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  ANNIE GRACE has had a unique life from the very beginning. She grew up in a one-room cabin without running water or electricity in the mountains of Colorado and then, at age twenty-six, became the youngest vice president in a multinational corporation. Success, however, led to excessive drinking and the possibility that she might lose everything. Annie recognized her problem but chose to approach it in an entirely new way. Annie’s program has been featured in Forbes, the New York Daily News, and the Chicago Tribune. Annie is successful, happy, and alcohol-free and lives with her husband and three children in the Colorado mountains.


  [image: image]


  1.


  THIS NAKED MIND: HOW AND WHY IT WORKS


  unconscious: un·con·scious | /әn'känSHәs/ noun.


  The part of the mind that a person is not aware of but that is a powerful force in controlling behavior.


  conscious: con·scious | /'känSHәs/ adjective.


  Aware of something (such as a fact or feeling), knowing that something exists or is happening.


  consciousness: con·scious·ness | /'känSHәs-nәss/ noun.


  The condition of being conscious


  : the quality or state of being aware especially of something within oneself


  : the upper level of mental life which the person is aware of as contrasted with unconscious processes.


  Definitions sourced from Merriam-Webster’s.


  Conscious or Unconscious Thought?


  Did you know your unconscious mind is responsible for your desires? Most of us don’t think about the distinction between our conscious and unconscious thoughts, but that distinction forms a vital piece of the alcohol puzzle. Studies confirm we have two separate cognitive (thinking) systems—the conscious and the unconscious.1 The give-and-take between unconscious choices and our rational, conscious goals can help explain the mystifying realities of alcohol.2 We are all fairly familiar with the conscious (or explicit) mind. Conscious learning requires the aware, intellectual grasp of specific knowledge or procedures, which you can memorize and articulate.3 When we want to change something in our lives, we usually start with a conscious decision. However, drinking is no longer a fully conscious choice in your life. Therefore, when you make a conscious decision to drink less, it’s almost impossible to adhere to that decision because your larger, more powerful unconscious mind missed the memo.


  Unconscious learning happens automatically and unintentionally through experiences, observations, conditioning, and practice.4 We’ve been conditioned to believe we enjoy drinking. We think it enhances our social life and relieves boredom and stress. We believe these things below our conscious awareness. This is why, even after we consciously acknowledge that alcohol takes more than it gives, we retain the desire to drink.


  The neurological changes that occur in your brain as a result of alcohol compound this unconscious desire. Thad A. Polk, neuroscientist, professor, and author of The Addictive Brain (a 2015 course on the newest science of addiction), says viewing addiction through the eyes of neuroscience allows us to “look beyond the seemingly bizarre behavior of addicts and see what is going on inside their brain.”5 In my early days on this journey, the undermining of my desire to drink less by a strange desire to drink more seemed nothing if not bizarre.


  The mind, specifically the unconscious mind, is a powerful force in controlling our behavior. Information suggesting the benefits of alcohol surrounds us, yet we rarely become conscious of it. According to the Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) communication model, we are assaulted with over two million bits of data every second, but we are only consciously aware of seven bits of that information.6 Television, movies, advertising, and social gatherings all influence our beliefs. From childhood we’ve observed, with few exceptions, our parents, friends, and acquaintances appearing to enjoy moderate, “responsible” drinking. These images teach our unconscious minds that alcohol is pleasurable, relaxing, and sophisticated.


  Your opinions about alcohol and your desire to drink spring from the lifelong mental conditioning of your unconscious mind. This desire has likely been compounded by specific neurological changes in the brain. The goal of This Naked Mind is to reverse the conditioning in your unconscious mind by educating your conscious mind. By changing your unconscious mind, we eliminate your desire to drink. Without desire, there is no temptation. Without temptation, there is no addiction.


  Like most things that have been ingrained in us since childhood, we believe in alcohol without question, like we believe the sky is blue. Through this book, you will think critically about your deeply-held beliefs about alcohol and strip away those that are false. This will convince the all-powerful unconscious mind and allow harmony and agreement between your conscious and unconscious minds.


