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Are you worried about how much you’re drinking? Trying to give up but don’t want to be seen as a killjoy or party pooper? This is the book for you, providing practical advice and strategies for quitting the booze and feeling great about it, while improving your life at the same time.

Author Lucy Rocca, whose life was nearly ruined by the multiple bottles of wine she was consuming every evening, provides an in-depth look at how Western society has normalised binge drinking and why being sober is often associated with a boring lifestyle that so many people fear, yet giving up alcohol can make your life incredible.


This book is dedicated to all the Soberistas in the world


Foreword by Della Galton

Drinking too much is a problem of our time.And being a woman who drinks too much is still a taboo in modern society.If a man has one too many and staggers off home to sleep it off he may be the recipient of a few sympathetic titters. But if a woman slides off her bar stool and passes out on the floor we are much less forgiving.It’s hard to be a woman who drinks too much.

I know because I was one for longer than I care to remember.Making a decision to live life without alcohol was for me, as it is for many women, very difficult. But once I realised I could no longer safely drink, I did make that decision. These last eight years when I have embraced sobriety and all that it means have been the happiest of my life.

If you are starting your alcohol-free journey, one of the most helpful things is to realise that you are not alone. There is a massive amount of support out there.And sharing your experience of going alcohol-free and hearing other people’s stories is a very good start.

Lucy Rocca drank too much for most of her adult life.When she gave up she founded the wonderful Soberistas – an online forum where other people who wanted to try life alcohol-free could chat, share their stories, and give each other unconditional support.

How to Lead a Happier, Healthier, and Alcohol-Free Life is her fourth book about quitting drinking. Between the pages of this frank account Lucy explains how she became alcohol-free entirely and found happiness, and how you can do the same thing.

Here’s to you and your alcohol-free life.

With very best wishes

Della Galton

Author of the novel Ice and a Slice

www.dellagalton.co.uk


Sober Syllabification: (so·ber) Pronunciation:/ˈsōbər/

Adjective (soberer, soberest) not affected by alcohol; not drunk.

Serious, sensible, and solemn: a sober view of life: his expression became sober

Free from alcoholism; not habitually drinking alcohol: I’ve been clean and sober for five years

Muted in colour: a sober grey suit

Verb

Make or become sober after drinking alcohol: [with object]: that coffee sobered him up [no object]: I ought to sober up a bit

Make or become more serious, sensible, and solemn: [no object]: his expression sobered her (as adjective sobering) a sobering thought


Prologue

“Hit the bottom and get back up; or hit the bottle and stay down.”

– Anthony Liccione

I defined myself by my dependency on alcohol for twenty years. I was a wino, a boozer, a good-time girl. Nights out did not happen unless they were structured around drinking; nights in spent not under the influence were hours wasted, time to get out of the way before the real living began once more and another bottle was opened.

Holidays presented an extended opportunity to drink minus the constraints of the normal working week. Weekends when my daughter stayed with her dad constituted forty-eight hours of alcoholic indulgence, beginning in the pub on Friday after work and concluding at 5 p.m. Sunday, the last glass being drained just seconds before she arrived home.

There were, however, a few obstacles standing in the way of my bottles of chilled pinot grigio and true happiness. When I had my last alcoholic drink I was thirty-five and my daughter Isobel was twelve years old. For the duration of her childhood, her mum had ‘liked a drink’. Much of this boozing had occurred when she was either in bed or at her dad’s house, but the consequences of too much alcohol lay all around for her to witness; my mood swings, lethargy and hangovers, ditching the car after Sunday lunch in a pub and calling a taxi instead because Mummy had had too much to safely get behind the wheel, strangers asleep on the settee, invited to spend the night after several bottles had been drunk into the early hours of the morning as Isobel slept peacefully and blissfully unaware upstairs.

And here lay the first (and biggest) reason for my questioning a growing dependence upon wine – I felt guilty, and was all too conscious of the fact that my alcohol misuse would (if it hadn’t already done so) have a damaging impact on Isobel’s state of mind, negatively affecting her sense of security and our future mum/daughter relationship. In addition to the concerns that I felt with regards to Isobel’s wellbeing (and how my alcohol consumption threatened that) during my latter drinking years I also developed an increased awareness of the state of my own health and how booze was putting my body at risk of God knows how many scary conditions.

