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Staying Sober:
 How to Control the Drink
 Demon


Binki Laidler


This book recounts Binki’s journey to sobriety, including guidance for those determined to live life without alcohol. She writes with warmth and humour, yet between the amusing anecdotes lies a tale of depression, debt, domestic violence and sexual assault; and a warning about the dangers for women who drink too much.


Binki offers both advice and practical solutions for anyone who has had enough of alcohol, no matter what their personal or professional circumstances. As well as sharing her own route to an alcohol free lifestyle, she draws on the experiences of friends also quitting drinking, and guides readers towards a solution to the problems caused by alcohol dependency within relationships, how to offset its effect on career development, as well as losing weight by quitting, and improving both wellbeing and mental health once the Drink Demon is banished.
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Foreword


I have suffered depression and anxiety on and off all my life. When I think of my childhood, I can remember vast swathes of time where I was worried about one thing and another. I was afraid that I didn’t fit in at school with anyone, even my friendship group, and likewise at university. I worried about being misrepresented by people who were supposed to have my back. There was anxiety about my capacity for blistering anger. Finally, of course, there was worry that as a young teen and onwards I could not seem to stop drinking.


When I married my first husband, I was always afraid of being beaten and humiliated by him if I stepped out of line, which I always seemed to do. I was worried about him having affairs and lying to me, and of course it was because I was a terrible person and a useless wife. I worried that my pub habit had developed into daily bottles in the house, and no longer just in the evening.


I worried about not being able to focus at work because I was constantly hungover and simply waiting to get home to a drink. I started my working life in PR, where socialising and drinking were almost a requirement of the post. Later, as a teacher, long hours and continuous stress were a breeding ground for bottles of red. Bouts of depression led to too much time off and self-medicating with the old vino increased. I was an accident waiting to happen, and eventually it did. My drinking immediately before horse riding led to a snapped femur and a year off work, to add to all the other sick leave I had taken.


I worried that people didn’t like me and consoled myself, alone, with alcohol. I worried about being lonely to my core for the rest of my life and that red wine had somehow become my best friend. Worried that everyone else was having children and doing normal stuff where I remained childless – I couldn’t have my children worried like me; that would be too cruel.


It was this constant anxiety that led me to drinking to excess, and it is only in recent months that I have finally got a handle on it, leading me focus on recovery and to record the first hundred days of my sober journey in the pages which follow.


I don’t feel worried with my lovely second husband. He is the love of my life. I trust him with everything. He doesn’t generate worry in me. Worries are just ordinary stuff, like getting enough shopping in for the weekend and the quickly-mounting housework. I don’t worry about coming home to find him gone, or him turning on me out of the blue, playing mind games because he enjoys it. He would never hurt me; I know that with absolute conviction. He likes the fact that I am me, even though I puzzle him. I am lucky, although I had to wait a long time for my soul mate.


It was the website Soberistas, a social network for people who want to give up alcohol, which rescued me, plain and simple.  I came across it entirely by accident, using the search ‘how to stop drinking’, as I suspect many have done before and since. I could never have quit drinking alone, I had tried too many times in the past, and each time I failed, my resolve for the next time weakened a little more. Blogging on Soberistas, receiving feedback, and making new sober friends were all lifesaving developments. With the sense of community on the site, I made it.


At the time of writing, I am forty-seven immature years old and would rate myself in my drinking days as an addict who loved the thought of being pissed but was never any good at it. I was a rubbish drinker but kept practising. I had several hundred attempts to give up before July 19th 2013, when I finally decided enough was enough and I was having my last ever alcoholic drink. This book recounts my diary and blogs during the first one hundred days, and I am happy to report at the time of writing I am still happily AF (alcohol free).


