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She


She is strong, She is fierce,


She is smart, She is tough.


She is happy, She is sad,


She is polished, She is rough.


She is vulnerable, She is insecure,


She doesn’t always know what to do.


But She learns, She grows,


She’s a force to be reckoned with,


She is YOU.





Laura Whitmore






Introduction


‘The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.’


ALICE WALKER


In 1990, when I was five, I asked my mother for Wilson Phillips’ new album. Remember them? Three American women from the musical dynasty of the Mamas & the Papas and the Beach Boys. Wilson Phillips (it was self-titled) was to be the first album I would ever own. The first of many different albums I would accumulate over my life. And I’ve stacked a fair few so far.


I can’t remember the first time I heard the song ‘Hold On’ from that album but I’ve never forgotten it since. On my BBC Radio show I do a segment called ‘The Lyric I Live For’, where I ask a well-known guest what lyric means the most to them. It can be ANYTHING! A guilty pleasure or something with a deep meaning, but – whatever the song – it evokes for them a sense of inspiration or emotional connection.


I’ve had guests on my show say all sorts: Bob Geldof chose Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’ (‘Wop-bop-a-loom-a-blop-bam-boom!’); former president of Ireland Mary Robinson – I’ll be talking about her lots later – picked ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’ by Bob Dylan; and Sam Fender went with Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Reason to Believe’.


When my producer asked me which lyric I lived for, I was instantly transported back to listening to my first cassette by Wilson Phillips and that line from ‘Hold On’ which always stands out for me: ‘No one can change your life except for you.’


As I was writing this book about learning to be your own hero, I knew the lyric would make the perfect title. But to use it I would have to get permission from the songwriters. Luckily, my radio team had surprised me with a birthday message from the Wilson Phillips girls (I’m aware they are women now but they still have that youthful charm that never ages) live on-air and I had their manager’s details. Turns out this was the reason my producer asked for the lyric I live for. Sneaky and thoughtful – that’s why I work with her!


We ended up getting lead singer Chynna Phillips and her husband Billy Baldwin (of Baldwin family fame! OMG) to come on the show again and talk about the pressures of lockdown on their relationship. It was all very surreal. I mentioned to Chynna how much I loved that song’s lyric – that despite everything that happens there is a comfort in knowing it is YOU who changes your life if YOU want to.


Chynna is now a devout Christian and said, ‘Well, I used to think that way but now I think that no one can change your life except for … GOD.’


Ah. Didn’t see that one coming.


But I guess if you are the religious type, God has a fair bit of sway. The lyric still has the same meaning for me, though. That’s the beauty of song lyrics. Once written, the ownership goes to the listener to interpret as they wish. These words have got me through some pretty tough times. And I hope that whatever journey you are on, whatever your story may be, this book will help you.


Life can be shit. Believe me I know, I’ve been there. But no day is the same as the next and, if we all just give ourselves the time we need to grow or to heal, things will get better. This I promise.


We can blame the selfish or thoughtless actions of others for our circumstances, but we can’t change those actions. We can change how we comprehend them and how we react. You have the power to grab life by the proverbial balls and recognise the ability inside you, even if it doesn’t always feel that way.


I’m aware some of us have a head start in life – more privilege, more choice – be it because of where we are born, the family we are born into or the colour of our skin. But despite this, we ALL have some power and we get to choose how we use it.


Writing these nine chapters has been a journey – through loss, love, lockdown and new life. You really don’t know what will get thrown at you as you progress from childhood to adulthood. We all have different journeys and different stories to tell. But one constant is, we can rely on ourselves to always be there. You show up for you.


I feel empowered as I reflect on the ‘She’ in the poem I wrote. She is all of us (men, I’m looking at you too). You are allowed to feel sad, and weak and vulnerable. That doesn’t mean you can’t be strong and tough and brave too. We are EVERYTHING.


My hope is that, in sharing what I have learned, I can perhaps inspire you to take back your power. Let me remind you to recognise that you’ll never feel ready but that you can still do it.


At the end of every chapter is a reflection and an affirmation. The reflection is something I’d like you to consider and try to fulfil after every chapter. No pressure; it’s there to help bring some of what we look at into your own life. Use it as much as you want or need.


