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DEDICATION


For all the hedonists, party animals, ragers, boozehounds, caners and barflies out there.


You are My People.


I get you. I feel you. I understand why. I still am you.


I’m just powered by herbal tea and yoga these days, rather than booze and contraband third-glass-of-wine fags.


Come see what sober really feels like. Then you can decide which life you prefer.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.
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PREFACE:
NOT DRINKING IN A MOSTLY DRINKING WORLD



If you’re reading this, you’re likely embarking upon, or have already commenced, an alcohol-free mission, whether for four weeks or forevermore. And for that, I applaud you. Mentally, I’m giving you a high five right now. Because it takes serious courage to peel away from the pack, stop conforming, and say ‘no ta’ in a mostly drinking world.


It’s much easier to just continue drinking, despite the irony that drinking often makes life harder.


It’s easier to say ‘yes’ than ‘no’.


It’s easier not to scrutinize your drinking too closely, to just carry on regardless, to snuggle deeper into denial.


By quitting, for however long, you are doing a commendable, hard and nerve-wracking thing.


Five years ago I realized I was hopelessly addicted to alcohol, and that if I wanted to keep my friends, family, health, sanity and income, it was definitely the most sensible decision for me to quit. Medically speaking, I was apparently fine, but I felt like I was slowly dying.


Despite only having been awarded one body, I was trashing it like a rock star trashes a hotel room, with lashings of booze, fags, fried chicken and late nights. My alcohol intake had ticked up slowly, slowly, until I was drinking around seven or eight bottles of wine a week, and only taking one or two nights off.


I felt like I was at an impossible crossroads; like I couldn’t continue to live with, and yet couldn’t live without drinking. Exactly like that U2 song. After many months of soul-searching and false starts, of ever-more-scary spells of drinking and peaceful sober stints, I finally realized that I preferred life sober.


Choosing sober would turn out to be the best decision I’d ever made, and yet I embarked upon it feeling like I was committing social suicide. Just as George Michael mournfully sings in Careless Whisper, I honestly thought I was never gonna dance again. I felt like I was pawning a bejewelled party dress to get money for my pension. Like I was hawking a vintage record player to pay the electricity bill. Great.


And so, when I discovered how much happier, healthier and wealthier I became, I felt like I’d stumbled upon the world’s best-kept secret. Sobriety was only one part angst to nine parts wonder. Why did nobody tell me? So, I’ve been banging on about it ever since. I think people ought to know.


Thousands of my readers have quit drinking too, whether totally or mostly, and have since contacted me to say that they too are much, much happier. That they wish they’d done it years ago. That the rewards far outweigh the ‘Aggg, this is so hard’ beginning.


The last five sober years have been the best of my life. And I’m not just comparing them to the dark years when I was drinking dependently. No. I’m also comparing them to the brighter years when I was drinking somewhat moderately. And yet sobriety still wins, hands down; it has a royal flush to moderate drinking’s pair of jacks.


We live in a mad world when it comes to booze. And it’s only once you actually step outside of the drinking world, into the non-drinking one, that you begin to see how bonkers it truly is.


We used to live in a mad world when it came to cigarettes too, and it took a long while for society to achieve sanity – for smoking to no longer be seen as ‘cool’ or ‘relaxing’, and for Big Tobacco to be stripped of their sway over our minds and wallets.


I remember chomping on candy cigarettes in the late 1980s; white sugary sticks that were purposely styled to look like real fags. One American manufacturer featured the strapline ‘Just like Dad!’ with a kid saying ‘Hey Dad, can I bum a smoke?’


That seems horrifying today, that kids were encouraged to aspire to be smokers. But we are living in that exact place right now with alcohol. Even from the cradle, drinking is expected, with babygros featuring slogans like ‘Daddy’s drinking buddy’ or ‘I drink until I pass out’. I picked up a card in a shop recently that featured a little girl with a pint and the slogan, ‘When I grow up, I want to be a binge drinker!’ (My niece can now read – and comprehend – these messages aged five years old.)


Meanwhile, liver disease is officially set to overtake heart disease in the UK as the biggest cause of death by 2020. Deaths by liver disease have increased fivefold since the 1970s. Do we really want our kids to think binge drinking is funny? Binge drinking is lethal, not jolly.