Please be aware that there are some distressing incidents described in this book involving domestic violence and sexual assault, where the Drink Demon, the one who enticed me to over-indulge, was ever present, and you should not read on without being ready to deal with how this might affect you. I have included the worst elements of my drinking years because I want women, particularly younger women, to be in no doubt at all about how dependent drinking puts us in danger, causes us to lose our judgment or any accurate assessment of other people’s true character or intentions, and wrecks our mental health for many years after. And it made me fat and wobbly.


Follow Binki’s sober life on
 sobernoodles.wordpress.com and on Soberistas.com




Introduction


I read many messages online from people who say things like: I am not as bad a drinker as my friends/family/colleagues. Or maybe they talk about the term ‘alcoholic’ and dismiss the word as simply not applicable. They just like a drink, nothing more, but they don’t dare test the calm waters of sobriety for more than a couple of days, because deep down they know there are currents they simply won’t be able to handle.


I too spent hundreds of years telling myself that my drinking was never as bad as Miss X or Mr Y. I still had my driving licence and didn’t have red veins covering my face like a web. I hadn’t been to rehab, nor received treatment from my doctor for alcoholism. I didn’t fight in the street or vomit in people’s gardens. I had been to AA twice but hated it; therefore I wasn’t one of them.


Yet I was sinking, slowly but surely. I focused less, worked less, achieved less. I didn’t really interact with people any more. Most of my evenings were a woozy blur, asleep by nine, but awake and sore headed at two in the morning. The depression which had followed me around like my personal raincloud seemed to have lodged itself firmly over my head. If I managed a night of two ‘off the drink’ I felt rather pathetically proud of myself. The fact that the next time I drank, the whole bottle would disappear in a few greedy slurps was conveniently forgotten. I realised that even if others drank more and loved it, making comparisons was self-destructive. After thirty years of excess, I had had enough.


I first decided I had to finally finish this addiction when I had been married to my second husband for about three months, because I had ruined a lovely day and night by too much drink.


This epiphany occurred after me getting pissed in the house and disappearing without a word to him, in the worst snowstorm for twenty years, to meet old drinking buddies for more alcohol, and having to stay at a friend’s (read drinking partner’s) because no taxis were running in the hideous weather. On my return, shamefaced the next day, he having had no idea where I ended up, we both cried so many tears and I felt so upset, angry, selfish, and so many other emotions. He left the house and said he needed a drive for half an hour to really think and I honestly thought he was going to leave for ever.


I begged and pleaded for another chance and the sadness in his eyes told me I had almost pushed too far. After he’d gone, I went to the kitchen and threw all the empty cans and bottles all over the kitchen floor and it hit me that I had chosen drink over us.


When he finally came back from his alone time, to my great relief he told me he was giving us another chance; he loved me so much but couldn’t bear to stand and watch me hurt myself with drink.


This wake-up gave me the strength I needed. But it still took two more years of trying to moderate and putting myself through mental agony of daily fights before I accepted I had to become an alcohol-free zone.


Another factor in this being the final time I gave up alcohol were the many disease symptoms that I suffered after drinking. I had some investigations earlier in the year I quit and was diagnosed with diverticular disease. This is a recurring bowel infection where the bowel has stretched and formed pockets (sorry to be icky). It causes pain and other distressing problems and can lead to a life-threatening rupture of the bowel, or even be a preceding illness to bowel cancer. I noticed it was particularly bad after heavy bouts with the old red wine and then it started to happen after even a small amount of any alcohol, crippling me sometimes and leading to a lot of time getting doctor’s notes for work, which did my reputation no good at all. Since I packed in the drink I hadn’t had any attacks and most of the time everything functioned regularly.


I get very sad when I read that people are struggling with the thought of drinking and that life is getting too much without a drink to make it all go away. In this book I want to share the thought processes I experienced whenever I suffered the urge to drink. I hope some elements of my writing will encourage others to develop their own thinking (as opposed to drinking) routine.


This is how my thoughts go:


Step 1. I want a drink. For me, a beautiful half pint of red wine in an elegant huge wine glass (my OH calls it a Brian Potter glass from Phoenix Nights, the one that was bigger than every other glass in the building).


