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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to …

			you.

			May it be your companion through your thoughts; may it make you smile, make you question and bring out the light within you.

		

		
			‘There is always light. If only we’re brave enough to see it. If only we’re brave enough to be it.’

			AMANDA GORMAN

		

		
			WELCOME

			Welcome. Welcome to this adventure. If you’ve picked up this book, you’re a curious soul, and curious about your soul; you’re intrigued, wanting to dig a little bit deeper, to find out what your own internal rhythm is. Congratulations on taking that first step towards understanding the most wondrous being of all – yourself. To look within is to step into the most intimate adventure. It takes courage to navigate those inner waters, but the self-discovery, acceptance and reflections that await you in these pages are like hidden treasures. Every new twist and turn in your journey will light up parts of you that might have been patiently waiting – longing, almost – to be acknowledged, seen, heard and felt.

			We start with the biggest question of all: who are you? What makes you ‘you’? What would you like to better, or explore further about yourself? These are questions you may never have asked yourself before but are now ready to start exploring and, at the same time, maybe even finding some answers for. Discovering yourself and what lies within can be quite scary, but it is in this internal dance through the many stages of learning about oneself that we find the essence of what being human is all about; the magical complexities of the ‘self’, and how beautiful it can feel to fully exist within it.

			The self is the ultimate power of the universe. We’re all unique beings of light, sharing a bit of our light wherever we go, day by day. We carry our radiant torch, and with every encounter – be it with others or with our own thoughts – we are guided closer to who we really are. If you approach this book with an open heart and an open mind, I’ve got a hunch it’s going to be your trusted companion on the path to becoming the brightest light you can imagine.

			Life, however, is not always sunshine and rainbows. There’s darkness, too – a shadowy presence that threatens to dim our light. Yet, in the dance between light and dark lies the true beauty of our existence. Without one, the other wouldn’t shine as brightly. Without one, the other loses its meaning. Embracing this dance reveals the awe-inspiring nuances of who we are – every shadow, every glimmer contributing to the breathtaking masterpiece that is you.

			WHY?

			Before we dive into this shared adventure, let me give you a glimpse into the ‘why?’ behind this book – a little peek into the heartbeat of its creation. This project has been a long time coming, a dream quietly nurtured over the years. And no, it was not a dream fuelled by self-centred glory, a mere statement that said, ‘Hey, I wrote a book!’ Rather, the idea sprouted from a desire to connect with you through a different lens, one that might be a bit unexpected. This journey into writing has been my way of stepping into a new realm, a medium where words can share stories that resonate, creating bonds beyond our usual encounters. It’s about meeting you in a space where perhaps you haven’t seen me before, a place where our shared exploration can unfold. I’m not here to boast about writing a book; I’m here to share in a conversation, to connect on a deeper level.

			My wish is simple yet profound: to illuminate the light inside you. This book is a vessel for allowing that light to shine, for tapping into the wondrous radiance we carry within. In my heart, I truly believe that goodness resides in every one of us, no matter what our story has been. We just need a gentle reminder, a mirror reflecting our own inherent luminosity, to fully flourish during our limited time here. So, as you flip through these pages, I invite you to embark on this journey with me. Let this be a shared odyssey, a connection between hearts, minds and the untapped reservoirs of brilliance that make us beautifully human. If you are willing to search, you may just discover many of the wonders that already exist within you.

			WHO?

			First, let me share a little glimpse of my world, filled with the most extraordinary souls who’ve shaped who I am. At the heart of it all are my parents, Maritza and Luis Manrara, whose journey began long before I came along, yet whose footsteps paved the path for my own journey of self-discovery years later. Their story is one of resilience, courage and unwavering determination – a story that unfolded against the backdrop of a changing world. In 1979, amid the political turmoil of communist Cuba, two families made the bold decision to leave behind the familiar shores of their homeland in search of a brighter future. With little more than dreams in their hearts and hope in their eyes, they embarked on a journey that would ultimately lead them to the vibrant streets of Miami, Florida – a city pulsating with the promise of new beginnings. For my parents’ families, Miami was more than just a location on a map; it was a beacon of freedom and opportunity – a place where the sun-kissed beaches and warm embrace of the community offered solace and sanctuary.

