many years – so accepted that you could even smoke on a plane, in restaurants, shops and at the cinema. It's only now that we see smoking for the vile and disgusting habit it is. Did it suddenly become disgusting and abhorrent? No! It was always so. The only thing that changed was our perception. As a society, we collectively opened our eyes to the truth. Smoking became unacceptable. Decidedly uncool. The world over, our pack mentality shifted and did a 180-degree flip. I think alcohol will go the same way.




  We currently view alcohol as a socially accepted, deserved, well-loved treat. We work hard. Life is tough. We earn the right to relax. Of course we do. But here's the thing – alcohol doesn't actually help us to relax. It's a drug. We feel the effects of the ethanol soothe and numb our pain and worries. When it wears off, we get withdrawal symptoms – which incidentally are exactly the same as anxiety. Alcohol doesn't help you to relax. It's a lie. Alcohol merely stops the symptoms of withdrawal and temporarily blocks out the negative mental chatter.




  Alcohol had been my crutch for so long. I had to learn how to deal with even the most basic of emotions instead of relying on chemical help. As it turns out, I wasn't much more emotionally intelligent than my children! I spent my days trying to teach them how to deal with playground disputes, how to share and how to cope with failure, but my own way of dealing with all emotions was to head to the fridge and grab the Pinot. I was so scared of life that I spent half of it totally numb and the other half feeling like crap, counting down the hours until I could anaesthetize myself. Looking at it like that, I just think, Wow. This is so sad. I was going to live a whole life and miss it because I wasn't actually present.




  Every positive feeling we derive from alcohol is actually just a debt that we incur. We borrow tomorrow's happiness – it is not given to us for free. Alcohol provides temporary enjoyment, but there is always a trade-off. When we have one glass of wine, alcohol takes the edge off life and offers a little perceived relaxation. Ideally, we would like to stop at one, but alcohol is sneaky and highly addictive. For those of us that struggle to stop at one glass, we often crave a second, knowing it will take more from us, but our inhibitions are already lowered, and it's so much easier to say "fuck it" and have another drink. With each additional glass, the trade-off becomes more significant. At best, we will have a dreadful hangover; at worst, we risk having blackouts; having no memory of being rude or abusive; becoming easy victims of sexual assault and violence; engaging in drink driving; having suicidal tendencies; and losing homes, families and loved ones. The risks only increase the more we drink.




  We tend to view alcoholics as those who have lost everything to booze. But alcoholism doesn't discriminate. The homeless person sat in a doorway drinking Special Brew and the banker sipping Dom Perignon in a beautiful London bar are taking exactly the same drug – ethanol. It's nothing short of insanity that someone who drinks copious amounts of excruciatingly expensive wine is labelled a connoisseur, and yet someone who drinks a lot of cheap booze is the social definition of an alcoholic. The only actual difference between these people is income and a postcode.




  Having money can actually be a catalyst for an addiction problem – significant income increases the accessibility of drink and drugs. The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health compiles an annual list of jobs with the highest suicide rates. Shockingly, at the top of the list are some of the most highly paid (and stressful) careers. According to the website Mental Health Daily, "Year after year, both dentist and doctor remain among the occupations with the highest suicide rates… requiring significant levels of aptitude, sacrifice and education seem to be those with above-average risk of suicide." Doctors in particular are well known for being prone to developing alcohol and drug addictions. This is often attributed to their demanding work environment, knowledge of, and access to, medication, and stress-related mental illness.




  You might think you're lucky to have a great, lucrative profession, where drinking nightly is not only common but also encouraged, as it's essential to entertaining clients. But what's the trade-off? Who knows? Liver cirrhosis at 45, losing your driving licence, stroke at 50, heart attack or suicide. Does that sound extreme? The truth is that if you drink any alcohol at all, you are at risk of addiction and mental health decline. Depression and anxiety are an epidemic the world over – but I often wonder what would happen if doctors prescribed 90 days of sobriety to every person who presented with poor mental health? How many people would discover that they're okay and alcohol is responsible for most of their massive lows? I've been there. Alcohol has taken me to the absolute depths of despair. Sobriety has been the most peaceful, anxiety-free period of time I've had since I was a child.




