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Praise for Happy Healthy Sober


‘Like Janey herself, Happy Healthy Sober is fabulously upbeat, wise and fun. I defy you to read this book and not want to be a part of Janey’s sober gang.’


Clare Pooley, author of The Sober Diaries


‘In Happy Healthy Sober, Janey provides a personal, unique and most importantly fun guide to having a fabulous alcohol-free life. She gives you the keys to making sobriety and a healthy lifestyle cool, memorable and tremendously appealing. It is a breath of fresh air.’


Dr Gemma Newman


‘A fabulous book from Janey Lee Grace and the perfect book for 2021.’


Jo Wood, author and TV personality


(Founder of Jo Wood’s Organics)


‘A truly enlightening read, you’ll never look back.’


Jason Vale, author, speaker, pro-juicer


‘This book has been written just at the right time and could be the difference between desire for change and actually finding the discipline to change.’


Carrie Grant MBE


‘Janey really hits the mark with Healthy Happy Sober, it’s not just a book about quitting drinking, but about getting every ounce of joy and pleasure from life.’


William Porter, author of Alcohol Explained


‘As I know from experience, when you are changing your drinking habits it is not just one thing that works. So Janey’s book is brilliant at bringing together experts with all sorts of ideas about how you can create and sustain change for the long term. Enjoy!’


Laura Willoughby MBE


‘A helpful, knowledgeable book for anyone looking to discover that sobriety truly does rock.’


Annie Grace, author of This Naked Mind: Control Alcohol, Find Freedom, Discover Happiness & Change Your Life


‘This book is about how to feel buzzed without booze. Janey knows a thing or two about ditching the booze. Her new book throws a new light on this important subject. Janey gives so many useful ideas and life hacks to help embracing living alcohol-free for those who are struggling in this area.


   This is a great read for people who want to manage their relationship with alcohol and get some solid support in the process. Easy to read, full of great material. Highly recommended.’


Susie Pearl, author and podcaster on happiness, wellness and creativity


‘In our alcohol-based culture, Janey Lee Grace has provided the other badly needed side of the story that has been conspicuous by its absence. And she’s done it without the po-faced earnest suffering tone one would expect from a book promoting not being tipsy and even not drinking at all.’


Dr Aric Sigman


‘A book that the future you will thank you for reading. Happy Healthy Sober is a fantastic resource for an alcohol-free life, packed with resources to support your mind, heart, body and soul.’


Andy Coley, International NLP Trainer – Beyond NLP


‘Want to be happy, healthy and sober? Janey Lee Grace has the answers to set you on a path to a new and better way of living. But more than that, her well earned life wisdom is an elixir of transformational tools to create a new, better and wiser you. Guaranteed after you read this book, your glass will never be half empty again.’


Kate Delamere, writer, editor and journalist
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Foreword


I had my last drink in April 2012. Apart from my children it is the thing that makes me most proud. Not only for myself but for the people who love me.


I know we are all experiencing difficult times in so many ways and the temptation to drink is greater than ever. But honestly, if consuming alcohol is no longer a fun way to spend time with friends and have a laugh, if it’s hurting your relationships with the people you love, if you are rowing with your partner and neither of you can remember, then you may have a problem. If your anger is directed at those who point out that you have a problem… then you probably do. It is never too late to stop. Trust me, you don’t stop being funny, you probably weren’t funny a lot of the time anyway, you just thought you were! You don’t lose confidence, you gain it as you reclaim your self-esteem. Nights out are still fun, you will probably leave early (driving) and get home in time for a cuppa and a crumpet and 3 hours to watch crap telly before bed.


I’m not the drink police, believe me, but increasingly I have people asking me about getting sober. My advice – it’s hard, but it’s so worth it.


I would rather go through life sober and believing I am an alcoholic than go through life drunk and believing I’m not.


There are plenty of resources and communities out there to help you. And Janey’s Happy Healthy Sober book will certainly help you to ditch the booze and take more control of your life. Janey focuses on the huge benefits of sobriety and how this will improve your health and wellbeing. With Janey’s experience, and with contributions from leading experts, all that is needed to succeed is the commitment from you.


Go on, do it. I know you can. I promise you won’t look back.


Denise Welch 2021












Introduction


Are you thinking of ditching the booze?


Have you often asked yourself the question: Would my life be better physically and emotionally without alcohol?


If the answer is ‘Hell, yes!’ or even…‘I think it could be’, make a decision to ditch the booze – even if only for a short period of time.


