

My Name’s Carol and I’m Not an Alcoholic

‘Well,’ Carol said, ‘I only drink because I have these feelings – like something terrible is going to happen. I have a son of fourteen – and I have to cope…’

The counsellor turned away from his computer, and looked at her.

‘It’s alcohol that makes you feel like that – it’s withdrawal from drink that is making you feel anxious. Once you stop drinking you won’t have those feelings. Have you thought more about attending AA?’ he asked, turning back to the computer screen.

‘I don’t know - can’t the doctor give me something?’

‘It’s difficult for me to refer you to a psychiatrist; I can only refer cases of mental illness.’

‘Oh.’

‘Make an appointment for two weeks time. Do try to get to AA – they’re a decent bunch.’

‘Yes… thanks,’ Carol muttered, rising from her seat, and walking from the room.

Why couldn’t they understand - understand what made her want, no need, to drink. The awful thoughts she had. Carol sighed – she was passing the supermarket and needed to get something for dinner. She walked in and gazed at the displays of vegetables before her. She felt her pulse race, and took a deep breath: what did she need? Potatoes: she lifted one of the plastic bags of potatoes, and placed it into her basket. She heard a voice, then a laugh: she didn’t look round, but felt her heart race and beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead. What else? Some fish. She walked round to the freezer, almost colliding with a woman pushing a shopping trolley. Carol found the freezer, reached in and grabbed a piece of white fish. It was cold in her hand. She walked round to the next aisle: cereals. Where were the Shreddies? It had to be Shreddies – Rick would only eat Shreddies, but she couldn’t see them: Weetabix, Rice Crispies, Sugar Puffs, but no Shreddies. Ah, there they were: she grabbed the packet and put it in the basket. She walked on, putting more things into her basket – margarine, oil, sugar, rice. She was heading for the check out, when she came upon it – the booze aisle. Carol couldn’t resist looking at the brightly lit display of beers, ciders and spirits. She read the prices and found herself bending towards the vodka - at eight pounds for a litre bottle, it almost felt like a crime not to buy it. She was now soaked in sweat, and when she saw someone staring at her, she quickly grabbed the bottle and placed it in her basket, before walking quickly to the shortest checkout queue she could see, and hurriedly putting her basket’s contents onto the conveyor belt. Carol tried to quickly get her items off the end, so as not to hold-up the queue. Already the next customer’s shopping was zooming down, threatening to get mixed up with hers. This customer had masses of stuff, making her shopping seem paltry, and highlighting the bottle of vodka. She managed to get all the things into one of the plastic carrier bags, and nearly ran from the shop; turning and walking quickly for home.

As soon as Carol got in she slumped on the settee. She reached inside the carrier bag, pulled out the vodka bottle and unscrewed the cap. It was hard to unscrew at first – defying her. Finally the top came off and she poured some of the clear liquid into a glass, and first sipped it, then knocked it back – like medicine. She coughed, then poured another drink, and sipped it this time. Carol could see the place needed tidying, and there was Rick’s dinner to prepare. She got up and began putting things away – Rick’s trainers, Rick’s breakfast plate, Rick’s games. Next she went to the kitchen. She peeled the potatoes she’d purchased, and placed them in a pan of water. Soon the kitchen was filled with steam, and the sound of rattling pans. Carol went back to the living room, turned on the TV and poured herself another drink. There was a programme on about people who took turns to cook meals at each others houses. They marked each other for their efforts, and the winner won some money. I wouldn’t fancy doing that she thought, imagining the bitchy strangers sitting round her dinner table, mocking her and her food behind her back – no she wouldn’t fancy that at all.

Suddenly she heard Rick’s key in the front door, and his step in the hall. He entered the room:

‘Had a good day love?’ Carol asked.

‘Dinner ready?’

‘It’ll be about fifteen minutes.’

Rick stomped up to his room, while she dished his food up.

Rick came down and sat at the table expectantly.

‘What’s this?’

‘It’s fish – good for you.’

‘Humph,’ he snorted, before tucking into it anyway.

He sniffed the air –

‘Been drinking again?’

‘No of course not,’ she protested.

‘Smells like it.’

‘I haven’t – it just some fruit juice I bought.’

‘Humph.’

Rick got up from the table and went to his room, but minutes later he came back downstairs.

‘I’m going out.’

‘Don’t be too late,’ Carol said.

She put the TV on for the news. Bad things were happening - terrible things: some people had been blown up in a bombing raid. A man was indicating the smouldering wreckage where his home had been. He was speaking in a foreign language, but the translator said that the all the man’s family were dead. Carol took her bottle from its hiding place under the kitchen sink, and poured another drink. She felt a bit better. She imagined that she was a tortoise withdrawing into its shell. Drink was her shell - a metaphorical shell. The attitude of the counsellor that morning had made her feel more like drinking, not less.

