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To my darling Jens,

for your belief in me and holding

me accountable to my highest ideals





Introduction

Where was Marcus?

I was on the tenth floor of a very grey, very shitty twenty-one-floor apartment complex in Stratford, which for the uninitiated is in East London. It was a concrete dump, but for me it was free. As I walked to the station every day to take a train into town, you would have never thought I was living in a flat with no stove or fridge. Marcus and I would joke that in England, a balcony is sufficient to keep milk cold. It’s possible that on this day there was a Gucci diamante thong peeking out from the top of my jeans, as was the (questionable) style of the day, but what’s for sure is that I looked fantastic. I’ve always known how to put myself together, even when everything else in my life is a mess.

And on this particular day, everything was a disaster.

The apartment was small—I slept on the couch in the living room, Marcus in the single bedroom—and so it didn’t take me long to deduce that he wasn’t there. And then the phone screamed through the silence. It was Marcus.

“Emma,” he said. “I’ve been arrested. You need to go on a walk. My mate is coming over to get some of my things. Until he does, Emma, don’t go home.”

“Alright, alright,” I replied, scared and thoroughly confused.

So I went for a walk. I stayed away until well after dark, and with each step I turned Marcus’s words over and over in my mind. Why was his mate going to our apartment? Why couldn’t I be there at the same time? What was his mate going to do? The more I thought, the more scared and confused I felt.

All I knew for sure was that I needed to follow Marcus’s instructions precisely. I had known him my whole life, and I trusted him like family.

Marcus ended up spending twenty-two years in jail. Only much, much later did I sort of surmise that his mate must have come by to collect some essential contraband. I didn’t want to know back then. And I still don’t. For me the main point then, and now, is simply that Marcus, on the edge of the abyss, was thinking of me, trying to keep me safe. That felt meaningful and symbolic. My future deserved his protection—and I carried from that moment onward the knowledge of his faith in me, the belief that I was destined for more and also the realization that I would need to cross a bridge from the world he and I came from to the world where I wanted to live.

Marcus could have easily told me on the phone that day that I needed to find a place of my own, but he made sure that the rent on the council flat was paid for years, as I had no money and nowhere else to go. I paid his mum twenty quid a week to stay. I was seventeen years old and working my way through fashion school—and that’s all I had to spare.

Marcus is not the only family member or family friend who went to jail when I was a kid. This was part of my reality. My extended family and family-friend circle looks like a casting call for a Guy Ritchie movie: They’re good-looking, they’re fast-talking, and they have nicknames like Bonsey and Mads. My mum, Jenny-Lee, is white and British and raised me on her own. My dad, Steve, who is Trinidadian, though born in England, is a good person and really fun, but he was completely absent during my childhood. He’s been a British telecoms engineer for his entire adult life, earning a modest income. We’re great friends now, but I could no doubt have used his steady presence in my young life.

If a fortune-teller had taken a look at my destiny when I was growing up, she would have predicted I’d become a DJ’s girlfriend or a footballer’s sidepiece, or marry a gangster. That seemed to be the predetermined path for all the women in my life, women who put everyone ahead of their own dreams and fell into rutted expectations that yielded mostly heartbreak and financial dead ends. My mum was a little different—she’d finagled a job on a trading desk, and while she encountered some hurdles in her life, she had a legitimate job at a bank for most of my childhood. My mum is very smart, though she was a tough role model at times, too.

I didn’t officially graduate from high school (I was asked to leave for being disruptive, only to learn as an adult that I’m dyslexic and struggled to keep up because they didn’t know how to teach me), and I dropped out of the London College of Fashion after my first term because I couldn’t afford to stay. I grew up in chaos, with occasional violence, and very few means.

And yet, here I am.

Nobody would have predicted that I’d launch many, many successful businesses and earn a spot on Forbes’s “America’s Richest Self-Made Women” list by the age of forty. Nobody would have predicted that I’d be in a loving and warm marriage of sixteen years with a brilliant and supportive Swede from an artsy family. Nobody would have predicted, after a childhood where I was overly involved in raising my three younger sisters, that I’d go on to become the mother of four incredible kids who I am rightly obsessed with. Nobody would have predicted that I’d be able to therapize so much of my anger and have access to so much happiness.

I always knew though. One of the things my mother used to say to me is You’re not more special than anyone else, but nobody is more special than you. My mum had an inconsistent relationship with reality, but this felt like one of the truest things she ever said, and I integrated it deeply into my thinking. Why me? And also: Why not me? While I was a responsible and very overly parentified ten-year-old—somebody had to get my sisters to school, feed them, and show up for parent-teacher conferences because my mum couldn’t get the time off work—I recognized at an early age that it would be best for me to assume complete responsibility for myself, too. Rather than looking for people and factors to blame for why everything in my life was shaky and unstable, I decided to get on with it—and do everything differently from the people around me to create safety and security for myself.

