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Interviewer:	So that should be recording. I’m just going to pop that on the right hand to you. So tell me a little bit about you in a few sentences to start with.

Isobel:	Yes, cool. So from [Scotland], where I think a drinking culture is really kind of rooted into our identity. I’m from a family where everyone drinks and Christmas is this big, drunken affair, and so from a very young age it was so normal to drink and to drink a lot.
I started working in retail, and working in retail it’s the culture of, “Right, we’ve had a good sales week. Let’s all go and get really drunk.” So I had those years of being the funny drunk. Everyone loves to go out with Isobel because she’s really funny. A couple of glasses of wine and she’s more steamed than everyone else. Cheap date. That was funny to my friends.
Then I moved to France for the ski season, and so because I wasn’t working and I was skiing and drinking every day for five months, when I came home everyone expected the party to stop. But I was like, how? Because I’ve been drinking every day for five months. That’s been my life, and so how am I supposed to go back to a nine-to-five office job now without the party? That’s really where the problem started was trying to maintain that party lifestyle that I lived when I was skiing and when I’m now trying to be expected to get on with my career, and that was really where the problem started.

Interviewer:	So how old were you at that point?

Isobel:	Twenty-one. Yes, I was twenty-one when I came home from France, and, yes, I think it was my twenty-second birthday. I’d been home from France for two months and trying to figure out what I wanted to do because I was like, “I don’t want to go back into retail,” but I hadn’t been to uni. So I was like, “Well, what do I do? What am I good at? And what do I enjoy about retail?” and I realised it was the operation side of things.
I’d been a manager for [redacted] and I didn’t love so much the customer interaction but it was the planning, the counter planning the business and so I decided to get into being an analyst. It started off with like an admin job for a building society and it was that time, my 22nd birthday. I was like, “Right, I’ve decided what I’m going to do. I’m going to start doing that.”
I was living with a woman who, she was actually three years sober. She was a recovered alcoholic and I think right on she spotted in me, “You’re about to start your career but you’re still drinking like you’re in France or that you’re in retail,” and I don’t think she wanted to preach but she could probably see in an early stage there, like, “I can see her going down that path.” At first it was- I think back then when I was maybe 21, I didn’t drink every day. I would occasionally drink at home but it was more going out.

Interviewer:	Yes, I understand, yes.

Isobel:	Yes, but then when I did get home from France the thing that sparked it all off was I split up with my partner who I’d been with for five years. So from the age of 17 to 22 I was with him, and I think I started drinking when I met him. So everything that I knew about being an adult so far was with that other person. So splitting up with him, it was like, “Okay, I’ve got a new identity to create now. What do I do now that he’s not in my life?” so I was having to drink to socialise. I was having to drink to make friends, and so alcohol was involved in all of that.
More and more nights out when I’d be waking up the next day when I don’t remember how I got home. I don’t remember what happened last night, and going on dates where you’re drinking to make you not feel so bad about it. And then almost getting with people that I’m like, would I have done that sober? I don’t think I would have. I think sometimes now as a sober person, I’ll be walking down the street maybe just going to work and it pops into my head and I feel this shame of, oh my God, I can’t believe I got with that person. I can’t believe that I put myself in that situation. I’ve noticed myself now I think questioning consent a lot more as well.

Interviewer:	Yes?

Isobel:	What was consensual? Was it that person’s fault? Because I was egging it on. I was wanting it to happen. I can’t expect them to know how vulnerable a person I am if I’m a stranger to them. So, yes, I’ve been thinking about that a lot over the last couple of months as well.
But, yes, I think what happened was when I started working for a [redacted] company. That was when it all really sparked off because at that point I had never drunk in the morning. I’d never drunk during the day. Only at night time when it was maybe more acceptable. Then I started working for a company where it was sales and it was high pressured sales. It was [redacted]. It was hiring young graduates and placing them with [redacted].
My boss would drink at lunch time so for him it was normal to go back and have his lunch and have two glasses of red wine. So because it was such a stressful job and it was, “Oh my God, we’ve made millions of pounds for this company. Let’s all go out and celebrate,” and we would all go to nice fancy wine bars and it was a lifestyle I’m not used to yet. I’d been maybe drinking cheap bottles of wine and all of a sudden I was with these really classy people celebrating with champagne and that lifestyle kind of tried to stick. 
The thing about them was that they were successful while also doing their celebrating, whereas for me I can’t just be, “I’m still half-drunk but I’m going to get on with my working day.” If I’m still drunk from the night before, I can’t do my job because it’s about looking at the attention to detail and picking apart numbers. I wasn’t functioning the way the rest of the team were functioning. So it was almost like they expected me to do the same thing that they were and be able to cope the same that they were. Because I wasn’t coping, it was almost like, well, you can’t do what we’re doing then because you can’t cope with it. It was difficult because you’re part of an office of about 30 people who were all drinking, drinking until we can’t walk, but you’re not allowed to. It’s one rule for everyone else but not for you.
I think by that point I was probably physically addicted because I’d probably been drinking about a bottle of wine and reaching on two bottles of wine at the weekend. So it got to the point where I was so nervous that come 12 o’clock my body was so palpitations. I was shaking. I was, “I need to go and have a glass of wine to feel normal, to feel like I can get through the day. I don’t even want to have it, but I feel like if I don’t then I will not be able to get on with this day.” So I would go to Wetherspoon’s. I would get the app on my phone so I didn’t even have to go to the bar. I could go and sit in the corner of a Wetherspoon’s, order a glass of wine to my table. I would literally just have that glass of wine. I wouldn’t eat. I had no appetite whatsoever. I wouldn’t eat. That’s 12 o’clock, I’ve not eaten anything. I’ve had a glass of wine. I’ve not eaten anything. I’d go back to work and that would get me through the day.
So for six months of that job, I became really good and my boss at one point was like, “You’re the best [redacted] we’ve ever had,” but the reason that I was able to do my job was because I was having a glass of wine at lunch and that was calming me down enough to get me through my working day.
Of course that’s not maintainable, a glass of wine with lunch and then going home for a bottle of wine. Turns into a glass of wine at lunch and two bottles of wine and then all of a sudden I was drinking in the mornings. I was pouring myself a glass of wine so that in the morning I was like, “Right, I’ll have that and that’ll get me to lunchtime.”
Then all of a sudden that wasn’t enough and I had a water bottle in my handbag that had pink gin and tonic in it. So I would have a glass of wine in the morning while l was doing my make-up to go to work and I would go and sit in work and I’d be like, “If I have some gum, no one will notice.” And then it hits maybe 10:30 and I’m like, “Oh my God, my heart is going crazy. I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack or I’m going to have a seizure. I’m going to need to go to the bathroom and have this gin.” I don’t know how I didn’t get caught. I don’t know how I got away with it.
What’s funny is I actually met my boyfriend at that job as well, so my boyfriend was one of the graduates that we placed. To him I’m like a kind of more senior member of staff. I’m internal. I’m responsible for him getting a job somewhere, and he remembers meeting me and thinking, “Oh my God, she looks so successful.”

