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To my daughters Sienna and Aurelia,
you gave me the strength to face my fears


‘when you choose yourself
everything around you
will choose you too’
Maia, When the Waves Come
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Introduction


I haven’t had an alcoholic drink since August 2022. My journey from wild party girl to an alcohol-free mother of two has involved walking, step by step, through shame, guilt, anxiety and grief to finally reach a place of hope and healing. I am relieved and grateful to be free from the dark place that I was trapped in, because giving up drinking hasn’t been easy for me. I feel vulnerable sharing my own story and nervous about the way people might react, but I also know that it’s important for me to do this.


Opening up about my journey has given me a new role, as a cheerleader for anyone curious about trying alcohol-free life. I’ve received so many messages from people, particularly women and mums on social media, sharing how much my decision to quit drinking has resonated with them. Whether it’s someone who taps me on the shoulder in the gym with a question or a fellow mum at a parenting class asking for advice, it’s humbling to know that in sharing my own experiences others have also been encouraged to address a topic that may seem shameful or difficult. I know that there are so many of us who are looking for guidance on how to change our relationship with alcohol. So, in answer to this, I want to share my experiences in the hope that you will feel supported and encouraged. All journeys are different, and as a teen, I wanted to rebel by drinking. In my thirties, I feel like I’m rebelling by choosing not to.


I can’t promise that I will never drink alcohol again, but having enjoyed all of the benefits that being alcohol free has brought me, I have no desire to ever drink again. My hope is that this book will act as a useful guide for anyone considering giving up drinking, a blueprint for alcohol-free living that can help you make decisions for your own future health and happiness.


Over the next ten chapters I will share what has worked for me and what hasn’t, what I’ve struggled with the most and what has kept me going, as well as offering tips and advice on how to navigate the road ahead.


In Part One, I will take a deep dive into my life before I stopped drinking, sharing the negative impact alcohol had on my wellbeing, much of which I’m sure you will be able to relate to. It might make for uncomfortable – but hopefully powerful – reading. Part Two focuses on what my life has been like since choosing to live alcohol-free.


In each chapter, the amazing Dr Ellie Cannon, an NHS GP, author and broadcaster, will share practical health advice based on the latest science. Having Dr Ellie on board is invaluable as she will explain everything that happens in the body and brain when we drink, and what happens when we remove alcohol. She has been interested in alcohol-related health since she worked as a junior doctor on a liver transplant unit and she will share research on the dangers of alcohol – never to scare, always to empower – to educate us all on the benefits of finding freedom from booze. Understanding the science and medical advice behind drinking and the benefits of living alcohol-free was important for me when I decided to stop drinking, and I know these sections will be insightful for you, too.


Now take a look at the checklist below and see how many of the statements resonate with you or a loved one. If you have ticked one or more, then this book is for you (I ticked them all):




◻You’ve ever felt like you don’t fit in on a night out or felt peer pressure to drink too much.


◻You’ve ever used alcohol to numb your feelings rather than facing them.


◻You’ve googled ‘can you die from a hangover?’


◻You really worry about what you’re doing to your physical and mental health.


◻You’re that person who wakes up feeling ashamed after a night out – what did I say, what did I do, what do people think of me?


◻You’ve tried to stop or cut down drinking before but can’t seem to stop repeating the same cycles.


◻You have horrible hangxiety that can last for days.


◻You’re fed up with wasting days hungover.


◻You’re a bad drunk and usually end up in tears or an argument.


◻You can’t seem to moderate the amount you drink or know when to stop.


◻You frequently drink until you pass out.





Giving up alcohol may not feel easy at first, especially when we live in a culture where drinking is a part of everyday life. It’s not as simple as just giving up, you need to relearn how to live mentally, physically, socially and emotionally. Standing up to the societal pressure and saying no can be tough, but it will be worth it, I promise. Just the fact you’ve picked up this book confirms that you already know, deep down, what you need to do. Between my story and Dr Ellie’s advice, we’re going to give you everything you need to stay motivated whether you’re simply looking to reduce your alcohol consumption, you’re ready to quit drinking altogether or you want to understand how to help a loved one.


Attitude adjustment


We all have to begin somewhere, so here’s a tip that really helped me at the start and one that I still use today. Think about an upcoming party or event that you’re dreading because you’re going to attempt it alcohol-free. Now imagine you’ve woken up the following morning without a hangover and you don’t feel anxious about having said something you regret – aren’t you glad you didn’t drink? When you’re embarking on an alcohol-free journey always think forward, knowing that when you no longer experience the shame, the hangovers and the guilt, you’ll finally be able to ground yourself and live in the moment. That’s how I got through those tough early months and stay strong today.


