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			INTRODUCTION

			Ever woken up with the queasy sense of paranoia that you said the wrong thing to the wrong person at work drinks the night before? Ever felt that it seemed unsociable not to get drunk at a friend’s birthday? Ever had a hangover that only a Bloody Mary with brunch could cure? Ever been annoyed with yourself for polishing off the entire bottle of wine when you only intended to have one glass with dinner?

			If that sounds familiar (and it did to me), you probably already know that you ought to cut back on your alcohol consumption. But at the same time, you probably don’t really want to. Drinking is fun, celebratory and enhances confidence on your good days, as much as it relieves stress on your bad days. We are societally programmed to drink, thanks to the ubiquity of alcohol in music, film and television, not to mention on our Facebook and Instagram feeds. Our family gatherings wouldn’t feel right without wine, and our urban families are built on booze. Whether bonding with colleagues, a new partner or ‘mum friends’, it almost always involves alcohol.

			You might believe, like I did, that non-drinkers are smug and boring. Even words that mean not drinking – such as ‘sober’ and ‘dry’ – have alternative meanings of ‘humourless’ and ‘dull’. And soft drinks sound considerably less fun than hard. Am I right?

			As a tobacco lobbyist announces in the satirical film Thank You For Smoking: ‘Cigarettes are cool, available and addictive. The job is almost done for us.’ You could say the same about alcohol. Except, unlike smoking, drinking is not only socially acceptable, but socially expected.

			Of course, there is a dark side to this. As a causal factor in more than 60 medical conditions – including not only the obvious ones such as liver disease but also everything from depression to cancer – alcohol now costs the National Health Service £3.5 billion per year.1 That’s £120 for every single tax payer. Perhaps surprisingly, it’s the higher-tax payers that cause the most problems. Alcohol consumption increases alongside wealth, with almost one in five people earning over £40,000 per year drinking alcohol at least five days a week, and being more likely to ‘binge’ on their heaviest drinking day.2 (Oh, and binge-drinking means consuming anything over three pints of beer or two large glasses of wine in one sitting. Yep, really.) If the medical stats don’t hit a nerve, allow me to appeal to your vanity. A large glass of wine contains as many calories as a chocolate bar, and the added sugar in alcoholic drinks is breaking down the collagen in our skin, causing wrinkles and sagging. Aside from the effects on our bodies and skin, I think you already know that you’d be a better colleague, partner, friend or parent without that hangover. Undeterred, British people drank 40 million litres of prosecco in 2016. With alcohol, sugar and carbonation constituting the hat-trick of dentistry’s worst nightmares, it’s enough to make all your teeth fall out in protest.

			But I’m not just here to throw terrifying stats at you. I’m here to help.

			There are a million books out there about cutting alcohol out of your life completely – but this isn’t one of them. Most people don’t want to do that. I certainly don’t. Who wants to attend a wedding, birthday party or – God forbid – a date when stone-cold sober? I love the fizz of the bubbles in champagne when toasting a friend’s celebration, or the kick of an ice-cold gin and tonic on a hot day. In today’s all-or-nothing culture, where everyone is either a prosecco-gulping, devil-may-care hedonist or a joyless, clean-eating teetotaller, people seem to have forgotten that there is a middle ground.

			And that’s what this book is all about. The advice here is not intended for people with a serious drinking problem, or a physical dependency on alcohol. (By that I mean people who crave alcohol at any time of day and have become secretive or dishonest about their drinking.) For those with a severe alcohol addiction, many experts believe complete abstinence may be the only answer. Rather, this book is intended for the vast majority of us who are not alcoholics but are aware that we drink more than is healthy and want to break out of that cycle to find a middle ground. Our dependence on alcohol is less an addiction, more a habit. So while we don’t want to give up drinking altogether, we do want to wake up clear-headed because we were able to resist that third glass of wine the night before.

