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Melanie Murphy is an award-winning lifestyle YouTuber and all round social media person slash ‘virtual best friend’ from Dublin, Ireland. She has reached almost fifty million people with her videos on self-care, body confidence, hobbies and happiness, from the office that is her bedroom.
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For dad, my best friend and my strongest pillar of support in life. Mammy too, for my fiery passion for reading and writing! For my siblings, stepfather and ex-partners, who believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. For Albus Dumbledore, who taught me that words are a source of magic. For my nana Chrissy, who read up to five books a week but never got around to publishing one of her own (this one is mostly for you). And, finally, for my online followers, without
whom this book wouldn’t exist.
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A MESSAGE for MY READERS
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I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for choosing to read this book out of all the millions of others available to you! (I just realised … you’re reading the final version. That means I’m finished. Which means there’s now a cover. Is it good? I hope I’m not doing that pouty smile I always do when I feel like a spare tit … smile with your eyes and your teeth, Mel.)


For ages, I had no idea how to begin – I mean, how do you spark off a whole book about the absolute fool that is yourself? Especially when it’s not-quite-a-memoir-because-I’m-only-twenty-seven and it’s also not-quite-an-advice-book-because-again-I’m-only-twenty-seven. What you’re about to read is rather a compilation of the experiences and thoughts that have shaped who I am, sprinkled with hindsight and encouragement. It’s stuff I feel compelled to share because sharing and connecting with other people is almost as important to me as pasta and … well, because I’ve wanted to be published since I was old enough to form legible sentences with a pencil.


I’ve always loved to read and to write fiction and fantasy stories in my free time – escapism is my jam (living on an island will do that to you!) so writing this, a book rooted in (my) real life, has been a little like walking on virgin snow for me.


As a YouTuber, my viewers often ask me to make videos on ‘how to impress a guy/girl’, ‘how to get abs’ and ‘how to cure eating disorders for good’ and, feck, I don’t know! I won’t pretend I do, nor will I throw blanket solutions over enormous groups of people like so many do nowadays, making a quick buck with the promise of a quick fix. I’m just a nitwit girl who’s sort-of stumbling through life with the bitter taste of its lemons in her mouth and her head way up in the clouds, learning that we all have our own roads to walk – that our maps don’t all quite align but that it’s still valuable, and rather lovely, to hear about other people’s journeys.


I like making people feel better when I can, and I’ve found that I can do that through sharing and by being an open book. Honestly, I’m not so attached to my dignity any more. I’ve accepted that we humans are silly by nature and sometimes do things that make us look stupid. I try not to hold myself back from challenges in which there’s a risk of ending up looking ridiculous, but still – I’m human, so of course I feel hyper-vulnerable putting this book out there, just as I do when I overshare on YouTube in ten-minute-long vlogs and on Twitter in 140 characters (but more so now because I get mega deep here, and I can’t delete a book).


The past few years have been some of the most wonderful yet challenging of my life, and they’ve taught me so much about who I am and how to enjoy this weird and wonderful world in the moment. They were also the driving force behind my decision to write everything you’re about to read.


Like most people, I’ve crawled through several of life’s sewage pipes on my hands and knees, but I’ve emerged with a growth mindset and a sideways smile (that’s just kinda how my face goes). I’ve hurt bad, lived wildly and learned things no schoolbook could ever teach me – like how NOT to deal with a break-up; why body-con does nothing for my figure; that I should unplug from technology for a few hours every day; and please don’t believe everything you read online, Melanie.


New friends walked into my life where others dived out (or were shoved out, by me). I’ve honed my self-image. My confidence has flourished. I’ve learned that a night-time walk followed by honey and salted butter on toast is a cure-all, as are cuddles with my new rescue kitten and deep conversations with my dad. I’ve accepted that no cream gets rid of stretch marks, that I’ll always have acne scars and that high heels turn me into a whiney arsehole but that red lipstick paired with matching undies makes me feel like a boss.


I do more to feel good now because I finally understand the preciousness of time, how fleeting moments can be – the good ones and the others (those ones I’d rather forget: drunken falls and family fights and that time my new love went off with my friend). I try to be present in the moment and to really feel all of the pain and magic and monotony of living.


How will my future be penned by the universe? NO idea. But I want to continue to be kinder – to myself and to others. To push myself. To love myself. To laugh a lot (even at things you’re not supposed to laugh at, like people falling over in the street). I want to keep my focus on the positives and good people and jolly things and to remain thankful that I’m able to think this way in a world where narcissism, negativity, impatience and dissatisfaction walk every street and haunt every online platform and stalk every thought.