I didn’t have any mentors until I’d already become successful, but that didn’t prevent me from paying attention: I looked for teachers everywhere, I followed my curiosity into as many books as I could get my hands on, I questioned everything, and I learned from every encounter. Nobody was going to give me any breaks, so I asked for them instead. I wedged my foot into any door that was even remotely cracked open. I pushed, I hustled, and I showed up, again and again, keeping my word and doing what I said I would do along the way.

I get a lot of questions about how I’ve done what I’ve done. People find me on shows like Shark Tank in the US and Dragons’ Den in the UK. They slide into my DMs and pull me aside at conferences or on the street. They want guidance on when, if, or how to start a family or a business—and ultimately, how to balance the two and scale. Explaining how I’ve done what I’ve done so other women can do it too was the core impetus for writing this book, along with my frustration that there’s a lot of marketing for women in business that feels frankly wrong, or like it plays into the insidious programming that keeps us all small.

People often talk about playbooks for success, and I’m here to tell you that there is no playbook, particularly for women. While it’s true that the rules of the old boys’ club still sometimes work out for men, that’s not always true either. What I’ve learned from operating, scaling, and monetizing many businesses for more than twenty years is that it’s not really about prescribed actions—do this, and do that, and get this result—it’s about the thinking that determines those actions. This is a book about mindset—about managing your emotions, clarifying your thoughts, and taking the right next step, all while holding a positive vision for your future. It’s about collecting yourself after failure, expecting no shortcuts (but taking any you can find), and pushing hard for the wins. It’s about thinking for yourself and finding your own path while learning from everyone else’s mistakes (along with your own). While a lot of people look to me for guidance on scaling billion-dollar businesses, this book isn’t just for entrepreneurs who hope to IPO someday—this book is for anyone who is tired of feeling like a passenger in their own life and wants something different for their future. That could be more ease and abundance with money, a balanced home life, or a blueprint for building a profitable side hustle that requires no financial investment.

In the following pages, I’m going to tell you about the foundational operating system that guides my life, which I learned in the streets of a very specific place: East London. I’m going to explain how I came to manage and moderate my emotions so that I didn’t use any perceived affront from the exterior world as a justification to unload my anger, sadness, fear, or guilt on other people, only setting myself back in the process. And then, one by one, I’m going to take down a series of what I call “Old Thoughts.” Women will recognize these Old Thoughts as core to the way we tend to think about the rules of life and business. These thoughts include needing to know the right people or be invited to the right events; that money is inelegant, unspiritual, scarce, and dirty; that “doing it all” is an achievable goal so long as you unlock the code to balancing your work and family life perfectly; and so many more. There are good reasons why we buy into these Old Thoughts: Our culture provides manifold evidence that they’re true and that we need to abide by them to be socially acceptable—but I haven’t. And because of this, I have a lot to show for it on the other side. My life isn’t perfect, and I still work on myself every single day, but I live the life I always dreamed of, with a family I’m so in love with, a beautiful house with two working fridges, and every day I get to do work that I enjoy.

I can hear a lot of “buts” rising in peoples’ throats: But what will people think of me? But what will I need to sacrifice to pursue my dreams? But nothing about this world is equitable or fair! I hear you. I’m not going to gaslight you. I’m not going to bathe you in toxic positivity or rain platitudes down on your head. Yes, the world is typically more difficult for women, people of color, and poor people—and yes, I am and have been all three. There are very few factors that feel ideal for mothers to succeed. I understand that men have much less pressure to be all things to all people and that nobody asked Steve Jobs or Elon Musk how they balanced their parenting while they built Apple or Tesla. Instead, we’ve largely celebrated their single-minded focus on their goals, even when they’ve come to the detriment of society. We see the quirks and faults of powerful men through our fingers. I cannot name a single woman who has been afforded the same luxury.

This is all true. And yet, we cannot wait for the world to meet our preferences in order to take action. Besides, women are exceptional. In the following pages, I’m going to remind you that your exceptionality is true and more accessible when you learn to turn down all the voices in your head suggesting you’re not doing it right and turn up your own voice instead. We are full of potential—when that potential meets grit and determination, everything is up for grabs.

And now, we need to grab it. We can’t wait for the world to decide that it’s our turn to lead and succeed. That ain’t going to happen. But we need something different. After all, when I look around at the state of women, I’m both impressed and also very disappointed. The halls of power and cap tables don’t reflect our exceptionality, nor do I meet a lot of women who feel fantastic about the balance of their lives. Far too many women feel like they are failing, or creatively stifled, or functionally blocked. All women are exhausted. While it’s very easy—and we see this all over our culture—to blame men and inequitable systems, that’s not how I roll. Not because it’s not sometimes valid, but because it’s not how change happens. Nothing is fair, it’s true. But I don’t have time to wait for equity; I’d rather make it. I take full responsibility for my life, and I create my own future, regardless of what comes back at me. If we’re going to change the world, we have to start with ourselves. We have to get on our own teams and choose ourselves first. We have everything we need. Let my life be proof that our lives are unpredictable and that you can push against expectations and come out (way) on top. I do not follow scripts. I do not abide by prevailing—and often toxic—thoughts. While there’s ample cultural proof that these thoughts are “right” or “common” or “foregone conclusions,” I see things differently and live my life accordingly. This has worked out for me quite well.

