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            Introduction

         
         I didn’t set out to do a year of self-care. In fact, if you’d asked me at the start of last year if I needed to spend a year
            to focus on taking care of myself and my life, I probably would have told you that I didn’t have time for that. Actually,
            I definitely would have told you that. While I’ve always been a self-proclaimed, relentless self-improver, the prior year
            had been the hardest I’d ever experienced. So when it came to self-improvement, or more important, self-care, in many respects
            it was the last thing on my mind.
         

         
         The truth was, though, the fact that I’d kind of deprioritized self-care was perhaps the very reason why I needed it so badly.
            Before I embarked on this year, my emotional life had been in disarray, and taking time out to better myself seemed like the
            last thing I could handle. My previous year had been spent dealing with the painful aftermath of my ex-husband’s suicide,
            and during those difficult and emotional months, the thought of taking time to focus on myself felt selfish. My kids needed
            me; my family needed me. To be spending time on me just felt wrong and unrealistic. I wasn’t focused on the fact that hard
            times are often what make self-care so essential.
         

         
         Perhaps that’s part of the reason why I stumbled headfirst into this whole plan. It didn’t start out as a plan or even a goal—it
            started out as one month.
         

         
         As the holiday season wrapped up, I decided on a whim to give up all alcohol for January—not because I believed I was drinking
            too much but because I liked the idea of challenging myself to see how tweaking a regular habit could improve my life. What
            happened to me after one month without booze was shocking. First, I learned more about myself in thirty days than I had in
            years. Second, giving up alcohol for a short time dramatically changed my body, mind, mood, and attitude toward booze. Moreover,
            I didn’t want the self-discovery and feel-good benefits I’d enjoyed by doing this experiment to end.
         

         
         That month of success reinvigorated something in me. It’s part of my DNA as a physician and a medical correspondent for one
            of the most watched television shows in America. But it’s also part of who I am, Dr. Jennifer Ashton—a type A, driven, and
            goal-oriented human being. There’s little I enjoy more than setting targets for myself and hitting them. And as a medical
            professional, I like using science and data to make sure I have my best chance at a bull’s-eye.
         

         
         And like so many people, I start every year with the hope of a New Year’s resolution—often more than one. Of course, also
            like so many people, making resolutions stick permanently, knowing what’s really beneficial to you, is easier said than done. But doing something for just one month? That feels achievable. That feels like the ideal length
            of time for experimenting. That feels like a great opportunity to understand how different kinds of self-care can have positive
            impacts on your life.
         

         
         What emerged from that dry month was a plan, or at least the makings of one. I decided to do an experiment: each month I would
            tackle a different self-improvement wellness challenge, with push-ups and planks for thirty days, then meditation for thirty
            days, then regular aerobic exercise for thirty days, and so on, until I’d completed an entire year of minor monthly health
            changes. In doing so, I would understand exactly how each health improvement impacted me and become more conscious about my
            choices going forward.
         

         
         Looking back now, I never could have guessed the profound effect that this personal experiment would have on me. From my emotional
            state to my diet to my sleep, I ended the year stronger than I have been in a long time. And what I learned about myself along
            the way was truly surprising.
         

         
         While I’m a doctor and a nutritionist, it’s not easy for me—or anyone, regardless of how much you take care of your body and
            mind—to assess what our daily habits are doing to us unless we take the time to actually examine them closely. And that’s
            something almost nobody does. If you asked any casual observer before all this started, I likely appeared to be the epitome
            of near-perfect health: I was slim and fit, as I still am, and I don’t smoke, use drugs, or have an alcohol problem. At that
            time last year, I also exercised almost daily, ate mostly whole foods, didn’t suffer any mental ailments, and slept at least
            seven hours each night (or so I thought), while maintaining a successful career, active social life, and close family relationships.
         

         
         If you’re wondering why these minor changes each month produced such definitive change, the answer is simple. The impact of
            what we do every day for basic health—what and how much we eat and don’t eat, what and how much we drink and don’t drink,
            how much rest we get or don’t get, how we move or don’t move our bodies—has the potential to impact our overall health in
            very positive or very detrimental ways. That’s because food, drink, sleep, and movement are all essential for our survival.
            And while these habits may have only a minor impact on our daily lives when taken in isolation, what we do and how we live
            each day adds up quickly, or even exponentially, when you push repeat week after week, month after month, and year after year.
            What this means is that if one aspect of your habits for essential health is lacking or even less than perfect, it can compound
            over time and end up interfering profoundly with your health and happiness, often without you knowing it.
         