Let me convince you why you should quit the booze even for a bit.




Ya think that the whiskey tastes good? Try a big cup of sobriety – now that is the good stuff!


Steven Tyler





Sobriety rocks!


Being alcohol-free is without doubt the new cool.


Forget any perceptions you may have of the sad ex drinker who ‘can’t ever have a drink’. You can have a drink; not having one is your choice.


This is a book about how so very cool it is to be alcohol-free. I first quit drinking at the end of 2017, and so much has happened since then. Unexpected, amazing things keep unfolding – and the truth is, it gets better every single year.


When the first edition of this book was published in 2021, the alcohol-free world looked a little different. Since then, the change has been incredible: today there is a huge variety of alcohol-free drinks to choose from, and far more acceptance and curiosity around sobriety. What felt like a niche or even slightly awkward choice back then is now celebrated as a movement, embraced by people from all walks of life. My mantra ‘Keep the ritual, change the ingredients’ has taken on rather a life of its own, with many people realising this is the game changer, we can still socialize, have a decent grown up drink, without needing to compromise our health.


This new edition keeps everything you loved from the original, but also brings fresh perspectives and tools. I’ve added new contributions, including one on finding your creativity, another on manifesting your desires, and a brand-new section filled with journal prompts to help you reflect, explore, and stay motivated on your journey.


But beyond the new content, this edition reflects where I am now in my own sober journey. When I first quit, I had to spend some time simply learning how to live without alcohol. I was navigating the ups and downs of social events, dealing with cravings, and facing the reality of who I really was when the wine glass wasn’t in my hand. It was raw, real, and sometimes rocky. But as the months turned into years, something extraordinary began to happen: sobriety stopped being about ‘not drinking’, and started to become about living more fully than I ever thought possible.


Today, I work as a coach supporting others on their journey to alcohol freedom. I have trained and mentored people who are not only transforming their own lives, but also going on to become coaches themselves, spreading this ripple effect even further. This has been one of the greatest privileges of my life, seeing people who once felt trapped or powerless step into a new identity, reclaim their energy, and create a life that excites them. And it all starts with the decision to ditch the booze.


Sobriety, I have discovered, is just the doorway. It’s the first step that opens up a whole new way of living. Once you step through, you begin to notice that everything is connected: your physical health, your emotional wellbeing, your mindset, your environment, your relationships, and even your sense of purpose. That’s why in this new edition, I wanted to go further. It’s not just about giving up alcohol; it’s about embracing holistic living. It’s about creating a life that feels aligned, vibrant, and meaningful.


For me, holistic living has become the natural extension of sobriety. Without the fog and fatigue of alcohol, I could finally tune into what my body, mind, and spirit actually needed. I regained my enthusiasm for holistic living, focusing on good nutrition, movement, meditation, journaling, and energy work. I discovered that when you put these practices together, life doesn’t just get ‘better without booze’ – it becomes extraordinary.


You start to glow from the inside out, you rediscover creativity, you deepen your connections with others, and you wake up excited for each new day.


That is why I felt compelled to update this book. I didn’t want it to stop at the ‘how-to’ of quitting drinking. I wanted it to become an up to date guide for transformation, for thriving, for becoming the fullest version of yourself. Because I’ve seen it happen time and again: once people remove alcohol, they don’t just go back to ‘normal’ – they often surpass it. They start new businesses, heal old wounds, train for marathons, write books, find love, rebuild relationships, explore spirituality, and step into roles they never believed they were capable of. Sobriety isn’t the end of fun; it’s the beginning of freedom.


So if you are picking up this book because you are curious, hopeful, or even desperate to change something, know this: you are not alone, and you are not broken. You are standing at the threshold of an incredible opportunity. And whether you commit to 30 days, 100 days, or forever, you will learn things about yourself that will surprise and delight you.


If you’ve already quit the booze then I hope you will love reading through the ‘lifestyle’ sections, and get excited about what you can integrate into your new sober lifestyle.


I will share my story about quitting, and help you in detail through the all-important first week, first month and beyond. You may find it hard sometimes, you will probably question everything, and you will wonder what you have started as you shift and settle into the ‘new you’. But you will also find joy, freedom, and a sense of possibility that grows bigger every day.