While nothing happens overnight or without a lot of hard work, you can engineer your life to match your wildest dreams. This process starts by identifying what those dreams even are, doing the work to manage your emotions, and then changing the way you think about what’s possible. While my achievements seem singular—especially in the context of where I came from—I’m pretty convinced that I’ve done what I’ve done precisely so I can teach you how to do it, too.

Let’s begin.






PART ONE VISION [image: ]


You can’t be what you can’t see.

—Marian Wright Edelman







It’s a simple image, one that I drew compulsively as a child: a Christmas tree decorated so beautifully and meticulously it could have been in the entryway to Selfridges, piled with presents underneath. This tree stood in front of a gigantic window next to a handsome console, though I didn’t know the word “console” back then. Twenty years later, I realized these drawings had been a premonition: They matched, detail-to-detail, the first house I bought with my now-husband, Jens. It was December, and I had just brought our first child home from the hospital. I sat there, holding little Grey, feeling tired and blissful, and then I looked up and was startled. As the scene came together, I burst into tears.

Jens looked at me tenderly and said, “Isn’t it amazing we have a baby?”

“No,” I said. “What’s amazing is that I drew this scene five hundred times when I was a kid.” Jens had bought this fancy 1970s Danish console, and we had a massive tree. I hadn’t really looked closely before, but in that moment I realized it perfectly matched my sketches from when I was nine years old. While only about ten miles from Plaistow, that house with Jens was a world away—it represented the future I had been dreaming about, a future that called me forward. This future seemed to have little to do with my childhood, although I’ve come to understand the way I’ve stitched them together throughout my life, building a bridge to where I am now.



When I walk into rooms in the US, people think I speak the Queen’s English and immediately code me as fancy—but I speak like an East Londoner, which is anything but posh. I’ve never identified as just English. I will always and forever be from this distinct area, which encompasses the most impoverished inner-city area in the UK. It’s a vibrant and incredibly diverse community—large populations of Sikh and Hindu Indians, Somalians, people from the Caribbean, English and Irish—forged together through its own culture, down to the way we dressed. In East London, you wear every good thing that you own at the same time—all your jewelry, and your best clothing is visible. And the sneakers? The sneakers are always fresh and never dirty.

While in many ways I’d have loved to have been born in the suburbs, into a stable upper-middle-class family with two parents and the promise of a pedigreed education, I’m so grateful that I grew up in those streets, as it was there that I learned my basic operating manual. In East London, you learn manners: You respect your elders, and you don’t talk shit about parents or kids. Your mum’s your mum. In East London, people say what they mean—your word is king—and people do what they say. There’s no real room for meaningless pleasantries or loose talk when you’re trying to survive. And, if you lie, flake, or cheat, you’re going nowhere—or worse.I I’ve learned over the years—especially working and living in Los Angeles—that this is not standard for most. So many people make promises they have no intention of keeping, shy away from unpleasant truths because honesty makes them uncomfortable, and operate under the delusion that things should just happen for them because everything has always worked out before. This has not been my reality. I have never been a bullshitter, and I’ve never felt entitled to success—even now. I credit my East London upbringing for this: When I say I’m going to do something, I do it. I never spare people from the truth. And I am always in motion, working to make my next dream materialize.

My dreams are big—bigger than my fears and bigger than the console and the Christmas tree that I drew as a little kid. Throughout my childhood, I knew I didn’t belong in Plaistow—not in a bad way, just that it wasn’t my destiny. Plaistow is etched in my heart and a huge part of why I’m successful and who I have become, but it didn’t feel like home. I remember watching as the neighbor kids played with the paving pebbles in the driveway and thinking, I’m not supposed to be here. This is not me. They were my best friends, and I loved them, but I always felt different, certain I’d been dropped into the wrong place as a baby. I definitely couldn’t imagine signing up for the same fate I saw around me. I shared a room with two of my younger sisters, and at bedtime I liked to read to them and make up stories from our grand future. I would cut up pages of old Vogue magazines and fill scrapbook after scrapbook, dreaming about a different life for us. I knew it was out there. I could see it in the magazines—and more importantly, in my mind’s eye. Intuitively, I understood I could trust the visions in my head and use them as signposts for what might be ahead.II As with all the visions I’ve received, I never assumed they were foregone conclusions or eventualities. I knew I simply didn’t quite know yet how to achieve them but would figure it out. From a young age, I understood that my dreams would require work.