         
         For example, how much water you drink in one day isn’t likely to send you to the hospital (although dehydration did put me
            in the hospital on three occasions earlier in my life, I didn’t know water was to blame at the time). However, failing to
            consume enough water every day for weeks and months can be associated with chronic dehydration and, consequently, a whole
            host of physical and mental problems, including weight gain, fatigue, and bad breath.
         

         
         To that end, all the health habits I focused on last year weren’t inconsequential: Every monthly challenge I included in this
            book has been objectively linked by reams of research to being critical to overall health and happiness. They’re not just
            arbitrary practices that affect only me; they are well-studied behaviors (or lack thereof) that can have a known and profound
            effect on universal wellness, no matter who you are. They are habits everyone can and should do, regardless of your age, gender,
            body type, fitness level, financial means, career, or lifestyle.
         

         
         After a year of challenging and changing these imperative habits, I can now tell you that I’m happier and healthier than I’ve
            ever been—and not because I made a big dramatic change, went on some crazy diet, or spent three torturous months starving
            or working my butt off at some pricey health retreat. In short, I learned the solutions to my own self-care. And now, I want
            to share those solutions with you.
         

         
         I used to think of self-care as mostly cosmetic—things I had to do to look better and keep up appearances, like haircuts,
            facials, blowouts, manicures, and spa treatments. Sure, I considered going to the gym and, more recently, meditating as part
            of my self-care, but I saw these habits as something to do to maintain my health, not necessarily to improve it. And also,
            to be honest, I looked at these things as part of my job: After all, I am the face and the voice of health and wellness for
            the country’s number one news network. I felt I needed to look the part!
         

         
         After a year of monthly health challenges, though, I now know self-care goes far beyond surface appearances and fundamental
            physical and mental health. Analyzing what I did with my body, mind, and free time on a daily basis forced me to realize that
            taking care of myself also includes how I act, think, make decisions, treat others, feel about the world, and, perhaps most
            important, feel about myself. Self-care now means deliberately taking the time to take care of my inner self as much as I
            do my outer self, giving my behaviors and emotions the same, if not more, attention than I do my hair, face, and skin.
         

         
         If you’re thinking, Hey, I don’t have the time to give my behaviors or emotions any attention, let alone take on any physical or mental changes, I was in that boat last year, too. If someone had asked me to change twelve things about my daily routine, I would have balked
            at the idea. But now, I know that self-care isn’t a matter of having time; it’s a matter of readjusting what you do with that
            time. Self-care is also something that everyone—from the busiest CEO to the hardest working TV personality with two jobs to
            the person who works from home—can make time for. And as I’ve learned, spending just a few minutes every day to take care
            of yourself actually creates more time, because you’re less stressed and more focused, energetic, and self-confident as a result. And as a mom, spending
            time on self-care has paid off big time in terms of what my children have learned about taking care of themselves by watching
            me. In fact, self-care may just be the most critical component in effective time management. If you’re not doing it on a daily
            basis, you’re likely wasting your time—and letting your health and happiness suffer as a result.
         

         
         Of course, I didn’t come to any of these realizations overnight because I didn’t change all twelve behaviors at the same time.
            That’s the beauty of this book; each month contains a different challenge, a new beginning, and a fresh chance for you to
            gain control over your health and happiness.
         

         
         If you’re a go-getter, you might be tempted to try to nail all twelve challenges at once. But as a doctor and a relentless
            self-improver, I’m here to tell you that that’s exactly what you shouldn’t do. As a physician, I know big dietary changes,
            major behavioral disruptions, and lifestyle overhauls just don’t work for 99 percent of the population. I see it over and
            over again in my medical practice: When a patient tries to change one major thing about her diet, fitness, sleep patterns,
            or general routine—or she tries to change too many of these things at once—it’s almost always a recipe for crash and burn.
            And while some patients may see temporary results from big, drastic changes, those results usually disappear in months, if
            not weeks or even days.
         

         
         That’s the biggest benefit to changing one aspect of your health, one month at a time. Improving your body and mind in bite-size
            pieces, over bite-size time periods, nearly guarantees lasting success. If you’ve ever tried a crazy fad diet, you already
            know this. Trying to cut gluten, dairy, meat, coffee, and alcohol all at once, for example, usually means you’ll end up bingeing
            one night on an extra-large meat lover’s pizza with a few glasses of white wine and a pint of coffee ice cream for dessert.
            But if you were to eliminate, let’s say, only dairy, and you did it slowly over a sustained period of time while you focused
            on finding satisfying cheese, milk, and ice cream alternatives, you’d likely be successful. Similarly, you’re more likely
            to sustain small changes to your regular routine than giant overhauls. And as I learned, one month’s time is the perfect amount
            to adopt any change, then adapt to that change so that you can sustain it for months and continue to reap its benefits.
         