The affirmation is a powerful message you can say out loud or repeat internally to help you stay focused. I sometimes scribble an affirmation on a piece of paper beside my bed or in my notes on my phone as a reminder.


As I finish this book, I’ve learned that it doesn’t end at chapter 9. There’s a new chapter coming in my life in the form of a baby girl currently growing inside me. And that scares the shit out of me. I once swallowed a fly and was freaked out that there was a live bug inside me. A little live human is a whole new level of freaking out. But I’m excited. Because there is a lot of good in the world, there is a lot of potential, and I want to bring up a child knowing that she has her own story to write. She will be supported and loved, but she is the heroine of her own life, no one else.


We aren’t built to have it all figured out. Imagine how boring a tale that would be! But we have the tools and capabilities to get through anything.


We are constantly learning and growing. And once you find your power, you will never let it go.






Chapter One



She is strong: just a girl


‘To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.’


RALPH WALDO EMERSON


My earliest memory is from when I was two years old. My mother and I had just moved into a little red-brick two-bed terraced house in Bray, a seaside town just outside Dublin. I can still see my mother, fiercely independent, silhouetted in an eighties power suit, holding my hand tightly as I stepped into the uncarpeted hall and onto the pale cement flooring – so hard under my tiny toddler toes. This was my new home.


I remember looking into the mirrored wardrobes in my bedroom. I was getting my very own bedroom and moving from the room my mother rented for me and her in a lady called Denise’s house. The mirrored wardrobes were a massive bonus and the fanciest thing I’d ever seen. They made the room look double the size. I loved playing that game where you put half your body in to reflect the other half sticking out and make yourself really thin or fat.


If only it was that easy to change your shape. On a few occasions, the philosophical child that I was stared into that mirror and thought, ‘Who am I?’ Who is this girl looking at me? Who is this girl that I’m inside the head of? What am I all about?


Questions I still look into the mirror and ask … before spotting a random hair sprouting from my chin and thinking where the hell did that come from!!?


This face staring back at me is the one constant in my life. The face may get older, sprout more hairs – but it’s the one face I can rely on to be there. Instead of waiting for other faces in my life to show up, I realise the most important face to show up is my own.


I didn’t necessarily have a conventional upbringing, but I remember for the most part being happy and feeling loved, which I’m always thankful for.


And another thing I’m thankful for is that I was surrounded by strong women. As I’ve got older, I’ve realised women are strong because they don’t really have a choice. Disparaging comments about appearing ‘feminine’ or ‘fighting like a girl’ suggest women are weak, but being a girl is tough. We have to be strong, and we are.


My nanny May raised my dad and his sister in a small flat in Temple Bar in Dublin. A far cry from the Temple Bar we know now of stag parties and bellowing buskers amid swarms of drunken crowds. Before the cobbled streets became a nightmare for hen-do-goers in stilettos, they were home to old Dublin in its rawest and oldest form. The flat had a small window that overlooked the Ha’penny Bridge, joining north and south Dublin where the River Liffey had rudely split it. Nanny lived there until she passed away when I was ten. She was the oldest in her family and raised most of her siblings after her mother – my great-grandmother Margaret – died tragically when Nanny was just fourteen.


I remember that she had a passion for Snickers bars. When she was older, she wasn’t supposed to have them, because she couldn’t chew the nuts with her false teeth; but she used to pick the bits of nuts out, suck them, and leave them in an ashtray on a little side table next to her armchair. Why she didn’t just get a Mars bar I’ll never know, but she loved a Snickers bar and, by God, she was going to keep having her treat for as long as she could. This woman swapped playtime to look after her younger brothers and sisters. The least she deserved was a Snickers in her old age.


It was only after she passed away that I realised having just two children in Catholic Ireland was quite rare. When she married my grandfather, she was at the ripe old age of thirty-five (can you imagine being single at thirty-five back then?!), and suffered many miscarriages which she endured and lived with privately.


I know how difficult it is to suffer a miscarriage in the twenty-first century, having been unfortunate to have experienced it myself; but there was no support for my nanny in those days. People were ashamed and dealt with things alone. They still do, I think, in some ways. It was a year before I spoke about my own loss. As I get older, I realise being strong doesn’t mean dealing with things alone. It’s about sharing your story to help others, and asking for help when you know you need it.


