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Introduction


The Plans We Make and the Plans That Break


When I was little, I had lots of plans. I wanted to be an actor. Then a vet. I wanted to travel the world. Fall in love. Be a photographer. I wanted to meet the Spice Girls. As a child, you’re gifted with endless amounts of wonder. I wondered if it would be possible to fly. If fairies were real. If people lived high up in the clouds. If the secret door in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe really existed. When you’re making plans as a child, you imagine you can do anything. Life is one big fantasy. You’re not jaded. Or worn down. Or defeated by life’s roadblocks. Anything seems possible. At 40, I’m now an adult and by default, more of a realist. Life no longer seems so full of wonder. When you’re a grown-up, life suddenly becomes far more serious. At heart though, I’m still a dreamer. It’s my ability to dream, along with a little ignorance, that has given me the confidence to try hard things. It has pushed me to make big plans (many of which have failed, but we’ll get to that). I’ve often thought that if we knew just how difficult some things would be, we’d never try.


As a teenager, I began planning a career in fashion magazines. I grew up on a diet of Dolly, Girlfriend and Cosmopolitan. Later, I moved on to imported copies of British Vogue, which, for a teen who worked at an ice cream shop for $4 an hour, were always out of reach. Instead, I’d hover in the newsagency after school, flipping through the pages until the owner glared at me. Pay for it or leave his frown would say. The world of fashion magazines charmed me. One day, I told myself, I’d step inside the glossy pages.


At school, I wasn’t especially brilliant at English, so my plan to be a journalist seemed destined to fail. If you were planning to be a writer one day, you should be good at English. I wasn’t. I found the formality of the way we were told to write suffocating. My words couldn’t breathe buried under so many rules. Because I didn’t like to write in the style we were taught, I never believed I was good enough to be a writer. At the same time, deep down it didn’t feel like there was any other path for me, which often left me wondering where exactly I was going to fit in the world. I never thought I’d end up as the deputy editor of Vogue. That was always going to be the job someone else had. Or that I would one day interview the former editor-in-chief of British Vogue Alexandra Shulman for my podcast. I’d read her editor’s letters for years, studying each word, and now I was the one who got to ask her the questions. I never imagined I’d be sent to Paris by Chanel. Or go on to launch a digital publication for mothers called The Grace Tales, which would be read by millions of women all over the world. I’ve learnt that while our greatest plans rarely unfold as we expect them to, eventually we do land in the right spot.


I can be very determined when I want to be. There’s something about spending your formative years being told you can’t do something and being continually tagged with labels that don’t feel right that gives you an unstoppable sense of determination. It becomes immensely irritating after a while when people constantly underestimate you. I’ve carried this determination with me my entire life. When I left school, I did a media degree and started writing and styling photo shoots on the side. They were for no one in particular, but I learnt at school that the more you practised something, the better you got. It didn’t matter if you were terrible at something because anything could be learnt.


Each week, I’d send my CV off to another editor and each week, I’d receive another rejection. Once, the then deputy editor of Marie Claire kindly took the time to write me a letter. She told me my writing was too florid and wordy. If I wanted to work in magazines, it needed to be more conversational. I had been told at school to make my words flowery. To use alliteration and metaphors everywhere and anywhere. It was only when this editor pointed out a different way, one that felt natural to me, that I had the confidence to write the way I wanted.


The notion that we can all do anything we want if we work hard enough might sound overly optimistic, but I genuinely believe it. I wanted to work at Vogue and, eventually, I did. No one helped me. I didn’t know anyone who worked at the magazine. I didn’t walk into the job; I hiked for years and years, slowly getting closer to my dream. It wasn’t a plan that just happened. It was a plan that fell apart many times. I moved to London and enrolled in a semester-long program at the London College of Fashion. The college was at Oxford Circus, one of the most chaotic places on the planet, but I loved getting the tube to class each day, then weaving my way through the crowds and past all the shops. Studying fashion, I finally felt like I’d found my home. I’d never been taught that fashion could be a real career. It was fluffy and frivolous. Only it’s not (the worldwide fashion retail market was valued at US$300 billion in 2020*). When I handed in my feature stories for our writing unit, the teacher asked me to read one of my articles to the class. I looked up at her to check she was being serious. I’d never had a teacher who had put the spotlight on me. I’d always been invisible; a student not to bother with. It was, she said, an excellent article and a great example of magazine feature writing. I nervously read my article to the class. It was the first time in my life that my writing had been applauded. I had to fly to the other side of the world to find that moment, but here it was, and it was life changing. All those moments that didn’t go to plan had given me the determination I would need to guide me through my career in fashion. I’d finally found someone who told me I could be a writer. I would be a writer.