I will encourage you to try new types of non-alcoholic drinks. I will help you find your purpose and enjoy getting fit and healthy again. I will introduce you to some awesome sober heroes who share their tips for sobriety. And if you’ve been searching for that ‘missing piece’, I hope to show you it may well be the very thing that’s got you in denial. If reading this is giving you a slightly uncomfortable feeling, stay with me for the ride; I promise you it will be worth it.


This is not just a book about giving something up. It’s a book about what you gain – clarity, energy, confidence, creativity, courage, connection, and a sense of wholeness. It’s a book about choosing to live fully, with your eyes open and your heart engaged. It’s about rediscovering yourself and writing a new story, one that excites you every single day.


So, are you ready to ditch the booze and see what’s possible? Let’s begin.












Part One
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Chapter 1


The eternal search for peace and happiness


I’m someone known for her recommendations for all things health and wellbeing, so there isn’t much in the health, wellness and spirituality arena that I haven’t sampled. In 2006, with my first book, Imperfectly Natural Woman, I was a little ahead of my time. I was writing about organic, extra virgin coconut oil as a fabulous hair conditioner and moisturiser long before celebs were using it liberally and teaching us oil pulling techniques for whiter teeth. I was a devotee of green juices and smoothies long before Kale and Turmeric had their own publicist. And while not heralding myself as especially green, I sure knew about sustainability and ethical living. I was passionate about mindset and spirituality too, and later wrote Look Great Naturally… Without Ditching the Lipstick published by Hay House, known for their motivational books.


All this has required me to keep ahead of the curve. To be across not only the latest organic skincare, superfoods and supplement trends, but also to find out what treatments and therapies work, and to explore the latest coaching models and meditation techniques in the quest for peace, happiness, and optimum health and wellbeing.


I’m queen of it all! I live and breathe it, and I wish I could say I only went along to the next therapist, or accepted a session with the latest NLP coach, in order to write reviews for my blog. The real truth, though, is that I continued to seek out these opportunities because I wanted to see if anyone or anything could fix me.


Over the many years I have been practising holistic living, I have been on at least 10 detox retreats and attended workshops courses and classes on everything from meditation to NLP to kindness and happiness. I have been constantly striving to be a better version of myself, to find the peace that always eluded me. I suffered from anxiety, and almost always felt fearful. I blamed my childhood. My parents were not unloving; they just didn’t seem available to me, suffering themselves from mental illness and a kind of fear of life. I rarely felt secure, and as so often happens to women who haven’t had a close relationship with their father, I looked for a father figure, which meant that I stayed in a verbally abusive relationship far longer than I should have done. Prior to writing my first wellbeing book I met my husband, the father of my four children, and I found security and true love – but still there was something missing. Peace and happiness and the ability to have fun.


I have done yoga for years, I have tried meditation and taken relaxation classes, I’ve watched copious amounts of TEDx Talks, attended Hay House conferences and consumed vast quantities of media from the likes of Wayne Dyer and Deepak Chopra. Even before working with Hay House (where an author perk is fabulous free books!), I had amassed the most massive ‘shelf help’ library – you know what I mean; they all stay on the shelf, dipped into but rarely helping to effect change.


I have tried shamanic healing, transformational hypnotherapy, sessions with an angel practitioner, EFT (Emotional Freedom Techniques), TFT (Thought Field Therapy), soul coaching, tarot reading, energy healing, aura cleansing. I’ve even worked with a healer who could see my ‘Akashic records’ – my former lives and the ‘contracts’ that needed to break in order for me to be fully present and prosper in this life.


For mind and bodywork I have had aromatherapy, crystal therapy, reiki healing, regular progressive kinesiology sessions (it’s magical; by muscle testing and a fair amount of intuition the therapist can ‘talk’ to your body and emotions and know what’s needed – sounds bonkers, doesn’t it). I’ve had Bowen technique, chiropractic, myofascial release, Rolfing, Amatsu – I could go on…


I hired a Feng Shui expert to dowse and ‘space clear’ my home. I ensured that there was good chi in my health area, and energy flowing to my wealth corner. I fitted grounding devices, had tests for excessive electromagnetic frequencies and installed harmonisers to deflect the radiation from Wi-Fi and computers et al. I festooned my home with the right house plants (peace lilies are great for removing formaldehyde to a range of 9 metres/30 feet, and cacti are great to have by your computer).