Interviewer:	Yes, yes.

Isobel:	And then there was one day where he’s smoking outside and I was coming home from lunch so I’d had a glass of wine. He said that he’s speaking to me and he’s like, “Oh my God, I think she’s drunk,” and he says he remembers crystal clear talking to me and going, “Oh my God, like the reputation she’s got. She’s this really successful person. I find her really attractive, but oh my God she’s drunk.” I think he thought, “No, she must have met someone. It must be a one-off,” and it was able to be brushed under the carpet because then we didn’t see each other again for a while until a couple of months later when it was like, “Oh, no, that must have been a one-off.” I think when that started to become not maintainable anymore, that’s when I realised that I had to get sober.
I think the kind of penultimate day was I was at work and I had been placed with [redacted], so a massive company. I was due to go out on site and work as a consultant for them, so no longer working for [redacted], going out to work for one of their clients. The biggest client in Scotland.
My career prospects would have gone like that and my salary would have doubled yearly. If I’d taken that job, my salary would be double what it is now. It’d be triple in two years’ time because I was going to be managing a massive team and I was going to be this [redacted] at this super project and it was super exciting. I was like, “Right, now you need to get it together. You need to carve it off to be able to take this opportunity,” but I was a ticking time bomb and it was too late to give it up. Do you know what I mean?
So, yes, it got to the point where I was in the office one day and I was training my replacement but I was standing holding a laptop at reception. I was talking to them and they were like, “Are you okay? Because you don’t look okay.” I think I had a panic attack but it was like I fainted and, you know, that physical panic attack, sitting in a glass office, having a panic attack and people having to calm me down. 
They’re like, “Have you eaten today?” I’m like, “No.” “When did you last eat?” and honestly I couldn’t have told anyone when I last ate. I didn’t want to sit and say in this office, “Oh, yes, I’m drunk and I have been drinking,” so I tried to pass it off as I’m just not eating. That was the last day I actually ever went to that office was in March last year. That day we all went for lunch. We all had lunch and I couldn’t eat a bite. Everyone was like, “Just have a gin for your nerves.” I’m sitting there having a gin and then I went home and I never went back to the office. I went off sick because I couldn’t cope going back.
That’s when I went to the doctors and I was like, “Right, I need help,” and they told me I was physically dependent. Because of my epilepsy as well, I couldn’t just go cold turkey because I tried and it was very ugly, so it was the 5% wine. Have a bottle of 5% wine a day and try and wean off, but I think that’s too slippery a slope.
So from March last year I began trying to work my way down. “Right, let’s just have 5%,” but on the day that maybe my boyfriend didn’t come visit or I wasn’t with my mum, I would be like, “No one will know if I buy a normal bottle of wine today.”

Interviewer:	Yes.

Isobel:	So, yes, so I think April, May my family were thinking, “Right, she’s starting to slow down,” but I wasn’t. When they weren’t seeing me, I was like, “I can have a normal bottle of wine,” and that was too slippery a slope. Round the boyfriend, “Yes, 5%, that’s fine. I’m having a glass at 8 o’clock and then another glass at 9, a glass at 10. That’s me nice and regulated,” but as soon as he was away I was just going back to my old habits. I think that began to mount up and mount up and at this point I’m still long-term sick from my job. So I was off my job for about three months. 
No one knew why. No one spoke to me at the office, like I think only my boss knew what was going on. I felt like a pariah. I felt like such a failure, and trying to constantly go, “Right, I’m going to need to get a new job because I can’t go back to that job unless my placement goes through obviously.” So I lost that opportunity with this massive career and I was like, “I’m going to need to go back to this job where there’s not really a place for me anymore.” Everyone has seen me in that kind of state.
Yes, I think that was the point where I was like, “I’m going to need to get a new job,” so round about early July I’m still maintaining this 5% wine. No one sees me having another bottle of wine. That’s when I got a new job. I thought, “This is my chance. It’s got to be.”
About a week before the job, I had a relapse and it’s the worst I’ve ever been. It was the most wine I’ve ever consumed. I think- you know those 3L boxes of wine? Honestly I think I went through about two or three of them over the space of a couple of days. I don’t know how I put that much alcohol in my body. I was having seizures. I was hallucinating, and I think if my mum hadn’t understood what I was talking about I think I would have lost my mind because my mum was the exact same age as me when she did all this.
So I was explaining to my mum, “When I close my eyes, I can see things. I can see faces.” She was like, “Yes, that’s DTs. That’s what you’re having,” and the fact my mum knew what I was talking about I think was the only thing that kept me sane. Because I think if I had been seeing that and she didn’t know what I meant, oh my God, I don’t think I could have coped.
So that was a week before I started my new job and I was like, “Right, this is it,” and that was the rock bottom I think that I needed. So when I got to that week with the physical withdrawals, the seizures and the sweats, my stomach was like nothing. I was going to be sick and there was nothing to be sick with. It was horrific, so I stayed with mum and dad. They looked after me.
I’ve skipped a bit. When I was in my flat obviously and I’m drinking and drinking. It’s the week before I started my new job. Mum and dad came to see me because I wasn’t answering any texts and they obviously realised, “Oh my God, she’s relapsed. She’s steaming drunk,” and I told them to leave. I was like, “I don’t want you here. You need to leave.” They refused to leave so I phoned the police. I was like, “My mum and dad won’t leave my house. I want them to leave my house,” and obviously I was drunk so I must have sounded hysterical.
The police came looking for me, but see by the time the police actually turned up to the house my mum and dad had already physically lifted me into the car to drive me home. The police have obviously come to my flat knowing we’ve had a call from a girl distressed that her parents are kidnapping her. They obviously don’t know the family relationship so they went looking for me.
They looked at my last known address, which was my ex-boyfriend’s house, so the boy that I was with for five years. They drove to his house and are like, “We’re looking for Isobel. She’s a missing person,” and I’m still so frustrated that they went there and they told him. I was like this person that I’m trying to keep this image up of, “Oh, we split up but look how successful I am. You’re still working in retail.” They went looking for me at his house. His new girlfriend was probably at the house and I’m like, “Great, okay.” Because she lives there too and it was a weekend. They were probably in her- because he messaged my family. He still had their numbers and he’s like, “The police have just been looking for Isobel at my house.” The police came to my mum and dad’s house and they obviously came out that I was obviously blacked out at this point. My mum and dad said that the police just came into the bedroom, saw me passed out and they were like, “Okay.” Mum and dad explained the situation to them and I think that was the shocker of, “Oh my God, police went to my ex-boyfriend’s house looking for me as a missing person,” and that was the weekend. 
I think Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday I had to have my wean-off again because I had to and then Thursday I was like, “I’m just not going to drink today,” and it got to 10 o’clock and I hadn’t had a drink yet. My mum and dad were like, “Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. If you feel like you need to have a glass of 5%, do it,” but it got to 10 o’clock and I was like, “I think I can go without it,” and I did. The next day again they were like, “Right. You’ve done one sober day, but don’t put too much pressure on yourself if you can’t do it again.” I was like, “Yes, okay,” so the bottle of wine is in the fridge, the 5% stuff, and I was like, “I know that that’s there if I need it, if the physical symptoms come on I can have that.” But again it got to 10:00pm and I was like, “I’ve done it again.” By that second day I was like, “Maybe I can do a week,” so I got to a week. Then once you start setting yourself with little milestones like that, “I can do one more day. I can do one more day.”
And then all of a sudden I started this new job. One week sober, I walked into this new job and sat down and, “Oh, we’re all going for a drink,” because obviously my replacement was leaving so it was her leaving night that week. Not my replacement, the person I was replacing. It was her leaving night. Well, anyway we went to the pub and I went, “Oh, I don’t drink.” They’re all like, “Oh, do you not? Why not?” I went, “It just doesn’t suit me,” and I just said it as if it was the most casual thing. 