Working at Vogue took me all over the globe. I stepped inside the rarefied world of fashion; the world I’d spent my teenage years dreaming of. I was flown to Paris for Chanel couture shows (one was held in a custom-made jet); then to Seoul for an exhibition of Prada skirts; then to New York to interview Tommy Hilfiger (if it all sounds ridiculously over the top, it was and unashamedly so). It was one of the greatest chapters of my life filled with fantastic highs and awful lows. I don’t ever take for granted the fact that I got to experience the glory days of magazines (we obviously live in a digital world now and magazines are seen as the dinosaurs of the media landscape).


In life, we might often end up exactly where we’re meant to be, but the road is seldom straightforward. It’s bumpy and full of bends and even those who don’t suffer from travel sickness are likely to feel nauseous at times. Life is like that – it fills your stomach up with fear and anxiety one moment and indescribable joy the next. Each day, we don’t know what’s going to happen. Even if we make plans, they’re likely to unfold differently to how we imagined.


This is a book about plans. The plans we make and the plans that break. The ones that really impact us are not the broken travel plans (although, they’re annoying and there have been many over the last few years). Or the dinner kind. Or which dog you want. In my early 20s, I planned on getting a pug and calling it Sebastian; then I fell in love with a man named Sebastian so had to cancel the dog plan (besides, I also came to the conclusion that pugs struggle to breathe properly and are awkward looking). I’m not talking about how you’re planning to drink less wine. Or go to the gym more. Or meditate more. Or stop shopping. Or get off your phone. These are the little plans that we make daily – and if they go awry, it doesn’t really affect us. It doesn’t matter if you can’t get a pug – there are other breeds to pick from. I mean the big life plans. The ones around your family or your career or where you’ll live or who you’ll love. If these kinds of plans fail, it’s crushing.


At 40, I’m older and slightly sager, and some days I feel as though I’ve almost worked life out. I’ve also had lots of help. As a writer, it’s my job to ask people questions. Personal questions, which ordinarily would feel odd, but because I’m a journalist, I get to ask it all. What happened when your mother was diagnosed with cancer? What happened when you had a miscarriage? What happened when your business failed? What happened when your husband divorced you? What happened when you lost someone you loved? What does Plan B look like for you? After each interview I do, I see the world differently.


I’ve interviewed women and men who have all kinds of different stories about life not going to plan – Grace Tame, Ashley Graham, Priyanka Chopra, Miranda Kerr, Teresa Palmer, Turia Pitt. Refugees, survivors of sexual abuse, domestic abuse and female genital mutilation, parents who have had the most agonising, indescribable tragedy happen to them – they’ve lost a child. Or, as with one remarkable woman I know, who lost her mother, sister and grandmother in the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami in Thailand. There are big life traumas that we don’t plan, but then there are the other traumas many of us will come up against – being bullied as a child, divorce, depression.


Whatever happens to us, no matter how big or small, it’s there to teach us, not define us. As Vashti Whitfield, the mindset coach who lost her actor husband Andy to cancer, leaving her to raise two small children alone, told me, ‘Life happens for us, not to us.’ Reframing is an essential life skill. It takes discipline, but when we can think about things in a positive way, rather than a negative way, our perspective on life shifts. ‘We don’t have much control over the events around us, but we have almost total control over how we interpret them,’ psychologist Robert Epstein says. He’s right. When you expect that life will, at times, feel like you’re hiking up Everest, you’re ready for the climb.


I wrote most of this book during the COVID-19 pandemic, when making plans was near impossible. You couldn’t even plan to buy toilet paper. You couldn’t go on a date. You couldn’t get married. You couldn’t have a baby with your partner in the room. You couldn’t take your kids to school. You couldn’t be guaranteed you’d keep your job. You couldn’t do anything, other than stay home.


My brother cancelled his wedding in Seville. My stepsister organised a wedding in a few hours on the day it was announced that at midnight, only four people would be allowed to weddings. After the ceremony, we all headed back to my dad’s house for barbecue chicken. It was not the wedding she planned, but it didn’t matter in the end. All she wanted was to be married to the man she loved, even if she wasn’t wearing the dress she’d planned to. We all desperately wanted things to go back to normal – and at the same time, we welcomed a new way of living.