			Cuba was a beautiful country too, of course, but behind the idyllic, picturesque holiday destination lay the harsh realities of a life under oppressive rule – a life where dreams were often deferred and aspirations remained unfulfilled. But amid these challenges and uncertainties, my parents’ and grandparents’ unwavering spirits remained undaunted. They forged ahead with resilience and tenacity, determined to carve out a better future for themselves and their family. And it is in their journey that I find my own inspiration – a testament to the power of perseverance and the boundless potential that lies within each of us.

			The road to Miami was not straightforward for either of my parents. My father’s family was faced with a momentous decision – to leave behind their home in the beach village of Guanabo, Cuba, in exchange for a chance at a new life in Spain. The government’s proposal seemed both promising and daunting, offering the allure of a fresh start while demanding the sacrifice of everything they held dear and had come to know. Yet, amid the uncertainty and upheaval, fortune smiled upon them in unexpected ways. As fate would have it, they encountered another family from Guanabo at the airport in Spain, who generously welcomed them into their home with open arms. Together, they weathered the challenges of their new surroundings, finding ingenious ways to make ends meet, such as collecting and selling cardboard boxes to provide for their needs. Through sheer grit and the kindness of others, they eventually secured a small apartment outside Madrid, marking the next chapter in their journey.

			Though Madrid was a respite from Communist Cuba, it wasn’t the final destination. With the support of the Spanish Catholic Commission of Immigration, my father’s family were finally able to obtain the long-awaited plane tickets to the United States of America, where they ultimately settled in Miami, Florida, in 1980. There was one rule my grandparents always insisted on since the very beginning of their journey: that no one was to be left behind. They always stayed together as a family, a trait that was later passed down to me in my own upbringing.

			My mother’s journey from Cuba reads like a gripping tale straight out of an action-packed film, filled with twists, turns and moments of sheer bravery. Faced with the difficult decision of leaving their homeland, my maternal grandparents made the courageous choice to exchange their home for a chance at life in Costa Rica, entering the same government scheme my father’s family was involved with. There, they worked tirelessly in a rice factory, striving to make ends meet in a foreign land. However, destiny had more in store for them. After a few months, a dangerous suggestion led my mother and her family to leave Costa Rica via a system of human trafficking that was smuggling Cubans to the island of Bimini in the Bahamas, one step closer to Miami, which was their ultimate goal as well. They were tightly packed with twenty-eight other passengers into a small jet, and it took them sixteen hours to arrive in Bimini from Costa Rica. However, the real danger came afterwards. At Bimini, my grandparents had a very difficult decision to make. Their hearts heavy with worry, they made the agonising choice to send their children, including my mother and her three siblings, ahead in a speedboat bound for the shores of Miami. Armed with nothing but four quarters and a name scribbled on a piece of paper, the children set sail into the unknown. After a treacherous journey, they made it to the beaches of Florida, and were able to make that life-saving phone call to their family friend whose name was scribbled on that small piece of paper. Alone and vulnerable, they waited on the sun-drenched beach, their young hearts filled with fear. Yet, against all the odds, fate was kind to them, and they were collected and brought to safety. A few days later, my grandparents arrived, completing the journey that had torn them apart. Together, they forged a new beginning in the land of opportunity, where dreams were as boundless as the horizon.

			After embarking on two arduous and intricate journeys, guided by nothing but their dreams, each of my parents eventually found themselves nestled in the small town of Hialeah, Miami. This is where their love story flourished. At the young age of eighteen, my mum found herself expecting me, prompting my parents to exchange vows in an intimate ceremony. With unwavering determination, my mum devoted all her energy to both her work and motherhood, while my father, still in his youth, diligently pursued his high-school education before diving headfirst into the workforce. Their journey was one of survival, marked by the daunting task of learning a new language, adapting to unfamiliar customs and navigating the uncharted waters of parenthood – all at an age when most people are still grappling with life’s fundamentals.

			Yet, amid the whirlwind of change and uncertainty, my parents courageously and gracefully juggled the myriad challenges that came their way. As my paternal grandfather wisely professed, ‘No one gets left behind’ – a sentiment that has always resonated deeply within our family. With the unwavering support of our extended family – comprising grandparents, aunts, uncles and siblings – my parents found solace and strength in each other’s embrace. It was this profound sense of familial solidarity that provided them with the resilience and fortitude to forge ahead, even in the face of adversity.