         
         There’s another, more scientific reason I focused on altering only one aspect of my behavior at a time. As a medical professional,
            I know that any good experiment can have only one independent variable—or X factor—you want to study, if you truly want to
            ascertain how that factor affects your body, mind, or mood. On the other hand, if you include too many variables or change
            too many things at once in your experiment, you won’t know which variable is responsible for which effect (or lack thereof).
         

         
         Go back to that example of the fad diet: If you try cutting gluten, dairy, meat, alcohol, and coffee all at once, and then
            your skin clears, you lose five pounds, and you suddenly have more energy, you wouldn’t know which food was responsible for
            which result. Perhaps you’re sensitive to lactose but do just fine eating gluten. Or maybe alcohol is really the culprit in
            your inability to lose weight, while eating too much meat is causing your skin to break out. Making small changes one at a
            time allows you to understand how each change impacts your health and can accurately show you the best way to sustain that
            change so you can truly be healthier and happier.
         

         
         Let’s be clear about one thing: The goal of this book and this year’s journey is not necessarily to help you clear up your
            skin, lose five pounds, or gain more energy. While you’ll likely experience all three of these results if you follow the challenges
            within, my goal is to teach you incredible things about your daily wellness behaviors and what you, the reader, can do to
            take better care of yourself.
         

         
         You also don’t have to complete every challenge in the exact order or way that I did. We are all unique human beings with
            different DNA, lives, and lifestyles, along with different practices, preferences, and physical, mental, and emotional needs.
            What worked for me may not work for you. Instead, what I hope to give you are the tools to let you individualize each challenge
            and learn the solutions to your own self-care so you can be your healthiest and happiest, too.
         

         
         While I encourage you to keep an open mind and to explore each and every challenge, even those you think you may not need
            (Spoiler Alert: the challenges I mistakenly assumed I would ace, like September’s Less Sugar Challenge, were some of my most
            amazing and eye-opening times), you don’t have to complete every monthly challenge here. Feel free to pick and choose those
            that appeal to you while experimenting with other forms of self-care. For example, vegetarian or vegan readers may want to
            tweak May’s Less Meat, More Plants Challenge to make it more about trying to eat a wider diversity of plants or less processed
            vegetarian and vegan foods.
         

         
         When you complete a monthly challenge and start the next one, you will also be able to pick and choose those habits that you
            want to continue to sustain on a regular basis. After a few challenges, you’ll understand how to unlock behaviors you learned
            in the past to access those benefits when and where you want. In other words, this book will teach you how to gain more control
            over your daily health and happiness.
         

         
         It’s important to note here that there are no mandates or expectations in this book that require you to do X or accomplish
            Y results in order to be successful at self-care. Just like in scientific research, you don’t ever predict your results before
            you start an experiment. To that end, I wasn’t triumphant at every monthly challenge in this book, to say the least. But during
            each and every challenge, I learned something invaluable about myself and, most important, what it really means to take care
            of me.
         

         
         If I can give you one piece of advice before you start your year’s journey, it’s to be curious about yourself. During the
            last twelve months, I continually reminded myself I was doing an experiment on and for me. I remained eager to try new things
            and I wasn’t afraid to look at my behaviors to see what did and didn’t make me happy. I tried not to make assumptions or dismiss
            certain feelings or any results that I didn’t like. After all, I wasn’t trying to publish my results in a medical journal,
            and I didn’t have to share them with my friends or family if I didn’t want to. This was my year—my year to discover me and
            how to truly take care of my own precious self.
         

         
         Similarly, this year is about you. You are the most important thing about this book, and everything you do, see, feel, and
            believe matters. Don’t be afraid to turn the microscope around on you—it’s not a serious or frightening process, especially
            when you examine only one little piece, one month at a time. To that end, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain.
         

         
         I truly believe that everyone, no matter who you are, can live a healthier, happier, and fitter life. You have only one self,
            after all, one that grows and changes every day like an exquisite and intricate garden. Like a garden, you can choose to either
            let yourself wither and struggle to find your own light, or you can learn how to give yourself the light you need so that
            all your colors shine brightly, beautifully, and more boldly.
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January
Dry Month

         
         
            My Story

            I don’t remember the exact moment I decided to do a dry month, but it was sometime in early December of 2017. We had just
               finished the Thanksgiving holiday, and like most people, I was preparing for another month of work parties, holiday events,
               and big family dinners—all things that go hand in hand with alcohol for me and most Americans.
            

            
            At the same time, I was seeing patients in my private practice, as I always do, but more often, I was having the conversation
               with them about their alcohol consumption. It usually went like this:
            

            
            
               Me: How many drinks do you usually have a week?
               

