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For the women of the Love Sober Community and for you, reading this book and making the brave and brilliant choice to question your relationship with alcohol.
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INTRODUCTION

For many of us, the journey to freedom from a toxic relationship with booze has been anything but straightforward. We have been back and forth, trapped in a negative cycle of drinking, feeling ashamed and vowing to never drink again – and then doing it again. Repeat ad infinitum. When we weren’t drinking, we entered an upward spiral, when everything would slot into place. We would feel better, have more energy and better sleep. But then, life would throw a curveball our way, or we would forget the misery of hangovers and hit the F*** It button, and the negative drink cycle would start all over again.

We became fascinated with cycles, negative and positive. We searched for tools to empower us and keep us on the upward spiral. We asked ourselves how we could use the natural ebb and flow of our daily lives, our monthly cycles and our seasonal patterns, and work with our needs instead of overriding them. We searched for ways to flip from having negative self-talk, self-neglect, burnout and habitual drinking running the show to having self-care, self-love and balance at the heart of our lives. We asked ourselves: How can we create a framework to build a life we love sober? This book is how.

We fell in love with the seasons and natural rhythms we saw in the world around us. We noticed daily cycles, as day flows into night and night flows into day, touched by the transition spaces of dawn and dusk. We saw monthly cycles and seasons, as summer ebbed to winter and winter flowed to summer through autumn and spring. We witnessed the way we experience our life cycles from puberty to motherhood to menopause.

We found our process of breaking free from the clutches of alcohol also followed a cyclical pattern and were fascinated to find that this was echoed by models in psychology, which we will be looking at in each season in the book.

We also focus on the upward spiral of change that comes from the decision to be alcohol-free and, using the ideas in these models, we have developed a cyclical methodology for sustainable sobriety to support this – our R4 Balance Method works with the delicate balance needed between action and reflection, innovation and rest to honour the cycles of growth and wellbeing that ensure successful and satisfying sober living. Relating to the seasons, this method gives each part of the year a focus, as follows:

Restore – Spring: growth and preparation, restoring the foundations of our sobriety and wellbeing. Setting our intentions for future action.

Reignite – Summer: conservation and action, reigniting the passion and purpose in our sober journey while protecting our needs and respecting our boundaries.

Rewrite – Autumn: release and maintenance, rewriting the story of our habits and behaviour and developing sustainable tools for living well, free from alcohol.

Rest – Winter:  reorganization and contemplation, resting in order to integrate wisdom learnt from the previous cycles to nurture ourselves and our sober-selves and allow for future growth.

This has been designed with reference to two theoretical models that marry the wisdom of seasonal living with the cycles of the sober journey. The first model, the Panarchic theory1, is based on universal patterns we see in the seasons that underpin evolution and resilience. It follows the familiar journey of the year: growth in spring, conservation in summer evolving to release in autumn before completing the cycle with winter’s role of integration and reorganization . . . Then  the wheel turns again.

The second model, The Stages of Change by Prochaska and DiClemente2, is a fundamental model for understanding behaviour and addiction. Sober-curiosity begins in the cold fallows of our sober ‘winter’, as we reflect on our relationship with alcohol and come to the realization that change is necessary. We call this period of time ‘contemplation’.

We then enter the preparation stage in our first sober ‘spring’, getting onboard what we need to make change happen. Next comes the cycle of action where we cultivate the energy of our ‘summer’ to make changes. After this we enter the maintenance stage in ‘autumn’ to contemplate our further growth in the rest period of winter. These are our sober seasons, if you like.

By tuning in to nature and to our solar seasons and cycles we can rebalance wellbeing in a long-term and sustainable way and stave off the Wine Witch (the Addictive Voice) – that nagging inner critic telling us one glass won’t hurt – in line with these universal principles.

In this book you will find weekly tools and strategies to underpin your wellbeing, help you manage stress and booze triggers, harness your creativity and find the kind of sober self-care menu that makes you feel like you have come home. By building your sober toolkit, you will have the skills and practices to pace yourself, manage your expectations and challenge limiting beliefs. We have also included other cyclical models, in the third week of each season, such as the habit loop and the change cycle. Trust us, once you start seeing cycles, you will find them everywhere!

