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Interviewer:	I’m just going to pop that in there to capture you if that’s alright? The first thing I wanted to ask, if it’s okay, was your age and how long you’ve been sober for?

Penny:	Forty-nine.

Interviewer:	Forty-nine? Yes.

Penny:	Since January 2018. But I have had drinks after my first initial year.

Interviewer:	So one year completely and then a few in the last few months-?

Penny:	Yes.

Interviewer:	…kind of thing? Yes, okay. Brill. Cool, so just to start with then, tell me a little bit about you in a couple of sentences.

Penny:	I live up north. Currently I’m trying to start my own business. I’ve got two children aged 11 and 8 and I’m married. Got cats and dogs, and I live in the countryside. 

Interviewer:	Oh, lovely. It sounds really nice. 

Penny:	(Laughter)

Interviewer:	I’d love to live in the countryside.  Okay, so let’s think back, tell me about the very first stages of your relationship with alcohol, when you first started drinking.

Penny:	Oh, my first stages. My very first encounter that I remember vividly, I was 13 and I looked very young for my age. I had no idea how to dress and I used to look at other girls and think, “Oh, I still wear my duffle coat and my Liverpool scarf.” And you had to be 13 to get into this youth club and I couldn’t get in, so I got sent home. I was really upset, because I’d got sent home and I drank absolutely tons, or what I would have thought were tons, of my mum and dad’s liqueurs. So it would be like whiskey, brandy and things like that. 
I then went out again. I think my grandad was looking after my brother. I’d gone out again, and God knows what I’d got up to. I came home and my grandad was there and he didn’t say anything to me. I think that was my very first, initial, on my own drinking because I’d been upset. That was the first disastrous one. It’s quite sad really, isn’t it? When you think back at 13. 
	So after that then we would drink in the park and we would drink Merrydown cider, and you could get gold top and silver top. And we used to flick ash in them because, apparently, that made you more drunk. It’s awful, isn’t it? (Laughter)            
We’d take mushrooms as well. We’d have mushrooms, but that was it. And the odd smoke of pot. So basically, I think I started drinking about 13, but it would have been very sporadic, it wouldn’t have been every weekend or anything like that. 
So when we were 16 and we’d left school and we’d gone to college we would start going out in the local town, and in those days you didn’t really need ID. Even though I looked really young, some people would say, “Are you 18?” “Yes.” “Oh, alright then.” Or, “No, you’re not old enough.” And we would drink cider and black or lager and black and things like that. 
I would get really drunk because I’d feel really embarrassed because I was really small. I grew up thinking there was something wrong with me because I was so small. And I’ve never been skinny, so I drank to give me confidence and cover up my insecurities. 
So by the time we were 18 I probably would drink every weekend and it was commonplace. Now I wouldn’t drink at home with my parents, but I would drink with my peers. So that carried on.
I got to uni and by that stage my mental health was not good. It had never been good as a teenager. You know, it had never been good any time. But leaving home, drinking, smoking a bit of pot, not very much, my mental health went completely haywire. But I didn’t know that the alcohol wasn’t helping, so I would get absolutely trolleyed quite a lot, every weekend, during the week, but still function and still go to uni and do all that kind of stuff. 
Then I left uni and just carried on drinking. Then I moved to London and discovered drugs, so I was drinking and taking lots of drugs. I had jobs; I kept my jobs down and all that kind of stuff, that was no problem. But the insecurities, self-esteem, little self-belief… 
But the drugs and alcohol basically stopped me from moving anywhere forward; in fact they were pulling me back. I mean I remember having bleeding gums, my gums were just bleeding, would just bleed for no reason. I’d get sores in my nose. I’d have days where I’d not slept, with the after-effects of the drugs, then I’d use alcohol to bring it down. Then loads of smoke as well, so I’d be smoking lots of pot. 
Then we were made redundant, a load of us, from this company,[redacted], and so I went travelling for a year then. And that broke the drug use. I realised I didn’t want to go back to drug use, but I had no idea that alcohol was the problem.

Interviewer:	How old were you around then?

Penny:	I was about 30. 31, 32. I’d have spates where I wouldn’t drink during the week and then I’d only drink at weekends. I could still very much function, but I had no relationships, dodgy career really, not very good. Just about surviving really.
I made money out of my house, so financially, I was okay-ish. But I wouldn’t care about getting into debt. Nothing like that bothered me and I had no responsibility for my own life, kind of thing. I took none for that. 
Then I met my husband, but I would carry on drinking. He wouldn’t drink as much as me. He would say, “Oh, you need at least two nights a week that you don’t drink.” I’d be like, “What are you on about? You’re talking shite.” So that continued, but I was in and out of depression, or what I thought was depression. Anxieties are growing. Wrong beliefs. 
Then I got pregnant with [redacted]. I lost my mum. She was about three months old. I lost my mum when I left work and I was suddenly left with this very different life, where I wasn’t working and I was at home at all times with a baby and I’d lost one of my best friends. So I drank. That’s when I started to drink, or try to drink, if my husband let me, or I’d sneak drinks virtually every night. And that continued. 
I still drank when I had [redacted], but it wasn’t excessive drinking, probably one glass of wine a week. But I couldn’t wait until she came out and I didn’t care about breast-feeding, I just drank.
	With [redacted], I drank when I was breast-feeding, not because I didn’t care, I just didn’t see the correlation. I drank a bit when I was pregnant. When I found out I was pregnant with [redacted] one of the worst things I did was I found out I was pregnant in Tesco’s and I’d gone to buy some wine for that night. And I thought, “I’m just going to buy another test, so I’ll do the test again tomorrow and then tell everybody I’m pregnant so I can have this wine tonight.”

