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Introduction: Spontaneously Sober

I woke up in my bed, sheets soaked with sweat and twisted like branches around my legs, the morning sun shining through the windows. I attempted to open my eyes, but my contacts felt like sandpaper suctioned to my eyeballs. I could feel my heart beating relentlessly in my head, a loud drumbeat, a constant reminder. I tried to sit up straight and failed, the pressure in my head too intense. I collapsed back onto my pillow. My bedroom walls spun around me, threatening to hurtle me up and away. I squeezed my eyes shut, silently begging it all to stop.

Pots and pans clanged downstairs in the kitchen, and little voices traveled up the stairs to my bedroom. My husband, Russell, was making his signature “Daddy Eggs,” the only thing he has cooked in the last ten years. He’s the breadwinner and I’m the chef. I’m also the caretaker, tutor, comforter, housekeeper, nurse, planner, and driver.

I was still in my clothes from the night before, which worked out. It was a pajama party, after all. I reached up to touch the necklaces tangled around my neck. Shit. It always took me forever to get them untangled. I lacked the patience necessary to find the knot and figure out where it had all gone wrong.

It was January 2020, just a few months before the world would come to a grinding halt. We were blissfully unaware of the dark cloud that loomed. The words coronavirus and pandemic were relegated to sci-fi movies and nowhere near our charmed reality on Chicago’s North Shore. The pajama party had been, in a word, epic. It was at our friends’ estate, just a few miles away from our house. With heated outdoor tents, a hired waitstaff, bottomless champagne, and boundless marijuana, it was something out of a John Hughes movie. My husband and I didn’t grow up on the North Shore and always felt like interlopers in this world of blue bloods and Ivy Leaguers. Although we’ve gotten pretty good at fitting in, our modest Wisconsin roots are always just under the surface, only a thin layer of soil covering them.

For my adult life, and even before, I drank wine and beer and sometimes hard alcohol like any “normal” drinker. I’ve smoked pot only a dozen times, mostly in high school, but it always made me feel slow and heavy, like I was wearing a weighted blanket. I want to feel fast, unstoppable. (I’ve heard cocaine would make me feel like that, which is exactly why I’ve never tried it.)

At the party, I stuck to champagne, the devil that I knew all too well.

Russell and I ducked into the pot tent a few times. I marveled at the glamour of it all. This was unlike any pajama party I’d ever attended. Guests mingled around us—the women decked out in fake lashes and silk pajamas, the men dapper in smoking jackets. I had interpreted the dress code loosely and had opted for a loose tank top, joggers, my favorite cozy cardigan, and shearling Birkenstocks. I was only a few months postpartum and wasn’t about to stuff my body into sexy pajamas. No thank you. Besides, I was still breastfeeding, which meant my boobs had a mind of their own. I needed to keep those puppies safely contained, and my tank top was a welcome cover for my nursing bra.

This was the first time I’d been out since having our third baby, Gray, just four months before. I was only now beginning to feel like myself again, the tricky fourth trimester having just come to an end. He was still nursing a few times a day and once or twice at night, but this wasn’t my first rodeo. Breastfeeding was less of a science and more of an art, and I could get away with a few drinks. I wasn’t into “pumping and dumping”—that seemed tedious. Anyway, perfection was never my goal in motherhood. I was more of a “good enough” mom and wore that label proudly.

After each baby, it took me a while to get back into enjoying drinking. I abstained during my three pregnancies, which wasn’t a problem. I had hard pregnancies, marked by constant nausea and rapid weight gain. Each time I drank wine after almost a year without it, I was shocked by the taste. Tonight, though, I was determined to drink and enjoy it. After all, didn’t I deserve to let go and have fun after devoting my body to growing and nourishing my baby for so long? My champagne glass was never empty, thanks to the anonymous waitstaff flitting in and out.

The night became fuzzy. I bumped into a friend who had had a baby a month ago. She wasn’t drinking, so I teased her, encouraging her to join me in a champagne toast, desperately wanting a partner in crime. She politely declined.

When it was time to leave, I stumbled toward the front of the party, steadied myself on the crook of my husband’s arm, focusing on the curved floor in front of me.

My husband opened the car door for me, and I collapsed into the back seat.

Everything went black.

Eventually I made it out of bed and down the stairs. My stomach was in knots and shame seeped into every inch of my body. Before they even saw me, I expected my girls, who were five and almost three years old, to know that something was awry. I’ve always been a morning person: up before the rest of my family and ready to kiss the tops of their heads and fold them into a warm embrace when they walk into the kitchen.