Interviewer:	Yes, yes.

Isobel:	And just put on an act that I don’t drink because I’m really cool, and, yes, that was it. They were just like, “Oh, well, come and have an alcohol-free beer.” So I went into the pub, had an alcohol-free beer and that persona I’ve been able to maintain, so six months later no one that I work with knows that history, which I’m really glad about. I can be this professional person. I can maintain, “Yes, I’m someone who doesn’t drink.” I’m quite open with them about it. No one has ever pushed me. We had a team meeting in the pub before Christmas and before my boss even booked that he was like, “They’ve got alcohol-free beer in there. Is that alright?” I was like, “Yes, that’s fine.” So, yes, that’s been it.
I’ve got my mum at the other end of the phone. I see her every Saturday, and they’re so proud of me because my mum has done it. She knows how difficult it is and the reaction that I get from them when I go up, and I told them I’m coming here today. I’m coming to this coaching day and they were so happy. 
My boyfriend, funnily enough I don’t know why he stuck around after seeing me outside the office buildings steaming drunk on a Tuesday afternoon. But he stuck around and I think he must have seen in me that, yes, that will get better. So he’s seen the whole messy thing but a year later, yes, we’re still together, half a relationship with me drunk and half of it me with sober. I couldn’t tell you what part has been easier. So yes, that’s really where I’ve been and what’s got me here today.

Interviewer:	Yes. It’s really interesting. There was something about the new job that was this fresh start and like you say you had to become that person. You just had to own it and be like, “This is me now,” and then that probably was just really good timing. Had you tried to moderate or stop before?

Isobel:	Yes, yes. I tried Sober October in 2017. It was really difficult. I did manage it and I only slipped up I think three days. I know that in Sober October you shouldn’t, but I managed October 2017 to only drink three days. But the whole time I was just waiting for that glass of wine at the airport because I’d booked a holiday in Lanzarote and I was like, “I can’t wait to have a glass of wine in the airport.” People sponsored me. They’re like, “Well done. Party girl is doing Sober October,” and I really did try. I did try to cut down.
I’d been seeing another guy at that time and he’s actually a bartender. He managed a bar, and so his life was drinking and all his friends were drinking and it was a big part of his life, but he was like, “We can maintain that, but you can’t and it’s going to be a problem if you can’t,” so I did the Sober October thing and I was like, “See, I did it. I don’t need to do it anymore.” And that relationship obviously didn’t work out. Thank God it didn’t because I don’t think I could have been sober if I stayed with someone that drank so heavily. 
But, yes, I think it was trying to moderate. I’m an all or nothing person. I drink or I don’t drink. I can’t be in-between.

Interviewer:	Yes, yes… [redacted]… So your early days when you started drinking, what did alcohol ___[0:17:27] with you? What did you like about drinking?

