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‘Be patient with yourself and the world’
– Dr Charlie Howard
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Before we get started …


This is how my story starts: Once upon a time I couldn’t leave the house because of anxiety.


I couldn’t even answer the front door to collect a takeaway. I’m serious – I was so scared and worried about what other people thought of me that I couldn’t do it. I’d be overwhelmed with anxiety about what the person behind the door would think. Anxiety had turned me into a hermit and I was just afraid of, well … everything.


I know it sounds mad, but this was only a few years ago: the same period when I would get up on stage and sing to massive crowds, with thousands of people looking at me. But for some reason, that felt different. Even though everyone was watching me perform, I was able to put it in a separate part of my brain and I knew they weren’t thinking about my personality, or judging me like that – it was just about the music. So in those moments when I was up there singing my heart out, all those anxieties that wrecked my life at home didn’t matter. It was when I came off stage that the nightmare started again.


The other day, I was clearing out my room and I found an old magazine interview I did a few years ago. I read the first bit but then put it down – I didn’t want to read on. It was horrible. The first bit said something like ‘Anne-Marie doesn’t feel like she belongs here,’ and I was like, Rah, I was in THAT place. Reading that first line instantly took me back there: that dark place where I didn’t feel good about anything in my life. I looked at the pictures too alongside the article and thought, God, I didn’t know who I was at all, then. 


Back in those days, a big part of the cause of my anxiety was that I had massive imposter syndrome – that feeling that you shouldn’t be in the position that you are. It’s when you believe you’re there because of a mistake, and that people are gonna find you out, that you don’t deserve your place. My imposter syndrome was so bad that I even felt cringe when anyone would ask for my autograph. Despite having released a debut album that went platinum, been nominated for Brit awards, and had top five singles, I’d be like Why do you want my autograph? I’m not anyone. I didn’t get it at all.


The result of imposter syndrome is that I was filled with self-doubt and shame about who I was, and what I looked like. And I turned that onto other people, too: I’d be angry all the time, flippant, very reactive and would NEVER believe anyone if they complimented me – I just thought they were lying. And that messed up all of my relationships, because I was constantly in a battle.


But really, I was in a battle with myself.


Looking at that magazine now got me thinking: what if I was asked the same set of questions now? Would I give the same answers? Nah, I know that my answers would be completely different.


Because what I’ve gone through in the past couple of years has changed me completely.


Weirdly, everything shutting down when the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020 helped me sort out my brain. I was so close to quitting (honestly, really close), thinking that it was music that was making me unhappy. But then lockdown happened, music and my career were removed from my life, and I found I was still unhappy. It was me. Through everything I’ve done and tried since then though, I’ve managed to get out of that place – that place where I was battling with myself. I’ve been on a massive journey of self-discovery: through therapy, through reading, through talking, through learning so much about myself and about what’s really behind all my anxieties.


I’m a different person now. I’m happier (and I’m nicer, too!) Every detail of my life is better because I’ve worked on myself. I can get out of the house, I can walk somewhere new alone, I can chat to people easily on Zoom (OK, I still struggle to answer the phone, but I’m working on that!) I’ve got so much more space in my head because I’m not obsessing and anxious.


Now, I’m not saying I know it all! I’d be the first person to say I don’t have all the answers. But I’ve learned a lot, and I want to share what I’ve learned with you.


Because I deserve better than how I treated myself and you deserve better too.


We ALL deserve better.


Everything can change and YOU can change it. It’s totally possible that if you work on yourself and you make the decision to change, one day you will feel completely different to the way you do right now. Because if I can do it, you definitely can. I used to blame everything the whole time on other people but now I understand that it’s not about other people making you feel that way, it’s about how you feel about yourself. You have to take responsibility for your emotions. Other people don’t make you feel anything – you control your reaction and outcome. You are in control of everything.


And by the way, everyone is struggling with something. EVERYONE. It doesn’t matter how amazing their life looks on the surface, how incredible their Instagram images are, how rich they are, blah blah. There will always be something that they’re struggling with, no matter how big or small it may be. We need to help each other out, talk about the things we’re ashamed of, to lift each other up.


