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Introduction

HELLO DEAR READER and welcome to my third book, Naked: Ten Truths To Change Your Life.

What’s it all about?

And is nudity really a prerequisite for getting on board?

Let’s get the latter out of the way first. No. It is only in an emotional sense that this book will require you to disrobe – you just won’t get anything out of it if you hide behind any sort of pretence – but, by all means, feel free to strip down to your birthday suit if that’s what makes you feel good. (I only ask that you don’t flood my DMs with selfies, please.)

To answer the first question, allow me to give you a little bit of background.

In picking up this book, I assume that, like me, you are interested in understanding more about why we are the way we are. Why we think and feel and behave in the ways that we do, and what we can do to increase the volume on the good stuff in our lives while, at the same time, turning down the dial on, well, there’s no better way to put it: the shit stuff. I think it’s fair to say that, in general, when it comes to personal development, and the very driving force behind why we gravitate towards these kinds of self-help books, we’re concerned with getting our lives together in such a way that enables us to live a good one. That’s what it’s always been about for me, anyway: making life easier and more enjoyable.

To bring you up to speed on where I’m at and what inspired this book, let’s start with a little visualisation exercise.

I want you to imagine this idea of getting your life together, which we’d all like to do if we’re not already doing it, in the same way as you’d approach the seemingly insurmountable task of cleaning out your house – room by room. Throughout my twenties and into my early thirties, I’ve been engaged pretty much full-time in this clear-out project. There have been some speed bumps along the way – think of those piles of tangled Christmas lights which you look at and think, I’ll probably die before I ever manage to sort these out – but I’m proud to say that I’ve had some success in clearing through what I would describe as the more significant piles of crap that held me back for so long.

For one, I can say that I’ve got to a point of owning my anxiety so that it doesn’t own me (as chronicled in my first book, Owning It). That was a big one.

For another, I’ve karate-chopped through my fear of failure, allowing for courage and lasting self-confidence (all of which you’ll find chronicled in book two, The Confidence Kit). Another biggie.

I’ve also learned to work with what I’ve got, rather than what I don’t have. This is, in and of itself, a game-changer and means I can create the best possible experience for myself.

Having got these tasks out of the way (and don’t let me sugarcoat it; it took a long bloody time and also requires regular maintenance), I then found myself left with the task of clearing out those last few drawers of annoying why-am-I-still-holding-on-to-this clutter. Those bits of crap that are always there, that we tend to overlook, that we know we should face but find umpteen reasons not to. We think, I’ll get to that some day, and, of course, we never do.

For me, these are the seemingly innocuous blockages that stand between us and total clarity. It’s the one cupboard you’ve yet to address and while there may be no sense of urgency to do so – what’s in there isn’t necessarily preventing you from living your life – you just know you’ll feel a lot more calm and more at ease when you do.

You’ll create more space where you live, and where you live is in your mind and body.

In my version of this cupboard, you’ll find things such as old batteries, more lint rollers than it’s ever necessary to own – no wait, that’s the actual contents of my random-shit drawer. In my proverbial drawer, you’ll find the likes of imposter syndrome, people-pleasing behaviours, jealousy and envy, social comparison, a tendency towards burnout – any and all of these super fun things.

What’s in your cupboard may differ from what’s in mine but from what I’ve learned, it seems these kinds of items are pretty common. And they bother us. They create stress in our lives, adding to a constant hum of anxiety that starts to become our new normal. They build up over time and, even though we try our best to deny them and look the other way – for example, automatically thinking someone else’s bad mood is your fault – eventually, we can’t ignore the negative impact these things, these behaviours, are having on us.

Unfortunately, though, addressing what’s in this imaginary cupboard, along with everything else you might already have faced in your life thus far, isn’t always a comfortable process. It’s hard work and it requires a lot of energy. What’s more, these aren’t habits or behaviours we’ve learned overnight, so we can’t expect to unlearn them overnight either.