Back to twentieth-century Ireland. My mother gave birth to me in the eighties, out of wedlock. Again, single parents are common now but, back then, the youngest of thirteen children, she was the odd one out. She worked full-time as a civil servant from the age of seventeen until her recent retirement. When other mothers collected their children from the school gates, my mother was stuck in the office. I went to a childminder and then gradually started doing more and more extra-curricular activity – drama, Irish dancing, swimming. So I always think that her going out to work didn’t affect me in a negative way, but it did give me a strong work ethic and the knowledge that having a child AND working is possible. For my mother, work was also a necessity – financially, and also, and just as important, so she still had her own life outside of being a mother.


I’m thankful to have a feminist father too. He had a strong mother, so what do you expect? But for me growing up as a girl never felt like something that held me back. I liked being a girl, and I looked forward to being a strong woman like my mum and my nanny. It was only as I got older and saw more of the world that I realised how being ‘just a girl’, or from a less privileged background, can have devastating, unjust repercussions.


Looking back, there was accepted behaviour that had wormed its way into becoming the social norm of my life – this seems to happen no matter what background you come from. No privilege is too great to escape it. I had my ass slapped when I was sixteen in a local club in Ireland and my older cousin Clair, who was with me, pushed the guy against a wall and made him apologise to me. He was shocked. He had never had that response before. That single moment comes back to me every time I feel violated in a similar way. No one has the right to do that to anyone. My body. My property. This I know. But sadly, I’ve experienced such behaviour repeatedly.


When I first moved to London, someone smacked my ass before I got on to a bus. I’ve had lewd remarks shouted at me. Every time I pass a group of guys alone, my stomach knots and I keep my head down because I worry they’ll shout something and embarrass me. I am by no means a weak woman. I consider myself a strong person. Ask anyone who knows me. I’ll fight for what I believe in, and I will always stand up for myself. But sometimes I feel I have to choose my battles, and other times I feel – like in that club – what’s the point?


Sometimes it’s about timing. Waiting until you feel strong enough and protected to speak up. Sometimes … you’ve just had enough.


As well as the strong female role models and supporters in my personal life, there are many other women who I’ve looked up to, who I’ve learned from and, ultimately, who I have decided to embrace and be inspired by.


I was asked recently to do a podcast about women in history hosted by my friend, the comedian Samantha Baines. I knew instantly who I wanted to talk about. I remembered back to being seven years old and doing a school project about my hero, Mary Robinson. I still feel now the same inspiration from her as I did back then.


In 1990 Mary Robinson became the first female president of Ireland. A former barrister advocating for human rights and women’s equality in the Irish and European courts, she went on to become UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and founding member of The Elders (an international non-governmental organisation of kick-ass folk brought together by Nelson Mandela in 2007 to work for peace and human rights. As you can imagine, quite the group. I envisage their meetings as Knights of the Round Table meets Star Wars-esque Jedi conference calls, without the lightsabers, obvs).


In her inaugural address as president of Ireland, Mary Robinson said: ‘I was elected by the women of Ireland, who instead of rocking the cradle, rocked the system.’ What an absolute legend. She went on to say, ‘As president directly elected by the people of Ireland, I will have the most democratic job in the country. I’ll be able to look [the PM] in the eye and tell him to back off.’


How blessed I was to have her as a role model at such a young age. In the position of president she was respected, even by her enemies – which isn’t the same for a lot of current heads of state. In 1992 she visited Somalia – a war-torn country where the most vulnerable suffered – and saw inhumanity and suffering in its rawest form. On the news she uncharacteristically broke down in tears. ‘In a society where the rights and potential of women are constrained, no man can be truly free. He may have power, but he will not have freedom.’


At a time when crying, especially by a woman in power, was seen as a weakness, her tears on television, as witnessed by me as a seven-year-old girl as well as the rest of the world, showed there is strength in empathy.


In 2018, I met Mary Robinson. OM(F)G!


I had just been offered a summer series on BBC Radio and each week over six weeks I would interview someone of note. I have interviewed a lot of people over the years, usually very famous musicians and movie stars, but this time I had the opportunity to meet a true icon.


