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To my parents, Pippa and Ian, who really are the souls behind Happy Not Perfect. You taught me that no matter what, there is always light to find in the seemingly dark.










Foreword


Like all humans, each of us strives to be happy. The problem is that for most of us we don’t know what makes us happy . . . we just think that we do. As a result, we spend immense amounts of time not understanding that many of the actions we are engaged in to be happy are actually demonstrations of proving one’s self-worth by seeking the approval of others and believing that such approval will make us happy. Whether it’s the next promotion, the new car or accessory, or a larger house, each of these things only results in a transitory feeling of being happy. Why? Because we don’t understand that happiness does not occur because of the external but the internal. Happiness isn’t a manifestation of what one has but who one is. So many people run around attempting to demonstrate that everything is fine with them by the appearance of material success. Such an illusion for many comes at a very high cost resulting in worsening self-esteem, insecurity and anxiety . . . presenting a smile to the outside world while being profoundly unhappy.


Happy Not Perfect tells the story of Poppy Jamie’s journey to understand this reality. By every measure, Poppy appeared to ‘have it all’, yet deep down she struggled with insecurity, anxiety and the fear that others would find out that she’s an impostor. All the work that she had done to be successful only led to further unhappiness. What she realised was that the wounds of her childhood in great part contributed to her unhappiness. Wounds that she had never dealt with, feelings that she didn’t understand . . . she was an actor in another person’s reality, smiling, successful . . . being perfect but not being happy.


What Poppy does in Happy Not Perfect is to marshal the evidence from a legion of world-renowned thinkers, living and dead, to demonstrate the reality that striving for perfection is counterproductive, that before we can be happy we must offer ourselves compassion and ultimately that the solution to our own happiness is not external but internal. She offers innumerable examples and practical techniques that give us the tools necessary to be the architects of our own happiness and recognise to be happy one doesn’t have to be perfect.


Dr James R. Doty


International and New York Times bestselling author of Into the Magic Shop: A Neurosurgeon’s Quest to Discover the Mysteries of the Brain and the Secrets of the Heart, senior editor of the Oxford Handbook of Compassion Science, and founder and director of the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education at Stanford University.










Getting Bendy


We are often most terrified of the thing that makes us the most human: our ability to feel.


Our feelings, like the underswell of the sea, can be unpredictable, vast, wild, still and engulfing. We fear the things that make us vulnerable yet make us powerful. But who can blame us? Emotions can be painful little buggers.


Just when we’re getting in the groove and life seems good, confidence is rising, and it’s like an excited orchestra is about to play . . . we’re suddenly wallop bang bosh, hit with a nasty one. Surges of anger, frustration, anxiety, regret, shame, embarrassment (among others) can pop our balloon out of nowhere, leaving us scrambling.


Can you remember the first time you were deflated by a powerful emotion? Or remember someone telling you to stop crying? Stop being so angry? Just calm down! We learn that strong emotions are impolite, distasteful, wrong or ugly. We’re told to just be ourselves but in the same breath reminded, don’t be too sensitive. I tried endlessly to find the perfect balance of ‘just the right emotion’ but ‘not too much’. Unsurprisingly I failed, and instead grew scared of my feelings, praying they wouldn’t rear their ugly and inconvenient heads – which they inevitably did, countless times.


Ever since I can remember, my emotions have been what I imagine a group of very naughty schoolchildren must be like. They escape when you don’t want them to. They’re loud when you don’t want them to be. They can be obnoxious, they don’t stop talking, they have an attitude and barely listen. They have got me into obscene amounts of trouble over the years and left me uncontrollably laughing and/or crying at the most inappropriate moments. (Just google ‘reporter falls off chair laughing Jude Law’ and you’ll witness a very public attempt by me at twenty-one desperately trying to keep it together while hysterically giggling on television.)


After years of emotional warfare, I began to consider: What if we took advantage of our biochemical reactions – what feelings actually are – and used them as keys to our liberation? Imagine what would happen if we stopped wrestling with them and instead extracted their wisdom to: (1) understand ourselves better, (2) unshackle from the wounds of the past and (3) heal our toxic core beliefs to create new future possibilities. I’m talking about becoming a connoisseur of feelings.