That morning it was a different story.

I spent the day horizontal on the couch, nursing my headache while attempting to piece together the night before. I wasn’t a stranger to blackouts, although it had been more than a few years since my last one. Hadn’t I outgrown this? I was a thirty-nine-year-old mom of three kids, for God’s sake. I had lives to nurture, people to help grow into who they were meant to be. I had no business acting like I was twenty-one years old. And yet.

Had I nursed the baby in the night? I must have. He was too little to sleep through the night. Normally he woke up at least once to nurse, sometimes twice. I pictured myself stumbling out of bed and down the hall to his nursery, leaning over his crib and scooping up his teeny body. He was helpless. I was drunk. Dread quickly turned into self-loathing, and there again was the shame. How could I do that?

The plan had been to have a few drinks. What the hell happened? My thoughts tumble and whirl until one so massive drowns out any other: You are a bad mom.

I know—from where I sit now, at more than five years sober—that my worth was never in question, that alcohol was never invested in proving me worthy or lacking. Alcohol didn’t fucking care about me. I know now it wasn’t due to weakness that I turned to alcohol that night to escape the unforgiving grip of motherhood, desperate for a moment of calm and a peek into what life had been like before.

I know now, like so many moms today, that I was stuck in the hell of trying to moderate a substance that kills more people than all other drugs combined. Making promises and taking breaks, only to return to the velvety liquid again and again. My willpower was useless against a society obsessed with turning alcohol into the solution to every damn problem.

I’m done.” That afternoon, I uttered this statement to my husband. He’d heard this before and was dubious. He just looked at me, eyebrows raised. This time, though, felt different. Saying those words out loud felt huge, monumental. This time it felt like a big damn deal, and it scared me.

Then, again, a spiral: Wait, what does that mean that I’m done? Am I an alcoholic? Do I have to go to AA? Do I have to tell everyone that I’m sober? How am I going to do this? Is my life over? My life is over, right?

I had far more questions than answers and my brain was tired. Weary and confused, I put the questions to the side for another time, another day. It was too much for today. Maybe I didn’t have to answer all the questions at this exact moment. Maybe this moment was for just one question: Do I ever want to feel like this again?

No.

HELL NO.

Interesting. So there was one question I could answer. What if I just kept coming back to that question and that answer? Maybe that’s the only question that mattered, anyway. I didn’t know how to be sober. I didn’t even know what that meant. I focused on the only thing I did know: I didn’t want to feel like this ever again. I didn’t want to waste my precious life. I didn’t want the shame of knowing that I did this to myself. I didn’t want to let myself down again.

I’d felt this way before, though, and eventually had gone back to ordering a glass of wine with dinner. Too many times I’d forgotten the misery of a hangover, only to experience it again. Would my resolve to quit drinking dissolve right along with my headache?

Something was different this time. Something changed inside me that morning. A switch turned on. Maybe a ray of light reached into the darkest parts of me, spreading warmth into places that had been too cold for too long. In the coming months I would excavate my reasons for drinking and how I had used it to cope and escape for years before I decided to search for and then finally dare to tell the truth. Sharing the ways that alcohol’s grip on our culture—especially Mommy Wine Culture with its cutesy T-shirts and inspiring messages—had tricked me would free me from its grasp, along with the ever-present shame that accompanied it.

The Sober Mom Life

When I seriously considered the promise that lay before me, I felt the warm wash of compassion. In the months that followed, I reached out to people in my life and online in the hopes that I would find someone who could understand what I was going through. Eventually I found more and more women like me, and it inspired me to create a community of women from all over the world who had, at one moment or another, allowed themselves to imagine what it would feel like to listen to their doubts about drinking. From Denver to Dublin, Toronto to Tasmania, we would show up and tell the truth about our failures and hopes for freedom.

Moms everywhere struggle in silence for far too long, convinced by Big Alcohol—through movies and skilled product placement and celebrity-endorsed brands and influencers on social media—that alcohol is essential to survive motherhood. Moms are exhausted and overworked, lonely and anxious, and we’re taught, in no uncertain terms, that alcohol is the solution. It is only when we’re well on the path to addiction and the wreckage that follows that we consider the role alcohol has played in our lives and how it has affected our parenting. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s this vital truth: alcohol makes motherhood so much harder, and the freedom beyond it is sweeter than I could have imagined. And, of course, as any good influencer does, I would spread that message as far and wide as social media and modern-day technology and, hopefully, this book will allow.