Interviewer:	Have the wine tonight, yes.

Penny:	So that’s what I did. It’s quite a funny story really, but it’s shameful. So I’d drink perhaps one or two drinks during the week when I was pregnant, but as soon as the pregnancy stopped I’d start drinking again. And it was pretty much virtually every night. 
[redacted] started to put his foot down, real big problems in the marriage. I was like five stone overweight, miserable as sin. Struggling with relationships with people. I knew that I was a good, nice person, but I really, really started to struggle. I’d go to the doctor’s and you’d go to counselling, but really it was low self-esteem. It wasn’t really depression, if I look back. I think there was depression from drinking, but I wasn’t ill, if that makes sense.

Interviewer:	Yes, yes. Well it’s a depressant, isn’t it?

Penny:	Yes.

Interviewer:	We just don’t think about these things.

Penny:	So I used to write a list, “Right, if I do these things I’m going to feel better.” And it would be like, “Lose weight, exercise, do this, do that, do this, do that.” So between this I would run, then I’d not run. I’d eat well and not eat well. That sounds like I’m trying to draw a picture of being really bleak. But there would be periods where I functioned really, really well. 
I don’t think most people, if you said, “Describe Penny when you knew her,” I don’t think they’d say, “Oh, she was a massive drinker.” They wouldn’t describe me as that. They would probably describe me as somebody who’s quite over-emotional and hard work, but that would be about it. 
	So then alcohol started to creep in this list. It was getting higher and higher and higher and I was doing all the, “Am I an alcoholic? Have I got a problem with drinking?” I think I had a problem with drinking the first time I drank, because I used it for the wrong purpose. 
In any environment I’ve lived in most people have drank. And I would consider people who didn’t drink as a bit weird; there was something wrong with them. We used to say, “If they say they don’t drink, don’t trust them.” I’m sure you’ve heard that a few times.

Interviewer:	Yes, I have. (Laughter) I’ve said it myself a few times in the past.

Penny:	I couldn’t go out socially without drinking because I couldn’t function. I didn’t know what to say to people. So I’m really chatty, I come across as really confident. And I am. But without a drink, when I was out in a social situation, I wouldn’t have anything to say. I’d look at all the other people and think they were marvellous and I would just think I was shite really. So I think that’s why I drank a lot.
	Then it got to the point where alcohol was the top of the list and I’d considered going to AA. I started asking other people what they thought about my drinking. But the shame of it, the fear. The, “Does everybody else remember what I did? Or are they in the same boat as me?” 
I used to do Dry January every year and just white-knuckle it, I think it’s a phrase from Stephanie, until the 31st January. And if the 31st January landed on a Sunday or a Saturday I would drink on that Saturday or Sunday, because I just couldn’t go another weekend. 
So I then decided, “Right, that’s it, I’m not going to drink, I’m going to do Dry January,” which ended up being Dry February. I joined One Year No Beer, and Stephanie used to be in that group helping people. That’s how I got in contact with her. So then I carried on not drinking and basically turned everything around and got to where I am today, which is a completely different person than I was. 

Interviewer:	Yes, that’s really interesting.

Penny:	I’m sure actually it’s very similar to many stories that you’ve listened to. I don’t think it would be much different.

Interviewer:	….So when you said the shame and fear, did you mean of AA itself? Or just shame and fear around stopping or around talking about alcohol?

Penny:	The shame and the fear, because I was brought up in a family where, “Oh, he’s an alchie,” whilst drinking. It’s my dad saying he’s an alchie after drinking his fifth whiskey since 5 o’clock in the afternoon. The definition of an alcoholic where I grew up and who I used to be with, is somebody in the gutter, drinking out of a paper bag, kind of thing. So that was the definition of it. 
Or that they drink too much whilst they’re drinking. My parents used to drink virtually every night and used to slag off other people for doing it. They didn’t know they were doing that because they were scared. They just didn’t know what they were doing. 
So I came from a family that drank for stress, drank for low self-esteem, drank for all those emotional reasons. I came from a family who always had a bit of money, always worked really hard. Most of them had good jobs. A lot of the family are really academic. A few PhDs here and there and that kind of academia. 
My sister is very, very, very bright, whereas I wasn’t as academic as that. And it was always deemed as the best people are the people who are very, very bright and if you can go and do a Degree, then you go and do your Masters and your PhD. And really, if you can’t do those things you’re not really worth that much. That’s where I think my self-esteem took a battering and I found it very difficult. 
My cousins all went to private school and all came out with their Firsts and all that kind of stuff and I’m struggling to get a 2:2 kind of thing. Even after all these years, it’s still very much…
So I think a lot of it was to do with how we viewed ourselves as a family, because my mum and dad, they were very clever people, really clever. My mum was very, very bright. She’d just had an education that didn’t really support her. 
And my dad thought he’d failed, but he did really well in what he did. It’s just this continuing fear of not being as good as the rest of the family. So they all drank, and they’re both dead now, so they didn’t see it as a big thing. 
They both smoked. They both died of lung cancer and stuff. So we weren’t really true working-class. We weren’t middle-class, but we weren’t true working-class, like ___[0:16:36] [opened]. So it’s, in the north west… I’m not sure if it’s different down south, I think the social statuses are slightly different.