               Patient: Well, hmmm, I like to have a glass of wine or two a couple times a week, then maybe every Friday and Saturday, too . . .
                  I don’t know. Maybe seven?
               

               Me: And are you having those drinks at home or out?
               

               Patient: A little bit of both, I guess.
               

               Me: Okay, so you know, one serving of wine is five ounces and one serving of liquor is one and a half ounces. But your drinks
                  may be larger than that, especially if you’re out at a restaurant or bar. Here, let me show you . . .
               

               (Stage direction: I pull out a life-size chart of wine and cocktail glasses to show the patient just how small five ounces
                     and one and a half ounces really is.)

               Me: So, is this how much you’re drinking?
               

               Patient: Well . . . Probably a little more than that.
               

               Me (using hands to portray serving size): Maybe your pours are like this for wine? And maybe like this when you have a cocktail?
               

               Patient: Yeah, probably.
               

               Me: That’s fine, but that means you’re really having twelve or fourteen drinks a week, not seven.
               

               Patient: Really?
               

               Me: Really. And twelve to fourteen drinks per week will increase your risk of breast cancer, weight gain, obesity, depression,
                  diabetes . . .
               

            

            Yep, this was pretty much my daily script at work. I had it down pat, from the subtle pulling of the life-size cocktail chart
               to articulating alcohol amounts with my hands while nodding my head sympathetically.
            

            
            But after years of having this conversation (and doing it well), I finally realized in December that my sympathetic nod was
               a little too sympathetic. I knew so intimately what these women were doing because I was doing it, too. And while I was telling
               them to change their habits, I was doing nothing to change my own. As they started to show more concern about the resultant
               increase in their risks for illnesses like breast cancer, I did, too.
            

            
            I’ll tell you how it started. I’m not a big drinker by any means. I drink only socially, one to two times during the workweek,
               and then during the weekends, if and only if I am doing something social. I also don’t like ever feeling drunk. When I was
               in college at Columbia, I worked as a bartender three nights a week, but I never drank what we sold. Instead, I watched other
               people slur their words, act obnoxiously, and yell, which turned me off to drinking altogether. I was also admittedly vain
               and into fitness, and the idea of extra calories from alcohol seemed like a giant waste.
            

            
            After college, I got married, got pregnant with my two children during medical school, then did a four-year residency in ob-gyn—there
               was never time to drink alcohol. That changed about five years ago, when my children were finally teenagers and able to take
               care of themselves, and I finally felt I had the time to enjoy a cocktail if I wanted. It started one summer, when there were
               lots of cookouts and barbecues by the pool with friends, and a glass of wine just seemed like a relaxing addition to the evening.
               We also started having dinner at the houses of some friends who happened to be amazing cooks—and who would pour amazing wine.
               In the last few years, I’ve also become interested in wine as a hobby—learning about the grapes and tasting different varietals
               and vintages.
            

            
            Today, I still like wine, but my preferred drink has become Casamigos Blanco tequila, served on the rocks with a slice of
               orange. My good friend Moll Anderson introduced it to me a few years ago as, in her words, the perfect “paleolithic drink.”
               It contains no sugary mixers, juices, or liquors—it’s basically just tequila with a slice of orange—so it’s relatively low
               in sugar and calories.
            

            
            Before January 1, 2018, I drank tequila or wine once or twice a week at special dinners or occasions, and during both nights
               on the weekend. Like many of my patients, I’ve always assumed I’ve stayed at or below seven drinks per week—the recommended
               maximum for women. But in December 2017, after having the same conversation over and over again with my patients, it suddenly
               dawned on me I was likely making the same mistake. I may have only been drinking seven physical glasses of alcohol per week,
               but like I told my patients, the serving size in one glass at any restaurant or bar was usually equivalent to much more than
               one and a half ounces of tequila or five ounces of wine.
            

            
            The hypocrisy was a slap in the face for me: I couldn’t keep doing the same routine about alcohol with my patients if I wasn’t
               adhering to the same advice. I had to change my habits, and when I realized that in December, I figured the New Year was the
               perfect time to start. I don’t believe in resolutions—science shows they don’t work—but I do believe in challenging ourselves
               to change small specific actions or habits. Unlike resolutions, research has found that challenging yourself to take on a
               specific, actionable, and manageable change can help you sustain that change until it becomes part of your daily routine.
            

            
            I had made up my mind. I was going to do a dry month. On New Year’s Eve, I enjoyed a celebratory lunch with rosé and dinner
               with tequila, feeling no apprehension for the month ahead. I had to draw a line in the sand somewhere, and this was it.
            