  I'm hoping that you will read this book and begin to question your beliefs about alcohol. As I explain my journey to sobriety, I hope you can reflect on your own life, and maybe this will resonate with you and help you make small positive changes. If just one person reads this and thinks, I'm going to have a break from alcohol, I'll be pretty chuffed. Any time away from the sauce is beneficial, and who knows, you might decide to try sobriety for good once you read about the extraordinary pleasure that comes with being free from booze. I really hope I don't come across as preachy. This certainly isn't my intention. I have the utmost respect for anyone who is struggling with addiction – you need the most incredible resilience to battle through each day in pain – and I have zero judgement. I've been there, and I know just how terrible it is to be in that cycle. I've just discovered the most incredible joy in becoming sober, and I'm excited to share the benefits with you. Most of all, I want to dismantle the theory that being sober is tedious and no fun.




  If you are currently drinking and desperate to find a way out, it may be tempting to skip straight to the How to Quit chapter, but please don't do this. It's important to read the chapters before it. I believe that unravelling the myths about alcohol is the first step to quitting and serves as a solid foundation for getting sober. The great news is that once you've dismantled the myths about alcohol, you've cracked the hardest part of quitting. It's a little like riding a bike: once learned, it can't be unlearned. This is no different. Once you discover the truth about alcohol, you crack the hardest piece of the puzzle, and you'll never view it in the same way again.




  I'm not going to lie; the idea of spending the rest of my life without wine scared the shit out of me. I was terrified that people would think I was no longer fun. Being fun is who I am, and I was scared of losing friendships by becoming the "boring, sober one". The only time I took a decent break from alcohol was during my two pregnancies (and, even then, not completely). Alcohol was a daily part of my life and I felt like I was starting over. I literally felt like I had to learn how to live again because, like so many people, when I feel any emotion other than happiness, I want to squash it immediately. I had to learn to be sober like I learned to play the guitar; it's a skill that requires work and practice. But if I can be a heavy drinker for 25 years and then quit for good, anyone can, including you, and I'm going to show you how.













Moderate, or Quit for Good?






"Moderation is a fatal thing. Nothing succeeds like excess."


Oscar Wilde






I spent many hours trying to work out why I couldn't manage one glass at a time, when so many others can do so with relative ease. I knew deep down, for a long time, that one day I would have to quit for good. If I wanted to live a long life and be healthy, I had no choice but to stop completely. I tried to moderate enough times over the years to know that this just wasn't an option for me; it was always elusive. Whether or not to moderate seems to be a question many people ask themselves when they examine their relationship with alcohol. So, what should you do? Could you moderate if it came to it? Could you be one of those people who many problem drinkers aspire to be? My belief is that if you can moderate, you're always at risk of entering the danger zone. If you're like me and can't stop at one glass, you're actually very lucky. The universe has done you a favour. Why? Because alcohol is absolutely the one substance you really want to think about in "all-or-nothing" terms. I no longer aspire to be someone who has the ability to moderate their use of the planet's most addictive, destructive poison.