When I rose from the couch for the first time that day, I surveyed the scene. The family room was a mess. A day’s worth of snacks and wrappers and food littered the coffee table and rug. Toys covered every available surface and threatened to take over entirely. Dirty dishes, chicken nuggets from the night before, a random sock. Peppa Pig blared from the TV. The girls were still in their pajamas playing Barbie while the baby napped in his rocker in the corner. I could see that his diaper was full. Russell had been working in his home office for most of the day. It was a fucking disaster.

It all felt like too much. I wanted to crawl into bed and cry myself to sleep until this day was far behind me. Then it struck me how much this scene needed a mom. A mom would know exactly what to do and how to take care of it. A mom would know how to face the disaster and turn it into something worthwhile.

I didn’t hit rock bottom that day. In fact, there had been many days before January 19, 2020, that felt much worse. I wasted many mornings on the couch, trying to put the puzzle pieces of the previous night back together. In my twenties, I was faced with many loose ends, one-night stands, and brutal hangovers. This was not the first time alcohol had tricked me. I knew, though, that it would be the last. The heavens didn’t open that day and reveal the beautiful sober life that lay ahead. There were way more questions than answers, far more fear than faith.

For years I had lived in the darkness of moderation. I didn’t fall to a hard bottom that day; instead I found a softer place to land, and it’s there that I discovered that for many of us, drinking is more of a choice than society (and, intentionally or not, the recovery community) has led us to believe. We don’t have to be addicted to alcohol to receive the benefits of abstinence from it.

And perhaps, more importantly, we don’t have to be abstinent before we begin to question the role of drinking in our culture and our lives.

How would everything change if we allowed ourselves to believe that drinking alcohol isn’t a privilege and quitting drinking isn’t a punishment?

How to Use This Book

Inspire: to breathe life into.

Expire: to breathe one’s last breath.

In this book I’ll share how my sobriety revealed itself day by day and eventually transformed into the most meaningful decision of my life. Since the moment I began to publicly share my sobriety, I’ve been asked this question over and over: How? How did I quit drinking alcohol without falling back into old patterns? How did I break up with alcohol and not stumble over the idea of forever? How have I been able to build a life so wonderfully full there is no room for alcohol?

This book is my answer. I will show you how I did it, starting from the first day of my sobriety to today at more than five years sober. You will come along with me as I trudge through my old patterns and excavate the drinking stories I had buried long ago. And you will be alongside me as I shine a light on society’s role in tricking us into assuming alcohol is a requirement for anything that ails us and everything we celebrate.

Consider this book your permission slip. After talking with thousands of women about their relationship with alcohol, I’ve noticed that as they dip their toes into sobriety, sometimes they feel as if they need permission. Maybe you feel that way, too. Maybe you need someone to remind you that only you know the truth about your relationship with alcohol. I will be that someone and this book will be the messenger. Only you know when it’s time to quit drinking. No one else can feel the specific shame that alcohol surfaces for you. No one else is in your mind and body at 3 a.m. when you bolt awake after a night of drinking. When the rest of the world is quiet, you know.

I wrote this book for you.

If you’ve ever felt alone in your drinking.

If you’ve ever thought that you were the problem.

If you’ve ever wished you could figure out the secret to drinking in a more “responsible” way.

I will share stories of women from all over the world who fell into the trap of moderation and Mommy Wine Culture. And I will explore how that trap was an intentionally built marketing strategy aimed at convincing us all that alcohol is the easiest form of self-care instead of the sneakiest form of self-destruction.

My hope is that you will find yourself in this book and my words and the stories of these women will meet you wherever you are on this journey and inspire you to find your way in sobriety. I hope you will feel seen and understood in the safety of these pages, and you can shed the shame caused by decades of unexpressed confusion and doubt about your loaded—pun intended—relationship with alcohol.

While you’re reading, have a journal and pen handy. At the end of each chapter I’ll ask you to take a look at your story and dive into your relationship with alcohol.

When you’re finished reading the book, I want you to return to these words. Underline and highlight and dog-ear the hell out of these pages so they’re worn thin with experience and love. I want this book to find you when you’re feeling alone and misunderstood, and I want it to cheer you on when you’re celebrating your favorite Sober First.