  When the Brain Causes Pain


  I cannot overstate the importance of your unconscious mind. I learned this lesson from Dr. John Sarno, a renowned physician who investigates the connection between physical pain and emotions. A Forbes article calls Dr. Sarno “America’s Best Doctor,”7 and his methodology has successfully healed all sorts of people, including controversial radio personality Howard Stern. Sarno coined the term The Mindbody Syndrome, the theory that your mind, below your conscious awareness, rather than any physical injury or ailment, may be responsible for your pain. After the birth of my second son, I experienced crippling back pain. Incapacitated for weeks at a time, I spent thousands of dollars on treatment. I tried chiropractic care, acupuncture, traditional doctors, muscle relaxants, and painkillers. I attended weekly physical therapy, including traction and massage. For three years I was unable to pick up my kids, and no type of treatment helped.


  Through Sarno’s work I learned the true source of my affliction, and through reading his book I was cured. I know this is hard to believe. Yet here I sit—I’ve remained pain-free for years. Many thousands of people have been forever cured of chronic pain through Dr. Sarno’s work. There is even a website set up by individuals Dr. Sarno has cured. The purpose? To provide a place for people to write thankyou letters to Dr. Sarno to express their gratitude for giving them their lives back. It’s truly amazing and can be found at thankyoudrsarno.org. Dr. Sarno’s approach of targeting and speaking to your unconscious mind is the same approach I employ for regaining control over alcohol.


  Dr. Sarno methodically proved to me that the back pain I felt—pain that no medical professional could diagnose—was related to suppressed stress and anger.8 How do we accumulate all this suppressed stress and anger? Imagine a young father. His wife (who no longer has time for him) hands him their screaming baby. She is exhausted and needs a break. He takes the child and tries everything to comfort him. Forty minutes later the baby is still screaming. The father is frustrated and angry. How can he not be? His needs are not being met, the baby’s actions are illogical, and he feels useless. In his mind, it is unacceptable to feel angry at a helpless baby, so these emotions remain buried in his subconscious, or as psychiatrist Carl Jung calls it, “the shadow.”9


  We hide emotions that we feel to be abhorrent in “the shadow.” We are unwilling to accept this part of us. So, we assert, “I am a good person; there is no way I want to harm this helpless baby,” and we unconsciously repress our negative emotions. In order to deeply bury reprehensible emotions, your brain can cause physical pain to distract you. The pain is real. Laboratory tests demonstrate that the pain is caused when your brain cuts off oxygen to the afflicted area. Epidemiologists call this transfer of symptoms amplification.10 Amplification prevents unacceptable ideas from surfacing.


  Your Unconscious Mind at Work


  


  “Anything unconscious dissolves when you shine the light of consciousness on it.”


  —Eckhart Tolle


  Why am I telling you all this? Drinking and back pain seem like two very different problems. So what do “the shadow” and amplification have to do with drinking? It’s hard to believe that reading a book cured my back pain, but perhaps you can see how physical pain could originate in your emotions. Your conscious mind may now be willing to entertain this theory. But if I only needed to consciously accept the fact that the pain stemmed from my emotions rather than a physical injury, the cure would have been instant. Simply hearing the theory and accepting it consciously would have been enough to heal my back. But while my consciousness could grasp the concepts relatively easily, the pain remained. This is because it was my unconscious, rather than conscious, mind that needed to understand, to grasp the reality of the situation. And that process, the process of Dr. Sarno speaking to my unconscious mind, took me reading a 300-page book.


  The unconscious mind is not logical; it’s all about feelings. It is the source of love, desire, fear, jealousy, sadness, joy, anger, and more. The unconscious mind drives your emotions and desires. When you make a conscious decision to quit or cut back on alcohol, your unconscious desires remain unchanged. You have unknowingly created an internal conflict. You want to cut back or quit, but you still desire a drink and feel deprived when you do not allow yourself one.


  Also, the unconscious mind often works without the knowledge or control of the conscious mind.11 Studies from as far back as 1970 prove our brains actually prepare for action 1/3 of a second before we consciously decide to act. This means that even when we think we are making conscious decisions, our unconscious mind actually makes the decision for us.12


  You can easily test this and reveal the extent to which your unconscious mind controls your conscious decisions. Remember a day when you were in a bad mood for no reason. You couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong; you just felt grumpy. If your conscious mind controlled your emotions, you could simply think, “I am going to be happy,” and your mood would change from grumpy to sunny. Have you tried that? Did it work?


