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My thirtieth birthday passed in a whirl of best wishes, drunken dancing, and outrageous merriment. I felt just dandy. There were no soul-searching moments of “oh, damn it, I'm an old hag now” or “where has my life gone?”

Until a few days had passed.

Turning thirty is cool, but being in your thirties can be a bit of a shock. As soon as your helium balloons deflate and your hangover kicks in, you're left asking yourself three things: Is this it? Have I wasted time? Should I have done anything differently? Your experimental years are behind you and suddenly you begin to regret things you haven't done—rather than things you have.

Thankfully I wasn't the only one feeling like this. Friend after friend, cousin after colleague, stared wistfully into their half-empty glasses of pinot grigio at the end of a night out and tortured themselves with men missed and interviews annihilated. Any girl should regret that extra-short dress she wore to a family wedding, the boy she snogged till she was red from stubble rash, or the time she called her best friend a bitch after a few too many tequila slammers in her twenties. Cringe! Yep, maybe we shouldn't have done those things, but we were young and who knew any better?

Regrets for my friends and me are now about opportunities missed and chances not taken. I've been through quite a lot in my life: my parents' divorce, my own divorce, lost friendships, broken hearts, and bad hairdos. But I've managed to learn from all of the above and become a stronger person, with more understanding and kindness toward others and a sense of priority. So those trials aren't what I regret.

What I regret now are the chances not taken. I look back and resent the time I wasted on faux friends, or office gossip, or working for cruel bosses. I regret falling prey to bullies and not making my voice heard.

I don't regret anything I did. I regret what I didn't do. My lack of action. You really need to grab life with both hands—the good times and bad—and say to yourself, “I can handle this.”

“The worst moment of my life was sleeping through my university crush climbing up my dorm wall to kiss me good night,” laments a good friend and hopeless romantic, Hayley. “My dorm buddies tried to stir me and tell me the good news—yes, he liked me back—but I was half asleep, and instead of throwing on my sneakers and chasing after him, I slept. The next morning I could have killed myself with regret, and he was so mortified by this failed seductive gesture that we never really got together.”

“That's nothing,” a loudmouth named Jane replied when I told her this story. “I dyed my hair blond for my prom, got hot under the dryer, so sat in my pool to cool down. An hour later I had green hair … that was falling out in clumps when I tried to brush it. I wish I'd just spent the money as my friends had and gone to a salon. I missed my prom!”

When we stayed in and missed the party of a lifetime, were we boring? Should we have told the man on the train that we fancied him, seen our inspirational great-aunt more before she died, fought against the in-crowd to stand up for what we believe in? Should we have listened more closely to the words of Lord Jon of Bon Jovi when he sang, “Gonna live while I'm alive/I'll sleep when I'm dead”?

The baggage of regrets weighs a lot and can do your back in. Whether you need to explore new styles, learn to appreciate your loved ones more, or gather the courage to travel the world, I want you to find motivation and encouragement in the following pages. We all have it within us to have wonderful lives. As a wise man once said to me, “The past is finished, the future is unknown, but the present is a gift—open it.”

I've talked to and pestered, stalked, and interrogated hundreds of women to find out what we can do to make our waking hours extraordinary and our sleeping hours peaceful. I've dug deep into my own wealth of “bugger thats” and “grrrr” moments to guide you along the path of least regrets. The result is a must-have list of everything wonderful, important, and life affirming that you have to do now … before you're too old, married, pregnant, or cynical to be able to change things.

Shoulda, woulda, coulda, schmouda! Don't think about it—do it.

You can't bring the past back for a do-over. So let's try to get it right the first time, and make up your mind to have no regrets.
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Yes, it's expensive, and a nonbeliever might claim it's just another type of sparkling white wine. But open your eyes and see the light, because a cool, crisp flute of champers is the most delicious thing that will ever pass your lips. The delicate flutter of the caramel bubbles across your tongue and the fizzy feeling as they dance down your throat are worth a little extra cash.

Champagne is the most ladylike of beverages. From the first time I tried a taste, I knew there was no way I was going back to the pint glasses of cider and tankards of beer of my student days. Those big, burly drinks suited my university clobber of rugby shirts and baggy jeans, but now, as a professional girl living in London, I deserved a touch of class.