I’ve been to nutritionists, had a personalised health plan and a DNA test (which seemed to say that one or two alcoholic drinks are good for my genetic profile…WTF?), and I have tried just about every supplement, mineral, vitamin and tonic there is in order to find my optimum state of health. If it weren’t for the fact that I was doing a lot of this as a journalist and in the name of research, you’d call me one of the seriously worried well.


I was always searching, seeking, praying, and hoping for answers. In the last couple of years before I stopped drinking, I knew something was really wrong: I was often anxious, sleeping badly and waking up at 3 a.m., full of self-loathing, my heart beating fast, as I prayed to someone, anyone who could take this curse away. I regularly planned alcohol-free days, and then failed miserably as soon as the clock hit 6 p.m., the ‘appropriate’ time to have the first drink.


I was starting to feel antsy and fearful, achieving less, feeling more anxious and being irritable a lot of the time. I was overweight, had digestive problems and looked a bit bloated. Every time I saw a new healer or tried a new treatment, I had high hopes that this time I’d be fixed, made whole. I don’t know what magic button I expected would be pressed, but it sure as hell never was.


On some of my treatment sessions, the nutritionist, therapist, or healer would ask about my diet and alcohol consumption. Of course, I lied about the amount I drank – who doesn’t? And they’d nod and say that seems fine, a couple of glasses of wine won’t hurt. Even the GP told me I had nothing to worry about. In the last few months before I quit, I started tentatively to speak out. At the end of our session the therapist would say: ‘Is there anything else you’d like to look at? Is there anything you’d like me to ask the angels/ spirit guides on your behalf?’ I’d admit with shame that I thought I might be drinking too much, that I had a voice in my head which seemed to force me to go back for a second and third glass of wine, and that I couldn’t seem to make it go away.


I was advised to go back in my mind to my childhood and look at what might be making me feel out of control. I was told I might have attracted a demonic entity which was making me drink too much (there’s a reason certain drinks are called spirits apparently!) and I was advised to carry crystals to protect myself. In case you aren’t well versed in all this woo-woo, an entity is a being that has been created from negativity, and which brings chaos and mischief. I sure did have that going on!


I was constantly searching, always in the pursuit of the answer. I always wanted more – more happiness, more contentment, more love, more fun and more peace. I knew, because I had met Louise Hay and read most of her work, the importance of loving myself, and I wrote many a blog post on self-esteem. But I didn’t love myself very much at all. In fact, when I dragged my exhausted ass out of bed in the morning, cautiously at first as I tried to ascertain whether the room was spinning or not, I actually disliked myself – a lot. None of this sat well with the label I wore: ‘holistic living expert’. It didn’t feel very authentic; I wondered when I’d be found out.


I carried on doing everything I could to find a way to love myself, everything other than looking, really looking at my relationship with alcohol – and no one else, even the most enlightened of light workers, shone a light on it either.


Not once, did anyone ever talk to me, really talk to me about the fact that alcohol is a poison, and that if like me and millions of others, you can’t moderate that poison, it will make you anxious and fearful and you won’t feel whole … and will be on the slippery slope down to hell. In fairness I didn’t identify and present myself to any of these fixers as having an issue with alcohol; I was always complaining about less specific issues. I couldn’t possibly come out and book a session with anyone to discuss the very real problem of drinking too much. It was the elephant in the room. Why didn’t I face it? Why didn’t they tell me?


Because alcohol is everywhere! Because those therapists, coaches and doctors were probably drinking themselves, possibly too much. Because it’s ingrained in our society to such an extent that unless you are an actual alcoholic (usually defined in the popular imagination as someone who is completely down and out and in need of or going to Alcoholics Anonymous) then you’re ‘just fine.’


No one takes into account the shades of grey that make up the reality for so many drinkers. They aren’t rock bottom yet, but they are lacking energy and feeling stuck, disempowered and fearful.


Do you know what else no one told me?


How freaking fantastic life without alcohol really is. Sobriety rocks!















Chapter 2


A high bottomed gal, and at least 50 shades of grey


There is a huge rise in the number of people facing up to their issues with alcohol.


Since discovering the ‘sober community’ – the growing number of people of all ages from all over the globe who are making the decision to remove alcohol from their lives and are finding that life is actually better – I have felt very supported. Even so, I have also come across a lot of words and labels that I dislike.