Step 2. I tell myself it is one glass of wine, it is enough to satisfy and I will not have another one. I just need to have that one to take the edge off the shit that is my life.


Step 3. I go to the corner shop and spend my £5.99 and bring my treasured bottle back to the house, hardly able to wait till I get in the door before I twist off the cap (it’s that kind of wine) and cannot pour it quick enough into my Brian Potter glass.


Step 4. I take a well-earned sip and ignoring the back taste and the tannin and the burn at the back of my throat, think ‘that is wonderful’. I top up the glass again so that when I sit down with my treasure (cue voice of Gollum and his obsession with the ring) I have a full glass rather than a rather disappointing half full one (it was a big initial sip).


Step 5. The ruby red liquid calls out to me so I find myself taking pretty long gulps, because after all it is one glass I am allowing myself and one glass only, and I need it in me. The telly and the conversation my husband is trying to engage me in really don’t matter, as long as I achieve the relief I am seeking with the wine.


Step 6. The glass is empty. I now feel deeply dissatisfied and twitchy. Was that it? Am I not supposed to feel good now? Didn’t I tell myself one glass would do the trick? I need a bloody cigarette now to take away the anxiety caused by restricting myself to one (large) glass of my friend. OH sighs and frowns when I go on the back step and have a smoke, walking past that half-full bottle and thinking, it cost me £5.99, so I cannot justify pouring it down the sink.


Step 7. By the end of the tab, I think fuck it, I am going to finish the bottle and that will be it, the thing is done, I will carry on as normal tomorrow. So I take my Brian Potter glass and fill it up a second time.


Step 8. This second glass doesn’t feel so pleasurable; it feels more like a spot of desperation. I feel half pissed, tired, wanting another ciggie, argumentative, and need to lie on the sofa and stare at the telly, at a programme I am not even half interested in. I force it down, aware of the minging taste and my body feeling like it has been run over, and then the munchies come and I eat a pile of shit to offset the cravings and feelings of frustration that are coming at me from all directions.


Step 9. Feel like crap, keep dropping off, go to bed, ignore husband who is trying to hold his tongue but his face says it all.


Step 10. Fall unconscious until waking, hoping it is morning, look at my little alarm clock and it is 2 a.m. I feel dizzy, sickly, craving sugary stuff, so thirsty I fear my throat will crack, tongue so swollen it fills almost my entire mouth, whole body aching with the effects of being poisoned. I consider having alcohol to make me drop off again. I lie there for a couple of hours before grabbing a little more sleep and then the alarm goes and I have to get ready for the day.


Step 11.Hangover.Moderate hangover, but still enough to ruin my day. Am ratty with OH, eat fattening shite food, look at myself and see a distended belly, bags under eyes, watery eyes, pale skin, turned-down mouth with the sadness of it all. Snappy and impatient with people, need to be alone, get very little done that I had planned. Clothes feel uncomfortable and wrong, hair won’t do as it is told, skin leeches alcohol and sweat all day. Even a hot bath doesn’t sort it out.


Step 12. Get through a hellish crappy day in a snappy mood, having to pretend all day I am OK. By 5 p.m. I am again thinking about drinking to take the hangover away. It starts again – one drink will do the trick, make me feel better, take away the pain and shame for a little while. Just one drink. I know I am lying to myself again and I will disappoint my partner again and get nothing done again and wish I was dead again.


Step Lucky 13. I decide to wipe out steps 1-12 and not even go there. And the relief of knowing I haven’t gone there makes me cry. I feel lucky and privileged to not have taken that first drink. I feel blessed that I am AF and not poisoned with alcohol. I feel happy that I walked myself through the process and made an adult decision not to go there. I feel strong and ready.




Chapter One


July 20, 2013


Day 1


Withdrawal Symptoms.


Yesterday was the first day in as long as I could remember that I didn’t take a drink.