Yet, given that none of us had any plans, we had to sit, wait and nervously wonder: where to now? What happens when all our plans fall over? The collective discomfort was unsettling. Being uncomfortable is a good place to be. Truly, it is. I know it doesn’t feel that way. When we get uncomfortable, we’re more open to change. So many of us live our lives on autopilot, held back by fear of change. We don’t like to change our plans. The pandemic was the big shake-up many of us needed. As we all sat at home during lockdown, finally we had the opportunity to ask ourselves, is this really it? What do I really want to do with my life, given that nothing is certain anymore? My five-year plan – or ten-year plan – is it what I really want? And is it time for a new plan? That is, if we were even lucky enough to be in a position to choose. People lost loved ones, jobs, homes, businesses – it was all out of their control.


From the hundreds of women I’ve interviewed, and from my own life experience, I know plans fall apart. I know it takes strength to pivot when things go wrong. The first time I went to write this book, the pandemic struck and the whole world got cancelled. COVID didn’t care who you were or what your plans were – it cancelled everything. We all thought it’d be done and dusted in six months. Something to laugh about over Christmas as we clinked our glasses and stuffed ourselves with pudding.


The second time, it felt like a fresh start. Year one of COVID was over and we all took a moment to reflect, hug our friends and family a little tighter, and then got on with life. Only the pandemic wasn’t over. The sequel came out in early 2021 and it was even more of a car crash than the first one. Then, as I was finishing writing, I got COVID, a war erupted in Ukraine and Australia’s east coast was hit with the worst floods in living memory.


We have no control over what will happen today, or tomorrow, or in a year. We can put plans in place but, as the Dalai Lama teaches us, nothing is permanent. Nothing is forever. Which essentially means our lives are not something we can perfectly manicure. The weeds will grow, no matter how many times we keep pulling them out. ‘The truth is that most of life will unfold in accordance with forces far outside your control, regardless of what your mind says about it,’ says the author of The Untethered Soul Michael A Singer.


When the Dalai Lama was asked what surprised him most about humanity, he said,


Man sacrifices his health in order to make money. Then he sacrifices money to recuperate his health. And then he is so anxious about the future that he does not enjoy the present; the result being that he does not live in the present or the future; he lives as if he is never going to die, and then dies, having never really lived.


Are we so tightly tied to our plans that we’re not living in the moment? Both the Dalai Lama and Singer beautifully articulate the importance of living in the present and letting go of control. (I will add, this doesn’t mean all control – you do have to put your kids and yourself to sleep at a reasonable hour, put vegetables on your plate and make mostly rational life decisions.)


It has also occurred to me, throughout my life, that when things don’t go to plan or we can’t control how situations play out, we’re left with no choice but to try a little harder. To be more resilient. That was certainly the case for me at school. Perhaps it was because everyone else thought I would fail – the plan they’d written for me looked average – that I became resolutely determined to prove them wrong.


When I set out to get a job at a glossy women’s magazine, there were only a handful of jobs on offer and all of them were taken (with a waitlist trumping the queue of people trying to get PCR tests last summer). After spending a few years as an editorial assistant at various not-so-glamorous titles, a job as a writer on a magazine came up in Dubai. It was a city I’d never even given a second thought, but I applied anyway. I got the job. I didn’t know a single person, but gave in to the uncertainty of what lay ahead, of an unexpected new plan, and began what would turn out to be one of the most exciting chapters of my life.


Uncertainty hasn’t always been so exciting. Later in life, when I was 30, married and expecting my first baby, things would again go off plan. Six weeks before my firstborn was due, I woke up and knew it was the day she would arrive. Hours later, I went into labour prematurely in a nail salon. When she arrived, our sweet little daughter was put on my chest for a minute before she was taken to the special care ward. I lay there on the cold hospital bed with my neatly painted toes and fingers (I was due to be a bridesmaid at my best friend’s wedding three days later – another disaster), waiting for the epidural and pins and needles to wear off, wondering what on earth had just happened to my birth plan. Finally, they wheeled me in to see her. She lay there, in her incubator. I sat there crying. This wasn’t the plan.


‘You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you can decide not to be reduced by them,’ said the late American poet, memoirist and civil rights activist Maya Angelou. All of us have pivotal moments in our lives when we wonder how exactly we arrived here – some moments are bigger than others, but they all matter. These are the moments when we long for control because we have none. One of my best friends lost her mother far too early. The tragedy of her own mother not being here to see her daughter as a mother still breaks my heart. When my husband got the call that his father in London had died in the middle of the pandemic and he was faced with the reality of not being able to fly home to his own father’s funeral, I wondered how life could be so mean. We watched his father’s funeral in our living room via live stream. When it was over, the screen went black. We sat there in silence not knowing what to say. When a friend’s husband died the year before she turned 40, leaving her with two young boys to raise, I wondered the same thing. These are big life events that change the way you live forever.


