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For Paul,

Who always believed in me and somehow, even though
you aren’t with us anymore, inspires me to be a better person
every day. I miss you, friend, forever and always.
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Introduction


Without the rain, we wouldn’t feel grateful for the warmth of the sun.



Right, guys. Before we go any further here, I want to let you all in on the biggest secret of them all – there is no secret to being happy! And I know what you’re all thinking: ‘She’s a fraud!’ ‘She’s a liar!’ ‘The cover says you have all the secrets!’ But please, before you all demand a refund, allow me to explain. The reason I can’t prescribe a one-size-fits-all answer – which actually may be the ultimate secret to happiness in itself – is because happiness is subjective. It looks and feels completely different for everybody, and the journey there is different for everyone. I am so not qualified to tell anybody how they should be living their lives, so if you’re looking for a book packed with rigid rules, laws or commandments, this isn’t the book for you. What this book is is a bit of a trip down memory lane, a recap of all the moments (and all the mistakes) that have helped make me the woman I am today – by no means perfect, but a work in progress who feels happy every day. Not all day every day, mind you – show me a woman who says they’re happy all day every day and I’ll show you a liar!

This book is chock full of all the lessons I’ve learnt from Geordie Shore in my twenties, of break-ups with fiancés (on television, I might add), of patching up relationships and binning the bad ones, of winning I’m a Celebrity, then figuring out who I wanted to be. This book is full of lessons learnt about grief, mental health, social media, and how health and diet affect our moods, our self-worth, and how we see ourselves in the world. It’s about family resolutions and ups and downs with friends. My life will be very different from yours, but I’m hoping by sharing my stories, you’ll feel understood, supported and empowered, and they will help you get to grips with what’s going on in your life, either in the past or right now. I’ve had my fair share of ups and downs, I feel like I’ve lived, and if there’s anyone out there feeling like they’re going through things on their own, or they don’t quite have everything figured out while everyone else around them looks like they do, or they’re worried that they’re not achieving what they should be, or feeling or looking how they should, I want this book to let you know you’re not alone. None of us have got it figured out, not even me – who had the fucking cheek to write this book!

I’ve learnt the hard way that part of being happy is embracing the journey, the imperfect. There is no end destination where you get to tick a box, and say ‘I made it, I’m perfect and I’m happy and I’m always going to stay that way. La la la la la laaaaaa.’ I’ve read quotes that state happiness is like a leaky tyre. It deflates every so often, and you need to pump it up with what it needs to stop it deflating, then keep going. I can see that! Every step of the way, every mile travelled, each ebb and flow that pushes and pulls you, is part of that journey to accepting yourself – and you need to go with it rather than fight it. Perfection isn’t real, it’s a construct. If it was real, we’d never feel good enough. It’s when you let go of that desperate search for perfection that you can truly start to live, and to feel a sense of happiness and gratitude about who you are and what you’ve got.

I want a grazed knee. I want a mysterious leg bruise every so often. I don’t mind a spot every now and then. I want a gravy stain on my trackie bottoms. I want a hangover occasionally (although not too often, I couldn’t cope!). Sometimes I want a good whinge about my period. Sometimes I want to be sad because I miss my mam. I want all these things because all these things remind me I’m human, and they help me value the good times. To see the contrast between light and shade, and to appreciate the difference. If you don’t have the grazed knees, the bruises and the hangovers, or a day when you have bad skin, you might not appreciate the days when you wake up with a clear head and clear face, or the days when you finally get to be with your mam. I want these things in my life because I think a little hardship makes us more grateful for the good times. This book isn’t going to teach you how to have only light days – that’s not fucking possible! – and even if it was, would you really want that? I don’t know about you, but I like being reminded to be thankful for what I do have. I like that every day I’m learning and growing and improving.

Let’s be real

I spent so long hating who I was. I really did. I spent so long having other people hate me, too. For such a long time, during my twenties in particular, I was lost and confused, and inauthentic. That Vicky was stagnant, defensive and angry. When I started wanting to be better, I began to clearly see what I wanted out of life, and I recognised the things that most women not only want but deserve: a nice partner who isn’t going to hurt them, a home they feel safe and secure in, good relationships with friends and family, and the ability to look towards the future with positivity. So I made a conscious decision to try and be better. And for a while, it was really hard. I’d spent so long being a rubbish version of me, being bad Vicky. It was a real effort to change. But the more time I spent being patient, and being kinder, and actually showing up for myself and giving myself a bit of love, the easier it got. And I stopped being so hard on myself, and subsequently, this version of me I’ve got now, after years of hard work, was built and added on to, and made to feel right. Made to fit. The authentic version. The real me.

