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This book is dedicated to every woman out there for whom one drink is too many and a thousand is never enough.


Do you count down the minutes to wine o’clock on a daily basis? Is a bottle of Pinot Grigio your friend at the end of a long hard day? If you want to give up being controlled and defined by alcohol then now is the time to join The Sober Revolution…


Fed up of living in a fog of hangovers, lethargy and guilt from too much wine? Have you tried to cut down without success?


You are not alone. When it comes to alcohol, millions of people around the world find it hard to exercise moderation and become stuck in a vicious cycle of blame, guilt and using more alcohol as a way of coping.


The Sober Revolution looks at women and their relationships with alcohol, exploring the myths behind this socially acceptable yet often destructive habit. Rather than continuing the sad spiral into addiction it helps women regain control of their drinking and live happier, healthier lives.


Sarah Turner, cognitive behavioural therapist and addictions counsellor, and Lucy Rocca, founder of Soberistas.com, the popular social networking site for women who have successfully kicked the booze or would like to, give an insight into ways to find a route out of the world of wine.


The Sober Revolution will open your eyes to the dangers of social drinking and give you the tools you need to have a happy life without the wine. Read it now and call time on wine o’clock forever.
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Introduction
By Lucy Rocca


As she described to me the events of one particular night which had, like many others before it, descended into a drunken mess of staggering, screaming, self-pity and the subsequent stomach-lurching moments the morning after when, upon waking, the staccato memories had risen to the surface and she recalled some (definitely not all – the blackouts were always severe) of the terrible things she had said and done, Carol’s voice was full of sad resignation. It was as though she was describing another person’s life, someone whom she loved and cared for deeply but who she hadn’t seen in a long time.


The summer barbeque had started out like any other; friends and family gathered for an afternoon of relaxation, good food and a few drinks in the warm sunshine. Carol, who in her own words was a greedy drunk, felt from the moment she arrived that there was only one real reason she was in attendance at this friend’s convivial get-together, and it came in three colours – red, white and rosé. Mingling amongst her friends, enjoying their company as well as the sensation of becoming slightly tipsy, Carol continued to fill her glass, gradually losing track of how much she’d had.


Unsure of when or how things suddenly switched in her head, she was told the next day how she had, after consuming many large glasses of wine, launched into tirades and abusive diatribes aimed at anyone and everyone around her. Descending into a wild and drunken rage, Carol was eventually bundled into the car with her husband and two boys and carted off back home where she could sleep it off. Upon reaching the house, however, sleep was the last thing on her mind and before long the neighbours felt justified in calling the police, concerned over the fact that Carol’s two young sons were present in what appeared to be a domestic situation that was spinning rapidly out of all control.


In the mid-1990s when the barbecue incident occurred amidst numerous other regrettable drunken events, Carol was in her early thirties, mum of two sons and caught in a marriage that was heading to an unhappy close. Her successful career placed tough demands on her which, together with the juggling of her home life and the doomed relationship which would soon end in bitter divorce, resulted in an ever-increasing affection for the wine.


As I spoke to Carol about her experiences just a few weeks before the completion of this book, it was eminently clear that I was in conversation with an articulate, confident and sensible woman who doted on her family and valued her life, and all those who featured in it, highly. This is someone, now in her early fifties, who has recently taken up martial arts, embarked on a counselling course, has lost three stone, looks the best she has in decades and is bursting with optimism and hope for the future.


Carol’s story of alcohol dependency is one which is not, sadly, uncommon. Launching into a drinking career in her twenties which took a sharp turn for the worse a decade down the line when her marriage hit the rocks and she was faced with the crippling loneliness and hardship which result from a difficult and acrimonious divorce, Carol was never a woman who could ‘just have one.’ As soon as the cork was popped she had her eye on what was left – would there be enough? What if it ran out? Could she justify a trip to the shop for some other imagined necessity which would enable her to slip an extra bottle into the supermarket basket – oh, so innocently, just like everyone else does?


Holding down a demanding job in which she managed hundreds of people, Carol desperately fought to maintain the façade of the ‘she can have it all’ 1980s mantra to friends and family. She was the life and soul, the consummate party girl, who every so often went too far and fell over the precipice into drunk and out of control.