			Moderation might sound deceptively simple, but it’s really far more complicated than abstinence. You might decide not to drink too much at that work event or friend’s party, but after one or two drinks your willpower and decision-making skills tend to go out of the window. Making a lasting change is particularly challenging, since moderation requires constant awareness of your behaviour and decisions.

			One of the most common reasons for drinking too much is doing so without really thinking about it. Accepting a glass of wine because everyone else is having one, or pouring yourself a drink at home every night, purely out of habit. Mindlessly doing something because you’ve always done it is a tough habit to break, but it can be done. It’s going to involve clearing your head and paying conscious attention to your thoughts and behaviour.

			So how do we break those habits and start to drink with full awareness and responsibility? Mindful drinking is exactly what it sounds like: it’s the opposite of drinking without thinking. Mindfulness has had a lot of press in recent years, and if you’re anything like me you’ve probably tried meditation, and given up on it. The benefits of meditation are extremely seductive: reduced stress, improved concentration, more productivity and the ability to make better decisions. But I struggled to find the time (or, indeed, the patience) to make meditation a regular practice.

			However, I’ve now learned that you don’t have to sit in the lotus position for twenty minutes every day to bring mindfulness into your life, and I’m going to show you how incorporating mindful awareness into your everyday activities will make your journey to moderating your drinking not only easier, but something that will come naturally. 

			If you need reminding as to why you should approach your drinking mindfully, here are a few convincing arguments. Moderating your drinking will improve your mood, your digestion, your skin and your body, as well as sharpen your brain. Everything from your bank balance to your sex life will improve. It also automatically moderates other bad habits, such as social smoking, hungover binge-eating and mainlining coffee to get through the day after a night of fitful drunk sleep. We live in tense times, where people see alcohol as a stress-buster but, actually, the link between excessive alcohol and anxiety is inescapable. 

			By bringing mindfulness into your life, not only will you reap the benefits of having a more moderate relationship with alcohol, you will also improve your concentration and decisiveness, giving you a stronger sense of empathy and making self-control in other areas of your life a breeze. 

			At first glance I might seem an unlikely advocate of moderate drinking. I spent my teenage years in a beery haze in the ladette era of the 1990s, and my twenties downing cheap white wine as a keen young journalist. I have vomited on tube platforms and out of taxi windows. I have done more than my fair share of drunk texting and ill-advised rants at the office Christmas party. At my regular book group, it was compulsory to arrive armed with two bottles of prosecco each, and we always got through the whole lot.

			Waking up after my thirtieth birthday, I realised that my lifestyle was beginning to impact on my body, mind, skin and career. I had friends who hit their thirties and became health freaks, cutting out alcohol entirely, but that felt extreme to me – I had never been arrested for drunken behaviour, or lost a job or destroyed a relationship because of booze, nor had any kind of rock-bottom moment. As I wailed to the health director on the women’s magazine where I worked (she sat beside me, so she experienced the hangovers and the post-carby-lunch crashes more than anyone): ‘I don’t want to give up alcohol completely. I just want to drink a bit less.’

			Eventually, she asked me to write about it, sending me off to a Harley Street psychologist and hypnotherapist to learn how to control my drinking. The programme wasn’t about giving up; it was simply about having control and learning how to be moderate. A few hypnotherapy sessions didn’t quite change my life overnight (our health director raised an eyebrow when I proudly told her I only had five glasses of fizz at that month’s book group), but it sparked a fascination with the social, behavioural and psychological reasons as to why we over-drink.

			When I was pregnant with my son, I found it easy to not drink. ‘I’m pregnant’ is one of the few failsafe reasons you can give in any social situation that won’t lead to people trying to pressure you into drinking (other than ‘I’m driving’). And I believe the odd drink in pregnancy is fine, so I still had champagne on special occasions, or wine with a meal. At the time, I was so delighted with how easy it had been to cut down that I was sure I would stick with moderate drinking for life. After this baby is born, my tolerance will be low from nine months of hardly drinking, I thought. I’ll be tired, due to having a new baby, I’ll be on maternity leave, so work events won’t be a problem for a while, and I’ll also have baby weight to lose. I believed that this perfect storm of elements would naturally change my drinking habits forever. Looking back, it’s hilarious how naive I was. Within minutes of getting home from hospital, my husband and I were drinking champagne. I mean, how could we not? We had something to celebrate. (I should add that my husband was so tired when he bought the champagne, he failed to notice they hadn’t removed the security tag. He had to go back to the shop to have them take it off before we could open it. Yes, this was our priority as soon as we got our baby home.)