It requires us to really look inside ourselves to see what’s not working for us and then have the courage to change it or the guts to get rid of it.

In my own attempts at clearing through these things, I’ve realised that what’s really required to get the job done is this: a willingness to be vulnerable.

We need to allow ourselves to be vulnerable in order to look at what we’ve got and what we’re dealing with. We need to become vulnerable if we’re to really ask ourselves why we are the way we are and why we do the things we do, before we can make a change.

Why, you ask, does this require vulnerability?

Because we might not like what we find. We won’t want to admit, for example, that we struggle to celebrate others’ success because it threatens our own. Nobody wants that plastered on their Twitter bio but staring down the barrel of this truth and confronting it in order to change it is what must be done, and in order to do that we need to allow ourselves permission to be vulnerable.

Interestingly, the more I thought about vulnerability as being the essential ingredient for achieving any kind of personal development, the more it emerged to me as the most obvious and unavoidable theme that would bring this whole book together.

I’ll go into far more detail on the power and definition of vulnerability in Chapter 5. For now I only ask that you open yourself up to the idea of vulnerability – which, to me, involves being the most authentic version of yourself rather than the curation of your best bits that go on social media. The you that’s how you are, as you are, when you are and not how you think you should appear. Get this part right, even if it’s just between you and me for now, and you’ll soon reap the rewards.

To get the most out of this book, you will need to join me in peeling back your own layers. I won’t lie, at first, it’s uncomfortable as fuck (hence my freak-out at the beginning of the Chapter 1), but I promise you this: soon it will become as liberating as frolicking along a nudist beach, assured in the knowledge that everyone else is too busy looking at their own jiggly bits to be remotely concerned with yours.

By the book’s close, my hope is that you’ll no longer perceive vulnerability as something to fear but as something that brings you closer to your truest self, something that just might hold the key to your well-being and, dare I say it, your happiness too.

So, vulnerability. This is what I mean by the nakedness in the book’s title – it is our central theme.

But what of the book’s structure? What else can you expect?

Well, as Little Miss Always Turned My Homework In On Time, I’m a sucker for structure. As far as I’m concerned, life is messy and complicated and overwhelming at the best of times – as are those drawers in your mind that you’re just now daring to open. As such, I have applied a format to this book that I hope will make the task of embracing your vulnerability and tackling these issues more doable, more digestible and more achievable.

Based on a mixture of my own experience, conversations with others – some experts in their field, some wise and willing to share their stories – and a knack for digging through some jargon-filled, hyperbolic research and teasing out the bits that can help us make sense of things, I have observed a series of issues or problems, if you will, that so many of us can relate to.

I would describe these issues more specifically as thought patterns, beliefs and, sometimes, behaviours in which I regularly engage that have certainly been affecting me negatively in recent years.

A desire to make a change but an inability to stick at it is one example. Our experience of imposter syndrome is another. Our fear that someone else’s success would take from ours or the belief that everybody has to like us in order for us to be OK are two more.

In looking at these behaviours, I then dove head first into the pool of vulnerability, upon which I collated a series of ‘truths’. These truths, which form the overall structure of the book, have been a game changer for me. From ‘not everyone will like you’ to ‘you can do anything, but you can’t do everything’, Naked is a curation of the kind of blunt and uncomfortable truths you might not always want to hear, but the kind that will help you to course-correct when things get difficult. The dunk in the bitterly cold winter sea that you dread in advance but feel bloody brilliant about afterwards.

In some places, they go against the grain of popular discourse – such as my rejection of the concept of an ‘end goal’ – and, in others, they’re what you already know to be true but perhaps need to be reminded of and, more importantly, need to start believing. They’re what I need to be reminded of myself.

Some parts of this book are more ‘gentle hug’ while others are more ‘kick up the arse’, because, sometimes, we need a bit of both.