Isobel:	I liked the image because I liked fitting into a group. I think in high school I was a bit of a pariah and there was a kind of incident when I was maybe at secondary or high school, a sexual incident that meant that I was stuck out. I was a laughing stock in school, and so I didn’t have friends. And when I found this retail job and I started dating this guy who had loads of friends and I fitted into that image that I’d missed out in school. So when I sat out on a night out with everyone with a glass of wine, I was part of something and I’d never been part of anything before in my life. So mainly it was about the social aspect. It was about being with everyone.
I didn’t like the loss of control, and even from back when I was about 17, 18, my seizures increased because I’ve been epileptic since I was 10 but it was really well controlled. I had seizures when I was 10, diagnosed obviously, medicated. I had a seizure when I was 15 and then not one again until I was 17. So the fact that I managed to go those, what, 7 years with 2 seizures and then the last 4, 5 years I had countless seizures. So even from back then, it was having a physical impact on me but I just wanted to swipe that under the carpet and I think it was. It was the social aspect. It was fitting in. It was the image.
I think it is a part of the Scottish identity as well. We’re big drinkers here and I think the fact that there is even different drinking laws in Scotland than there is in England, like we don’t do happy hour. So whenever TGI Friday send out an e-mail two-for-one cocktails, not applicable in Scotland... [redacted]… I used to have a group of friend that for them they drink Friday to Monday and then they don’t drink throughout the week. So they drink Friday night until early Monday morning and then that’s them. They’re sober all week, and I remember being in their flat on a Saturday at 9:30 going, “Right. Who’s going shops at 10:00?” And literally all sitting waiting on the shop opening up, and unfortunately I think the rules are in place because I think as Scottish people it’s part of our identity to drink more. I wish that wasn’t the case because I don’t want to slag off all Scottish people, but it’s what we do. We don’t have a healthy relationship with alcohol.
You look at my family history. My mum did this. My dad is a big drinker. Both my grandads passed away alcohol-related illnesses, actually the same year, 1991, both of them passed away with alcohol-related illnesses and it’s a historic thing. It’s just generation after generation. It gets passed down and dating someone not Scottish, they notice it. They notice what it’s like to be a non-Scottish person in Scotland when everyone is like, “Drink, drink, drink.” It’s just kind of engrained into our identity.

Interviewer:	Yes… [redacted]… tell me a bit about the kind of mental effects of drinking as well.

Isobel:	Yes, so low. I mean, I think I was a very emotional drunk so I would just go home, I would drink a bottle of wine and I would just sit and cry. I was just such an emotional person, and I feel looking back now it seems so ridiculous to explain because it’s like, why would you do that to yourself? But at the time it was what I did, and I went home and I drank and I felt miserable, and it was like I was looking for some sort of answer in a bottle. I was upset at, like I mean that person that I dated for five years, that relationship breaking down. I think for two years drinking was almost a Band-Aid to the fact that I’d lost that person in my life and I was maybe looking for an answer in a bottle of wine. It sounds so ridiculous to say that as a sober person, but at the time it just made a lot of sense. It was a healing, and it is a depressant so it brings you down but at the time it felt like if I have this bottle of wine, things might be okay. I’ll feel a bit different.
I’m a very anxious person. My mum is a very anxious person. Even as a very young kid, before I knew my mum’s history, I knew that my mum was a very nervous person. She was very edgy, and so it did have such an impact on my anxiety. I think I remember when I worked- the first kind of office job that I got in France, I started having stomach problems if I ate really rich food. I would be really ill. I would need to run to the toilet and I remember going, “Oh my God, what is wrong with me?”
That was the thing that started the physical effects of anxiety because anxiety for me has not always been an emotional thing because I’m a very logical person. I can talk myself out if I’m feeling a bit anxious. I can so easily distract myself with a book or something to do. I can talk myself out of it, but physically I can’t fix that. The sweats and the palpitations and the stomachs… People notice me sitting like this, and actually, see, in November I filmed an episode of ‘The Chase’. You know ‘The Chase’, the quiz show on TV?

Interviewer:	Yes, yes.

Isobel:	So I filmed an episode of that, but I was so nervous when I walked in the studio, the kind of show runners were like, “Isobel, you’re sitting checking your pulse. Are you okay?”  I was like, “Oh my God, I didn’t even notice I was doing it.” But I was literally sitting in the little contestant bank in ‘The Chase’ holding my pulse and I’m like, “Oh my God, I hope that doesn’t get televised.” They had to come over and like, “Are you feeling alright?” And I’m like, “Yes, I am.” It’s almost like when I get nervous and my heart starts palpitating, I check that. I don’t know why I do it.

Interviewer:	How did you do on ‘The Chase’?

Isobel:	Well, I didn’t win any money, but I did really well in my cash builder. I got £6,000 in my cash builder and then, yes, I was five from home and got two questions wrong. I was like, “Well, I’m not going to get home,” but I got all my questions right and I was like, “Oh my God, one from home. One question and I get back.” I got asked, “‘Harris’s meat lover’ is the Latin name for which animal? Koala, wombat or Tasmanian devil?” Here’s the trick: only one of those animals eats meat so it’s pretty obvious, but unless you break it down, that means I hit koala. It was Tasmanian devil. I got chucked off.
But, yes, it’s not been on TV yet. It’ll be on TV at some point this year. I’m looking forward to it because I can’t remember all the questions answered, but, yes, that was a fun experience that I couldn’t have done if I was drinking because it was an all-day thing and I did it as a sober person. I remember coming home and my mum saying, “You wouldn’t be able to do that while you were drinking, been able to control your anxiety and stay calm under pressure. You couldn’t have done that when you were drinking and you've done it now,” so that was kind of a milestone. That was a cool thing to do.

Interviewer:	Yes, definitely. So tell me a little bit about sobriety and what it means to you.

Isobel:	So in my routine it means being functioning. Since I’ve got sober, I’ve obviously started that new job and I’m bloody good at it. I’ve never missed a day, which at my old job is unheard of. I was maybe off once a month, “Oh, I’ve had a seizure,” “Oh, I’ve got stomach problems.” I was off for loads of different reasons that really all came down to alcohol and I’ve never missed a day at that job. I’m good at my job. I don’t make mistakes. I come up with good ideas.
I’ve moved into a new flat that I would never have been able to afford while I was drinking because it takes up maybe about 50% of a monthly pay is paying for that flat. But I live in the city centre of [redacted] in a penthouse and I remember the first time I ever had a bath in that flat, I burst out crying. I have a bath every day because it really calms me down. I burst out crying.
My boyfriend was like, “What’s wrong with you?” I was like, “I just can’t believe I’m here. I can’t believe after everything that I have put my family through, after everything I’ve put myself through that this is what I get. I feel like I don’t deserve this good karma. I feel like living in this amazing flat, I don’t deserve it, but I do,” because at that point I was, what, three months sober and I was like, “No, I do deserve this.”

Interviewer:	Yes, yes.