I let go of feelings of anger, and hurt, and those memories and resentments from things that happened to me ten years ago. When you let go of the past, all the stuff you’ve been beating yourself up about fades away and you can start afresh. I think once I stopped raking over the coals of my life, I was able to focus on who I could be and unlock my potential, and then it became the easiest thing I’ve ever done to be authentic and embrace unapologetically who I am. Which, by the way, is a total fanny. But now I own being a total fanny. Some people might think I’m super strong and confident, but I’m actually a really vulnerable and sensitive person, and scared a lot of the time. Oh my god, I’m literally always terrified, but I’m not afraid to admit that to anyone now. You know why? Because we all are deep down. And why wouldn’t we be? Life is fast and confusing and unpredictable, so it’s understandable that we’ll feel hesitant from time to time.

I struggled for so long to find the best version of me that now I’m fiercely protective of her, and you best believe I’m never going to lose sight of her again. I encourage readers of this book to keep sight of their authentic self, as well – because it’s in authenticity you can finally like who you are, even love who you are, whether you’re alone with your thoughts, surrounded by friends or in a crowded room full of strangers. And that is a pretty amazing feeling.

A word of warning for all you reading this and hoping to embark on some personal improvements: some people don’t like it when other people get healthy. People noticed the change in me, sometimes before I noticed it in myself, and their reactions told me a lot about their intentions. When you start to make positive changes, you’ll work out who isn’t in your corner, and who is. For example, my mam recently told me she was grateful for the relationship we have now.

‘I’ve always loved you,’ she told me, ‘you’ve always done things that impressed me, like going into the jungle and getting out of your comfort zone, but sometimes I didn’t like you very much. But now, who you are growing into makes me really proud to be your mother.’

Granted we’d had a couple of drinks, but I do feel a drunken person’s words are a sober person’s thoughts, and her telling me she’d noticed all the work I was doing showed me she was paying attention; it reminded me just how much she cared.

‘People always used to tell me you were clever when you were at school, and you could do anything you set your mind to, and it was nice to hear but it never impressed me. Now, when I hear you’re polite or kind, that makes me proud because that’s a decision you’ve made. Being clever isn’t a decision. You’re choosing kindness.’

It meant a lot to me that my mam noticed this person I was trying to be, that I was slowly becoming. I’m doing it for me – you have to do it for you, you can’t do it for anyone else – but it’s lovely to make a positive impact on others too. You don’t work hard to buy a nice house to sit in it on your own; you work hard so your friends can come round to that house and have fun, and you work hard so you can take your mam on holiday, and you work hard so your sister doesn’t have to worry about money all the time. When people start to notice changes you make, it makes it even more worthwhile.

Ignore the idiots

There’s obviously the other side, when sometimes your personal growth and achievement holds a mirror up to other people and shows them what they’re not doing, and it can get quite ugly and dark. I’m lucky I’ve got good friends, and they all seem content to let me shine. They’re happy with what they’re doing, whether it’s getting promoted, having babies, getting married, or just still figuring it out. They can be supportive of me and feel happy for me, and vice versa. But I do see jealousy and envy, especially on social media, from people who want to remind me of who I was ten years ago and the decade of drama I’ve been through publicly, be it my weight fluctuations, my tumultuous relationships with friends, family and lovers, or the mental health issues that followed my fame, and the criticism and attention it brought. They want to humiliate or insult me because of them. But I, and you, have to learn to ignore these idiots who want to pull you back into being that lesser version of yourself. Don’t let them make you doubt yourself. Don’t let the fact that they’re intimidated by you stop you shining. You’ve got this.

I know I’ve come on leaps and bounds, and I am a new person. And some people don’t like that. They are the people who are insecure in themselves and want to keep you down to make themselves feel better. Do not give in to these people who don’t have your best interests at heart. Cut them out of your life if possible because they don’t deserve you. They are not able to keep up you with as you go forward in the positive direction you’re headed, so they’ll try and dissuade you from forging boldly on. Only take the good, supportive, encouraging people with you on your journey. They are the ones who deserve to be along for the ride.