Let it also be said that you may already be familiar with a lot of the ideas put forward in this book; I’m not reinventing the wheel, per se, but I am taking the spokes apart and rearranging them in a way that makes the bike a little bit easier to ride.

I was already familiar with the reality that people-pleasing wasn’t exactly doing me any favours, for example, but until I embarked on the project that became this book, it hadn’t quite sunk in for me.

By bringing together these truths in what is often described as my trademark bullshit-free manner – if we’re going to do all this work on ourselves we may as well have fun while we’re doing it, right? – my hope is that at least one truth, if not all of them, will resonate with you to such an extent that it enables you to change whatever it is in your life that’s been holding you back, causing you stress, giving you anxiety or wasting your time.

You’ll notice that each truth, when explored, contradicts what I automatically believed or how I’ve been thinking and behaving. For example, I dive into why someone else’s success doesn’t take from mine because, at times (certainly until I got my head around it), I’ve been known to think, feel and behave as though it does, which obviously isn’t a great way to be.

It impacts me negatively, adding to my anxiety and stifling my confidence. It slows me down on my own path and, quite frankly, it just makes me feel like a pile of pants.

Similarly, I stress the importance of failing in order to build resilience, which goes against my inherent perfectionist desire to get things right every single time.

With each chapter, I start by looking at how things are – why we might be feeling, thinking, reacting and behaving the way that we do – before offering the necessary truths, complete with practical action plans and advice where relevant. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a pause for thought, with which to gather yourself before moving on to the next topic. Then, together, we can take back ownership of our experience, pursue the change we’re after and create the life we want.

The life where we are kinder to ourselves, where we don’t get stuck in the daily rut of social comparison, where we worry less about what people think of us, where we feel content more often than not, where we have clarity, where we can appreciate and enjoy the journey without putting so much weight on the end result, and where we’re no longer allergic to the idea of showing our vulnerability.

Lastly, a note on how to approach this book: I’ve structured Naked in such a way that each chapter, or ‘truth’, can stand on its own, meaning you can dip into the section that’s most relevant to you at the moment you’re reading it, but, of course, you can enjoy the book from beginning to end as well.

As with the books I read myself, even the Pulitzer-prize-winning ones, my advice to you is to always take the stuff that speaks to you and forget the rest. I promise I won’t be offended. That being said, Chapter 2 – the truth about changing your life – is mandatory.

Now then, are you ready to get Naked?
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Truth #1
You’ll never have it
all figured out

THIS TRUTH IS SHORT and simple to whet your appetite: you’ll never have it all figured out.

From the painstaking process of putting the first draft of this book together (the edit of which is always categorically woeful, though few writers want to admit this), right through to the final version which you are now reading, writing this book has, without a doubt, been the most self-doubt-riddling and vulnerability-inducing task of my professional life. The most self-doubt-riddling and vulnerability-inducing experience of my personal life? Coming home with my newborn baby, but that’s another book entirely.

You see, when I began, I approached it all wrong: I put myself under a level of pressure that I would never be able to satisfy. I decided that after two bestselling books, I must have everything figured out if I’m to pen any sort of how-best-to-live-your-life guide. ‘I should be an expert! I should be nailing this whole life thing!’ I told myself, with the harsh, self-critical tone that I’d grown so used to hearing over the years.

The book would have to be a foolproof blueprint that any reader could implement and thus change their life forever. My words would have to leap off the page with the unquestionable assurance of someone like Oprah. ‘I need to be like Oprah. WHY CAN’T I BE LIKE OPRAH!’

Needless to say, I was about an hour into day one of book-writing when I said to myself, ‘Oh shit. Oh shit-fuck-shit-arse-wanker-fuck. I can’t do it.’ I sent my editor a text saying much the same (she’s cool like that), secretly hoping she’d tell me to just sack it off. One get-out-of-jail-free card for frauds, please? Because that’s what I am: a fraud! And the moment I hand this manuscript over is the moment I’ll be found out. Balls.

