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Author note

Dear reader,

Though I hope this handbook can empower you to change your relationship with alcohol, it isn’t, and should never be, a substitute for proper medical or psychological help. I am a writer, not a doctor, a therapist or an addiction professional, and if you believe that you might need extra help with your drinking then please be sure to speak to your doctor or check out the resources at the back of this book. Everything contained in this handbook comes from my personal experience and the experiences of those I have interviewed, but it may not be your experience.

For some people, simply quitting drinking can be dangerous and a detox of this kind should be carried out under medical supervision. Please consult your GP first before taking any of the advice from this book on breaking up with booze.

Lots of love,

Millie x




Patricia Amelia Bowen.
My beautiful Granny who
always said ‘This too shall pass’ but never got to
see that it actually did.
1929–2017




PART ONE

Breaking Up with Booze




1

Gin-dependent Women

Why is alcohol everywhere?

Hey, sister! Welcome to the Sober Girl Society. I for one am so glad you’re here. My name is Millie Gooch (yep, my surname is also a slang word for the bit between a man’s testicles and his anus), and if you want to come and say hi, or share the struggle of having a near-phallic surname, then you can find me on Instagram @milliegooch. I use she/her pronouns.

I set up SGS in 2018 to fulfil a desire to connect with like-minded women who were also embracing sobriety. Girls similar to me who didn’t want to compromise on having fun and socializing, but who no longer felt alcohol was the faithful friend it once was. I wanted to create a place where women could discuss the best non-alcoholic wines, muse on the potential pitfalls of sober dating, and show the world that being alcohol-free is anything but boring!

I hate to come straight out with the formalities, but before we get stuck in I’d like us to agree to a few pledges so that we have a mutual understanding. It’s common to have a complex relationship with alcohol, so I hope this helps those of you who might be approaching this book with mixed feelings or slight trepidation.

I, the reader …


[image: ] Will acknowledge that everything I am being told in this book comes from a place of love and not judgement. The author of this book has been there, done that and got the wine-stained T-shirt to prove it.

[image: ] Will not worry about labels. ‘Sober’, ‘sober curious’, ‘alcohol-free’, ‘non-drinker’, ‘mindful drinker’: it doesn’t matter at this point/if ever. All I am doing is reading a book, learning some facts and considering some opinions. The only label I need is my name, and SGS isn’t bothered if I want to drop that either.

[image: ] Will keep an open mind and acknowledge that a lot of what I am about to read might feel like listening to one friend trying to tell another friend that their partner is cheating on them. In fact, some parts of this book might make for uncomfortable reading, but this is good because my perceptions are being challenged and my horizons are being broadened. The truth can sometimes hurt, but then it will set me (alcohol-) free.

[image: ] Will not, under any circumstances, use this book as a coaster for a glass of wine, gin or any other alcoholic beverage.

[image: ] Will try to read as much as possible, even if I don’t think it’s relevant, because knowledge is power, and perhaps it might help me to understand the world and the struggles of others a little better. I will try not to skim read while watching Netflix, only to realize that I haven’t taken anything in and then have to flick back a couple of pages.

[image: ] Will read this book loudly and proudly and not hide it away. I acknowledge that breaking the stigma around sobriety is important, and reading this book in the open, on a train or in a café, might help to change someone else’s perceptions too.

[image: ] Will not be afraid to annotate this book, because highlighting is welcome in this house. A well-worn book is a well-loved book (but I will not take this to mean I should scribble all over my Kindle).

[image: ] Will know that while this book will help me to navigate a world without alcohol, it is really all about choice. Sober Girl Society doesn’t believe that alcohol empowers us, but sobriety doesn’t necessarily do that for us either. It is choosing what feels genuinely right for us as individual human beings that is empowering. Whatever relationship I decide to have with alcohol once I’ve read this book is completely up to me, but at least I’ll have the facts.

[image: ] Will take this as my official trigger warning for the contents of this book, as some material might be difficult for me to read. For example, Chapter Four includes some discussion around the topics of self-harm and suicide, and in later chapters there are mentions of sexual assault and domestic violence. Because of the sensitive nature of everything being discussed, details of support helplines are included on pages 307–317. I promise to make use of them if I am struggling or feel affected by any of the issues raised.