Isobel:	And I have a lovely understanding other half, and I don’t make it about him because it’s not about him, but I feel like he’s part of my good karma. I put my family through so much, and I feel so sorry for that but now that I’ve got better and I’ve worked really hard for that I feel like he’s part of the kind of reward is this other half that really looks out for me.
My bank balance is a lot happier for it. I do have a lot of debt. I’m about £13,000 in the credit cards. A lot of that is interest-free and I play the balance transferring game of moving that onto interest-free cards so I can pay it off, and I’m in one of those jobs that the money is going to get better the longer I do it. So I think in the future, my future is probably looking towards London. If we move to London in the next couple of years, we’ll make a wee bit more money than what we do in [redacted] and so that’s not something I could do drinking, so, yes, being sober means potentially moving to London, career prospects.
The impacts it’s had on my sister as well has been really cool, because my little sister is only 17 so she’s the age where she’s discovering what it means to drink. Before me really coming out as being an alcoholic, I noticed her going at the weekend where she was drinking bottles of vodka with her friends and it was really funny to get steaming drunk. I’ve seen pictures of my little sister on Facebook passed out in the toilet because that’s what you do when you’re 17. You post those pictures of each other on Facebook. I remember going, “Oh my God, I really don’t want this to happen to her as well.”
Obviously my little sister has seen me lying in the bowl, shaking, vomiting, having seizures and she was like, “So this really fun thing I do at the weekends is also that,” and the impact it’s had on her. I remember staying at mum and dad’s one weekend and my little sister had been on a night out. She came home at 2:00am. We’re like, “How’s your night?” She’s like, “Yes, I didn’t drink though.” “Why not?” “Wasn’t really feeling it. Everyone else was drinking. There was booze in the air, but I just didn’t really feel it.”
I was like, “I hope I’ve not ruined it for you. I hope I’ve not put you off alcohol.” I know that sounds like a silly thing to say, but I almost don’t want to impose sobriety on her. My mum feels the same, but she’s like, “It’s not that. I’m happy to drink. Tonight I just didn’t feel like it,” and I think I’ve had such a big impact on my little sister as well which is a really cool feeling. I love the fact that she might actually get to go through university and never have an unhealthy relationship with alcohol. So I like that she’ll be more aware of it than I was, so that’s a cool feeling. Definitely, yes.

Interviewer:	And one of the things I wanted to ask about was around kind of labels, so do you identify with a label like alcoholic or what would you-?

Isobel:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Yes?

Isobel:	Yes, definitely. I don’t like to shy away from it, like I am a recovered alcoholic or recovering. I don’t know what one, recovered, recovering. But, yes, definitely, and my mum would say the same. That’s what I was. I think if I had quit when I had come home from France, I wouldn’t call myself an alcoholic. I was someone that had an unhealthy relationship with alcohol, recognised that and stopped. But the fact that I let myself drink in the mornings, drink at lunch, the fact that I’d go to work with a bottle of gin in my handbag, that is a full-blown alcoholic. I think I can’t really shy away from it, to be honest. So you’ve just got to own it and reclaim the word and I’m not embarrassed by it because I’m so proud of what I’ve done.
A friend of mine, she’s never really been a big drinker. Alcohol is not really a thing for her, and she said to me, she’s like, “I think they say that alcoholics are some of the strongest people out there,” because to be so consumed by a substance, to have no control over yourself or your life and to reclaim that and overcome that, I think I’m really proud of the fact that I had it in me to do that. So, yes, I’m not even embarrassed about it, to be honest.
The fact that no one in my work knows about it, if they did find out I don’t think I’d be embarrassed. I don’t feel the need to share it with them because I like having that professional persona. But if it ever did come out, I wouldn’t be embarrassed because I’d say to them, “Well, have I ever missed a day? Have you ever seen me mess something up at work? No, and it’s because of what I’ve overcome.”

Interviewer:	Yes. Why do you have to reclaim it back? Is it because there still is that stigma?

Isobel:	I think if you say alcoholic, you picture someone lying in the street, maybe without enough money and the smell or you picture someone that drinks at work. There was another woman in my old office, who she’d be sending e-mails and you’d look around and you’d be like, “Where is she? Because she’s not at her desk.” You’d go to the loo and she was in the loo. She used to work from the cubicles in the toilet. She was noticeably drunk. She had terrible skin. She had like really, really inflamed, dry skin, and I think we all knew she’s an alcoholic.
She was quite high up and we were all a bit- it was two-way. Some people were like, “God, is there something we can do? Is there someone that we can reach out to?” and then other people were like, “She’s an embarrassment. I want nothing to do with her,” and that stigma of she’s an embarrassment or she’s pathetic, you’ve got to reclaim that. Because, yes, that is where you are but you can get better and then you’re not that person anymore.
Whereas I think I managed to leave that workplace. If I had got sober and stayed in that workplace, I don’t think I would have ever shifted the ‘I’m a recovered alcoholic’. People would always remember that girl that spent the first year of her job not there half the time, being sick because of this or that, messing things up, crying all the time. I used to cry so much at my office, and I don’t think I would have ever been able to shift that.
So that stigma of being a vulnerable person, I think that just applies to all mental health really because as much as, I mean, alcoholism is a self-imposed mental illness really. But I think with all mental health people can tweet about it and companies on their own Twitter pages now, they share mental health awareness day. But actually on the very ground level of it, there is still a stigma.
I think my old boss would share on Twitter like, “Oh, mental health awareness,” but then he would sit and shout at me and put me down. That two sides of it I think apply fully to a lot of workplaces. It’s the typical ___[0:30:56] to say, “Yes, mental health awareness,” but actually do we cater for people that are going through mental health and the fact that they’re off work and they’re absent, they’re not capable of doing their job? Well, okay, we don’t care then.

Interviewer:	Yes. When you said that you were off for like three months and they just didn’t give a shit or check in with you, it’s like oh.