			Like many people, I took my local NCT (National Childbirth Trust) ante-natal sessions to find a group of local ‘mum friends’ to hang out with while on maternity leave. NCT classes are a lottery and not everyone has a great experience, but I hit the jackpot with a bunch of cool, funny, interesting women who, I was delighted to find, never turned up for lunch without a bottle. I would always take a glass of wine into baby cinema rather than a coffee because, why the hell not? If my son Ezra was grumpy because of teething or reflux, my husband would bring home a ‘gin in a tin’ to say well done for getting through the day. And we’d always have wine with dinner, because I wasn’t pregnant any more so it felt like a novelty to be drinking together again. When I went out in the evening, to see friends or work colleagues or my book group, I felt that drinking was a way to show them that I hadn’t changed. I might be a mum now, guys, but I’m still fun! I soon realised I was drinking just as much, if not more, than ever. The difference was, I could no longer sleep it off, and it was showing, in my skin and body. (I’ll never forget being asked when my baby was due, ten months after he was born.)

			Of course, my slide back into heavy drinking within weeks after giving birth was down to me, and was in no way attributable to my friends, husband, NCT gang, book group, colleagues or anyone else. I should have been able to say no to that second or third drink. But the problem was, as a successful, determined person in other parts of my life, I believed that I could simply use willpower to continue to drink moderately after pregnancy. So I didn’t set myself goals or make a plan or give it any other thought than, I’ll just drink less from now on. I thought my rational brain would make those decisions, without realising that’s not how it works at all.

			Writing this book has been a journey for me because it was through the extensive research and interviews with psychologists and behaviour-change experts that I realised why I hadn’t been able to cut down in the past, despite wanting to do so. Having a baby changed my attitude towards drinking, and hypnosis took me some way towards changing my behaviour, but, ultimately, they both failed because I failed to commit to a plan for life. And you do need a plan, because this isn’t something that’s going to happen with no effort on your part. It’s why so many people fall off the wagon after successfully completing Dry January. They don’t have a plan for the rest of the year, so they slip back into learned behaviours.

			I decided to write this book because I was determined to change my relationship with drinking for the long term, and share what I had learned with others who are in the same boat. I wanted to put myself in control, rather than allowing alcohol to control me. Over the course of my research, I started changing my habits. I realised that I needed to understand the real reasons why I drank too much, and be able to identify my triggers. I worked out a plan to adopt a more moderate approach to drinking, and a way to stick to it. I learnt to be more mindful in my day-to-day life and, as a result, I can now see the underlying issues when I want a drink, and I am able to be less judgemental of myself if I slip up (which is inevitable, by the way). The old me could never have imagined that I would become that person who happily gets tipsy at a wedding but isn’t hung-over the next day. The person who enjoys one glass of wine with dinner but doesn’t need a whole bottle. The person who has several alcohol-free days every week without it being a struggle or feeling like a deprivation. And I’m going to show you how you can be that person, too.

			Over the course of this book, I will take you through The Problem: the reasons why we over-drink and why it is such a pervading issue in our society. I will give you The Incentive: the health and wellbeing benefits that will inspire you to make this positive change. I’ll explain the practice of mindfulness and the ways in which it will help you develop a more moderate attitude towards drinking. And then we’ll get to The Plan: a four-point method to change your drinking habits for life. Using the four Ms: Measure, Monitor, Manage and Maintain, you will assess how much you drink, monitor bad habits and triggers, and take a clean break – which means going alcohol-free for 28 days. Don’t be apprehensive about this part of the process, it’s vital to identify your danger zones, and I’ll provide plenty of advice and tips for surviving it. The final hurdle (actually a bad analogy, because this is a marathon, not a sprint) is reintroducing alcohol into your life in a more moderate way. Managing your behaviour and maintaining a moderate relationship with drinking, by establishing habits and techniques to make your new lifestyle stick, as well as dealing with slip-ups in a positive way. 