Let’s start with the word alcoholic. If you’re happy with that moniker for yourself, who am I to bicker? Trouble is, I, and probably a large percentage of my peer group, once thought that there were two types of people: alcoholics, those who have a dysfunctional relationship with alcohol and who are addicts with a lifelong disease; and those who are perfectly fine, and can drink socially without ever descending into that slippery abyss. I now know differently. I know that there are those who are at rock bottom (low bottom drunks), but there are many shades of grey. I now know I am (or was) high bottomed. A phrase I am happy to own. Oh how I wish I actually did have a pert derriere! Sadly, it’s going slowly south with the rest of me as I age (gracefully). But I realise now that I was still relatively near the top of that long descent and for that I am eternally grateful.


So no, I don’t want to refer to myself as an alcoholic. The reality is that choosing not to drink brings a wonderful freedom. I’ll talk later about the reaction of friends, family and work colleagues when it finally dawns on them that you have stopped drinking, but however supportive they are, you don’t usually get the round of applause that comes if you’ve given up smoking.


‘Well done you,’ they cheer, when you finally crack your twenty-a-day habit. ‘Congratulations! You overcame the demon nicotine, let’s celebrate!’


We rarely label smokers addicted to nicotine a nicoholic; we rally round and pat them on the back. Sadly, it’s not the same with alcohol but I would rather identify as being alcohol-free or even a non-alcoholic.


When we quit drinking, however, the assumption is that we surely must have been sad, sorry, secret, rock-bottom alcoholics.


‘You’ve stopped drinking? Oh, poor you, did you have a problem? Was it awful for you? How bad did it get?’ Usually quickly followed by ‘Well, just have one...that won’t hurt, don’t be boring.’


Alcohol is a drug – and a pretty powerful one at that. Stats, which most of us would really rather not look at, show that it’s actually more harmful than crack cocaine and heroin. I know we aren’t comparing like with like given that alcohol is legal and has been for centuries, but two separate studies have concluded that alcohol is the most dangerous drug in the UK, primarily because of its harm to others, including the wider economy. But it’s so integrated into our society that we feel we have to justify ourselves if we don’t drink it!


The word sober is another word I used to dislike. Have you noticed it’s an anagram of bores? I was very conscious that I didn’t want to appear boring; I was ‘good old Janey, the life and soul of the party’, for God’s sake. ‘We love Janey when she’s taken a drink, she’s hilarious,’ they insisted. Well, you know what, I am still the same person, I can still have fun. In fact, I have come to learn that without the crippling haze of booze I can really enjoy myself, but I won’t waste my time anymore on people who really are loathsome or boring, whether they are sober or not. Over time as the ‘sober community’ has grown in all its glorious technicolour, I’m cool with the label ‘sober’ – just don’t call me boring!


Recovery and rehabilitation also have connotations of desperation, an impossible uphill struggle, a long process that can’t be made without professional help and with huge shame at its core. ‘They tried to make me go to rehab,’ sang Amy Winehouse, and it seemed to me that a whole swathe of music lovers patted themselves on the back for not being in that terrible state themselves.


I am going to be talking in this book about recovery, despite not being a fan of the word. As I’ve already indicated, this won’t be a drunken memoir, where you will be able to marvel at the horrors of my antics as an old lush. I’ll tell you the reality of course, but it’s not that grim. I can recommend lots of other Quit Lit – a new phrase I do love, for memoirs from people who have found sobriety; perfect if you do want to revel in the degradation of seemingly high-functioning individuals. But after a whizz through the reasoning for making my decision to stop drinking, I want to focus on the journey to wellness, and the joy of living an alcohol-free life.


I started with Dry January, and never went back to drinking. I credit that to the support network I found, and the sober tools I was able to arm myself with. I’ve already alluded to the sober community; we are a growing army and will soon be a force to be reckoned with. It wouldn’t surprise me if between five and ten years from now, drinking will be the new smoking. Alcohol will finally be outed as the dangerous poison it really is.


If you have been hammering the booze to whatever extent, you will need to prioritise a recovery period. But practise self-care and some of the fabulous health strategies in this book, and you will find yourself within a few months feeling literally like a different person.


Alcohol takes away your energy, dulls your senses and makes you secretive, sluggish, fearful and ashamed. It can damage your health, your relationships and your wallet.


Choosing not to drink makes you feel hopeful, as though things are possible again; it makes you feel proud and powerful, conscious and brave.