Overnight wasn’t good. I woke up at 2 a.m. with stomach pains, sure I was going to be sick, shivering and feeling like the flu was imminent, my brain rushing round in circles, and just basically scared witless. I got out of bed at 4 a.m. and sat like a wax dummy in front of a Deal or No Deal recording for an hour. I felt like I’d been hit by a train and all my brain was saying was, ‘just have a hair of the dog later and you will stop feeling crap’. Last night I thought I was going to go insane knowing there was lager and cider in the fridge and stopping myself having it. My hands were shaking on the second morning, but that was part of the process.


I told my husband I was stopping and he was supportive, although I don’t think he understood how badly I was feeling it then. He is a ‘normal’ drinker in that he just has the odd one when he feels like it. He doesn’t crave it so badly by 6 p.m. that violence could happen without it (just joking, but the nerves did get that bad).


I kept telling myself; remember this is normal; this old body is getting rid of all the crap, readjusting to normal settings, so ride it out. Remember to EAT.


It does get easier, they said online. Drink lots of water during the day and have a nice warm bath before bed to help you to relax. You’ll feel so much better soon.


I knew I’d have felt tons worse had I had a drink; I had to remember that. The first few days were always going to be tough, but hang on in there, sister, and it would get better and easier!


On this second day I had already started to cleanse my system and it was bound to hurt for a few hours, then it would be gone; I knew I had to do it at the weekend or else wouldn’t do it at all.


They say it takes 72 hours to get alcohol out of the system. But not out of the mind.


I felt like I had a terrible hangover and yet there was no drink in me; in fact I didn’t feel that bad when I’d had a drink … no energy, swirling guts, looked like shit …


I kept repeating over and over; just have to see it through and keep thinking about how good it will feel in a few days’ time.


Most of that second day, I slept a fair bit, did a lot of walking with the dogs, and by tea time they were both sparked out. The dogs were certainly going to get fitter! The walking kept me sane for several hours without my crutch-in-a-bottle. I had to take heart that I was not alone in trying each day onwards to be alcohol free. I kept myself busy in the house with lots of pointless pottering. I was really very thirsty.


Despite the physical symptoms I actually felt mentally better already, more clear-headed, and my stomach felt empty, rather than full of drink and too much food after getting drink-related munchies as I normally would at the weekend. At the same time of night, around 8 p.m., I would normally be dozing or watching rubbish on the box without taking it in, considering one more drink before bed, and dosing myself with Solpadeine to make sure I got off, even if it meant I knew I would be awake at 3 a.m. I knew the hard bit was still to come.


The odd goings on in my brain and body were OK, just part of the process … the shakes were horrid, but they did pass fairly quickly.


I didn’t feel guilty about keeping up those sugar levels; it was a perfect time for indulging in all those naughty but nice treats! Nearly there with the first 3 days … keep going and I wouldn’t look back.


I hoped the start of new week would get easier and I didn’t allow myself to try too hard to change everything around me.


I had taken every opportunity to wear my middle-aged body out with alcohol, so each day building myself up with a drink was the way to clear the tiredness, fuzzy head, and shaky feelings that came with mini withdrawal. I had to see those symptoms out this time and get over the three-day barrier.


Music playing was lovely and relaxing, and was uplifting. Bath, bed, and light reading worked well. I could still expect the early wake-up, just with no hangover. I spent time writing letters, lists of things to do and reminders, and logging in to the internet.


That evening I had major cravings for sugary drinks or sweets, as my body was craving the sugar that alcohol gave it. I tried not to worry about the feelings; they were normal and would improve. I didn’t sleep well again, but sober rest was better rather than drugged-up sleep. Each day completed was a boost to my confidence and self-esteem.




Day 2


The experience of not drinking, even for a few hours, was not easy. I kept questioning my feelings as though I were interviewing someone else, which helped somewhat.