Interviewer:	Yes, yes. I mean class is complex, isn’t it? It’s so hard to…

Penny:	And it was so prevalent when I was growing up. Not so much these days, it’s loosened a little bit. But my mum and dad, it was all about class and it was all about, “You’ll behave in a certain way, because we’re better than them.” 
They tried to get better in society and for me it never made much sense. But that’s where they got their self-worth from. So that’s why they drank, and I drank because I just felt as though I was rubbish at everything. 

Interviewer:	Yes…. [redacted]… [Crosstalk].

Penny:	It was not because they wanted to be that middle-class, but they actually believed that they were. So if you ever tried to tell them that, “Actually, you’re not, you’re upper working-class,” it would have been such an insult to them. And they really fought for that all their life and what an absolute waste of time. They really did, bless them…. they thought that education would drag you out of that, because the better educated you were the better jobs that you got. They didn’t see that the more confidence, the more self-belief, the more doing what you love; will get you where you want to be. They just thought having a Degree got you anywhere and it got me nowhere. So there were a lot of those beliefs when I was growing up that I didn’t really agree with or understand. 
We drank a lot, as a family, but it was okay because we didn’t go to the pub. Mum and dad never went to the pub, so it was okay. “You can’t be an alcoholic because you don’t ever go to the pub.” And they didn’t get steaming drunk, so they couldn’t be alcoholics because they didn’t get steaming drunk. But they still drank every day.

Interviewer:	Yes. So you said you had a list of, “Things I can do,” but your alcohol kept going up. So what was alcohol taking from you? 

Penny:	Mental health wise, I was very unhappy. Very emotional. Real problems with friendships. Real problems with confusing facts and what was going on in my head. So I would build stories that had no truth in them whatsoever. It’s quite funny when I look back. (Laughter) There was just no truth in them, they would come from nowhere. 
I felt myself doing it then, because I will make a story up of you believing something about me and going away and having this think about, “Oh, what was that woman going on about? I’ve heard that story so many times.” And I can feel it happening and I have to go, “It’s none of your business what Emily thinks and just forget it.” I’m still doing it now and this is years of trying not to do it. So it would build up those kinds of things. 
So my mental health was quite poor, but I didn’t have an illness as such, but it was poor on a daily basis. I was very overweight, very unfit. I wasn’t doing a good job of being a parent. I was not a very good wife. I was miserable as sin and I felt very powerless, very ineffectual. I felt like everybody hated me and that I couldn’t do anything really. Very stressed. Very stressed. Quite anxious and little self-belief. So that was… 

Interviewer:	Was there a particular trigger or a ‘rock bottom’, some people sometimes call it? It sounds like maybe it was more [a creep 0:21:26] [Crosstalk]?

Penny:	I never hit a rock bottom; I never got to the point. I’d gone back to work and I was working for this company... I was working as their administrator and he treated me like shit. He treated me like I had no experience whatsoever and I knew nothing. 
I had nothing to fight back with. I was just fat, overweight, and I was literally doing a job that I did at 20, and I wanted more. I couldn’t live like that, I felt really ashamed. So it was my rock bottom as in, “If I carry on like this I’ll be working here until I’m 65 and I won’t have shown my children anything. I’m not doing anything I want to do.” My rock bottom was fear of the blandness of life I suppose and actually wanting to do a lot more and reach my potential, which I wasn’t anywhere near. 

Interviewer:	Did you compare your drinking to others when you were still drinking?

Penny:	Yes. “Why can’t I just not drink like they do?” I’d started to read up about it, as I realised I drank my first drink much quicker than everybody else. But I used to do this with my friend, who is an alcoholic. I used to think, “How come she drinks her first drinks really slowly?” Then I realised it wasn’t her first drink.

Interviewer:	(Laughter)

Penny:	(Laughter) I realised she’d already had a couple before. I found that out. So that’s a relief. Because I’m only small as well I would get drunk a lot quicker than everybody else. I would be really pissed before everybody else. I’d be at least one, or one and a half drinks, ahead of everybody else. 

Interviewer:	So did you used to think of yourself as, “There is a normal drinker and there is me.”?

Penny:	Yes. I was not a normal drinker. I’d feel most comfortable on the nights that you know it was going to be a pissed up night. We were at a party and people would start off and then they would carry on drinking and they’d get drunk and have a hangover the next day. But they might not drink for two or three weeks. Knowing what I know now it’s a slightly different story, but- sorry, what was the question again? I’ve lost it.