[image: ] Will regularly acknowledge while reading this that I am an awesome, amazing and incredible human being who is trying my best, and that I am always welcome at the Sober Girl Society.



There we have it.

I’m not sure exactly what led you to pick up this book, but I’m going to take a stab that it’s one of the following: you’re questioning your relationship with alcohol; tired of feeling like shit; already sober; or you’re one of my family members who has been politely coerced into buying it (sorry in advance for the swearing, Mum). Perhaps you’re even hungover right now – in which case, go get yourself a Berocca and a sachet of rehydration salts. I’ll wait right here.

Before I throw you in at the deep end, I think it’s important to run over a few booze-related details for context, just so that we’re all on the same page. Starting with the science!

What Is Alcohol?

The answer to this might seem fairly obvious, but how many of us would default to ‘wine’ or ‘something that gets you trolleyed’? There are actually many different types of alcohol. The one we drink is ethanol, and it’s worth noting that it’s used in some hairsprays, paints, varnishes and hand sanitizers as well. It was also used as fuel when rockets were first developed.

Alcohol is a toxic and extremely addictive substance. It is highly diffusible across cell membranes and metabolized by most tissues, meaning its toxicity affects the majority of your organs, but especially your liver, where most of the alcohol metabolization happens. Alcohol can dehydrate you, irritate your digestive system, contribute to electrolyte imbalances, impact your immune system, throw off your blood sugar levels and have a detrimental effect on your sleep – all of which can contribute to that wonderfully painful state we’ve come to know as a hangover. Drinking alcohol can affect everything from your mental health to your risk of developing cancer. Basically, it isn’t kale.

The Nineties and Boozy Britain

I was born in 1991, at the start of the decade when the Spice Girls reigned supreme and women – fresh off the second feminist wave of the sixties, seventies and eighties – decided to take back our power. We wanted to prove that whatever men could do we could do too, and sometimes do it even better. One of the first orders of business? Matching the guys when it came to drinking, and in 1994 the British press coined the term ‘ladette’.

Ladette culture became a movement led by the likes of Zoe Ball and Denise van Outen (who are both now known for their sobriety stints), and whilst their raucous behaviour and unashamed drunken antics did some incredible work in breaking down gender stereotypes (something for which I am eternally thankful), it seems that the actual boozing of it all may have come at a price. In the UK, between 1991 and 2004, alcohol-related deaths in the female population doubled, and the binge-drinking and heavy smoking associated with ladette culture have since been cited for their role in everything from cancer and heart disease to addiction.1

Fast forward a few years and stylish stars such as Kate Moss (also sober these days) started ‘getting mossed’ and falling out of nightclubs, while on the other side of the pond we were shown Carrie and the gang sipping Cosmos in swanky Manhattan bars. All of which meant that alcohol quickly became seen as the ultimate marker of the empowered party girl who knew exactly what she wanted and didn’t give a flying fuck what anyone else thought. For a very long time, that’s exactly how I saw it too.

Millie vs. Alcohol

When it comes to drinking, I was a latecomer in British terms. Despite the fact that most of my school friends spent their weekends drinking White Lightning cider down the local park, I had very little experience of alcohol as a teenager. From the age of eight I was really into dancing, so rather than swigging on the swings, my weekends were spent either training or competing.

My first experience of being very drunk wasn’t until I was seventeen. It was 2009, I’d just finished my exams, and had managed to sneak into a club in London using my friend’s ID. I don’t really remember a lot of that night, except being held up on the dance floor by my friend Tom because I couldn’t stand unassisted. Buried deep in the Facebook archives are photos from that night, of me with red lipstick smeared all over my face. They weren’t my pictures, though, because I managed to lose my digital camera while we were out. That sort of behaviour was probably a sign of things to come.

A few months after that outing, I turned eighteen. It was the same day I got my A-level results, and I celebrated the fact that I was off to university and legally allowed to drink booze by ordering a pitcher of Blue Lagoon at the local Wetherspoon’s at 10 a.m. (For anyone who isn’t familiar with the drink, Blue Lagoon is a fluorescent mix of blue Curaçao, vodka, lime cordial and lemonade. I tell you this so that you can imagine how disgusting it was, not so that you can replicate it!)

