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Introduction

‘The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection.’

George Orwell

Tomorrow will be calmer. This year will be kinder. It has to be, right? Because we’re exhausted, aren’t we? Whether it’s due to the never-ending stream of negative news, a money worry hanging over us, a health concern we’ve been coping with, or simply the fact that our life is full to the point of bursting, we’re feeling fragile. Perhaps your life is just filled with meh people, places and plotlines – and you’re drifting through it with a lack of enthusiasm, joy or interest.

For many of us, it feels like the goal posts of life keep moving and we’re kicking the ball in our own net, losing whatever ability we had to keep our head in the game. Too often, flustered, we stop focusing on our own path and what our next move should be. We’re too busy or worried about what everyone else is doing to trust our instincts or believe in our talents . . . but we should! Because two of the most important lessons I’ve learnt in life are that:


1. We do not have to participate in any game that we don’t want to – a game that feels false, or harmful, or stressful.

2. We should safeguard our health and happiness as much as anyone else’s. We can pick up the ball and walk away. We are not only a player in our precious, authentic, beautiful life, we are the referee, too.



If you feel like a spectator in your too stressful, too full or too meh life, you need to edit out what isn’t working for you. You need to stop, look, take your foot off the brake . . . and think about what is right for you. I did, and it has been revolutionary.

Since childhood I’ve been blasted with societal pressures to strive, thrive, exceed, expect and achieve – and fit in with the gang. Be more like her. Get involved in everything. Cling on tight. Climb every mountain. It’s only recently that I’ve owned the fact that I don’t want to climb every mountain. In fact, I might be calmer and more content if I avoided mountains altogether and just took on the few hills that looked appealing. I’ve stopped reaching for the unachievable – and even more unmaintainable – goal of perfection and edited my life to a workable point of self-knowledge where I can embrace my strengths and accept my limits. Doing this has helped me be more, well, me and move towards greater health and happiness.

In order to start your new story, you need to become the editor of your most important work – you. Every new day is a fresh start, every new year is a chance for renewal, each birthday is a clean page to start writing a new story on. Not a perfect start or story that has to be set in stone but a workable one that upholds your true values, dreams and goals as you take life at your own pace, day by day, looking after yourself and those you love. That means getting real about what matters to you and carrying out an ‘authenticity edit’, because only by being truly honest with yourself can you find the self-acceptance, self-compassion and self-belief to embrace your strengths and accept your limits. This will involve carefully reconsidering your purpose, your goals, your relationships, your self-care and your ability to change and let things go. An authenticity edit will allow you to identify what you want more or less of in your life, who you need more or less of in your social circle, and the mental health tools and physical health changes that will benefit you most. It will remind you that it is your choice whether you say yes or no, speed up or slow down, engage with your extroverted or introverted side. Not a made-up version of perfect you; the real you. And this is what you’ll learn how to do, along with many more self-healing techniques, over the following nine chapters of Get Real.

What does it mean to get real and be authentically, uniquely you? It means to be self-aware, to be secure enough in what you can do that you’re not afraid to own up to the things that you can’t, and to be able to keep your calm when people around you achieve perfection in an area of their lives without fear or envy or beating yourself up for being lesser. Editing your life to be authentic is a process that will help you become who you want to be, and to make the changes and do the work necessary in an efficient, thoughtful and realistic way. This might mean deconstructing the persona you’ve built, taking off your mask, speaking up for your happiest and healthiest self and being vulnerable – while setting boundaries. Once you start to get real and undergo an authentic edit of your life, you’ll realise there is no such thing as perfection. We’re all a little bit flawed, and those of us who know it can stop the competing, the crowing, or worrying about being usurped – we can get real and get on with life.

Authenticity:


• Not false or copied.

• Representing one’s true nature and beliefs.

• Being true to oneself.

• Living in the moment and being present.

• Sharing your genuine thoughts and real feelings.



Edit:


• To prepare something (yourself!) for public presentation.

• To assemble by cutting and rearranging.

• To alter, adapt or refine specially to suit a particular purpose.

• To delete.

• To transform for the better.



A conversation with a friend who’d recently challenged herself to perform a life inventory reminded me that when our days are filled with the wrong and the meh, little room is left for self-restoration and self-preservation.

‘Too many people around me found it too easy to be inconsiderate, inauthentic or greedy and not place any value on my time, needs or energy, and it made me question my own judgement about everything,’ she said. ‘Then, over the last couple of years, I felt a similar energy ricochet around the world, on a global scale, from leaders and politicians and movements, and on social media, and I got quite depressed.’

‘How did you handle this realisation?’ I asked her.