For many who find themselves caught up in the vicious grip of an alcohol dependency, the denial is so much a part of what they are living through that it is all too easy to imagine there are no real problems caused by their drinking to excess. It is ever tempting to point at others and berate their immoral lifestyle and the effect it has on them and their families, whilst simultaneously wrapping ourselves in a blanket of pretence and ignoring what we are doing to our own little worlds.


As the years progressed and her drinking increased (along with the associated traumas), Carol did become aware of the impact her alcohol use may have been having on her sons. The self-hatred and inner torment she experienced as a result of each and every awful episode fuelled by drinking led to the further erosion of Carol’s inner strength and the faculties she needed so badly to sober up and dig her way out of the hole she was sinking into.


Carol did eventually put the brakes on and stopped drinking alcohol for good just over a year ago. The awful accumulation of drunken arguments, loss of self-respect, hurtful comments made which seemed to have been spoken by someone outside of her and which often she could not remember the next day, falling over, unexplained bruises, embarrassing herself in a myriad of different ways and not being the person who she knew she was capable of being inside, eventually became too much. Carol had never descended so low as to lose her home, be disowned by her family or sacked from her job because of her dependency on alcohol, but twenty long years of drunkenness left its scars.


For a couple of months following her bold decision to take control of her life and eradicate alcohol completely from it, Carol’s relationships with her two now grown up sons improved dramatically. Both were impressed by their mum’s ability to find herself amongst the wreckage of alcohol abuse, and her new upbeat mood and increased interest in their lives as opposed to being permanently side-tracked by wondering where the next glass was coming from, helped the three of them enjoy a closeness that had been missing for a while.


Last September, just a couple of months after Carol drank her last alcoholic drink, her eldest son died suddenly, aged twenty-eight. Resulting from an accidental overdose of the prescription drug Zomorph, his death came out of the blue and was horribly shocking. As I spoke to Carol about the tragedy of losing her son, I was struck by her unfaltering strength and the incredibly brave and dignified way in which she has since held the rest of the family together and remained intact for their benefit. Understanding how much it had meant to her son that she had finally managed to conquer her demons and put down the bottle, Carol explained to me how so much of her motivation for living positively and healthily now, originated in words he spoke to her just days before the end of his life; “ Mum, you not drinking is a very good thing.”


Carol is well aware that should she resume the destructive relationship she once had with alcohol she would not be the person she is today; with her hope and courage, together with all the ample time and energy she is now able to spend on those around her, Carol’s raison d’être is to claw back the life she lost to drinking for so many years and to give back whatever she can. Knowing that her son spent precious time with her in the final months of his life during which she was free from the grip of alcohol and all of its soul-destroying effects, gives Carol some comfort in the tragic aftermath of his death.


It has become blindingly clear to her that upon escaping the alcohol trap, the world opens up. Ruminating over the pointlessness of consuming all that wine could be enough to make a lesser person sink, but Carol has found the strength to fight, carving out a new and meaningful existence of which her son would be proud. There are no longing glances at a guest’s glass of wine across the dining table, or feelings of resentment towards her hugely supportive partner for his desire to have a couple of glasses before dinner; Carol has thrown herself headlong into the wonderful world of sobriety and is relishing all the positivity that it has introduced into her life.


Fully aware of the fact that sobriety is an all or nothing prize, of the impossibility of reaping the many rewards that are derived from an alcohol-free life without committing to it one hundred per cent, Carol is in this for the long haul.


Looking back over her lifetime, she is now able to extract the good and employ it as the foundations for even better, whilst simultaneously accepting she will never change what’s been and gone. The wonderfully positive characteristics that emanate from Carol, despite all she has faced in the last twelve months, are what led me to asking her if I could share her story for the purpose of this introduction. In my opinion, she embodies all that it is to love life, in control.


Carol is one of many women who unwittingly slip into the realms of alcohol dependency, so busy with attempting to keep the many plates of their lives spinning that they fail to notice how the pleasant glass of wine after the kids have been put to bed slowly transforms into a much-needed crutch, longingly lusted after throughout each and every hectic day. People who wind up with a ‘drinking problem’ are, for the most part, a long way off the archetypal drunk sleeping on a park bench with an oversized bottle of cheap cider to hand. Those who struggle with an alcohol dependency are everyday people who once ‘enjoyed a drink’ but for whom gradually the alluring qualities of booze are replaced by something much more sinister.