Over the course of the next six months I moved to Brighton to study English at the University of Sussex, got myself a job promoting club nights and threw myself into the university drinking culture at what one might best describe as an ‘alarming rate’. Before I knew it, I’d gone from being a girl who had been drunk once in her life to a girl who was drunk three or four nights a week minimum. From fresher bar crawls to £1.50 triple vodka Red Bulls (of which I would buy two, and tip them into a pint glass to make six shots), drinking became everything to me.

Having been somewhat of a goody-two-shoes, drinking felt like unleashing a carefree siren who didn’t worry about what anyone thought of her. Drinking made me feel cooler, it made me feel sexier, it made me feel pretty invincible, and it became a cloak of confidence that I’d wrap around me. Once Millie the studious trained dancer, I was now Millie the loud-mouth party girl, and I loved it. I drank as much as I wanted, whenever I wanted, and decided that that would mean ‘a lot’ and ‘often’, flitting between being thrown out of nightclubs and drinking wine in the living room of our student house.

Of course, as a young single woman finding out how best to adult, Sex and the City became my bible – I’d never seen it before university, but my best friend, Emma, had the boxset. Sometimes, in our first year, we’d squeeze into my single bed and would fall asleep watching it. We’d wake up to the title theme playing between episodes, and Carrie Bradshaw repeatedly asking if all men were cheats. Despite its flaws, SATC reinforced the notion that drinking made me independent, drinking was powerful, and drinking was the only way to bond with my best friends. It confirmed to me the narrative that, as a young single woman, I was supposed to drink, and it confirmed that it didn’t matter if I was happy or sad, cocktails were always the answer.

You can imagine my mixed feelings when I found out recently that Kristin Davis (who played Charlotte York) has actually been sober since the age of twenty-two, meaning that during filming she wouldn’t have drunk a single Cosmopolitan, even off-screen. An interview with Sarah Jessica Parker also revealed that the Cosmos were made of watered-down cranberry juice, and the on-set substitute for champagne was ginger ale. Though I am under no illusion that SATC is anything but a fictional television show, I also know full well that my subconscious bought into the story that it was promoting – that booze was an essential part of female adulting.

At the height of its popularity, Geordie Shore was another television staple in our university house, and we often raced back home from lectures in time to watch it. We frequently sat open-mouthed as the female leads – Charlotte, Vicky, Sophie and Holly – led the charge for going out and getting blind drunk (or ‘mortal’ as they termed it), flashing their bits to the camera and wreaking havoc on the city of Newcastle. I knew their behaviour was out of hand, but I loved how fearless and outrageous they were.

What I failed to process was that despite being encouraged to neck back drinks, ultimately the cast’s safety was still of paramount importance because it was a TV show – there was always a cameraman who would escort them home or a security guard who would break up their fights. I didn’t have any of those safety mechanisms in place and started ending up in locations where I really didn’t want to be, doing things I really didn’t want to do.

Pretty soon my speciality became blackout binge-drinking. Towards my third year at university, my behaviour got steadily worse, and the situations I put myself in became more erratic and dangerous. When all my friends started taking their studies more seriously, I started throwing more strops because they would refuse to come out and get shit-faced with me. The only thing I wanted to take more seriously was drinking.

When I graduated, my boozing showed no signs of slowing down. I took my blackout binge-drinking habits with me to my internship in PR, and then on to my career in journalism. It was during this time that I realized pretty quickly that my relationship with alcohol was becoming a little problematic, but it didn’t feel like anything out of the ordinary for a twenty-something working in London – there were simply a few incidents when I’d embarrass myself at work events, end up at train stations miles away from my house, and would have to face the office the next day when I’d turn up late, sporting a Pret bacon roll and a rather sheepish look.