‘I’ve found that I can often do without people. I’ve retuned myself. And I’ve stopped watching the news. Some people don’t approve, but I’ve realised that I don’t care.’

My friend stopped wasting her time on those who didn’t treasure her, on systems and groups built on lies, and she switched off her television and social media, and started feeling safer. She got herself a new life motto, too: Be nice to your truest self. It’s hard to be happy when someone’s being unkind to you all the time. Especially if that person is you. She finally accepted herself, and started to treasure her story and accomplishments, which helped her to take care of her mental and physical health.

Enough is enough

Adulting is hard. And you know what else is hard? Recognising that moment when you’ve done enough and built enough – and that you are enough. Slow down enough to take a genuine look behind you with pride, take a few deep breaths and plan your route. Many people I meet have catapulted themselves towards unhealthy pursuits since they can remember: they strive to be richer, thinner and more popular with the in-crowd. They drive themselves wild for a bigger house, a bigger car, a better wardrobe. They think that there will be some final box to tick that says ‘you’re approved’, and if they have children, they then propel these pressures of perfection onto their offspring. But too often, these people – and I was one of them in my teens, twenties and early thirties – get to the self-erected finish line and they don’t feel happy, healthy, fulfilled and content. They look for what is next. They start looking for another finish line, or they’re eyeing up their fellow competitors and doubting their own accomplishments; or they wonder if it was all worth the effort, pain and loss that they felt along the way, and then they take the edge off the flat feeling inside with unhealthy habits or unhelpful social circles.

I know. I lived this story; I wrote myself a plot and gave myself some killer dialogue. I introduced scandalous characters and allowed myself to make silly decisions to give me subconscious cliffhangers. And then one day I woke up. I stopped and stared long and hard at the manuscript of my life, then I picked up a pencil, made notes, did some research, scribbled out things that didn’t make sense, or felt untrue, and I edited myself to a stronger place. No, this wasn’t a one-time only reworking. I am constantly editing myself to a stronger, kinder, calmer, more accepting place. I realised that if my life was my masterpiece, it deserved my discerning eye, my gut instinct and my often painful but meaningful reflection. Each one of us owes ourselves that honour: to refuse to strive to be someone we are not.

My inauthentic life

When I performed my self-edit, those around me were shocked. No one could believe what I had done. What had I done that was so shocking? I’d turned down a million-dollar salary, left the very swanky corner office on Sixth Avenue in Manhattan I’d occupied for five years and packed up my hipster apartment in Brooklyn to move to a dilapidated ranch in Kentucky to try freelance writing and get an MA in English. Everyone (nearly everyone) thought I was having a mental breakdown. I’d conscientiously worked my way up the journalism ladder at various London glossies and newspapers since leaving university, and landing the title of editor-in-chief of OK! magazine in New York, aged 29, had felt like reaching the stars. I held a coveted position; I was envied, respected and I knew it. But I’ll let you into a secret: deciding to turn my back on all that influence, material wealth and power wasn’t because of a mental breakdown, it was because of a mental breakthrough.

After half a decade feeling the heavy weight of pressure and responsibility, of tight deadlines, office politics, constant drama, and sleepless nights, I knew I’d had enough. A week wouldn’t go by without someone threatening to sue me, or fire me, or leak a fabricated story about me or my team to a gossip website. The magazine market was going in a direction that made me feel a bit grim, more salacious and judgemental, a tone I hadn’t signed up for and didn’t feel authentic spearheading. But what I appeared to have was so seductive . . . it was everything I’d ever worked for, I’d reached the pinnacle of the publishing world, selling one million magazines per week in the most competitive print market on the planet, and I was friends with the stars of Hollywood, giving Britney Spears elocution lessons and discussing the unmitigated pleasure of stepping into a London black cab with George Clooney. Anything I wanted at my fingertips. When my baby brother turned 21, I flew him into LAX to spend the day hanging out at the Playboy Mansion, then swung by the Staples Center to watch the LA Lakers, before hosting a dinner for him courtesy of Wolfgang Puck at Beverly Hills’ hottest restaurant with a table full of witty, wonderful actors. I knew I was being given access to a crazy beautiful world way beyond my nerdy, working-class childhood dreams . . . and yet I was miserable, grey, morally confused and flat. I remember at the time likening my life to that of Henry VIII, which probably sounds ridiculous, but I saw myself as being in the centre of this court, fawned over and pampered by court jesters and sycophants, over-indulged and praised, relying on a few key advisers to whisper wise words into my ear, but never really knowing what affection and respect was real and what was because of my title and influence. I found myself being quite untrusting and anxious. No heads rolled due to these unnerving emotions, but I was bloated with boredom (bizarrely, perhaps, I found it very difficult to get excited by celebrity shenanigans), doubt and insecurities.