Interviewer:	Did that contrast between yourself and the normal drinker [Crosstalk 0:24:16]?

Penny:	I was so shocked when I found out that people didn’t drink every Friday night and didn’t drink every Saturday night. I was so shocked that people said, “Oh, I don’t fancy drinking tonight,” and went out and didn’t drink. I didn’t realise people existed who did that. I just thought everybody did.

[redacted]

Penny:	I thought everybody drank wine every night, but they don’t. A lot of people do. I do mini surveys with people. “What do you drink? How much do you drink?” And whatever they drank I’d go, “Oh, yes, yes, I’m the same.” 

Interviewer:	(Laughter) Did you ever think about trying to moderate or limit or cut back?

Penny:	Oh, absolutely. And after the first drink I thought, “Oh, fuck that.”  

Interviewer:	Yes. And were there any risks that you’d associate with your drinking?

Penny:	When I was younger, awful risks. Absolutely terrible, terrible risks. I don’t know how I’m alive. I really don’t know how I’m alive. I don’t know how I’m not in prison or I don’t know how I didn’t kill people by drink driving. I got myself in situations and I’d wake up in the morning and go, “Where the fuck am I? Who are you?” 

Interviewer:	Yes.

Penny:	And have to spend the next day trying to come down from alcohol and drugs. We just didn’t have mobiles like they are today, so you didn’t have the communication. And I’d be [on my own 0:26:02] in London and not know where I am, having to spend £50 to get home. I put myself in a lot of danger. I got myself in some proper scrapes. 
Not so much when I got older and I was with [redacted]. But I went travelling for a year and we did some stupid things, really stupid things. We were in Thailand and they had really come down on Western people having drugs. We’d carry them around and we could have spent the rest of our- we’d be dead. 

Interviewer:	Yes, you’d still be in prison by now?!

Penny:	I’d still be in prison, yes. I say it’s only dope, it was only smoke, but we still did it because we wanted the smoke. We’d smoke and drink and take mushrooms and whatever drugs were available. We got to Vietnam and we’d just go and buy what we thought was coke. I don’t think it was coke. It’d be laced with anything. It was ridiculous, to put yourself in that situation. 
I look back and wonder how I am not in prison or dead or maimed for life or haven’t got a horrible disease. I really shocked myself. Most people that know me now would be really shocked to know that I behaved like that. I don’t talk about it.

Interviewer:	So why is that?

Penny:	I think because people have a fascination about it and it really happened to me. If I told them exactly what I did and what I got up to and how I behaved. And how I used to take drugs and how I used to behave when taking drugs and getting drunk, and the pure risks I took just to get out of my head, just to escape, I think they would see me differently. They would, there is no doubt about it. I wasn’t responsible. 

Interviewer:	And you said now you feel like you’re a completely different person, so tell me a bit more about that.

Penny:	So now I don’t take risks. I find it hard to take risks now. Now I want to educate people on what you can do in life. You don’t have to get your highs that way; you can get your highs in a different way and a different type of high. So no, I’m sensible. I’ll read a book. I’ll study. 
If we went out now and I was in that mode, I went into that mode… I don’t think I would, but I know there is something in me that would still snort a line of coke. There is still something there, like that rebel, kind of thing. I think I would walk away. I would hope I would walk away. But if I went out and had a few drinks and somebody offered it to me and I thought, “I’m not going to be able to get through the night, it’ll sober me up,” I think I might. So I don’t put myself in that situation. I avoid it. I think because once you’ve loosened that way of thinking it’s always a bit loose, if that makes sense?

Interviewer:	Yes. It’s like you’ve been there before, the path’s been trodden before. Do you know what I mean? You’ve been on that path for many years; the trace of the footpath is still there, even though you’re going down another path.

Penny:	It’s just the thought of going to a festival and having a few Es and having the ability to just talk to a bloke and not be worried about what I was saying. And I suppose I find it easier to talk to men now. I still find it incredibly difficult, but I suppose I find it easier. So I’m different in that respect.
I’m different as in I’m more mature. My emotional intelligence, which I never allowed to grow, I never allowed my emotional intelligence to grow since not drinking, has come in. But it must have always been there but it’s come flooding in, if that makes any sense. I don’t know whether I’m talking shite or not.

Interviewer:	No, no, that makes sense.

Penny:	I want a different life and to be fit and healthy. The way I’m different, I’ll try and explain it. So I used to get a certain amount of joy of being the victim. A certain amount of joy or comfort or pleasure of being the miserable one, the one who would cry. So that, I knew. That was who I thought I was. So I can easily go into that state. Then I found that I’m also completely polar opposite to that. But anything that happens, I have to make a choice not to go to that. Am I talking rubbish?

Interviewer:	No, no. I totally get it. So who are you now, if you’re not going to the victim mode?