We live in a world that pushes us toward drinking (those trying to sell us stuff + each other), and simultaneously pulls us away from drinking (health news + the medical industry). It’s no bloody wonder we’re confused.


We live in a world where 35 Brits a day are expected to die from drinking over the next few years, and yet the alcohol industry is not obliged to put ANY health warnings on booze, aside from the lame, blame-dodging ‘drink responsibly’.
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I walked into a supermarket recently and saw candles saying ‘Wine not’, greetings cards with ‘On your marks, get set, prosecco!’ and T-shirts emblazoned with ‘You’ve got to be gin it to win it’. When I reached the pharmacy I saw a sign saying that alcohol is the leading cause of ill health, disability and death among 15–49 year olds in Britain. Stark contrast, no? Disturbing, even.


The reason profit-centred companies slap these messages on candles, cards and T-shirts is because they sell; because so many of us binge drink. Enabling, condoning and endorsing this national pastime makes them pots of money.


Due to booze being a national treasure, one of the hardest things about not drinking is other people. We say things to each other like ‘You’re doing Dry Jan?! Oh, see you in Feb then mate’, or ‘You don’t drink? Awww, you’re no fun’ (the last thing somebody wants to be called at a party is ‘no fun’).


We say things like ‘I can’t be friends with someone who doesn’t drink’ at parties, and get laughs as a reward (I used to say this kind of twaddle, back when I was a dedicated drinker). When you drink, you don’t have to justify why, but when you don’t, you often have to give an explanation. ‘Why aren’t you drinking?!’ It’s topsy-turvy.


The social pressure to drink is baffling, intense and unfair. When you add this pressure to the surreptitious messages on TV, in advertising, even in gyms (post-class proseccos to ‘retox’ are often mentioned in my spinning class) and on coasters (‘Alcohol! It’s cheaper than a psychiatrist!’), it’s no surprise that it can be tough to stay off the sauce. We’re constantly told, in every imaginable way, that alcohol is relief, fun and relaxation.


This is why oak-strong resolve to not drink becomes weakened over time. Personally, we want to not drink, but the atmosphere we live in slowly and surely chips away at that resolve.


We need tools to deal with the social pressure. We need to constantly debate the messages we’re receiving, rather than passively accepting them. We need to consciously reverse-condition ourselves. Hang onto the reasons we started this sobriety thing in the first place. Wait for the returns on our investment, which, I promise you, will be a hundredfold the initial outlay.


I hope that this journal will help you to do all of these things, whether your alcohol-free mission is for three months or a lifetime.


So, let’s get cracking, shall we?
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TALK TO ME


I’ve told you a bit about my drinking story; now I want to hear yours. Come in, sit down, put your feet up, and I’ll get us some tea.
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So tell me, what does your drinking look like? Has it started to look different in recent years?


Why do you want to have a booze sabbatical / quit for good?


Most people bounce into a booze-free period as a result of a scary night, or a soul-crushingly hungover day, or a series of these. If this applies to you, tell me about these nights/days.


What are your worst fears about sobriety?


What are your brightest hopes?
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THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS THE PERFECT TIME


If you’re waiting for the ‘perfect time’ to quit drinking, you will be waiting for-ev-er.


There will always be birthday drinks, a wedding, a wine-tasting, a whatever that rotates around booze, because society rotates around booze.


So bite the bullet, my friend. Now’s the best time. It will be challenging, but it will also be totally worth it.


Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to look at the next thirty days and flag up the events you’re worried about. Then you’re going to make a plan for how to make this event as easy for yourself as possible.


Some ideas from me, but do come up with your own too:


[image: Illustration] Exercise beforehand. You’ll be much more zen.


[image: Illustration] Tell your hosts and all of your friends in attendance, that you won’t be drinking, in advance. See here for a ready-made sober announcement.


[image: Illustration] Go early and make noises that you’ll need to leave early.


[image: Illustration] Bring someone to the party who you know will support your non-drinking. Ideally, source a plus one who’s also teetotal. I have picked up all my best sober friends from Facebook and Instagram. All you need to do is type in ‘Sober’ and you’ll be deluged by people, hashtags and groups.
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