Words can be so nourishing, especially in this erratically paced, plastic, modern world – this landscape of clickbait advertising and social divide and wanting things to just hurry up and happen yesterday. So my (rather colourful) journey to almost-fully-functioning-hood in this online/offline world is splashed across the next few hundred pages and I really hope you’ll curl up with this book, enjoy it and take from it some of my hard-won wisdom, a little piece of me, to keep inside you forever. (I mean that in an entirely NON-sexual way, of course. But by all means, put things inside you all you like – I don’t care … just … OK, I’m done, I’ll stop now.)
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A HIGGLEDY–PIGGLEDY INTRODUCTION to YOURS TRULY
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ME, EARLY 2016. WHEN I FIRST ATTEMPTED to WRITE this BOOK


I’m wearing odd socks, sat snug on a flight from Dublin to LA while the Harry Potter soundtrack blasts my eardrums. I’m off to live with an American comedian whom I fell madly in lust with after we met at Buffer Festival, where we both premiered films we’d made. My cheeks sting like a smacked arse with excitement. I can’t believe I’m actually doing this … me. A jiggly, spotty, formerly anxiety-ridden twenty-something from a working-class family in Ireland. Crossing seas to La La Land, all in the name of love.


This is such a Carrie Bradshaw from Sex and the City moment!


But what ifs didn’t hold me back from booking this trip because I’m impulsive and I like to follow my heart over my head. Money didn’t stop me either, or the worry of taking time off from my ‘job’ – I earn a living doing things I enjoy, so it feels disingenuous sometimes to refer to it as work. I often feel like a total eejit explaining my job to humans who lack secure internet dwellings – people who don’t spend a lot of time online, people who don’t already get it. I make money from, well, oversharing and being a Jack of all trades. I work mostly from home, wearing coffee-stained Disney pyjamas and a messy bun.


I’m proper happy (for the first long stretch of time in my whole life so far, which actually is a very sad sentence to write) and I wish I could bottle this happiness in little purple-painted potion jars to hand out, free of charge.


But I can’t. So I decided to write a book instead.


And here we are!
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ME. MID-2016. When FINISHING this BOOK seemed NEAR IMPOSSIBLE
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A journal entry from 8 April 2016


So, my heart lied this time.


That LA move went outrageously tits-up. I want to whack the Melanie who wrote that first humblebrag introduction attempt across her stupid, smug face. Ugh, I’m an idiot. I felt like a jigsaw piece that some snot-encrusted kid was trying to shove into the wrong jigsaw, and I’m not at the point yet of ‘it’s just another mistake that I’ll learn and grow from, it’s fine!’ – that seems quite far off right now. Back in Ireland, living with my dad and my cats in our family home in Dublin, post-ex-cheating-on-me-after-convincing-me-to-move-across-the-world-for-him mess, drowning my sorrows with endless cups of tea.


I’m fragile at the moment … a bit lost, no … very lost, but thankfully NOT depressed again. Wearing a brave face because I feel like that’s what people expect of me. At least … online. And I’ve started to really question this faux reality we create on the internet, a fantasy world in which everything is sunshine and lollipops; where food is always perfectly placed and colour enhanced; where people are photo ready 24/7; where nobody ever breaks down and bawls on the floor in a pool of their own saliva and tears. Though I do think a heightened awareness of how others curate their online selves is helping me to get better at being honest about my down days. The shitty days.


And yet right now on Instagram I’m posting pictures of pretty scenery, while in the real world I’m listening to sad eighties music about heartbreak and gobbling my feelings (cake, I’m eating lots of gloopy cake with nice, thick icing).


Also, I just scrapped the entire first draft of this book. I don’t even know why I’m writing this right now – I just know that journaling always helps me. I’ve changed so much in the past few months that reading the chapters back felt like eavesdropping on a stranger’s soliloquy. Dirty and embarrassing. It screamed at me, ‘Mel, you’re trying to teach other people stuff that YOU mostly still HAVEN’T fully figured out yourself! Stop being so preachy!’ But that’s life, Melanie. Change is inevitable, growth is good, we teach best what we most need to learn, blah blah – I know these things and so … yeah.






I’m already wishing I hadn’t scrapped it.








A year after writing this book I’ll have an entirely new perspective on life again and much of what I say going forward may end up strange and dirty and embarrassing to future me, but no less valuable for those reasons, so … why did I scrap it? Why the dramatic PMS-fuelled purge of mid-healing Melanie’s words?


Oh, shut UP, Mel – pizza is here. Lights off, Netflix on.




ME. NOW. Actually WRITING the ACTUAL BOOK’S INTRODUCTION
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Who I am and what I do


Hi there. I hope my impulsive, ever-evolving nature has made itself known and hasn’t scared you off just yet so we can get on with this who I am and what I do section.


I’m Melanie, an openly queer food addict from a broken home in Ireland with a penchant for lipstick and pretty dresses and cats and films and baths and candles and wine. Many describe me as the most optimistic person they’ve ever met. Others as a loudmouth with an uncomfortable level of transparency. Some say I have a dirty mind and a crude sense of humour and I choose not to argue with these people – these people are very correct. I think I’m generally a good human being. I mean, I don’t steal (anymore …), I value kindness, I love complimenting people, I don’t hog the remote and I’ve almost mastered the art of properly listening to other people when they talk about their problems … Lo and behold, I am NOT the sun that the earth revolves around.