Since that first sip, I've earmarked my most amazing memories with a glass of bubbly. New Year's Eves and weddings are the obvious choices, but champagne is also the perfect way to indulge in more private moments of true happiness. Whenever I arrive on a much-needed vacation, I unpack and explore a little. Then I find the perfect spot (normally somewhere with a vista to take my breath away and ideally where I can run my bare feet through sand) and crack open a bottle. I breathe deeply and feel all my worries melt away.

Or you can simply have a glass during the day (or evening) with your best friends. The bubbly allows you to be happy that you're together, whether that week is treating you well or not. This is how I discovered that champagne tastes even better with salty french fries. Try it.

Learn to love this old French luxury. Don't drink champagne as though it's going out of fashion—savor each sip. Don't ever drink it warm or out of a plastic glass. And don't ever drink it with people you can't abide—save it for the people you adore and, most of all, for you.

As you're sipping from the flute, think to yourself: I'm lucky. This is the drink of the Golden Age of Hollywood. With a glass of champagne in your hand, you realize the world is a pretty nice place in which to be!

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“My mother and father were always so in love, and I remember watching them get ready for their date nights, which they held once a week. They'd go off to a local restaurant or to dinner and dancing. In preparation for her night out, as she sat at her dressing table applying lotions and potions and brushing her hair, she'd sip a glass of champagne that my father would bring her, perfectly chilled. Champagne to me will always reflect romance and true love.”
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“As I've got older, I've calmed down my drinking a lot. I used to be able to go out and drink wine, then beer, then shots … The day I turned thirty, I decided that my head—and waistline—couldn't take it anymore. So now I believe in quality, not quantity. And I feel much more refreshed and spoiled having three glasses of champagne on a night out than two bottles of mediocre wine. And my hangovers are not so nearly as painful!”
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IF YOU CAN'T LEARN TO LOVE CHAMPAGNE…

Get your own signature drink that makes you feel decadent and fabulous. Find something that suits you—a drink that allows you to have fun without falling over. It should be a festive cocktail that people know to order for you as soon as you walk through the door. If you have a favorite fruit, find a tipple that is flavored with it and your favorite spirit. Heck, find a friendly barman and get him to invent a drink in your honor! If you're not a drinker, explore delicious smoothies or flavored teas for a special treat.
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In this weight-obsessed world, it's too easy to dismiss the culinary pleasures of our childhood: chocolate milk shakes, Jell-O, gummi bears … and french fries! Life is too short to avoid these delicious strands of potato. You can be a skinny mini anytime, but finding the perfect fry, or “chip” as we call them in England, is a pleasure too good to pass up.

The most divine fry I've ever tasted was in the Cayman Islands. I'd booked the trip to de-stress and to get away from a rainy January in New York (scientists have decided that the third Monday of January is officially the most depressing day of the year, and this trip was all that got me through it!). As soon as I got to the island, I heard the locals and fellow tourists alike raving about the parmesan-encrusted, truffle-oil-cooked french fries offered at the Periwinkle diner in my hotel. I knew they would make my vacation all the more special, so I headed to Periwinkle. The golden batons arrived, and with every bite I thrilled a little more and made my way to the pearly gates of carbohydrate heaven. Crispy on the outside, yet deliciously soft in the middle. With ketchup, without ketchup. With a swig of rum punch or a sip of water, they were friggin' scrumptious, to use an English phrase.

You don't have to be in a five-star hotel in the Caribbean to enjoy the french fry, though—they taste just as good in a greasy diner with a hangover or with your godchildren at a hamburger joint. Yes, we have to be sensible and healthy, but a little bit of what you fancy does you good.