We live in a culture that seemingly ranks emotions. Happy is celebrated as this optimum state we should all be aiming for, the place where we have no worries and things are great. I quickly learned to live performatively. Desperately trying to do and say the so-called right things to fit in and appear nice, happy and smiling always – everything I was told a polite girl should be. But by not allowing myself to feel and express honestly, I was unconsciously cutting myself off from the greatest source of guidance we all have: honest, unfiltered emotion.


Many of us step away from our integrity to perform identities given to us and, in the separation, we begin to lose understanding of what our deepest desires, longings and passions are. What really lights our soul up. Instead we look to other people, and tune in to their ideas of how to do life. We rely on external sources to validate us, and popular opinion to guide us.


The day I began learning to accept my emotions and challenging what happiness really meant for me was the day I experienced a clarity like no other. Contrary to what I’d thought, happiness didn’t reside in the perfect moments I so desperately craved, or in external approval, but rather in the beauty within the mess, the strength that arises from challenges, the ability to value myself before needing others to, and the willingness to see things differently. Happiness can be as painful as it is joyous; it’s bittersweet; it pulls and prods; it’s up and down; and it doesn’t always include a smile. As Aristotle said, it’s ‘a state of activity’. It’s a practice.


Isn’t it odd how little we consider why we’re doing the things we do because we’re so caught up in life? We mostly live unaware and one day rolls into the next, looking and feeling the same, and our habits quickly control us more than we control them. I believed that conventional success was the answer to all my problems. If I could just work harder and reach the land of achievement and perfection, then surely happiness would be found, too. But just like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, it kept getting further and further away. No matter what I accomplished, it was never enough, because the worries and insecurities stayed. No matter how hard I tried, it was never enough, as all I could see was constant flaws. Bitchy inner thoughts swarmed my mind like a disrupted bees’ nest. I lived in an internal world of ‘not good enough’ taunts.


I was twenty-six and about to give a talk at a Harvard Business School entrepreneurship conference. As I walked around the grounds of this prestigious institution, my old frenemies anxiety and Impostor Syndrome were back with a vengeance and I was desperately trying to belly breathe my way through the crisis that was bubbling up inside.


Who was I to speak at Harvard?


If you had scrolled through my Instagram or glanced at my LinkedIn that morning, you would have assumed I was living my #bestlife. I had just finished hosting my own talk show on Snapchat watched by millions, and successfully co-founded and launched the fashion accessories brand Pop & Suki with my best friend and business partner, Suki Waterhouse. I’d founded Happy Not Perfect, a mental health tech company, to calm anxious minds (like mine, in this very moment). And I’d just raised millions of dollars to finance my ventures. With so few female founders at the time out there, I was one of the few I knew who’d been able to close deals. I was bouncing between three cities and meeting some of the greatest thinkers in the world. My face was in magazines. The bags and jewellery we’d designed were being worn by global superstars like Lady Gaga and Beyoncé. Life appeared as if it was golden, but it was fool’s gold. My internal reality was a fire pit of insecurities.


I arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that day in awe and disbelief that people actually wanted to hear what I had to say. This moment was beyond anything I’d ever imagined possible, as I was being recognised as a real entrepreneur. My younger English countryside self who’d played in hay bales, hoping that one day she might just make it to London, would have been in disbelief. But as I walked through Harvard Yard, I was confused. I’d made huge sacrifices to get here – hadn’t had a relationship in years, moved thousands of miles away from family, countless birthdays and holidays missed – and I was finally being recognised for my work. Surely, by this point, my insecurities would have flown away and I would be gloriously happy? I was living an objectively glossy successful dream I’d spent every waking minute working to create, but I was still filled with such toxic anxiety and self-critical thoughts. All I could hear in my head were my raging insecurities. The same insults that had played in the playground were still on repeat now.


This is what is so mystifying about the mind: no matter how hard you try, nothing external can fix a battle going on inside. It doesn’t matter what milestone we reach, grade we get, or things we accumulate, how we feel about our reality is a direct reflection of how we feel about ourselves. No outer work can substitute for the inner work. We see what we believe and, despite my CV, I still felt shamefully unqualified, like an ugly duckling, a fraud of a girl who was punching way above her station and nowhere near as successful or epic as all the other speakers on the agenda.