I got my first job delivering newspapers when I was twelve, which taught me two things: First, it exposed me to the early-morning workers, a whole host of people who got up at the crack of dawn to get ready for real jobs (the grafters, as we would call them in London)—as opposed to the nightlife crowd that I was more familiar with who didn’t get out of bed until noon and then hustled to get by.III As I did my route, I could see these early risers through their windows as they sipped their tea and read the news. I wouldn’t have had this language then, but it was a meditation—and made me maniacal about creating my own morning routine. To this day, I set myself up in a very specific way. Because I’m up early, I don’t overdo it with alcohol, and I don’t stay out late on weekdays. The second thing my paper route brought me was a fascination with the news and information gathering. I would always buy a paper for myself so I could read about the world. I couldn’t get over the idea that you could buy that much info for fifty pence! While I wasn’t yet fully living in the world I dreamed of, that didn’t stop me from wanting to understand it. I credit this “always in learning mode” mentality for being a huge part of my ongoing success. I operate from a place of feeling like I don’t know what I don’t know, but I can learn anything.

From twelve until fifteen, I continued to get up at five o’clock every morning for my paper route, even though I found additional—and somewhat easier—ways to make money. I worked at a shop, I sold fireworks seasonally (even though I was too young to buy them), and I made sandwiches at a deli. With each one of these gigs, I did an impeccable job: I made a beautiful toastie (and still do). I also managed to strike up a big business making hundreds of pounds selling Ralph Lauren and YSL shirts that “fell off trucks” to teachers during recess, and real Fendi Baguette bags to old ladies who won big at the bingo hall. (I still have a beaded Baguette that I knew was too beautiful to sell.) As a tween, I often had a wad of cash in my backpack, but because my fashion supply chain was uncertain, I kept my gig selling papers for thirty pounds a week. Plus, that morning ritual anchored my entire day. I learned from my family that you could never rely on a consistent flow of cash, so you should always hedge your bets.

I don’t know if it was this early experience as a hustler on the playground or the fact that my mum focused all her maternal energy on making sure we looked put together despite whatever shit was happening at home, but I’ve always been obsessed with fashion—and finding a job working with clothing felt like a foregone conclusion. I also didn’t have a lot of other models for what was possible, especially for women. There seemed to be more options for the boys—they were going off to football academies, they were becoming mildly famous rappers, MCs, and DJs—and because of this, they were making a lot of money. There just didn’t seem to be as many roads out of Plaistow for the girls. I still remember the pamphlet I picked up at a school fair for the London College of Fashion: It was thin, matte, long, and so chic. I chose the business course, mostly because it was the cheapest program, but also because I didn’t think I could sketch like a real designer, though I was certain that I could run Topshop someday. I scraped and saved half of the £6,500 tuition and borrowed the rest from my uncle Joe, my mother’s brother, who was very good to me throughout my childhood.

When school started, I was sixteen and I knew I was in trouble—I was sleeping on Marcus’s couch and essentially living on my own, as my mother had moved to Spain. I didn’t really even have a place to unpack my bag or the wherewithal to organize my life, much less the functional support I needed to help me be successful at school. At the time, I didn’t realize I had dyslexia either—while I felt motivated, I literally could not get through the work.

There was that, as well as the reality that the London College of Fashion is in London’s West End, five minutes from Selfridges and Browns. I told myself I was doing “market research” by stopping in to see the new Alaïa or Dolce & Gabbana instead of going to class, but I found myself constantly distracted from school by my growing interest in flipping through racks of high-end fashion. And then I became sidetracked even more when I took a part-time job at a store across the street and performed so well I started taking on additional days. The upside of my time in retail is that I came to understand one of my genius spots: I can sell anything to anyone—even account cards, which are like a store credit card. I used to sell more account cards in the two days I worked a week than the rest of the team who worked the store full-time. I loved being the number one salesperson—plus, for each account card I opened, I’d earn fifty quid. Nobody wanted to open an account card—at the time, it was even more time-intensive and manual, as you’d have to fill out a lot of physical forms—but I could convince everyone. Even when someone would be declined, I’d get them to come back with proof of income so we could finish the process. I was relentless. The money was tantalizing, and by the end of the first semester, I’d effectively worked my way out of college. I didn’t finish the year; I dropped out.

While I found studying difficult, I had an endless appetite for work—via my time in school, I understood that you could get apprentice-like work placements. I wrote about a hundred letters. Every single designer in London received a letter from me, along with every showroom and every PR agency. When I didn’t get a response, I showed up in person and rang the bell, hoping I could engage someone, anyone, in a conversation to really underline my interest. Ultimately, I landed gigs at Aurelia PR, which at the time was the shit; I worked for an amazing label named Gharani Strok, which was the hottest thing at London Fashion Week; and I did some time at a concierge company called Quintessentially.IV

These work-study jobs were unpaid, and you would spend sixteen hours a day toiling away—nobody was worried about your welfare or worker rights—but these apprenticeships were invaluable.V Beyond beginning to build a network, I went around London figuring out everything I didn’t want to do, which is probably the most important thing you can do early on in your career. I worked and I also watched. The fact that I was a few steps removed and not an employee gave me an interesting vantage point to study the fashion world as an outsider, an industry I was intent on joining.