Isobel:	Yes. My boss I think he joined the first two conference calls and then he just didn’t speak to me anymore. No one from my team spoke to me. My HR rep obviously because I was on statutory sick pay, she would set up calls with me like every two weeks. My doctor would just give me a four-week sick line. She’d be like, “Okay. Well, I’ll speak to you when your next sick line is due,” and that was it.
Obviously that was between March and July, so at points in those three months, I would say I got to the fatal stage of alcohol withdrawals and I was having seizures. I wouldn’t have put it past myself to kill myself if I’d had the courage to have done it. I talked about it a lot. I talked about it a lot with my boyfriend, with my mum and my dad and I genuinely think I was capable of doing it.
I feel like no one in the office even thought like that, but then is it their responsibility to? I used to sit there and I’d go, “What would they all think if I did that? Would they all be sorry, like we’d all be sorry that no one spoke to me?” Maybe that’s a bit silly to say that.
But I think now as a sober person, that is one of the things I think about is I want everyone in that old office to see where I am now and I kind of want to be like, “See, look at me. I’ve done it,” and I feel like I’ve not yet had that chance. I’ve not had the closure on that chapter of my life.” I’m trying to tell myself that I don’t need it because everything that I have is so good. I don’t need to prove myself to people that are in the past, but I think that’s a little part of me that wants to have this social media persona of, look, I’m fabulous. I’m sober. I want them to see it and go, “Oh, God, okay. I’m sorry I never maybe supported her a bit more then.”

[redacted]
Isobel:	They still think I’m that person. I think my ex-boyfriend that the police turned up to his house and everyone at my old job, they don’t know I’m sober. They think I’m still this mess that’s an alcoholic and ruined her career and ruined her relationship and I’m a bit like I need to prove to them that I got better.

Interviewer:	So tell me a bit about like how you feel in yourself and if and how your relationship with yourself has changed in the past six months.

Isobel:	I respect myself so much more. I don’t sit and put myself down anymore. I remember so many times really looking at myself in the mirror and pointing out all the things I hate about myself and just crying and feeling so down, thinking that I was worthless. And now I feel like I’m a really cool person. I look at myself in the mirror now and I’m happy with how I am. I’m really proud of the impact that I’ve had on my life with getting sober. 
	And I’m looking at the future. My other half and I have been talking about, if we do get married, what would the wedding be like. So he started to put the feelers out, like, “Just before we do make any engagements or anything like that what would the wedding look like and would it be in [redacted]? Would it be [redacted]?” And we talk about things like that, and I love that. 
	We talk about would we move to London? Would we live in [redacted]? Like what’s the flexibility there? I think about my career and I think about the plans I have for it and I love that that is an option to me now, because six months ago I thought I would never get to that. 
Six months ago I thought I would lose him. I didn’t ever think a career was going to happen again, and I was actually applying to retail jobs again at one point six months ago because I was like I’m not capable of being an [redacted], I’m not capable of having a career. I thought I’d almost dumbed myself down, but now I build report solutions that other people in the business aren’t capable of building, and that feeling is amazing. 
Yes, so I think I’ve still got some things to work on because I do still get physical symptoms of anxiety. When we were out for Valentine’s Day, I was like mentally I’m so happy, this is great, we’re having a really nice meal, but I felt dizzy from my heart, if that makes sense? I felt like my heart kind of maybe skipped a couple of beats or something when I was walking down the street. 

Interviewer:	Yes.

Isobel:	And I was like, oh my God, I feel a bit weird. And I got pains in my left arm and I was like, oh my God, something’s happening. It’s not anxiety, it’s stress, but I think that’s still something that I need to work on a little bit. And I think that is maybe just down to active- I’m not a very active person. I sit at a desk nine to five and then I come home. So I think I need to maybe work on my exercise a bit more and do something else to maybe get my happiness levels sorted out. But I think in general, yes, I’m a much happier person than I was.

Interviewer:	And it’s such early days isn’t it? You do one thing at once, you can’t just change everything completely overnight.

Isobel:	Exactly.

Interviewer:	Yes, and what other kind of changes have you experienced or gone through since you stopped drinking? 

Isobel:	My diet as well, so I mean I’ve not always had a very healthy relationship with food. Like as young as about 13, 14 when like things weren’t so good in school I always found food something I can control. So as young as then I stopped eating and I was making myself sick and all that kind of thing, and it was never about my weight, it was always just about I can control this and I can’t control anything else. And so when it came to the drinking and I was out of control there, the food sort of came into it again. I was like, I can’t control the amount of wine that I consume but I can control the food. 
And obviously I think when you drink two bottles of wine a day, three bottles of wine a day, there’s not any appetite there. I couldn’t eat because in the mornings I felt so nauseous, so I didn’t eat at all, whereas now I have porridge every morning for breakfast. I come home for lunch because I live ten minutes from the office and my boyfriend puts soup on for me, whereas I used to have a glass of wine for lunch and never eat food. 
And something else that I thought I was never capable of was on a Sunday we go to Lidl, we spend £50 all in and that’s our food all week. We don’t do takeaways. We’re really strict, like we’re really strict with money because we’re both trying to kind of get some money behind us and pay off some debts. And so we manage to live off £50 a week and we go to Lidl and we buy five meals. I would never come home and cook for myself, it was all ready meals, but now I get so much pleasure from coming home and cooking a meal for us both. So my diet has improved massively. 
My other half, he used to always buy bags of chicken nuggets and that was his meals. He would buy a bag of 25 chicken nuggets and just eat them on a plate, that’s it. Whereas now he has a full balanced diet and the impact on his mental health and his weight as well, he’s lost a bit of weight. And the fact that I’ve almost been able to help someone else and their life as well, like his diet’s improved. 
The house is really clean. I know that sounds dead silly but-

Interviewer:	No, no, it’s the little things.

Isobel:	Yes. I clean every Sunday, so every Sunday I do all my dusting, my hoovering, my mopping, and I sit and I look around and I’m like- I’m one of these really house-proud people now, whereas I used to be known amongst my friends for being one of the messiest people. And I’m seeing a friend next Friday and I’ve not seen her since my 21st birthday. She’s a bit older than me, so when I was 21 she was about 29, and so she was always kind of almost like a big sister, like, “Isobel, you need to sort your house out. Isobel, you need to sort your diet out.” And “you can’t even cook, let’s work on this.” She’s coming up next week and I’m going to cook her some dinner and she’s going to look at my flat and go, “Oh my God, like how have you done this?”
	So as well as getting sober, my diet, my house, my relationship with my family. I took my little sister on a night out in October and it was to a drag show and my little sister used to- At the end of the drag show I was getting annoying drunk so my sister really didn’t enjoy being around me, and I took her out and I bought her a drink but I didn’t have anything to drink, and we had the greatest time. 
We danced so much and on the way home my sister said to me, “I’m really surprised. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I’m really surprised at the way you were. I almost thought that you weren’t going to enjoy it as much because you weren’t drinking but you still danced and you had a great time.” And my sister was like, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re so much more fun to be around when you don’t drink.”
	Because I used to do her head in. I used to annoy her so much. She hated watching TV with me because I talked all the way through it and I was drinking all the way through it and she loves spending time with me now and that’s a great feeling. 