When we decide to stop drinking it can feel like a cold hard stop, an empty space that feels both uncomfortable and intolerable – a bit like winter. We are not unlike new farmers with empty fields and no idea what to sow in them, no clue what size they are nor what they are capable of growing. Once we have cleared this space, however, we can attend to the quiet growth of our sober journey, looking after ourselves day in and day out. We have planted the seed and as these patterns become new habits, signs of life appear. We see shoots of possibility as we enter our RESTORE season of growth. Our sober spring has arrived. Like crops thriving with water and nutrients, we can feel a surge of energy and a sense of what may just be possible.

As we head into our sober summer, the REIGNITE part of our cycle, our sobriety matures slightly. We enter the static haze of summer, which can be a beautiful mellowing time as we let the warmth fortify us for deeper work and the inevitable storm clouds ahead. We learn that we need to pace ourselves and adjust to the bigger cycles at work. There could be feelings of flatness, and therefore doubt, creeping in every three months in a cyclical way. We must conserve the sober momentum.

The summer can also coincide with busy times and holidays, and we can run ourselves ragged, forget the early lessons and find ourselves triggered to drink again, tempted by hedonistic impulses and quick fixes rather than stopping to connect with our overarching wellness and long-term goals.

As the sun passes its zenith and the days grow shorter, we are really reaping some benefits from sowing our sober intentions and seeds. We enjoy better sleep, our moods have levelled, and we are feeling more confident and established in our sobriety. We have hit milestones and really started to change old patterns and rewire neural pathways. The grasshopper has sung all summer and now we are turning inward to autumn. We are into the REWRITE phase of our R4 Balance cycle.

We need the darkening days after the light days of summer. This REWRITE part of the cycle affords us time to reflect and reminds us – with the falling leaves – of what we can let go, what no longer serves us. Once released, these feelings can mulch down and be repurposed to feed new growth and new ideas. Autumn is a great time for getting our nurturing shoes on and kicking through the leaves. We have another equinox to remind us of the balance of light and dark, that it’s OK to feel sad and to be with our feelings, and honour our darkness and loss as well as celebrate the good times.

Lastly, we head into winter, our season of REST. In this time of our sobriety, it’s a time to reflect, to take stock of how far we have come. We reintegrate and reorganize at this time of year. We may have big festivals or holidays and once again, overwhelm can rear its head. As a static season, like summer, we are encouraged by the wisdom of nature to take a more passive role, to rest as much as we can. This is the field lying fallow to allow for restoration in spring, this is the night to our day and the rest to our activity. It is the perfect season to reflect on what we have done well, what we have accomplished, and feel proud of ourselves before we rush into making new wishes and new resolutions.

When we stop drinking, in whichever season in whichever year we do this, we need new resources – tools to help us cope with the stressors of our lives. It’s strange to think of alcohol as a resource, but it’s helpful in this context to look at it as a negative resource but a resource, nonetheless. We want to encourage you to cultivate and discover new positive resources internally (such as self-compassion, boundaries, resilience) and externally (such as routines, timetables, supportive rituals, sober treats). We can use these as a scaffold while our bodies and minds heal and the internal resources are built and strengthened. Time and repetition are the key, which is why using a timetable of the natural year can be so helpful. It’s there for us and has worked for humans for millennia. Instead of drinking to calm down at the end of the day, to get us through the time of the month or to override our flagging energy levels, we can use these new resources to live better, feel better and stay better.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is designed for you to use however you wish. You might want to start at the beginning and work through the seasons from your own sober starting point, beginning with the spring section, whatever the time of year. Or you could journey alongside the actual seasons, so your outside environment mirrors the season and chimes with the work you are doing in the book – it is a cyclical process, after all, so you will reach all seasons eventually. Finally, you might choose to dip into any one of the seasons at any time, should you ever feel you need its tone, tools and essence.