At that point, I began to realize that I was probably a few drunken work nights away from a meeting with HR, so I began turning down invitations for drinks with colleagues of a week night. Instead, I would put all my energy into living for the weekend. I knew my friends were starting to grow tired of my drunken antics, but at least they couldn’t fire me from my job. It meant that rather than spreading my alcohol consumption across the course of a week, I would just drink it all in one go. I told myself I deserved it – it had been a long week, it was my treat, and a tote bag told me I was ‘gin-credible’!

My drinking continued in this vein for the next few years – a cycle of getting hammered on Friday and Saturday nights, then spending Sunday recovering in a pit of my own anxious shame. It was at this point that some of my more serious problems began. My mental health took a nosedive, and I began to notice that I was feeling down a lot more often than usual, despite the fact that I appeared to have everything going for me.

The ‘hangxiety’ – also known as ‘the fear’ – started to become worse than any physical symptoms of my hangover, and these periods of anxiety became longer and more pronounced. Rather than resting and recuperating at the weekend, I spent the majority of the time fretting that I’d upset everyone, worrying that no one liked me, beating myself up for not being able to drink ‘responsibly’, and feeling generally like a terrible human being.

I knew that I wasn’t living the life I wanted, but quite honestly, I had no idea where to begin with fixing it. At that time I couldn’t even lift my head from the pillow. Sometimes it felt like the effort it would take to find a solution to my unhappiness was too much, whereas I knew that drinking would cheer me up instantly. Rather than looking to the things that might make me happier in the long term, which seemed like an exhausting and overwhelming prospect, short-term fixes such as alcohol and cigarettes just felt easier.

Throughout all of this I would constantly reassure myself that my drinking was normal. After all, I could happily go the rest of the week without touching a drop, and it wasn’t like I was pouring vodka on my breakfast cereal. I told myself I was just a millennial party girl, like the ones on Geordie Shore, and that I was living life as a ladette – young, carefree and doing exactly what I wanted. Except deep down, it felt as if the game had changed. If anything, I now had too many cares, and drinking felt less like something I wanted and more like something I needed. Something that perked me up, something that gave me confidence, and something that hushed all my insecurities. Without it, I felt boring and awkward and constantly in my head.

Towards the end of 2017, I broke up with my boyfriend of six years for the second time, and I took it particularly badly. I used it as my excuse to drink more, mainly because that’s how I’d been taught to fix a broken heart – drink, dance and repeat. Except this time it didn’t work – it made things worse. My work rule went out the window because any excuse to drink was now a valid one, so I flitted between feeling drunk, embarrassed, shameful, relatively sad and downright Eeyore.

When Valentine’s weekend 2018 rolled around, and most people were looking forward to cuddling up on the sofa or staring longingly at each other over the dinner table, I was getting so out of it that the only thing I remember is walking into a nightclub and then everything going dark.

When I woke up the next day, I was filled with a familiar wave of dread and sickness. Not just because of the poison I’d shovelled in to my poor body, but because I was riddled with anxiety. My friends told me about the embarrassing things I’d done, in their usual flippant tone, and I had texts in my phone from someone called Tommy, telling me how drunk I was. If you had put Tommy in front of me that morning, I couldn’t have picked him out of a line-up.

This might be the point in the book when you expect me to divulge my rock-bottom story – the shocking tale, the wake-up call – but that hangover was just like all the others. However, as I lay in bed I used a free monthly credit to download and listen to an audiobook I’d heard about a few months before: Catherine Gray’s The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober.

That morning – 11 February 2018 – I cried tears of sadness and laughter while I listened to Cath talk about her relationship with alcohol. I realized that day that my drinking was a ticking time bomb. Catherine’s life had so many parallels with my own, only she was a few years older, so I devoured her story as if she were the Ghost of Christmas Future. After I’d finished, I declared once and for all that I was never drinking again.

As I’ve mentioned, it certainly wasn’t the worst hangover I’d ever experienced, but it was just one more time of waking up feeling ashamed, anxious, and sick and tired of my own shit, and I finally recognized that there’s more to life than being hungover. I’d also like to explain that it definitely wasn’t as easy as merely listening to an audiobook and, just like that, I never fancied alcohol again. There’s a lot of work that goes into sobriety, as you will soon discover.