Penny:	Who am I now? It’s like the opposite. I’ve worked really hard to be the person, “Am I being a victim in this? Yes, I am. Right, okay. How do I handle it differently? Am I being fit? Am I being healthy? Am I making the right choices?” So it’s a constant question. And if I’m not, what choice can I make? 
Okay, so in the past my default was to go into that kind of victim, atrocious mode. Whereas now I would look at what other options I’ve got available, so I’m more option-orientated. 
I have more belief, so I want to try out all these new things, like getting the dog, starting a new business, going into coaching. 
Coming to days like this have no effect on my confidence at all, I just walk in. I’m not bothered. Whereas I knew I was like that before, but I just never allowed it to be. So I’m kind of becoming the person that I always was.

Interviewer:	Yes, it does make sense. Because you said before as well, drinking made you feel powerless and ineffectual. So then that makes sense, because that’s the ultimate definition of being a victim, right? So the stopping drinking is about making you have ownership and taking responsibility for [Crosstalk 0:33:16]?

Penny:	Yes. I think if you’re sober have no choice. You have, course you have. You’ve got a choice of going and getting… I can’t be that victim person if I’m not drinking, because my brain won’t let me be it. So I have to be something else, and I think you just have more options. So I’ve got more options as a person. I can be who I want to be. And I’m nowhere near yet. 

Interviewer:	So what was different then? What clicked last January that made you manage to have a year off booze?

Penny:	I looked at other people and realised I could be a better person. I’d had enough of people telling me that I could never be. And I worked for this company where they were all a bit of a mess, they all drank, and they were so up their own arses about- they’re so great because they’re in the financial world. 
My boss started to come across with sexual innuendos, he’d almost touch me. He was always talking about porn or something. And I thought, “I’m not going to live in this world anymore. I want to live in a world where nobody dares to speak to me like that. I’ve had a lifetime of you.” I’d had a lifetime of men like him and a lifetime of being bullied and abused and there was no way I was putting up with it anymore, when I had my kids. 
I thought getting this job would lift me away from all that, of feeling like a second-class citizen, and it actually made me feel worse. And that was my, “Right, I’m going to stop drinking. I’m going to get fit. I’m going to lose this weight. I’m going to show the world that you cannot touch me.” And that was what it was. I didn’t want anybody to touch me like that anymore. And it was the belief that I deserved so much more than to be treated like a piece of meat. 

Interviewer:	And at that point did you say, “This is it, forever.”? Like how…?

Penny:	No. At that point I said, “A month,” because I just saw this goal of me being the best I could be. We’d found out my dad was dying as well, so I was about to be an orphan. And I know, being at my age, being an orphan isn’t…

Interviewer:	Yes, but…

Penny:	But it’s still a big, big slap in the face, it’s still a big wake-up call. And because my mental health was never great growing up. Mum and dad, when I got in trouble, they would save me every single time. And I’ve been saved so many times. 
I think mum and dad never asked about the drugs or about how much I was drinking. It would have only been drugs, and then alcohol would have been okay. They just saved me every time. Every time I got in debt. Every time I got in trouble, they just came and saved me. So I hadn’t got the strategies to be able to take responsibility. So I knew I had to take responsibility as well and I couldn’t if I was drinking.

Interviewer:	After you’d done your month did it then shake you to, “I’m going to do a year.”? Or were you considering it?

Penny:	I was doing it through One Year No Beer and I’d see people do it a month and I’d think, “Oh, God, they’ve got a month.” Then you go for three months. At one and a half months I thought, “Oh, I can get to three months.” I kept seeing people going and doing a year and I kept thinking, “Can I do a year? I can’t do a year. There is no way I can do a year. There is no possibility.” But the more I said, “There is no way,” then I saw it as a challenge. But One Year No Beer use the word ‘challenge’. “It’s a challenge.” The more alcohol free time I got, the more I realised if you gave me a challenge I would step up to that challenge. I can be quite challenge-driven, but I didn’t know I was. 
So then I did the year. But it was after about eight months that things changed. Eight or nine months your mind-set around it changes. Your body changes. And then it becomes quite easy. You don’t think about it, you just get on with it. It’s your life then.

Interviewer:	Yes, it’s your new ‘normal’, isn’t it?

Penny:	But I think it takes months and months. I remember Stephanie telling me, she said, “I don’t tell the other women, but it can take a year, it can take more.” And it was about eight or nine months and I was adamant I wasn’t an alcoholic. But it depends on what you term as an alcoholic really. I wasn’t sitting in a gutter and I wasn’t dependent on it. 
So no, I don’t care, but it was going through all those processes of, “What am I? What does this mean?” But it was about eight or nine months, then I suddenly realised, “I’ve got this, I’ve got this in the bag. I’m alright and I can achieve what I need to achieve now.” 

Interviewer:	So you say that since this 1st January you’ve had a couple of drinks?