While waiting in the greenroom to give my talk, I worried about everything. My bitchy inner critic had started MCing again: You have to be the most irrelevant person here. You really tricked your way into this one. You’re totally unqualified. You’re ridiculous. No wonder that guy you like didn’t text you back. He clearly is JUST NOT THAT INTO YOU. And neither will this audience of clever students who are much smarter than you. I mean, Harvard.


I was trying anything and everything to make the thoughts stop so I could stay in the moment and concentrate on actually doing my job. Now is not the time, shut up and PLEASE let me prepare for this talk in peace, I hissed back to my meanie inside. But nothing seemed to control my pulsating anxiety.


This day could have been one of my most proud memories, but my mind ruined it. I wasn’t able to admire the hard work I’d put in or appreciate the challenges and rough years I’d gone through to get here. It didn’t matter what I did, the words ‘You’re an insignificant nobody’ felt tattooed on my brain and I was lost in that narrative. Our brains are the most convincing storytellers and when they’re stuck repeating tales of our fears, they can be difficult to break away from.


In the end, the talk went fine. I had no reason to worry. But like always, my brain spun itself into chaos for nothing.


From career-defining moments to dating, nearly every experience caused a feeling of painful self-consciousness and a sense of harrowing inadequacy. Not for one moment did I feel the confidence anyone thought I had; underneath the smiley self was someone stuck at war with their insecurities.


My quest for #happiness, #success, and to finally feel good enough caused my mind, heart and soul to collapse on the journey. It was only when I was lying in a hospital bed due to exhaustion, broken by chronic anxiety, and feeling like I was wrapped in an iron blanket, that I reluctantly considered whether my need for perfection had actually led me straight to discontentment, stress, fear, self-rejection and illness.


Only then did I start to realise my mind was the sole culprit. The time had come for me to confront my cruel inner critic and open up the dungeon of emotions I’d kept locked away for so many years. Not knowing what I would find, I was petrified to do so. I knew I had a clear and important choice to make: I could continue abusing myself, blaming other people for making me feel less-than, and continue on this destructive path of believing success and perfect = happiness, or I could change direction.


Change begins with learning, and that’s exactly where I began. I tracked down every expert I could find in neuroscience, psychology, mindfulness and ontology (philosophy about the nature of being) to understand why I was so compulsively horrible to myself and how I could cultivate a kinder mind. Turned out, my mind needed some drastic Marie Kondo’ing (I can assure you most of its contents weren’t sparking joy).


Spring cleaning your brain is hard work; you have to do the sort of tidying that actually hoovers underneath the carpet, not just around it. But when you do, you finally realise who you are behind all the fear. It is there I found my truest, wildest, most authentic self. The loving, curious, limitless self. She’d been hidden for years, since childhood.


We arrive in this world full of playfulness and wonder, and like a little sponge, we soak up everything. We innocently absorb every comment, feeling and experience and turn these into a set of beliefs and a rule book for how we understand ourselves and the world around us to ensure we stay safe and survive. The beliefs and rules we create to make sense of the world are not our fault. They are just a by-product of our first environments that none of us chose. But without intervention, we then spend the rest of our lives viewing the world according to these eight-year-old interpretations.


As a little girl, I took on the belief that I wasn’t good enough as I was and spent twenty years in search of evidence to confirm my own worthlessness. But I didn’t need to do this anymore. I began to see how different life could look with a new lens and how differently it could sound with a dialled-down stream of self-critical thoughts. I no longer needed to be an audience to that. None of us do.


‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms - to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’


—Viktor Frankl


The goal isn’t to be perfect, but to be happy from the inside out. Happy is the courage to live life according to what lights me up. For the last few years, I’ve been practising stretching my beliefs and thoughts and, in doing so, I’ve tasted a freedom from anxiety I didn’t know was possible. When we begin to limber up our minds and rewire the faulty programming that was installed in childhood, our entire experience of life shifts.


As a result of my conscious thought reprogramming, my internal world – once a dark, scary, fearful place – is back to one of curiosity and compassion. I’ve accepted there will be bumps, highs and lows, twists and turns, but with a new way of thinking, changes aren’t jarring or daunting but serve to make us excel.