Help yourself

This book isn’t here to tell you what to do – I mean, following my escapades might help you realise what NOT do to – but ultimately, it’s here to make you feel better when you have gone ahead and done the things everyone told you not to do, and their warnings come true, and you feel silly or sad or have a head full of regret. I am here to say, ‘Don’t worry, you’re not the first and you won’t be the last, pet, you’re not alone.’ I want this book to feel like a hug. I want you to read this book and know I’ve been there, I understand you and I’ll be your mate. This book can be the place you come where you know you won’t get judged. When your mates are sick of hearing you’ve got back with that toxic fella for the thirteenth time, and thirteen was unlucky after all (who knew? I mean, EVERYONE! But we move on . . .), I’m going to tell you it’s all okay, and that nothing you’ve done is irreversible. Believe me, there’s nothing you can do that is so bad that I haven’t done worse. I’ve designed this book to let you know that we’re all a bit fucked up, and we’re all still figuring it out. We all travel at our own pace, facing speed bumps and twists and turns, but we can keep going. I hope you’ll work through my stories and misadventures and realise you’re not the only one who’s had a shit day, a shit boyfriend or a shit job.

We need to support each other, and to understand there is not one blueprint for life, or a right or wrong way to live. For so long, I was made to believe that if I didn’t have a partner, or I didn’t have kids, or if I didn’t have a dream wedding, then I wasn’t a success. It didn’t matter how many television shows I did, or how many fitness DVDs I made, or books I released, I felt everyone was looking at me like I was a sad, single girl who couldn’t keep a fella. And I don’t want any other woman to ever feel like that. Success, to me now, is being happy, content and liking who you see in the mirror, and that doesn’t come from having a fella, or having loads of kids, and it doesn’t come from having loads of money either – it comes from working on you and embracing who you are, whether it’s your little boobs or your massive bum, your impatient side or your terrible timekeeping.

If you want to be the cool aunt or uncle and not have children of your own, that’s amazing. If you want to be a hippy parent who doesn’t believe in using deodorant, and has a million kids running around with no shoes on, you do you. If you want to be a badass CEO and order around a staff of 200 people, fucking get yours! Just try not to look at someone else and be jealous of what they have, or judge them for what they haven’t done, or feel inferior because their life highlights in some painful way what you think yours is missing. We’re all different, and it’s taken me thirty-three years to work this out. I don’t have to have a partner and loads of kids to be whole. But I have to be authentic, and kind – to myself and to those I love – and I have to believe that the more I grow, and learn, and stop trying to be perfect, the happier I will be. And I’m so glad you’re here on this journey with me.




1

Finding your feet in your pesky, pinot-filled twenties


Don’t panic, don’t rush, don’t force anything. Soon you’ll be the person you deserve to be, with the right people alongside you.



I have always been driven and focused, scarily so. If you speak to my mam about it, she’s guaranteed to bring up this one moment in my life when I was about eleven years old – a story I find super embarrassing but she absolutely loves it. It’s the tale of when she caught me doing an extra-curricular school project about safety in the science lab, and I can remember it as clear as day – and not just because she won’t let it go but because it is burned into my memory as the moment I realised my mam thought I was a nerd. Our science teacher had been telling us off that week because everyone was being careless and reckless, not focusing enough on being careful with all the equipment in the lab, and he was at the end of his tether. So he said, ‘If anyone wants to write an essay about how you should conduct yourself in here, you’ll earn extra credit.’ And of course, I rush home, turn on the computer, and sit there working away while all the other kids are out in the street playing and having fun. I’m writing this essay – not for school, just because I want to do it – and my mam comes in, can’t believe her eyes, and takes me to one side to teach me about the importance of switching off and letting loose, lecturing me on how I needed to go out and make friends, reminding me that I was a kid.

At the time I remember thinking, bore off and let me write about Bunsen burners, mam, I could be saving lives here! But it was such a pivotal moment in my life. My mam still says, ‘If I knew what you were going to turn into during your teens and twenties, I’d have encouraged you to keep writing that essay.’ Bless her, if only she’d known what was coming.

It was just the way I was, though; I was born with a razor-like focus. Even from eleven years old, I knew what I wanted out of life and I knew I was going to get it. I wanted to be successful, but I suppose my idea of what success looks like changed a lot over the years. It’s still changing as I get older. When I was eleven, success to me was simple. I wanted a life like my mam and dad had, I wanted a job and I wanted to be good at it, and I wanted a husband, kids and a nice house. A sweet little life. When I turned eighteen, success looked like a nice car, a designer handbag and dating a famous footballer. (Cringe, I know! But can you honestly tell me that you didn’t become obsessed with the idea of becoming a WAG after you watched Victoria Beckham and Cheryl Cole at the 2006 World Cup? I rest my case.)