            
            
               
                  Doctor’s Notes

                  Overcoming Alcoholism and Alcohol Disorders

                  A dry month is a wellness challenge designed to help individuals with normal, healthy drinking habits benefit from the ramifications
                     of giving up alcohol for thirty days. If you have a problem with or dependency on drinking, this challenge is not for you.
                     Instead, you should speak with your physician or seek professional help. Warning signs of a problem with alcohol include suffering
                     frequent hangovers, feeling like you need a drink or can’t stop drinking after you start, making poor or dangerous decisions
                     while drinking, and incurring negative relationship, career, or other personal consequences when you do drink. If you think
                     you have a problem with alcohol, don’t try to hide it or be embarrassed: it’s common, and professional guidance can help you
                     overhaul your life.
                  

                  
               

            
            
               Week 1

            
            
               Share the Secret: The Best Thing to Do When You’re Tempted to Drink

               On New Year’s Day 2018, I was in Boston with my family for an ice hockey tournament for Chloe, my athletic daughter who is
                  a top-scoring forward on her travel team. Unlike most holidays, this one wasn’t replete with tempting eating or drinking experiences—no
                  dinner out at a fancy restaurant or New Year’s party to attend. But I still woke up that very first day and thought, Okay, here we go. This is Day 1.

               
               Physically, I didn’t have a desire to drink, but psychologically, I was thirsty. Blame it on something doctors like to call
                  the deprivation effect: when you tell patients they can’t eat, drink, or do something, that’s all they want to eat, drink,
                  or do—or at the very least, they fixate on eating, drinking, or doing it. So, on the first day of the month, even though I
                  didn’t physically or socially crave a drink, I kept thinking about how I wouldn’t be able to have an alcoholic beverage for
                  the entire month. Seriously, the whole month?!, I kept thinking.
               

               
               But that psychological obsession dissipated after the first day, primarily because of a serendipitous opportunity that happened
                  to occur right after the New Year. As the chief medical correspondent for Good Morning America, I was asked to do a segment the following day that would cover the kind of complications women can experience when they consume
                  more than the recommended weekly maximum of alcohol. During the segment, which aired live on January 2, I discussed all the
                  reasons why women shouldn’t have more than seven drinks per week, then I announced to GMA anchor Robin Roberts that I was personally doing a dry month.
               

               
               To my surprise—and to the surprise of the show’s producers—the segment exploded in popularity among viewers. More than five
                  million people watch and listen to GMA every morning, and I couldn’t believe how many of our regular viewers were excited about the challenge. Soon after the segment
                  aired, hundreds of comments started pouring into my social media pages, along with GMA’s, remarks like, I’ll do it with you! and Great idea, count me in!

               
               The producers were impressed and asked me to detail the challenge in a Facebook Live following the show. That video received
                  over three hundred thousand views in less than twenty-four hours—a remarkable response even for one of the most watched television
                  shows in the United States. Apparently, the idea of a dry month was striking a chord with many Americans. And it appeared
                  to me that people didn’t just want to give up alcohol for a month—they wanted to participate in the challenge with others
                  and feel part of a community.
               

               
               Later that week, I met with Joanna Coles, the former editor in chief of Cosmopolitan and chief content officer for Hearst. Even she had seen the segment. Joanna is from England, though, where she told me the
                  concept of drying out in January is common. I couldn’t believe it. An entire country gave up alcohol in January every year?
                  Knowing that thousands of others were making this an annual ritual made me feel like I had a whole team of supporters behind
                  me, many who had a proven track record of success with going dry.
               

               
               The first week of January, it was relatively easy for me to forget about alcohol, thanks to my normal routine. I often get
                  up daily at five in the morning to appear on GMA, then see patients in my medical office in New Jersey until at least six at night. Oftentimes, I don’t have the chance to
                  exercise until the evening, so I usually head to the gym right after work. When I finally get home, I’m often too exhausted
                  to even entertain the idea of going out for a drink.
               

               
               But that first weekend, Chloe had another ice hockey game, this time at home, where all the parents often get together to
                  tailgate beforehand. What this entails is lots of mulled cider, wine, hoagies, and snacks for some forty adults—in other words,
                  it’s a real tailgate party. My problem: I have a particular fondness for mulled cider. Here was my first temptation.
               

               
               When I arrived at the tailgate party that day, I announced to the entire tent that I was doing a dry month. I felt a little
                  silly and self-conscious about it, but I thought telling everyone right off the bat would be easier than repeatedly refusing
                  drinks or having to make up multiple excuses or explain the Dry Challenge over and over again. I also hoped that telling people,
                  whether parents I knew or total strangers, would hold me accountable—and I was right. Nobody offered me a drink and I wasn’t
                  tempted to take one.
               