So, in this book, I want to talk to you about everything I’ve been through, so that it can help you too. I’ll tell you my story – my successes, my failures. My highest points and my lowest. My moments of f**k-off pain and moments of f**k-it joy. My total revelations – the things I’ve learned.


I wanna touch as many lives as possible with my music, and with this book, I wanna open up as many conversations as possible about mental health.


Now, let’s be clear, I CAN’T FIX PEOPLE – this isn’t a magic solution. Often, those things in magazines that say, ‘do this one thing and you’ll feel better’ don’t work. What I’ve found instead is that it’s really helpful for people to talk. And that’s my gift to you. If I can open up lots of conversations about your mental health, your brain’s health, then I’ve done something good.


Because do you know what? However s**t things might feel, it’s not the end. It never is. You can start afresh. You CAN make that choice. A new fight, a new friendship, a new haircut, for f**k’s sake. Whatever it is. Wake up, feel powerful and make a choice to be the happiest version of you that you can be.


Thanks for coming with me on this journey,


Anne-Marie xx
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A personal video message from me


If you scan the QR code below (using the camera on your smartphone), you’ll be able to watch an exclusive video message from me to you! I’m gonna put some more throughout the book, so keep an eye out x
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THE RANDOM FEELINGS GUIDE TO YOU DESERVE BETTER!


If you’re feeling embarrassed, go to here


If you’re feeling s**t, go to here


If you’re feeling sad, go to here


If you’re feeling shame, go to here


If you’re feeling lonely, go to here


If you’re feeling heartbroken, go to here


If you’re feeling stressed, go to here


If you’re feeling unmotivated, go to here


If you’re feeling unconfident, go to here


If you’re feeling insecure, go to here


So, use this book however it works for you – there are NO RULES. The only thing I’m gonna insist on is that you open up your mind. You can start letting things out whichever way works for you. It’s simply about being honest about ourselves, and we’re gonna start right now.


We’re all a mixture of so many emotions and we can feel a billion different things in one day. I want you to read this book however you want to – you can go from beginning to end, or maybe just read each section individually, whenever you feel like it, in whatever order. Or, if you’re feeling a particular emotion and need a bit of a boost, you can flick unconventionally through it by going to random pages …
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OK, so I’m gonna kick off by getting deep into our emotions. How we can learn to understand ourselves better. To love ourselves. Because before we can ask and expect others to treat us better, we need to treat ourselves better. And it all begins with talking, and talking really honestly.


I never used to talk about how I felt. What went on inside me – all my sadness, my insecurities and fears. What I thought about myself as a person and how I looked. I was full of anxieties and negative thoughts, but I kept everything locked down inside, and pretended I was fine. A lot of that attitude came from a really s**t time during my teens, which I’ll tell you about a bit later on.


But I know now that I should have opened up – if I had told just one person about what was going on in my brain, whether that was someone in my family or a friend, or even a stranger, things could have got better. They could have helped me see what was really going on, put everything in perspective and reassured me that I was a good person. They could’ve stopped me feeling so s**t about myself and helped me look at everything rationally.


One of the biggest reasons why I didn’t open up about my feelings was embarrassment.


I felt massively ashamed about my emotions. As if I shouldn’t have them, and it was better to pretend everything was OK. Look, here’s Anne-Marie, she’s really popular and happy, nothing to worry about here!! It was total crap and just made me feel worse deep inside.


The problem was also that I didn’t even acknowledge to myself how I felt (so definitely couldn’t be truthful to someone else about how I was feeling!) I now know that being aware of your feelings is the start of being able to understand them better and make a change.


Why I’m being truthful now


But now, thanks to everything I’ve gone through, I’m the total opposite. I’ve flipped around and now I let everything out! Now you can’t stop me sharing my feelings. And because of that, I am so much happier, for so many reasons. I’ve realised how important it is to be able to connect with your emotions, and have some way of letting things out. So in this section, I’m gonna talk about all the stuff that goes on inside us – from how we think about our bodies, to looking after ourselves and how we relate to the people that are important to us. By understanding what’s happening inside us better, we’ll be laying the foundations and strength for us to go out into the world and be the best versions of ourselves we can be.
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I know that I’m making myself vulnerable by opening up so much. And I could have chosen to not say anything, ever. I could have been the total opposite and been really closed-off, but I choose to speak up, because it makes me happier. It’s who I am. As soon as I started out as an artist, my whole aim was to try to be myself and to show people exactly who I was – to be authentic. So that’s why I’m sharing everything with you now and if you struggle to open up at the moment, don’t worry, you’ll be able to get to a more truthful place too.