  Let's think for a minute about why people drink. Alcohol is designed to create a feeling, a sensation in your body. You probably don't drink it for the taste. You certainly do not use it to hydrate; it does quite the opposite. In its pure form, ethanol tastes absolutely disgusting. Why? Because Mother Nature very cleverly equipped your tongue with tastebuds – so you have the ability to assess what you ingest, to make sure it's safe. Think caveman days. Your body has a fantastically clever inbuilt "poison detector" system. If your tastebuds like what you're consuming, it's most likely harmless. If it tastes horrendous, it's probably going to do you some damage. The producers of all types of alcohol have very cleverly masked the horrendous taste of ethanol by mixing it with some other beverage, juice or syrup to make it more palatable. Does it taste great? Really think about this. Does the addition of ethanol make it taste better than a non-alcoholic drink? It can't. Because ethanol tastes absolutely vile. We tolerate the taste because we like the effect, or we like whatever lovely flavour it's been masked with. The weaker the alcoholic drink, the better the taste, generally. Then we get to the likes of stronger alcohol, like tequila – now do you think that's a delightful, refreshing, tasty drink to quench your thirst on a hot summer's day? I highly doubt it, judging by the fact it's served in a shot glass so you can neck it as quickly as possible – and with salt and lime so you can quickly neutralize the flavour – all while trying not to vomit.




  I think we can safely establish that very few people drink alcohol solely for the taste. So why do moderators have just one glass? For the exact same reason that other people have ten: to feel better, to take the edge off and lessen the impact of life. They may be able to stop at one, but make no mistake, moderators use alcohol to ease the pain – the same as heavy drinkers. They just happen to have an "off switch", or simply less pain to kill – for now. If you're in early sobriety, have given up drinking completely, or have previously had a stint off the sauce, you will have inevitably encountered a conversation with a moderator. Have you ever noticed that every single person who moderates their alcohol consumption will respond to you in exactly the same way? Tell a moderator that you don't drink, and they'll explain why they do. Why is that? Because they are addicted to some degree, and they know it's harmful. They want to feel better and justify their own consumption. When I go to a bar and someone offers me an alcoholic drink, I politely decline and give one of many reasons why I don't consume alcohol. My latest response to strangers is, "Because if I drink alcohol, I'll get my beer goggles on, suddenly everyone looks attractive, and I'll be sucking your dick later… and I really don't want to do that." Just joking.




  Normally, I say that I've quit because I have a bad relationship with alcohol, and then I wait for the inevitable reply: their justification. Moderators will tell you in 20 different ways why they drink alcohol or why it's not an issue. Don't believe me? Test it. The next time you politely decline a drink in a bar, wait for the reply. I find it usually goes something like this: "Ah, you see, I have always been able to stop after one or two. I'm lucky." "Oh, that's such a shame for you! I've never had a problem with alcohol. I can take it or leave it." "Oh, I feel bad for you! I don't drink during the week at all. I just drink on weekends." "I don't need to drink. I just like to every now and then socially." This isn't a criticism of people who choose to drink, just an observation – when I was drinking, I used to respond in exactly the same way.




  There are thousands of variations, but the sentiment is clear: drinkers feel the need to justify to themselves and to others that they are different. They could never be an addict. They would never be the person reaching for a glass in the morning. They're immune. They don't have a problem. Alcohol is an addictive substance. If you drink frequently enough, it will become a dependency. Human beings cannot protect themselves from this. Drink enough, and eventually, you'll become physically reliant, moderator or not. Remember, moderators drink for the same reasons as full-blown alcoholics – to take the edge off their negative emotions.




  This might seem like a bold statement, but it's important to think about it. If you don't need to drink, why would you choose to do it, knowing that it can lead to the most horrendous problems? When someone says they "like to drink socially", what do they actually mean? They mean that, at social occasions, everyone else will be drinking, and they don't want to feel left out. They mean that drinking will lower their inhibitions and make it easier to talk to people they don't know. They mean that social occasions can cause anxiety, so they need to induce relaxation. Moderators may be able to moderate, but they are on the same path as every other person who drinks alcohol. They're using ethanol to change their emotional state.