               
               After the game, my brother and his family joined us for lunch at one of our favorite Italian restaurants. Every time I go
                  to this restaurant, I order a glass of wine—it just complements the food so beautifully. But I didn’t want to be tempted this
                  time, so after what I learned at the tailgate, I announced to my family after we sat down that I was doing a dry month. My
                  brother, the perennial jokester, responded that he was doing a wet month, trying to drink more than he usually did. This added
                  levity to the exchange, and even though he and others at the table ordered wine, it didn’t bother me at all.
               

               
               During that lunch, I had an interesting revelation. I’d been to this restaurant many times before, but when I was here without
                  wine, I found myself paying closer attention to what I ordered. There was no alcohol to distract me from making healthy food
                  choices or to lower my inhibitions so I didn’t care if I had another slice of garlic bread. And since I was getting no pleasure
                  from the wine I wasn’t drinking, I discovered that I was focused more on enjoying my food. At the end of the meal, I thought
                  I’d even eaten less since I felt more satisfied with what I’d already consumed.
               

               
            
            
               Week 2

            
            
               If You Don’t Want to Stop Drinking for Your Health, Do It for Your Skin

               On January 8, I woke up to a lovely surprise: my skin looked totally different. I’ve always had a case of mild rosacea, or
                  small red bumps on my face, but when I looked in the mirror that morning, my face looked significantly less ruddy. My skin
                  also looked like it had more elasticity and was even plumper—both results of better hydration. I even felt like I saw slightly
                  fewer wrinkles around my eyes and mouth.
               

               
               Working in television on-air every day, I’m highly attuned to the health of my skin. TV makeup is harsh and is always caked
                  on thickly, requiring what seems to amount to a sandblaster to remove. I try to take off my makeup as soon as I’m off-air
                  and certainly before I go to bed at night. So, when I wake up, my morning face is the most virginal form of my skin I’ll see
                  all day. I like to take stock of what I look like then, and I was surprised to see such a remarkable difference in one week’s
                  time.
               

               
               I put on my doctor’s cap and thought about this: the only variable I had changed in my routine of late was not drinking. I
                  knew alcohol was dehydrating and had heard from dermatologists it was detrimental to skin, but I had never believed giving
                  up booze would have this kind of effect. The impact was even greater given we were in the middle of winter, when my skin usually
                  looks its worst due to cold, dry air outdoors and dehydrating indoor heat.
               

               
               When I showed up at GMA that morning, I asked my makeup artist, Lisa, if my skin transformation was only in my head or if she noticed a difference,
                  too. When she told me my skin looked younger, healthier, and more hydrated, I felt like someone had spiked my coffee, I was
                  so giddy with glee. This no-drinking thing was paying off in ways I didn’t imagine.
               

               
               During the second week, I also noticed that avoiding alcohol wasn’t as socially or logistically difficult as I thought it
                  would be. I didn’t feel as if I were depriving myself or staring at the calendar, counting down the days until I could have
                  a tequila or a glass of wine. I attributed this to the fact I knew many other people were doing it with me—not only half of
                  Great Britain but hundreds of my followers on social media as well, along with GMA viewers. It felt as though I was running a marathon with thousands of other people who would be disappointed if I dropped
                  out at mile 12. And I didn’t want to drop out: the challenge aspect of the month made it fun, the support made it easy, and
                  the benefits I was now seeing so quickly made it all the more worthwhile.
               

               
            
            
               Week 3

            
            
               A Surprising Way to Make Going Without Alcohol More Enjoyable

               On January 17, past the month’s halfway mark, I was out to dinner with a friend, sitting at the bar, and she ordered prosecco
                  while I ordered what had become my new social standard: a glass of sparkling water in a wineglass, which still felt like a
                  sophisticated drink, albeit alcohol-free. I had been to bars many times since the beginning of the month, so sitting at one
                  without drinking was hardly a new experience, but when the bartender set my friend’s prosecco in front of me, I picked it
                  up and put it to my lips.
               

               
               Thankfully, I had told my friend, like everyone else I knew, that I was doing a dry month, and she squealed when she saw me
                  poised with her prosecco in hand. It had just been muscle memory—I simply forgot for a split second about the challenge. I
                  thanked her and passed her the glass, without a single pang of envy—I was happy to have my water and stay focused on chatting
                  with my friend. Without alcohol, I had noticed this was much easier; that is, the company of friends and family was much more
                  enjoyable without drinking. Not only was I never distracted by the decision of whether to have a second drink or what to order
                  if I did, but moreover, I simply wasn’t distracted by the booze at all and those feelings when we drink of being a little
                  foggy and less focused.
               