Making ‘mental health’ less scary


If I’m honest, the words ‘mental health’ used to be really scary to me. It’s the word ‘mental’ in there that used to make me freak out, I mean … who decided to call it that! Bit of a jarring word. But I want people to realise that it’s not scary, it’s just your f**ing brain! It’s your brain, and you’ve got to look after it.


You look after your heart, you look after your lungs, you look after your stomach, you need to look after your brain, too.


So if, like me, you find the phrase ‘mental health’ totally terrifying, then don’t worry – you’re not alone! All it means is that you’re prioritising looking after your brain just as you look after your physical health. In lots of ways, it’s harder to take care of because when you break your arm, you know you’ve broken your arm and everyone can see it, and they all want to help. If you’re having a crappy day and you feel sad, it can be harder for people to notice and it’s also often harder for them to know how to help.


Because mental health is in many ways invisible, I’d like you to promise me that from this point on, you’ll try not to hide your feelings – don’t feel embarrassed or ashamed, the way I used to. You’re allowed to have your feelings, whatever they are – whether you’re feeling strong and confident, or completely rubbish. Dealing with the stuff that goes on inside us is SO IMPORTANT because if we don’t, it only comes back to bite us later on.


I’m not 100 per cent happy all of the time – of course not! Because our emotions are weird, unpredictable things, and although I feel SO much better than I used to, I still have s**t days. Days when everything feels crud, even though everything might go the same way as it does on a day where I feel amazing. So, to show you just how important your mental health is (and how it’s just an everyday part of life), on the next page let’s look at two versions of a normal day for me and how I react depending on how I’m feeling.
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GOOD DAY


9 a.m. burn my toast – shrug and put another slice in


11 a.m. read a bad comment on Twitter – laugh and ignore it


3 p.m. get my baggy t-shirt caught in the door handle – unhook it and get on with stuff


7 p.m. food delivery is 40 mins late – doesn’t matter, I can watch another ep of The Sopranos to pass the time!
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BAD DAY


9 a.m. burn my toast – scream and cry a little bit


11 a.m. read a bad comment on Twitter – cry some more, what they’re saying is true, I am ugly, people are horrible


3 p.m. get my baggy t-shirt caught in the door handle – shout ‘REALLY SATAN!?’, be annoyed for the rest of the day, the universe really does hate me


7 p.m. food delivery is 40 mins late – complain five times to the restaurant, shout at everyone and everything, eat some sweets in the meantime, when the food comes I’m full of sweets and feel sick, yay.
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I woke up, look in the mirror today, yeah / Got so many things that I wanna change






Dealing with negative body image and learning to love myself


When I was little I didn’t worry about my appearance. Like all kids, my life wasn’t about that. Instead, my world revolved around my family, playing on my Game Boy, going to the arcades and being that annoying person who wouldn’t get off the dance machine, throwing dressing-up parties with my friends, watching Pimp My Ride on TV, and doing loads of musical theatre.


I started dancing at the age of two. Not because I was some kind of prodigy – I just think my mum and dad wanted to get me out of the house! On Saturdays my older sister, Sam, was already going to a dance school near where we lived in Essex, and I wanted to go with her. So, practically as soon as I could walk, I was there. I didn’t really do much, all I remember is standing there with people pointing at me and talking about how young I was. In most of the shows we did I was normally the kid that fell over or wouldn’t walk off the stage in time (those clips definitely could’ve got me £250 from You’ve Been Framed).


