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‘Hard to put down! This book combines a riveting, raw yet humorous memoir with actionable and well researched advice for anyone looking for the joy of a sober lifestyle. Catherine Gray combines storytelling and science, creating a throughly readable and unexpectedly educational read. Her contribution to this genre is truly unique. Not only entertaining; it holds a universe of hope for the reader. I highly recommend this wonderful book.’

Annie Grace, author of This Naked Mind: Control Alcohol. Find Freedom, Discover Happiness & Change Your Life

‘Like listening to your best friend teach you to be sober. Light-hearted but serious, it’s packed with ideas, tools, tips and, most importantly, reasons for living a sober life. This book is excellent.’

Eric Zimmer, host of podcast The One You Feed

‘Catherine’s writing style and voice captivate me. She has a way of translating her story into an experience I don’t want to end. I want to drink every drop she produces.’

Holly Whitaker, founder of Hip Sobriety School and co-presenter of Home podcast

‘This book is great. A balanced, informative and entertaining mélange of memoir, sociology and psychology. I identified very strongly with huge sections of it.’

Jon Stewart, guitarist of Sleeper and Leaving AA, Staying Sober blogger

‘Sober is too often equated with “sombre” in our culture. Gray’s book turns that idea on its head. Her experience of sobriety is joyful and life-affirming. A must-read for anyone who has a nagging suspicion that alcohol may be taking away more than it’s giving.’

Hilda Burke, psychotherapist and couples counsellor

‘Catherine Gray really captures the FUN we can have in sobriety. This book challenges the status quo; sobriety sounds as liberating as taking a trip to the jungle. Fun and inspirational. What an important book for our time! A joy to read.’

Samantha Moyo, founder of Morning Gloryville

‘This book is a gamechanger. Everyone deserves to have Catherine hold their hand as they navigate the new world of not drinking – whether exploring alcohol-free periods or going for full on sobriety – and this book enables just that. Wise, funny and so relatable, The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober adds colour to the “dull” presumption that often comes with not drinking. A book for the times as sobriety continues to be the “wellness trend to watch”. Keep it in your bag as you navigate the world of not drinking, and let Catherine lead the way for you as she re-defines sobriety in the 21st century.’

Laurie, Girl & Tonic blogger

‘Brave, witty and brilliantly written. It’ll make you look at life through sharper eyes. What a revelation.’

Tracy Ramsden, features editor, Marie Claire

‘Gray’s fizzy writing succeeds in making this potentially boring-as-hell subject both engaging and highly seductive’

The Bookseller
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PREFACE

Joan Didion, the super-cool American essayist, said, ‘I don’t know what I think until I write it down.’ And that’s how I was. I didn’t know what I thought about drinking and sobriety, until I started writing about it.

I didn’t intend to write a book. At all. If I time travelled right now back to 2013 and said, ‘you’re going to write a book about this one day’ to the Drinking Me who was desperately trying to hide her empty bottles, shaking hands and shattered soul, she would have been horrified. She would have howled with shame.

The me of 2013 wanted to shrink into the wallpaper like a nifty chameleon, not step out and hang a sign around her neck saying ‘sober!’ It’s absolutely the pinnacle of irony that I have fulfilled the lifelong dream of publishing a book, by revealing the very secret I spent years trying to conceal. But, I like irony.

I started out by writing long posts and comments on secret sober groups on Facebook. I noticed how that straightened out my conflicted desires (Drink! Don’t drink. Drink! Don’t drink). After writing I felt a lot less like drinking. Writing felt like tipping the jumbled contents of my head onto a table and slotting them neatly together, like a jigsaw puzzle. Pictures formed. So, I started writing privately too. I remember sitting down at two weeks sober and finding that 3,000 words flowed out of me like water from a finally-turned-on hosepipe. Phew. I felt unburdened. So, I did it again, and again, and again, until I had 200,000 words of…total nonsense. Which I then began to slowly shape into a book.

This book took three years of a-bit-here, a-bit-there, to write. For the first two years of that, I absolutely intended to don the cloak of a pseudonym. I said to people, ‘I can’t talk about the shakes, about morning drinking, about promiscuity, about the wind-chime tinkle of tiny bottles in my bag, under my real name. HELL NO.’

But then I slowly realized that the people I admired the most in the sober-sphere are those who have chosen to step away from the shadows. Those who are fully ‘out’. I was inspired by the ‘I am not anonymous’ movement*, a series of beautiful portraits of sober people. I realized that if I hid behind a fake name, I would effectively be saying that growing addicted to booze, or getting sober, are things to be ashamed of. Which they’re really not. I am no longer remotely ashamed. Unveiling some of these personal details puts me well out of my comfort zone, it’s true. But nothing truly great ever happens in your comfort zone.