Penny:	Yes. To start, I used to do a lot of exercise and I found that the exercise kept my mental health like this. Since doing loads of research, doing loads and loads of reading, it also keeps my hormones [like that 0:39:49], because I’ve always been affected by my hormones. So eating well and exercising and not drinking had a major effect on my hormones. I was doing a lot of exercise because I was very, very unfit. If I’m going to live until I’m 90, the day before I die I want to be walking around, I don’t want somebody changing my nappy. So I did a lot. I found that, because I wasn’t as tired, I could do this exercise and I was actually one of the better people in the class. And I could run, not very fast, but I could run. And I could run for a long time. My mental health for the very first time in many, many, many years, from ever remembering, was really, really good. 
	Then I started having back problems in February. I ran a marathon in May. I was top of my game, I was doing so well. Then I’ve got this problem with my back and I’ve not been allowed to do anything since August. So I’ve had the odd few drinks and I don’t really want to. It’s not something I want to get into. 
I’ve noticed that if I have one I do want another one. Although there has been the odd times that I’ll have one and I’ve not wanted anymore. But it’s not something that I’m going to get back into, because I can’t go back to where I was. But I’m wary of it, really wary of it. And I want to be back to where I was, at eight months, when there was nothing, where I was flying.

Interviewer:	Is there something in common about those times when you have drunk? Like a particular trigger or have they just been a bit random?

Penny:	Okay, the one thing I’ve always struggled with is going out and not drinking. Not that we go out that often, but we have parties and we have get-togethers because we’ve got young children, and I’ve struggled with those. I get a bit bored. And it’s what everybody does. So I struggle with that a little bit. All everybody wants to talk about is me not drinking. I’d never be rude with people, but I do get fed up with it. And if it’s at our house, I get fed up with people trashing my house. So I’ve always struggled with that a little bit. 
My husband is not a very big drinker at all, but he missed us having a drink together. Which he didn’t at the end, but I’m really aware that the habit could take over so quickly. And the correlation of my confidence going lower, with me having the odd few drinks every now and again. So there is a correlation there, I don’t know what you’d call it in psychology; the…

Interviewer:	There’s causation and there’s correlation, isn’t there?

Penny:	Yes. I’m not sure which one it is… [redacted]…	But I can’t exercise. So what I would do, I’d go to a gym class for 45 minutes and if I was stressed before I went I would put everything into that gym class and I would be competitive with the other women in the room very quietly. 

Interviewer:	Yes, yes, I do that. (Laughter)

Penny:	Do you?

Interviewer:	Yes. (Laughter)… [redacted]…

Penny:	Yes. But it is, you’re in competition with yourself. So we’d go and we’d go to classes where you lifted weights. So I fought to get to the point where I was with the other women who lifted the heaviest weights. And I would never let myself get below that ever, no matter what. And when I came out, I’d have achieved something, so I felt high and I felt good and I felt focused. I had a routine around my exercise. Then the exercise went, I started to put weight on and stuff, so it’s all kind of like…

Interviewer:	Yes. So what’s the plan to manage that then moving forward with alcohol?

Penny:	So the plan is, my back is almost, almost better. The physio has given me core exercises now which if I can build that up then hopefully I’ll be set free and I can go back to my exercise. I cannot drink and exercise. Not that I’m really drinking that much, but in my head I’m having the odd one. Then I’ll eat better and I won’t eat loads of cake. And then I’ll be less tired, because I’m eating better and I’m running again. 
So I need to work on that really, because I can’t make my life about it being around exercise, it’s got to be about something else. So I think from stopping drinking I used exercise as a strategy. Now that strategy’s been taken off me and since that strategy’s been taken off me I’m floundering a little bit. 
I’ve also got extra stresses, I’m trying to start this business up and I’ve found it really hard. So I do have a tendency to beat myself up and give myself a hard time. Although I know what to do around that. There is a lot of self-help. 
And I’m going to go and find a part-time job as well, because I’ve not got the connection there. Whereas when I was exercising I had the connection and it wasn’t as important. So a lot of what I used before to keep me happy, to keep me there, hasn’t been there as much, so it’s a bit more difficult. 

Interviewer:	Yes. No, that makes complete sense. I get that. You said a bit about people asking as well. So tell me a bit about how people have taken it and how you manage it when people ask you questions about it.

Penny:	Being a person who loves to divulge knowledge or to be able to help people or to listen to them, I love it in some respects. It pisses me off if you were in a bar. 
I love it when people try and come out with something that I know is so ill-educated, because then I can just completely blow them out of the water. 
I love it when they come back with an argument and they’re trying to be really cocky, so I’ll just come back with something with them and I don’t mind at all. It would irritate me if I wanted a drink, because that would be in my head. “I really want a drink and you’re asking me why I don’t drink.” 
The only thing, I always wondered what people would go away and what conversation they’d have. 

Interviewer:	….What about someone who was asking you for the first time, saying, “Oh, you don’t drink?” would you explain?

Penny:	I did. I used to explain that it’s a challenge I’m doing, I wanted to lose weight, I wanted to be healthy, and I’ve got into it and I’ve really enjoyed it. It has been like a self-development thing, and it’s amazing how different you feel, even if you didn’t drink that much. I played down my drinking, really. I just said it was a challenge and I wanted to make some changes, and I was bored of drinking, which I was bored of drinking. Bored of the whole hangover the next day and not being able to move, and all that kind of stuff. I did it like that, and I probably am quite good at selling myself at making it not sound like I was as worried as I was about how much I was drinking.

Interviewer:	Yes.