I only wish I’d found these mind upgrade techniques earlier, as I would have been able to save myself from so many hours and days lost to shame and self-flagellation. This is why I wrote this book: to save you precious time and energy. It’s my journey from perpetually thinking I was not good enough to where I am now, accepting that I’m never going to have it all together, but trying is the fun part, and that my destination is forever changing. For so long, I fixated on trying to be perfect, but as this story shows, I found a much more enjoyable path, living a life of flexibility.


Flexibility is the key to being happy (not perfect). I’m learning how to experience my life as a mental, emotional contortionist to adapt and thrive (not just survive) in any situation that comes my way. When you’re flexible, there are no blocks, failures or misfortunes. Pain plus reflection is how we progress and shape-shift forward. Life offers growth nuggets, if we can train ourselves to spot them and use them. There’s only possibility, opportunities and hidden gifts to discover with a flexi-mindset. In a different version of the story, a setback isn’t a failure but a step towards a more joy-aligned path. A grievance is a potential gate to growth. And feeling stuck is a chance to connect with our wildest, truest self and unlock the wisdom our emotions are trying to tell us. We are the narrators of our life, so let’s practise telling better stories.


The Flex, the method I devised to practise flexible thinking, is a simple four-step framework for daily reflecting that will change your life, just as it changed mine. As a whole, the Flex method is about connecting with your body to upgrade your mind and help you rewire your thought habits so you can untangle from the past, lean into love, and rise above fear. Flexing raises your energy to create a future that chimes with your soul. I’ll explain each step – the four Cs of Connection, Curiosity, Choice and Commitment – in Part Two of this book. In Part Three, I’ll show you how the Flex applies in real life. The method is psychologically, spiritually solid. It’s the real deal, not a fad, and it does take some time to incorporate. But since I’ve been living it for a while now, I can guide you to speed up the process.


Life presents us with the same issues over and over again, just looking slightly different. Instead of beating ourselves up or frustratedly saying, ‘Why does this always happen?!’, this framework provides a simple way to navigate through life’s hot moments. The quality of our life is based on the quality of our decisions and the Flex is here to keep us on a bendy path to making better and better choices and to managing emotions that get in the way.


The Flex allows you to feel all your feelings without being railroaded by them.


The Flex upgrades your energy frequency and mental outlook.


The Flex is like training your brain to touch its toes.


You might think, ‘Well, I can’t touch my toes, I was born with stiff legs’ or ‘That sounds painful, I’m not going to try.’ Saying ‘no’ keeps you stuck in Einstein’s definition of insanity, doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result. Growth only happens when we’re skating outside our comfort zone and saying ‘yes’ to discovery.


I invite you to put your mental health cross-trainers on as we get ready to streeettttcchhhhh our thinking, thoughts and actions.


While standing in line for coffee at a tech conference once, I ran into one of the most revered investors in the world, a person who has funded the ideas and technology that have changed our world over the last quarter century. I asked him, ‘What are the common traits you’ve found in all the most brilliant geniuses you’ve met?’


‘They’re daring enough to think differently, bend their thoughts, and to think outside the box,’ he said. ‘They aren’t trying to fit into the status quo and they dance to the beat of their own drum.’


His words echoed long after this brief encounter. I was in the early days of learning the Flex and was again reminded that growing the confidence to think differently is the path to infinite possibilities and access to the genius we all hold inside.


One could say I have been good at ‘manifesting’, or making a thought become a reality. By the time I was twenty-eight, I’d founded companies, was on Forbes’ lists, and was attending glamorous parties. But I wasn’t any happier having accumulated societal nods of achievement. My Flex journey has been about flipping superficial manifesting on its head, to re-focus on cultivating a safe place to exist inside my head. It’s been funny seeing how quickly my outer life has positively changed by concentrating on the internal first! The Happy Not Perfect app was my first foray into the mind and learning how to slow it down and manage it better. It turned daily mindfulness into a game to find inner clarity and calm. This book about the Flex is the next step, a deeper dive into neural reprogramming.