Modern life, for the most part, plays out like trying to walk in a straight line after ten margaritas – you’re supposed to fall over. It might hurt when you fall, or you might just laugh, but you’re supposed to trip up. You’re also supposed to get up again and keep walking, even if you feel wobbly. Keep going. It’s how we choose to deal with life’s unexpected twists and turns, how we move forward and how we tackle the complexities and challenges of modern life that greatly impacts our future chapters. I like to think of life in chapters. Some of them will be horrible. Some of them you’ll want to skip entirely and they’ll feel like they’re never going to end. But others will surprise, delight and inspire you. They’re the ones that make life so exciting and memorable. Find joy in Plan B and embrace the magic in life’s in-between moments. Given we only get one life – and it’s short – those moments of magic, no matter how fleeting, are something to celebrate. And as the Dalai Lama teaches us, ‘Not getting what you want is sometimes a wonderful stroke of luck.’











	* 	Fashion United, 2022, ‘Global fashion industry statistics – International apparel’, https://fashionunited.com/global-fashion-industry-statistics/















That Time My Family Broke


‘The quality of our relationships determines the quality of our lives.’


Esther Perel


I was 8 years old, sitting on a wooden bench in the school playground next to my best friend, Lucy. She wanted to tell me something.


There’s very little of my life that I can remember without Lucy in it. We’ve bungee jumped off the border of Tibet together. My mother had sent me a stern email banning me from doing it, explaining that my retinas would detach from my eye sockets. The experience was more terrifying than childbirth. We’ve climbed volcanoes in Guatemala and slept on beaches in Tulum. Over the years, we’ve had the smallest fights. When we were little, we argued over who had the most books in their house or who loved Luke Perry more. And the biggest fights. Once, we didn’t talk for an entire year. But we’ve always been there for one another. That day on the bench was a moment in our friendship which, all these years later, still feels so significant. It was the moment she told me her family had broken.


‘Are your parents getting divorced?’ I asked.


She looked down.


I don’t know how I knew, but I did.


Your parents getting a divorce was, in my mind, The Absolute Worst Thing that could ever happen to a family. I knew, even back then, years before my own parents finally announced they were separating, it was coming.


‘Yes,’ she mumbled.


I held her hand and sat in silence with her. I felt her misery and, later, she’d feel mine too.


It took me over twenty years to speak to a therapist about my parents’ divorce.


‘It’s so common. One in three apparently,’ I told her, wondering why I was even bothering to bring it up. It happens. Tough shit. Get over it.


‘I’ve never felt I could grieve what I wanted our family to look like because divorce was so normal.’


She sat across from me and paused. She always paused. I waited. I hate pauses. They give me verbal diarrhoea. This time, I sat and waited.


‘Divorce is one of the most traumatic things a child can go through,’ she finally said.


My eyes welled up. It wasn’t that all these years later I longed for our family to be what it was. I didn’t. I don’t. I mostly love the blended and at times messy family it has become. I’ve gained stepparents and stepsiblings and two parents who are happier apart than together, but hearing someone tell me it was okay to be sad all those years ago was the validation I’d needed.


After Lucy’s parents separated, I noticed my father stopped kissing my mother goodbye in the morning. The absence of a single kiss was shattering. I then watched as, at night, they’d retreat into their own worlds.


The morning the kisses stopped, I walked down to the car with my dad. I was 13.


‘Are you and mum getting a divorce?’ I asked him before I opened my door.


I know.


‘You don’t need to worry about anything, it’ll all be fine,’ he said.


I know you’re lying. Nothing is fine. Your plan to get married and live happily ever after is breaking.


We got into the car and drove to the train station, pretending that everything was fine.


As a child, my worst nightmare was the thought of my family falling apart – breaking and shattering – because then we’d be left to piece it together, unsure where all the pieces go and if they even fit anymore.


When my parents asked me to have a chat with them one morning at the kitchen table, I knew. My mum handed me a leaflet.


I looked at it blankly. There was a picture of a red brick house on it.


‘How would you like to live there?’ my mum asked.


‘What, all of us? We’re moving?’


‘No, erm, your dad … your dad will stay here for now,’ she said, trying to sound positive, like we were going on a holiday.


We’re not going on a holiday. You’re getting a divorce.


I looked at the red brick house. This was the moment I’d been dreading. The Plan B they’d put in place, to divorce, was happening.


I ran out of the house and up the road, and I kept running. But there was nowhere to go. It didn’t matter how far I ran, my parents would still be separating. Eventually, I stumbled back and walked into our home, knowing it’d never be the same.