  So what? What does it matter if someone can moderate, and they enjoy it? Why shouldn't we want to be like them? Isn't that the ideal place to be? Firstly, moderators are not free. They're a slave to alcohol, the same as a problem drinker, just not as far along the sliding scale of addiction. Secondly, and most importantly, if you use alcohol to numb your feelings, to feel better in the moment, or to soften the impact of life, you run a massive risk of rapidly spiralling out of control if you suffer a major life event or trauma. Why? Because if you use alcohol to quash the feeling of being mildly uncomfortable, you're more than likely going to use alcohol to knock out feelings of despair or heartbreak. If your coping mechanism for a stressful day is just one glass of wine, how will you react when there is a major stressful event? More wine. Much more wine.




  Moderation keeps the monster alive. If you find yourself wishing you could just stop at one glass, remind yourself that black-and-white thinking will save you. You're not weaker because you can't moderate, you're stronger, because when you're sober and the shit hits the fan, you will deal with your emotions by learning to cope with life and facing your fears head-on.













One of Many Drunken Stories






"Rock bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life."


J. K. Rowling






Many years ago, before I had children, I lived in the Cayman Islands, specifically Grand Cayman, a picture-perfect island, stunningly beautiful, with miles and miles of glorious white sand and gorgeous blue ocean. As the island only spans 26 miles, there is very little to do. However, if you're into water sports, there are countless activities. I wasn't, but there were two things the island had in abundance that I loved: restaurants and bars. I spent a few years hopping from one bar to another, and instead of enjoying the glorious beaches, I would regularly spend my days recovering from hangovers in my air-conditioned apartment.




  There were various festivals routinely celebrated on the island. My first one was Mardi Gras, and I was invited to go to a beach bar with a group of new friends I had met at work. The bar was called Kaibo, and it was situated right on the beach, with a veranda where various people were throwing handfuls of bead necklaces to the crowd below. I'm told that it's a tradition for beads to be thrown towards women who flash their boobs, but luckily for me, this was not an endorsed practice in Cayman. I wouldn't have flashed my boobs when I was sober. However, when drunk, this would have seemed like a most excellent idea, and I would certainly have partaken in said activity. Probably not the best first impression to give to my new friends.




  When I arrived at the bar, I went straight to one of the drink stands that had been set up especially for the festival. I opted for some sort of punch, which was rum-based and strong. This was a disaster waiting to happen. Wine had always been my tipple of choice. One of the reasons for this is that I had some degree of control over how drunk I got. I could feel when I was getting hammered, and more often than not, I was at least able to stop before I got to the vomiting stage. I spent my teenage years slamming shots and have spent more nights hugging a toilet than I dare to think about. With age and experience, I believed myself to be far wiser, and wine seemed to be the answer to at least limiting the level of destruction of a heavy session. Of course, there were still many nights where I overdid this too – but I told myself that not drinking spirits meant that I was grown-up and actually pretty sensible. So, why did I opt for rum when I knew that drinking spirits was likely to have disastrous results? Because the queue for the main bar was long, and I didn't want to wait to get a drink. Immediate alcohol consumption, however calamitous the consequences, was preferable to waiting for ten minutes.




  After just one drink, I felt tipsy. I have no idea how much rum there was in my first glass, but it's fair to say it was a significant measure, and I had no intention of stopping. I also hadn't eaten, which was cardinal drinking sin number one. I couldn't tell you how many drinks I had, but I was frightfully paralytic. I spent the day throwing myself around the dance floor – which had the benefit of being on the beach, so I didn't hurt myself during the many times I fell over on the sand. Ideal! I recall suddenly and desperately needing the bathroom and there being a queue so long that I knew I wouldn't be able to hold it. One of the few memories I have of that day was squatting behind an open car door and peeing in the street – oh, so attractive.