My background was very unregal. Although society programmes us to desire money, power, praise and promotion, my childhood had imprinted a different focus on me. Growing up during the 1980s in the East End of London I queued up for lumpy mashed potato and even lumpier semolina in the free school lunch line alongside the other unfortunates – the kids with single mums like me or the kids who had just arrived in the country with nothing. I was aware that I was supposed to feel shame because we weren’t welloff – the glossy girls with their pristine Club Sport tracksuits and stuffed My Little Pony lunch boxes had already learnt to sneer at the likes of me – and I did feel it, but I also saw what excess did to people and how kindness didn’t come with a price tag. These girls who bullied me because I didn’t have the coolest clothes or the latest toys, or a dad at home, didn’t seem happy. Happy people weren’t mean to others. These girls had everything handed to them on a plate, while my mum had to work for everything she could give us, yet I’d never heard her be mean about anyone, and she glowed from the inside out with a calm beauty that the other mothers, who bounced straight from fancy gyms to the school gates in the latest Air Jordan’s, didn’t possess. I now know what it was: it was the glow of authentically accepting her life as it was, its troubles and its comforts.

My mother’s idea of success was having enough money left over after bills to buy fresh fruit at the end of each week and to take us on a two-week holiday every summer, which seemed like sensible goals to me. We didn’t have much, but we were content. Believe me, I had other issues because of our social standing, which I’ll share in the next chapter, but a reliance on material wealth and consumer goods was not in my wheelhouse. My mother’s – and therefore my – happiness, I appreciated by the age of ten, came from small treats, kindness and companionship, married to purpose and peace. My mother never envied the mock-Tudor mansions that came with turbulent relationships acquired by her girlfriends; she had pulled up the eggshell carpet we’d been walking on from our modest home straight after my dad moved out, and replaced it with smooth, straight floorboards we could trust not to trip up on.

Straight after rejecting my boss’s one million dollar offer to stay at the magazine, I walked out into Times Square to take a few deep breaths and call my mum. ‘Well done,’ she exclaimed without missing a beat as I told her about the money. ‘Buying more designer suits and eating in fancy restaurants won’t make you happy, nor surrounding yourself with these disingenuous flatterers. You need to look after your health and well-being in a real way.’ No one else’s reaction was as mindful and positive. The general consensus was that I must be mad to give up the title, the cash, the sycophants, the attention.

I wasn’t mad. I was 34 and awash with ennui and living on my nerves. I didn’t know the phrase ‘adrenal fatigue’ then, but that’s probably what was happening. I knew my proper relationships needed nurturing, not the inauthentic ones built on a projected image of my perfect life and job title with A-listers and hangers-on. My self-worth was built on Christian Louboutin heels, not inner confidence, and that had to change. We were heading towards the peak of the Kardashian era – indeed Kim was my beauty editor-at-large – and as my world got more flashy, fake and full of itself, I felt queasy. I made a list of the things that I valued, how much money I needed to survive, and what I could cut back on. A lot, it turned out. My life was full of fluff, stuff and nonsense that didn’t boost me, just my bank balance and my wardrobe. I researched the idea of happiness, looking for advice from people I admired. I’d met Richard Branson a few months earlier at a party, and I knew him to be a person who had found balance. ‘Too many people measure how successful they are by how much money they make or the people they associate with,’ he wrote. ‘In my opinion, true success should be measured by how happy you are.’ I knew he was right.

I walked away from my life of freebies and fabulosity, and moved to the American South to sway on a porch swing and watch fireflies dance at sunset with my husband. I went from sitting in the front row at New York Fashion Week chatting to the cast of Sex and the City, to sitting in a launderette sharing saltwater taffy with toothless cowboys who gave me lessons on how to spot a liar and make sweet iced tea, and mostly, the FOMO, imposter syndrome and insecurities I’d battled against since childhood gave up their fight. In the nine years since I quit my ‘dream job’ I feel Western social values have started to catch up with my mindset. My decision to quit a life and job others dream of, which once was seen as mad, bad and rash, now seems brave and sensible. I’ve spent those years getting a PhD, raising two children, travelling, encountering people from all over the world who make my heart full and my head expand, and writing wellness books. None of this has made me rich, but it has given me real purpose and genuine contentment.