I told a colleague I had decided not to drink ‘for a while’ (forever seemed too massive) and they said, ‘I thought you seemed really quiet, now I know why!’ Was this my true character, a miserable bastard? I guessed I seemed quiet because I had a lot to think about. I wondered if the middle of summer was a stupid time of year to stop drinking, but I knew that there was never going to be a perfect time. I was finding I was giving myself a lot of pep talks like that; in the car, at the bathroom mirror, walking to the shops … Trying to convince myself I wasn’t making the worst mistake of my life, being as I felt like complete shit. It was important to remember there would be highs as well as lows. I had another bath and an early night, as come night time, being conscious became just too much to bear. The bedtime story I told myself before bed seemed to help:


Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess called Laurina. On Laurina’s eighteenth birthday she was sitting, somewhat sulkily, in a ball gown next to a large lake in the castle grounds. Laurina had already been given many gifts: grace, youth, intellect, and an arse to die for. As she sat wondering what else she could possibly ask for in life, a sneaky, creepy old witch appeared. In her gnarled old witchy hand was a bottle of golden liquid. ‘Hello, Laurina,’ said the old witch, ‘I can see you are conflicted ‘cos you actually have everything and a bit more besides, you silly, silly girl, so I have the perfect gift for you. This lovely liquid is called Lambrini, and it makes everything that you have just seem sooo much better. This magic bottle will replenish any time you drink from it. Now, have a swig and don’t tell yer Dad.’


‘Sounds great,’ said Laurina, glugging away.


Many years passed. Laurina attended many lush parties, snogged a lot of frogs, threw up a lot of swan kebabs, and generally prostituted her sense of dignity and self-worth to the ever-overflowing goblet of magical nectar. It didn’t matter how many mattresses she had on her four-poster bed – she always slept restlessly. Slowly, the beautiful, vivacious princess began to turn jaded and gnarled – just like the horrid witch who first cast the drink spell upon her.


Then one day – a bit pissed and wobbly – Laurina knocked into the carved oak table which held the magic juice and it spilt and broke – never to replenish again. Laurina was devastated, ‘Ooh no, who am I? What about my good-time girl status? How will I manage my courtly duties without the magic juice – NO ONE can do a ‘Liz MacDonald on a bender’ impression like me!’


But, despite her worried, Laurina managed. It was all OK, and on her thirty-seventh birthday, she got the gift of ‘clarity and wisdom’, free as she was from the curse of the magic juice. Plus she still had more riches to spend in a major UK Supermarket.


The End.




Day 3


End of day cravings.


I got in from work knackered and the only thing on my mind was getting a drink in me. I felt totally wrung out with the battle inside of not being able to sink my usual and feel that sweet relief of being home and relaxing with a drink … yet I knew the feeling of elation only lasted a short while, then the depression catches up, and the fatigue from work and stress is made worse.


Then there was the interminable dozing on the sofa and not engaging with anyone, living in a trance until bed, then waking up off and on all night. No more of that. I was done with nearly thirty years of that. I was thinking today, as my brain started to wake up, about all the incidents in my life where the Drink Demon, as I thought of it, had taken an opportunity or caused a problem or made me do something risky or thick, and there were literally hundreds of them crowding in.


It was not that I was beating myself up about it, I was just realizing: what the hell have I been doing to myself all these years? All that wasted money and time. But still I thought about a glass of wine and some dark voice said, ‘I think one won’t hurt.’


I was so thirsty today and no amount of water seemed to quench it. I ate a lot of processed carbs but had no appetite for proper food. Someone online gave good advice about taking vitamins, especially B vitamins, to help with the nerve side of things. The shaky hands had gone, my heart was still fluttering like mad, but I hadn’t died! As I mentioned above, I had been drinking way too much, a habit starting where I drank as soon as I got out of school, then got out of university for the day, then when older when I left work for the day, – a nasty habit going on 30 or so years.