This is a time of truth and authenticity, there’s no doubt. Millennials are the enlightened ones when it comes to alcohol, it seems; a recent survey found that over 27 per cent of millennials choose to be teetotal. It’s the middle-aged who are hammering it, and sadly it’s the women who now do more than their fair share of drinking. In my mother’s day, Valium may have been doled out indiscriminately, now wine is universally accepted as ‘mummy’s little helper’. Wine o’clock is the social glue that binds us to friends, neighbours and parenting networks. ‘Baby on the hips, wine on the lips’ is the mantra. Frazzled mums all around are quaffing the prosecco (their mummy juice) to get them through the exhausting roller coaster of parenting.


All of this comes with a cost, and it’s thought that the cost of alcohol use in the UK to the NHS and emergency services is around £4 million.


I don’t expect this book to shake any trees for the big guys; I’m not suggesting prohibition or even changing the opening times of pubs. What I would like to do is speak directly to you if you know – whether you have been open about it or whether you have kept it as your own miserable secret for years – that you are drinking too much. Alcohol is controlling you. When once it made you light and joyful, dizzy and witty, now it makes you sad – and scared. The bottle that was once your friend has definitely turned enemy. I want to encourage you to stop drinking and start living. You will feel as though it’s impossible, at first, because recovered addicts talk only about how hard it is. But after the initial period, which can be made much easier with support, you will emerge like a butterfly from your cocoon and you will find that life without is so much better. You will find freedom and a joy you didn’t think was possible. You will find yourself again.












Chapter 3


I gave up for Dry January and never went back


I have already alluded to the fact that I wasn’t a rock bottom drunk. I doubt whether anyone noticed I had an issue at all. Sure, I’d quaff down the lion’s share of the wine if we went out to dinner with friends; yes, I’d always be the one jumping up to get another round if we had drinks after work. And maybe my local wine bar did consider closing after I stopped going there, such was my nightly spending, and OK, as soon as my teenage boys turned 18 they proudly took their ID cards and bought me wine for my birthday or Christmas. But if you’d asked any of my friends or family, I don’t think they would have said they thought I was addicted or that I had any kind of alcohol dependency. I think my husband probably got a bit fed up with me hogging the conversation when I was onto my third glass of wine, but everyone was so loud by then, it didn’t seem to matter. I very rarely had so much that I threw up (there was one occasion after a BBC party, but I’ve almost blocked that from my memory) and I didn’t ever drink and drive. (Though I did drive the morning after once and afterwards felt terrified when I realised I could still have been over the limit.) I didn’t get maudlin or angry when I was drunk, and I could usually (I think) remember what I had said and done.


I didn’t start drinking too early in my teens. I’m grateful for that: I read with some horror Dr Aric Sigman’s book Alcohol Nation, in which he reveals that children as young as 8 are drinking. I guess I started at around 16 and I didn’t particularly like it. Over time, like most students, I taught myself how to like white wine and eventually red wine, but I was never a beer drinker and it was only in the last year before I stopped drinking that I started on the gin and tonics.


At first I was a ‘normie’, the name we alcohol-free types give to those normal people who can have one drink and who don’t drink every day – not because they are frantically forcing themselves to think about something else, but because they don’t even think about it. I don’t know what changed. When I was touring around the world with bands, the wine and champagne flowed freely, but apart from one awful experience drunk on champagne (never liked it since), and one even more awful experience drunk on sake in Japan (definitely didn’t touch it again), I didn’t particularly overdo the booze. For the record, I didn’t hit the drugs either, though plenty around me did: I was surrounded for years by musos rolling up lines of cocaine and taking cannabis. I can honestly say I was never tempted. I was afraid of drugs (oh, the irony, now I know that alcohol is the most harmful drug of them all!), but I was too scared to lose control, too scared that it would mess with my head. Yet I allowed alcohol to do just that, and while alcohol was a good friend for a good few years – always there when I was feeling a bit down, or when I was feeling good and celebrating – eventually it turned and bit me on the bum.


When my hubby and I bought our first home, the drinking escalated. He is a normie; I think I was a little jealous of him. He could literally have a glass or two of wine with dinner, even a few too many every now and then at a party, but then he wouldn’t think about the booze for days, even weeks. There was no emotional attachment, no voice in his head saying: ‘Go on, have another one, it won’t hurt.’ He could nurse just one glass of wine throughout a whole dinner party (incredible) and had no concept that some of us just don’t seem to have an off switch. In time he realised that life was so much better without the booze – and he quit too!