Pigeon-holing very heavy drinkers as ‘alcoholics’ is an easy way to deflect the accusatory finger away from one’s own destructive relationship with booze – ‘I never drink before tea-time’ and ‘I never touch spirits’ being commonly used reassurances which prevent people from facing up to the fact that they are, in actual fact, alcohol-dependent.


Because I never considered myself to be ‘an alcoholic’ I failed to pay much attention to how dangerously unhealthy my wine habit had become. My daughter was never under threat of being taken into care, I had a nice place to live and was never in a position where I couldn’t pay the mortgage, and I still looked reasonably ok, as the really obvious visible signposting of physical damage caused by excessive alcohol consumption becomes far more apparent further down the line. I stopped drinking alcohol aged thirty-five, and had only recently begun to notice during the previous couple of years the more prominent and difficult-to-hide facial indicators of being hung-over; the ruddy complexion, sallow skin, sunken eyes and overly red lips becoming regular features of my appearance as my drinking reached epic proportions.


At my worst I was consuming around one hundred and fifty units per week, which equates to one or two bottles of wine a night with a few extra drinks thrown in at the weekend. Even then, I did not feel constantly alarmed at the amount I was drinking – rather I was occasionally beset (usually upon waking in the middle of the night) by a terribly morbid fear that I was killing myself slowly, and that any day I would find a lump somewhere on my person, the indicator of a lifestyle-induced cancer. But for the most part I threw caution to the wind and continued apace with socialising, boozing and living in denial.


I consumed my last drink in April 2011, and since then have rediscovered the person I am. It is only with complete sobriety that I have come to realise just how much of the real me I sacrificed in exchange for alcohol.


I grew up wanting to be a writer. I loved reading and ploughed my way through Watership Down and Jane Eyre before I reached my teens. Scattered amongst the belongings in my bedroom were scores of notebooks filled with scribbles and doodles, little ideas for stories that popped into my head constantly. It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t one day write a book or become a journalist when I grew up.


And then I discovered drinking. Alcohol had many negative effects on my life during the twenty years in which I consumed it excessively, but one thing it robbed me of which I am especially grateful to have rediscovered as a result of becoming alcohol-free, is my creativity. It is only with sober hindsight that I can truly appreciate just how barren my life had become as a result of my on-going drunkenness, where the only interest I had outside of my family and job was drinking.


Living in the UK and growing up amongst a culture which positively celebrates alcohol, spending my weekends inebriated was a completely expected part of life, and I never imagined for a moment that I would not jump on board the drunken merry-go-round along with everyone else. My friends all drank regularly, boyfriends were always heavy drinkers and so I found myself easily drawn into a habit of emotional and mental alcohol dependence which was, unfortunately, to last for two decades.


At the time of writing I have not touched alcohol for twenty-six months and I have never been happier, more positive or so full of self-confidence, more productive, a better and more capable mother or in such good physical shape. In a relatively short space of time my life has completely turned around and I owe it to the simple act of choosing to not drink alcohol.


Shortly after Soberistas.com was launched in November 2012, I was contacted by an addiction counsellor and cognitive behavioural therapist called Sarah Turner. After successfully turning her own life around after years of abusing alcohol, Sarah retrained and became a qualified practitioner, enabling her to establish the Harrogate Sanctuary in 2006 which offers women a guiding light out of the gloom of alcohol addiction. Sarah read about Soberistas in a newspaper and recognised immediately that we both had a keen desire to offer help and support to the same demographic; grown-up women, many with children and successful careers, who had hit the bottle hard in their efforts to cope with life’s struggles.


A few months after our initial meeting Sarah and I agreed upon the idea of putting a book together that would offer practical help for beating an alcohol dependency, based on our own personal experiences. Our collaboration would be much more than a standard self-help book, however, in that it would also include real life case studies of women (and one of a married couple) who have battled their demons and emerged out of the other side shining. The sense of optimism and inspiration that can be derived from reading about people who once felt deeply unhappy and desperate as a consequence of alcohol but who, through a variety of different methods eventually resolved their difficulties, can be vast and incredibly motivating.