Penny:	It was more a social challenge, rather than a necessary challenge. But it was a necessary challenge. But I was always in the back of my mind, “I wonder what people say to their partners or their friends when I’m walking away.”… [redacted]… No. I don’t tell anybody that [dark] side of things. I don’t tell anybody unless they’re really close and they ask me a really pertinent question. If they ask me a really deep and meaningful question, and if I know them really, really well, I would tell them that. But, yes, not everybody. I’d make it out as if I was this strong, Amazonian woman.
[redacted]

Penny:	But the way I would sell it would make them think, “I could do that. I want to make some changes.” So I know it was a positive way of saying it, and it made me look good instead the bloody fool I’ve made of myself for a very long time. And I did make a fool of myself a lot.

Interviewer:	Was that just through the things that you’d do when drinking?

Penny:	Yes, and the things I’d say. I’d cry. I’d be rude. I’d be obnoxious. I would say what I thought. I’d be silly. I don’t think I was particularly a nasty person, although I could be nasty – really nasty – if I wanted to. No, not very nice, really… [redacted]… I know that I’m very good. I’m one of the nicest, good people you can meet, and I know that fundamentally from me inside. I know I’m okay, and I’m perhaps one of the better people. I wouldn’t try and defraud anybody. My values and my morals are quite high with things with other people and their feelings and stuff. So when I [said it did it 0:03:35] subconsciously something not very nice, but because people have always said, “You are one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.” So I knew it was in there.

Interviewer:	Does the alcohol cover that up, change that? What?

Penny:	I don’t know. It did for me where I was coming from. I wouldn’t know. You’d have to ask people that knew me, I don’t know. I don’t think I ever particularly became nasty, I think I became hard work. I became emotional. In my head, I was a very different person, but it masked how I felt about myself. I’m sorry, I’m getting a bit confused with the question.

Interviewer:	We’re just thinking about you said you knew you were a good, nice person, and I was wondering if it was something about alcohol that made you not feel like that good, nice person.

Penny:	Okay. Yes, the alcohol made me feel like a failure, but I was failing. It made me feel not adequate and nice people don’t behave like that. And I was jealous of people, jealous of people who’d got it together, really jealous of them. Or jealous of them if they could do a lot exercise, or very, very jealous and very, very envious of people who’ve done well in their careers.

Interviewer:	Do you want some water?

Penny:	I will do, yes. Really well in their careers. I’d just look at them and think, “I have to really battle with it,” especially women. Because the one thing I’ve always really wanted was to do well in a career, and that’s one thing I’ve thing I’ve not done.
[redacted]
Interviewer:	We’ve obviously touched on this in lots of different ways already, but trying to sum it up, what does sobriety mean to you?

Penny:	Power, control, health, ease, clarity, options, calm. I think I’ve said calm. It allows you to be who you want to be, rather than…

Interviewer:	What else did I want to ask a little bit about? What does sobriety mean to you? Have other people, like a partner, friends, been supportive of you stopping?

Penny:	Yes, absolutely. Not one person hasn’t been supportive, apart from a really good friend who just keeps her distance if I’m not drinking. That’s because of her issues around alcohol, and I fully understand that. But where I’m from, I’ve had the occasions of, “When you’re drinking again, we’ll have a bottle of wine.” I’ve had the occasion of, “It’s boring if you don’t drink.” But they’re rare. It’s rare.

Interviewer:	You said earlier, “I’m not an alcoholic,” by however you define that, so tell me a bit more about that, about that label and how you see yourself in relation to it.

Penny:	Okay. What I believe is the label – which has changed over time, but I’ve still got a core belief around it – that an alcoholic is somebody who drinks every day, all day. I think I started to realise that you don’t suddenly wake up one day and drink every day, all day, that it has to be on a spectrum, and it’s a work in progress, kind of thing. An alcoholic is a subjective thing. So to a non-drinker, if you drink one glass of wine a day, you’re a heavy drinker. To somebody who drinks a bottle of wine every day, you’re a lighter drinker. So it’s extremely subjective. An alcoholic, I would say it would be in my head, it’s somebody who can never drink again. I can, and it doesn’t set me off onto a binge, or it doesn’t do anything like that. But my beliefs are fundamentally changing on that, and I am working on it, because anybody that drinks on a fairly regular basis to get drunk, or for whatever reasons they’re doing it, they have some kind of issue with alcohol. They just don’t know it. You only find that out if you’ve been a drinker yourself and stepped away from it… [redacted]… Depending on my mood and how hard I was being on myself would range from being, ‘You may have a problem with alcohol,’ ‘You have a problem with alcohol.’ So if they would change the word from ‘alcoholic’ to something else, I would say I would be that something else. But my beliefs from being very, very young are really hard to shift around it. So I’m not dependent an alcohol, physically dependent, but I’m everything else that goes in between.

Interviewer:	Yes. So of my participants said, “I’ve had a problematic relationship with drinking,” or, “I was a problem drinker,” was a phrase they would use. Does that even sound a bit too strong, maybe?

Penny:	I am a problem drinker, basically, but I’m not dependent. So I don’t know. I don’t know what word I’d use. I find it really stressful thinking about it.

Interviewer:	Sorry.

