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You Only Live Once

Find Your Purpose. Reclaim Your Power.
Make Life Count.
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Shit-Faced + Shoeless

As I looked at each digit on the screen in front of me and blinked as though it could be a mistake, it dawned on me – I had completely and utterly changed my life.

I was looking at the money that little old me had made over the last four years, and it had surpassed a million fine English pounds. One freaking million. But this money was more than just seven digits on a screen; it was a representation of how I’d gone from a mere desire to change my life to this very moment writing this book for you.

My name is Noor and ten years ago, at the age of 24, I can assure you that I was not living the life I had imagined I would have been by my mid-twenties. I was more ‘hot mess’ rather than life success.

At 24, I thought I’d have been in some fancy job in London (that I’d got as a result of outstanding university results), living in Chelsea, one hundred per cent madly in love with a man who just adored every single part of me, and possibly with a litter of children.

Instead, I was completely shit-faced, walking barefoot down the bar-lined strip in Ibiza, surrounded by young people excitedly drinking from neon pink fishbowls as they planned their night of debauchery on the White Isle. I was with my friend Alan, and because I was so drunk and kept falling arse over tit with the heels I was wearing, Alan did what any good gay friend would do, he took my beautiful three-inch high-heel shoes and threw them into some random field. Curiously, there was a field nestled in the back streets of San Antonio, or perhaps it was someone’s garden. Who knows? As I said, I was shit-faced and shoeless.

My level of intoxication was the result of a semi-celebration of being single and finally being out of an 18-month-long relationship with Mr Wrong 6.0, and partly in mourning for the fact I was still freaking clueless about how I was going to meet Prince Charming. So I did what any self-respecting 24-year-old who lived in Ibiza did – I went out and drank my body weight in Jägerbombs. I think it’s probably a good thing to give you some context of how I ended up there on the said strip in Ibiza with Alan – my angry, shoe-throwing, Scottish gay friend.

I grew up in a tiny three-bed house on a council estate in South West London. My parents met very young, and as my Iranian mother had never been taught about the perils of unprotected sex (sex was not talked about in the Middle East!), she fell pregnant with me at 18 years old. This was BAD news. My parents were both Middle Eastern so having a child out of wedlock was worse than… in fact there was actually nothing in the world that it was worse than!

So after my dad tried to convince her to have an abortion, which she refused, they went for the next best option – get married and live unhappily ever after till death did them part. My parents were young, and they both did what they felt was right, dictated by social and cultural norms, but they already decided the fate of me as an innocent foetus and I was destined to live in a household built on a loveless marriage for the following decade. I can tell you that this is a recipe for disaster when it comes to bringing up a healthy, functioning human being.

And then, as if they never learned the first time, my sister was born ten months later. Yes, ten months. The reason being that my poor mother had been diagnosed with cancer while pregnant with me. Following treatment after my birth, she unintentionally fell pregnant once again, but due to the treatment she was undergoing, my sister arrived at the 26-week mark of her pregnancy at just 2lb 1oz. For a child to survive such an early birth is honestly a miracle, and my poor parents couldn’t bring her home for six months as she innocently lay in an incubator, fighting for her life.

My mum worked every hour she could to make sure we would survive, spending time between me and my sister in the hospital as babies. Because, as if life wasn’t hard enough for her, at 12 months old, I decided to completely stop eating and was also put in hospital. My parents now had two children in hospital and were both very young and trying to make ends meet. The reason I’m telling you this is because, later on, we are going to talk about the impact of our upbringing and I think it’s only fair you get to see that I wasn’t born into some magical, completely functioning family and got to where I am today because of that. I want to show you that in fact from the moment I was born, things were not easy in my little life.

Fast-forward and off I went to a regular state school in white suburban London. At the age of four, a girl told me I was ugly and questioned why I had such bushy brows. It became very apparent to me from that moment that I was different from all the white English people in my school and, no matter how much I tried, I was never going to blend in with a name like Noor. This feeling of being an outsider plagued me for many years after that incident to the point that I begged my mum if I could change my name via deed poll.

By the time I was nine I had such a thick South West London accent, and had lost my ability to use the letter ‘h’ at the beginning of any sentence, that my dad decided we needed to go to private schools. At this point, my dad was a practising lawyer and my mother worked as a manager for a care home.

Although this decision financially pushed my parents to the limit, education is a strong value in Middle Eastern families and so, while we didn’t have a luxurious life by any stretch of the imagination, they both decided to send us to a private school. This would, of course, be the golden ticket for us to go off and get the successful career that my parents had envisioned for us.