Stigmas grow in the shadowlands. So, let’s floodlight the sober movement. Alcohol is an addictive drug. There’s no shame in not being able to use it moderately. You are not unusual if you can’t stop at one or two. You’re not broken. Or weak. You’re actually the norm. Two-thirds of Brits are drinking more than they intend to.

We should be able to drop ‘I don’t drink’ or ‘I’m teetotal’ or ‘I’m taking a break from drinking’ into conversation just as smoothly as we say ‘I don’t eat meat’ or ‘I’m a non-smoker’ or ‘I’m taking a break from dairy’. There shouldn’t be any cringe around choosing to do something positive for your body and well-being.

Our thinking about drinking, as a society, is wonky. Drinking is not inevitable. Or compulsory. We don’t need to have a doctor’s note to excuse us from swan-diving into wine. We don’t have to be driving to say ‘no ta’. And it’s not just recovering alcoholics, like me, who can choose not to drink.

We have a collective shame around feeling like we’re ‘failing’ at alcohol. We’ve been conditioned into that hangdog shame. We’ve been taught to hide away our struggles with alcohol. It’s high time that changed. It’s a moonshot goal, but I’m hoping this book will help re-brand and re-align how people see sobriety. I hope this will start the ‘I’m-drinking-too-much-and-I-don’t-know-how-to-stop’ conversation. Instead of sobriety being something a clutch of ‘failed drinkers’ have to do, it’s something we all get to do. If we choose it.

I could say that I wrote this book purely for Britain’s boozehounds, as a selfless exercise. I could say I martyred myself and bared my questionable past, to show other people how rad sobriety is. But, I did it as much for myself, as I did for you. Writing this helped me immeasurably. So, thank you for having me. For buying these pages that got me, and keep me, joyfully sober.
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*Check out www.iamnotanonymous.org. It’s ace.


INTRODUCTION


Sober

Adjective

1 Not affected by alcohol

2 Serious, sensible and solemn

3 Muted in colour



Synonyms: not intoxicated, grave, staid, businesslike, strict, puritanical, no-nonsense, plain, severe, austere, conservative, unadventurous, quiet, drab, plain.

Antonyms: drunk, light-hearted, frivolous, sensational, emotional, flamboyant.*

This is what I thought for twenty years:

‘Sod that. Being sober sounds so dull. I do not want to live in that grey, businesslike, cold and unadventurous place. I want to live in the technicolour, sensational, opposite-of-sober instead. Let’s open another bottle!’

As a teenager, I had a handmade photo frame above my bed. Inside it, there was a picture of my friends and me, curled around each other like cross-eyed kittens, batfaced after having smuggled ourselves aged 13 into a club after an Elastica gig. I’d dotted neon star stickers around it and had written, ‘Reality is a hallucination brought on by lack of alcohol’ with my curly, dramatic calligraphy pen. Why be sober, when you could be drunk?!

Alcohol has long been up on a throne. Anointed as the fun-king, the joy-giver, the golden gateway of social connection. Whenever anything good happens, we automatically associate celebration with the pop, fizz and glug of champagne. Meanwhile, being sober has been forever yawned at, shunned and marked as ‘deprivation’. Memes smirk, ‘There’s a reason why “sober” and “so bored” sound almost exactly the same.’ Greeting cards announce, ‘Wine: It’s like a hug from the inside.’ Pub clapboards go viral with jibes like: ‘Alcohol. Because no great love story started with eating a salad.’

Great! So, drinking is divine and being sober sucks. Gotcha.

However, if drinking is so tremendous, if it’s such a bond creator, if it’s such a love-story trigger, then why do so many of us desperately want to do less of it?

WHY DO 43 PER CENT OF BRITISH WOMEN AND 84 PER CENT OF BRITISH MEN WANT TO DRINK LESS, IF IT’S SO BRILLIANT? IF ALCOHOL IS SO WONDERFUL, WHY DID FIVE MILLION PEOPLE SIGN UP TO DRY JANUARY IN 2017? WEIRD CONTRADICTION, HUH?

The reason the stats don’t reflect the ‘drinking-is-amazing-let’s-do-more-of-it’ story, is because it’s not amazing. As a society, we have a blind spot when it comes to booze. We’ve been brainwashed into believing it’s ace, into following each other like lemmings to the pub, when deep down, we know it’s not. We know it’s bad for us. It causes soul-crushing hangovers and skin-crawling anxiety. It kills five times more people in Britain than traffic accidents. And yet, we bully each other into it, we drink-push, we even try to talk pregnant women into drinking despite the new ‘just don’t do it’ guidelines.