I do have a slight problem with the concept of rock bottom as a motivation to make a change. The idea that you have to have suffered a catastrophic fall from grace before you realize that something is bad for you. The idea that you have to wait until it’s almost too late before you consider altering your behaviour. People constantly tell me, ‘You weren’t that bad’, but by that logic, should I have kept drinking until I was? The point is, if you see a fire taking hold, you put it out. You don’t wait until the blaze is so big that it burns down your house before taking action.

There will probably be people who’ll say that I shouldn’t be the one to write this book – that my stories are tame, and that I haven’t been to the darkest depths of the murky underwater, but that really is the whole point. I am here to tell you that you don’t need to hit a stereotypical rock bottom as depicted on screen. You don’t need to wait until the world is falling apart around you. You can get off the ride any time you want. You don’t need to wait until it’s all gone to shit.

Make no mistake, even if you’ve experienced what you believe to be your version of a rock bottom, even if it feels like your world is falling apart, you are still so welcome here. Sober Girl Society is a ship that we’re all on together, sailing against one big boozy tide. No matter what point in your drinking journey you’re at – if you’ve decided to question it or stop entirely, we’ve got you! Most importantly, you don’t need to justify yourself to anyone. Drinking problems do not materialize overnight – they are gradual and creep up on you. When people ask me if I stopped drinking because I had a problem, I tell them yes, but follow up with, ‘But had I continued, I would’ve had a much bigger one.’

In an attempt to show you that alcohol doesn’t need to ruin your life in order to still be a very obvious problem and obstacle that prevents you from living your best version of it, I will divulge some of my drinking stories, ranging from the tame and mildly embarrassing to the scary and slightly shameful. Rather than one big ‘Aha!’ moment, these are the interactions with alcohol that culminated in my decision to go sober. I’m sure there will still be people that, by comparison, have done far worse, and I’m OK with that. I am forever grateful that I made a decision that means my stories will never be scarier or more anxiety-inducing than the ones that follow here.


[image: ] The time I got so drunk on a night out in Brixton that I snapped one of the straps on my shoe. It meant they were no longer wearable and I had to commute back to Kent from London in bare feet. The night was still young, so my friend Tasha volunteered to take me home so that the rest of my friends could stay out. It’s worth noting that at this point I didn’t know Tasha very well at all. Apparently, when we got on the tube, I had an absolute meltdown and tried to get off at every stop. Tasha’s since told me that she tried to pin me down but I had weirdly superhuman strength. The other passengers looked at her like she’d just kidnapped me, and I kept yelling that she had to let me off the train.

[image: ] The time I woke up with seventy-four missed calls after drunk me decided to leave the club without telling everyone and go home to bed. My friends were convinced I’d been abducted until my mum confirmed I was, in fact, sound asleep at home.

[image: ] The time I reversed this scenario and woke up to fourteen dialled calls to someone I’d kissed once who then never spoke to me again.

[image: ] The time I vommed in my mouth on the tube to work after a Christmas Tequila Tuesday session with my friends.

[image: ] The time I woke up with no recollection of how I’d got home after another Tequila Tuesday, only strange flashbacks of me crying on a street corner. My Uber history showed the journey was terminated, and when I googled the postcode where it said I’d been dropped off, the street view looked like the place from my visions. To this day I have no idea how I got home from there, having made no cash withdrawals. It was too far to have walked, and was hours after I first left the pub.

[image: ] The time I came to, mid-blackout, and realized I was having sex with someone. That is a weird sentence, which I never thought I would write. I just remember being relieved that I recognized him as one of my friend’s friends.

[image: ] The time I was out with friends in Bournemouth and, after we’d all come home, we were drunkenly messing around in our hotel bathroom. I fell backwards into the bath tub, hit my head on the tap and knocked myself out. My friends told me I was out cold and that they genuinely thought I was dead.

[image: ] The time my friend told me a very big secret but stressed she didn’t want anyone else to know yet – she wanted to be the one to tell people. A week later, when I bumped into an old school friend, I drunkenly told her and news spread pretty fast. At the time, I didn’t take any responsibility for my actions, and I never even apologized, out of shame. E – I am so sorry, I think about it at least once a day.