[redacted]

Interviewer:	Do you have any strategies or tools or things that you’ve used over the last six months to keep sober?

Isobel:	Yes. So alcohol free wine. And I do a Waitrose shop once a month and I get alcohol free wine and I think that does help. And I don’t drink a full bottle every day, sometimes I may only have a glass or I’ll just have an alcohol free beer, but that is a kind of crutch for me just now. And I’ve been thinking about it and my boyfriend’s asked me, he’s like, “I don’t want to be rude but I’m just curious, like is it okay that you do that? Is it cheating or what?” Whereas the way my mum and dad look at it, my mum and dad are like, “We almost didn’t think that you were capable of this and you’ve done it so don’t change what you’re doing because it works. So if you have a bottle of alcohol free wine where is the harm in that?” 
	And so that is one of my coping mechanisms really. Routine as well, so the fact that I eat the same thing for breakfast every morning, I have my lunches every week and I plan the meals. The fact that I am planning the next five years of my life, like I am planning, right okay, so I’m going to spend this much more time in this job before I seek a salary increase, and then- Because I think the way my company works I’m not going to get much more money but I know that I will get more money in a similar role if I go to like a bank or something. 
	So I’m like, right, I think I’m going to work there until maybe January next year. I think I’m going to do another year there and then I’ll move on. Planning like that also helps me get sober, because I’m like well none of that’s possible if you slip into old habits. So you’ve got to keep it up to get all these amazing things that you didn’t think you were capable of a year ago and you are. 

Interviewer:	It sounds like that opportunity that you feel that you’ve got a future now, whereas before was it just like, was every day the same?

Isobel:	Yes. What’s so frustrating is I did have such a big opportunity because I was at that job and I basically got handed on a silver plate this amazing opportunity. And I mean it is a better opportunity I think than what I’d have been able to get myself now without the help of that company, but I wasn’t capable of it. And my mum and dad keep saying to me, “It just wasn’t the right job for you,” and I’m like that’s an easy thing to say but I mean it was literally the perfect job for me and I missed out on that opportunity. 
But I think I had to lose that opportunity to be able to have a bit of a wakeup call. I had to have that presented to me and then taken away from me, for me to go, “Okay, you’ve got to do something about the way that you approach life. If you don’t change the way you live things like that are going to keep happening.” So, yes.

Interviewer:	Yes, that’s the thing. It’s like when I ask people like, “Would you have stopped earlier? Would you have done things differently?” It’s like, “Well what happened, happened, and it had to happen to like get me to where I was,” kind of thing...?

Isobel:	Definitely. 

Interviewer:	Okay. And say you could talk to yourself, a version of you sort of six months ago, or even a year or two ago, what would you say to yourself now?

Isobel:	Yes. I mean, I think I definitely wish I’d stopped earlier. I think if I had stopped earlier, I mean my life would be so different. And it’s great, like I love it, but I just wish I had stopped earlier. And those opportunities, there were so many points, like when I split up with that boyfriend of five years I could have stopped then because I knew then it was a problem but I didn’t because I wanted- I feel like almost I wanted to have a bit of a meltdown, it was like a self-indulgent thing; well, fuck it, I’m just going to go and do this and I’m going to be really selfish.  And I wish I could go back to when that relationship ended and stop then. But if it hadn’t would I be in this flat? Would I have this job and would I be with my other half? Probably not. So, as much as I wish I could go back and tell myself that, “You’ve got to sort it out now and you are capable of it,” I just don’t think it would have happened. 
And I don’t think it would have stuck either. And the fact that it’s stuck six months without even really any temptation. The closest I’ve ever been to having a drink I think was when we went to [redacted] and we were having a really nice meal and the table next to us were having wine pairings with every course. And the closest I came was going, “Oh my God, how much do I want a glass of wine? Like, this is what I’ve ruined for myself, as I can’t enjoy a glass of wine in a situation like this.”
But it wasn’t even like I had to talk myself down, because my mum was like, “You’ve just got to in that moment say, and this is why you can’t do that.” And I went, “But Mum, I didn’t even have to do that, because I knew it was like an automatic reaction.” As much as I want that I’m not going to do it. I didn’t have to talk myself down. And so the fact that I’d come six months without even really a temptation to drink, I wouldn’t have done that if it hadn’t got so bad. So as much as I wish I could go back and talk to myself and tell me to sort it out, everything happens for a reason, as cheesy as that is and you’ve got to let your kind of process unfold to get to the right place.

Interviewer:	I agree. If I could wave a magic wand and allow you to be a moderate or a normal drinker would you take me up on that offer?

Isobel:	I wish, yes. I think like family Christmases and stuff like that, like if I wasn’t a ___[0:10:41] person, if you could wave a magic wand and have me have a glass of wine out for dinner and that’s it, yes, oh God, I wish I do. Because I think you kind of miss out on a bit of life to be honest when you don’t drink. Like different cultures and going on holiday and drinking, like if you could be a moderate drinker and you could get to experience more of life. And so I do feel that as a sober person I am missing out on something, but unfortunately that’s just the way it’s got to be, I’ve got to miss out on that aspect of life if I want to be able to enjoy any of it. So, yes.

[redacted]
Interviewer:	And how about socialising and hobbies and leisure? Has that changed, or do you still try and keep it really similar to-?