But let’s be clear: I didn’t want to date the footballer for his money. No matter what age I was at, and whatever goals I had, one thing has remained constant: I have always wanted to make my own money and to be able to look after myself. Probably inspired by the strong women in my family, I’ve never wanted to rely on a man. I just knew that the idea of asking a man for anything didn’t sit well with me and I wanted to be self-sufficient. By the time I was eleven, I had a paper round. Granted, my mam did most of it, bless her – another fact she doesn’t let me forget: ‘You did it for about two weeks, and then there I was, driving around in the car with you.’ By the time I turned fifteen, I worked in Shelly’s Shoes, and at sixteen, I got a job in Kookai, which made me feel like the duck’s nuts. I got 50 per cent off, man! My point is, even from an early age, I always wanted success and independence, in whatever form it took at the time, whether it meant being able to buy my own shoes and handbags as a teenager, or being able to help support my family as an adult.

The university of life

When it came to choosing my college degree, my mam gave me some sound advice. She said, ‘Choose something you love, because if you don’t love it you won’t go. It doesn’t matter to us what degree you get, as long as you’re enjoying it.’ I love theatre: Shakespeare, watching plays, the costumes, I just love the drama and magic of it all. So I chose to take drama, media and cultural studies and I have never regretted it once. I loved it and have some of the BEST memories from uni. I worked hard, as driven and determined to succeed as ever, and was juggling three jobs at the time. But I played hard, too (obvs). I chose Liverpool John Moores University because it wasn’t far from home but mostly because I wanted a Scouse boyfriend – I really loved the accent and they’re so much fun. Although, you know what, I never bloody got to kiss a Scouser the whole time I was there! Aside from that, I’m so pleased I chose Liverpool. It’s such a fun and vibrant city and the people are so warm and friendly – a lot of similarities to Geordies, if I do say so myself.

But despite all that, getting a degree didn’t work out how I thought it would. Little did I know I was going to be leaving university the year that there’d be 300,000 graduates applying for only 30,000 graduate jobs. In short, I was totally fucked. The market was over-saturated with us, and I had no prospects. I was terrified. Suddenly my mam’s advice about choosing something I loved didn’t seem so wise and I wished I had chosen something more vocational and job specific. I just assumed I’d work hard for my degree and get to graduation day, chuck my cap up in the air, and I’d be so sought-after in my field that someone would literally walk out of the crowd, shake my hand and offer me a great job, exclaiming ‘You’re exactly the person we’re looking for!’ Like out of a film! If you worked hard and were focused, a job would come your way – that’s what I’d been led to believe. But it wasn’t true. All those other graduates I was competing with were also hard-working and focused and had some seriously useful degrees, whereas mine – I mean, what was mine useful for? One of my modules was a three-month-long course on the art of mime. Who in their right mind was going to employ an amateur fucking mime act? I’d had a great time, made some incredible friends, learnt how to budget and how to do my own washing, but I didn’t come out of there in a good position to face the world. I was naïve, skint and starting to get scared.

Returning home

Unsure of what to do next, I ran straight back home to Newcastle with my tail between my legs. I moved back in with my family and got a part-time job in G-Star, a very cool jean store in the city that was frequented by loads of lovely-looking lads, including all the guys who worked the doors at the coolest local bars and nightclubs, who’d always ask if I wanted to get my name down on any guest lists. I thought I’d played an absolute blinder. I had some luck with all my part-time jobs to be fair, and it was fun, but I did feel a bit like I was scurrying home under a cloud of shame, having failed to stand on my own two feet and secure a job. Here I was, back under my mam and dad’s roof. It was difficult because after three years of uni – when you don’t have to come home at a certain time, and you can eat pizza for breakfast, and if you want to bring a boy home – there’s no one there to judge you. I was having to abide by their rules, which was good and bad I suppose. All of that university life thing is amazing, but it is hard, too. I have memories of stealing toilet rolls from bars because I’d run out of money to buy my own. I used to live above a bar, and come the end of the week, I’d go there to buy a burger and a beer for a fiver (which apparently I did have money for) and go into the loo and steal the toilet tissue. And when you’ve done that for three years, it starts to take its toll on your soul. Back in Newcastle, I remember thinking, I’m just coming home for a few months. I’ll save up enough money, and then I’ll move to London. And I believed it. As a student, I’d toyed with the idea of being a journalist and becoming the London version of Carrie Bradshaw. I imagined that at this point in my life I’d be this sassy writer, living a fabulous life and influencing an entire generation of women with my witty and salacious words, wearing Jimmy Choos and having sexy and adventurous encounters with mysterious and handsome fellas. Instead, I was living back home with my mam and dad, in my childhood bedroom, Blu-tac still on the walls from my Take That posters, and a 1 a.m. curfew – not striding around Piccadilly Circus in my tutu, inspiring a nation of women. You’ve got to admire that naïve confidence you have in your twenties, haven’t you?