               
               At the end of the week, my skin looked even better, less red and dry than the week before, while my skin tone also appeared
                  as if it had improved. I wasn’t dealing with any breakouts or patches of troubled skin—in fact, I felt like I was glowing
                  and that I could get away with wearing less makeup. Better still, my stomach felt flatter, and my little belly paunch or mommy
                  pouch that I can’t stand had seriously receded.
               

               
               After this development, I started to think about it. If my skin looked better, my belly was flatter, and I was enjoying my
                  food and company more without alcohol, why did I choose to drink in the first place? Is it an automatic decision to do what
                  friends or family at a restaurant or party or at someone’s home for dinner do? Or did I really just love the taste of wine
                  and tequila? Since I stick to just one or two drinks at a time, booze’s physical effects on me were minor at best. So what
                  about this social custom did I enjoy? I began to think that, going forward, drinking needed to be more of a conscious decision
                  for me rather than an automatic reaction in social situations.
               

               
            
            
               Week 4

            
            
               How Going Dry Changed How I’ll Look at Alcohol Forever

               After these realizations, the last week was surprisingly easy—so easy, in fact, that I had already decided that I was going
                  to moderate my drinking for the rest of the year. What I was going to do, I vowed, was record all the times I drank during
                  the week on my wall calendar and then track my weekly “balance” of drinks just like I did with my bank account. I would count
                  each drink as two actual servings and make sure I never exceeded seven servings per week.
               

               
               After three consistent weeks of avoiding all alcohol, I noticed another change during Week 4: I had more energy—which is saying
                  something considerable, since I’m already a high-energy person. Moreover, I truly believed I looked better, which could have
                  something to do with the fact that I had a more positive outlook without alcohol, but I also knew I was more hydrated and
                  getting deeper sleep than I had been in months, which was affecting both my skin and my waistline.
               

               
               The ramifications were also psychological: I was proud of myself. Before the month began, I had wanted to see if I could challenge
                  myself to conquer a small lifestyle change that seemed difficult, and I’d succeeded with more ease and enjoyment than I had
                  ever imagined.
               

               
               Going dry for thirty days, which is how long some experts say we need to change a habit, was affecting my aptitude and desire
                  to drink. I knew after the challenge ended that I wanted to change the way I interacted with alcohol. And I had a simple plan
                  to achieve that very sustainable goal of no more than seven drinks per week by writing down all my weekly cocktails and counting
                  each tumbler or glass as two servings.
               

               
               The last day of the month, instead of dreaming about my first blanco tequila or pinot noir, I felt so charged by the physical
                  and mental benefits of not drinking that I decided to

               
               
               
               
               
            
         
         
            January Dry Month: The Science Behind Giving Up Alcohol

            
            
            
               You Definitely May Drink More Than You Think

               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            
            
               Just One Drink per Day Can Raise Your Breast Cancer Risk

               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            
            
               Don’t Believe Everything You Read About Alcohol Being Good for Your Heart

               
               
               
               
               
               
            
            
               Alcohol Wreaks Havoc on Your Sleep

               
               
               
               
            
            
               Drinking Can Make You Gain Weight in Sneakier Ways Than You Know About

               
               
               
               
               
               
            
            
               Booze Can Make Your Skin Look Bad

               
               
               
               
            
            
               Alcohol Messes with Your Moods

               
               
            
            
               Drinking Can Drain Your Bank Account

               
               
               
               
            
         
         
            January Dry Month: Your Story

            
            
            
               	Tell everyone you know you’re doing a dry month. This is my number one tip to have a successful month. Announcing that I was doing a dry month to everyone I knew and met,
                  whether a single friend or a full party, nearly guaranteed my sobriety in several ways. First, no one will ask you if you
                  want a drink or hand you champagne or a cocktail after you tell them you’re not drinking. This also alleviates any peer pressure:
                  there’s nothing wrong with you and you’re not a prude or no fun, you’re just not drinking for January.
                  
                  
                  
                  
               

               
               	Use social media to create a support network. I can’t underestimate the power that social media had on helping me stay dry. The hundreds of comments and tweets made me
                  feel like I had a whole league of supporters rooting for me and strengthened my resolve to stay sober, not just for myself
                  but for my entire team, too. You don’t need a zillion comments, retweets, or shares—even just one friend who likes a post
                  or comments with encouragement can motivate you when you feel like giving up. Finally, almost everyone uses Facebook, Twitter,
                  and Instagram to trumpet their successes—when they finish a race, cook an amazing meal, or find a new job. By doing the same
                  about your dry month, you’re turning the challenge into something to be admired and celebrated.
               