There are no magic spells in this book. Just a scientifically research-backed method to find more magic in our lives. I will be forever grateful for the way the Flex has liberated me. Being free, connected to myself, and open has felt better than any promotion, raise, new pair of shoes or hot kiss from a cute boy. I am so excited to share a technique that’s transformed my life from the inside out and continues to stretch out any thought-traps I fall into.


‘I used to think I was the strangest person in the world but then I thought there are so many people in the world, there must be someone just like me who feels bizarre and flawed in the same ways I do. I would imagine her and imagine that she must be out there thinking of me, too. Well, I hope that if you are out there and read this you know that, yes, it’s true I’m here, and I’m just as strange as you.’


—Frida Kahlo










Part One


Fuck My Life










The past can hurt. But the way I see it, you can either run from it, or learn from it.’


 – Rafiki, The Lion King










Chapter One


My Toxic Core BEliefs


At the heart of every human being is a desire to be loved and to love. Love is what protects us from the moment we enter this world. We discover early on that the love we crave is often conditional and in our delicate sponge years, we learn how best to get and give the love we want and need. From these experiences, we form a set of core beliefs for and about ourselves that shape our identity, influence our decisions, and construct the basis of the relationships we have with others.


No one is to blame for the core beliefs we created. They’re survival strategies formed in our first environments, and not necessarily all driven by our parents, either. School, siblings and friends also contributed key plotlines to the internal story we repeat daily, usually without realising it. And we’ll continue to play out the same words again and again until we become aware of the narrative we’re stuck in.


Here’s my story about my (faulty) core beliefs that were installed during childhood, how they turned toxic, and where they left me. As you read, have a think about the three core beliefs that were installed in your head, and how they’re still filtering your reality (not in a pretty Instagram way).


As you’ll soon see, what protected me at eight didn’t continue working as I got older.


Core Belief #1:


Not Good Enough


By eight years old, I’d learned that if I could just please everyone, I might then be loved, and nothing would feel better. But that was a tall order. I was never the smartest, funniest, prettiest, sportiest, had the nicest shoes or most delicious lunchbox. My mediocrity (and soggy cucumber sandwiches) meant I had to try doubly to get approval and win love.


It seemed like I was the only average child in my class growing up. Claire had the voice of an angel. Charlie had the coolest ponytail. Nick was great at swimming. And I had no obvious superpower to attract friends. I had a sense that if I were just better, maybe people would like me more.


In school plays, I was relegated to Fairy #6, Orphan #4, or Hysterical Girl #12 in The Crucible. I was dumped by nearly all the boys I dated and felt lucky if anyone wanted to go out with me in the first place.


For most of my life I’ve kept a diary and when I read back old entries from when I was eleven and twelve, I can see my toxic core beliefs starting to show up. At eleven, I was convinced I was not good enough and not worth dating even for a week.


NB: Going out with boys at my junior school meant walking around the playground with them for a few minutes at break (potentially holding hands at most!).


A couple of tween agony moments from those pages when I was eleven:


 


October 2002 (11 year old Poppy)


I asked out Tom W. he said yes. After the weekend I put hair curlers in. Then he dumped me. I haven't said anything or done anything. I got teased.


 


 


January 2003 (11 year old Poppy)


Going out with David for a week know. He hasn't dumped me yet! I really hope I get the scholarship.


Lots of Luv


Poppy


XXX


 


 


Sports followed the same vein. I sat on the bench more than I played field hockey, much to my embarrassment when my dad came to watch a game. Out of pity, the coach would put me on the field for the last ten minutes and I would then have to act like I wasn’t scared of the ball. I was terrified.


My ‘not good enough . . . pretty enough . . . smart enough . . . thin enough . . . cool enough’ wounds grew deeper, no matter what I did. I was spiralling in self-blame. Even though, objectively, I was doing well in some areas, like academically, it seemed like everywhere I looked, I was inadequate. Not cool enough for the hipsters, and not smart enough for the geeks. I just wanted one person or group to embrace me with open arms. Despite my perma-straightened hair, blue shimmery overloaded eye shadow, and black-mascara-clumped curled lashes, it never happened, and the feeling of being unaccepted was creating a gaping hole inside. The toxic belief that I was not good enough in the way I looked, acted, sounded, and just was became as strong a belief as my knowing the sky was blue. It broke my soul to acknowledge, but as I was wrongly told early on, some things in life were just the way they were, even if we didn’t like them. One of those facts was that I wasn’t good enough.