  Someone drove me back to my apartment. It could have been a friend, or a total stranger – I didn't care. I was just glad to be home. My last memory of the night is crashing around the kitchen looking for a pair of scissors. I'd decided to cut off the wristband that I'd been given when I first arrived at the bar, to prove that I'd paid for entry. But I couldn't find any scissors. I'd only recently moved into the apartment, and it was fully furnished. I had no clue if there even were any scissors – so I opted for a sharp knife instead. I put the blade under the wristband and, in one very clumsy, drunken move, I pulled hard to cut through the plastic. The band was thinner than I'd realized, and the force I'd applied was overzealous. I sliced through the wristband and smacked myself in the face. I didn't feel any pain. I was too hammered. I just saw the blood – a lot of blood. I stumbled to the bathroom and stuck a towel on my face to stem the bleeding. I have a vague recollection of applying some plasters to my face before I crawled up the stairs and into bed. Within seconds, I was catatonic.




  When I woke up the next morning, I had a throbbing headache, felt violently sick, and could feel dried blood on my face. My sheets looked like a crime scene. Worriedly, I ventured towards the bathroom to assess the damage. As I peeled off the plasters, I was horrified to find that I had gouged out a chunk of flesh near my eyebrow, and had a large cut across my eye. Worst of all, I had caused a large open slice across my cheek that was about an inch long. I knew instantly that this would scar, a permanent reminder of my stupidity. I vowed at that moment never to drink again. My face did scar, but luckily it has lessened over time and is easily coverable with make-up. Nonetheless, it serves as a daily reminder of the consequences of heavy drinking.




  I'd like to say that this event kick-started my sobriety, or at least a period of abstinence, but two days later, I was out again, drinking wine of course. That was the solution. Once my hangover had worn off, I convinced myself that the only reason I had ended up in such a mess was that I had been drinking rum punch. I just needed to stick to wine, and then I'd be sensible.




  This is the internal chatter that I continued to tell myself for many years – complete bullshit, of course. There was always an excuse or an easily concocted rationale for a drunken episode gone wrong. I hadn't stuck to wine, I hadn't eaten beforehand, I'd exercised too close to drinking – anything to explain away my behaviour. The truth is that I would excuse anything so I could carry on drinking because, to me, the only thing worse than doing something utterly stupid, was not drinking at all.




  One of the biggest benefits of my sobriety is that I will never make a complete fool of myself again or do anything inherently dangerous. Yes, I'll still make mistakes and say or do things I find embarrassing, but my sober actions will not result in anything catastrophic. I can trust my own judgement. I don't panic before a night out or cringe when I look at my phone in the morning as I assess the damage of messages I've sent in a stupor. When I drank, I was constantly afraid of the damage I might cause to my life. I lived in abject fear of myself.













Am I an Alcoholic?






"Every act of creation is first an act of destruction."


Pablo Picasso






Am I an alcoholic? If you've picked up this book, I'm hazarding a guess that you've asked yourself this question many times. I certainly did. I couldn't find the answer in books, blogs, podcasts or the oracle – also known as Google. Even my doctor couldn't make that diagnosis. Why? Because alcoholism isn't measurable. There is no test to determine if you're an alcoholic. There is no quantifiable definition.




  In the Oxford English Dictionary, an alcoholic is defined as "a person who regularly drinks too much alcohol and cannot easily stop drinking, so that it has become an illness." So, if you cannot stop drinking, how do you know if you're addicted? Is addiction categorized by the amount you drink, or the frequency? If you have two glasses of wine, but drink every single day, is that enough for you to be labelled an alcoholic? If you only drink on a Friday and Saturday but consume four bottles of wine in a binge each week, is that indicative of an alcohol problem? Does alcoholism start when you begin drinking in the morning? Or is it simply if you drink anything at all? The World Health Organization recently published a statement in The Lancet Public Health explaining that when it comes to alcohol consumption, there is no safe amount that does not affect health. But addiction? Where is that benchmark?




  When I gave up drinking for good, I was consuming up to two bottles of wine six nights a week. I took one day off a week to prove to myself that I wasn't physically dependent. If I could go a day without alcohol and not get the shakes, that had to be proof that I still had control. Mental dependency is quite simply getting cravings for alcohol. Physical dependency is when it becomes dangerous to abstain. In fact, it's safer to continue drinking and you should only stop with medical assistance. Why? Because physical dependency results in ethanol withdrawal. Minor ethanol withdrawal can result in tremors, anxiety and nausea. Severe alcohol withdrawal is commonly referred to as DTs (delirium tremens), which have a high mortality rate. Giving up alcohol suddenly when you're physically dependent can, therefore, quickly result in death from respiratory failure and cardiac arrhythmias.