[image: ] The time the lights came on in a nightclub and I refused to go home, so my friend had to ask the bouncer to escort me outside. When I refused again, he dragged me out in a headlock that I somehow managed to escape, and I ran back into the club. In the end, he practically carried me out in a fireman’s lift.

[image: ] The time I told my friends that I hated them, and that the day Emma died would be the best day of my life (it would actually be one of the worst FYI).



I genuinely have hundreds of these stories. I have upset people, hurt both myself and others. Truth be told, I’m surprised I have any friends left. So the message still stands: you do not have to wait until drinking has taken everything from you before you remove it from your life. You do not have to hit rock bottom, you can hit many rock middles and swim to the surface before the current drags you under.

Alcohol vs. Us

Fast forward even further to right now and alcohol is our hottest accessory. If we’re not drinking it then we’re thinking about drinking it, and if we’re not drinking it or thinking about drinking it, then we’re buying T-shirts and celebratory cards that send our friends well-wishes for a ‘gin-tastic day’ or a birthday that’s ‘as bubbly as champagne’. Our Christmas jumpers say ‘prosec-ho-ho-ho’, our mugs say ‘G & Tea’, while ‘rosé all day’ is our millennial-girl motto. Brunch, you say? Only if it’s bottomless.

But what I have realized, in over three years of sobriety, is that everything about our relationship with alcohol is fraught with irony. Let me be clear, these observations are not meant to sound judgemental – for over twenty years I was, as Catherine Gray puts it, ‘plugged into the alcohol matrix’. And when alcohol is so ubiquitous, it’s near impossible not to get swept up in the glamorous advertising and narrative that booze is the ultimate fun juice. But now that I have metaphorically unplugged, these ironies are more obvious to me than ever.

Unfortunately, when it comes to talking about alcohol, if you start banging on about the benefits of sobriety and questioning the norms of our drinking culture or the industry that perpetuates it, then you’re branded as a judgemental puritan on a high horse. So, to be clear, I’m genuinely allergic to horses and I’m just offering up some thoughts.

Isn’t It Ironic … Don’t You Think?

Social media is awash with voices, activists and individuals who are making some pretty epic changes in the world, for the better. But while conversations around feminism, mental health, social injustice, inequality, wellness and politics are all widening in their scope, one topic is consistently being glossed over. Ironically, it’s a topic that feeds into every single one of those issues. It is, of course, alcohol.

In recent years, we have become a nation that is obsessed with checking and scrutinizing our food labels. We buy ‘free from’ foods. We’ve made both sugar and carbs our mortal enemies, and we’re going vegan and paleo. We shop in Whole Foods and we practically vomit at the thought of ingesting something that isn’t organic – but we don’t question the fact that we’re washing down our food with the same toxic substance we use to sanitize our hands.

We might have green juice for breakfast, but we’ll drink poison for dinner and show it off to the world. In fact, the hashtag #wineoclock features in over 2.7 million posts on Instagram, and #alcohol a staggering 11.1 million. The booze industry has, of course, caught up with our love of labels, and has responded to demand from those attempting to live a more conscious lifestyle by making a big push with products such as organic beer and bio-dynamic wine. Influencers with young fan bases plug alcohol, celebs peddle their own brands of it and, much like the iPhone, the newest model is never enough. When regular gin doesn’t cut it, we move on to pink gin and craft gin and rhubarb gin and unicorn shimmer gin that twinkles when you puke it back up. But it doesn’t matter how fancy your booze is, your health risks in consuming it are still the same. Alcohol is still carcinogenic, whether it’s vegan or not.

Then, of course, there’s the recent surge of ‘wellness meets wasted’. Yoga is no longer just happy baby and tree poses, it’s Vino & Vinyasa, or Yin & Gin. Quite frankly, it’s counter-productive. Wellness websites are flooded with recipes for vitamin-packed cocktails to boost our immune system, but it seems no one has told these platforms that alcohol depletes vitamin stores in our body and weakens our immunity.