Sarah and I both perceive our troubled drinking histories as akin to doomed love affairs – in our efforts to acquire self-confidence and be loved and comforted, we increasingly turned to the bottle hoping the hollowness in our lives could somehow be filled by the liquid inside. Drinking and getting drunk perpetually for years, the drawn out battles we were engaged in with alcohol were not dissimilar to some of the unsatisfactory love affairs with men that marked our late teens and early twenties. As the relationship progressed, the booze took more and more and we lost all sense of our identities, emotional strength and the ability to walk away. Alcohol gradually transformed the both of us from strong and feisty women who knew exactly what we wanted from life, to a pair of weak-willed, powerless nobodies whose only care in the world was where the next drink was coming from.


For me, coming of age during the ‘ladette’ years when it was suddenly de rigueur to neck pints on a night out in an effort to keep up with the lads, meant that my lack of awareness in recognising when I’d had enough to drink, and my desire to consume alcohol to the point of collapse, both went largely unnoticed. I simply blended in with a social group of hedonistic boozers who thought absolutely nothing of drinking for twelve hours straight.


It was many years later before I came to notice that the people around me no longer appeared to spend their entire weekends getting sloshed, and for most, being seen to be blatantly drunk was an embarrassment that they would attempt to avoid at all costs. Despite the awareness that I grew to have of people generally frowning on those who fall out of taxis blind drunk, engage in loud nonsensical arguments in the street or throw up loudly in a pub toilet, slumped on the floor and hanging onto the porcelain for dear life, I still maintained my reputation as something of ‘a liability’ on a night out.


Try as I might to instil some rules with regards to the amount or type of drink that I consumed, I pretty much always ended up absolutely plastered, my memory blacked out and nothing but self-hatred and regrets the morning after. Despite years of trying, I never managed to moderate my alcohol consumption, and eventually arrived at the conclusion that for me, it was all or nothing. I chose nothing, which in the event has turned out to be my all.


I succeeded, as did Sarah, at conquering my alcohol addiction because I ultimately accepted the truth that if the agony of destructive drinking can ever come to an end, it has to be replaced by a solid commitment to not drinking. Obvious as that may sound, many people reach the decision that their relationship with alcohol is unhealthy and must be addressed, that they no longer wish to suffer all the associated awfulness of regular binge drinking, whilst simultaneously hoping against hope that somehow they will be able to manage their problem through control and moderation.


The vast number of people who have wiped out years of their lives through the misguided belief that alcohol is serving a purpose (stress reliever, relaxant, mood enhancer) when in actuality it is responsible for robbing them of their self-confidence, self-esteem, happiness and ability to view the world unhampered by blinkers, is staggering. For so many, the fact that they have yet to characterise themselves as ‘an alcoholic’ because they have not lost their worldly possessions or resorted to sleeping on a park bench means they allow themselves to spin out the delusion a little while longer – that they are in control of alcohol and not the other way around.


Adopting a lifestyle of sobriety restores the mind and body to what they once were, and allows us to fill the shoes of the person we were born to be. Making the choice to stop drinking alcohol means empowering one’s self; taking charge of one’s own life and ensuring a much greater degree of emotional stability, which will impact positively on those closest to us. Ditching the demon drink means walking away from the endless cycle of negativity and bashing of self – the mornings filled with recriminations and self-hatred, when the only option appears to be hiding under the duvet and wishing the world would disappear, will vanish without a trace, never to be seen again.


In writing this book we have no desire to appear evangelical, and recognise that there are many people in this world who enjoy a drink and are able to have fun with it. However, our intention is to show that life is not the boring and dull existence so often portrayed by society when depicting those who choose to not drink alcohol. Just as drunks are stigmatized, often so are non-drinkers; they are frequently considered odd, perhaps once weak-minded or unable to let their hair down, rather than people who are in control and able to fulfil their true potential.