  I was able to work a full-time job, raise two young children alone and run a side-hustle business – I wasn't just coping, I was excelling. Real alcoholics, I reasoned, were surely the ones who need to drink in the mornings, the people who lose their jobs, get caught drink-driving, and ruin their close relationships before they eventually turn yellow and die from liver cirrhosis. I wasn't even close to being that bad. I was super functional. So, could I have been a functional alcoholic? According to Wikipedia, a high-functioning alcoholic is "a person who maintains jobs and relationships while exhibiting alcoholism" – except the criteria to be an alcoholic isn't clear, so I'm still none the wiser.




  I've read more "quit lit" than anyone else I know, but I still can't tell you the definition of an alcoholic. I've got no quiz, mechanism or method to advise if you're one either. I do, however, have an answer for the question, "Am I an alcoholic?" So, beautiful readers, here it is: am I an alcoholic? And are you an alcoholic, for that matter?




  The answer: it doesn't matter. Alcohol is toxic for everyone. Whether you're drinking vodka for breakfast, whether you're like I was – a mum drinking Pinot the second you finish the school run – whether you're sober all week and then smashing 12 cocktails on a Friday night, or you can easily moderate, anyone would benefit hugely from quitting, because nothing good comes from drinking poison in any measure, and there are zero benefits to consuming ethanol. Whether you're physically dependent, mentally dependent or barely bothered, you wouldn't mix arsenic with fruit juice and call it a treat, even if it did make you feel good for a while. If you drink enough alcohol, it makes you vomit. Why? Your body is extremely intelligent, and when it's being poisoned, it makes you throw up to try to expel the substance causing damage.



OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    

      Table of Contents



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Title page

        



        		

          Contents

        



        		

          Introduction – Why I Quit Alcohol for Good

        



        		

          Moderate, or Quit for Good?

        



        		

          One of Many Drunken Stories

        



        		

          Am I an Alcoholic?

        



        		

          Speaking Sober

        



        		

          Discovering Alcohol

        



        		

          Alcohol Causes Fun and Excitement, Right?

        



        		

          Seeking Approval

        



        		

          The Four Stages of Alcoholism

        



        		

          What Happens When You Stop Drinking – the Timeline

        



        		

          One Random Hot Day in July 2006

        



        		

          Major Life Events and Trauma

        



        		

          Alcohol Gives You Confidence, Right?

        



        		

          Harm Reduction – and the Dangers of Switching One Addiction for Another

        



        		

          Getting High

        



        		

          Alcohol and Anxiety

        



        		

          Sobriety and Motherhood

        



        		

          Mum Guilt

        



        		

          The Power of Yes and the Power of No

        



        		

          Why Is it so Hard to Find Out How to Quit?

        



        		

          How to Quit

        



        		

          Will I Ever Laugh Again?

        



        		

          Relapse – and Being Careful Who You Accept Advice From

        



        		

          Socializing Sober

        



        		

          Sober Holidays

        



        		

          Finding Fun

        



        		

          Maintaining Freedom

        



        		

          Epilogue

        



        		

          My 90-Day Freedom Programme

        



        		

          Acknowledgements

        



        		

          Sources

        



      



    

    

      Guide



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Table Of Contents

        



      



    

  

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“A beautiful blend of hilariously honest stories and actionable
advice — | cannot recommend this book highly enough”
Annie Grace, This Naked Mind

RACHAEL SHEPHARD





OEBPS/images/p1_0.jpg
2
oy tor Sebrialy and
ol T o 0t

A WM'E J"‘l"