Even some of the biggest platforms and people we turn to for our information on wellness and healthy living don’t seem to be in any hurry to point the finger at the fizz. Rather than acknowledging the benefits of cutting back on booze, the internet seems to be in favour of showcasing hangover cures ranging from IV drips to umeboshi (a type of Japanese plum harvested when the fruit acids are at their peak and then salt-pickled). While I’m sure you’ll agree how practical and affordable these options are, I can tell you now that the only proven hangover cure is not to drink in the first place.

Alcohol doesn’t just blur the wellness conversation, it impacts the mental health one too. It’s been proved that alcohol can have some seriously negative consequences for our mental health, and we are just as bad at failing to address the issue during these discussions. Having spoken about alcohol and its effect on our emotional wellbeing pretty much every day since 2018, I often feel like I’m screaming into an abyss when I see mood-boosting cocktail menus and gin brands trying to drive sales by offering to donate a percentage of their profits to mental health charities.

The alcohol industry is consistently cited as one of the most environmentally harmful, but while we’ve invested in every reusable beverage container going, and branded anyone who doesn’t use a metal straw a complete heathen, we barely mention alcohol in conversations around sustainability. Nor do we acknowledge the tonnes of unrecyclable material it generates. The Scotch whisky industry alone produces 500,000 tonnes of solid waste every year and 1.6 billion litres of waste liquids.2

Now more than ever we’re gunning for autonomy and self-expression. We’re in favour of people dressing how they choose and living how they want. We’re supporting people in their pursuit to truly be their authentic selves. But non-drinkers? We dismiss them as no fun – they’re boring. We’re rising up against systems that tell us what to do and how to be, yet we rarely mention what a great act of defiance it is to choose not to drink in a world that profits from making people (especially women) feel like we should. Similarly, we’re more body positive than ever, but when it comes to our personalities we are carefully curating ourselves to be more exciting, less inhibited. We’re using alcohol to ease our anxiety when it’s generally proven to make us more anxious.

We’re politically savvy and profess to love our National Health Service despite the fact that alcohol-related illness and accidents costs the NHS £3.5 billion each year. One in ten people in a hospital bed are alcohol-dependent, and one in five are using alcohol ‘harmfully’, such as binge-drinking.3 Even light-to-moderate drinking can increase your risk of developing life-threatening diseases such as breast cancer. In 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic and UK lockdown, a time when looking after our health should have been a national priority, sales of alcohol (which weakens your immune system, leaving you more susceptible to contracting viruses) rocketed by a third.

The good news is that we’ve reached a tipping point with cigarettes, often the firm friend of alcohol. Once a product where certain brands were doctor-recommended, great strides have been made in recent years to dissuade everyone – but especially teens – from smoking. Unbranded packaging, graphic health warnings and a ban on menthol flavours have all contributed towards an enlightenment when it comes to the real dangers of smoking cigarettes, such as cancer.

But hang on, alcohol is linked to cancer too! Yet we stack it in supermarkets and department stores in pride of place. The bottles are like beautiful ornaments, and some of them even contain flecks of gold. They’re brightly coloured, sleek as hell, and many of them appeal massively to young adults. Would we still buy the bottles if they were identical, plain, with just the word ‘wine’ written on them? Would we still give them as presents if they showed nothing but the word ‘gin’ and a picture of a woman with a mastectomy scar? Perhaps not.

Interestingly, there’s another similar double standard: when you give up smoking people will congratulate you and tell you they’re proud of you, but when you give up drinking the reaction is far from comparable. As the saying in the sober community goes, ‘Alcohol is the only drug that you have to justify not taking.’ And that is the most important point: alcohol is a drug.

In 2009, Professor David Nutt was fired as the government’s chief drugs adviser, and he believes this was a result of his claim on national radio that alcohol was the most harmful drug in the UK. The rationale was this: alcohol warrants this position not just because of the harm it does to the individual, but because of the harm it does to society, including everything from crime rates and hospital bills to family conflict and environmental damage. Smoking, for example, doesn’t fuel a lot of everyday crime, and there isn’t a direct correlation with a dramatic rise in domestic violence, yet we’ve demonized it far more than booze. We’ve locked it away out of public sight and officially branded it ‘uncool’.