Throughout, I hope you feel inspired and that your reliance and hope in alcohol begins to expire.

This book is my chance to share the freedom I’ve discovered and to rebrand sobriety for those who aren’t willing to wait for rock bottom.

Because you have always deserved a softer place to land.




Chapter One

The Shift from Deprivation to Abundance in Sobriety

And then the day came when the risk to remain tight in the bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.

—unknown

My memory of the first time I drank alcohol is seared into my brain. I was a junior in high school. I don’t remember the details, such as where I was or what brought me there, but I can still feel the burn of the cheap vodka trailing down my throat, the warmth spreading from the tips of my ears down to my toes.

My friend Mark, ecstatic at my foray into drinking, took me by the shoulders and looked me in my eyes. “Your ears are red! That means you’re drunk.” He smiled his big, goofy smile and welcomed me into the fold.

The message was clear: alcohol was my ticket to acceptance and escape.

It’s not surprising that despite drinking consistently from that moment on, I spent my entire adult life assuming I didn’t qualify for sobriety. No one was openly concerned about my drinking—there were never conversations about it, much less a serious sit-down intervention. This isn’t to blame those around me. When we’re taught not to talk about our relationship with alcohol, we simply don’t. I never once shared my doubts and struggles around alcohol. I kept that shit to myself, protected from judgment and misunderstanding. So I was left to drink like a “normal drinker,” which is exactly what I did.

On the surface, I couldn’t fathom alcohol being anything but an additive to my life. In turn, I assumed that sobriety was a cage and anyone who was forced into it was sentenced to live without and wanting forever and ever, amen. And maybe part of that is true. Maybe someone who is forced to quit drinking—by family, the court system, outside forces—is left wanting and feeling that something has been unfairly taken away. I don’t know because that’s not my story.

My sobriety wasn’t a decision that was bestowed upon me by the powers that be. It wasn’t mandatory, and I tend to believe that those around me questioned my decision to quit drinking. I’m not alone in this. Generally, we keep our doubts about our drinking safe inside, never letting even those close to us in to hear the whisper of truth.

Cassie, a Kansas mom of three, remembers feeling shame from the moment she took the first sip of her first drink—a strawberry daiquiri wine cooler—with her friends in a field outside her hometown. Nothing crazy happened that night, but a seed of uncertainty was planted that she wouldn’t fully realize until she quit drinking thirty years later. Never once had Cassie shared her doubts about her drinking with her friends or her husband, James. When she let her small circle know that she was done drinking, there were more questions than congratulations.

My Story

My decision to quit drinking stemmed from a quiet knowing deep inside me, but one that was set in motion decades before, at that party when I was sixteen years old. Like most of us, it never occurred to me that I might qualify for a full life without alcohol. Growing up in Wisconsin in the ’80s and ’90s, I didn’t know one openly sober person. Alcohol ran through our city like blood running through veins. It was everywhere and impossible to ignore, so I didn’t.

I was a child of divorce who felt both not enough and too much, and alcohol helped me feel more and less at the same time, and I loved it. Still, somehow, I was able to manage it without anyone noticing. Just as exciting as drinking was sneaking cigarettes with my best friend, Shelby, whose mom smoked like a chimney. We would ride around in Shelby’s beat-up car and fill our young lungs with smoke from the pilfered Marlboro Lights until we felt dizzy. It was thrilling and terrifying and served as the perfect escape from an unhappy home life with a stepdad who used Christianity as a sword and shield, and my mom, who was overly focused on that philandering stepdad.

At the same time, I was a varsity volleyball player and maintained good grades. I was on the Student Council, and I was the vice president of the National Honor Society. I didn’t once get caught drinking or smoking by my parents or the police, and I never set foot in detention. It felt like I was living a double life, and I expertly walked the line.

After high school, I went off to college in Green Bay, Wisconsin, where the Packers are king and blackouts are a rite of passage. Green Bay is a sleepy town with winters that last from October until May and cornfields that go on for miles and miles. I welcomed college and independence with open arms. I was freshly single and ready to lose myself in boys and booze. More than anything, I was happy to be out of my home and free of my stepdad’s judgmental gaze.