  When I am in a bad mood, a conscious thought to try to be happier—or, worse, someone telling me to just be happy—does nothing to improve my mood. It does the opposite. Why? Because your conscious mind doesn’t control your emotions. Granted, you can train your conscious mind in more positive or negative thought patterns, which ultimately alters how you feel. These repeated conscious thoughts eventually influence your unconscious and therefore your feelings.


  So how does your unconscious mind feel about alcohol? Today’s society has conditioned your unconscious mind to believe alcohol provides pleasure, enjoyment, and support—that it is vital to social situations and stressful situations alike. This book reverses that conditioning by stripping away your false beliefs about alcohol. We will do this with the help of Liminal Thinking, a method developed by author Dave Gray. Liminal Thinking defines how, through the conscious exploration and acceptance of new ideas and truths, you can influence your unconscious mind. This gives you back your ability to make rational and logical decisions about alcohol, no longer influenced by illogical, emotional, or irrational desires. It will give you control and freedom by changing your understanding of and therefore your relationship with alcohol. While tradition, advertising, and societal norms condition our unconscious to believe that alcohol is beneficial, Liminal Thinking and the material in this book will expose that unconscious conditioning and recondition your unconscious, exposing alcohol and giving you freedom.


  Experience and the Unconscious Mind13


  In order to influence the unconscious mind, we need to first talk about the way in which personal experience ties to the unconscious. Perhaps you’ve heard the ancient story about the blind men and the elephant. Three blind men are brought into a room with an elephant, and each man touches a different part. One touches the tail, one the trunk, and one the side. When asked what they are touching they begin to argue. The one touching the trunk believes he is touching a snake; the one touching the body, a wall; and the one touching the tail, a rope.


  Each blind man is saying what he believes to be true. And their experience proves it. Since we tend to trust our experiences implicitly, we understand how the argument started. Of course, the truth is that none of them are correct. They are all experiencing a piece of reality and forming their own, very different, opinions.


  Gray explains that we only see and experience part of reality, and no matter how many experiences we have had, our brains are not powerful enough to experience and observe everything. Gray makes the point that we are limited by what we pay attention to: “In any given moment, the more you focus on one aspect of your experience, the less you notice everything else.”14 We usually notice only the things specific to our immediate reality: the society we grew up in, the media, the influencers in our lives, and our actual life experiences.
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  Gray states that upon those relevant experiences and observations we make assumptions, from those assumptions we draw conclusions, and from those conclusions we form beliefs.15 Gray defines belief as everything we “know” to be true.16
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  This illustration demonstrates that the things we “know” to be true are not actually formed by reality, but by reality as we have interpreted it from our experiences, observations, assumptions, and conclusions. Consider how this applies to alcohol. Collectively held beliefs are not built directly on the foundation of reality.


  These beliefs can include statements like:


  


  • Alcohol provides enjoyment.


  


  • Alcohol provides relief.


  


  • Alcohol is the key to social situations.


  


  • A party can’t really be a party without booze.


  


  • Alcohol makes us funnier or more creative.


  


  • Alcohol can relieve our stress or boredom.


  


  • For some it can be hard, if not impossible, to stop drinking.


  


  • The very definition of alcoholic and alcoholism.


  These beliefs can be particularly difficult to change for several reasons. One reason is that we unconsciously self-seal them by seeking out things that are congruent with them. This is called confirmation bias, the tendency to search for or interpret information in a way that confirms one’s preconceptions. We can find confirmation for our preconceptions about alcohol in many forms, including the media, the people we drink with, and our internal rationalizations. Adages about drinking found hanging in so many households illustrate a confirmation bias. Some of my favorites are:


  


  • It’s not drinking alone if the kids are home.


  


  • We have too much wine, said no one ever.


  


  • It’s not a hangover; it’s wine flu.


  


  • I cook with wine; sometimes I even put it in the food.


  


  • Wine! Because no great story started with someone eating a salad.


  The kicker is that these beliefs have become so ingrained in our minds and our society, and so repeatedly self-sealed, that they are programmed into our unconscious. And our unconscious controls our emotions and our desires.17 By definition the unconscious is not readily accessible or easily changed.18 We need a specific process to dive into the foundation of our beliefs, examine them, and change our perceived reality.