I joined at age ten, and stayed in private education till I finished my A-levels. However, it became evident quickly as I embarked on a private school education that at every step of the way we were flung into competition with one another, and at every corner there was an opportunity to feel ‘less than’ everybody else. Even after years of attending an all-girls private school, despite my unshakable desire to be cool and fit in, I never quite made the cut.

I wasn’t sporty so didn’t get onto any of the sports teams.

I wasn’t academic so never won any of the accolades that came alongside that.

I couldn’t play an instrument particularly well nor, despite my sheer determination, would I ever get the main parts in the school plays; I was painfully average at everything and found the whole process of trying to come top at anything very hard.

I wish I could erase the memory of the dreaded day me and my classmates had to take our cycling proficiency test; a test to determine if you were able to cycle on a road, without a road in sight. I rocked up on my new purple BMX bike, proud as punch, ready to show them that I could indeed indicate left and right with my hand gestures while keeping my balance on this sexy little vehicle on the fake roads drawn out in chalk across the school playground.

At the end of the day, I was one of only two people that had completely failed. Looking back on it, I have to ask myself ‘How the f*** is it even possible to fail at cycling in a playground?’ They didn’t even let me have another go to pass the test. After that day I had been relegated from the non-cool club to Sub-Zero Loserville in my head. It’s fine, I told myself. I would learn to drive before any of them and then stick a middle finger up when I saw them cycling up Wimbledon Hill.

At the age of 12, my parents finally divorced. Unlike most children who mourn the breakup of their parents, I was happy. We had lived in a toxic environment for over a decade and finally we could just be with my mum who let us do what we wanted. My dad was incredibly strict and his rules were suffocating to a free spirit like me. I missed out on sleepovers, parties, and that one amazing school ski trip to the USA that everyone bar me went on. Oh the humiliation! I used to hope that everyone had the worst time and never wanted to talk about it when they came home, but, for weeks after, everyone had all these insider jokes and memories because, of course, a ski trip to the USA at 11 years old was fucking fabulous and I missed out.

My school life got worse before it got better. In year 7, I got so badly bullied that at some points I truly wished that I was dead. The humiliating memory of walking up during lunch time to sit at a table to be told by Emma (the bully) that I couldn’t sit there because I would give everyone germs, has been forever etched on my Soul. My mere existence irritated Emma so much that she made it her mission to make me feel like I didn’t belong. I never wanted to do anything to try and upset her and to this day I’ll never know what it was about me that made her feel the need to bully me. The hardest part was when I told my mum I wanted to move school, and she said no. I don’t think she ever realized the gravitas of the situation. It’s very hard as parents to remember how everything feels as a child. I felt helpless – which unfortunately is one of the prerequisites for depression.

A few years passed and, thank goodness, I started to blossom from this awkward child into a girl. I found tweezers (goodbye monobrow) and was one of the first of my friends to grow boobs. Suddenly I was attractive to boys and I got my first boyfriend at 14. Suddenly I had something to offer the girls (including the bully): a group of boys to hang around with (and now no reason to get bullied). I had waited years for this moment, because I’d heard the stories of all the cool girls having their first snogs at school. That word makes me shudder now, but getting a snog is literally the pinnacle of school life when you’re at an all-girl school at the age of 13.

But as quickly as that romance started, I suffered my first excruciating heartbreak. At the age of 15 I was dumped by the first love of my life, after four months of courting, via text message no less. And the worst part was that after the text he sent to dump me, he accidentally sent a text to me that was meant for the girl he dumped me for – a girl who people said looked similar to me, but had longer hair, a better body and was prettier.

I started to struggle with my mental health again after this, but found a glimmer of hope when I ended up dating a boy five years older than me. I felt like I’d arrived into womanhood with a bang, even though I had completely lied about his age to my mum and stepdad. I felt mature dating this older guy, my school kudos had now escalated as he would pick me up from school in his little white Citroën AX and I would wave my school friends goodbye as though I’d won the boyfriend lottery. I was so goddamn cool. The way I felt, you would have thought he was driving an Aston Martin and treating me to Michelin star meals instead of 16 nuggets at Wandsworth McDonald’s drive-through – but I didn’t care as long as he loved me.

At the start it was magical. We would take drives down to Brighton and sleep overlooking the sea on the tiny back seat of his car, listening to Heart radio’s late-night love songs. I loved being in love, but things started to take a nasty turn about six months in. He started to become controlling, jealous and would cause me pain for no reason. I was only 16 and, because I was in love, I didn’t understand that he was emotionally and mentally abusing me. I was talking to one of his friends in the local Wetherspoon’s pub, and he thought I was flirting, so he came over and threw a pint of beer all over me and told me that now nobody would fancy me.