Over the course of this book, I hope to give you the facts about booze and, more importantly, debunk some myths about sobriety. I hope to empower you with the tools and tips you need to change your relationship with alcohol if you want to (because remember, it’s all about choice), and by the end who knows, you might even feel a fire in your belly to advocate for real change when it comes to all things ethanol-soaked. Not just for yourself but for others too.

It’s at this point that I’d like to acknowledge that I am a straight, white, cis-gender female. I appreciate the privileged circumstances in which I’ve been able to embrace my sobriety. While we’ll be discussing how alcohol impacts different people and the effects it can have across society as a whole, this book is founded in my own reality and largely draws from my own experience. It also comes from the view of someone brought up in an alcohol-centric western culture, so while I recognize that there are, of course, plenty of teetotal cultures, this book is a guide to ditching booze when ‘not drinking’ could outwardly be seen as a deviation from your norm.

Finally, I’d just like to say how lovely it is to have you here. Thank you for showing up, thanks for being open to new ways of thinking, and thank you for not immediately throwing this book in the bin *fingers crossed*.

Welcome to the Sober Girl Society <3
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Independent Women

The curious case of the decline in drinking

Now that you’re fully initiated, it’s time to get to the good stuff and showcase what this book is really all about – sobriety. This chapter is your beginner’s guide: where you’ll learn the lingo; find out what could be holding you back from making a change; discover the answers to my most frequently asked questions; and start to understand where you can possibly begin to change your relationship with alcohol for good.

We’ll start with the epic news: a revolution is happening and the numbers seem to suggest that drinking habits are changing. In fact, the most recent stats show that nearly a third of 16–24-year-olds don’t drink at all.1 Could it be that sobriety’s popularity amongst the younger generation means that going alcohol-free has finally become ‘cool’?

When I started the Sober Girl Society back in 2018, there were very few online communities for sober women – particularly millennial ones who wanted to stop drinking and start living. But it seems the tide is turning. There are now AF (alcohol-free) and NA (non-alcoholic) bars, clubs, events and festivals popping up everywhere, and an absolute boom in alcohol-free beverages.

This isn’t to say that the majority of people are going teetotal, but since 2005 the overall volume of alcohol consumed in the UK has fallen, as has the amount drinkers report they consume,2 which suggests more people than ever are cutting down, taking longer periods of abstinence, joining in the dry months and becoming ‘sober curious’, a phrase that you’ve more than likely heard but might not be sure what it even means …

What Is Being Sober Curious?

Coined by author Ruby Warrington in her 2019 book of the same name, ‘sober curious’ is a term that has come to define the emerging mindful-drinking movement. The actual explanation of what sober curiosity means, however, has become a little confused. While some people take it to mean being curious about becoming a full-time non-drinker, Ruby herself describes it as questioning everything about your relationship with alcohol – including the way that we, as a society, view and consume it.

Rather than having to declare yourself a non-drinker, sober curious can be a permanent state in which you still drink on rare occasions, but generally become more aware of the motivations behind your drinking and aim to change your relationship with alcohol in a much more positive way.

For the record, sober-curious readers are absolutely welcome here, but whenever we speak about sobriety in this book, we are talking about good old-fashioned, teetotalling abstinence. Personally, I don’t believe that you can reap 100 per cent of the magical benefits sobriety has to offer unless you ditch alcohol completely, but I do think that a sober-curious mindset is still a zillion times better than being caught in a perpetual cycle of binge-drinking and hangovers. While I hope sober-curious readers will still benefit from all the advice in this book, I’ve dedicated a special chapter to you at the end too!

So Why Choose Teetotal?

If sober curiosity




Is Sobriety the Next Trend?







Sober Girl Spotlight














Do I Need to Label Myself an Alcoholic?










Should I Go to Alcoholics Anonymous?


































What Are My Other Options?





When Is the Right Time to Give Up/Cut Down?



Am I Too Young or Too Old to Stop Drinking?


Am I Abnormal?





























































Hang On, Is Sobriety Part of Diet Culture?







Does Sobriety Count as Self-care?


Is My Life Going to Change?
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