  So what happens when your experiences with alcohol start to contradict your bubble of self-sealing belief? Perhaps your experiences are no longer wholly positive, and you start to question your drinking. Or maybe you hear new information about the dangers of drinking.


  Gray says that one of the ways we make sense of these new ideas that don’t fit with our current beliefs is to look for external validity. Can we take the new information and test it out to prove its merit? However, especially with alcohol, we often don’t make it that far. This is because the new information doesn’t have internal coherence— it doesn’t fit with what you “know” to be true. And because it is lacking in internal coherence, you will unconsciously reject it before you have a chance to consciously consider it. This happens all the time. We both consciously and unconsciously disregard information we don’t want to hear. And when we do this, we never have a chance to see if this new information is indeed true; we never move to test it against reality.19


  Why does this happen? Because we like certainty; it feels safe. Gray explains this unconscious behavior helps us deal with the realities of life, many of which are uncomfortable. It allows us to outsource some of the fear that attacks us when we confront certain truths. Reality is uncertain, and uncertainty causes fear. We try to protect ourselves from this fear by staying inside our bubble of belief until something happens that we cannot ignore. At that point we are forced to confront reality.


  For me, it was one hangover too many, leaving me unable to function during the day as a result of my heavy drinking at night. I reached a point where I could no longer ignore the fact that alcohol was affecting my career and my relationships. This forced me to confront new information that said wine was not the joy juice I believed it to be.


  But at this stage, attempting to drink less felt practically impossible. Why? I lived with a huge bubble of self-sealing belief around my drinking. I believed alcohol enhanced my creativity, made me funnier and more outgoing, allowed me to enjoy social situations, relieved my stress at the end of a long day, and comforted me when something went wrong. Giving up drinking felt like an incredible sacrifice, like the loss of a close friend. These were beliefs I had never previously questioned that had been built up over a lifetime of experiences, observations, assumptions, and conclusions.


  I knew these beliefs to be true. I felt I would never be able to relax without a glass of wine. I honestly believed social situations would be boring and even depressing without alcohol. Even when I realized these beliefs were illogical, they still felt true because they were embedded in my unconscious and were much stronger than my logical, conscious reasoning. As Gray says, “construction of belief is not something we do consciously, it’s something we do unconsciously.”20 In the illustration below you can see how everything shaded in below the line of our beliefs represents the things we are not consciously aware of.
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  So what can we do? How can we explore reality and change our unconscious belief that alcohol is the “elixir of life” to fit with our conscious desire to drink less? It’s relatively simple. We need to bring unconscious experiences, observations, assumptions, and conclusions into conscious thought. This allows your unconscious to change. The concept is scientifically proven—scientists now realize that the brain is able to change and adapt in response to new experiences, in a process called neuroplasticity.21


  The process of illuminating your unconscious foundation of belief will influence your unconscious mind. To do this, I will logically and critically provide you with information about alcohol and addiction. I will expose your beliefs, assumptions, and conclusions by presenting you with methodical, factual, and rational arguments for you to question and evaluate. You’ll be completely in control: I will strip away misinformation and present new concepts you have not yet critically considered. I will give you the tools to discover your own truth, your own reality, to understand that the rope you think you are holding might really be the tail of an elephant. Let’s get started.
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  Alcohol: The “Elixir of Life”?


  Alcohol is addictive. This fact has been proven over and over again. It is the nature of the substance, and it doesn’t matter who you are or how in control you believe yourself to be. Your physical response when you drink alcohol is to want more. Alcohol hooks you through its addictive and dehydrating nature. Again, this is a physiological fact. Before you drank alcohol, you didn’t miss it; you didn’t think about it. You were happy and free.


  If you’re having problems with alcohol, you’ve already realized alcohol is not a miracle elixir. You know it’s costing you money, health, friendships, and maybe even your marriage. Your conscious mind knows all of this. The problem is that your unconscious is continuously assaulted with messages about the “joy” it brings and the stress it relieves. These messages come from external sources, friends, family, and of course, advertising. These messages are confirmed by internal sources—your past experiences with alcohol. This book will address both.