My group of friends formed swiftly and seamlessly in the first few weeks of college. Alice, Jane, Liv, and I lived on the same floor of our dorm, and we were inseparable right from the start. I was the youngest of the group but quickly took on the role of pack leader. It was clear from the get-go that I was the more experienced of us, and the most willing to embrace unpredictability and chaos. I was the bad influence. My friends had all come from solid homes, their moms and dads still married. I had lived in thirteen houses to their one. My homes were broken, and I was a little bit, too.

My parents divorced when I was six years old. After being married to my dad for seventeen years, my mom was finally ready for bigger and better. She had married my dad when she was seventeen, forgoing college to become the wife of the handsome, rich kid from the neighboring town. They married on Christmas break, and she returned to school to finish her senior year and graduate from high school. Her dreams of going to college and becoming a journalist evaporated as she spoke her vows. Still, theirs was a happy, easy marriage for many years. My mom dove headfirst into the role of wife and mom, baking bread from scratch and organizing the toys while my dad ran our family oil company with his father, my grandpa.

Then the bottom fell out. The business went bankrupt, the money dried up, and their marriage collapsed. The exact details differ based on the narrator, but everyone agrees that it was a messy divorce that lasted longer than it should have. There were yelling matches, threats, new lovers, spray-painted cars, and stolen property. My brother, Jay, and I were right in the middle of it all, used as pawns to be leveraged rather than recognized as terrified children to be protected at all costs.

As the divorce wore on, my dad turned to alcohol to nurse his heartbreak as my mom set off to create her new life. College had been her dream since she was a little girl, so she moved away to Madison to fulfill it.

Jay and I were left with my dad and his new girlfriend. My dad had been a good dad when my parents were married. He’d always wanted children, and while he worked a lot, the time he spent at home was devoted to us. I would climb on his shoulders as he rode his motorcycle, an act more deserving of the circus than our backyard, and curl up in his arms to watch a show after dinner.

Everything changed when our world fell apart. Dad was spiraling and unable to take care of himself, much less my brother and me. He prioritized partying over creating a safe home for his kids. I did my best to be noticed but often failed. Once, when I was eight years old, I decided to play dead in the middle of a party. I chose the space in the doorway. I lay down on the chipped linoleum, doing my best to portray a child felled by a heart attack. Surely someone would panic and come to my aid. Instead, the partygoers, my dad included, stepped over me.

It wasn’t until his doctor warned him that if he wanted to dance with me at my wedding, he had to stop drinking. (At that point, I was ten.) But that’s what it took. My dad put down his rum and cola and didn’t pick it up again until my wedding twenty-three years later. No questions asked, no mention of everything we’d come too close to losing to alcohol, no cautionary tales, no warnings.

I came to college having witnessed things that no child should and with a complicated relationship with alcohol. I had only been drunk a handful of times, but I wasn’t afraid of much. I was eighteen, reckless, and proud. Binge drinking was how we spent Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. Sundays were for piecing it all together, bonding over fluffy pancakes at Perkins and what we’d said or done when our brains and bodies weren’t ours anymore.

It wasn’t until I stopped drinking at thirty-nine that I felt free to look back at the role alcohol had played in my life. I saw the escape it allowed me when I was an angsty teen and young adult, but also the havoc it wreaked.

I quickly realized that I’d let alcohol be a hero in my life, a sort of superpower. I felt free to dance and be myself? Alcohol. I connected with a friend? Alcohol. I gave alcohol the credit for every good thing. I fully believed it made me better, brighter, bolder, more beautiful.

On the flip side, the stage was set for me to play the villain. When I took things entirely too far and embarrassed myself? That was all me. My frontal lobe was offline, and I was bolstered by liquid courage and all too willing to take the blame. Of course, this pattern only furthered the notion that I was the bad guy whenever something went wrong. If Taylor Swift is right and “I’m the problem, it’s me,” then I was losing before I even began. For me, alcohol can come in handy when feelings and shame are too damn painful to face.

Every first drink delivered a powerful shot of dopamine to my brain, convincing me that I needed more. The shame that threatened to topple me the next morning felt impossible to face.

Andy knows this cycle all too well. When she was twenty-five years old, her best friend Maya asked her to be her maid of honor. They had been friends since they were toddlers and weathered puberty, bad boyfriends, college frat parties, and so much more together. Now in their twenties, Maya was the first of the two to settle down. Maya had met her fiancé, Charles, just over a year prior when she was on a business trip in Las Vegas. Their relationship had moved at lightning speed. Andy had her doubts about Charles, but she kept them to herself. Instead, she focused on her order of business as maid of honor: plan the bachelorette party. She chose Cabo for the sand, sun, and margaritas. What could go wrong?