We lived in a Federation house on a leafy suburban street filled with families that all looked intact from the outside. There were no single parents on our street. You needed a spouse to fit in to the Sunday afternoon tennis sessions at the park and poolside barbecues. For years, we fitted in. It was the last place where my family was whole. As a child, I had to let go of the picture I had in my mind of what a happy family looks like because, for many years, we were that family. We had the dogs, the pool, the family holidays with friends.


Over two decades later, if I’m feeling overwhelmed by life, I’ll sometimes drive past our old house. They’ve never painted the front wooden fence; it’s still forest green and buttery cream, just as my mum had left it. I imagine knocking on the door and asking if I could come in and look around. I imagine sitting on the window seat in my parents’ bedroom, where I used to sleep when I felt scared. The place I once felt so safe. I’m searching for that feeling of everything being fine, but it’s gone. I knew it was gone the morning the kisses stopped. Instead, I sit in the car outside and feel the ball of nostalgia build in my stomach. I drive off, realising that nothing lasts forever and that life doesn’t always go as planned.


My brother and I didn’t talk about what was happening. We knew we’d be moving soon, but what was there to say? My only real comfort was Harry, our standard poodle. I’d sit cross-legged on the floor and talk to him about how I felt. When we had to give him away after the divorce, I experienced grief for the first time in my life. He had been my greatest companion through it all and now he was gone too. We went to visit him, and when it came time for us to leave, he jumped into the back seat of my mother’s car, ready to come home with us. I wanted to tell him that we’d lost our home too. He was as confused as we were. None of us knew who we were supposed to be going with. We stood at the car, pleading with him to get out and then drove off. After we left, he had an epileptic fit. We never visited again.


Divorced families are complex. Relationships are tested. The dinner party invitations stop. Friends are left wondering who you invite, who you leave out. Friendships end while new ones begin. For children, it’s even trickier. Sport matches need to be divided. Weeks are cut in half and school uniforms and textbooks are continually being left at the other parent’s house. I lost count of the number of times I left my books in the wrong place. For us, big milestones, usually something to look forward to, became something to dread, knowing the awkwardness they’d bring. Engagements, weddings and babies were all hard. Christmas Day became loaded with guilt over who we’d spent more time with.


So much had happened. So many feelings had been hurt.


As children, we expect our parents be perfect, but they’re not. No one is. We expect them to never fail. I didn’t realise until I became an adult that they were simply human and plans don’t always work out. They’re allowed to make mistakes. We all are. They’re allowed to do what’s right for them. To live their truth. It also occurred to me that, throughout our lives, we will never know if something was the right decision or not, because we never walk down the other path. We will never glimpse what might have been. The other decision may not have been any better, but we will never know. We need to put our trust into the path we take.


As a child of divorced parents, I’ve also learnt that it doesn’t matter if you’re a neat nuclear family of four who gets invited to holidays by the beach and sends out Christmas cards with your photo on it; or if you’re on the floor, trying to rebuild your broken family with a bottle of wine by your side, wondering what the hell just happened to your life. No one has a perfect family. It doesn’t matter how shiny it looks from the outside.


Relationships matter. And not necessarily the one your parents have with each other. (If your parents are divorced and amicable, you’re one in a million. They divorce for a reason.) The relationship a parent has with their child is what counts. It took me time, but I realised that despite the complexities of a mixed family, mine was never broken, because while our parents stopped loving each other, they never stopped loving us. It didn’t matter if my mother and father were together or not, because my brother and I were very loved.


My mother is my best friend. Truly. She’s smart, creative, beautiful, kind, thoughtful, generous, decisive and has always supported the person I am, although she did recently tell me not to use the ‘c’ word anymore (I don’t use it often, it’s crass, I know, so only when it’s really required).


‘I know it’s fashionable now darling, but it’s not a nice word.’


She loathes when people wear thongs (or flip-flops, if you’re American) or, worse, no shoes at all. My first boyfriend would always arrive at our house wearing no shoes.


‘Why doesn’t he wear any shoes?’ she’d ask me.


‘I don’t know, he just doesn’t. Why does it matter?’ I’d reply.


She’s always pushed me gently, helping me to dream big, but I knew if I fell, she’d be there to catch me. That is the job of a parent, to softly guide and support a child, while letting them find their own way.


She has done this countless times. Not just when I got back from Thailand when I was 18 and all I wore was fisherman pants. She suggested I might stop wearing them. When I wasn’t getting the support I needed from my school, we got a maths and English tutor to help me through my final year. It worked – my grades skyrocketed. She’s given me grit and guidance and taught me anything is possible.