No sooner had the realisation of my own perceived inadequacy hit me than my old familiar friends ‘anxiety’ and ‘imposter syndrome’ swooped in, grabbed a drink and took a seat beside me. ‘Hey, you. It’s been a while,’ they said, smug smirks on their faces.

With their presence, I felt instantly disrobed, exposed to the cellulite-speckled vulnerability that hid underneath (and, yes, perhaps a little bit crazy for personifying anxiety and imposter syndrome in the first place).

The anxiety I understood. It always had and always would present itself when something significant came along in my life, be it personal or professional, and I was no longer scared of it. In fact, if I didn’t freak out before embarking on something that really matters to me, I’d be worried. That’s just how I roll. That feeling of Oh God, can I do this? coupled with thoughts such as Life would definitely be easier if I didn’t take this on! had become my own call to action. Anxiety in this instance was uncomfortable, yes, but it was also a useful tool that prepared me to face the task ahead, sharpening my senses and encouraging me to test the waters and see if I might come out the other side.

In situations like these, I had made my anxiety work in my favour. I needed it.

The imposter syndrome, however, was a little tougher to ignore. Was I really an imposter? Or was it just a narrative offered up to me by my vulnerable mindset that I chose to buy into?

From my understanding, imposter syndrome, which is experienced by at least 70 per cent of us at one point or another, comes in several forms. Most definitions focus on a person’s inability to accept that the success they’ve achieved is really deserved. This is particularly common with women who, more so than men, tend to credit much of their success to luck or being-in-the-right-place-at-the-right-time rather than to the hard work and tenacity that they had shown to get them there. Considered this way, imposter syndrome is a belief that you are fraudulent or a failure despite evidence to the contrary.

Having been given the opportunity to write my first book, I could definitely relate to this kind of imposter syndrome. Did I deserve the chance to write this? I didn’t think so.

When the time came to put pen to paper for book number three, however, the imposter syndrome took on a slightly different form. At this point, it became the sinister-sounding name given to that very common feeling of dissonance we experience when we believe that what we put out to the world about ourselves is at odds with how we view ourselves privately. This is how I’ve most often experienced it. It’s less about feeling like an imposter after you’ve achieved something, such as getting a promotion and feeling that you don’t deserve it, and more about feeling like an imposter as you’re about to embark on something or as you’re right in the thick of it, such as feeling like an imposter during an interview when you are trying to come across as being more capable than you perhaps feel.

In this instance, what I had hoped to put out to the world at this stage of my writing career was that I was now a bona-fide expert. But, in reality, with no more letters after my name than I had the first time around and no more qualifications under my belt, my being an expert or not was not a matter of subjective opinion. I was not an expert.

More panic ensued. Should I accept this fact and pack it in?

Or should I proceed with my chest puffed, hoping that nobody calls me out on it?

I considered my options.

Had I decided to put it out there that I was an expert, continuing to write this book under the guise of having everything already figured out, my feelings of imposter syndrome would have been entirely justified and I’d have to deal with its presence, goading me all of the time. Not ideal. And I couldn’t exactly abandon ship – I’d signed a contract. I did have a third option though. In order to forge ahead and save myself from this affliction, which you might argue is a very unhelpful side-effect of the fake-it-till-you-make-it don’t-let-them-smell-your-fear rhetoric of the 1990s, I would have to somehow close the gap between how I was presenting myself and how I really was. To do that required vulnerability, which, as I sat down to write page one of chapter one, I wasn’t all that ready to confront.

In response to my text, my editor laughed at me, saying, ‘But you’re writing a book that explores vulnerability; isn’t that kind of the point? You’re supposed to feel this way. The challenge for you will be pushing through that self-doubt and coming out the other side.’

I wasn’t happy about it but, shit, she was right – feeling this way was a necessary, if sometimes torturous, part of the process. And not just with this book, but with life too.