If I tried to see friends he would make me feel guilty and he would purposely ignore me for days to torture me in his absence, leaving me wondering what he was doing. The emotional abuse got worse and worse and it all came to a head one winter’s day, when I told him I wanted to go to a party with my school friends. He tried to commit suicide and told me it was my fault and that if I ever left him he would do it again.

I had been going through a lot of stuff that I’ve chosen to not share publicly, but life was too much for me at this point. I went to the doctor’s and she prescribed me Prozac just days before my 17th birthday. There was no one to talk to, no one who understood and I felt ashamed that I’d got so low and I needed medication. On my 17th birthday he promised my mum that he had organized something for me and for her not to plan a party. I waited hours after school. He never turned up. He would make an excuse and each time I’d fall for it, each time wondering why I was so unlovable and forgettable that he couldn’t even be bothered to remember my birthday.

One night, his temper got worse and he physically hurt me. That was the day we broke up, and a few months after that I stopped taking the anti-depressants. And a few months after that I met James. James was kind, funny, loving – the perfect boyfriend and for the first time in a long time I felt really happy. I was completely in love.

As the year passed, school started to feel easier even though academically I found it a challenge. I managed to get into my top university choice; thank goodness for my photographic memory otherwise I’m not sure I would have got into any university!

The crazy thing is I never wanted to go to university to study something like Psychology. In fact, studying anything remotely science-y was about as appealing as swallowing a bit of sick that accidentally ends up in your throat. Ever since I was a little girl I wanted to be a performer of some sort or a writer. I was a creative person, so it was shocking to even me that I would go to get a degree that would make me a Bachelor of Science.

Years earlier, my dreams of being on Broadway were quashed after a ‘realistic’ conversation with a career advisor. After that conversation, I decided that I quite fancied being a criminal psychologist. I got lost in a daydream that somehow my life would be like an episode of CSI, and that perhaps I’d end up in some fancy documentary on Sky and then get promoted and shipped over to the USA to work for the FBI. Yes, that’s exactly what would happen. I was going to work for the FBI.

That was the train of thought in my 17-year-old head that landed me at Cardiff University to study Psychology. The prospect of being some sort of secret agent wearing a Chanel suit and high heels, being applauded by people for how fantastic I was that I’d managed to see through The Psychopath’s lies was enough to push me through my A-levels.

James and I started Cardiff University together, with big dreams of a long future together. However, within the first term I was delivered the devastating news that Criminal Psychology had been dropped as an option and all my dreams of working for the FBI were cruelly swept from underneath me in an instant. It was probably a good thing with hindsight, because I didn’t really have much time for studying at university. There were much more important things to do, such as attend every single fun event at the student union on a weekly basis.

University exists in some sort of parallel universe where, instead of just going out on the weekends (like in my previous ‘normal’ life), it was perfectly acceptable (and even applauded) to wake up with a hangover on any night of the week. If I wasn’t going to work for the FBI or be on Broadway, I might as well go out and get ridiculously drunk. This was my antidote to dealing with the anxiety I’d started to develop since I was 17 and the cracks that were starting to show in my relationship with James.

By the end of the second term, it became evident to me that I had chosen the completely wrong degree. They should have never let me in. I was nowhere near smart enough to ever pass. Trying to construct scientific research papers doing advanced degree-level Maths and Statistics made me want to vomit. Did they not know I’d only got a B at Maths GCSE because I got extra help after being put in some random special group for people that were so bad at maths we weren’t even allowed to take maths with the rest of the class!? And here I was sitting doing a level of Maths at university designed for geniuses. I would cry every time I looked at the papers because I genuinely felt so thick and lost.

I remember the day that I got on the phone to my mum and begged to leave university – in the same way that I had begged to leave school. Not only was I struggling with studies, my darling boyfriend decided to end it with me after two years because he wanted to be single at uni. I’m pretty sure if someone had smashed me in the ribs with a sledgehammer it would have been less painful than hearing that news.

I wanted to run away, but my mum convinced me that I should stay and stick it out, and that she would get me a tutor to help with the maths, and that I would soon move on and heal from the horrendous breakup. To be honest, the one thing that kept me there at university was my best friend Lucy, who I’d met on day one of my life in halls of residence. After all those years at school so desperately wishing for the connection that the other girls had, I finally knew what it meant to have a female friend who truly was your best friend. We were neighbours, and from the minute she said. ‘Let’s go across the road and get a beer in the pub’, I knew that we would be soul sisters forever.