Core Belief #2:


Must Try Harder


My quintessentially English childhood was loving, but at many times unsettling, with an ominous threat of financial insecurity hanging over our family. Among us – my small-business-owner father, my psychotherapist mother, my two brothers, and me – there were no secrets. Someone’s problem was everyone’s problem and we could have won an Olympic medal for worrying. My older brother Thomas would stay awake at night, listening to my parents’ tense money discussions through the floorboards. He would then repeat what he’d heard to my little brother Edward and me, causing us to think we were days away from homelessness. I grew up with the constant worry that my father’s business was going to go under.


 


July 2002 (11 year old Poppy)


We are going to be bankrupt before we know it. Have to move because the house costs a bomb!!! I am bored fat (because of sweets + T.V. no exercise). I can't look like a fat Baboon in my new Bicini [sic]. I want to look slim jim. So I am on a fittness [sic] programme.


 


 


My heart breaks for my younger self. At twelve, I was worried about bankruptcy and looking fat, two fears that stayed with me for twenty years.


Because of our financial insecurity, the idea that fiscal independence was the route to feeling safe and loved became ingrained in me at a very early age. We all became micro-entrepreneurs by ten, washing cars in the neighbourhood and setting up illegal sweet shops at school. With my father’s entrepreneur mindset, I was taught that anything is possible, you just have to work so hard it hurts.


The route to having my own money one day started with getting good grades, so on our family holidays I began sneaking textbooks into my suitcase, instead of clothes, so I could study more, much to my mother’s annoyance. I agonised over my report cards. If I got less than an A, it was a crisis, like the dream of a better future was slipping away. If my grades weren’t perfect, it meant that I wasn’t working as hard as I could.


 


January 2003


Exams are over and I did really well in maths 82% + 66% but really badly in french 4½ / 25. I started crying. Hopefully I can take a re-test. I am taking a re-test in chemistry. R.S. was difficult. Very difficult. Had netball. I really need this scholarship to not feel bad.


Poppy


XXX


 


 


I would cry after bad grades and not stop working until they improved. Better grades meant I could get a scholarship to school and save my parents money.


The drive for perfection, and not being able to obtain it, helped establish my next belief . . . 


Core Belief #3:


Happiness and Success Would Fix Everything


This belief was an easy one to develop. Ever since I first switched on the television or attended school, I’d found ample evidence for why ‘success’ and ‘happiness’ was a fail-safe plan and an entry into the world of ZERO WORRIES, where I would never experience anxiety, insecurity or rejection again:



	
	
1.        If I am perfect, I will be happy and successful






	
	
2.        Happy and successful = lots of money and no financial worries






	
	
3.        Happy and successful = great body and boys fancy you






	
	
4.        Happy and successful = lots of friends as people will like you






	
	
5.        Happy and successful people always get married and live happily ever after






	
	
6.        Everyone wants to be friends with happy and successful people






	
	
7.        Happy and successful people are always good enough and never get rejected






	
	
8.        Happy and successful people can always prove their haters wrong






	
	
9.        Anyone can be happy and successful if they try hard enough





I had no doubt about it, this plan was watertight! I wanted to smile all the time, have nice things, get married, and prove my haters wrong! If I could be perfect, just like happy and successful people, then I too would have it all. I just needed to make it happen. My hardworking therapist mother, who kept our family afloat in so many ways, instilled in my brothers and me that self-pity without action was like wanting a car to drive without any petrol: it made no sense. We learned the mindset If you’re upset about something, go change it. So as my sense of unworthiness deepened, my core belief that happiness and success would fix my problems strengthened.


 


July 2003 (12 year old Poppy)


 


Ellie is in a completely diferent legue [sic] from me. She is gorgeus [sic] and I'm just plain. Andy just goes up and I probably will just go down.


 


 


I had found out the first love of my life was potentially dating someone new, the prettiest girl in school. This confirmed in flashing lights how truly lacking I was in comparison. ‘I’m not good enough’ was quickly becoming tattooed inside me.