And although I think I’m a ‘good’ person, I’m also a sloppy work in progress who swears a lot and has meltdowns and loses her shit and is terribly disorganised, and it’s important that you know that now. I’m literally typing this while sitting on the toilet, having a poo.


Remember that ‘job’ I mentioned in my first failed attempt at an introduction? First, ignore past me’s enthusiasm … I mean, I love it, but it is a job! A mostly unglamorous, full-on job – the amazingness and ease of which I like to exaggerate in moments of elation.


I’m qualified to teach, with a 1.1 BSc (hons) degree in Education and Training from Dublin City University. However, as I write this book, many would refer to me as a ‘YouTuber’.


I created my own lifestyle-based channel on YouTube (the most popular video-sharing website in the world) in the summer of 2013, while studying at university. Four years later, my channel now attracts up to/over a million views every month (which is very weird – all the weird) and I’m the director of my own company! I make new videos every week, exploring everything from beauty, body image and confidence to health, hobbies and sex.


I script, film, feature in, edit and produce all of my content.


It’s a bit like having a virtual diary (but one you get paid to make and that lots of people have a nosy in and judge you upon at first glance, every single day).


YouTube allows me to be creative in connecting with people from around the world, on both unifying topics, like acne, and divisive ones, like bisexuality. And I get to throw stuff at walls to see what sticks – to practise all kinds of production roles, to try on lots of hats. I’m still figuring out what suits me most and what I’m best at. The job is a box of chocolates and, sure, there are the gross-tasting coconut ones that I never want to eat (hours of emails, equipment breaking, having to film because it’s upload day but I’m on my period or I just got dumped) but I wince through – it’s a job, after all. No job is always fun and games, even when it’s a hobby at the core. As a YouTuber/all-round media person, there’s gonna be sixteen-hour work days and back-to-back trips and stress and tears, and even an odd sense of isolation and loneliness because so few other people really get what it’s like.
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After putting together my little videos I upload them to the internet and I never know how they’ll be received, but I get a weird butterfly buzz out of that. It’s fun! TERRIFYING, but fun. Which is what keeps me going and what holds me back from throwing it all away for the stability of a nine to five. I’ve bared my acne and my eating-disorder struggles, discussed my anxieties and relationships and even introduced my viewers to my family and friends. In doing so, I’ve sort-of woven this beautiful tapestry of people and experiences all in one cubbyhole of the internet.


My virtual life has become my bread and butter, but more than that, I’m unexpectedly now part of this exciting, blossoming industry. I mean, just imagine, say, being a semi-popular actress in old Hollywood, around the time movies were first ‘a thing’ – to be attending YouTube parties at conventions in 2017 feels kinda how I imagine that felt back then!


It still turns my brain to chewed gum every time I realise that I’m in this, living and breathing it. Because once upon a time, just four short years ago, I was a fan of YouTubers who I’m now friends with!
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‘How is it your job, though? How do you actually make money?’ These are questions I’m asked daily. And I figured, rather than beat around the bush like many others do, I’d just tell you straight – because why not?






1  I earn money from the advertisements placed on my videos, in the same way traditional media has worked for centuries.


2  I’m also lucky enough to work with various brands and charities on campaigns, both on and offline.


3  I do some presenting on the side, with traditional media and various other YouTube channels.


4  Sometimes I even get paid to simply show up somewhere and talk about my social media experiences. ‘And now we have Melanie Murphy, a person who overshares … professionally!’








(Trust me, I know how weird it is.) I spent two years working in retail and if you’d told me then that, one day, the likes of Google would be paying me to talk to advertisers and that said advertisers would hang on my every word, I’d have spat hot tea in your face.


‘But how did you start?’ Fast forward from me working in a shop at nineteen after finishing school, to me at twenty-four in Dublin City University, finishing up my teaching degree having found myself unhappy and unfulfilled in retail work. I wasn’t in the best place mentally. Or the worst. Granted, I’d come a long way by then, but I wasn’t at all happy. I didn’t know what I really wanted to do with my life, what my passions were …


It was then I started watching a lot of YouTube. It filled this big, gaping hole in my life during that time. The people I watched and followed on social media gave me so much hope that, one day, I too could like myself and travel, attend exciting events and shake off negativity and be fulfilled … I connected with what they were doing. It wasn’t just entertainment for me: it was something I had this strange longing to be part of. THIS IS WHAT I SHOULD BE DOING. I’D BE GOOD AT THIS. I’D ENJOY THIS. I dreamed of becoming part of this ever-growing online community, of sharing my interests and having my voice heard, but I was shy as lightning and I put off starting for years.


Then another Irish girl I followed randomly mentioned in a Q&A video that posting to YouTube gave her a lot more confidence in herself, so I started seeing it as a chance to become less crappy at public speaking (a part of my degree that I struggled with) and to be a bit less socially awkward.