I could be completely me around her and she loved and supported me through so many of my dark times. She was also studying Psychology, and we lived together for the next three years. Considering performing was now off the cards and I wasn’t going to end up on CSI, I needed a Plan B. But since I didn’t have a Plan B, I decided for now escaping real life and spending the summer working as a Club 18–30 holiday rep was a phenomenal idea.

I had intently watched the series Club Reps when I was 13 years old and just intuitively knew that I wanted to go and be one. In February of 2006, I went to my first interview in sunny Bradford, nervous in anticipation of what was going to happen next. Would this city unveil the next chapter of my life working on sunny shores, allowing me to escape the heartbreak of my failed relationships, a Psychology degree I would never pass and the grey skies of Wales?

I was 19 years old when I received the letter that I had got the job. I was over the moon. I had never felt so excited about anything. I needed to escape because the heartbreak was bad enough, but when you go to uni with your boyfriend and make a group of friends as a couple, it means that you see your ex out everywhere. The worst part was after he broke up with me, he would constantly end up getting drunk, telling me he loved me and wanting me back, to just cruelly change his mind the following morning. I needed to escape the never- ending pain, and a debauched summer away was exactly what the doctor ordered.

In June 2006 I landed on the sunny shores of Malia, Greece, to spend my first summer working as a holiday rep. I can categorically tell you that the TV series did not show the gruelling hours, the lack of sleep or the amount of selling that you would do to unsuspecting holiday makers at three o’clock in the morning. Nor did it show you that you would end up putting on a stone in weight as a result of red vodka and kebabs, which would intensify my already dwindling relationship with my body. But I also made incredible memories and grew more resilient as a person.

However, I came back after that summer and vowed I’d never go again. I was so exhausted. Sometimes I was that sleep deprived, I would try to take a nap while I was walking between seeing holiday makers. Fast-forward a year later, just like the surreal experience of birthing a child, I’d forgotten all the bad bits of being a rep and, as I was equally clueless about my future, I decided to head back for a second season in Malia.

My confidence had grown and I had got really good at selling, and this made me feel like I had some sort of purpose in life. I made a decision that summer I would continue to go back to Club 18–30, and work up the ranks till I became a manager. And in 2009 that finally happened.

However, deep down while I loved escaping real life because it felt so hard, I knew it wasn’t a lifestyle that I could sustain forever and it wasn’t a career for life if I fancied having a functioning liver in my thirties. I had this desire in me to be successful, whatever that meant. My school and university friends at this point had gone into grown up careers and become teachers, lawyers, optometrists, doctors, managers and so on. I felt like I had somehow failed at the ‘adult life’ thing because I just didn’t feel like any of that was meant for me. And yet, I didn’t know what actually was. I had spent five years of my life living around the summer, getting odd jobs in the winter, making a great living in my eyes, but everyone kept telling me that I needed to think about ‘real life’ – whatever that meant.

I’m pretty sure that neither of my parents envisaged that, after spending over £100,000 on education, I’d be walking around the streets of Ibiza without footwear on, working for a company that basically helps 18-to-30-year-olds get pissed on holiday. I can tell you right now to this very day as a 35-year-old, my dad still thinks I worked as a family holiday rep for Thomas Cook. Sorry Dad – forgot to send you the memo! So there I was at 24, with a degree that I scraped through, five devastating heartbreaks, shit-faced and shoeless thinking: ‘What the fuck do I do with my life?’
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‘Mummy, It’s in Your Hands!’

Fast-forward a decade. As I lay in bed, thoughts were rushing through my head after I’d had a profoundly beautiful conversation with my agent Jessica about this very book, which until these words came out of my head and into physical manifestation, was just an idea.

All incredible things start as ideas – that’s the beauty of life and the core of everything I teach. I had spent weeks putting my ideas on paper for this book to give to my publisher and I couldn’t help feel the sense of resistance inside me. ‘Why?’ I asked myself. They were great book ideas, but it occurred to me that somewhere between the first excited call with my editor about the 7 billion new ideas I had, and actually putting pen to paper – I had somehow lost my way.

I was stuck in a metaphorical tunnel trying to find the light, and the more I pushed forward, ironically, the more I fell back. You see, pushing forward is way ‘too human’, and way ‘too Ego’. While the doing and the pushing can be ever so helpful, in this moment my Soul was yearning for surrender. It needed space to come forth and share the real message – the real purpose of this book.