Before the kids came along, you could say we were living the dream. I was working in TV and for Virgin Radio, he was working as a composer and we spent our money on great food and decent wine. Many a bottle of Barolo was consumed in some Italian restaurant in London before my 2 a.m. shift at Virgin, where I sounded fabulously jolly on the air. We threw parties all the time, and always stocked up with copious amounts of alcohol. No one ever needed to bring a bottle; in fact, we discouraged it.


When we moved house after our second child was born, I remember the neighbours looking on quizzically as removal men humped in crate after crate of alcohol to line our lovely wine cellar – a fabulous new addition!


I had the odd drink through all four pregnancies too (seems a bit of a shocker now) and I also didn’t stop during breastfeeding, I’d still have the odd glass. In fact, I remember midwives and health visitors recommending I drink Guinness and Coke to boost my breast milk. I hated the taste of Guinness but I took that as all the permission I needed to have the odd tipple of vino.


When my first two boys were young, it was full on: I was presenting radio shows 6 days a week, and doing TV on the seventh day. I was often exhausted and frazzled and started to ‘need’ a drink as the sun passed over the yard arm. Once we had four children, life was manic, it’s fair to say, and I really valued the times I got to feel ‘grown-up’. If we had childcare, it felt like a huge treat to be able to go out for a drink. Our local deli had a wine bar, and it became a nightly routine to pop round and get in some me time. Sometimes I would take a magazine and sit there, drinking my large glass of Sauvignon blanc, telling myself I would only have one, but then the bartender would suggest a refill and a voice came from somewhere (moi?) saying: ‘Yes please.’


There were times when I started to feel concerned that I was drinking every day. I read about the need for alcohol-free days and tried to plan them. I’d wake up feeling groggy from the night before and decide that this is the day, it’s only Tuesday, after all … but by 6 p.m. something would have kicked off, or we needed to discuss something, hubby would suggest having a quick one – and off we would go.


You might think that weekdays would be best for alcohol-free days. But … Mondays I did a radio show and it felt really celebratory after a good interview to toast it with a drink; Tuesdays nothing special happened usually, but I did like to relax if I had been at the BBC all day; Wednesdays, well, it was the middle of the week, always worth celebrating; I was often invited to functions or drinks parties on Thursdays; Fridays were our date nights at our favourite restaurant, and of course we shared a bottle of wine (well, actually we didn’t, hubby had one small glass and I polished off the rest). And then, well, it was the weekend, so it would be rude not to drink on a Saturday night, whether out with friends or watching The Voice with the kids, and Sunday? Well, Sunday means long boozy lunches and a few in the evening while getting ready for the week ahead.


I don’t think I ever actually added up how much I drank. I think I’m still in denial. Safe to say it must have been pushing five to six bottles of wine a week, and that’s not counting the wine I had out in cafés and wine bars. I was rarely drunk, though. That’s the thing with big drinkers, they develop a huge tolerance, the body is amazing, it soldiers on, until – well, until it doesn’t anymore. I’m incredibly grateful I didn’t get to that point.


I didn’t think I had too many symptoms. Of course, looking back, I can see that I had lots: I was jittery, bloated, slept really badly, could hardly ever get my contact lenses in, my eyes were often blurry. I felt really quite unfit towards the end of the drinking days, even finding yoga positions that I had been doing for years, too much. I put it all down to getting older. My anxiety was increasing; from moments of sheer panic and terror, I woke often, unable to remember what had scared me. The 3 a.m. wake-ups were the worst: I’d sit up, dry throat and sweating, detesting myself for drinking again.


Sometimes I cried myself back to sleep. I was so upset, disgusted, despairing that something seemingly so simple as just stopping, proved impossible to me once daylight had arrived again. My husband lay beside me, snoring and farting and with absolutely no idea of my turmoil. By 5 p.m. the next evening I was fully sober and ready to start again.


And I couldn’t share it with anyone, I was deeply ashamed. Back then, I didn’t ever think about giving up forever; that seemed way too forever-ish. Impossible, how could I ever be part of the in-crowd if I was teetotal? How could I enjoy a barbeque on a sunny day without a glass of wine? What would I do at functions?


No, I wasn’t interested in abstinence, but I wanted a magic pill to help me take back control of my drinking. I wanted to be like my husband and some of my friends, able to drink one, or none, and this not be an issue.