Man, was I socially awkward! When you desperately want other people to like you while you don’t even like yourself all that much, it can make you do and say some really, really stupid things.


One cloudy day, my then-boyfriend (who we’ll call ‘James’ in this book and whom I dated for six mostly happy years), believing in me as always, bought me a cheap camera, a microphone, a tripod and a soft box light plus some video editing software. ‘Happy birthday, honey,’ he’d said, ‘you can do this.’ And although that relationship ended up being wrong for me in the long run, he wasn’t wrong. I could do it. I just had to actually start. In one act of blind faith he shone a torch on a pathway to a bright new future.


I fast became hooked. It wasn’t talent: it was obsession. The process of learning about online marketing; coming up with an idea; filming all the scenes and cutaways; importing the clips onto my hard drive; editing them together in whatever way I saw fit; uploading the finished product then sharing it around and interacting with viewers – this cycle engaged my brain on every level. So I began uploading two or three videos a week, and because I’m an idiot, I took this on while writing my thesis! Sometimes, though, terrible ideas are wonderful ideas wearing capes. I excelled in my final exams because my excitement and drive for YouTube pushed me to work harder in class. And the more layers I peeled off myself online, the more confident I found myself becoming and the thicker my skin grew.


There was a solid year during which I slept no more than four hours a night but it was worth the eye bags and coffee bills because, as I’ve come to learn, success necessitates sacrifice. The special recipe that helped me to make that time period my bitch: a sprinkle of hard work, a dash of self-belief, a pinch of peer support, a vial of visualisation and a shot of luck.


Once I’d submerged myself into the whole YouTube thing … well, ‘snowball effect’ would be understatement of the century. My channel gained so much momentum that I couldn’t keep up! I just watched it vanish on the horizon. My brain stopped comprehending the number of people who watch every month. It’s easier to picture a few faceless individuals and pretend that’s who I’m talking to when I hit record on my camera, and this method of perception also helps me avoid the dreaded nervous-poo cramps and that odd feeling of empty-bedroom-stage-fright!


I’ve recently started being offered really fun, wonderful jobs and opportunities with some of my favourite celebrities and companies, plus magazine work and TV slots and so on. I won a few awards (ha-ha ha – I’ve never been the kind of person to win awards so I still find this bloody hilarious) and, well, now I’m here. In the thick of it. Publishing a book. I make videos and do random-arse jobs and I get to travel the world for events and for ‘work’, making wonderful new friends along the way and meeting many of the people who made it all possible. The people who watch, subscribe, like and share my online content. The millions of girls (and, ahem, 15% guys! Google analytics, baby) who watch me and take comfort in hearing me open up, who find me in some way entertaining or relatable. This book is for you, and anyone who may stumble upon it and think, ‘Ooh, it’s about a YouTuber, ooh, I need to read it.’


Word-vomit wisdom in book form, let’s have you. Here’s much of what I know now, from the other side of that dark tunnel of growing up in the digital age. If I can make one thing easier for one of you then every misstep I’ve made so far has been worthwhile.
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Section 1


MEDIA and my MIND




BALANCING SOCIAL MEDIA and REAL LIFE


[image: image]


I’ll never forget the first time I created a social networking account, back in 2006. I was sixteen, I’d just moved in with my dad (Mammy wouldn’t have me near that ‘shite’, as she called it) and the website was called MySpace. A prehistoric Facebook. It was clunky and custom-isable and completely addictive.


Foetus-Melanie brain: Balance? What’s that? I spent hours every evening after school hunched over the keyboard taking selfies (before they were even called selfies), designing my Bebo profile (Bebo was just MySpace but more slick!), stalking the profiles of people that I liked (and plenty that I didn’t like, just ’cause I could) and messaging anyone who’d talk back for a bit of reassurance that I was cool enough to talk to.


Our internet speed was brain-meltingly slow and our old, massive computer looked like something you’d see now in a museum, but at the time this new ‘social media’ thing was the most exciting procrastination tool and I lived for it. I’d shove my homework to one side so I could instead find funny YouTube videos to share, judge people’s photos from parties I hadn’t been invited to and dribble over pictures of my first love.


Social media went on to change my life, many times, in different ways. Some great. Others terrible.


Here’s a diary entry of mine from 2010, when I was twenty-one years old:






I’m in bed, it’s late and dark and the light from the laptop screen is blinding me through my glasses. Dad’s in the sitting room watching war documentaries and my brother’s playing the Playstation in the bedroom next door. I went online when it was still bright to ‘quickly’ check Facebook, reply to a couple of messages and then I intended to go help clean the kitchen (after making a massive mess cooking Bolognese for our little family of three) before finishing up an important psychology assignment. Somehow I instead ended up arguing with someone in a nutrition forum, ordering a bunch of dresses from ASOS (that I can’t afford and don’t need) AND stalking my ex boyfriend’s friends on Facebook to find untagged photos of him. I eyeballed a picture of Katy Perry’s bikini body at one point tonight for an entire five minutes and I cried about the fact that my body doesn’t look exactly like hers. Then I tumbled into some dark, pro-eating disorder areas of the internet and that rabbit hole gobbled me right up. The kitchen is still in a state, I didn’t finish my psychology assignment and I’m now going to try and fall asleep in this face full of tear-smudged make-up. Takeaway: I think I need to break up with the internet.