  Over the next day, notice how many messages you are exposed to about the “pleasures” and “benefits” of alcohol. Look around—from your friends to what you watch on television, almost everything in our society tells you, both consciously and unconsciously, that alcohol is the “elixir of life,” and without it your life would be missing a key ingredient.


  The Twelfth Juror


  


  “Truth rests with the minority . . . because the minority is generally formed by those who really have an opinion.” —Søren Kierkegaard


  Alcoholism appears complex because it is misunderstood, not only by drinkers and their families but also by experts. We must see through these illusions. In short, we need to become detectives and lay bare the information, evaluate it, and discover the truth.


  You may wonder, if common knowledge about alcohol and addiction is false, why do we believe it? How do we, as a society, accept untrue propositions as fact? Great questions. To answer them, let’s look at a jury deliberating in a trial. It’s a large jury with twelve jurors. Eleven of them are convinced of the defendant’s guilt and one believes in his innocence. Do we believe the eleven jurors or the one? For the single juror to detain an exhausted jury (the decision must be unanimous), he must be absolutely sure of his position. In fact, you could argue that he is more certain than the eleven. Going against the grain is not easy. He must see something the rest do not. Suppose the eleven are experts? How much firmer in his stance must that single juror be? It appears the one juror is considering a perspective the eleven are not.


  One of my favorite authors, Terry Pratchett, famously said, “We must be able, at any time, to accept the fact that we could all be absolutely and utterly wrong.” It can be difficult to accept that the majority might be wrong, but it is a possibility we must entertain. It’s amazing how drinkers can be incredibly open-minded about many things, yet close-minded when it comes to alcohol. This is because of the compartmentalization that happens within the mind of any substance-addicted person. So keep your mind open.


  Visualize Success!


  You are now ready to suspend judgment. To explore your unconscious desire to drink, to understand the reasons why you drink. This is great, and if you are willing to be honest with yourself and look deep into your belief system, you will find success.


  This Naked Mind will help you explore your unconscious—and therefore influence it—as you work through the book. This type of book encourages your mind to consider the information when you are not actually reading and even when you sleep. That being said, you can take certain steps to ensure success. You may notice repetition throughout the book. You’re a busy person and want me to cut to the chase. Rest assured, it is repetitive for a reason. For most of your life you have been repeatedly exposed to media, peer pressure, and many other influences. Repetition is vital to undoing a lifetime of ingrained beliefs. Despite the repetition, I’ve tried to make the content as interesting as possible.


  Emotions and images—not necessarily images you see but images in your mind—comprise the language of your unconscious mind. When you experience emotions related to the content, you will speak more directly to your unconscious. Importantly, you should feel hopeful when reading this book. The theory is sound, and I’ve included the most up-to-date scientific, medical, and psychological information. It works. It will work for you. Concentrate on that, and be hopeful.


  Visualizing success always helps. A growing body of research suggests our unconscious minds cannot actually tell the difference between a real experience and a vividly imagined fake experience.22 So visualize success—like being incredibly happy, laughing, and having a great time out with friends while drinking lemonade. You can even spend a few minutes each morning and night imagining the life you want while feeling positive emotions. This inspires success.


  Get excited about what the future holds. Cultivate feelings of success even before you are successful. You hold all the tools you need to regain control of your drinking. Begin to think about the power of your mind and the strength of your body. This is exciting! In fact regaining control of my life through This Naked Mind is one of the most exciting and life-affirming things that has happened to me. It can be the same for you.


  Don’t dwell on past experiences. Your past is in the past. You have been caught, and through this book you will see that your alcohol problem is not your fault. Forgive yourself. You are the hero of this story. There is no reason to dwell on the negativity of the past and every reason to forgive yourself. Look forward to an incredible future.


  Finally, relax! Let go of expectations, remain positive, and just let it happen. In Shawn Achor’s book The Happiness Advantage, he states, “positive emotions broaden our scope of cognition and behavior . . . they dial up the learning centers of our brains to higher levels. They help us organize new information, keep that information in the brain longer, and retrieve it faster later on. And they enable us to make and sustain more neural connections, which allows us to think more quickly . . . and see new ways of doing things.”


  Do what you can to put yourself in a positive frame of mind while reading. There is so much to look forward to! Trust the approach, and more importantly, trust your unconscious to do the right thing for you. You can’t control or micromanage your unconscious. Worry and stress are conscious activities—don’t bother with them.