			This book will give you conscious tools to help you deal with every stumbling block, from pushily boozy friends to non-drunk dating, combining my own personal experience with advice from behaviour-change experts, psychologists and successful moderate drinkers to convey the latest research and practical advice. You will finish this book feeling motivated and empowered to change your relationship with alcohol forever.
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			The Problem

			Before you start this journey, it’s important for you to understand your own personal reasons why you drink too much, because you can’t fix something if you don’t know why it’s broken. In this chapter, I’m going to take you through the cultural and societal reasons as to why we over-drink, identify the personality types that are more prone to do so, and the role of stress and anxiety in your drinking habits. 

			To solve a problem, you must first acknowledge it, but most of us don’t like to think of ourselves as having a ‘problem’ with drinking. We often joke that we’re ‘addicted’ to cheese/Instagram/Love Island, but we would never describe our alcohol use in those terms, even though we often drink more than we want to or intend to. You might reassure yourself that you don’t have a physical dependency on alcohol. It isn’t damaging your relationships or career. You’re not gulping straight vodka from that water bottle on your desk all day. So what’s the problem? Well, I used to think the same thing. Until I realised that daily drinking, while not affecting my life in any dramatic way, was slowly and increasingly less subtly disrupting everything from my skin to my mood, all while storing up health problems for the future. So, yes, you might not have A Problem, but it certainly is a lower-case problem. The fact that you have picked up this book means that you know you need to do something about it.

			Regret and self-judgement will keep you in the vicious circle of drinking too much and feeling bad about it, so I want you to understand that being sucked into this heavy-drinking culture is not your fault. Repeat after me: it is not your fault. Say it again, like Robin Williams in Good Will Hunting. It is not your fault. Your drinking is the result of a lifetime of psychological conditioning. Your brain can’t be blamed for forging neural pathways that believe drinking is vital for everything from celebration to stress relief to socialising. That’s just the world in which we grew up.

			Your friends and family, work colleagues, advertisements, social media . . . so much of our environment is steeped in booze. The fact that drinking is such a part of celebratory social occasions is a triumph of marketing. We all like to think we’re immune from the tricks of advertising, but it insidiously infiltrates our subconscious, making positive connections with alcohol, without our logical mind even realising it. 

			There is this perception that there are alcoholics, for whom sobriety is the only option, and then there are ‘normal’ drinkers, who drink because they like it. There is nothing in between. But I believe that everybody who drinks reasonably heavily, and reasonably regularly, has a certain degree of dependence on alcohol. That sounds terrifying, but acknowledging it is the first step towards changing your drinking. It was a revelation for me to realise that change wasn’t going to happen on its own. I had to go through a process, and you can, too. 

			First of all, let’s break down why it’s so difficult.

			 

			 

			The Emotional Pull of Alcohol

			The trouble with drinking being so ingrained in our culture is that, even though you rationally know you need to drink less, you can’t change your conscious mind without first changing your unconscious mind. No matter how logical a thought (‘I should drink less because it’s bad for my health’), your unconscious mind has formed long-standing beliefs that contradict that thought (‘I need wine to have fun’). Your unconscious mind ignores rational reasoning because it’s led by emotion, and your behaviour often follows on from that. You see the issue here?

			Since alcohol is a key part of birthday parties, weddings and any occasion when there is anything to celebrate, our unconscious mind can be forgiven for creating hugely positive associations with it. If your work, social life and relationships are going well, you might even subconsciously credit alcohol with some of the success. After all, it was over drinks that you bonded with your friends, partner and colleagues. The truth is, you didn’t need alcohol for any of that and, once you realise this, you will feel empowered to be able to enjoy a drink without any of the emotional baggage behind it, or having to immediately pour yourself another one.