               
               	Suggest activities that have no association with alcohol. Here’s one thing I know: no matter who you are, you don’t need alcohol to have a good time. Remember how much fun you had
                  as a kid going outside, playing games with your friends, doing sports, and going to parties? There’s no reason you can’t do
                  all the same things now—and enjoy them just as much—without alcohol.
                  
                  
               

               
               	At bars or restaurants, order an alcohol-free drink in a cocktail or wineglass. I got this tip from a GMA viewer who tweeted that he felt less tempted to drink at bars or restaurants if he ordered a seltzer water in a wineglass—giving
                  the same sensation of a sophisticated adult drink, but without the booze. If you prefer cocktails, try seltzer water with
                  a twist in a tumbler or even a martini glass—this also looks like a cocktail, doubling as a good subterfuge if you don’t want
                  people to ask why you’re not drinking. Finally, many bars now offer a bevy of mocktails—alcohol-free cocktails that taste
                  and look like the real thing. Just be careful about the calories: many are made from the same sugary ingredients in cocktails.
                  If you can, opt for alcohol-free drinks that include soda water, seltzer, kombucha, fresh fruit, tea, and/or vegetable juices.
               

               
               	Turn the gym into your happy hour. One reason I wasn’t tempted to meet friends at bars after work is that I went to the gym instead. Once there, I saw plenty
                  of people I knew—my gym friends—which makes it feel similar to a social outing, or certainly more social than going home.
                  What’s more, an hour lifting heavy weights or spinning to loud music at a SoulCycle class provides a far more effective form
                  of stress relief than any tequila, no matter the vintage. After the gym, the idea of going out was the last thing I wanted
                  to do: I already had plenty of serotonin surging through my brain thanks to the exercise, and the idea of undoing my taxing
                  physical work with a toxic drink wasn’t appealing.
               

               
               	Find alternative ways to relieve stress. If you use alcohol to relax after work, you’ll need to find another way to unwind during your Dry Challenge. The good news:
                  Relaxation is fairly easy to find if you know where and how to look. For example, research shows simply being outside, seeing
                  green trees, parks, or the water, can have an immediate and significant calming effect. You already know exercise is a great
                  way to purge stress, but similar activities that will get your blood pumping like dancing or sex can also do wonders. Meditation,
                  deep breathing, and yoga are all well-known methods for reducing anxiety and promoting better mood, while studies show listening
                  to classical music, talking with a close friend, or participating in a repetitive motion like knitting or painting can also
                  relieve stress.
                  
                  
               

               
               	Promise to take a trip or buy new shoes with the booze money you’re saving. Whenever you’re tempted to trade in your seltzer for a Syrah, remember how much money you’re saving by not ordering that
                  $10 (or $20 in New York City) glass of wine. If it helps, calculate how much you’ll save if you stay dry for the entire month
                  and promise to treat yourself to something with that money if you’re successful for all four weeks. The next time you feel
                  Syrah’s siren call, visualize that gift to yourself.
               

               
               	Use the old-school calendar cross-off method. There’s a reason why there’s now a proliferation of smartphone apps that let you digitally cross off calendar days to mark
                  your progression toward a goal or end date: it works. Being able to see your success, whether displayed on a smartphone app
                  or on an old-school wall calendar, can be immensely motivating and rewarding. Before I started the month, I bought a wall
                  calendar and hung it up in a visible place in my kitchen, then physically crossed off each and every day I didn’t have a drink.
                  Not only was slashing through the days with a bright pen a physically gratifying feeling so was being able to see all the
                  days I’d been dry. After just a few days, I didn’t want to break the bright-red streak and began to look forward to the end
                  of the evening when I could mark another day down as successful.
               

               
               	There’s nothing wrong with saying no. Can’t go to a bar or party without having a drink? My advice: stay home. There’s nothing wrong with saying no—think of it
                  instead as saying yes to yourself, your health, a better night’s sleep, a trimmer waistline, and the dozens of other benefits
                  that giving up alcohol imparts. There will be plenty more invites come February 1 and missing a few happy hours or parties
                  for thirty days won’t cause you to fall off the social calendar with family and friends. If you do end up going and having
                  a drink, I guarantee you’ll feel guiltier than you would about saying no to a bar or party invite.
               

               
               	Not drinking is like horseback riding: if you fall off, the best thing is to get right back on. Don’t beat yourself up if you slip up and have a drink. Everyone makes mistakes. The bigger mistake is letting a fall off
                  the bandwagon turn into an all-night tumble. Stop at one drink, go home (or pour it out), and get back to trying to stay dry
                  the following day. Nobody’s perfect. And if you read this whole book, you have eleven more months of lifestyle challenges
                  to improve your game, overhaul your health, and help turn challenge into lasting change.
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