Now the TV programme had changed: it was a soap opera about people living in a small Yorkshire farming community – except they didn’t do much in the way of farming, but just had affairs with each other. She wondered if she should have an affair: if it would help her. She remembered when she had gone out with a man she had met at the Divorced, Singles and Separated Club in Croydon, when Rick was twelve. A couple of times she’d had the man back for dinner, and he’s stayed the evening, while Rick had stayed out of the way in his room. Then he’d bought her a t shirt – it had ‘slut’ written on the front in big, pink letters. The man was quite nice but she’d stopped seeing him after that. And now? Would she like to start a new relationship now? At her age? Well why not, but how would she go about it. She had long since lost contact with Doreen who used to go with her to the club, and definitely couldn’t imagine going in there on her own. There was the internet, she had heard, but she wasn’t familiar with using it, since Rick monopolised the computer.  ‘I am a stone, a stick, a leaf’, she said, taking another sip of her drink.  The drink made her feel more herself, more her own person, rather than Rick’s Mum. That is how people referred to her, if they referred to her at all – Rick’s Mum. Why not have an affair, she thought – that would shock them.

She unzipped her trousers, pulled them down, then sat back in the settee, her hand on her fanny, and delicately began to stroke her clitoris with two fingers. She felt pleasure course through her body, similar in many ways to the sensation she gained from drink – that feeling of being enveloped by something outside oneself, of pure escape. She continued stroking, thinking of that man she’d brought home from the club, how he’d made love to her on this very settee, while Rick was upstairs, his nose out of joint. Yes, the man, Brian was his name, had been a good lover, and her hand got faster and faster until she exploded into an orgasm. Yes, her having an affair would shock people – and what if she really became a slut, went out to bars alone and picked men up to have sex with them? Why not? It was her life, and she was sick of spending it in the service of others who didn’t appreciate her. Yes, maybe she would become a slut. She took another drink, but then realised the time – Rick would be back soon.

Yes, soon he’d be back and she’d have to try to hide the fact that she’d been drinking. ‘Why shouldn’t I drink’ she shouted. ‘If they want to call me an alcoholic, then I’ll be an alcoholic.’  She went into the kitchen and ran some water in the bowl and began the washing up. The dishes were slippery and awkward to the touch. A plate slipped from her hand and crashed onto the floor, smashing into pieces. However, she took a deep breath and carried on. Carefully she washed the dishes and placed them on the drainer, where they steamed and gleamed. Carol wondered when Rick would be back. He’d been getting later and later recently: she was worried about him, but what could she do – he wouldn’t tell her anything, and resented any inquiry about his activities. Suddenly the sound of the doorbell made her jump.  She hurriedly wiped her hands and rushed to the front door and opened to it to see a policeman standing there.

‘Mrs Carol Harvey?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I come in?’

‘OK.’

The policeman seemed huge in the small living room. He placed his cap on the table and cleared his throat:

‘It’s concerning a complaint from your son – he says you assaulted him while drunk. He complained to your ex-husband, his father, about it, and he contacted us.’

‘What! That’s just not true. I’ve never laid a finger on him.’

‘You have been drinking, though, haven’t you?’

‘Well, I’ve had a drink, but what’s that got to do with it?’

‘Is it true that you have a record of abusing alcohol?’

‘It’s because of my problems – anxiety, panic attacks – I only drink because of that.’

‘Your son is staying at his Father’s house -at his own request – Social Services have agreed to this.  His father is happy to put him up.’

‘This is ridiculous – I’ve always done everything for Rick - sacrificed everything for him.’

‘Perhaps you could seek further treatment for your drink problem Mrs Harvey.’

‘I haven’t got a drink problem – that’s what I keep telling them.’

‘Your son says he doesn’t want you to contact him. We may be in touch regarding the allegation of assault.’

The policeman walked down the path. Carol went inside, took the vodka bottle and poured herself a drink with trembling hand. She wiped away a tear and raised the glass -

‘Cheers’ she said ‘Here’s to me.’

‘I’ll show them’ she said. She went to her wardrobe and opened it: it had been years ago, bought as a present by her husband, but then she found them – the basque and stockings, the little pvc mini skirt and black, see through blouse. Now where was her makeup? She rarely wore make up, but she thought she still had some. Her husband used to like her to wear it. She found it stuffed in a box in a drawer of her dressing table. She put the clothes on, then plastered her face thickly in makeup – vivid reds, blacks and blues. She took another drink and gazed at her expression in the mirror with some satisfaction – now she really did look like a slut. She took another drink, then decided to go out, and got her coat. The coat was a long one and covered her skirt which was barely above the tops of her stockings.  Carol felt unsteady in the unfamiliar heels, after all she had drunk, and took extra care since she neither wanted to fall over, or appear drunk.

It was raining: a soft drizzle. She pulled up the hood of her coat and walked on; she didn’t know where she was going. She just walked on blindly, each footstep echoing on the hard pavement. She came to a MacDonald’s and went in. There were photographs on the wall– a Big Mac; a cheeseburger; chips; large chips. It was hard to make a choice about what to buy.