When I announced I wanted to take a gap year after school, she watched me get on a plane and hid her nerves from me. When I called her from Italy in tears because the men wouldn’t stop harassing me, she asked me what I was wearing.


I looked down.


‘Well, these denim short things. I suppose they could look like denim undies,’ I said.


‘It might be a good idea to buy more clothes,’ she suggested.


She had a point. I took myself to Zara and bought some shorts that looked a little less like underwear.


Travelling far and wide so young is something I’m infinitely grateful for. Neither my mother nor father ever questioned anywhere I was going. I’ve later wondered how my parents slept at night, wondering where I was and who I was with – which, at any one time, could have included dancing in a London nightclub; being thrown off a boat in Turkey by a mad captain who apparently hated women; being chased by a rhino in a jungle in Nepal; being towed off the edge of a Tibetan cliff in a bus; driving on the wrong side of the road in India; or being on a boat in the middle of the ocean with an Italian man I’d just met.


I know they both worried, but they let me go.


It was parenting expert Justin Coulson who introduced me to author and clinical psychologist Lisa Damour’s swimming pool analogy. In her book Untangled: Guiding Teenage Girls Through the Seven Transitions into Adulthood, she writes:


Consider the metaphor in which your teenage daughter is a swimmer, you are the pool in which she swims, and the water is the broader world. Like any good swimmer, your daughter wants to be out playing, diving, or splashing around in the water. And, like any swimmer, she holds on to the edge of the pool to catch her breath after a rough lap or getting dunked too many times. In other words, she’s had a hard time in the water and has come to the edge of the pool to recover. Then she pushes you away. Hard. What just happened? Well, like a swimmer who gets her breath back, your daughter wants to return to the water, and she gets there by pushing off the side of the pool. This often takes the form of picking the dumbest fight ever or being nasty in a way that is both petty and painful (‘Please tell me you didn’t actually wear those shoes with that skirt today’). While you could have hummed Paul Simon all day long, your daughter needs to hurry back to the depths as soon as she feels restored. Why can’t she linger? Because, to her, lingering feels babyish, which is just about the last thing that any normal teenager who is parting with childhood wants to feel. Clinging to you quickly becomes as uncomfortable for your daughter as it is pleasantly nostalgic for you. She rushes back to the work of parting with childhood with an abrupt – sometimes painful – shove.


Throughout my life, I’ve always swum back to the edge of the pool for strength and support. As I write, we’ve just spent two months living with my mother during a lockdown. I know I’m not supposed to love living with my mum at 40, but I do. Does that mean I never really grew up? I’d argue that life is fleeting and I’ll take as much of her as I can get. We rarely fight because her bluntness is one of her greatest qualities. She tells me exactly what she’s thinking. When we do fight, which isn’t often, I feel indescribably unsettled. Just as I’m a part of her, she’s a part of me. But unlike me, she’s not dramatic. She doesn’t sweat the small stuff, and very much believes that life is too short to worry about most of the things I worry about. My anxiety and tendency to get worked up over little things baffles her, as did my decision to see a psychologist.


Once, I was in the car with Mum. ‘I Will Survive’ by Gloria Gaynor was playing on the radio.


‘This was my divorce song,’ she said.


I looked at her and, for the first time, I realised divorce was her rock bottom. She was 40 years old. She never showed me or my brother any emotion over the divorce. I don’t ever remember her crying. I didn’t see those moments when she packed up her things or made the decision she couldn’t look after our dog, or quietly unpacked her new home, her new life with us – an apartment underneath where my grandparents lived.


As kids, you don’t see your parents as humans.


Only once, in response to my relentless requests for her and Dad to get back together, did she ask me, ‘Would you prefer me to stay married and be unhappy, or divorced and happy?’


‘Stay married,’ I replied quickly at the time.


‘Was it horrible?’ I asked her in the car as Gloria sang.


‘It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done,’ she replied.


Children are innately selfish. It’s not our fault – we just think the world begins and ends with us. For me and my brother, it felt like the divorce was ours to own and grapple with. But it was theirs, too. It was their crossroad and they both stood there, no longer holding hands, taking a leap of faith that their chosen path was the right one. Over time, they both survived a divorce, without us even realising it.


When my parents announced their separation, my dad decided to build us a cubby house in the backyard from scratch. He’d spend the weekends hammering away. Each nail he hit somehow helped to heal his heart. It was his form of therapy. I’d check on him from time to time in the garden, watching as the cubby got bigger and bigger. He hammered for days. When it was built, my brother and I lugged our sleeping bags and pillows into it for our first sleepover. It didn’t make our problems go away, but it was a welcome distraction.