			As the years passed, our family continued to blossom with the arrival of new life. My aunts and uncles joyously welcomed their own children into the world, and with them came some of my dearest companions – my cousins. Together, we formed an inseparable bond, finding endless adventures in the simplest of things. While our parents toiled away at work, it was our grandmother Iraida who became our guiding light, nurturing us with love and laughter. Growing up in the bustling household of my paternal grandparents, Miguel Angel and Iraida, our home was always alive with activity. Grandma’s kitchen was a hub of warmth and delicious aromas, where she lovingly prepared meals for the entire family. After school, we would eagerly return home, gathering with our cousins to play games and await the arrival of our parents. And on Saturday nights, our home transformed into a sanctuary of familial love and togetherness, as aunts, uncles and cousins alike crowded round a dinner table full of laughter.

			Six years passed, and then, as if by the wave of a magic wand, my little brother Alejandro made his grand entrance into our lives. We affectionately call him ‘Alex’, though his friends know him by the playful nickname ‘Fizzy’. With his radiant smile, which could light up even the darkest of rooms, he became our family’s very own beacon of charisma – a true unicorn in every sense of the word. With his arrival, our cosy family of three blossomed into a lively quartet, brimming with love, laughter and endless adventures.

			Of course, life, as it often does, presented its fair share of challenges. There was a time when all four of us – my parents, Alejandro and I – all had to squeeze into a single bedroom in my grandparents house, cocooned in a world of shared stories and dreams amid the comforting chaos. Yet, despite the occasional hardships, our bond only grew stronger. And just when we thought our family couldn’t possibly expand any further, fate had another surprise in store. When I was thirteen, my little sister Lesly entered the world – a ray of sunshine with the deepest, kindest soul imaginable. Though thirteen years my junior, she possesses a wisdom and maturity far beyond her years. Lesly is an old soul, and I feel honoured to share the journey of writing this book with her. So there they are. My mother, Maritza; my father, Luis; my brother, Alejandro; my sister, Lesly; and all the grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins in between. They’re going to come up throughout the book, so I thought it best to tell you a little about them now. I’m thankful every day that I have them to turn to, no matter the situation. Family has been and always will be the most important thing in my life. Not everyone is close to their family, and that’s okay. But for me, they are my rock, and I love them dearly. There is a famous Spanish saying that goes: ‘Lo importante de una familia no es vivir juntos, sino estar unidos.’ Translated, this means, ‘The importance of family is not to live together, but rather to always be together.’ This echoes throughout my family’s story, from the difficult journey to reach the United States, to now living far apart but still being as beautifully close as we ever were. We may be oceans apart, but our hearts share the deepest of bonds, always.

			That’s my family’s personal history in a nutshell. It’s the story of my parents and how it all came to be from just two Cuban immigrant families trying to live a full life. Their courage and bravery paved the way for me to be able to follow my dreams, no matter how big or small they were. Their tale is one of bravery, but more importantly, it’s a testament to the power of connection and support within a family unit. In an era when conversations about mental health were scarce, it was their emotional fortitude that sustained them through adversity. Reflecting on my upbringing, I realise the profound impact my parents’ values and approach to life had on me.

			They may not have had all the luxuries money can buy, but they possessed something far more valuable: a commitment to facing challenges head-on, armed with empathy, understanding and unwavering familial bonds. As my father often remarked, ‘There’s no running away from problems; it’s about confronting them with an open heart and the strength of family by your side.’ That wisdom resonates deeply within me, serving as a guiding light in my own journey. It’s a reminder that well-being and mental health are universal concerns that transcend background or circumstance. Through honest communication, empathy, vulnerability and love, we can navigate life’s toughest moments and emerge stronger and more resilient. My family’s story is a testament to the enduring power of connection and the resilience of the human spirit. I hope to pass on these same morals and lessons to my own family.