Revamp, revise, redraft

Of course, social media makes it hard to ignore where I should be. The peers I’ve grown up alongside in London and New York flash their successes in front of my face and I imagine the experiences I’d be having if I hadn’t made the decision to jump from the expected ladder. I think of the money I didn’t make and the stories I’d never get to tell. Admittedly, it sometimes feels disappointing to watch the Oscars in flannel pyjamas from my sofa when I attended them in glittering gowns for five years. I have to check in with myself regularly to stay alert to the things I truly value, and I’ve trained my eyes to see through the carefully curated lives of showoffs who, when I meet them in person, confess their fears about keeping up, staying slim, being relevant. In my life now, no one cares about my waist-to-hip ratio or my relevance, and I feel great relief that I am no longer driven by shallow, meaningless goals.

Looking back, I acknowledge that leaving my dream job was my big career life edit, my big fuck-you to the idea of pretending to be perfect and worthy of praise – but I’ve been consistently grappling with issues of self-worth since I was a child, sometimes allowing the real me to win. When I was nine, I stopped getting upset that I didn’t possess the natural skill to be a gymnast and turned my spare time to writing – which I did have a flair for – instead. As a teen, I accepted that beautiful boy Daniel was never going to fall in love with me, so I found solace in his equally cute friend Ben, who I knew really, really liked me, and with whom I had more meaningful conversations anyway. At university, I sat for an honest chat with my tutor who advised me that – to my disappointment – mathematics was not my strong point, and if I switched my focus from my beloved economics to politics, I could probably earn a higher degree. I did, and I did. My professor taught me an important lesson: I wasn’t settling, I was mindfully playing to my strengths.

As an adult, accepting and working around my imperfections – and not getting thrown off course by seemingly perfect people I encounter – has become an even more powerful method of coping with what life has given me. As soon as I realised that I did have control and power over my own destiny, I felt happier and healthier. I learnt in my twenties that I was only in competition with myself, no one else. I faced up to my fears – and gossip and criticism – and threw off my role as the perfect wife, escaping an unhappy marriage and making the difficult decision to divorce a man who was good but I was desperately ill-suited to. I edited out bad friendships, forgiving myself for not being able to make everyone like me. I edited out places – moving across the world and living in many different cities, holding up my hand when I got decisions wrong, until I found the right place to raise a family and build a home.

Turning down one million dollars and letting go of an impressive title and all that adoration was the life edit that really turns people’s heads, though. Friends and ex-colleagues often ask how I did it. How I dared accept my limits and weaknesses and save my mental health? How can they get off the hamster wheel of consumption, public approval and promotions? I always say this: sit with yourself, at your most bare and honest. Make a list of what you need and what you don’t – people, places, material goods, traits, hobbies. Who do you truly like? What do you truly like to do? In black and white, your true goals will appear. Shut off from others’ expectations of you and write down what you need to create a happy, healthy life and what you need to edit out to be able to sit comfortably with yourself as you are. It could mean eliminating people who make you feel lesser, a job that makes you restless with panic, a trait you’re trying to possess that makes you feel like a phoney. Consult your diary: there is no rush to make changes – you have time. And do the maths: what changes can you afford to make, how can you budget happiness? And if a big salary is important to you, that’s cool. If beautiful handbags and fast cars make you happy, work hard to get them. You do you. You be you. I’ve discovered the true secret to success is having the courage to become the person you believe you were meant to be – not the person you’ve been told you should become – and gently, judiciously editing your life to make sure you’re not allowing other people’s ideas of perfection to force you into dark corners. And honestly, there is no time like the present.

You’re all good

This book will be a blueprint to bravery, self-acceptance and moving on and moving up; a guide to stepping away from your own restraints and others’ expectations to create the life you deserve; a calming mix of ideas and solutions that are easy to follow and feel genuine; anecdotes that are inspirational and direct. Each chapter will teach you how to balance your mental and physical health, manage a career with family and friends, and let go of the things that no longer serve you or the people you love. As you read, I want you to imagine all the bad things that have happened to you, picture them mushed up in your inner magic pot, until they are boiled down into an appreciation for what you really want and need to be happy and healthy.

Over the pages of this book, I will repeatedly ask you to accept your imperfections and the aspects of your life that need to be changed, and give you the skills, tools and confidence to say so, backed up with real-life evidence from people who have learnt to do just that.

You will learn to:


• Unlock your life’s true purpose.

• Upgrade your ability to learn from mistakes, upsets or failures.

• Reduce limiting beliefs that have kept you trapped in unhealthy cycles.

• Develop new skills, strengths and habits.

• Define your life goals, priorities and core values.

• Improve your thinking to expand your self-awareness.

• Find a balance that works for you without harming others.

• Find your truth (not accept anyone else’s).