  10.


  LIMINAL POINT: DRINKING HELPS ME LOOSEN UP AND HAVE BETTER SEX


  


  “Alcohol doesn’t permit one to do things better but instead causes us to be less ashamed of doing things poorly.”


  —W. Osler


  You have observed people who are normally quiet and reserved become loud and obnoxious after a few drinks. You have also observed that people tend to “give it up” easier after drinking. You may have then assumed that drinking is vital to loosening up and getting lucky. You’ve personally experienced your inhibitions fade after drinking. Without your typical inhibitions you’ve become more empowered to go after sex. And maybe this has resulted in you having more sex when under the influence than when sober. The clear conclusion is that yes, drinking does help you loosen up and have better sex.


  Let’s consider reality:


  I Drink to Loosen Up


  More than half the population considers themselves shy; I know I do. Ironically, if you ask my friends and family, they will tell you I’m outgoing. This shows how different our perceptions are from reality. Yet shyness can be crippling, especially when you are forced to be outgoing with strangers in a social situation. As my friend Heidi calls it, “schmoozing and boozing.”


  For me it was business trips, networking events, and running booths at conferences. The norm for all us “shy” people was to drink. The conferences reinforced this, and there was never a shortage of free alcohol. Often booths provided free alcohol all day. If you wanted a drink, you could have one. No wonder I started believing alcohol was key to loosening up and being more gregarious while networking.


  The important question is, did it work? Drinking didn’t make me funnier. How could it? When my brain functioned at a slower pace my wit was dulled. It didn’t make me more interesting. It just removed my inhibitions. I thought this was a good thing. I now realize we have inhibitions for a reason. They protect us, not only from physical harm, but from doing or saying things we shouldn’t. Without my inhibitions, I talked to strangers like I would speak with close friends. This got me in trouble more than once. Sometimes the trouble was benign, and “drunk Annie” just resulted in a few whispers behind my back. Since I was often the youngest at these functions, people wrote off my silly behavior to immaturity. Other times my loss of inhibitions, combined with my naive nature, put me in awkward and risky situations.


  More than once I found myself alone with a man who clearly wanted more from me than a business card. I’m incredibly thankful I was never harmed, but research shows how rare that is. When drinking, men perceive a greater level of sexual interest than women intend to communicate. This perception of feeling “led on” by a woman when combined with alcohol, which can increase aggressive behavior, makes a man more likely to commit assault. Drunk men are more likely than sober men to find the use of force to obtain sex acceptable.146 Finally, alcohol affects a woman’s ability to assess and react to risk. We are more likely to take risks that we would normally avoid, such as being alone with an strange man.147


  You may argue that having a couple of drinks to loosen up is no big deal. Did you know that sexual assault, especially in universities, is at an all-time high? Authors of a 2015 study from The Journal of Adolescent Health say, “Sexual violence on campus has reached epidemic levels.”148 How would you like your son to be loosening up and losing his inhibitions in that environment? The majority of college rapes involving alcohol are not planned. These boys don’t intend to become rapists. In a major study, a boy who forced sex on a female friend wrote, “Alcohol loosened us up and the situation occurred by accident. If no alcohol was consumed, I would never have crossed that line.”149 In the same study we find that 54% of college women have experienced some form of sexual assault.150


  Let’s put that in perspective. Last October I volunteered at my son’s kindergarten and helped carve pumpkins for Halloween. The statistic above means that more than half of these sweet and innocent six-year-old girls will experience some form of sexual assault when they leave their homes for university. Again, when it comes to sexual assault, and especially alcohol-fueled sexual assault, we all seem to have a story. A close friend of mine was asleep in her dorm room when a man, with alcohol on his breath, broke through her window and raped her in her bed. Can you imagine the horror and pain she still feels, decades after the incident? Even if the sex is consensual, alcohol increases other dangers. Sixty percent of STDs are transmitted when alcohol is involved, and young adults who use alcohol are seven times more likely to have unprotected sex.151


  Shyness and inhibitions are not negative, yet we’ve been conditioned to think they are. These emotions protect us, helping us to navigate life with grace. It’s not a lot of fun to be shy, but it’s normal. Everyone feels it. In Susan Cain’s book Quiet, The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, she discusses what a gift it is to listen, a gift to the people we are listening to and to ourselves. You won’t learn anything new by talking. When our talkative nature stems from drinking, it’s neither thoughtful nor eloquent. Our brains function at a slower pace, and we have fewer filters between our thoughts and our mouths. What we talk about is less filtered and less interesting—not a great combination.