Lastly, I want you to know that this is a safe space while you navigate away from being a bad drunk. The terminology bad drunk implies there’s such a thing as a good drunk. I’d argue – for me and for many of us – there isn’t. We’ve collectively decided to use this term as a way to call out and judge someone who can’t handle their alcohol, but to me there is no such thing as a good drunk. A mean, intoxicated, incomprehensible bad drunk, yes. We need to free ourselves from the mindset that alcohol consumption is what makes us fun, free, sexy and confident.


I hope this book will bring you the answers you need, the advice you crave, and the motivation to put in the work. It is my way of helping those of you who feel stuck in a rut of your own making or fear that alcohol-free life will be too difficult. Don’t be nervous or scared, I want you to know that you have the power to ditch the booze. We’ve got this!









PART ONE


GIVING UP FOR GOOD


Let’s get started. The first thing I want you to do is to take a few minutes to be honest with yourself and answer the following questions (you might find it helpful to note down your answers):




• How and why did you get here?


• How has alcohol made you feel?


• What do you want to change?





What I’ve just asked you to do was one of the very first exercises my sober coach set for me. He told me to make a list of my darkest drunk moments, some of which I’ll be embarrassingly sharing with you. It was an awkward and terrifying task, but it was so important to have everything written down in black and white as memories fade over time. When bad drunk disasters and awful hangovers feel further away, they don’t seem as bad, mad or sad, which allows us to imagine we weren’t as stupid or nasty as we thought at the time. Your list will act as a reminder, so put it all out there. Unlike most people, all I need to do is google my name and photos of me stumbling around after ten too many will pop up. The list is also effective in allowing me to relive the drama, the pain and the regretful hangovers. And, honestly, it’s a hard thing to do and you will feel uncomfortable, but it will be the most powerful reminder to keep you on track as you transform into the new you.


I felt a lot of fear when I first decided to ditch drinking. What would people say? What would people think? Would people label me? I didn’t think I was an alcoholic, but I was certainly a destructive drinker, a bad drunk, hence the name of this book. You know that one person who always takes it too far, gets obnoxious or embarrassing? I was that person. It was something I hadn’t been able to shake off since my teens. My relationship with alcohol was disordered, and although I always started the night with good intentions when I drank, there was a chance that the one drink I’d promise myself would turn into several.


‘It needs to be broken to be fixed’ is an old-fashioned way of looking at our relationship with booze. Alcohol was making me feel mentally and physically unwell and I knew that if I abstained, I’d feel better. So after too many drunken regrets and wasted days, I was finally ready to break up with alcohol. But first I needed to understand how I had allowed my drinking to get so out of control to begin with.









1


That’s It, I’m Never Drinking Again


One question I get asked a lot is what was my light-bulb moment? There were a few major incidents that came with flashing warning signs that I probably should have paid closer attention to, but the big one was on 25 August 2022.


My husband, Hugo, and I were invited by friends to join them for a few days on a boat in the Mediterranean. Everything was beautiful, sailing on crystal clear waters, we were basically in paradise, and yet a few days in I woke up at 5am, with a sinking feeling of dread, knowing that something was wrong. I got out of bed and went to the bathroom to try to work out what was going on, calmly at first, but very soon a wave of panic washed over me, my throat was really tight and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Terrified, I shook Hugo awake, then collapsed onto the floor. I couldn’t get air in and everything started to go black. I felt the cold fear that I would never see my two baby girls again. I really, truly believed I was dying.


I’d had intense panic attacks before, but this was worse than anything I’d ever experienced. In the past, they had made me want to run and hide or made me feel like I was going to throw up. This was different. If I could have called an ambulance, I would have. But I was floating in the ocean, miles from medical help. With the panic already rising when I woke up, there wasn’t time for the rational part of my brain to tell me that what I was experiencing wasn’t real.


Hugo sat with me, guiding me to breathe slowly and over time I started to feel more in my body. As I’ve suffered with anxiety for all of my adult life, I’ve always made sure to travel with prescribed sedatives in case I need them. Thirty minutes after taking one I was slowly released from the terror of the attack. I was really shaken up, but even then I had the clarity to know why the panic attack I’d experienced had been so intense: I was terribly hungover after multiple nights of drinking.


Needing to set my feet on dry land, Hugo arranged for us to head back to shore to go on a hike so we could have some space and time to talk. Needless to say, this was not the most enjoyable hike of my life. My head was pounding, the searing heat was doing me no favours, and I was trying to process what had just happened. But it was in this turmoil that I vocalised what needed to be said for the first time – the one thing I’d been so scared to confess to anyone, even myself.


‘I need to stop drinking.’