We were meeting to discuss her new podcast at an embassy in central London and I was overwhelmed by a mixture of excitement and absolute fear of shitting myself. What if I messed up the interview? What if I did, non-metaphorically, actually shit myself? I called my mother.


‘Do you want me to post over that project you did about her when you were younger?’ she suggested. ‘You know, so you can show her.’


‘Eh? No thanks. I’ll stick with the questions.’


Mary Robinson was born Mary Bourke, and when she married her husband Nick she became Mrs Robinson. For many, taking her husband’s name may have seemed as conflicting with her feminist views. But, in fact, she emphasised to me further the importance of choice. She decided to take her husband’s name not because it was traditional, but because she had to fight to marry him. Taking your husband’s name, wearing a skirt or make-up doesn’t make you weak, or allow you to be open to attack.


The same year I met Mary Robinson another victory for Irish women was achieved. The Eighth Amendment of the Irish Constitution, which effectively banned abortion, was repealed. Something Mary herself had campaigned for.


I’ve never had to think about an abortion for myself. I’ve never been raped. I’ve never been in a position, for whatever circumstance, where I felt I had no other option. My mother, although out of wedlock when pregnant with me – which, thirty-odd years ago, was scandalous – was supported and in a position to raise a baby. But not everyone is so lucky. And we all have a duty of care to those who need it.


I’ve lived in London for over ten years, but growing up in the Republic of Ireland I witnessed a restrictive law that made it illegal for women to access abortion services even in extreme situations. This impacted many girls around me (some talked about it, most didn’t). For many it didn’t stop them having a termination. They simply travelled, usually alone, over to the UK, and didn’t have aftercare or anyone to protect them.


When I was younger, I remember reading in the local newspaper about the body of a newly born baby being found in a field, left there by a distressed young mother. This news story always stayed with me. Then, in 2012, Savita Halappanavar, an Indian woman living in Ireland, died at thirty-one from septicaemia – an infection she developed after she was denied an abortion during a miscarriage. This sparked outrage across the country and gave momentum to a growing call for change.


On 25 May 2018 Ireland voted ‘yes’ to women’s rights and ‘yes’ to reproductive freedom. Women were given a choice. We made history. The hard campaigning by so many incredible men and women paid off. I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder of my country (and we’ve won seven Eurovisions!). In America, by contrast, there are states that are still effectively banning abortions and therefore taking away women’s rights.


Abortion isn’t an easy subject to talk about. After tweeting support for changing Ireland’s abortion law, I received horrible abuse online. People tweeted that I had blood on my hands and was ‘killing babies’ because I wanted women to be able to make a choice safely. To be clear, access to safe and legal abortions is about giving people the right to choose. It’s about allowing access to vital healthcare services. This is about basic women’s rights. It is not about whether I believe an abortion in a particular situation is right or wrong.


We each have responsibility over our own life; we need to have control. I can’t tell you what to do but I can help give you a choice. For too many years the decision had been taken out of women’s hands by a patriarchal society. We now have it back. But the fight continues.


As women, we need to start celebrating ourselves and asserting our true worth. We are beautiful, complex creatures. We should not have to feel constantly on guard against oppression and abuse. I am lucky to have such strong and inspiring women in my life, as well as men who appreciate and respect women. I’ve always found it easier to speak up for others – but I now also acknowledge the importance of speaking up for myself.


As well as Wilson Phillips, I was always drawn to musicians like Dolores O’Riordan and Alanis Morissette. Like most teenage girls I had posters of boy bands and teen heart-throbs on my bedroom wall, but there was something about seeing these women making unapologetically angry music that appealed to me as I was growing up. Now, let’s be clear, angry music doesn’t mean they were consistently angry women. What I loved was their agency: they weren’t the muse as many women are (and nothing wrong with that), they were creating this powerful sound and I was obsessed with it. Then I discovered Stevie Nicks, Patti Smith and Debbie Harry, who had come before. How lucky I am to have all these women as role models, even if Alanis Morissette had no idea that this little girl in Bray in Ireland, jumping on her bed to ‘You Oughta Know’, was slowly finding her voice.