It took me a while to accept it – and it’s something I have to bring to my attention again and again – but here’s the first truth I had to confront, the first pill I had to swallow: I will never have it all figured out. And the same is true for you.

We’re never going to have all the answers to such a point that we never doubt ourselves. Not knowing is the plight of the human condition. But that’s OK. In fact, it’s more than OK – not knowing keeps things interesting. If we did have all the answers, life would be pretty boring. We wouldn’t bother our arses moving forward to grow or to learn.

And so, in my attempt to remedy the dichotomy that gives rise to imposter syndrome, allow me to speak frankly and without exaggeration: I don’t know any more about how to live life than you do.

Even doctors don’t have it all figured out (though you’d certainly hope they’d know more than you as they approach you with a scalpel). What I do have to offer is this: I share my experiences – what I’ve learned and continue to learn about everything from confidence to anxiety, stress at work to happiness at home – through my writing. I don’t start on page one with all the answers, though that would have been a much nicer process, of course. Instead, I’m figuring things out, in real time, as I type these very words.

While I may not be an expert in the traditional sense, I am curious. I have always been fascinated with how our minds work. How our thoughts influence our feelings and how our feelings influence our behaviours and how both of these impact our day-to-day lives.

I adore nothing more than reading about the neuroscience that sheds light on how and why we function the way that we do. While others are consumed by questions about what lies beyond this little planet of ours, I’m more concerned with what’s happening with that pile of blubber inside our heads: the lumpy mass at the centre of everything we do, that despite weighing an average of three pounds, and representing a mere 2 per cent of an adult’s body weight, requires 20 per cent, if not more, of our total body energy to do its job. It’s the most demanding organ we have and though it looks like nothing more than a mound of minced meat (not that I’ve spent too long looking at brains in real life), it’s home to over 100 billion neurons that communicate with each other all day long, enabling us to put one foot in front of the other and solve complex problems.

As someone who has experienced significant anxiety in her life thus far, and as a general overthinker and analyser extraordinaire, I’m always interested in understanding more about what makes us tick. Why? Because, for me, having that knowledge is the ultimate tool for empowerment. It’s my greatest coping mechanism.

Granted, there will be times when no matter how much you think you have it sussed, life will come along and knock you sideways, but I’m curious about anything that helps me make sense of my experiences, anything that helps me to become more resilient and more able to handle the curve balls that life will inevitably throw our way. That way, I can bounce back to a state of relative contentment. By reading this book, I assume you are curious too. Another, perhaps unfair, pressure I placed on myself was this: I am in my early thirties and, despite the introduction of fine lines around the eyes (and ‘expressive’ forehead folds in which I could probably hold a pencil), you could argue that I’m still relatively wet behind the ears. Do I know my arse from my elbow? Not yet, no. Shouldn’t I wait until I’m at least fifty or the elusive age at which I will have everything figured out with years of worldly wisdom and experience in my rear-view mirror?

Well, no. Fuck that.

Because not even Oprah (God forgive me) or Tony Robbins (sorry, big fan of his work) or the person whose job it is to make all of the platitudes on Pinterest look pretty has it all figured out. You might spend a small fortune on motivational seminars and walk away with truckloads of inspiration and food for thought, but the truth is that not a single person on this planet has their shit together to such an extent that they can tell the rest of us how to live. Not me, not you, not the person whose perfectly curated Instagram makes you say, ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake’, in mild annoyance.

There is no definitive guide to getting this right. Suffering, failure, mistakes, colossal cock-ups and falling flat on your face – these are all central tenets of the human condition that we will continue to experience right up until the day we pop our clogs.

We can’t avoid it – and we shouldn’t try to.

What we can do, though, is share our experiences, our learnings and our observations in an attempt to support each other. Together, we can draw conclusions that might make life a little bit easier to navigate. We can say, ‘Oh, that actually makes sense’ or ‘Oh yeah, I guess I’m not the only person who feels like this’, and, from there, we can be a little bit kinder to ourselves.