			My own drinking journey started long before I was even aware of it. Like most middle-class British people, I grew up in a house full of alcohol, laughter and friends. My parents embraced the idea of wine with every meal, and children being allowed a sip from a young age, as a sensibly sophisticated European approach. I couldn’t remember at what age I had my first alcoholic drink, so I texted my mum to ask. The reply came back: ‘a little wine, very occasionally, when you were ten-ish?’ Part of me looks at my three-year-old boy and thinks giving a ten-year-old an alcoholic drink is recklessly irresponsible. But the rates of risky drinking in European countries where the family drinks together would seem to support my parents’ choice. Italy, France and Spain were rated ‘least risky’ in World Health Organization data, which monitors things like daily drinking and binge-drinking,3 working on a scale of one to five with five being most risky (Russia) and three being medium-risky (the UK). However, in those low-risk European countries where everybody has a healthy attitude towards moderate drinking, perhaps having sips of wine from a young age is fine. But in the UK, where pub culture takes the place of European-style café culture, and the effects of binge-drinking can be seen on high streets up and down the country, it makes less sense. Perhaps drinking at home with my family normalised something of which I should have been wary. It took me a long time to acknowledge that I needed to cut down, because I couldn’t imagine a world in which I didn’t have wine with dinner.

			When young people initially don’t like alcoholic drinks, we tend to tell them that it’s an acquired taste, implanting in their minds that it’s something grown-up and refined, like chilli olives or briney oysters, something that they should aspire to like. Realising this made me look at my own parenting behaviour. When my son makes a grab for my gin and tonic, assuming it’s a fizzy water that he can have a swig of, I automatically say, ‘Ezra, no, this is a grown-up drink.’ At just three years old, he is learning that alcohol is for grown-ups, which means it’s sophisticated and out-of-reach. I mean, I couldn’t be making it any more attractive to him than if I shared a G&T with Spider-Man. A 2017 report by the Institute of Alcohol Studies found that even moderate drinking by parents has a negative effect on their offspring.4 The children interviewed in the report were at best embarrassed and at worst worried about their parents’ drinking. It makes for sobering reading. 

			Anyway, no matter how sensible the attitude towards drinking is in the home, it doesn’t help that the larger cultural representation of alcohol is fun and aspirational. I was a teenager in the late 1990s, when the magazines I read were full of pictures of Britpop stars downing pints and tales of Kate Moss and Johnny Depp filling their bath with champagne. Sweet and cheap alcopops such as Hooch, WKD and Smirnoff Ice, clearly aimed at the younger drinker, saturated the market. Meanwhile, the ‘ladette’ was at her zenith. Here was Zoe Ball slurping from a bottle of Jack Daniels in Ibiza, there was Sara Cox stumbling out of the Met Bar. These riotously mouthy, booze-fuelled women gave zero fucks if you thought they were ladylike. It was a feminist movement, of a sort, celebrating the idea that women were just as capable of being raucous and leery as men. And it was empowering, in a way. In a Girl Power kind of way.

			By 16 years old I was pulling on my Spice Girls-style mini dress and Buffalo boots and going to bars and clubs with friends every weekend (girls don’t even need fake ID, it turns out). At university, with my halls of residence right next to the student union, I was pretty much drunk for three years. By the time I got my first job on a women’s magazine when I was 21, I was already a hardened drinker with a high level of tolerance for the free booze constantly handed to me at press screenings, launches and events, proud of being able to drink the boys from the lads’ mag in the next office under the table. I would turn up to work unsure whether I felt spaced out because of lack of sleep or if I was still a bit drunk. This pretty much carried on for over a decade, even if the drinking graduated from cheap white wine to a decent red, and from raucous nights out to dinner parties and – after having children – our sofa.
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