As I share my journey to a happier life, and you read anecdotal advice from other people who are working towards self-kindness and self-love, I will coach you towards finding your voice and your ability to say yes to things that you want, no to things you don’t, and cutting back on the unwanted to leave space for you to live happily and healthily in your own skin.

In each chapter, there will be opportunities for you to journal and note your thoughts, ideas and the changes you wish to make. I will:


• Ask open- and closed-ended questions so that you can clearly assess your needs, wants and desires. I encourage you to write down your answers. You will forget them, and it will be useful to return to them at intervals to see how you have edited your life to accept your limits and embrace your strengths – or not!

• Encourage you to think around each chapter’s theme, bringing up real-life examples of inconsistencies, niggles or flare-up points in your life.

• Aim to raise your self-confidence and self-belief. When you feel good about yourself and your abilities, you’ll feel more able to make positive, proactive decisions.

• Provide you with alternative solutions, perspectives and insights with which to compare your current life and your imagined life.

• Offer ideas to help you overcome potential roadblocks that you feel sit between you and your calmer, more contented routine.

• Challenge the limitations you have placed on your mental and physical health.

• Check your authenticity when thinking about your weaknesses. Are you listening to your gut?



As you go from page to page, I hope you can face your strengths and weaknesses with authenticity and honesty. This requires a lack of vanity, defensiveness or pretentiousness. This requires open-mindedness, realism and a proactive approach to being an agent in your own growth. At the end of each chapter, there’ll be an authenticity checklist to help you think about your actions and how they’re affecting your life, encouraging you to note down your aims, goals and ideas, and helping you to focus on what you need to add or eliminate to own your story and create your masterpiece: a life you love. As you read the anecdotes from people who have performed a successful life edit – creating more space for people and pursuits they truly value and nurture their finest qualities – you should reflect upon the lessons they’ve learnt that you could introduce into your own life.

Trigger warning

Major work on the self needs a strong stomach, whoever we are, however much we know it is needed. Dipping and delving into our memories and feelings can be brutal, and we never know what is going to bring us to our knees. Over the 12 months I’ve been researching this book, questioning every decision I’ve made, analysing it for its authenticity, while reading and listening to people I respect who are bravely displaying their truth to the world, triggers have seemingly popped up from nowhere, the tears springing from my eyes and down my cheeks so suddenly that I have not known what to do with myself, or how to heal myself quickly enough to carry on with my day. What the last year has taught me is this: a true reveal of self involves true grief – reliving hurtful comments to work out why they were so painful and what my reaction says about me at my core.

That’s right: accepting what you can’t do or don’t do well is a tough core workout. It’s going to make you uncomfortable, terribly sad at times, regretful over friends not cherished or words not spoken, and you’ll realise how any deep self-reflection, followed by self-acceptance and new hope, is a journey. Because even when you are on your knees, or sobbing on the bathroom floor in the dark because you are misunderstood, lonely or in pain, or humiliated because you’ve turned a perfectly nice lunch with friends into a clashing confrontation of opinions because you’re carrying so much emotional weight, you are growing. You are getting closer to good health and happiness, and further away from caring about things that don’t matter. Be gentle with yourself; be kind.

Ultimately, Get Real requires you to be optimistic. My hope is that, over the course of this book, you give yourself permission to say no, say yes, cut back, fight back, listen up, look up, remove guilt and add joy. Focus on your idea of right and wrong, your idea of good and bad, your idea of what’s cool and what’s for fools, and the person you want to be – because you have to live with you, first and foremost. And you have a responsibility to yourself in all its messy, discombobulated, glorious truth.

Own your truth

As I was finishing writing this introduction, I got a text message from a friend. She’d had on-and-off battles with alcohol for the last decade, and finally, after over a year of being sober, she was sharing her troubles with friends, in person and on social media. The previous day I’d told her how I admired her honesty, that her open and often painful discussions and observations were probably helping more people than she could ever imagine. She told me that she’d had some feedback, some positive, some negative, but that she was OK with that.

‘My grandma used to say to me “What other people think of you is none of your business”,’ she wrote, ‘so if people feel uncomfortable with my truth, so be it. I don’t focus on it. Their issues with me are nothing to do with me. I’m sharing my imperfections to keep me on track, and for the lonely one per cent who are invisibly struggling with drinking. If I had an emotional reaction to everything said about me or thought about me, I’d be a wreck, but I can’t control anyone else, so I’ve let it go – and I’ve found a community that I can have a positive impact on.’

That’s just one of the many ways living an authentic life can make you happier and healthier: your authenticity will help and inspire people who genuinely need you. And why be perfect when you can be helpful, happy and healthy? It turns out that life really is too short for fake friends, fake smiles, fake anything . . . and getting to your place of truth is really
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