  Despite introversion’s positive qualities, as a society, we have been conditioned to believe shyness is a curse. We have a societal bias toward extroverts152 because we are ashamed of our natural inhibitions. It’s no wonder we try to escape our true nature by drinking. We hope that our personalities will change after a few drinks, and we will become the outgoing, engaging person we aspire to be. A more effective approach is to accept ourselves, realizing everyone is in the same boat, and allow conversations to unfold naturally. When we take the time to get to know someone, asking questions instead of speaking to fill the silence, the result is amazing. It’s a gift to learn from other people. Asking questions, listening, and learning, these things make you a more interesting person. You become the type of person others want to be around.


  Losing inhibitions is dangerous in sexual interactions. It’s worth repeating that a loss of inhibitions is deadly when it comes to driving. When you are sober you don’t imagine you would ever get behind the wheel of the car when drunk. But when you are drunk, what seemed like a terrible idea suddenly makes sense. With your heightened sense of bravado, you feel more in control than you actually are. Before you know it, it’s the next day, and you think, “Wow, I probably shouldn’t have driven last night.” Half of all traffic accidents are linked to alcohol.153 The majority of drunk drivers don’t mean to drive drunk, but when drinking they can no longer judge how drunk they are. The roads have become more dangerous than ever. Inhibitions are protective, both to us and the people around us.


  If we agree that alcohol has some control over you once you start drinking, enough that drinkers regularly drink more than they set out to, surely alcohol can make you do something you never imagined yourself capable of. I am appalled by how many awful things I did under the influence. Addiction is humbling, and I have been humbled enough to know that I am capable of anything, no matter how abhorrent, if the circumstances are right. Anyone is. Believing yourself immune to mistakes increases your chance of committing a repugnant act. All humans are painfully capable of failure. We are only human. It only takes one slip-up, one lapse in judgment. Don’t be fooled—everyone makes mistakes. No one intends to kill another person while driving drunk. Yet it happens all the time. In the U.S., someone is killed by a drunk driver every 51 minutes.154


  Have you ever gotten so drunk you threw up? Did you set out to do that? If your judgment is perfect, would you have allowed that to happen? Even if you consistently make great decisions and keep yourself and others out of harm’s way, do you want to be the person at the party who cannot shut up? The person whose breath reeks of wine but can’t tell because their senses have been numbed to the smell? We all know the person who goes on and on, and unfortunately, unlike on Facebook, we can’t skip to the next interesting story. I know from experience, no one wants to spend time with “drunk Annie,” who can’t stop talking or laughing loudly at her own jokes.


  You may feel that a little alcohol is good for your conversation skills or your golf game. The problem with alcohol is that once you start drinking you can’t judge the point where a little is good and a lot becomes a disaster. When you are making a fool of yourself, or when your conversation skills wane, you remain unaware. Even if you could gauge the exact amount to drink, booze doesn’t make you cleverer, funnier, more creative, or more interesting. There is nothing inherent in alcohol that can do this. More often when a shy person gets drunk, they end up emotional, weepy, and repetitive. We don’t realize how bad we look when drinking because we are drunk and so is everyone else. It’s the old question: If everyone jumped off a cliff, would you? With alcohol, as a culture, our answer is disturbing—yes.


  I Drink to Have Better Sex


  We have already discussed the fact that alcohol is a main cause of sexual dysfunction in men, that it makes it harder to become and remain sexually aroused.155 What about women? I spoke with women who no longer drink, and the overwhelming sentiment is that sex is much better sober. One said, “My libido has taken a full-on, divastyle return to center stage.” Another called it a “sober mojo revolution.” I agree, sex is much better when you aren’t deadening your ability to feel. Not only is it easier to have orgasms, but they seem to last significantly longer.


  I experienced another positive in the sexual arena when I stopped drinking. Becoming alcohol-free made me happier than I’d been in years, allowing me to get off an anti-depressant that I had been taking for a long time. The result? Libido! Sex has been more fun and more frequent these days.