Breast cancer, cirrhosis, death by drunkenness, early onset dementia – I wasn’t stupid and I knew full well that the writing was on the wall for any number of the above health consequences (and plenty more), should I choose to maintain my longstanding wine habit.

The result of these fears over my excessive boozing was that I eventually made the decision to quit alcohol altogether, forever. Perennially unable to moderate, I realised that, if I continued as I was, my entire time on the planet would come to be defined by my drunkenness. My daughter’s emotional security, my reputation, my appearance, my achievements (or lack of), my relationships, my self-esteem, and how I viewed the world; it would all amount to nothing more than the sum total of too many nights spent drunk. I wanted, and needed, much more than that – for both of us.

Now, here’s the dilemma I found myself faced with: the opposite of being drunk is sobriety. My biggest issue in making this choice to adopt a pure existence was that I couldn’t imagine myself as a person who shuns letting her hair down in favour of quiet nights drinking mineral water, perpetually looking after herself, regularly sleeping eight hours, and parting company from the crowd of party animals that had generated my entire adult social life. I was carving out a future based on clean living; never again would I be the reckless, wayward rebel.

What would I be? Who would I become? The years ahead stretched out like an endless road of monotony. No crises, car-crash situations, or doomed relationships based on boozing; no more mornings spent hiding in bed, crippled by debilitating hangovers, or impetuous weekends away booked at 1 a.m. with wine glass in one hand and plastic fantastic in the other. I would never again experience false, alcohol-induced confidence or shameful hours spent lying on the settee with mascara streaked across cheeks and fear in the pit of the stomach. All of this would be consigned to the memory bin and day-to-day life suddenly offered nothing more than good sense and self-confidence. Over the years I had grown dependent, not only on alcohol, but on a warped and negative way of being. My adult history was littered with bad choices and low emotions, and I had never known true self-esteem since childhood. I felt unanchored at the mere thought of life without my gloom and mayhem.

My musical heroes were Anthony Kiedis of the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Shaun Ryder of the Happy Mondays. I listened to the Stone Roses, Nirvana, any good dance music of the late 1980s/1990s, Joy Division, New Order, Johnny Cash, and Oasis – bands that lent themselves to indulging in the rock n roll lifestyle, artists who sang about drugs and addiction and the dark side. I understood their lyrics and outlook. I felt a part of what these people stood for. I was rock n roll, for God’s sake.

My biggest worry rested on the notion that without alcohol I would be dull, that as a non-drinker I could no longer realistically present myself as a free-thinker, a rebel, a person who rejects conformist attitudes. I desperately wanted to retain the version of me that consumed alcohol in excessive quantities, smoked Marlboro Lights, and clung to these addictive substances in the visceral belief that, somehow, they made me worthy. I have to be honest; for a long time, I hated the thought of never drinking again.

And yet, sobriety it had to be.

At no stage did I feel content with the idea of living as the kind of teetotaller who grits her teeth to make it through each alcohol-craving day, longing for a cold glass of pinot grigio but forced to put up with a Diet Coke instead. No, that would never do. I wanted to think like a person who had never been troubled by alcohol issues, the type who might indulge in the odd sherry at Christmas but who is then perfectly happy with nothing alcoholic to drink for the rest of the year. I needed to fall out of love with booze and in love with, well, me.

Sober living means no façades behind which to hide. It means knowing who you are inside and out, liking that person, and never feeling the urge to run screaming into the arms of your (drunken) alter ego. Being straight all of the time removes the cheat’s route to feeling relaxed, it presents many spare hours all of a sudden, and asks that they be filled with stuff. Sobriety forces the issue of sex minus the (for many) convenient fog of inebriation – getting naked sober takes balls! Living alcohol-free smashes through ALL the bullshit and demands a person face life head-on.