“I woke up the second morning and realized I had no memory of going to bed the night before,” Andy recalls. She and Maya were sharing a room, but Maya’s bed hadn’t been touched. Had she gotten up to get them coffee? Feeling guilty because she should be the one grabbing coffee for the bride, she hurried to get her clothes on. She picked up her phone and noticed she had five unread texts from Maya.



What the hell, Andy?

I can’t believe it.

I mean, are you fucking kidding me??

Pack your bags.

Fuck you.



The blood drained from Andy’s face. Her heart started working overtime.

“No, no, no,” Andy wanted to scream. She began to shake—from alcohol withdrawal or terror, it was impossible to tell. What the hell had happened last night? She strained and tried to reach into the deepest corners of her memories. She vaguely recalled making a speech, but that’s when things started to get hazy.

She called Maya, but it went straight to voicemail.

A knock at the door. Andy opened it and saw her friend Bess standing in the hall.

“Bess, holy shit. What happened last night?? Did I . . . do something?”

“Yeah, Andy,” Bess said quietly. “During dinner you wanted to give a speech. You stood up and started to share some of what Maya had told you in confidence—about her doubts about Charles, and about their sex life.”

Twenty years later, Andy tears up, remembering. “And so I left the trip and proceeded to drink to help me deal with the shame. I know now that it didn’t help, but I couldn’t see that at the time. All I knew was the loss of my friendship with Maya was too much to bear,” she shared with me.

Andy still shudders to think about that trip and the moment she realized she threw away decades of friendship in one night. It took her a few months of stops and starts, but she eventually broke up with alcohol, citing that fateful night as her rock bottom.


five things that alcohol steals from us

Alcohol is a thief, no matter the amount. Here’s what we can lose when we drink:

The ability to trust ourselves. We can’t guarantee that we can act according to our values and morals. That mistrust chips away at us over time.

Confidence. When we are not able to trust ourselves, our confidence plummets.

Precious memories. Blackouts, brownouts, fuzzy memories. How much do we miss out on when we drink? A lot. Entirely too much.

Sleep. Passing out is much different than a good night’s sleep (not to mention the 3 a.m. shame-spiral wake-ups). Waking up exhausted is for the birds, and as moms, we can’t afford to lose any more sleep.

Money. Who knew ethanol is so expensive? Do we know how much money we spent on alcohol last month? What if we each went back and tallied it up? What else could we buy with it?



Deprived of Drinking

Chances are you’ve already felt deprivation in sobriety, whether you know it or not. If you’re like the hundreds of other women I’ve talked with on my podcast The Sober Mom Life, pregnancy is a common time to be sober, and let’s be honest: it wasn’t that great. You felt deprived. This is why I always tell women who are considering sobriety or are in the early stages—pregnancy doesn’t count. It’s not the same.

First, you’re forced into not drinking. This wasn’t a choice that you made, weighing the pros and cons, keeping a mental tally of reasons to drink versus reasons not to drink. Quite the opposite, right? The instant that second pink line appears, alcohol is a no-go. You are immediately thrust into a deprivation mindset. Drinking alcohol is on the list of privileges you’ve lost in order to protect the growing baby inside you.

Doctors tell pregnant women that no amount of alcohol is safe, and we listen—for the health of the baby in our womb. When I was pregnant, I would do anything and everything to help the chances of my baby being healthy. Alcohol was off the table, and I had zero qualms about it. I wonder what would happen if our health-care practitioners continued to tell the truth to moms about alcohol even after we give birth. (More on that in chapter 5.)

Furthermore, when we stop drinking because of pregnancy, we aren’t thrust into dealing with societal pressures—just the opposite. No one asks if you have a problem; they are too busy pouring you bubbly apple juice with a wink when everyone else is having champagne.

When I was pregnant, I didn’t have to deal with managing misunderstandings and assumptions about my alcohol consumption, which meant I wasn’t in my head about not drinking. I was simply not drinking, and simply not drinking is much different from living a full life in sobriety.

In that same vein, I wasn’t hounded by The Forever Question. I knew my sobriety had an end date, and the countdown was on. Bring on the champagne, sushi, and cold cuts, am I right? Because even though I chose not to drink while pregnant, I still considered it a privilege that I’d lost. I was in deprivation mode, and alcohol was still an important part of my abundant life.