  The one downside everyone mentioned was that it’s not all that fun to have sex sober with someone who is drunk. One woman said, “I agree that sex is so much better without booze, but I have to try and get my naughties in the mornings now because I hate wine breath on my husband.” Another said, “I’ve discovered sex when you’re both drunk is OK, and sex when you’re both sober is amazing, but sex when one is sober and the other is drunk is the worst. Timing is everything, if you know what I mean, and when he is drunk things end much too soon.” No matter how you look at it, alcohol does not lead to better sex. And the good news is that you don’t have to take my word for it. This is something I hope you will enjoy finding out for yourself!


  11.


  A QUEST FOR SOBRIETY


  


  “Be patient with yourself. Self-growth is tender; it’s holy ground. There’s no greater investment.”


  —Stephen Covey


  Let’s imagine you’ve decided to try and stop drinking.


  The first thing you do is research the evils of alcohol online. What you learn reinforces the reasons you want to quit, so your motivation is higher than ever. But you haven’t addressed the actual reasons you drink. As Charles Duhigg demonstrates in his book The Power of Habit, willpower is a muscle that fatigues and eventually runs out.156 Eventually, after a hard day, you get frustrated, your willpower muscle weakens, and you decide to have just one. One turns into many. Since you weren’t successful stopping, you start to believe you are truly addicted. Quitting suddenly seems as difficult as you’ve heard.


  When quitting is hard, it reinforces our belief that alcohol holds a great deal of power over us. It must be incredibly addictive, and we must be incredibly addicted. The more you dwell on reasons not to drink, the more upset you feel when you abstain and the worse you feel when you give in to temptation.


  Yet this seems illogical. We’ve determined that alcohol causes us problems, and our efforts to cut back have taken the joy out of drinking. We no longer enjoy it, and drinking bouts are filled with self-loathing and regret. We are miserable when we give in but cannot understand why we can’t quit. What do we need to know to find freedom? We must begin by understanding how our descent began.


  My Descent


  Your circumstances will differ from mine, but the principles remain. Here is where it started for me.


  When I was a kid, I was full of enthusiasm and energy, without a drop of alcohol. I didn’t need it to enjoy slumber parties, playgrounds, school dances, or anything else.


  It all began in high school. At first I didn’t like the taste. The only person I know who actually liked the taste of their first drink is my friend Jenny. She was on the beach in France drinking Malibu and Coke. Of course it tasted good—it was 95% sugar. Her surroundings were exotic, and she will tell you she liked her first drink. Let’s be honest and realize she did not like the alcohol; she enjoyed the sugar and the environment. If her first drink was hard liquor in a dark basement, she would have spit it out. Even rats won’t touch the stuff. In Introduction to Learning and Behavior, Powell and Symbaluk write that most laboratory rats will not voluntarily drink alcohol when it is presented to them.157 In fact, rats only voluntarily drink alcohol after they have been force-fed it and developed a physical addiction.


  In any case, my first drinks weren’t all that good. I remember a lot of peer pressure. I was dating an older guy who hoped to lower my inhibitions. He bought me sugary wine coolers, but they didn’t taste great. I longed for acceptance, so I worked to acquire a taste, although I would have preferred to drink something else. I was young, happy, and healthy. I didn’t need the alcohol.


  Disliking the taste of our first drinks helps us become stuck. If the first drink tasted amazing, we would be more cautious. Since those early drinks aren’t very good, we throw caution to the wind. After all, how could we become addicted to something we don’t like? I remember my first taste of vodka-infused orange juice. I was twelve years old, and my cousins and I had backpacked ten miles into the wilderness to a natural hot springs. A water bottle with what I now know to be filled with a screwdriver was passed around. When I had a sip I almost spit it out, asking, “Who ruined the orange juice?”


  This is a great example of ignoring our instincts in favor of our intellect. If an animal drank something that tasted bad, instinct would kick in. They would not drink more because they would instinctively know the foul taste meant it was harmful. That would be the end of it.


  Instead, we use our intellect, our reasoning abilities. We see everyone drinking. We have our first drinks and are surprised they don’t taste all that great. We reason there must be something truly incredible about drinking. It must be a special treat
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