I wasn’t sure that any of that appealed, back in April 2011. Alcohol had definitely helped induce sexual confidence in me. It was my most reliable prop when it came to socialising amongst people I was not overly familiar with, and it happily brought about a metamorphosis from boring to fun, no matter which teeth-pulling situation I may have found myself in.

Drinking, not to put too fine a point on it, made me into the person I was. I was a Drinker. Take away the ethanol and I feared for a while that I might just wither away and disappear into thin air. And thrown into the jumble of all this anxiety was the creeping suspicion that maybe, just maybe, life was pretty pointless.

Far harder than coming to terms physically with the notion of never having a drink again, was accepting the idea of becoming a person who does not drink. Ever since my early teens I had defined myself as a rebel, a defiant individual who permanently held two fingers up to authority. Getting drunk, in my mind, slotted right in with this self-image and I could not conceive of a life devoid of the prop that I imagined formed the central core of my personality. People who behaved themselves and accepted a quiet life staying in to watch the soaps with a cup of tea, maintaining a pristine home that shines as brightly as their reputation, and always obtaining a solid eight hours of sleep were the ones who I associated with the alcohol-free lifestyle. Car-washing at 8 a.m. on a Sunday, striving for promotions at work, looking out for their neighbours, and showing their face in church on a regular basis – this was the crowd that I envisaged I was joining, but I couldn’t imagine my living their existence one little bit.

When non-sympathisers accuse heavy drinkers of irresponsibility and call for them to control their urges and sort themselves out, they fail to recognise that for many it is precisely the irresponsible and reckless nature of excessive alcohol consumption that draws certain people towards it in the first place. We like the fact that we don’t conform; we enjoy the fighting spirit that we feel is conveyed by our indulgent drinking habits. The last thing we want to do is quit drinking and act responsibly, as this would be tantamount to losing all sense of the person we are.

The society we live in can make it incredibly difficult and unappealing to contemplate an alcohol-free life for three major reasons: a) alcohol is generally revered all over the Western hemisphere, b) the alcohol industry is given something of a free rein when it comes to marketing and advertising its products, and c) those who are teetotal are largely regarded as boring; people frequently associate sobriety with overly religious types who have a desire to convert the masses into grey and joyless do-gooders.

But what happens when you are just a normal person who has always loved getting pissed and you are suddenly floored (for whatever reason) with the realisation that you cannot drink anymore (that is, if you wish to cling onto your dignity, family, and liver)? How does one go about navigating ones way through the sparkling and full-of-health world of sober living? How do you get, and stay, sober?

In order for me to deal with my earth-shattering decision to quit drinking (and to commit to such a radically new way of living) it was essential that I get my head around sobriety. I wanted to fully understand exactly why I had come to rely on booze so heavily, and what it was about alcohol-free life that I was so dismissive and afraid of. I needed to fit as comfortably with non-drinking as I had with knocking back a bottle a night (on a quiet evening); I needed to like the idea of me, sober.

This book, then, provides an in-depth look at sobriety. It examines why, as a society, we take such issue with it while simultaneously holding alcohol in such high regard. It looks at self-image and how, as we grow up, alcohol frequently becomes such a key factor in the way we perceive ourselves and how we live. The book highlights historical figures associated with sobriety, and examines the alcohol-free life in a practical and realistic way, focusing on what it really means to not drink in the contexts of sex, body confidence, socialising, and friendships.

How to Lead a Happier, Healthier, and Alcohol-Free Life details the trajectory of women throughout the latter half of the twentieth century and into the new millennium, and how the birth of the ‘ladette’ culture together with powerful marketing and advertising strategies by the wine industry have resulted in many Western women of all ages increasing their alcohol consumption in the belief that they are indulging in a treat. It investigates the idea that alcohol-free living can equate to being cool, and why quitting drinking does not have to mean transforming one’s character from fun-lover to dullard.

As a person who spent more than twenty years almost surgically attached to a bottle of wine, it was vital for my sanity that I learnt to love being sober with a passion equal to that which I’d felt towards booze. And to fall in love with anything, one has to familiarise oneself with it first – this then, is your comprehensive guide to the world of sobriety.