My dad is the gentlest man I know. He was the dad who was at every single netball match cheering me on, who would give me back scratches before I fell asleep at night, who would get in the pool and throw us high up into the air. He was always tough, but fair. He taught me to put my head down and work hard. There were never any shortcuts with Dad.


Years later, as he grappled with his own heartbreak, my father said something to me I’ve never forgotten: ‘It wasn’t meant to be this way.’


What he meant by that was, it was never the plan to get married, have two kids, a dog, a cat, a house, only to then get divorced and see the two little people you love above all else in the world half of the time.


It wasn’t the plan. I didn’t sign up for 50 per cent of my life.


We moved into a new house with Dad. It would be the house where he began his next chapter and would eventually remarry in the backyard. At first, he didn’t know what to do. How do you begin a life you didn’t plan? I always think making the beds is a good start. So, we made the beds, then made it up together until one day, our new life felt normal.


I was 15 years old. My brother Adrian was lying on the couch. It was a hot summer’s day and we were in Byron Bay on holidays. Adrian was watching the cricket. He looked irritatingly relaxed. He looked like he was enjoying himself.


This will not do.


As the older sibling, it was my job to ruin his life. I turned up the Spice Girls’ ‘Stop’ to the highest volume possible. People on the street could hear it. Then I broke out a dance routine in front of the TV, blocking his view.


‘Stop right now, thank you very much,’ I sang loudly. ‘I need somebody with a human touch. Hey you—’


‘Get out of the way!’ he yelled.


The fight began. Punches. Kicks. Throws. Until my dad broke it up and it was over. Everyone was annoyed. My dad was furious. And my job was done. Adrian was no longer relaxed.


I spent much of my childhood trying to annoy my brother. He did the same. It became a tug of war over who had last wound the other up. On paper, we couldn’t be more different. He is extroverted. I am introverted. He likes to deliberate greatly over decisions with things like graphs and charts, whereas my impatience means I make a decision quickly, even if it’s not necessarily the right one. I’m highly strung, whereas he’s very chilled out (so much so, missing flights has become a common occurrence).


He is also the funniest person I’ve ever met. He has, in no particular order: crashed right into the back of a police car late at night (he’d turned his lights off while driving down a dark street because he was being chased by a gang of men he’d got into a disagreement with at the train station); turned up at my late grandmother’s house after a hospitality shift at 3am, stoned out of his brain, to deliver her a pot plant (he drove up their drive, music blaring and high beam lights on, and my stepgrandfather thought they were being invaded); brought a girl home from my stepsister’s 21st birthday who later went to the toilet and, confused, wandered into my nan’s room (Nan woke up to find the naked girl standing there). Without Adrian, there’d be a lot less colour in my life.


He’s also the best uncle of all time to my girls, and nothing is better than seeing your sibling become an uncle or auntie. For me, becoming an auntie was as good as becoming a mother, and much easier, because I could hand my niece back every time she cried. I get the best of her. And given my weary ovaries have happily retired, having achieved all their career dreams, getting a bonus baby, no pregnancy required, has added another layer of love to my life.


Do I ever wish we could go back to being a nuclear family like we once were? Never. The divorce brought me and my brother closer. It was the first time in our lives we realised we needed one another. We became allies. When we couldn’t turn to our parents, we turned to each other.


Trauma will often bring siblings closer. When fashion designer Camilla Freeman-Topper was 9 years old, her mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. She passed away two years later. Camilla was 11. Her brother, and now business partner, Marc was 13. The agony was unimaginable.


‘It is profoundly heartbreaking every time I relive that time,’ Camilla told me. ‘I don’t know how I picked myself up and got on with things, in hindsight. My father worked tirelessly to try and make up for the void of her loss, but, to be honest, the hardest part is becoming a mother and watching my girls pass the age that I was when I lost my mum and realising all the things she missed out on. All the milestones, the good, the bad, the ugly, and everything in between.’ Starting a fashion brand with her brother was, in some respects, to make their mother proud. ‘Her death defined us,’ she said.


Our beginnings do define us. They break us, but we later realise they also make us. Whenever I interview someone, I’ll start at the beginning because what happens to us as children has a lasting effect on the people we become later in life. Our families shape the people we become and the impact we want to have on the world. Often, the most remarkable people have had the most challenging starts.