Pre-internet (from childhood right up until my sweet sixteenth), before my life was infiltrated by iPods, Skype and podcasts galore, I was always highly susceptible to media influence – not gonna lie (or NGL as they say these days. What’s with that, anyway? What’s with LOL and OMG and BRB and TBH …? Grasps onto English language, like Rose to Jack at the end of Titanic). Magazines, music videos and movies lacking in diversity shaped my then-ideas of what constituted beauty, success and happiness. And my parents and teachers never really talked about how or why these things might affect me. By age thirteen I was riddled with self-doubt and insecurities, and then, with the arrival of digital media, I went through what many millennials did, unprepared – technology slave syndrome. A mighty serious illness, really.


At dinner with my parents and siblings I’d be texting friends instead of talking to my family. And I hate that. Nothing annoys current me more than sitting with someone who’s mentally elsewhere … it’s like trying to communicate with a creepy, lifelike doll. My relationships suffered hard because I’d much rather go online than spend (foetus-Melanie brain: waste) time with them.


Internet access became all I cared for. Me, in angry or upset mode, wouldn’t talk to the people around me – I’d plug in and vent virtually instead. That habit was born when tissue I’d shoved into my bra to make my boobs look bigger started poking out of my school shirt and everyone in my friend group saw it and started tearing me to shreds – rather than turning to an actual human being for connection and comfort, I turned to a device without a pulse.


Baaad lifestyle choice.


I stopped going outside as much as I used to – to cycle through forests and explore abandoned buildings and play around with a football while sharing gossip – so face-to-face interaction quickly became very difficult (almost unbearable) for me. Talking to people via text and text emojis (which we used before emojis existed), using things like MSN (Windows Live Messenger), became easier for me than in-person conversations. And without practice at it I sort of just … lost that mental muscle.


My unrestrained time online affected my mood (door slam), my ability to spell (it’s ‘arguement’, right?), my concept of true friendship (she didn’t like my new photo – she hates me) and of love (he replied with no kisses or love hearts – he must be cheating). Even my sleep and dietary habits suffered (me and an entire extra-large pizza, together in bed at 4 a.m.).


It’s clear to me now that social media in my young, incapable and uneducated hands was like a bomb in my grip.


It could have utterly destroyed me.


I’m surprised I’m only a little bit messed up from all this, and not an absolute train wreck of a human. There was pretty much no education about social media or the internet when I was growing up. We were the blind leading the blind. We were pissing into the wind!


But luckily, as a young teenager I only had my mobile phone to deal with – the mobile phone I had to beg Mammy to buy me ‘because everyone else in school has one!’ – so I managed to squeeze in a few years of finding joy in the little things, like reading and writing and going exploring with groups of friends, because there was no option but to live life as it unfolded. I actually dread to think how much more difficult it would’ve been to adjust to the real world if I’d had to deal with social media too during those formative, early ‘tween’ years of about age nine to fourteen. But the reality for many kids nowadays is they’re born and then, BOOM, internet.


I know you love consuming that digital media, though, that delicious digital media – me too, mmm it’s so good … We just need to be smarter consumers, gang.


About a year ago I decided to take control and tidy up my online space. It was becoming more out of control than my unwaxed, post-break-up pubic hair. My Facebook feed-scrolling experience was shockingly bad before I deleted and unfollowed a bunch of people and pages but, even now, I take one scroll through my feed and I’ll consume images of heavily Photoshopped, almost-naked bodies, junk food, weight loss before-and-after pictures, people looking like they’re having way more fun than they probably were, articles about war and rape, wedding photos, break-up notifications, people throwing ‘shade’ (indirect insults) … It’s a lot to absorb.


The ridiculous memes – mostly funny, virally-transmitted, RANDOM images, videos or pieces of text – are all that keep me coming back (ha–ha, I’m joking, I still don’t really GET memes even though I like to pretend that I do) and, well, the positive updates – the happy photos, the good news.


And even now, sometimes my five-minute Facebook break with my afternoon coffee becomes a two-hour-shaped hole in my life. This is something I’m still struggling with – it’s a habit I need to take more steps to change. But at least I’m aware that it’s a problem, and that I’d rather spend more of that Facebook time creating, or reading, or playing with my cats. And you can’t buy that self-awareness – you either develop it and work to change things, or you keep the blinkers on.


Don’t get me wrong. I adore social media. It’s a big part of my job. It’s my main creative outlet. It helps me to feel connected to the world at large. But (and that’s a big arse but), I’ve learned that what I follow, who I befriend, how long I spend plugged in and how I behave online matters a lot in how social media makes me feel. I can come away feeling enriched, or empty and sad.