It was a public declaration. Once the words had left my mouth, I knew I had to stick to them. A promise to myself, Hugo and our girls. I owed it to all of us, and I never wanted to wake up feeling hungover again.


A new day dawning on me


The panic attack on the boat had been terrifying and I knew it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been drinking the night before. And the night before that. And the night before that. You know how it is. But it wasn’t just the holiday that set alarm bells off, the weekend before our trip we’d been at a wedding where I’d drunk to oblivion, really embarrassing myself and Hugo.


I couldn’t ignore the elephant in the room any more. My bad drunk behaviour was out of control and my body was telling me to stop, to make better choices, change my lifestyle and my way of thinking.


If the panic attack was the final straw, let’s talk about the ‘how’ of deciding to ditch drinking. At first, I said to myself I’d commit to trying alcohol-free living for one year and then see how I felt. I knew it would be hard in a million different ways, so arming myself with the knowledge, tools and support needed was going to be fundamental in helping me navigate the bumpy road ahead.


I started my journey and found strength by taking these simple steps:




• I immersed myself in alcohol-free social media accounts and podcasts.


• I messaged a few of my best friends to tell them what I was doing so they could hold me accountable.


• I dived into numerous sober-curious and self-development books.


• I made an appointment with a sober coach as I wanted support from somebody who could help me understand my disruptive relationship with alcohol.





Those first hours, days and weeks were uncomfortable. Alcohol had often been a crutch to help with my discomfort in social situations and knowing that I could no longer rely on it made me feel anxious, overwhelmed and scared. I knew that I had to fight with everything I had to stay hopeful and positive.


This first part of the journey will be difficult but different for everyone. This is why – along with sharing lots of facts, figures and statistics about booze – Dr Ellie Cannon will also be sharing positive information about how you can make alcohol-free living (or a sober-curious life) work for you and how it will benefit your energy levels, future health, mood and appearance. Keeping in mind all the positives can help you to say no when the pressure is on to say yes. And then when you start to feel the benefits – you’re less anxious, sleeping better, your complexion is clearer – I promise you will get another boost in momentum to keep going.


Protecting your peace


Having my closest people on board with my alcohol-free life was definitely important to me, but don’t feel you have to tell everyone you know. You’ve got to find what feels right for you. I didn’t tell my parents for weeks, until I knew I could handle the difficult conversation. Once I found the strength to talk to them, they were very supportive.


Remember that you can stay in a sober-curious bubble for as long as you want to. Your choice to honour yourself comes first, and you can be your own priority. It might feel safer and calmer to make a private commitment to yourself for yourself before sharing your decision with friends and family. The most important thing, as my sober coach told me, is to do the work daily. This could mean listening to a podcast or reading a book, but whatever you opt for, make sure you’re engaging with information that will remind you why you decided to give alcohol-free life a try and this will help to keep you on the right path.


For me, protecting my inner peace was essential. I had to tune out the noise and opt out of events that would trigger me. We’ve been taught to drink through our problems, to take the edge off with a glass of wine and to drown our worries with whisky. Whether you want to forget what you saw on the news, what your boss said to you in a meeting, or you’re a mum stuck with grizzly young children all day, we’ve been led to believe a glass of wine (which often leads to a bottle) will allow us to relax, unwind and forget about the stresses of the day. Drinking alcohol to numb our emotions is very unlikely to help us feel better in the long run. If we want to stay focused on the end game of greater mental, emotional and physical health, we need to change what we’re programmed to think. Too many of us are living in a lot of pain, sitting in our unresolved trauma, not knowing how to escape from the anxiety and loneliness. I know I was – and I am still working through it. But giving up alcohol has been the starting point of a healthier, happier and calmer life.


Everyone is on their own journey and we shouldn’t judge each other and the paths we take. If you continue to drink, nothing but best wishes and love will come your way from me. Or if you read this book and try sobriety for a few months or a few years and then go back to drinking, that is your choice. Everybody’s relationship with alcohol is so different. I may one day raise a glass of champagne to my lips again and be okay with it. Who knows? All I can tell you right now is how much my life has improved and what a gift alcohol-free living has been to me and those I love.







Dr Ellie Explains . . .
How Alcohol Affects the Body


Everyone responds to alcohol differently – why is that?


I think it is really important for us all to know and understand that we respond to alcohol differently. That can be different from our friends, from our family, even different from people who are similar to us in all other ways such as shape and height and race. We see this all the time in groups of teenagers where everyone seems to be drinking the same drink in the same amount, but not everybody ends up blind drunk on the floor vomiting.