When I was eighteen, I landed a real job at a fashion show production company, where I stayed for six years. We produced a lot of London Fashion Week and worked on sponsorships for the best designers in London, so I got exposure to Alexander McQueen, Matthew Williamson, and Vivienne Westwood as they realized their visions every year. It was so exciting to work in any proximity to those creative geniuses. But for most of the less-famous fashion talent, I couldn’t understand why there seemed to be no money in any of it. The economics made no sense as I watched young, talented designers go upside down producing their shows, completely disconnected from their own businesses.

Ultimately, I found this production company incredibly toxic. At times it almost felt like a parody of stereotypically bitchy bosses who pitted us all against each other and made us feel terrible—but I learned an awful lot. And for that I’ll always be grateful. I didn’t think they were great businesswomen, but I was so close to what I wanted to do and what I loved. I was close to the creativity, I made a lot of contacts, and I got to know the industry from the ground up. Much of it was deeply unglamorous, but such is the reality of most careers, even the most glittery ones. While I was there, I learned how to budget, I learned how to be organized, and I learned how a designer moves from concept to collection—and the hard reality that these shows were a terrible waste of money for most, and they had no clue how to transition their artistic vision into the retailer orders that would ensure their labels would thrive. It was only ever about creating a show and the corresponding pressbook. There was so much ego attached to the artistry that nobody was talking about a merchandising plan, or the ROI you’d need to see to justify spending £150,000 on a runway show.

Ultimately, this chasm between vision and reality became my bridge to build—and this turned into the beginning of my career. From what I recall, it began with the need for TVs. A designer wanted a wall of TVs for their show backdrop, similar to one Donatella Versace had done—and naturally these aspirations did not line up with their budget. So I called Toshiba and somehow convinced them that it would absolutely be in the best interest of their brand to align with this young designer. They shipped me a load of TVs in exchange for their logo on the credit sheet, and I was off to the races. I worked in the sponsorship division for the next few years, where I would call and call for dollars. I had a friend of the family who was a football agent, and he told me to commission brands 10 percent, but that felt like too little—so I asked for 20 percent and got it. The problem is, though, that none of this revenue was going to me. Six years in, I was bringing in millions of pounds but only netting a £26,000 salary. We were the only division of the company generating any profit. I went to my bosses to renegotiate my compensation, and after arguing for a while, they told me they’d give me a £4,000 pay raise. And so I quit, as I realized that what I was doing for them I could create on my own. Rather than waiting for these women to take care of me, I needed to take care of myself. Nobody else could do that for me.

For the first time, I got really clear about my vision for my future, and I started a process that has done well for me over the years: I made a plan for turning thirty and forty, and I’m currently working on my plan for fifty. I write these plans down. I write them as a vision statement about how I want to spend my time and what I want to be doing. I assess where I am and where I want to be, and often connect this to concrete financial goals: When I was in my twenties and building my plan for my thirties, I decided I didn’t want to be a salary girl forever, and that someday I wanted to fly in the front of the plane—and that I wanted a housekeeper to come once every two weeks. My current list—Emma @ 40—lives in a sticky note on my phone so I can look at it every Sunday and ask myself whether I’m moving closer to where I want to be or shifting offtrack. Once I write it down, I work backward and then break it into yearly/monthly/weekly chunks. I know that changing habits and engineering results requires consistency, routine, and focus—and continuous improvement, as nothing happens overnight. Every year on my birthday in September—my “new year”—I assess the year that’s passed and plan for the year to come, a plan that needs to be realized by the actual new year. I think of this as grounding my vision, or the beginning of the process of materializing my future. I highly recommend you do this with me so you can establish the map for where you’d like to go and use it as a touchstone for the weeks and years ahead. Plus, I can tell you from experience that it’s fun to understand how much you actually control in your life.



YEARLY PROCESS1

1. Looking back at the goals you didn’t achieve this year, what were the main reasons you couldn’t get there?

This question requires brute honesty. You must examine the answers that come up first, and continue to ask yourself why? It’s critical that you look to yourself and don’t blame external factors.

Write it down.
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2. What are three things you wish you did more of last year?

Don’t overthink this. It should be easy to come up with a list of three things that give you joy, feel aligned with your purpose, make you feel accomplished, have a positive impact on you, etc.

Write it down.

[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
3. What are you avoiding? And what are you scared of doing?

This could be something small like learning a new skill, or something life-altering. You choose your “hard.” I always try to think about this one for a long time. What would you do if you didn’t give a shit about what anyone would say?

Write it down.
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4. How do you plan to learn and grow in the year to come?

For me, this past year was about going to the Hoffman Process, taking a course in Transcendental Meditation, and learning to swim—yes, at forty-two I was learning to swim. I try to find progress each year.

Write it down.
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5. Habits and boundaries: What habits do you want to create, and what boundaries should you establish?