Each time we head into a different season we are influenced by the elements, cultural influences and family legacies associated with that season. All of these can be potential triggers, but also potential areas of growth and reclamation. In each season, we provide a planner template to help you to put your best foot forward and avoid any potholes on your sober path.

Each week also contains journaling prompts to help you deepen your exploration of the topics and your journey through them. We recommend you choose a lovely journal for yourself and create a ritual for your journaling, such as a favourite time of the week. Work through the questions and note any further reflections as you wish, and decorate it as you would like. Make it your own and special to you. Use it as a little sacred space for you to work with your Love Your Sober Year book.

We hope you enjoy this journey through the seasons and exploration of how the awareness of cycles within your own life can support your wellbeing and nurture your choice to be alcohol-free.

 

 

1 Gunderson, L & Holling, CS (2018). Panarchy Theory. Available at: www.resalliance.org

2 Prochaska, J & DiClemente, C (1994). The Transtheoretical Approach: Crossing Traditional Boundaries of Therapy. Krieger Publishing Company.




[image: ]

Spring

‘I dwell in possibility.’
EMILY DICKINSON
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HARNESSING THE POWER OF THE GIFTS OF SPRING TO RESTORE

Spring is associated with new beginnings, new ideas, optimism and rebirth. We see the first bulbs appear, alongside baby animals, and sense the lengthening days more palpably. In sober circles, people often experience the beginning of their sober journey as a honeymoon period with its attendant feelings of invincibility and lust for life. Like boisterous toddlers finding our feet, we need support around us and an environment that helps us to learn this new way of living. We need to clear away obstacles and reduce risks, being mindful not to run before we can walk. In coaching, this is the start of a virtuous upward spiral where we set out our goals and intentions for the beginning of our journey.

Early sober spring is a delicate balance of both heady optimism and steady routine. We need a good deal of hope and optimism at this stage as we may toil without obvious fruition or reward, as much of the work we are doing is underground. Preparing the right conditions will bring dividends if we show up each day and make a pillow promise to hit the hay without having drunk alcohol.

As we grow into our sobriety, a bulb shoots and begins to grow. We need to nurture its roots to protect its growth, tending carefully to the basics of our routines and being patient with ourselves. Spring is about RESTORING our health, reconnecting with things we loved before alcohol got in the way and preparing the ground for sober growth. In late spring, the shoots begin to appear and we pick up some momentum. Day in and day out, we build habits, seeing shoots of possibility, and the upward spiral starts to have a life of its own. We find sober friends, and the time we have regained from drinking – and recovering from drinking – is filled with hobbies, learning, resting, and our healing journey begins to flower.

Spring is a special time, vulnerable yet steely in determination. We know we can’t control everything but by setting the intention to change our relationship with alcohol we know what we are planting and what we want to grow and manifest in our lives. Now we just need to practice daily self-care to cultivate favourable conditions for our sobriety to blossom.

The key themes we are going to explore in spring are:

[image: ] Setting intentions, growth, new ideas, optimism, inspiration, changing habits, managing stress triggers, overcoming people-pleasing, and nurturing self-care

Return to spring any time you feel the need to reset intentions or revisit the groundwork you have already laid.


REASONS TO BE CHEERFUL IN SPRING

Daffodils, bulbs, eggs, baby animals, new exercise, new journal, spring cleaning, Easter eggs, blossom, nature trails, hope, wishes, new plans, optimism.
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FOR YOUR JOURNAL

How do I want to feel this spring?

What matters to me the most this season?

What about this season makes me feel at my happiest/calmest /most joyful?

What would I like to create or nurture in my life this season?

What elements make spring special for me?

What fears would I like to release this spring?

Because I was sober, this week I . . .
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WEEK 1 : YOUR SEASONAL PLANNER

‘Plan your work and work your plan.’
UNKNOWN

Before we dive in, let’s have a look at the overview of your spring. Like seasonal cartographers, we design our life map according to the natural features and lay of the land and plan our route to better prepare for our journey. What celebrations do you have coming up? What challenges might they bring? Is it a heavy work season? How can you take things off the list? What fun things have you got to look forward to? None? Right. Let’s fix that!