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“French fries remind me of my growing up with my four brothers and sisters. Every summer we'd head to my grandparents' in South Carolina for four weeks. On Sundays, Grandpa would take us to Myrtle Beach to walk the boardwalk and play the arcade games. We'd ride the roller coaster, then, still feeling slightly dizzy and nauseous, we'd head over to the food stall and eat fries until we recovered.”
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“The one thing I was told about your wedding day is that it would fly by too quickly—and how right they were! Mine whizzed past in a flash, in a whirl of friends, family, photos, toasts, gifts… all lovely stuff, but I forgot to eat. Oh, and talk to my new husband! Thank God for room service. At two in the morning we headed up to our room, ordered a club sandwich and fries, and gossiped and laughed about all the memories we'd just made downstairs with all our loved ones. That is still my most romantic meal ever.”
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IF YOU CAN'T HELP FEELING GUILTY FOR EATING FRENCH FRIES…

Shame on you! Look, we all have to think about our waistlines and keep our hearts healthy, but we all need to have fun, too. If you can't totally indulge in anything fried, why not look for french fries cooked without trans fats or find some that are oven baked. Also, try sweet-potato fries—they have a much higher nutritional value than fries made from plain potatoes.
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Too often, we're ruled by fear. It stops us from doing things that would really be rather fun if only we had the guts to try them. Nothing is as fun—or frightening—as singing in front of others, especially if you've got a voice like a cat being strangled. But if everyone's eardrums can stand it, what's to fear? At the very worst, you'll make people laugh and reach for the cocktail list—and there's no harm in that!

I was lucky (or unlucky) to grow up in a karaoke family. Lacking that embarrassment gene, my two brothers and I would happily torture my parents for hours on end. Then my parents caught the bug. Now every New Year's Eve is party time at the Ivenses' house.

As soon as people get “on stage,” they don't want to leave that bit of carpet in the middle of the living room. The clapping, cheering, yelps of encouragement, and moment in the spotlight are all too enthralling to give up. Sometimes we've had to physically wrestle the microphone off some overzealous chanteuse.

The thing to remember about karaoke is it's only a bit of fun—no one expects you to be Tina Turner and belt out an amazing tune. It's all about being silly, having a moment of glory, making your friends laugh, and letting out your inner rock god. Don't let all this pass you by because you have a less-than-perfect voice—just find a song to suit you.

I have found that mimicking a song by a female pop star is the way forward. Madonna, Janet Jackson, and Debbie Gibson—their songs are reasonably easy to croon along to. Or pick a classic that everyone will join in with, camouflaging your mangled tones. The best ones for this route are “American Pie” by Don McLean, “Summer of ′69” by Bryan Adams, or anything by Guns N' Roses. The other option for the vocally impaired is to go down rap alley. A colleague of mine does an impressive crowd-swelling version of Young MC's “Bust a Move” (and she won't mind my saying she can't sing a note!).

Other good options include “White Lines” by Grandmaster Flash, Melle Mel, and the Furious 5 and “Ice Ice Baby” by Vanilla Ice. Everyone will be so impressed that you are keeping up with the lyrics, no one will care what you sound like. So start thinking about what your signature song can be and get practicing.

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“There is a fabulous dive bar in New York's Chinatown that starts up the karaoke machine at midnight. You can order in take-out noodles from the restaurant next door, and everyone who sings gets a free shot. Each time me and my friends go, it's the same… we argue about who's going to get up first. Then we do our favorite tune (Phil Collins's “Easy Lover”) and we're hooked. It's great—we can control the music!”
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“After I split up with my husband a few years ago, I was down in the dumps and found it hard to have fun. But my friends were fabulous and made me go out with them. The safest, nearest place to my private sanctuary (my apartment) was a karaoke bar. One song soon became my anthem—“I Will Survive”! I sang it terribly, but because the sentiment there was so strong—especially after a few mojitos—everyone cheered me on and I sang it with feeling. Now I screech that song out wherever I am and it reminds me how far I've come.”
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IF YOU CAN'T ROCK THE MIKE AT KARAOKE…

Learn a dance routine. Your audience will be so distracted by your impressive grapevine-clap-twirl combo that they won't even notice your bum notes. Or get a singing partner who is so impressive that you can just relax and do backing vocals, earning a big round of applause anyway.
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Every woman deserves to be swept away on the sea of romance at least once in her life. Yes, it should be only a temporary loss of good sense and judgment, but hooking up with a boy toy, a sugar daddy, or a Casanova can feel naughty but nice.