As I talked to Jessica, I expressed my desire to take the reader on a deeper journey of self-discovery that built upon what I taught in my first book Just F*cking Do It. Since roaming the streets of Ibiza barefoot, I was now a mother to three children, married to the love of my life, had made over a million pounds, and was the author of a bestselling book. Even when I see that in black and white it blows my own mind. How do I help people put together all the random puzzle pieces of their life to construct a gorgeous, completed piece of art they can call their life?

I had been super clear that my message for my first book Just F*cking Do It needed to teach people how I’d gone from a dispirited, anxious human with no clue about what she could do with her life, to the person I had become. I knew what had changed my life, and I wanted to teach those concepts in a digestible way, but what I had learned was esoteric and, dare I say it, woo-woo. My worry was that some would give up by page three (and some people did) and, oh boy, they loved to leave a review letting me know that I was away with the fairies and that the minute I started talking about the Universe I’d lost any credibility with them.

Those people will never be the people who ‘find themselves’, and for the thousands of readers who loved the book and wanted more, to go deeper into the discovery of themselves, this book you are currently reading will be that helping hand.

Even since writing my first book, I’ve gone on a deeper journey, and the level of success in my life has catapulted because I live and breathe the concepts I teach. It’s a cliché, but I was lost and now I’m found.

Let’s take a moment to analyse that phrase.

‘Find yourself’.

People leave relationships to find themselves, climb Mount Kilimanjaro to find themselves, and I chose to spend my twenties drowning myself in Jägerbombs and cocaine trying to ‘find myself’. It’s this weird abstract concept that insinuates we are lost in life and we do not have Google maps to guide us back.

I remember once frantically running around the house, late for the school run, children at the door ready and confused while I searched high and low for the car keys. As I uttered a million expletives under my breath, convinced Richard (my husband) had lost them, my daughter looked at me and said ‘Mummy, they’re in your hand!’

That moment of complete and utter realization – that you had never lost the keys and that they had been with you the whole fucking time while you were frantically pulling out sofa cushions – is like the moment you realize you don’t ever need to find yourself.

The scary part is, way too many of us have lost our way to wherever we were told or believed we were meant to be going. A fictional place, an invisible yardstick, the ‘there’ that we believe means success. We may feel stuck, or lost in life, but actually we aren’t lost. We just forgot to look in our hands because we are so busy running around like headless chickens, trying to keep up with the endless requests of life and blaming the world when we feel stressed. The answer has always been there.
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The Vanilla Life

We were once children dreaming of flying to the moon, being ballerinas and being parents to random animals we had adopted after watching an advert on telly. Do you remember those days before Netflix when you actually had to watch through adverts and you would be offered the chance to adopt a polar bear in Siberia or a killer whale in Canada? And once you had begged your mother to agree, this polar bear had mysterious writing skills and was able to send you updates on how excellent its life was now you were paying £5 a month to adopt him? Those were simpler days.

As children we dreamed and we didn’t question how the polar bear had learned how to write – we allowed our imaginations to run free and then, suddenly, life became palpably more serious and constrained. We are flung into the school system at four years old, get told when we can sit, stand, talk and play. We are taught a bucketload of information for the following 12 years, and our intelligence is judged based on the retention of that information. Our self-worth is linked to whether we managed to get on the netball team, or play the main part in the annual school play, or whether we get picked to be head girl, or achieve the grades to get into university. We are taught what is required to become upstanding members of society and are pushed towards careers that will provide the elusive security of the nine-to-five.

It’s almost impossible as children to listen to what our Souls are saying, because we are so busy listening to the wise words of parents, teachers and society who tell us they have our best interests at heart. And they do, but they don’t know any better than the discoveries they’ve made in their own experiences. We get told to get good grades, so we can get a good job, so we can have a good career and pay our good mortgage on our good house with our good partner and our good 2.4 kids. They will go to a good school and you will have a good life as long as you stay nice and comfortable, realistic and good. Good people abide by the rules and do what other good people do.

But…

Good isn’t great.

Good isn’t extraordinary.

Good isn’t pushing the boundaries of your own potential.

Good is like vanilla, and I for one am way more of a ‘peanut butter and Oreo cookies’ type of gal.

When I look at my children, I don’t just want them to have a good life and get by. I want them to have a great life that they are grateful for every day, and I want them to do something that brings them joy, not just money. I want them to experience the world, live life by their own rules and contribute to other humans in a positive way, however big or small
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