Over many years in clinic, I have seen that you cannot predict how someone will respond to alcohol in the short and long term. Sadly, I have looked after people who have had serious health problems from drinking a relatively small amount, and others who show seemingly no effects at all from large amounts over decades. It’s impossible to guess and it’s always struck me as pretty unfair.


You will often hear people say the response to alcohol is different in different people depending on their size or how much they’ve had to eat. But actually it is a lot more complex than that, and as with many things there are many different factors involved.


Alcohol is broken down by substances called enzymes, which are released from the liver. There are three different enzymes and genetically we can all differ in how we make them. Due to genetic differences, some people may produce fewer of these enzymes and this results in alcohol travelling around in the bloodstream at a higher level for longer. Those people will likely experience greater effects from alcohol both in terms of being drunk, and in health problems. Sometimes we even see racial differences in how people react to alcohol. For example, there are a number of people of East Asian heritage who react quite strongly to alcohol, feeling sick, having palpitations and going red, and this is thought to be related to a genetic difference in their enzymes.


Being smaller and getting drunk faster is simply a numbers game. The smaller your size, the less blood you have travelling around your body and the less water to dilute any alcohol you have drunk. So, from the same drink your alcohol concentration will immediately be higher and cause a bigger effect. How much fat we have in our bodies may also have an impact as fat retains alcohol. This is thought to be one of the reasons why women suffer more effects of alcohol than men, because women have higher levels of body fat around their internal organs. Women also tend to develop alcohol addiction much faster and unfortunately develop liver damage much sooner as well, possibly for this reason.


As we get older, people tend to have more fat and less water in their body which means getting drunk faster than a younger person of the same size. Of course, how you respond to alcohol will also be affected by what else is happening in your body. For example, what medications you might be taking and what your general health is like. Because alcohol breakdown in the body relies on a well-functioning liver, if you are taking other medications that also affect the liver it might affect how you respond to alcohol. This is why we always warn against alcohol with some antibiotics. Medications that make you tired, such as antihistamines for hay fever or anti-anxiety medications, can make you feel more drunk if you have any alcohol.


It’s also true to say that your general physical and mental health will have an impact on how you respond to alcohol in the long and the short term. This can be for a whole host of reasons. For example, if we think about somebody who is depressed, they may have little appetite, take medication and isolate themselves, all of which could change how much alcohol affects them and how much they drink.


How does alcohol disrupt the balance of neurotransmitters (chemical messengers) in our brain to affect our feelings, thoughts and behaviour?


Alcohol upsets the balance of chemicals in the brain that are involved in all of the brain’s processes. These are called neurotransmitters and they are responsible for controlling our thoughts, feelings, behaviours and actions as well as our memory.


Alcohol mainly affects two of these chemicals: GABA and glutamate. GABA calms the brain and the body and is increased by alcohol, so when you’re consuming lower levels of alcohol you will feel calmer and more relaxed. But the alcohol actually suppresses the inhibition or ‘stopping’ part of the brain. Unfortunately, this also means that our self-protection mechanisms are not going to work and we are more likely to find ourselves in dangerous or confrontational situations. Add to this the anxiety and tension we might feel as we drink more, and it can make for very dangerous situations. Glutamate, on the other hand, wakes up or stimulates the brain but is reduced or suppressed by alcohol. This is why we feel slow and less alert after a drink, and this can also contribute to confusion and poor judgement.


Dopamine, one of the happy chemicals in the brain, is also involved. When we consume a small amount of alcohol, our body produces more dopamine, which stimulates the reward centre of our brain, making us feel good and wanting to drink more. This is why we will often reach for another drink, and another, and another. But over time our body gets used to this dopamine hit and so it will naturally make less of its own dopamine as a compensation mechanism. Then you can actually become dopamine-deficient with fewer highs and a lower mood. This creates a cycle of trying to drink more to get back to that dopamine hit, but a lower mood prevails, so you drink even more, in an attempt to try to find your brain that reward.


One important aspect of alcohol and our brains is around violence and aggression. A lot of people feel very angry when they are drunk so it’s no surprise alcohol fuels arguments and fights outside pubs and clubs. Science tells us that there is a strong link between alcohol and feeling aggressive. One study looking at domestic violence found that three out of ten couples report that alcohol was involved.


Some people also talk about a situation known as alcohol myopia, which means alcohol short-sightedness. Alcohol stops our brain from concentrating and seeing the big picture. This then acts as a barrier to rationally interpreting the situations that we’re in and thinking of the consequences and can lead to all sorts of dangerous and aggressive behaviour.


When people start using alcohol it is often impulsive and deliberate. But the long-term impact of alcohol on our brain chemistry means the psychology actually changes, although at first you feel better for using alcohol, as things progress you need to use more and more just to feel normal.
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