			Thinking about my little family fills my heart with warmth and light, evoking a sense of joy that’s hard to put into words. Our journey together started with a love story as beautiful as it was unconventional – a tale woven with dance moves and sealed with vows exchanged in three different corners of the globe. Aljaž Škorjanec, my husband, hails from the picturesque town of Ptuj, Slovenia. He’s not just the love of my life; he’s my confidant, my partner-in-crime and my soulmate. Our romantic journey started in 2011, in the incredible Broadway dance show called Burn the Floor, which showcased the prowess of professional ballroom and Latin dancers, many of them holding world championship titles. As we danced across the world, our love story unfolded across continents and cultures. I fell in love with him and his beautiful soul more and more with each wondrous new place we visited. A love story that quite literally took over my world. We were able to travel the world together, dancing on stages everywhere from South Africa to Australia to Japan, before settling down in London in 2013. A few years later, in 2017, our love story reached its pinnacle as we celebrated our union with three enchanting wedding ceremonies held in London, Slovenia and Miami – a testament to the richness and diversity of our love.

			Although our love is beautiful and deeper than I can ever fully explain, in 2023 we discovered the biggest love of all. The most beautiful blessing of our lives happened; we became parents to our daughter, Lyra Rose. She is the most wondrous and magical part of our lives. I look forward to the day when I can share the story of her grandparents with her, and how her mother and father met dancing on stages around the world. I count my blessings every day to have her in my life. She is my truest inspiration, and my biggest motivation to do good in this world.

			HOW?

			So that is the story of ‘who’ I am, but ‘how’ did my career come about, leading me to become an author? You may or may not know me for being a dancer in the sparkly world of Strictly Come Dancing, but let me take you on a quick stroll behind the scenes of my career.

			Dancing? Well, that I began practically as soon as I could walk. At the tender age of three, I was already putting on shows for my family – performance sparked joy in me even at that early age. I was a pint-sized entertainer from the get-go. Growing up in a Cuban household in Miami meant there was always music and rhythm surrounding me. It was almost as if salsa and cha-cha-cha were beats ingrained in my soul, making up my very DNA. When I hit the age of twelve, my parents saw the need to give me an opportunity to develop this into something more. They chose to enrol me in a musical-theatre programme linked to a Hispanic TV show, and voilà! My journey to the stage and screen kicked off.

			Now, it wasn’t always easy – balancing school and filming days required some serious juggling skills. Responsibility was my early-life lesson. Fast-forward to me at eighteen, and I ended up taking an unexpected detour into banking and finance at university – because, let’s face it, a little pragmatism never hurts. But deep down, dancing was my true love. I knew it, and everyone around me did, too. Hence, to no one’s surprise, when I turned twenty-three I leaped into the spotlight by deciding to audition for So You Think You Can Dance. Making it to the top eight was a very proud moment for me, but also a life-changing one. It led me to make a major life decision: dance my way into Los Angeles, really try to make it as a dancer, or retreat back home to the safety of banking. Thankfully, the heart won – I chose to dance.

			In LA, from the very beginning, life was a rollercoaster. I moved there straight after I finished touring the USA with So You Think You Can Dance, with big dreams in my pocket. From dazzling moments such as opening the Oscars to the struggle of counting the days until my cash ran out, I faced many highs and lows. But then along came Jason Gilkison, the director of Burn the Floor, and now the creative director of Strictly. Auditioning for Burn the Floor in New York, I eventually joined the cast in London, travelling the world, making memories and meeting my husband. It’s a dance show that has etched itself into my soul and shaped me into the performer I am today. You’ll find that Burn the Floor comes up many times throughout the book, as do the people I met on it. It truly gave me some of the best memories of my life.

			Then came Strictly Come Dancing. A chance encounter during Burn the Floor’s West End run caught the eyes of the Strictly producers. One phone call changed everything – I, alongside Aljaž, was offered a spot on the show in 2013! Eight glorious years followed, filled with dance, joy and unforgettable moments, many of which will also be shared throughout the pages of this book.

			But dances evolve, and so did my journey. In 2020, the BBC’s Morning Live programme beckoned – a taste of hosting excitement. It was this moment that created a snowball effect, kickstarting a different kind of work for me: TV presenting. An opportunity arose, and a door opened into a new chapter of my life. The real game-changer? Landing the hosting role on Strictly’s sister show, It Takes Two, in 2021. This was a dream come true for me. It was a fresh start, a career shift, but one I embraced with my arms wide open, because, as you’ll soon discover, it was a long time in the making.