A boy toy is great for fun and making you feel young again—he won't have the same issues and worries as men your age. Let's face it, relationships tend to turn us from confident, happy people into insecure, nervous wrecks—but if you get one young enough (but over the age of eighteen, please), he won't have had nightmare girlfriends to warp him yet. Oh, and perhaps best of all, a boy toy can update your iPod for you.

Sugar daddies are so good for moments of indulgence because it's a mutually beneficial relationship you're creating: the old boys are happy to be seen out with a gorgeous young thang, and you like to be treated like a lady (a skill that unfortunately too many young men have forgotten).

Casanovas love the ladies. It started with their mothers and sisters, and now it goes down the chain to every woman they pass in the street. They love big boobs, small boobs, long hair, short hair, red lips, glossy pouts, a girlish laugh, and an icy stare—and they make you feel like a million dollars. The problem is, they make every other woman feel like a million dollars, too. As long as you realize that and either (a) don't expect a serious relationship, or (b) lobotomize your jealous streak and live with their flirtatious ways, you'll be fine.

Date one of these fun types for the excitement. But call game over before you end up dysfunctional and alone. Just one encounter should be enough to make you realize that when it comes to long-term happiness, there is nothing wrong with the kind man you've met who makes you laugh. You don't need a stereotype—just a really nice chap.

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“I felt like a dirty old woman when I first started seeing Fergus, the sexy barman from my local hangout. He was twenty-one and I'm ashamed to say I was thirty-one. But he made me laugh and I made him smile, and we had the most rocking time. We didn't share the same taste in music, films, or books, but that helped us keep independent and interesting to the other one.”
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“I met a man twenty-five years older than me and I was flattered by his attention. I didn't feel as nervous stripping in front of him as I would have been with a guy my own age, so our love life was much more exciting than you'd imagine. He felt grateful to be with me, and although this wouldn't have been a healthy balance long term, my sugar daddy got me through a tough period in my life.”
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IF YOU CAN'T LET AN UNSUITABLE MAN SPOIL YOU ROTTEN…

Keep whatever relationship you are in romantic. Spoil each other. Make sure you talk to your partner about more than just work, bills, and housework. This sounds simple, but it's easy to get tied down with the minutia of modern living and forget to have fun. Go to the cinema to watch cheesy comedies. Play your favorite albums from your teenage years while you're cleaning the house. Forget about your diets and head to a burger bar for a pig-out. Ask each other mind-expanding questions with answers that keep you surprised: who would play you in a film, which book do you wish you'd written, what is your fondest childhood memory, and so on.
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Why should a fabulous person like you have to wait for someone else to plan a party for you? First of all, surprise parties are overrated. Some loose-lipped buddy always slips up and gives away the surprise. And when someone offers to throw you a party, it's very kind, but then you worry whether she's invited the right people and planned an evening that reflects the real you (and you can't express any of these worries, because she's being sweet to do it). You can avoid a lot of hassle if you send out your own invites and plan your own event.

Do you need a reason to throw a party? Hell no! I've found these reasons to be equally appealing to guests:


It's January, it's cold, and we need
something to cheer us up.

It's July, it's summer, and I need to
make the most of my roof deck.

I've got a new house, and I need you lot
to help me destroy the carpet.

It's Oscar night, so let's all laugh at the
dresses together.

It's Super Bowl Sunday, and the calories
in pizza and wings don't count if we
eat them in front of one another and
the television.

And of course, the classic: it's my
birthday, I'm getting older, and you
need to help me drink to forget.



Last year I was feeling particularly in need of celebration. I was spending my first birthday in ten years as a singleton—and to rub it in, one of my younger brothers and his wife had just had an adorable baby boy. I was moving backward while everyone around me was moving forward, and my birthday was a massive reminder of that.

Donna, a dear childhood friend of mine, had just been through a nasty broken engagement and needed something fabulous to look forward to as well. With our birthdays three days apart, it was obvious what we should do: have a party.

I asked an artist friend to design stylish invitations, which we sent to 150 of the most fabulous, beloved people in our lives. Then, on a balmy Friday evening, on the roof of Soho House overlooking the bustling streets of London, we celebrated getting older. And being single. And our love of margaritas. We partied from 6 p.m. to 3 a.m. and everyone had an amazing time (despite having only one CD—thankfully it was a Whitney!).