It’s easy to assume that if you didn’t drink while you were pregnant, you have experienced sobriety. After all, that’s probably the only time you have been the only sober adult in the room with other adults who were drinking, right? If you were anything like me, you didn’t look at those people drinking and think, “Wow, alcohol really tricks people into thinking they’re funny when they’re not, or that they have to talk so loud and retell the same story eight times.” (Yeah, Jason, I got it. You caught a football in high school. Get over yourself.)

Instead, I felt like I was missing out on all the fun. They were allowed to drink the magic potion, but I couldn’t. I was left to drink flat ginger ale because bubbles made my heartburn even worse, and I was never not on the verge of throwing up.

In my enforced sobriety, I didn’t see the downsides of drinking. I wasn’t in the bathroom with my friends the next morning, reaching for Tylenol and Gatorade faster than Jason can clear a room. I wasn’t in their heads as they did the exhausting mental gymnastics required when we’re trying to moderate a highly addictive substance. And I wasn’t privy to the shame that woke them up in the middle of the night when that weight felt especially heavy. I only saw what my limited perception allowed me to see, and so I continued to equate alcohol with the magic of any social situation.

NOW IT’S YOUR TURN

Seeing alcohol clearly for the first time can feel a little like opening your eyes to the truth behind a cult. When you begin to realize how brainwashed you’ve been, it’s essential to be gentle with yourself. As you make your way through these questions, take your time. Think about them as you go about your day. Maybe a thought will come to you when you’re on a walk with your dog, or in the shower. Jot it down.


	What roles has alcohol played in your life—friend, therapist, self-care?

	How have you let alcohol be the hero in your life?

	How have you painted yourself as the villain?



This running list is important in early sobriety. Keep coming back to it when the noise outside tries to convince you that alcohol is something that it’s not. These simple reminders will help you shift from a deprivation mindset in sobriety to one of abundance.

What If It’s Not Recovery? What If It’s Reclamation?

The term recovery has never felt right for me. It feels sticky and false, and so I’ve never used it to describe my sobriety. Some people find strength in the term and consider it a way of taking back their power. That’s great. It’s just not for me, so I leave it. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t in active addiction when I decided to stop drinking. Or perhaps it’s because I have recovered from so much. My body has healed from surgeries and accidents, and my brain has recovered from the darkness and terror of postpartum obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). My sobriety isn’t an ongoing, lifelong act of recovering. Instead, I consider my sobriety the light that seeps through the broken bits to illuminate my path. It’s the adhesive that holds everything inside me together, strong as steel, forged in the fire, and it delivers me back to myself.

Maybe for some of us it’s something other than recovery. What if, instead, it’s an outgrowing? What would change if you allowed yourself to admit that you’ve outgrown alcohol? How would that shift your perspective? Let’s take a look back and consider other things we’ve been proud to outgrow. Shedding something or someone that holds you back can be exhilarating. Maybe your thoughts are darting back to a high school friend who still regales anyone who will listen with tales of her glory days when she was sixteen. Or maybe you’re recalling a job where you rose through the ranks as you gained experience and wisdom, then left in the dust for better pay and opportunities, never once glancing back at what you’d left behind.

What if alcohol is no exception? What if what once served you in your teens and twenties is now hindering every single aspect of your life in middle age, but you are holding on to it too tightly to realize the relief that is waiting for you when you finally let go?

So often the coping mechanisms we establish when we’re young and powerless no longer serve us as adults. The hard exterior I created to protect nine-year-old me from drunk adults at the party doesn’t protect me the same way as a forty-five-year-old mom of three. Now it serves as a barrier to connection with those I love most. What once served me well is now not only a hindrance but also detrimental to creating a foundation of safety and love for my family. In the same way, the alcohol that brought sweet relief as I went off to college now brings me only uncertainty.

When we’ve been brainwashed into thinking that alcohol is essential to our lives, we can’t see beyond it. I know I couldn’t. I didn’t dare to think about my life without alcohol because my perception of life without it was severely limited. But what if you took a step back to consider























You Are Your Own Abundance














NOW IT’S YOUR TURN



	How did you spend your time before alcohol came into your life?

	What did you do after school when you were young?

	What hobbies did you do before you began drinking?

	What gave you joy when you were younger?

	How have you outgrown alcohol?

	What does an abundant life without alcohol mean to you?

	What is an example of something that served you when you were younger but now only keeps you disconnected?
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