The teachers at the dance school noticed that I could sing in tune, so they signed me up to the in-house agency, which put kids up for auditions for TV, films and theatre. They put me forward for my first audition when I was six – the role of Little Eponine in the musical Les Misérables – and I got the part. My first ever performance took place the day after my seventh birthday (my sister’s birthday) and was on London’s West End stage! It was incredible. Looking back I think, What the f**k – how could I have been doing that at that age? But at the time I had NO concept of how massive it was. And to be honest I was just really excited about getting the time off school.
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First performances and feeling free


I remember having the best time. I was the youngest, smallest Little Eponine they’d ever had, so they had to make a new dress to fit me. All the other costumes were ragged and messed up, because the show was set among the poor people during the French Revolution, but not mine. I had the amazing, beautiful new dress – ugh, I loved that! And I loved performing, I didn’t feel scared at all.


It wasn’t until I got a new role on the show when I was a little bit older – Little Cosette – that I had to sing in front of hundreds of people. I sang a song called ‘Castle on a Cloud’, and all of a sudden, I felt a strange new feeling in my belly. When I was at the side of the stage I grabbed hold of my chaperone Sarah’s hand. I told her I had a weird feeling in my stomach and I didn’t know what it was. She told me it was nerves, but that she could fix it! She mimed getting an imaginary zip and pretended to unzip my belly and said, ‘That’s all the butterflies coming out now.’ And then she pretended to zip me back up – it worked! I felt better and trotted off on stage.


Starting to become more self-conscious


All throughout that time – even while I was performing in front of audiences – I never worried about what I looked like. I was confident and happy. The first time I remember worrying about how I looked was when I was about ten. At that age, I had really bad teeth. I eventually had braces, but before that my teeth were all over the place. They went backwards, upwards, across, any direction they felt like. But in junior school, that meant that kids – actually it was a couple of boys in particular – started taking the mick out of me.


From that moment onwards, I made the decision that what you looked like was directly linked to how much you got picked on. I figured that they were being horrible to me just because my teeth weren’t nice and that if I’d had good teeth, they wouldn’t have been like that. That was the first experience I had of caring what I looked like.


I started to equate looking good with people being nice to you … and it only got worse from then on.


Around the same time, I started to become aware that other kids had more money than us. My dad was a welder and my mum was a dinner lady at my school back then, although she became a nursery nurse looking after kids with dyslexia and autism later on. So, they had normal jobs like loads of other families, but it meant we didn’t have tons of money going spare. They spent any extra money they had on my karate lessons and dance school.


I didn’t use to care that we didn’t have much money, and now I know it’s not a bad thing at all – I’m really proud of my parents. But once I got into secondary school, I started to be bothered by not being able to buy expensive clothes and brands like other kids at my school. I used to go to charity shops with my dad and I’d find an amazing tracksuit and pair of trainers. I’d be so excited to wear them to school, but when people saw what I was wearing, they would cuss me out because they weren’t a massive, cool brand like other people had. I went from feeling on top of the world in my new clothes to feeling embarrassed about them. And it also started to feed into that perception I was developing, that oh, you need to have money, too, for people to be nice to you.


From being really un-self-conscious about how I looked, I had suddenly become massively obsessed with it, and with what other people thought of me.


In my mind, I started to think, OK, this is what you need to do to be liked. You need to have the right appearance and more money.


Stronger on the outside, but not on the inside


But while these negative thoughts were developing, I also started karate as a hobby. I loved it straight away because I picked it up really quickly. (And who doesn’t like something that they’re good at?) Not only that, but naturally I was someone who wanted to impress people ALL the time and make them like me, so it made my day when I’d hear my karate instructor say, ‘Anne-Marie’s a natural’ to everyone else in the class. I f**king loved that, so I wanted to do even better. I stayed later, I trained harder. That was it for me – I wanted to be the best.


I trained all the time, after school and every weekend, and got all my belts. Karate made me feel confident, strong and hyper-aware of everyone’s movements around me, ready to whack out some karate if needed. I did really well, winning the gold in the Shotokan Karate Association World Championships in 2002. I carried on all throughout my teens, winning more world championships and being dedicated to karate until I was about nineteen. It was my life.
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All this outward stuff – these things that I was doing – started to become the role I played. My reputation. In my family, I became ‘the sporty successful one that was good at everything’, and my family always spoke about me in that light. I really took it upon myself to become the person who I thought they would be most proud of – I adore my family, so what they think really matters to me.