I remember the day I first realised how much control I have over this stuff. I’d been browsing a black hole of a YouTuber gossip forum regularly that particular month, reading horrible rumours about myself and panicking just from the idea that others might believe the nonsensical things written about me (it’s totally bothersome seeing cruel misinformation about yourself being spread around) but then I figured, I gotta start with the ‘why’: why I’m looking, why I care.


After figuring out that I (weirdly) enjoyed misery, that subjecting myself to gossip websites was a dangerous method of self-harm and avoidance of emotional baggage, and that I’d need to dig deep to find a bit of empathy for the people sparking the rumours, I decided to reflect and journal a lot and I came to these conclusions.






1  Some people talk shite about other people and that’s life. (It’s probably because they’re unhappy or have nothing better to do.)


2  I’m actively participating in this by reading it, and worrying about it, and talking to my friends and family about how upsetting it is – why not simply stop looking?








I kept reminding myself that I’m not alone in being gossiped about, that gossipers gossip because they’re in a bad place, and I did, eventually, stop looking at the forum. In some situations, obliviousness really is bliss!


To a certain degree, I now filter what I see and interact with when I’m online by muting, blocking or straight-up ignoring people and pages that make me leave the internet feeling worse and shitty (like, people who only ever post ‘woe is me’ status updates; people who consistently share posts about horrible things out of my control – I don’t know about you but I’d rather not witness shootings or child abuse or animals being kicked, thank you very much, people who present unobtainable perfection ’cause perfection don’t exist, or anyone and anything that thrives on drama).


Sometimes, I slip up – we all do. We engage with stuff that’ll do us no good.


There have been so many times where I’ve had no sense whatsoever and I’ve made terrible decisions about how to spend my internet time. With the freedom internet access provides comes the ability to crash and burn, and on social media, mistakes rarely go unnoticed (many even go viral) – leaked nude photos, comments made in the heat of the moment on Twitter: it’s happening more and more. Our mistakes have become the lowest form of entertainment for other people.


I’ve posted things that I honestly sometimes wish I hadn’t (shady subtweets) and I’ve said things in videos that came out completely wrong or were politically incorrect. You see, it’s difficult to remember that perception is reality. That even when intent is positive, the results of my words and the takeaway from what I’ve said or my behaviour matters infinitely more, and not just because I have a following. Because the internet at large is always waiting and ready to twist words, and to shatter reputations. Like other mortals, I fuck up. LOTS. The other day I posted a caption underneath a selfie on Instagram expressing my feelings on a terrorist attack, without thinking about how that might come across to others who don’t know much about me and just casually follow my posts … the backlash (‘how dare you make this about YOU?’) made me want to hide in a bin for all eternity. I defended my intent, but my intent was misunderstood and that’s what mattered. I’m the first to admit that sometimes, when I mess up, it can take me a while to admit to my mistake(s) and to apologise.


The ability to make mistakes on our journey to fitting the internet around our lives (and not our lives around the internet) and to learn from these mistakes is an amazing thing, though. I think of it as free education and character-building, even when embarrassment stings my cheeks like nettles.


The next time you write something nasty about someone and it gets screenshotted and shared into a group chat (yeah, cough, this example HAS been lifted from the shameful script that is my life), use it as a chance to clear the air with the person. Throw up your hands. Talk it out. Laugh about your stupidity. Maybe (like me) you’ll make a new best friend – one who gives 10/10 scalp massages and the best dating advice. At the end of the day, everything we see shapes who we’ll be. My goal with media is simply this: become expert at sniffing out the stuff that’ll make me a better human and help me discover myself, while surfing the negative ripples flowing out from all the other crap. And don’t worry – I don’t just sit there staring at a blank screen! I follow lots of comedians, activists and empowering women, among others, while balancing my internet life with a social life in the real, non-virtual world!


A HANDFUL of PEOPLE and PAGES you should FOLLOW if YOU DON’T ALREADY






[image: image] @bodyposipanda on Instagram, for body positive mantras and feel-good vibes


[image: image] doddleoddle on YouTube, for beautiful songs and artistic videos


[image: image] Humans of New York, on Facebook for amazing photographs of and captions about inhabitants of New York


[image: image] J.K. Rowling on Twitter: the woman’s got sass. She stands up for what she believes in, always


[image: image] The School of Life on YouTube, for emotional education paired with gorgeous animations


[image: image] Thomas Sanders, a Vine star who now posts everywhere and makes millions happy


[image: image] The Trews by Russell Brand (YouTube): the only ‘news’ channel I view as worth my time


[image: image] Carly Rowena (YouTube), one of the most positive and lovely fitness bloggers I’ve met


[image: image] booksandquills (YouTube), for all things book-related








There are thousands of people and virtual places worth exploring. You just need to open your eyes. And, maybe more importantly, learn when to close them. Because the time before I learned to close mine at the right moments is seared into my memory …




How MEDIA MOULDED ME


[image: image]


One day when I was about thirteen I walked to the shop to buy (far too many) sweets and a magazine. I used to love reading gossip magazines. Well, ‘reading’ – I exaggerate. I bought these magazines – these intensifiers of the modern body-hating phenomenon – to gawk at pictures of celebrities in tight-fitting clothing, at pictures of singers and actresses who’d gained weight, had botched surgery or dimpled thighs or who looked upset after a public break-up, all in an effort to distract myself from my own problems and zone out of my then-cobwebby brain.