			Throughout all my adventures, one lesson stands tall above the rest: success requires a dance between preparation and opportunity. When it comes to achievements, there’s a beautiful connection that happens when you prepare for what you want, a chance is given or an opportunity opens, and you leap into the new possibilities. I once heard the author and podcast host Jay Shetty speak about some advice that was given to him at a young age about how to start working towards something you wish to obtain: ‘Knock on all the doors. Not all of them will open, but the ones that do were meant for you.’ I’m thankful every day for the doors I was able to walk through and the paths they led me down. I’m filled with gratitude for the opportunities I’ve been given and for those who believed in me, and I swell with pride at the achievements they have unlocked. The most exciting thing is that it feels as if this is only the beginning. As a self-confessed workaholic, I’m bubbling with excitement to see where the future’s rhythm will take me. And I cannot wait to delve a little deeper into the details of how my story and yours can ultimately connect.

			THE WORK

			Now it’s time to pull back the curtain and explain how it was that this book came to be.

			Once upon a time, the entire world hit pause, courtesy of a not-so-little something called COVID-19. We’re all aware of the challenges that came with it, the chaos and the heartache. Like you, I worried about what would happen if things never went back to ‘normal’. It was a time that demanded a different kind of courage – a calmness that couldn’t be found at the bottom of a wine bottle. (Although, sometimes, that really helped.)

			But it wasn’t all doom and gloom. In the midst of all the madness and sadness, there were moments of reprieve, of switching off from the constant negative hum and finding joy in simple things amid the isolation. A little light started to make its way through to me – a new-found awareness blossomed within me. So, I rolled up my sleeves and delved deep into understanding myself, my thoughts and my feelings. The goal? To emerge on the other side of COVID not just intact, but with a deeper understanding of fulfilment and happiness, even if the world as we knew it seemed to crumble.

			Enter a near and dear friend of mine, former Pussycat Doll and Strictly contestant Ashley Roberts, who suggested an online course, which sparked a major shift in my perspective – ‘The Science of Well-Being’ with Professor Laurie Santos from Yale University. It was a course of countless revelations. What amazed me most was the realisation that many of the tools and methods discussed in Dr Santos’s class were already woven into my life experiences. It was like finding hidden treasures in a familiar landscape, my parents and their approach to life playing a significant role. I enjoyed the course so much. I then took a second course to gain a certification in well-being. Consider me a ‘well-being enthusiast’; someone who loves to learn and then share what I have learned with the world. Enter now, this book.

			This book is for YOU! Think of me as your tiny guide, your very own Jiminy Cricket on this adventure. (Side note: I’m a massive Disney fan, so expect a sprinkle of Disney magic throughout. I’d apologise, but I’m not at all sorry.) These pages are filled with all the lessons I have learned in my well-being studies, along with some of my own stories and memories. Consider this book a helping hand to nudge you in the right direction on your own well-being journey. I may not have all the answers to life’s toughest questions, but what I can share is my experiences, my ups and downs, and a kind of toolkit that I hope you can store and apply to your own story.

			There are four pillars that I consider crucial throughout your journey of the self:

			I – Acceptance

			II – Reflection

			III – The Work

			IV – Discovery

			The book is broken down according to these four pillars, for the sake of progression and to help you understand what each of them contains. Within each pillar, you’ll find explanations of well-being concepts and tools you can use, alongside some of my own personal stories to help demonstrate them. Use them how you feel is best. It’s also important to note that this book is not a chronological tale; it’s more like a buffet of thoughts, so feel free to jump between chapters based on what resonates with you, or to revisit sections as and when you need. There is no wrong way to tackle it. I’ve also added in some of my favourite quotes to serve as reminders of the important takeaways throughout. Let them act as a warm hug, wrapping you up right from the start of each chapter.

			I may appear to be just a tiny dancer from Miami, but I’ve got a big perspective on the world within and around us. I’m beyond honoured that you’ve chosen to embark on this voyage of self-exploration with me. My deepest hope is that this book touches your soul, reminding you just how beautifully bright your light truly is. There will be moments that feel like magic, and others that feel intimidating. But an adventure is not an adventure without its thrilling moments and hills to climb. And as with any quest, you’ll need a companion, which is where I come in. So, let go of all your personal judgements – of yourself and others – open your mind and heart, and let the journey within begin!
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