The Big Smoke


When I graduated in journalism from Dublin City University, I knew I wanted to see more of the world. You don’t learn what you don’t see, and I felt the need for a bigger horizon than my hometown offered. I had studied a semester abroad at Boston University the year before and loved it. I knew I needed to meet new people, understand different lifestyles and hear other people’s stories.


I interned in a newsroom in Dublin for a few months. That was an incredible learning experience but also tough. I was one of a few young women and it was fast-paced with no time for explanations – you learned by doing. It’s also where I met Samantha, one of my great friends and someone I admire hugely and look up to, who was also starting out on her career. Not all those you meet are ‘your people’, but when you find the gems hang on to them and learn from each other. The support and love of your peers is truly invaluable.


Life changed very quickly for me after this internship. I was given a permanent job and, after a month there, I entered an open competition to be the new ‘face’ of MTV – ah, sure, why not? I didn’t tell anyone (except for Samantha and a few other close friends) and, to my surprise, I won the whole thing. I still haven’t quite got my head around that to this day. I was definitely not cool enough and had no telly experience. But a somewhat naive enthusiasm and strong work ethic gets you far.


And when I look back at this time, I feel so proud that I just went for it and entered the competition. There were a thousand stories I could have told myself about how I wasn’t likely to win, or that they would want someone different. Perhaps you are telling yourself a story right now about why your dreams are unlikely or impossible. Take it from me, the unexpected can happen. But it won’t happen if you’re not putting yourself out there.


When I started as a presenter in the MTV studios in London, I met some very interesting people. You can imagine. Some childhood heroes, some new acquaintances. I’ll share a few of those stories later (there are others I’ll probably never tell), but I’ll always remember the day I worked on a project with a charity called Plan. A girl from the organisation came into the studio and handed me a leaflet with the header ‘Because I Am a Girl’. They wanted support from media types to talk about their charitable work.


The flimsy pamphlet stated that ‘132 million girls around the world are out of school’. And something struck me. There are places in the world where you can’t access education simply because you are a girl. It just never resonated with me until I saw the startling figures in black and white in front of me.


My biggest issue with being female at that stage of my life was that I needed at least an extra half an hour in the morning, to put some slap on my face and contain the crazy mop of hair on my head, to be socially acceptable. A bad day was my period making me grumpy, that I forgot to shave my legs or that the rude builder opposite work had wolf-whistled at me. But can you imagine getting your period and having no running water or sanitary products? Being forced into an arranged marriage as a child? Not having access to any of the opportunities made possible to us through education and literature? Being a girl is damn hard anyway, but this floored me. Compared to these women and girls, who stay positive in spite of so many obstacles, I feel guilty about the little things in life I get bogged down by.


I was so awkward growing up. I always wanted boobs. I actually once lit a candle at Mass and prayed for them (though I told my mam at the time it was for world peace – believe me, having boobs felt just as important at the time). They grew eventually, when I was seventeen … but not at the same time, of course. That would have made my life way too simple. Really should have asked for world peace, in hindsight. What I learned as I got older was that everyone seems to have had similar anxieties and freak-outs, even when our circumstances were very different.


In 2016 I travelled to Nepal with UNICEF to write about the aftermath of the devastating earthquake that struck the country in April the previous year. Over 8,000 schools were wiped out in forty-five seconds. That’s all the schools in my home country of Ireland: gone, twice over.


The teenagers I met in Nepal were all ambitious like I was at their age. They all wanted careers. They saw world-class professionals in action as their country tried to deal with the trauma of this natural disaster. They dreamed of becoming doctors, civil engineers, social workers and aid workers. But I will never forget the silence that fell over a room in a Kathmandu slum when a sixteen-year-old girl called Kopila broke down in front of me.