Isobel:	Yes, definitely it’s changed a lot because my social life used to be meeting up with loads of different people all the time and drinking. I used to meet up with old friends and go for a drink, whereas I feel that doesn’t happen anymore. I feel like I have maybe lost a lot of friends because they’re not the kind of friends that would come over to your house for dinner but they’re the kinds of friends that would meet up with you for a drink.
	My close friends don’t live here. One lives in Yorkshire, one’s just moved to London, so that’s a bit unfortunate because I feel like I don’t have a social life anymore. My social life is with my boyfriend and going to my parents on a Saturday night. So on a Saturday I go up to my gran’s house and my mum and my dad and my sister are there, and my sister’s only 17, but she’ll still enjoy sitting in with us on a Saturday night. And that is my social life, is going out with my mum and dad and my sister.
	And I’m a little bit like maybe that’s a bit sad, but I guess it’s what works for me. I’m a big reader. I love TV. I love ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race’ and ‘Game of Thrones’ and-

Interviewer:	I love ‘RuPaul’s Drag Race’. [laughter]

Isobel:	That’s my thing. As soon as I get home from this today I’ll be watching ‘All Stars 4’ finale. So yes, even though I’ve read all the spoilers, I know what happens, but I’ll go home and read it. And yes, that’s my social life, is introverted things. 

Interviewer:	Yes.

Isobel:	I used to consider myself a massive extrovert, but now I’m like- Do you know the ENTP thing?

Interviewer:	Yes.

Isobel:	So I used to be, I think it was an ENFG and now I’m an INFG, and I’ve kind of slipped and I’m like oh, that’s a bit- I didn’t expect that, but-

Interviewer:	So is that something about alcohol makes us extroverted? 

Isobel:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Or we just think we’re extroverted?

Isobel:	Yes. And I’m a bit like am I still an extroverted person? Because as a sober person I still find it very easy to meet a group of people and to socialise and talk to people, but my life, like my day to day life, I don’t do that. Like when I’m put in that situation I find it easy, but in my day to day life, no I don’t. I would rather sit in the house than go out and try and make any friends. And so I don’t know if I would describe myself as an extroverted or an introverted person anymore, it’s a tough question. Like it’s a grey area now. 

Interviewer:	It’s really interesting. Yes, it’s the same for me. What about the future then? Does it feel like forever? 

Isobel:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Yes?

Isobel:	Yes. I think my mum obviously got sober at the same age as me. She was sober for 15 years, and then I think it was maybe about a year after having my little sister, so my mum would have been 36 then, and she started drinking low volume wine again. So I think she was a bit- Because her family are really big drinkers, so my mum said like, “It’s boring being on a night out and not drinking. It’s really shit at Christmas when everyone’s drinking and you’re not.” 
So after 15 years of being sober my mum did try the low volume wine and she maintained that, so I watched her be sober and then start drinking again, moderately, just at the weekends, low volume wine. She wouldn’t try strong wine, so if I was drinking strong wine and was like, “Oh, try that,” she was like, “No, I don’t want to taste it.” She wouldn’t ever taste cocktails. If you tried a cocktail and went, “Taste that,” she’d be like, “I don’t want to taste it because I will not be able to stop.” 
And I’m like, I get that. Her low volume wine was nice as long as she didn’t try anything stronger. And when I went through what I went through she actually stopped her moderate drinking as well. So I don’t know what to take from that, because I kind of look at it and I was like my mum was maintaining that, but as soon as she watched me do the low volume wine and slipped back into it I think it made my mum examine her own drinking again and go, “I was sober for 15 years, I’ve given that 15 year sober number up to have a low volume alcohol at the weekend, and why? Why am I doing it? I was just as happy sober as I am with this.” So my mum doesn’t drink at all anymore either. My mum got sober again I guess at the same time I did.
	And so I look at her and I go, yes, she maintained that low volume but it’s too much a risk. It’s too much a risk to, well I’ll have a glass of wine with my dinner but what might that turn into? I don’t see myself ever being a moderate drinker, so yes. I just don’t see it. I think it’s not worth the risk of trying to be. I think my future probably involve a family and I think it’s too much of a risk to my family for me to maybe try to be a moderate drinker, so what’s the point? 
I’m such a happy person as a sober person and so I don’t see- I do feel like I’m missing out on a little bit, but it’s too risky I think.  Maybe that’s just the six months in talking, maybe I’ll feel different in a couple of years. I don’t want to put too much pressure on myself by saying never, but I think at this stage it’s never. 

Interviewer:	Yes.

Isobel:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Awesome. I think that was everything I wanted to ask, but was there anything you wanted to ask me or more stuff you wanted to tell me about? 

Isobel:	Yes, I think that’s everything. It’s been a really interesting day. This is the first time I’ve ever done anything like this, so it’s been cool. And I think almost it’s a bit therapeutic to tell someone that’s outside of your circle this. And obviously you’ve done it, you know what it’s like, so it’s not like you’re telling someone and they’re going, “Oh my God, she’s a psychopath.”

[redacted]]
Isobel:	I think when you said upstairs about the alcohol free beer and what it is, a crutch, I was like it’s so funny you say that because it’s what me and my partner talk about, like he’s like, “I don’t want to control you,” and I don’t know but I think it makes him a little bit uncomfortable seeing me drinking the alcohol free wine. I think he’s a bit like, is that ___[0:17:28]? But he’s a bit like, it’s not my place to tell her. He doesn’t want to tell me, you know, “Don’t do that.” I think he is a bit uncomfortable with it so it’s just so funny when you said that because it is a kind of ongoing theme in our lives right now is, is it okay? I feel like I want someone to just go to me, yes that is it okay. But that’s not how it works.

Interviewer:	Yes. And I think you’ll find your natural- Because does your mum now-? Does she drink alcohol frees?

Isobel:	She just drinks like Pepsi Max, but she is quite interested in the alcohol free ones, so when I bring it up she’s like, “Oh, that’s really good, I’ll try some of that,” but she doesn’t really drink herself. My mum’s weird, she doesn’t really drink a lot of water or anything like that, when we go for meals and they’re like, “Do you want a drink?” she’s like, “No.” So my mum’s weird, she doesn’t really drink any sort of liquids that often. But yes, Pepsi Max she’ll drink, and that’s it. She doesn’t really need the alcohol free wine but she sees that it works for me, she’s like, “I don’t want you to stop that because I think it’s working, so just stick with it,” yes. But it’s cool. I’ve enjoyed this, it’s been fun.

Interviewer:	Oh good, I’m glad. 
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