Why do we do this? Because sobriety has such a bad rep. ‘You’re not drinking? Don’t be boring!’ Requests for soft drinks are met with outrage in pubs. Phrases like ‘stone-cold sober’ and ‘sober as a judge’ only serve to drive home this message. Nobody wants to be stony and cold; or preachy in a deeply unflattering wig, beating a hammer and shouting ‘order, ORDER’.

BEING SOBER SUCKS, RIGHT?

Back in 2013, I realized that I was hopelessly addicted to alcohol. I realized that if I continued drinking, I was going to wind up drinking three-for-two wine in a bedsit, having alienated my beloved friends and family, with no career to speak of, essentially committing a very slow suicide through paint-stripper alcohol. I had an epiphany that unless I quit drinking, I was not going to get the life I wanted.

But, giving up drinking felt like an enormous loss. A bereavement. I was convinced it brought fun and laughter to my life. I thought, ‘I will never date, dance, party or feel truly relaxed ever again.’

To my astonishment, I discovered that the actual definition of a sober life should read something like this:


Sober

Adjective

1 Not affected by alcohol

2 Bright, joyful and serene

3 Dazzling in colour



Synonyms: not intoxicated, authentic, thoughtful, kind, quick-witted, chilled, clever, adventurous, exciting, capable, reliable, fun.

I found that I was about a million times happier sober than I ever had been while drinking. As were the hundreds of sober pals I picked up along the way. I found myself with dozens more hours in the week, heaps more energy, £23,000 more money over four years, deepened friendships, revived family relationships, better skin, a tighter body, tanned legs for the first time ever, the ability to sleep for eight uninterrupted hours, a bone-deep sense of well-being, a totally turned-around positive outlook and an infinitely more successful career. What’s not to like?!

I was no longer stuck in the spiral of drink the world, snarf fried chicken, limp through work, repeat. My life had shrunk into that sad little cycle. Sober, I felt free! My world got bigger. I spent all of my newfound money on travelling. I made loads of new friends. I (eventually) stopped dating emotionally unavailable knobheads. I even learned how to dance in public sober.

See, ‘stone-cold sober’ needs a re-brand. It should be called ‘sunshine-warm sober’ instead. Because that’s what it feels like. The loveliness of daylight, clarity and authentic social connection. Yes, you can no longer drink that magical potion to take social situations from level-two ‘insecure’ to level-eight ‘pogo-ing around a dancefloor’. You need to learn how to chug through levels three to seven for real, rather than using the dark art of an addictive drug. But once you learn the superpower of socializing sober, it never leaves you. And you’ll never want to go back.

There are, of course, things that I can’t do now I’m sober. Bummer. Those things are: snog people I don’t fancy, spend time with people I don’t like, do the Macarena in front of 90 people, dance to music I hate and laugh at jokes I don’t find funny. Hmmm. Not such a great loss, is it?

BRITAIN IS SOBERING UP

Indeed, it’s not just me alighting on the unexpected joy of being sober. It’s not just me figuring out that it’s way easier to have none at all, than to attempt ever-elusive ‘moderation’.

Alcohol is a highly addictive drug that is moreish, like all addictive drugs. We’re told we should be able to ‘take it or leave it’. So when we can’t stick to the recommended weekly units (I used to be able to sink a bottle-and-a-half of wine in a night, frankly), we feel defective. Fretful. And we bury that worry deep.

A third of regular drinkers are worried that they drink too much; but 51 per cent of them have done nothing about it. They feel paralysed, presumably. Sound familiar? Well, your inability to drink a bottle-and-a-half a week is not unusual, it’s actually the norm. Because alcohol is addictive. Simple.

A quarter of British women and a fifth of Brits overall are now teetotal. ‘Dry bars’ are popping up all across the land, while nightclubs close in their droves. Sober raves like Morning Gloryville, are all the rage. Spending on booze, fags and drugs has fallen below £12 a week for the first time ever.

A RECENT SURVEY FOUND THAT 43 PER CENT OF BRITS WERE TOTALLY TEETOTAL IN THE PAST WEEK; THE HIGHEST RECORDED PERCENTAGE SINCE 2005.

Goliath brands such as Diageo, owner of Guinness, have responded to this by investing in alcohol-free drinks like Seedlip. Magazines like Stylist are saying that ‘Being booze- and drug-free is a status symbol’ and that ‘we can safely assume that alcohol is on the decline.’ Meanwhile, Grazia is running pieces about the ‘sober-curious’ movement. Elle is quoting doctors on how toxic and dastardly alcohol is to skin, the Guardian is printing headlines such as ‘Sober is the new drunk’, the Huffington Post is rolling with, ‘Why sober sex is much better than it sounds’ and Men’s Health is saying that ‘Under the influence, men are prone to lose their keys, car and dignity.’