We always say that sober tools are life tools, in that they help us manage stress, find comfort, and identify what we authentically need to be well. Some of these are practices such as self-compassion or movement and some are practical tools to manage our time.

Here we have provided a simple planner to note your intentions for specific dates and some questions for deeper reflection to help you prepare for your Sober Spring.

[image: ]
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HOW TO USE YOUR PLANNER

Look through your diary and pick out the days that are family birthdays, major festivals or national bank holidays. Plan for when you will need to self-protect your sober choice the most.

Creating a life you love sober is about widening your choices and trying out new things. Your life may have revolved around alcohol for a long time – now it’s time to flex your sober muscle and try new things. So, this season challenge yourself to:

[image: ] Choose a social activity that you want to try alcohol-free

[image: ] Try a new alcohol-free drink

[image: ] Have a go at a new hobby or activity that you have always wanted to try

[image: ] Say no to something you don’t want to do

[image: ] Add in some movement (such as dancing or stretching)

[image: ] Practice self-care
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What associations do I have with these major dates coming up?

How confident on a scale of 1-10 (1 being low confidence and 10 being watertight) do I feel about managing this period alcohol-free?

Which activities do I want to opt out of this year?




What key dates have I identified that are important to me?

How do they normally relate to drinking alcohol?

What new rituals can I introduce?

Are there certain dates I need to plan around because of alcohol?
What will I do?




What do I need to do to increase my confidence level by 1 point on these dates? (Have a friend there, opt out, drive, journal more, get a coach?)

What might I do instead?

What might I drink instead?




 What can I plan in instead?

Because I was sober, this week I . . .

What is your confidence level now out of 1–10? Hopefully it will have improved. If not, go back and see if you can generate more options to encourage you.
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WEEK 2 : SETTING YOUR INTENTION
Seed wishes

‘Begin with the end in mind.’
JOHN WHITMORE

In coaching, rather than focusing on the problems right in front of us, we focus our attention by asking questions to get a clear picture of what we actually want, rather than what we simply don’t want. If we can imagine a life free of hangovers, with boundless energy, better sleep and sparkling eyes, this is going to motivate us more in the long run than just thinking, ‘I really don’t want to drink’.

Although this coaching approach is a modern modality, it actually has its roots in ancient yogic traditions. At the beginning of new cycles, practitioners would use mantras called sankalpas or seed wishes – affirmations of positive intent – to help them align with what they wanted to bring to fruition.

The idea of the sankalpa is more than a resolution. Rather than something we are striving for, it is articulating a seed of possibility as if it is already true. (‘I am happily sober’, ‘I am present’, ‘I have peace’.) The passing of time and the right conditions and care make the sankalpa grow and bear fruit. These wishes are set with self-compassion and acceptance. Although we want our plant to grow and bear fruit, it will take time, and there is nothing wrong with the seed if it has to be re-sown a few times to find the right growing conditions. New habits take time and practise and we are starting to embed our sober habit in this very first stage by naming our intention and making it explicit to ourselves. After we set our intention, we take small daily steps and trust the process. We have made a promise to ourselves and we can return to this seed wish and use it as an anchor to remember our intention.

When I decided to stop drinking the last time, I made a promise to myself that came out of a self-compassion practice which had a profound experience on me. I realized that when I drank alcohol, I disconnected from myself and I promised I would never abandon myself again. That morning, I wrote my sobriety mantra which is, ‘Sobriety is my fundamental act of self-care, which informs all others.’ Sankalpa actually means a “vow to your highest truth”. Whatever the trigger or feeling that came my way over the next few weeks or months I went back to that mantra, which I couldn’t argue with – it was just true. KATE

My sober seed wish was around mental health. I am doing the best I can to look after my brain. When I had the knowledge that alcohol made depression worse, I couldn’t unknow that. I made a promise to do what I could to be well. I made the intention to live not taking my health for granted. I had brought children into the world and they deserved a better example, someone who modelled self-care, self-compassion and healed
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