When I interviewed actor Teresa Palmer on my podcast, she talked openly about how, when she was growing up, her mother struggled with schizoaffective disorder, which she described as ‘essentially bipolar with schizophrenic tendencies’. She said, ‘I think when I was younger, there was probably a part of me that felt embarrassed that my mum was different than other mums. Now, of course, the gift of hindsight shows me that I had the best upbringing. I was so lucky to have the kind of relationship I had with her, the closeness and the intimacy. We relied on each other. There was something so beautiful in our way of being with one another. That’s not to say it wasn’t challenging because there were moments that were challenging, and scary and overwhelming, but they certainly have helped me become the person that I am.’


Time and again, it’s hindsight we refer to. We don’t see it at the time, but life leads us down a certain road for a reason. It can feel impossibly unfair, but later, we see the wisdom it has brought us. I first met model and philanthropist Noëlla Coursaris Musunka when I was in London. Her story stayed with me. She was born in the Democratic Republic of Congo to a Cypriot father and a Congolese mother. When she was 5, her father passed away. ‘My mother made the most difficult decision of her life – a choice no mother should ever be faced with – to send me away to Belgium in the hope of providing me with a better life. Life in Europe wasn’t always easy and I missed my parents every day. But being away from home taught me the importance of bravery and perseverance and, above all, hard work,’ she said. Throughout her difficult childhood, Noëlla had little or no contact with home. Over the course of thirteen years, she exchanged a few letters with her mother and had two or three phone calls.


‘The most precious gift I received in my new home was an education. It is this gift of knowledge, which would have eluded me in the Congo, that opened up a whole new world of possibility and promise,’ she said. Noëlla went on to found Malaika – a non-profit grassroots organisation that empowers Congolese girls and their communities through education and health. She has dedicated her life to giving back to the people of her first home, Africa; to those who didn’t have the same opportunities as her. ‘It has been one of the most challenging and rewarding experiences of my life,’ she said. While the heartache of being separated from her mother and losing her father has never left her, she became wise beyond her years. It gave Noëlla her purpose in life. Purpose doesn’t make up for the years lost with her parents, but she was able to step back and reflect on the lessons this taught her, and with that came acceptance.


It takes patience to step back and recognise that life doesn’t happen to us, it happens for us. Shifting your perspective means you look for the lessons. Are you stronger? Are you more empathetic? Are you more forgiving? Forgiveness is something that came up last year, when I met Khadija Gbla, a Sierra Leonean woman living in Australia. As a child, she fled her home during the civil war and moved to The Gambia, West Africa. Her father had died, and she was brought up by her mother. She said, ‘I’m raising my son and I think of his life now. It’s not the life I had. I felt very insecure and unsafe, and always had a sense of not knowing if we were going to live to see the next day or where food was going to come from. I didn’t get my first teddy bear until I was 13, when I came to Australia. I didn’t see my first playground until I came here. I lived with kerosene lamps, not electricity.’


At the age of 9, Khadija was told by her mother she was going on a holiday. It felt strange, because she’d never been on a holiday in her life. They drove and drove until they arrived at a hut. In that moment, her mother would make a decision for her daughter that would go on to define Khadija’s life. It would be the undoing of her, and then later, the making of her. She was taken inside the hut where a woman sawed off her clitoris with a rusty knife. It was the most painful experience of her life.


She forgives her mum. ‘My mum made this decision because of internalised sexism. She didn’t do it out of hate. I need to be clear on that. If anything, she did it out of a misguided sense of love and understanding. In that cultural context as a woman, she was told that her daughters needed to have this act done, like it had been done to her, so we could be clean, pure and have marriageability and also belong. This was the cultural norm. More than 90 per cent of the women in Sierra Leone have had FGM [female genital mutilation]. This is the standard. It’s the default. To have a clitoris is outside the norm.’


Khadija didn’t get something every child deserves: to feel safe. ‘I remember lying there as a child and crying, wishing somebody would have stopped it and rescued me,’ she said. She wasn’t rescued, so she’s saving others. An empathetic, determined and fierce human rights campaigner, she continues to campaign, because she wants to change the lives of girls. Khadija would go on to look her mother in the eye and say to her, ‘This ends with my generation.’


Her FGM advocacy has meant she has been cut off from her family because she stood up against a barbaric practice many still believe empowers women. The lesson she learnt is that, sometimes, we need to stand up to our family. We may forgive them and understand their choices, but we can also fight for what we believe is right.


Forgiveness is something we can be so reluctant to give. Some families hold back their forgiveness. They’re too stubborn. They need to be right. They must win the fight. I’ve always been of the view that if I love the person and they’re not a complete arsehole deep down, then life is too short. It doesn’t matter who is right or wrong, because half the time you’ve forgotten what you’re fighting about in the first place. I will add that if they are in fact total arseholes, they’re not deserving of forgiveness because, again, life is too short to have crappy people in it.
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