My grandad, BFG, my mum’s dad, had this story that he used to tell pretty much everyone we met. It was about when I was around six and he took me and Sam down to the basketball court to play a game. I was still too short to properly play, but apparently I stayed there for hours and hours trying to get the ball in the hoop. I just wouldn’t give up.


He used to speak about me in this way to everyone from when I was really little – like I was someone who would keep going until I was the best I could be. He was really proud of me for that, but once I grew up a bit, that determination started to come from a different place. I no longer found my motivation from wanting to be better myself; instead I thought that if I was really good at a sport then people could talk about me in that way, rather than focusing on my appearance or what I could afford to wear.
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My weird world of eating habits


Although I was a really sporty teenager, I used to eat SO BAD. I didn’t know much about what foods were good or bad for you, so I just ate whatever I wanted. But what I wanted was very, very limited. Get ready – this is what I used to eat on a normal day:


Breakfast: peanut butter on toast


Lunch: cream cheese sandwiches, a Babybel and crisps


Dinner: two more cream cheese sandwiches
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And that’s it. Every single day. Can you believe it? Loads of dairy, lots of carbs, no meat or fish, no fruit (apart from every now and then) and DEFINITELY no vegetables. I mean, I was really stubborn. I didn’t try my first fresh tomato until I was twenty-four! Occasionally I’d eat something different – my family would get Indian and Chinese takeaways – but even then I would really limit my choices. For a Chinese meal, I’d get plain noodles with a strict NO BEAN SPROUT rule, topped with sweet and sour sauce. Fancy.


I think a lot of this weird attitude I had to food came from my phobia of vomit. From a really young age I was absolutely terrified of it: me being sick, other people being sick. It controlled my life. It would command where I would sit on a bus, plane or any type of transport. I’d sprint out the house if someone was ill on TV (even the fake sick on hospital TV shows like Casualty). It even got to the point where I’d flinch and run away when someone coughed. It was, and still, is very stressful.


Because of this fear, I didn’t want anything in my belly that would possibly make me ill, or give me food poisoning. So I limited what I ate to super-plain foods.


It wasn’t healthy, in any way, to live like that.


But I just carried on happy as Larry, eating my cheese sandwiches.


Becoming fixated on how I looked


When I was a young teenager, my weird eating habits didn’t affect me. I wasn’t overweight and didn’t have any health problems so I thought whatever. I was naturally skinny, and that helped my social life when I was around twelve and thirteen, because at the kind of school I went to, it felt like you ‘had’ to be skinny to be popular. Things were really good for me then: I felt liked because I was good at sport, and I was already doing West End musicals, which was pretty cool. I was happy.


But things went really bad when I got a bit older, and started having issues with friends and boys. From being one of the popular crew, I became a total outcast who everyone hated. It was awful. My life at school was horrific. It had a massive effect on all parts of my life, too – not just on my self-esteem, but how I dealt with things emotionally, and also how I started to think about myself and my body.


I started to notice more and more people saying things about how I looked. I didn’t have any boobs, so the boys started taking the piss out of my flat chest and calling me ‘Ironing Board’. Before that I didn’t care, because I was young and sporty and it didn’t really matter to me. But once they started saying that, I became really embarrassed about it, and started wearing padded bras, then I’d wear a padded bra over the padded bra and so on. I also remember hearing one girl at school complaining about her body, saying, ‘I’ve got such big hips and I don’t want them.’ And for some reason, that really stayed with me. The thought was fixed into my head, Oh f**k, well, you’d better not have big hips. It was such a small comment and it could have been just a passing nothing to someone else, but it stayed with me, and I couldn’t let it go.


My damaging quest to be skinny


After I finished my GCSEs, I went to college to study performing arts. I started hanging around with people who smoked weed, I wouldn’t turn up to classes and began eating more beige junk food. Eventually, I also stopped doing all my sport. I remember one day I bumped into someone who’d known me from back at school and he was really shocked at how I’d changed. He said, ‘Oh, you’re looking healthy’ but in that backhanded way that meant I’d stacked on weight. That comment really got to me, obviously. So, like with the other things I’d heard other people say about their bodies, I took it in.
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