Throughout the following chapters you will read the remarkable stories of women who eventually arrived at the conclusion that a life minus alcohol had to be better than the continuation of the booze-inflicted misery in which they had been drowning for so long. Despite, for all, an initial terror at the prospect of a life spent separated from their one true love, alcohol, all nine of the case studies ultimately arrived at the conclusion that they only really embarked upon the act of living once the wine had been kicked out of their lives for good. Seven of the women whose stories are featured in this book are previous clients of the Harrogate Sanctuary who kindly, and very bravely, agreed to Sarah writing up her case notes on each of them, in order to create a powerful collection of real life recovery tales.


During the 1990s, feminism for me was best illustrated by the fact that women could happily prop up the bar next to any number of men and smoke and drink pints with them all evening. Now in my late thirties, I consider alcohol to be the key factor in the transformation of my personality from strong and full of gumption in my teens, to depressed, anxiety-ridden, and severely lacking in self-confidence and self-belief by my early thirties – a fine example of anti-feminism.


The love/hate relationship that so many people endure with alcohol is surely nothing but the antithesis to nurturing a happy existence in which we fulfil our potential and maximise the opportunities which surround us from the moment we are born. Becoming dependent on alcohol leads to a dead end; a horribly predictable negative cycle where nothing ever improves and the same mistakes are made over and over again.


In writing this book, Sarah and I set out to describe a mind-set which we believe is the key to successfully walking away from a destructive relationship with alcohol. By fully acknowledging the fact that alcohol adds nothing to your life and is actually responsible for preventing you from reaching self-fulfilment, it is possible to break the long-standing drinking patterns that become so innocuously entrenched in our lives.


If one embarks on alcohol-free living with the deep-seated belief that they’ve given up something of worth then they are heading for a resounding fall from the wagon. To conquer alcohol-dependency, it is crucial never to consider one’s self to be ‘on the wagon’ in the first place; this expression is loaded with connotations of temporariness, a short-term quiescence from normal life. In order to walk away from booze for good, it is essential that upon reaching this incredibly positive and empowering decision, you recognise that it is a step which will lead you to great things, the beginning of an exciting adventure and a whole new way of life.


What you are NOT doing, is giving up a treat and choosing to live your life like a hermit who can have no fun; you are resurrecting the old you from the wasteland of drink-fuelled misery and discovering what the world is really about, minus the booze blinkers that have kept you submerged for so long.


This book came about as a result of both Sarah’s and my perception of our erstwhile relationships with alcohol being similar in many ways to doomed love affairs, and because we believe that becoming alcohol-free is a lifestyle choice that demands commitment right from the start. There will be bad days and good days (over time the good most definitely outweigh the bad), rocky patches and feelings of doubt, but ultimately, empowering yourself by ditching alcohol can only come about if you stick with your decision.


In this way we believe that committing to sobriety resembles, in many ways, the personal investment many people put into a long-term relationship.


Imagine finding a partner who makes you feel wonderful every day – who boosts your self-esteem, makes you feel confident and self-assured, is financially stable, fires up your passion for life, encourages your productivity, supports your endeavours to be a great parent, pampers you, encourages you to take good care of yourself by eating the right foods and exercising, and guides you along a path of self-discovery.


This person would nurture your character, never trying to sway you to be someone you aren’t. He would make you see that you are uniquely perfect, someone to be cherished and celebrated. He would acknowledge your flaws but accept and love them as a part of you, as imperfections of a perfect one-off – you.


If you could drop yourself into a world in which this person not only exists but is also ready and waiting for you to be by his side for ever, would you contemplate making a commitment to him? If all of the above was guaranteed to be yours for as long as you were prepared to stay true to our imaginary Mr Wonderful, would you make the leap of faith and say yes?


In this book you will read about a lifestyle choice that is simple to make, relatively easy to stick to and guaranteed to provide you with the tools required for a real and positive state of being. It’s a choice that you may have dabbled with the idea of for years, never quite knowing whether to make the final leap, or perhaps it’s something that you have only recently been considering. Either way, if you continue to read on, you will find out that the choice of sobriety is the lifestyle equivalent of our imaginary Mr Wonderful, and it is yours for the taking.


All you have to do is say YES.


We know this book can help you make the decision to quit drinking. It will help you start on a very liberating journey. Please take a moment to reflect on how you are feeling about your relationship with alcohol.