I went out and did an hour and half marching the dogs round the fields; they were in seventh heaven with all the extra exercise. Then I had a major sugar craving which normally I would stifle with a glass of chilled cider, but settled for a hot choc instead before bed. There I was at Day 3 and managing to stick to Coke, tea, and fruit juice.


There were so many thought whizzing around my brain as it came out of the haze, but I was firm with the Drink Demon. I told it to get lost (in slightly firmer terms). Every time I said no to it I felt a little stronger and the Drink Demon’s shouting got weaker …


For years I decided to give up every Monday morning but it never lasted – I managed to function, go to work, do chores – but I always felt like an accident waiting to happen.


I needed to change my routine. Instead of flopping out on the sofa with a glass of alcohol, I decided to spend ages watering the garden, take a shower or long bath, and then early to bed with a book. Probably sounds boring but I enjoyed reading chapters and remembering them the next day. Enjoyed painting my nails as I read though all the blogs and inspiring stories online. If I could do it, anyone could. I knew I had to take it a day at a time and be gentle on myself.




Day 4


Lighter physically and mentally.


I was turning into a right hypochondriac with all these aches and pains and hot-flush-type feelings down my legs. I had another hangover-like headache in the morning when I woke up and was sure these symptoms were an actual physical withdrawal. I slept until 5 a.m., which was an improvement, and was thrilled the scales were telling me I was 2 lbs down since starting this journey. On waking I experienced little flutters of excitement at the thought of being in control of my body instead of having the drink dictate how I felt. I found starting the day with the juice of a lemon in hot water helped. I knew my diet needed a complete overhaul, but had no stomach for it at that point.


I kept looking at food during the day and thinking ‘urgh’, which was a good thing from a slimming point of view, I guessed …


I had the familiar desperate urge to drink as I came in from work that night. The Drink Demon kept saying, ‘well, you could do four days off and three days on, how about that as a compromise?’ But I knew that before long the Drink Demon would be saying, how about five on two off … big fat no, pal.


By the evening the headache was just starting to subside, and I still felt a little shaky but determined to rid myself of the poison. I went for a walk with my husband along the beach, and I thought, life is looking great. Then yet another bath – baths galore soothed my itchy skin.


Maybe all the aches and pains were there all the time and it was just that I had numbed them with drinking. Consulting the internet told me I was still detoxing, and not to worry about the funny feelings too much, all pretty normal. The flushes (very genteel term, when in fact I sweated like the proverbial pig) and the tingly feelings came and went …


Stick with it, I said to the mirror, drink and rest, eat whatever your body tells you it wants today, give it lots of TLC, and be encouraged that it’s nearly over.




Day 5


Jangly nerve thing easing.


Reading other people’s stories and advice online gave me such strength because I knew I was not alone. What brave people, to face up to so many difficult issues.


I was still obsessed with my physical symptoms, especially after all the warnings I read about not just stopping drinking as it could be dangerous. I had planned for this by cutting down gradually over about 12 weeks, but it didn’t really properly hit me that my stop date was actually the day I decided to have no more drink until the hour actually arrived. God knows how I would have felt if I had just stopped without any cutting down beforehand.


It’s true I went through the mill the first three days, but today I was feeling peckish. I also felt a lot more laid back.


The doctor had put me on fluoxetine – I had come to realise the drinking was self-medicating for what this proper medicine now needed to deal with in my head, at least until I felt stronger. The fluoxetine was 10 days in when I had my last drink; I started it knowing I was going to ditch the stuff. The drug was probably contributing to me feeling like shit; hopefully an end was in sight to these symptoms. Either way it was still much better without the booze.


I got a much-needed break from routine because I decided to work from home, so the coming in at 6 p.m. and wanting a drink thing was missed off the list of dodgy moments of the day. My instincts told me to stay busy and make plans, so that the points where I would normally think, oh well, it’s late enough to crack open the wine/cider, didn’t have a look in.
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