I put these two together because to me they are both about defining limits and nonnegotiables. I never write more than three for each, and I rarely achieve all six, but that’s a good start. The mere act of writing them down moves me forward.

Write it down.
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Once you’ve committed to a vision for yourself, it’s time to move on to managing your emotions, because an inability to regulate your reaction to the world can undo any plan.


	I. There’s lots to recommend about East London, including the fact that if you were hungry as a kid, you could go into anyone’s house and they’d make you a sandwich. We’d stay out in the streets playing until late because, even though it was dangerous, if you lived there, you felt protected and safe. I knew every single adult in my neighborhood, and every kid. It was a proper community.

	II. These visions were different from my desires, too. For example, I’ve had a recurring dream throughout my life that I collect an award at some point—I see an orchestra and a stage, and a setup that is similar to the Academy Awards. I have no idea what this is—and no, it’s not the CFDA Award that I won in 2022—and I feel zero attachment or even excitement. I just know that someday this will happen.

	III. Most of my family members are workers, but even so, I watched many of the women in my life, including my mum, hook themselves up to husbands, boyfriends, and partners who blew it. I knew that would never be me. My mum, however, never relied on a man financially, and I give her a lot of credit for this given our circumstances.

	IV. I bartered for this internship after one of the founders came into the store and needed to exchange a Juicy Couture tracksuit that he’d bought at Bloomingdale’s. He was with a girl, and it was clearly not her size. He offered to take me to a P. Diddy White Party that weekend if I’d swap it out for him. I asked him who he was and why he was going to a P. Diddy White Party, and he told me that at Quintessentially, they could get anything from anywhere for anyone: “If Gwyneth Paltrow needs an organic turkey, we’re the guy.” He was flamboyant and fun, and I felt like he was doing things and going places. I told him I had no interest in the party but that if I did him a favor and swapped his tracksuit, I’d like work experience instead.

	V. We need to bring unpaid internships back. Sure, it would have been nice to have been paid, and I desperately needed the money, but that’s not why I pursued the placements. The experience and connections were far more valuable.







PART TWO MANAGING EMOTIONS [image: ]


The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human being can alter hisI life by altering his attitudes.

—William James




	I. (Or her…!)







If you were to poll a group of people, they’d probably tell you that women are more emotional than men. That’s certainly the stereotype, even though there’s little scientific evidence to suggest that this is a biological fact.1 It’s definitely possible that this is a cultural reality, though, and that women are more in tune with their emotions, simply because we’re allowed to be. In fact, the stereotype that women are more emotional than men grants us license to be that way. While there’s a certain amount of stoicism expected from men, women are allowed to feel their feelings. This is a clear advantage. Emotional literacy and emotional intelligence (EQ) are critical skills for reading a room, tapping into cultural trends, understanding the motivations of other people, and even understanding what you want. Our emotions are often our best connection to the intelligence of the body as well—if you know how to listen.

To reap the benefits of your gut-based intuitions, and to use your emotions in a healthy way, you need to learn how to modulate and manage them. While your feelings are an essential source of information, you cannot live a healthy or functional life if you’re running a decision-making process based on your anger or fear—and many of us, dare I say most of us, are. This very much used to be me. It’s very human. Almost every woman I meet is terrified of messing things up and frequently so paralyzed by fear that there’s a refusal to start working on a dream outside of fantasizing in her head. Meanwhile, some of us can’t get beyond guilt, whether it’s guilt about the ones we feel like we’re leaving behind or neglecting in the process (children), or guilt about doing too well.

It’s important to rightsize all your feelings—even your enthusiastic ones—as you consider how to best move forward. This does not mean that you run your feelings over or suppress them. In fact, because emotions are body-based, your body will have its vengeance on you in time if you leave it out of decisions completely—a lot of us ignore our own body-based “no,” for example, and agree to do things all the time that we absolutely don’t want to do. This is a type of betrayal; we need to stop doing it.

I’ve worked hard throughout my life to get a clear read on my emotions, in part because my childhood ensured that, like many of us, I’d occasionally be flooded and overwhelmed. Since I was largely left to figure out life on my own, I didn’t learn proper emotional coaching or regulation from the adults in my life—in fact, it was a boyfriend in my teens who suggested I needed help learning how to manage my feelings. I’ll always be grateful for this intervention and the community-based program I found (I could not afford therapy, nor would I have known where to look), as I learned—in time, with patience—how to listen to my emotions without letting them color my thoughts or destroy my relationships. This takes practice, but it’s one of the most productive things you can do.

These coming pages are about precisely this: Before we get deeper into mindset and assessing the Old Thoughts that shape the way so many of us show up in the world, we need to clear the emotional decks first.




1. Anger


One of the hardest things in life to learn is which bridges to build and which bridges to burn.

—Bertrand Russell



“Excuse me!… Excuse me! Excuse me!” I was yelling. I was definitely shouting. We were underground in a tube station in London, and the woman in front of me was fumbling with her card, which was stopping her—and me—from moving through the turnstile and getting on the incoming train.