I quit for a while after reading Jason Vale’s book Kick the Drink … Easily! This came directly after a spell at one of Jason’s fab juice retreats, so I was feeling wonderfully healthy and ‘clean’ and it seemed easy just to change my relationship with alcohol. I went on a bit of a raw food trip, and was uber-healthy for a good few months, till some stress crept in and I fancied a glass of wine. Well, I had been without for a couple of months, so I figured that now I could moderate my intake. Wrong. I had one the first night, two the next, and lo and behold I was back on the roller coaster ride – but this time it didn’t seem so thrilling and a part of me knew I was falling.


You may be wondering why, if I read that book and changed my mindset, I relapsed and drank again. It’s because I hadn’t consciously embraced the concept of choosing to be alcohol-free, I hadn’t committed, and I certainly didn’t put in place any support or tools to get me through it when the wine witch flew back in on her broomstick.


So what changed? I’ve already said that no one suggested I stop, and I’m unsure what I would have said to them if they had, I would probably have thrown a hissy fit! I spent a lot of time trying to find assurance for my views that drinking is perfectly fine. Oh, how I laughed when Dame Sally Davies claimed that even two drinks a day could mean an increased risk of cancer. Ridiculous, I’d say, it’s doing me no harm. In fairness, I did function well. I had masses of energy, was never really ill, and never missed deadlines, but I was starting to feel like two people. There was the Janey who could remember her ambitions and dreams, and then there was the scared Janey who found it easier just to open a bottle of wine and chill out. As is often the case, it was a health scare that got me thinking. I was offered the opportunity to write about thermography and as someone who has never had a mammogram (despite an invite popping through the door on my 50th) I wanted to give it a try. I didn’t for one second think my breasts would be anything less than A1, so I got a bit of a shock when the scans showed a potential marker. The optimum number is 1–2 and in one breast I had a marker of 4. The practitioner, a natural doctor, checked for structural changes, said there were none, and suggested it was nothing sinister, but that we would monitor it for six months. Meanwhile, I was to take supplements.


I left feeling very insecure indeed. It wasn’t a bad diagnosis as they go – he said lots of women have the same result and six months later it’s all good – but I kept on thinking. What if in six months I go back, and it is breast cancer? What then? What will I be saying to myself? The answer was clear. I would say, ‘You should have stopped drinking.’ I just didn’t know how to. There never seemed to be the right time.


We had a party a couple of weeks before Christmas and I quaffed back copious amounts of mulled wine and white wine, and finished up with gin and tonic. The next day I went to work (my poor body) and was given a book to read before we came back to work after the Christmas break because we were going to interview the author on 2 January. The book was The Sober Diaries by Clare Pooley, based on her blog Mummy Was a Secret Drinker.


It was as if the universe was working to wake me up. I knew I had to give healing my potential breast problem my best shot, and as I started to read the book, I had a strange feeling that this was it. This book was going to change my life.


Change my life it did. It seemed to have come at the time I was ready, and I loved the fact that the author insisted life was better without alcohol. I was ready to try.


I had my last drink on 30 December 2017. No one batted an eye when I offered to drive on New Year’s Eve to a party. As the designated driver, not drinking was no biggie for me, but I felt a euphoria I hadn’t felt in years as I woke up bright and early on New Year’s Day. I went out for a long walk to think long and hard about what lay ahead. It was convenient that Dry January was a-rocking. I could work with that, see what happened next.


I didn’t tell anyone for the first 30 days. A few people saw me opt for fizzy water and just assumed Dry January, no big deal, and my kids didn’t notice. Probably because from the off I armed myself with some non-alcoholic drinks and served them in a wine glass – so it wasn’t obvious I wasn’t drinking. I liked it that way, I felt really fragile and actually a bit weird for that first month and I definitely couldn’t discuss what was going on, it felt too important, too big. I had to keep it close to my heart.


I don’t recommend that now. As Johann Hari’s famous TED Talk says: ‘Connection is the opposite of addiction’. It’s hard trying to do it alone. I now encourage you to find your tribe of like-minded people, get the inspiration and support you need.


I’m going to share some of the lessons that might help you navigate the first 30 days.


One of the things holding us back is that we just can’t imagine a life without booze, and if we do, we can only imagine it will be worse, we will feel left out, we will be the Cinderella who can’t go to the ball. We envisage a dim future; that’s it for the fun-loving gal, her party days are over. People tend to focus on what they are giving up rather than what they are gaining.


I hope this book will encourage you that life without the booze is better, infinitely preferable. In fact, it’s beautiful, joyous and authentic. You can get the buzz without the booze.
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