You don't need to have a huge bash. People love a party of any size. It's an excuse to get tipsy, dance to music you'd never hear played in a trendy nightclub, get free drinks, and socialize with lots of people you already know and like. How fabulous.

After throwing more than fifty parties in my time, I can share a magic secret: it's all about the music and people. Make sure both of these are fun, cool, and energetic, and everything else is icing on the cake. Allow for five cocktails or glasses of wine per person (nothing kills an event like a dry bar). And if you're going posh and serving hors d'oeuvres, allow seven per person—and a snack at midnight always goes down a treat (think bacon sandwiches, bagels, or even baskets of marshmallows and cups of hot chocolate if you're sending people home). Cheap thrills at parties include organizing midnight dance-offs or hula-hoop competitions and offering up cheap and cheerful goody bags of sweets and balloons as people exit.

So go on, become the hostess with the mostess at least once in your life. It'll instantly increase your fabulousity. There are not many buzzes like the one you get when the best people in your life are all together and having fun because of you.

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“I'm quite a homebody—I've never been a club person or a barhopper. So a few years ago I learned that the best way to handle this and remain social was to turn my home into party central. And I love it… Any excuse, and I'll throw open my doors and start pouring the punch. If Oprah has a landmark show on, it's a girls' night. If the Mets are playing the Yankees, it's a beer and nachos bash. I bought a wide-screen television and a huge fridge, and now my place is the hottest venue in town.”
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“Throwing parties was always my thing. My friends think I'm quite bossy—but in a good way that means I get people organized into having a good time. I took this to an extreme last year, when my husband and I moved into a big, old Victorian house with a shed. We converted the shed into a pub, complete with a jukebox, slot machines, a full bar, and a mirror ball on the ceiling. I like being queen bee, of course, but the one problem is, we've made it so fab, I never get invited out anymore. Everyone comes to us!”

[image: ]



IF YOU CAN'T THROW YOURSELF A PARTY…

Even if you haven't got the financial means to throw a party, you can still become social secretary for your group of friends. Everyone needs a little encouragement—especially in the winter when it's miserable outside. Suggest a big night out with your girls. Organize a guest list at a new club, or find out who has a ladies' night where drinks are free (or two for one, at least). Read the local paper to find out what's just opened or been revamped, when your favorite bands are in town, or what free events—such as outdoor movie nights—are happening soon, and then invite your best pals to join you.
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Now, I'm not the kind of girl to condone antisocial behavior, and despite being a Brit, I am in no way your typical English hooligan. I have never endorsed kicking strangers, vomiting in public, or gesturing with abandon at passersby I do, however, totally recommend getting thrown out of a nightclub just once in your life.

A fabulous nightclub is a wonderful thing. From Les Caves du Roy in Saint-Tropez (the home of the most expensive bottle of champagne I've been foolish enough to purchase) to Tao in Las Vegas (a favorite of Britney's, but we won't hold that against it), nothing can bond you and a gaggle of your best girls like a night out underneath a gigantic glitter ball.

The anticipation of an evening doing something more than going to the cinema or heading out for a meal is intoxicating. It's not just about getting to the nightclub and shaking your tush to the latest tunes. No, no, it's all about the anticipation. It's the hours spent getting ready—the Saturday trawl of the mall for the perfect outfit, the preparation in front of the mirror (think try on, twirl, repeat), highlighting your face with the perfect smoky eye and bronzed cheek combo, and spraying your wrists with your sexiest scent. This, followed by a confidence-boosting margarita and a spin around your living room to Christina Aguilera, and you're just about ready to rock.

Once you and your posse have strutted into the venue, turning every male head in the place, it's time to misbehave. There's nothing worse than just sitting down wistfully or propping up the bar, waiting to be chatted up by your dream man. However much of an inner Bridget Jones you have burning inside you, silence her by having wild, unadulterated fun.

Jump into the DJ booth and give a big shout-out to your friends, set the club alight with a round of Flaming Drambuies, or even work out a dance routine beforehand and take over the dance floor en masse when “Thriller” comes on. I've done this, and it's fabulous. Rather than waiting like a wallflower for a man to buy you a drink, buy your own and have fun fun fun till the lights come up—or a security guard removes you from the dance floor and shows you the door.