“Excuse me!” I screamed, the politesse of “beg your pardon” completely obscured by my very explicit anger, which was about to become physical. I wanted to shove her out of my way.

She turned and gestured to me, her mouth making sounds. “I’m deaf.”

“Well, are you blind, too??????? MOVE!” She stepped aside and I pushed past her.

Even as I type this, I feel horror, and my throat burns with deep shame. Can I even include this in my book? It was so embarrassing. And as I sat on the train, my frantic pulse finally slowing, I put my head in my hands. What the fuck is wrong with you? And then: You have totally fucking lost your mind. You just blew up on a deaf woman. I knew in that moment that if I didn’t deal with my anger, it would deal with me. I could not and would not vacate the driver’s seat and let my full, unthrottled rage take the wheel again. More than that, I couldn’t even let my anger ride unchecked, whispering in my ear that I had every right to unleash my fury on the world. I must have been about nineteen, but that night, I enrolled myself in a free anger management course with meetings that I went to for three years. I still practice what I learned there today. In the years that followed, I also quit smoking weed, which I hadn’t realized was a contributing factor for me.

Until I took this course, nobody had ever taught me the power of simply closing my eyes and taking a few deep breaths until I felt myself come back into my body. In those sessions, I plumbed my anger deeply, until I really understood the roots of my despair. For the first time, I realized I had a choice to not ever let anger get the better of me again. I walked away recognizing that the goal was not to avoid feeling my anger, but to become much more skilled in expressing it. I knew it would ruin my life if it stayed unmanaged and uncontained. I had ample evidence for that all around me. I understand that anger made it difficult to stay in relationships with people and that I would need to forge stable relationships as a bridge out of my old life and into the new. Burning relationships down was not an option; I was working too hard to set myself free.

I’ve done a lot of work on myself to access and process all my childhood anger. I spent all my teens, and most of my twenties and thirties, feeling mad at my mum until I realized that not only did she do her best with what she had, but that she couldn’t give me what she didn’t have—she wasn’t withholding from me; she just didn’t have it to give. My mum got up and put on a suit and went to work, and she gave us what she had left over after a long day in the office. Staying angry didn’t magically give me a different childhood; it only hurt me.

This type of self-work isn’t fun, or pleasant, but it is essential—particularly as I’ve needed to prove to myself that an adult is in the driver’s seat, an adult who is equipped to look after that younger, indignant version of me that is still inside. I do a lot of work to keep that inner child settled and calm. I also came to understand that I had learned anger as my default emotion, and I needed to learn how to choose something else instead.

This does not mean that I’m now “soft,” or that I don’t get angry. I have fierce boundaries about what is okay and what is not, boundaries I don’t feel badly about patrolling and enforcing. Too many of us are afraid of our anger, and we leave it bottled to fester inside—or it leaks out of us in unproductive and passive-aggressive ways. I am not that. I am direct. If I’m unhappy about something, I say it. There have been a few people in a business context in my life who have pushed me too far, and in turn, they have seen my harder side. I am not someone who feels compelled to operate according to Hollywood standards, or who abides by the insidious idea that a good woman should swallow her discomfort, allow injustice, or not have her own back. I am not a pushover; in fact, I will push back. All that said, moments of intense anger are quite rare for me, in part because I try to practice impeccable emotional hygiene, dealing with things as they come up.

Most of the time—and always when the power dynamics lean in my favor (I never punch down)—when I find myself overcome with anger, I take the time to calm myself until I’m ready to express myself without destroying the people around me.

My team at work would say that I have incredibly high standards, but that I have a very fair way of ensuring those standards are met. I’m kind in how I ask for stuff to be done, though I have a low tolerance for what I perceive to be a lack of care. You can make a million mistakes, and you can ask a million questions, but if I think you don’t care about the quality of your work or how you show up with your colleagues, then we’re probably not meant to work together for long.

We’re living in a culture where everyone feels aggrieved and takes the world personally. I don’t think this is a productive way to live. This isn’t to say that I don’t understand why people feel resentful. I understand. I, too, was full of blame—and I grew up in a blame-drenched culture, too. Nothing was ever anyone’s fault. It was always the neighbor’s fault or the government’s fault. Nobody was talking about personal responsibility. A culture of blame is infectious, and it was in me, too. When I got to the London College of Fashion and found myself in a sea of girls who had been privately educated, I felt furious with blame and feelings of injustice that I hadn’t had the same privileges. I told myself that I’d never get through these classes, it would be impossible to succeed, and because everyone had a better start than me, they’d have a better ending, too. I’m not the sort of person who can suffer getting second place, much less last, so I dropped out.

But soon after, I snapped out of this headspace. Of course, I was watching Oprah, and she was talking about taking responsibility for yourself—that you couldn’t change the world, but you could change your relationship to the world—and it clicked. My attitude shifted, and the way people responded to me shifted, too. I dropped the blame. I picked up a sense of steering my own ship.