But, wouldn’t you know, I loved being back home. I’d missed my mam, and my sister, who had grown up so much while I was away. She had a boyfriend with a car, a job, and lots of Vivienne Westwood handbags (which she kindly let me borrow sometimes). She was no longer just an annoying little sister, but a really fun and cool person who I wanted to spend time with. Honestly, I just loved her so much. And being back at home, where there was always a fridge full of food, was a dream. I suppose it was the little things about being home I had missed as well. You’ll never underestimate the value of a spice cupboard after you’ve been away to uni. Before you go, you never give your mam’s spice or baking cupboard a second thought. If you need oregano or flour, you just know it’s going to be there. But when you go away to uni, and you don’t have those things, you start to realise it takes years to build up a good spice rack. I came back and everything was there, and – I know it sounds so silly – but that oregano brought me such comfort. I have never taken oregano for granted ever since.

What I’m trying to say in a herb-heavy way is that I just loved being at home. But I got too settled and for the first time in my life I stopped being this really excited, driven person. I’d really pushed myself at uni, to go somewhere new and try something new, and meets loads of new people, and I’d thrived, but I was tired. When it hadn’t worked out how I planned it in my head, the prospect of putting myself out there again scared me. What do I do now? Do I have to be skint again? Where will I get my oregano if I leave? I was so comfortable and relaxed being at home that I allowed my ambition to fade and stopped looking towards the future, which at this point was a bit of a mystery to me. Living day by day like this was a slippery slope. Weeks turned into months, and as I sunk into my life back in Newcastle my dreams of the big smoke and high-heeled journalism began to fade away.

I was still working at G-Star, but also hosting at bars and nightclubs. I was one of those door girls – you know, ‘if you’re name’s not down, you’re not coming in’ type of people. I’m a little ashamed to admit that I thrived off the power. I went a bit power mad in fact and became such an arsehole. You know, as a student, you’re the bottom of the social standing hierarchy, you’re drinking doubles for a quid, and you’re not exactly glam, are you? So when I went home and had all of my sister’s fancy handbags, and all of my mum’s fancy spices, and was able to work in nice clubs, I got comfortable and felt like I was 100 per cent that bitch. And it wasn’t long before I started going out with an old boyfriend . . . (always, ALWAYS a recipe for disaster, by the way).

So, before I knew it, I’d been back in Newcastle for six months, and the Carrie Bradshaw version of me was a very distant memory. I felt trapped. I wasn’t miserable – in fact I thought I was the coolest cat in town – but my world had become really small again. I’d always wanted to travel and live in loads of different places, and have adventures, but I changed during this time and became really happy with this comfortable, reduced world. I’d been out of my comfort zone for so long at uni, and I regressed once I was back in the family home.

Despite this, I don’t regret that time – it’s when I made all of the amazing friends that I have today. It’s when I cemented my incredible relationship with my sister. It’s when I got loads of fabulous G-Star jeans. And it was nice to feel safe for a while, after I’d been under so much pressure at uni. But I do remember it being the time in my life when I had the least ambition. I could go out every night of the week. I knew all the doormen in Newcastle. I didn’t have to queue anywhere. I never paid for a drink . . . and I remember thinking, life doesn’t get any better than this. Sad cow.

Daiquiri divas and late-night whistle blowing

This was the stagnant mindset I was in when Geordie Shore appeared on my horizon in 2011. I was happy but painfully aware my mates had started to get good jobs, and it was starting to make me feel a bit left behind. There were suddenly fewer people to go out with midweek and I felt this fear that people were starting to move on – everyone, apart from me. It was at this time that MTV were sending groups of young people – undercover producers – out in the nightclubs, asking them to try and spot who would make a good television star. I ran VIP rooms in different bars and nightclubs four nights a week at this point, so chances were they were going to run into me sooner rather than later. Newcastle is a small place, and news travels fast, so I knew who these people were and I’d always look after them, get them a table and a cheap bottle of vodka. I became their unofficial Newcastle tour guide. I’d be their first port of call when they wanted someone’s opinion about anything local. They’d point out lads and I’d fill them in, ‘He talks a good talk, but he cannot pull a muscle,’ and lasses, ‘Aww yeah, she’ll be class, she goes over like a granny on ice skates.’ And it grew from there, we built up this really great rapport, and I still speak to some of them today – despite all the tears and tantrums, and me probably calling them all sorts when we were filming drunk and belligerent. We bonded
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The Secret To . . . Surviving the most turbulent time of your life
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