I've been chucked out of a nightclub twice, but to be honest, once would have been enough. The first time I was dismissed for trying to get my fellow party people to stage a sit-down protest because the DJ wouldn't play Tiffany's “I Think We're Alone Now.” The second time was for pouring an electric blue cocktail over a man (a.k.a. a pair of hands) for being a disgusting pervert. I argued that he should have been given his marching orders, not me, but he was a regular and a banker—two things in his favor, which left him free to move on to another unsuspecting bottom.

Both dismissals were humiliating for, oh, fifteen seconds, and then my “no regrets” mind-set kicked in and I found each situation amusing.

The main reason you won't regret getting chucked out? It's the easiest way to prove to your children, grandchildren, or lover that you were not always the picture of sense and sobriety! That you indeed were once so rebellious and crazy that people made the effort to remove you from their den of sin.

It's a laugh to get tossed, and life offers too few of those. As long as you've got some money to get home and your friends know where you are (hand signal to them as you're being dragged away), enjoy it.

NB: Let me just quickly add that all throwing-out should occur at a decently young age—mutton dressed as lamb being shown the door is not so much rebellious as tragic. Do it while you're young. And don't make a habit of it—I warn you against getting chucked out of nightclubs becoming a monthly thing. No one likes a drunk or an inmate.

DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…


“I'm proud to say I've been chucked from a nightclub where I thought anything goes and all kind of bad behavior is accepted—Culture Club in New York City. On one occasion, after downing a few too many Ronald Reagan shots, my friend and I got overexcited to hear “Mickey” by Toni Basil and we decided to throw ourselves on the backs of some passing men. They dropped us—sprawling—to the floor. So I jumped on my friend's back, she wobbled on her high heels, and we both dropped to the floor again, tipsy and hysterical. Even the security team pulling us to our feet and wrestling us toward the exit couldn't stop us from peeing ourselves with laughter. The next day we had bruises from resisting arrest, but the bruises faded within days. The giggle-inducing flashbacks have lasted years and years.”

[image: ]

“When my marriage ended and I was spending my days licking my wounds, eventually my friends said enough was enough—they took me shopping and then took me dancing. I realized what I'd been missing during my twenties—the chance to let loose, get tipsy, and flirt, all while doing the electric slide! Yes, I got chucked out once (for erotic dancing on a pole, if you can believe it), but don't miss out on this chance for fun.”

[image: ]



IF YOU CAN'T GET THROWN OUT OF A NIGHTCLUB…

Make out with the DJ. Even if he hasn't been tickled with the handsome brush, he's cool because he's the DJ. If you don't want to be naughty in public, throw your own bash that can be as wild as you like (without ruining the carpets). Strictly speaking, you can't get thrown out of your own party, but you can get so outrageously drunk and disorderly that your boyfriend or best friend throws you out of the melee and into your pajamas, then into bed.


[image: ]

Care too much about what others think? Uh-huh! We all do. We're all so self-aware that we get paranoid about what other people think about us.

This stops us from living as freely and pleasurably, or even as practically, as we should.

Even successful, independent women can feel that going out to restaurants alone makes them look like lonely losers. This notion promotes far too many nights sucked into the television with a nasty microwave meal on our laps or an extortionately priced room-service dinner eaten alone in a hotel room while traveling.

Why do we feel like this? Do you have a niggling feeling that if you ventured into a restaurant to dine alone, the room would stop and stare? The clatter of cutlery would halt as couples whispered in your direction and waiters—thinking that to eat alone you surely must be a few sandwiches short of a picnic—would hover in case you did a runner without paying the check?

I hate to break it to you, sunshine, but you're not that interesting. No one is staring (unless you're possibly wearing a flamboyant hat, in which case people probably are) and no one is throwing you a pity party—they're too busy being absorbed with their own worries, issues, and food allergies.

It's quite mature and sophisticated to eat alone. You get to choose the place, the wine, and whether you want to stay for another thirty minutes to have dessert. And actually, rather than being mean



DON'T JUST TAKE IT FROM ME…








IF YOU CAN'T GO TO A FANCY RESTAURANT ALONE…
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