These days I see myself as the creator of my own experience; I do not see myself as its victim. To that end, I’m generally not looking to “get even,” or settle scores publicly, or to prove myself right. I do not live my life as a giant “fuck you.” Honestly, that’s a terrible waste of energy. When one of my first bosses threatened to take legal action on me after I left her company to start my own agency, I was angry—but it never occurred to me to try to get back at her.I I simply cut her out of my life. Psychiatrist Phil Stutz calls our need for payback, or an apology, or to be vindicated, “the Maze,” and I believe that’s an apt description. As he writes in True and False Magic, “The only way to get out of the Maze is not to win. The only way you can get out of it is to say, I don’t have enough time to waste on this shit, so I have to let the other guy win. The moment you do this in your mind, you can move forward.” He continues, “The Maze represents your posture, or your interpretation of life, when you say, I’ve been wronged; it’s not fair. The person who wronged me—robbed me, punched me in the face, disparaged me—has to make up for that in some way. I refuse to take even one more step in the direction of my goals and my needs until I get paid. It is predicated on the idea that the universe is fair and is supposed to be fair. But if you’re waiting for someone who has harmed you or hurt you to apologize, you’re an idiot.” Well said, Phil. After all, what do you get if you win? This is actually a very deep question. The next time you feel like you need to “get even,” or be proved right, sit with it.

While I’ve made a lot of progress in managing my anger, there’s an essential part of its cycle that I have yet to master: I am not good at forgiveness. As mentioned above, my instinct is to cut people out of the fabric of my life and move on because I don’t want to spend any energy maintaining a relationship that doesn’t feel positive or productive. In some cases, it’s probably easy to argue that I should do the work to reintegrate this person on new terms. But at this point, I’m not there, and so there are plenty of people who are no longer in my inner orbit. I’ve either removed them from my galaxy altogether, or I keep them at a distance where I can function around them, because I do not yet have the time, energy, or skill to forgive and reach for renewed closeness. I give myself grace here. To quote trauma therapist Prentis Hemphill, “Boundaries are the distance at which I can love you and me simultaneously.”1 I choose this type of peace instead. It’s important to remember that forgiveness and repair are a process, and some people can’t give you what you want because they simply don’t have it to give. This is okay. Continue to move forward anyway.

Anger is an essential emotion—it can show us what’s important to us—but you need to become skillful in dealing with it. Do this work for yourself as early in your life as you can (though it’s never too late to begin).


	I. I’m not perfect, and I might laugh to myself a little when this woman’s partner rings me up for new business quarterly. I will never give it to them.







2. Fear


If you can’t beat fear, just do it scared.

—Glennon Doyle



“Hey, are you good?”

I leaned into the partition that separated me from the driver.

“Yeah, I’m good,” he replied. “Are you good?”

“Well,” I offered, “we’re being followed.”

I was in South Africa as part of a delegation for the Obama Foundation, in a car with a husband and wife I’d never met. I looked in the rearview mirror, pulse racing, and clocked the cars on our tail, convinced we were about to be kidnapped—or worse. I continued to confer with the driver.

The wife tapped me on the shoulder. “It’s our security, we have a car behind us.”

“But do you have two cars?” I asked. “There are two cars tailing us.”

She looked at me, pausing. “How did you know that? We have one car tailing us and a second you’re not supposed to know about.”

“Well, I see them. A heads-up next time would be appreciated. I thought we were about to die.”



I learned my hypervigilance in East London, which is, to this day, a very tough place. Twenty years ago, my husband, Jens, thought it would be a good idea to get down on one knee and propose there. As he held out a large diamond, I pulled him to his feet.

“Are you mad?!?!?! We are going to get robbed.” We were on a little cul-de-sac where I had lived for the first twelve years of my life. The primary landmark in this tiny stretch of Plaistow during my childhood was not my school; it was a pub that featured the sign No blacks. No dogs. No Irish. When I grew up, this neighborhood establishment was frequented by skinheads—and naturally, one of the regulars was obsessed with me. He’d ask me out repeatedly with his braces and Doc Martens and army pants, and I’d have to say, “I’m sorry, but from what I understand, that would not be cool—I’m not your demographic.” I can laugh now, but danger was palpable, and dark stuff went down all around me, though I had a veil of protection from my family. Nobody messed with my uncles, and by extension, nobody messed with me. Or that’s what I told myself. In reality, I didn’t operate with the belief that I should be protected from fear—it didn’t even occur to me that that was an option. Nobody cushioned me from reality. I was scared as shit, but I didn’t have the privilege to use that as a reason not to go about my life. My family’s DNA revolved around toughness. You are strong. You don’t get to be scared. Other people are scared. I needed to push past fear and survive, which meant learning to function in a world that was a little terrifying. Today, aside from rare moments—like when I found myself hurtling through traffic
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