Penny:	No, it’s alright. It’s okay. I do find it quite stressful thinking about it, and because I’ve had the odd occasion now of having drinks again that that’s the reason why I’m feeling quite stressed about it. I have spoken to Stephanie about it. So I’m struggling with it, to answer that question, because I don’t want to have a problem with it. I want to be able to drink when I want. If you’ve not got a problem with alcohol, you don’t drink. You don’t tend to drink. You’re alright. You might have the occasional little bit. But most people do have some kind of problem.

[redacted]

Penny:	My conditioning has changed so much, so dramatically, and I’m fighting with my conditioning from when I was younger. My utopia would be to be where I was before, when alcohol had gone. It had gone, and I have introduced it back. So if I’m talking about it and I’m really honest, then I have a big problem.

Interviewer:	What would you like your relationship with alcohol to look like going forward then?

Penny:	Like smoking, because I used to be a heavy smoker. I sometimes have to remind myself that I used to smoke. I think it would be like smoking where it has no impact on my life. I’d look at other people, but the only reason I could stop smoking was because… No, that’s a lie. I don’t know. I don’t know. That’s what I’d like my relationship to alcohol to be.

Interviewer:	Would it involve still drinking occasionally, or not, that new relationship?

Penny:	No. Not to have any at all. Just for it not to figure. But I think that takes a long, long time. I’ve drank since I was 13. My first drink would have been 9 or 10, and I’m nearly 50. It has been two years. I think it takes longer than two years. I think it takes 10 years. I think the habit is so ingrained with me, and the damage it has done and stuff, in all my formative years. I think it takes a long, long, long time.

[redacted]

Interviewer:	That was the last thing I wanted to ask about a little bit, actually, was society’s relationship with alcohol, and also whether you think that’s changing at all.

Penny:	I think it’s massively changing. Massively, massively changing. I think it’s changing in our younger people. I think we need to really go for the younger people now. I think we need to really get them to focus on different things. I think we need to really get them to focus on self-care, which would be not drinking a big part of it, and not take the drugs and things like that, because then you’re getting into that world. I think we have to go for the younger people. 
For the older people, and for our health as well as a world entity kind of thing, our health is deteriorating, but we’re living longer. So society, with our knowledge, we’ve got to help the younger people do something different with their lives and become what they want to be. That’s my determination as a mum for my young kids  will be to just be whoever you want to be. But then I see my nephew’s drinking. I said, “When do you drink?” He said, “I drink when I’m stressed.”

Interviewer:	How old is he?

Penny:	Eighteen.

Interviewer:	God. Yes.

Penny:	His girlfriend has just got pregnant.

Interviewer:	So he probably is quite stressed.

Penny:	I am just seeing his life mapped out, only because of history. He might not be like that. But if he’s drinking when he’s stressed when he’s 18, I drank because I was stressed when I was 18. Then you suddenly find it works.

Interviewer:	Have you spoken to your kids about it? Or are they still a bit too young?

Penny:	I think at eleven and eight they’re too young, so not really. I will start talking to [redacted] about it when she gets to senior school a bit more. But she’s about to start her periods and go through all that, so I’m trying to get her through that, really. But things need to change, really do need to fundamentally change, because the access to alcohol is so much easier than it ever has been. It was so hard when we were younger. It’s a lot easier now, and the drinks taste different. They’re so much nicer, and you’re expected to. Whereas our parents when they were younger, our mums would have been expected not to drink until they hit their 30s, and then it was okay. Then they ended up in trouble in their 40s.

[redacted]

Penny:	There were two blokes on the train today, 40s, drinking beer at 9 o’clock in the morning. I looked over, he caught my eye and I thought, “You’re thinking I’m being judgemental,” and I thinking, “Oh, my God. You poor man. You poor, poor man.” There isn’t enough help out there. There isn’t enough mental health help out there, and the amount of kids with anxiety and we’re not handling it. 
They will turn to drink, because they will turn to something to get rid of that anxiety, because they’re told they’re wrong to have anxiety and stuff. It just frightens me. It really frightens me, because you can end up being arrested for it, imprisoned for it, or it ruin your life, or you could kill somebody. Or you could end up like me, just having like a nonplus existence. There’s nothing about me. If I hadn’t have drank, I’d have been a completely different life.

Interviewer:	Does that make you wish you’d never started, or stopped sooner?

Penny:	God, yes. Yes. But there was nothing else. That’s what you did. You went out and you got drunk, and I just behaved stupidly and did things that if I even hear of my kids doing a third of what I did… I was awful. I was ridiculous. The situations I’ve got myself into… [redacted]… But it was normal. It was normal, and I don’t know what people must have thought. I don’t know, but it was my normal, and a horrible existence. People who were actually living it with me, I don’t know what their thoughts were or anything. But I’m better than that. I think alcohol takes away your dignity. You have no dignity. You have nothing, really. I think it takes away your identity. Drugs and alcohol, both of them.

Interviewer:	Yes. That was all I wanted to ask. That has been really, really interesting and helpful, thank you. But was there anything else you wanted to talk about, or ask me about?

Penny:	No, that’s fine.

Interviewer:	Awesome. Thank you so much.
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