One thing we’re really good at is connecting with other humans. I really see it as our greatest asset and, as we’ll touch on in a later chapter, it is one of the most essential ingredients for happiness. But to allow for that connection and happiness, we need to allow ourselves to be vulnerable, which is what this book, in essence, is all about.

We all fall apart or maybe we just trip up from time to time, but then, with a bit of help, self-awareness and understanding, we try to put ourselves back together. But, again, in order to put ourselves back together, we need to allow ourselves to be vulnerable. Whether we’re ten, twenty, fifty-five or we live to a hundred, we consistently learn and grow and stretch and crumble and strengthen and observe.

Like a muscle worked in the gym, we’re always tearing and then rebuilding a stronger self.

We continually shapeshift through life, responding to the various experiences that come our way and the series of choices we make. And though I might only be the tender age of thirty-two at the time of this book’s initial publication, there is no age restriction on wisdom, and certainly none when it comes to curiosity.

As Richard Templar wrote in The Rules of Life: ‘You’ll get older but not necessarily wiser’, which is either comforting or worrying, depending on how you look at it.

I asked my mum if at her age – sixty-five – she now knew her arse from her elbow, which is an Irish way of saying that you know what you’re doing or that you have it all figured out. Do you ever reach such a point?

Her answer was this. ‘All I know is that one of them is bigger than the other.’

Suffice it to say she’s a constant source of inspiration for me.

And so, after a long, head-banging-against-the-wall battle with the voice of imposter syndrome inside me that longed to roar about my inadequacies from the rooftops, I have arrived at the book you now hold in your hands. How did I win the war? By surrendering. By allowing for the fact that I’ll never have it all figured out – by Googling incredibly accomplished people and discovering that, behind the scenes, they’re just as clueless as the rest of us; by giving up on trying to be something I’m not; by stripping back the layers of pretence that we all long to hide behind; by not just accepting, but owning my vulnerability and sharing it with you; by getting real; and, ultimately, by getting – as the title of this book suggests – naked.

The thing is, try as we (writers) might, there is no single book that can solve the problems of the world, give you one neatly packaged recipe for happiness, cure you of all stress and anxiety so that you never have to experience it again, or help you find true and everlasting love (that might be Tinder you’re thinking of).

There are only words put together, by people who are still figuring out their shit too (yes, even you with your fancy pants enlightenment, Eckhart Tolle, author of The Power of Now), in such a way that what is being said resonates with you because it mirrors what you’re going through.

Words that make you feel less alone, like someone else just gets it. Words that give you the information you need, as well as the encouragement, to make a change or move forward. Words that give you a fresh perspective or a reassuring nudge in the right direction, and reflect what you know to be true but perhaps have forgotten or are afraid to admit. That’s what I hope I’ve achieved with Naked: Ten Truths To Change Your Life. Ten observations, reminders and fresh perspectives that help you to understand why things are the way they are and why we do what we do, before enabling you to make the changes or adjustments necessary to your day-to-day experience that, over time, will have a major, positive impact on your life.

Shall we get stuck into something meatier now?

Great, but one thing first …
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Try to understand where your feelings of imposter syndrome stem from.

If it’s the feeling that you are undeserving of what you have achieved, shift your attention towards the undisputed facts. Chances are, there was more than luck involved. If, like me, it’s a fear that you don’t have it all figured out, accept the truth that you never will – it’s so freeing when you do – but don’t let that stop you.

Ask questions, ask for help, voice your uncertainty confidently, safe in the knowledge that everybody else is either feeling the very same way or has done so in the past.

Find opportunities in your life to close the gap on your experience of imposter syndrome. Notice where there are significant gaps between how you put yourself out there to the world and how you really feel. Is it in a relationship? Is it at work? Can you bring these various versions of yourself closer together? When you close
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