I remember one magazine cover in particular so vividly. The headline, the font, the image. Britney Spears, on a beach, in a bikini. ‘I do 1,000 crunches a day for my washboard abs!’ the cover screamed. My teenage brain understood from this headline that I could continue to inhale entire packets of cookies and tubes of Pringles but if I did a thousand crunches a day, I’d definitely have abs like Britney and then maybe, just maybe, I’d be as successful and important as her. My teenage brain didn’t question why any of this mattered to me or why I was measuring my own worth against how much I believed others were valued.


Media, and those around me who were also influenced by it, conditioned me to believe that having a strong marriage, a million quid in the bank, perfect, youthful looks and a taut, flat stomach would make me somehow far more impactful, attractive and desirable as a human being. And along the road of life, many seeds like these were planted deep inside my mind and were watered (daily) by the media.


[image: image]


So having bought the Britney magazine and eaten all my sweets I tried to do a thousand crunches. After about twenty-five, my abdominals were on fire and I gave up (and treated myself to some ice-cream from the freezer, then wallowed in self-loathing with each delicious spoonful because movies always show the sad, fat girl, who nobody wants to be like, in the corner, alone, eating ice-cream).


I’d fixate on actresses who had beautiful skin, and I was so incredibly envious of them. Comparing myself to Emmy Rossum in the Phantom of the Opera movie left me wanting to pull my fifteen-year-old acne-drenched face off like a mask to reveal a smooth layer of crystal-clear skin, just like hers. The fact that 80 per cent of people deal with some form of acne in their lifetimes (making it more normal to have blemishes than not) is a stat I often wish I’d known then.


But leading ladies never had acne. My dolls didn’t have acne. Models on magazine covers didn’t have acne. So, maybe, being told how common it was wouldn’t have made me feel any better about it. The lack of representation at the time of what constitutes ‘normal’ skin left me isolated in a sea of ‘you are disgusting, wear a paper bag on your head forever’ thoughts. I would have needed to see it to believe it.


And nowadays it’s even worse! Pre-teens and vulnerable young people are being spoon-fed videos by certain YouTubers who use real-life Photoshop filters – filters that literally illuminate and airbrush moving video footage – yikes, man.


I even longed for larger, perkier breasts as a teen, perhaps after too many years spent watching boobie close-ups of nearly naked busty backing dancers in music videos. Ever-aware of my bisexual nature, my attraction to female bodies, I knew deep down (even at the peak of my longing-for-massive-breasts phase) that I found all kinds of female body shapes attractive, which was the weirdest thing when it came down to my relationship with my own body! On other people I loved the look of tiny tits, of big, smushy in-your-face tits – they come in so many lovely shapes and sizes and colours – and yet I spent ages stuffing my bra and looking up prices for surgery.


I sat doodling in school one day, thinking long and hard about how this made absolutely no sense. Horny teenage Melanie, doodling titties in the back of her copybook, decided then that, without variety the world would be an extremely boring place. I concluded that my ‘larger, perkier breasts’ dream must have been built entirely by media, because it was born from that place in my head that’s home to millions of carefully curated images I’ve unintentionally taken in over the years.


The narrow view we’re shown has such an effect on our wiring – I mean, I genuinely believed for a long time that guys only really found blondes sexually attractive. Thanks for that, nineties rom-coms and top-shelf porn magazines, and cartoons even, for your token hot blonde girls.


For much of my life my self-image was on the floor. Looking back now, I know that was a huge source of unhappiness for me. Some media almost programmed me to worry about and judge myself. But funnily enough, it turned out to be other forms of media (certain types of magazines and certain articles and blogs on the internet, books, documentaries, the good stuff) that taught me all about self-reflection and about honing in on my qualities as a person – ya know, on the inside. The bit we all tend to forget about.


Books didn’t do me wrong at all. I found loads of positive role models through reading novels, to the point that I’d look up to fictional characters! It’s a bit mad to think that even make-believe people can imprint on us so deeply.


Throughout my life, reading has hugely shaped both me as a person and how I’ve been driven to contribute to the world. Take darling Jo from Little Women – so much of my love for reading and writing originated with her, a character who adores literature, composing plays for her sisters to perform and writing stories that she publishes. I’d read Little Women and walk around the house playing a game where I was just Jo, in my head.


Writing has since become a massive part of my life – I wrote throughout my teens, wanting to emulate her in some way, I guess, and, well … now we’re here! You’re reading a thing I was paid to write.


That shit came full circle.