It’s very easy for me to say we can achieve anything, and to talk about being your own heroine, when I have the chance to do these things. What if you don’t have the opportunity? Kopila told me she will likely never achieve her dream of becoming a doctor. As I sat there and tried to motivate her and her classmates, telling them that any dream is possible, I felt sick in my stomach. Kopila was right. She doesn’t have the same opportunities that I had, because of something she had no control over – the country in which she was born. She has to leave school early to help her mother at home. It doesn’t seem just. But I didn’t see her as a victim. I saw someone who was speaking out. Who was asking for help. Who knew the world wasn’t fair but wanted to do something about it. She taught me more than I could ever have imagined. I wanted to ask her so many questions. I asked her what was the toughest thing about day-to-day life. I assumed it would be lack of running water, financial support for basic necessities, trying to stay in school, but she immediately responded with ‘catcalling’. The boys would jeer and shout lewd things at her when she took the bus to school. All the other girls in the room stoically nodded.


I naively thought I was coming to talk to young people who lived a different life to mine and here I was connecting with them on an obstacle that most girls face and hate no matter what country you’re in. The routine abuse of women, the quiet remarks and injustices were constantly at the forefront of their minds.


I’ve had friends who have been the victims of horrific abuse. I’ve been frustrated when I see wrongdoings that I can’t make right. Friends who are afraid to speak out and all I can say is, ‘I believe you. I’m here and I support you.’ Sometimes in life we have to let other people make their own choices, but we can control our reactions. We can be supportive, encouraging and, above all, we can listen.


All I can speak about is what I know – my personal experiences and things that may resonate with other women, and even men too. There have been so many things I’ve felt too embarrassed to talk about.


When I started to get more known as a presenter in London, there was a photographer who took pictures of me as I was getting out of a car outside my flat. It was a summer’s afternoon and I was wearing a floral dress, carrying my dog and shopping bags. The article (I use the term loosely) that accompanied the images read ‘near pants shot’.


For the next week, I again spotted a car with a photographer outside my flat. In fact, I even called the police one day as I have an elderly neighbour and didn’t want to freak her out or have the front of my home printed in some newspaper – that’s not what I signed up for, nor should I be coerced into it. It’s embarrassing. The police officer told me that there was nothing I could do about it: a photographer was free to take pictures of me in public spaces and the footpath outside my home is public property – like I’m in some sort of urban zoo. I took a picture of the photographer in question, parked in one of the disabled bays, and posted it on Twitter (he wasn’t happy about that), in the hope that it would have him moved. It didn’t.


I remember wearing jeans for the next few days in case it might happen again. Imagine that being something you have to actually think about when you’re getting dressed in the morning. In the past I’ve posed for fashion shoots in underwear on closed sets and in an environment I felt comfortable and empowered in. It was my choice. But that shouldn’t make me a target for this behaviour, should it? I now worry: will a man put a camera under my skirt? How is this the world we live in? How is this legal?


This wasn’t walking down a red carpet; this was walking outside my home. Besides, I like wearing dresses. Why shouldn’t I be able to wear them without feeling constantly on guard?


Eventually he got what he wanted. If you follow someone around long enough, and shoot from a low angle on a day I’m wearing a dress, yes, you’ll get the pants shot! Imagine this is actually someone’s ‘job’! What’s worse, in a way, is that someone actually prints these pictures! Think about this: the moment there’s a gust of wind is the moment that someone gets their money shot. It’s awful.


To say that there are more important things going on in the world than the colour of my pants would be funny, if all of this weren’t so invasive, so horrible, so cheap and nasty. On top of all that, the paper blurred my knickers, so it basically looked like I was wearing NO PANTS! The whole thing felt dirty and grossly, needlessly, sexualised.


I felt so humiliated at the time. I didn’t want to say anything for fear of drawing attention to these awful, pathetically sordid pictures that were now posted online, with no way to remove them. So I was mortified in silence.


I am by no means the only woman to whom this has happened. In fact, most women I know in the entertainment industry have had similar ordeals. And some are affected by it more than others. Society has this female-shaming culture that seems to be acceptable. Why do we love to degrade women? ‘Oh well, look what she was wearing, she was asking for it.’ How is this a justification??! It isn’t. Ever.


But this experience seems to be common among many women. Not just in showbiz culture. A few years ago I was contacted by a woman named Gina Martin who was trailblazing a campaign to make upskirting illegal.




Definition: Upskirting (n.)


A highly intrusive practice, which typically involves someone taking a picture under another person’s clothing without their knowledge, with the intention of viewing their genitals or buttocks (with or without underwear).
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