When Carol’s turn came at the counter, she ordered a Big Mac with large fries and a strawberry mild shake. The young man took her money. He seemed a nice young man, with shiny hair plastered to his forehead, and a strong smell of deodorant. She thought of trying to seduce him, but decided this wasn’t the time and place. After a couple of minutes her food was delivered on a plastic tray. She took the tray and went and found a seat. It was moderately busy, with a buzz of chatter. She looked out onto the darkening high street, where the lights of cars glowed in the dusk, and took a bite of her burger, and then a chip, washing it down with the sticky milk shake. Carol took another bite, then saw the plastic sachet of sauce on the tray and attempted to tear it open. It was hard - the plastic stretched but didn’t tear; however, eventually, she managed it, and tomato sauce squirted all over her fingers and the table. There was a bit left to put on the chips. There was salt also, and she put this on too.

She took a bite of the burger and tried to chew it. It gummed up her mouth. It was tasteless, like chewing cardboard. She took a swig of her milk shake – thickly sweet, but at least it washed down the food. It was difficult to swallow: a big wedge in her mouth. Carol took another swig of milk shake, and managed to get it down. She picked up a chip and nibbled at it. She drank some more shake, and looked out through the plate glass window at the street lights coming on. It was drizzling and the pavements shone with wetness. People had their coat collars turned up, heads bowed. She needed a drink. She could go into a pub, but she didn’t like to. There was a wine bar a couple of streets away that she vaguely remembered. Carol got up and walked from the restaurant. Which way was it – left, she thought. She walked like an automaton: her thoughts raced. Why had Rick complained – she wasn’t guilty – why did everyone want to say she was guilty. The doctor, the police, her son. She felt the whole world was conspiring against her. ‘I’m not guilty,’ she said. Someone looked round. She didn’t care - was beyond caring. Where was that wine bar? She turned right into another, even busier street. Ah, a sign – ‘Wine Bar’. There was a steep flight of stairs, and she walked down them, being careful not to slip – they were so steep. At the bottom she entered a dimly lit room. It was nearly empty. Carol walked up to the bar.

‘Hi,’ a young woman said pleasantly.

‘Hi, a glass of red wine please.’

‘Large or small?’

‘Large please.’

The young woman gave her the wine - she paid for it then took a seat in a corner. The wall was bare and roughly plastered. A candle spluttered in a wine bottle, which had encrustations of white wax all down it. She felt like touching the wax, feeling the white ridges and bumps, but resisted. Carol sipped her wine – it was bitter to the taste, but she swallowed it greedily, like a baby at her mother’s breast. She remembered feeding Rick when he was a baby and her husband’s irritation when she would feed him in public. Carol had been an idealistic new mother, full of hopes and dreams for her child. She’d felt so close to him, but now she felt as if she hardly knew the big, angry teenager he’d become. He’d had everything she could give him – maybe she’d given him too much. Now Rick had decided that he wanted to be with his father. Why – because his dad was cool and drove a big car, and wore expensive clothes. Well, Rick would soon find out what his father was really like. Did he really want Rick living with him, cramping his bachelor lifestyle, or was he taking Rick in just to get at her? She suspected the latter. She finished her drink, and got up to get another. She felt better now, less fragmented - more able to cope. This time the young woman behind the bar regarded her rather suspiciously - was a bit less friendly. Carol sat back down and sipped her wine.

The bar was beginning to fill now; people were taking off wet coats, chatting to each other. Of course, it was Friday, and all the offices were finishing for the week. The bar began to fill with office workers, looking for relief after a hard week at work, getting ready for the weekend. A group of young man were standing near her, and their talk became increasingly loud and bawdy as the drink flowed. One or two of them kept glancing at her, and Carol, after buying another drink, let her coat fall open – revealing the skirt and stockinged legs beneath. Her crossed legs made the skirt ride up, showing her stocking tops, while she’d unbuttoned the flimsy blouse to reveal her cleavage. Now the men were looking, and someone made a comment, and they all laughed. Carol ran her tongue seductively around her scarlet lips, and fluttered her mascara heavy eyelashes. One of the men came over -

‘Would you like a drink?’

‘Please’ she answered – double vodka please.’

The man went to the bar and soon appeared with the drink.

‘Mind if I sit down,’ he said.

‘No, please do.’

The man’s name was Clive; he said he was a banker.

Carol introduced herself as Simone – and said she worked in a publisher’s office.

Suddenly, the man’s hand was on her knee.

‘Would you like to go outside’ the man said.

‘Ok’ she heard herself say.

Carol followed the man into an alley behind the bar. The man began to kiss her and fondle her breasts, and then his hand was between her legs. Suddenly Carol was aware of other figures entering the ally. Carol felt hands groping her, and then she was on her back on the cold, wet ground, her knickers suddenly round her knees, as the man’s penis entered her, while some of the other men began to masturbate. The man came inside her, to be replaced by another, then another. Semen stung her face and spurted over her hair. Carol felt a jet of hot liquid over her face, hair and breasts which were now naked, soaking them- the men were peeing on her.

Suddenly, the men were gone, and Carol was left lying there, covered in semen and pee – a dishevelled mess, her clothes filthy and torn, makeup running down her cheeks, hair matted and wet. Slowly Carol got to her feet, she felt relieved somehow– now she’d shown them, she’d shown them all: Rick, her husband, the police, the doctors – all of them. Carol pulled her coat over her nakedness, walked up the alley onto the street, and looked for somewhere to get a drink ….
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