And my desire for a degree in education (which I finally received aged twenty-four) was sparked by the teachers in the Harry Potter series – I initially wanted to be a teacher because of them, to connect with others and nurture their talents, to encourage them to be their best selves and to learn and grow. I was also inspired by Miss Honey from the classic novel Matilda by Roald Dahl. The soft and gentle Miss Honey was the first person to fully appreciate Matilda’s incredible intelligence, even bringing it to the attention of the school’s horrible head teacher, Miss Trunchbull, in an attempt to do a good thing for the girl. I absorbed these characters and knew from a young age that aiming to be a Miss Honey type was a good thing and I should do my utmost not to end up like a Trunchbull. The contrast between these two imagined-by-a-man women really affected me. I wanted to be an advocate for others just like Miss Honey – to be kind and warm and mild-mannered and loved by children! I’m still working on the children bit, and I’m a lot more in-your-face than Miss Honey, as you’ve likely gathered.


Then there’s the lovely Hazel Grace Lancaster from fellow YouTuber John Green’s very successful novel The Fault in Our Stars. Hazel is a teenage girl with terminal cancer and the story chronicles her relationship with another cancer patient, Augustus Waters. I read it and thought, I want to be likeable and creative and witty and sarcastic and smart and open to love as well! I really admire how Hazel doesn’t sit around feeling sorry for herself. She’s under no illusions. She’s just trying to make sense of life and find significance in it – all while facing oblivion. The way she tackled her illness with humour latched onto my bones.


Hermione Granger from Harry Potter, too, is one of my favourite characters of all time. I’m a huge Potterhead – I read the books as a child and queued up at the midnight book launches. I still get giddy with nostalgia any time I see or hear anything Harry Potter universe related. But, yeah, this girl is my fave – throughout the books she demonstrates that it’s OK not to be perfect, and she never gives up on her strength or on her beliefs. Hermione made it cool to love studying, and to flaunt intelligence and to ignore hard-work-related bullying – I so badly wanted to be her as a kid! She pushed me a lot in school and even uni, young Granger did. Even the way she stands up for other creatures in the books led me to want to make smarter decisions in life and to get involved with animal charities. I learned so many lessons from her – about compassion, about strength.


And, of course, the classics had their way with me. The lively and playful Lizzie from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice influenced me in such powerful ways. She knows her own mind, stands up for herself and lives her life by reason as well as emotion – this enables her to be brave and stubborn in her wish to marry for love and not just money and convenience, as was expected in the time and environment of the book. Largely thanks to Lizzie, I’ll never settle for comfort – I’m waiting for the right person to share my life with. If it hadn’t been for characters like Lizzie, perhaps I’d be married and divorced twice over by now. Who knows?


Even Game of Thrones, one of my favourite things in the universe, fed me self-reliant, loyal and ruthless role models by the fridgeload.


So, media kind of left me a little bit all over the place. Indeed, it moulded some destructive thoughts about myself but it also stoked a fire in me to become a conglomeration of my idols – real and imaginary – and to be the best version of myself.


Thanks to several evenings of sprawling on my bed after a bath and getting lost in the depths of the web, and in movies on my laptop, and in books, my eyes were pried open: I don’t need abs like Britney and I don’t need baby-doll skin and I don’t have to have a prom king or queen partner to feel good and enjoy the world. And I don’t have to hate on others for having things that I don’t.


For years I didn’t live and enjoy my own life – I beat myself up for not living someone else’s apparently perfect life. How ridiculous is that?


I began to realise I could pretty much filter out all the online media I didn’t want and I could focus on media that mattered to me. I could find someone funny and relatable on YouTube to talk at me about Disney movies for a while as I ate my morning bagel; someone to give a funny commentary over a computer game while I bounced around on a lengthy bus journey down Irish country roads; several people to talk to me (with accents – *love-heart-eyes emoji*) about cool new make-up products before my shopping trips to give me some ideas; a ukulele pixie to sing me a song as I shaved my legs.


By constantly typing in ‘top ways to look skinnier’ or ‘how to be more attractive’, I would basically force those words and images into my brain and make myself even more obsessed with the wrong stuff and less concerned with the things that actually make me smile. Such as Disney cup collections and computer games and new, fluffy make-up brushes and animals jumping into walls and the sounds of nature. I try now to focus on stuff that I love and to mostly absorb media that I know will have a positive impact on my mind.


It sounds easy, right? Simple?


Because it is. We have complete control over what we look at online.


At first you might be a bit resistant but then ask yourself, Am I self-sabotaging? Why? (Ah, you can so tell I took psychology classes in uni!)


Social media gets blamed for a lot of our self-esteem and psychological issues these days, and while I don’t argue the fact that imbalanced use of it can contribute to these things, I think it’s fiercely important to note that all forms of media impact us. Movies, song lyrics, magazines, billboards, all of it. In good and bad ways. Though I don’t believe it’s the fault of media that I was impacted by it so much. It all runs much deeper.
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