	How are you feeling right now?


	Are you worried about how much you drink?


	Have you been suffering health effects from your drinking?


	Has your relationship with family and friends been impacted by your drink?


	Is it causing you problems at work?


	Would it help your finances if you stopped spending money on alcohol?


	Are you fed up with losing control?







Part One,


by Lucy Rocca




CHAPTER ONE –


Flirting With the Notion of Sobriety


For many people, alcohol has the same draw as a particularly charming yet dangerous lover; its surface attraction beguiling a hidden hotbed of deceit, unpredictability and destruction. For all those wonderful nights spent sharing a bottle of wine with friends or a partner, nibbling on tasty finger foods by candlelight and talking amiably until the cows come home, there are a plethora of arguments, ill-advised ‘romantic’ trysts, wine-induced carb-fests resulting in difficult-to-shift spare tyres, mornings of recriminations and self-hatred, outrageous flirtations with people not to be flirted with, embarrassing stumbles outside crowded bars and slurred, drunken behaviour in front of the kids which demands an explanation in the morning through the fog of a hangover.


And for all of the above less than charming repercussions of excessive alcohol consumption, a little thing called denial will persistently try to work its magic, persuading you to focus on the positives and ignore the ever-increasing list of negatives in order to keep you pouring.


I began drinking in my early teens. Growing up in a middle-class family with teachers for parents, a large house in the suburbs and the requisite black Labrador, I hailed from a secure and totally functional background. I have no particular excuses for embarking upon an exceptionally destructive relationship with wine (and beer and spirits when the wine ran dry) other than it’s what teenagers did in suburban Sheffield in the late 1980s.


We loitered around the school grounds on warm summer evenings, smoking Marlboro’s, listening to The Smiths and drinking expensive bottles of Claret or Pinot Noir stolen from various friends’ affluent parents’ wine cellars. As the years passed by my friends changed in person but not in type and I continued to socialise with those who ‘liked a drink.’ It was therefore never forefront in my mind that I drank too much or that I (heaven forbid!) might have a dependency on booze.


In the halcyon years of my late teens and twenties, long before the idea of my own mortality had raised its gloomy head and I lived beneath a sun that apparently would never set, risks to personal health posed by fun and outrageous nights spent drinking purely to get drunk, puffing away on cigarettes with as much concern as if they were the confectionary version bought for a penny as a child, it was easy to float along, quietly developing an emotional dependency on alcohol without realising it.


Beneath my outward recklessness, however, I did read and latch onto fixedly the news stories which began to emerge in the early 1990s regarding red wine and how it allegedly had health benefits. Following the US news programme 60 Minutes airing a story entitled ‘French Paradox’ which highlighted the low incidence rate of heart disease amongst the French despite their love of high fat and dairy foods, pointing to their equal love of vin rouge as an explanation for this, the US saw sales of red wine jump by 44% over previous years. The story quickly found its way across the Atlantic, helping to reassure the boozy Britons that they too were being good to themselves by drinking all that alcohol.


The Mediterranean diet, all those gloriously healthy Tuscans drinking their Chianti and scoffing beans, artichokes and olives under a baking Italian sun – somewhere in my befuddled mind I adopted the belief that I too was buying into such a life each time I dropped a nice bottle of red into my shopping trolley along with some antipasti and a selection of artisan breads.


But the fact that I was cherry-picking the positive news stories regarding drinking habits and choosing to ignore the less reassuring ones would suggest that as far back as fifteen years prior to my stopping drinking alcohol altogether, I had begun to worry about my wine habit just a little.


So what might cause you to have concerns over the amount of alcohol you are consuming? You, your friends and partner all drink at every social event you attend, occasionally becoming inebriated, rowdy and a little irresponsible. The hangovers have always been a constant presence since you began drinking and are therefore part and parcel of this ubiquitous and very accepted form of substance abuse that you regularly partake in, but recently they have become somewhat debilitating resulting in you spending half the weekend in bed. The panic attacks and state of paranoia that you suffer following particularly heavy drinking episodes may have become more intense and are occurring with an increased frequency, and perhaps you have begun to regularly experience memory blackouts.
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