Millennials are at the forefront of this sober-curious revolution, with only three per cent of them saying that drinking is an ‘essential part of socializing’, marking a massive sea change from the generation before. There’s been a 40 per cent rise in millennials choosing to be teetotal. Just as it’s becoming totally normal to swerve dairy or be mostly vegan, or to choose spinning and brunch rather than pub and club, it’s becoming common, cool and even sought after, to be sober.

Once you see the world through sober eyes, it becomes clear that after one drink, most people are indeed looser, quicker to laugh, unclenched. However, at drink three that social alchemy begins to tarnish and rust. The looseness turns to sloppiness, the laughs become too loud, the jokes become muddled, quiet confidence turns to arrogance, mascara starts to smudge, cuddles become inappropriate. You’ll wish you could hoover the wine out of their system and return them to being sober. People feel like they’re more charming, more sexy, wittier and socially invincible after a few drinks. I know I did. But it’s a drug-induced illusion. Just because we feel that way, it doesn’t mean we are that way.

THE DRUNK-TO-SOBER RIDE

So, what’s this book all about? I’m going to take you through my boozehound-to-sober journey. It’s going to be pretty gnarly at the beginning, so strap in and hold tight, as we descend the white-water rapids of jail cells and morning drinking. We’re then going to plummet down a log flume at the speed of a bullet train, into a pool of suicidal thoughts.

But then, we’re going to do what most boozy memoirs (nicknamed ‘quit lit’) spectacularly fail to do. We’re going to leave the fearsome waters of ‘why drinking is frightful’, dry off and bob happily in a boat down a Disneyland-esque lazy river, to have a look at ‘why sober is better’. The bulk of this book will be about the happy-ever-after.

We’ll look at why moderation is so bloody difficult to achieve and why most of us find it impossible to stick to one or two. We’ll hear from experts on how putting booze into your brain and body is like filling a petrol engine up with diesel. We’ll muse on how common it is for introverts to drink their way into acting like extroverts, rather than embracing their quieter, more thoughtful selves.

We’ll marvel at how drink-pushy society is; delving into messages buried in alcohol advertising and hard-drinking role models on TV. We’ll look at why ‘I don’t drink’ is so much harder to say than ‘I don’t smoke’ or ‘I don’t snort coke’. We’ll talk about how you should be unapologetic about making the decision not to drink, rather than feeling like a buzzkill. We’ll revel in the wonder of a totally hangover-free life. I’ll tell you exactly what it’s like to go to a wedding, deal with a job loss and kiss someone for the first time sober.

But, it’s entirely up to you, what you choose to do with the alternative reality that I unroll at your feet. I’m well aware that many people reading this book have no interest in shooting for 100 per cent sobriety. I get it. I tried to keep alcohol in my life for about five years after it was definitely time to kick it out. Like a relationship I just couldn’t disentangle myself from.

Just as people read a vegan book and decide to be 80 per cent vegan, that might be your choice – to shoot for eight sober days out of ten. It might be that all you want to commit to is three months off. It may be that the only consequences from your drinking are the odd horrific hangover. You may be a four on the addicted-to-alcohol spectrum, whereas I was a nine. It’s not my job to convince you to quit drinking.

What is my job, however, is to show you what life would be like if you did quit. To say: why not give it a whirl? Try being sober for a while (I recommend at least 90 days). Then, you decide. But, I personally believe that totally sober is the right call. Because why bother taking a drug, when you can feel, look and be so much better without it?

I have so much to tell you. Let’s begin.

 

*An abridged version of the definition of ‘sober’, and synonyms and antonyms for ‘sober’, listed in the Oxford Living Dictionary.
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Underwhelmed by your ordinary existence?
Disillusioned with your middlin’ wage, average
body, ‘bijou’ living situation and imperfect loved
ones? Welcome to the club.
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Sunshine Warm Sober

Whatss it like to give up drinking forever?

We know now that being teetotal for one, three,
even twelve months brings surprising joys and a
recharged body... but nothing has been written
about going years deep into being alcohol-free.
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A guided sobriety journal for motivation with
prompts and reminders for Dry January, Sober
Spring and beyond...
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on by? Oh hi! You're in the right place.





OPS/images/imagea.png
DOWNLOAD CATHERINE
GRAY’S OTHER BOOKS