Whenever I felt any insecurity, jab of rejection, or seething inadequacy, I would immediately soothe myself by thinking, Just wait until I’m happy and successful, then it will all go away. My core belief #3 was loud and clear. I believed success would cure emotional pain.


 


These three core beliefs from childhood – that I wasn’t good enough but if I worked harder, I’d be successful and therefore happy – went on to shape my entire life after and became very toxic. Had I known what I would eventually learn (in upcoming chapters), I could have prevented my twelve-year-old brain from running the show into destruction.


How My Core Beliefs Affected My Career


My Super Sweet 16 was the antithesis of the MTV show of the same name. On that birthday, instead of riding in a white limo or dabbing on the dance floor, I was waitressing at a diner. It was the first day I could legally work for money, and I could not wait to start my 9:00 a.m. shift. Financial freedom tasted like burgers and fries, smelled like cooking oil, and sounded like a plate breaking on the floor . . . the chef screaming . . . and me apologising profusely.


It was truly joyous! I was enacting my plan, making money, setting myself up for a successful life, fuelled by my core beliefs. I kept it going as a teenage entrepreneur, selling ‘hot pants.’ I bought plain white and black panties, ironed on the school logo, and hustled them for the whole of my senior year. Boom! My best friend Daisy and I were making £200 profit per week selling wholesale underwear.


Throughout my ‘try harder/be better’ years in high school and into university at the London School of Economics, I fostered the dream that, one day, I would be a TV host. This would mean core belief #3 would be well and truly surpassed. TV hosts were the definition of happy and successful in my eyes. They all glowed in what appeared to be glorious, delirious happiness. I wanted what they had, too.


My parents thought going into TV was a crazy idea and said, ‘It’s all about contacts and we have none.’ True. Just like elsewhere, breaking into TV in the UK was a matter of ‘who you know’, not what you had to offer. I knew no one and also had nothing to offer, so I decided to set up my own TV show at university as a creative means to meet real network producers. I began emailing any producer contact I could find on Google to ask if they’d be a special guest on this ‘prestigious university’s TV show.’ My ‘official TV show’ of the London School of Economics ‘honouring careers’ was anything but. I made it all up to get a foot in the door and, miraculously, I started getting replies.


People at the BBC and ITN agreed to be interviewed! I went to the library and convinced some of my fellow students to hold up a camera and pretend to be my crew. With my newly recruited team – paid in chocolate bars – I marched into the first interview at ITV. I asked my questions nervously and so quickly I tripped on every one of them: ‘How did ya, ya, you start? What’s, ummm, your advice to um your younger self?’ I sprinted through them to make sure there was time for my big burning question: with wide puppy eyes, I asked, ‘Can I have a job? I’ll honestly do anything!’


The poor producer looked terrified. He knew he’d been set up, but how could he say no with six fresh-faced students staring at him? Mumbling, he said, ‘Meet me here on Monday.’


I was nineteen and had hit the jackpot. Someone in television was willing to give me a chance. But I’d have to ‘try even harder!!’ to pull it off or they’d also discover what I deep down knew, that I was in fact inadequate. I settled into a life of waking up at 5:00 a.m. to do coursework, and then rushing to the TV studio by 7:00 a.m., then running back to university for classes. Luckily, the studio and university were within a mile of each other.


For me, university years full of frat parties and tequila in red plastic cups existed only in movies. I worked eighteen hours a day, juggling coursework for a degree in politics and a full-time job at the TV station. For months as Tea Girl, my only responsibility (besides making and serving hot beverages) was logging time stamps on old footage. My first promotion was to Ticker, and this had me writing the news bulletins at the bottom of the screen. I did that for an entire year before I plucked up the courage to politely ask my boss, ‘I think I am ready to do on-air work. Would that be at all possible?’


‘You’re too blonde and your voice is not right,’ he said. ‘People won’t like you.’


My stomach deflated as if I’d been punched. Growing up, I hadn’t been blonde enough, and now, I was too much? And what was wrong with my voice? Within nanoseconds, my inner bitchy thought monsters – the ones who chanted my faulty core beliefs – came out to play: See? Evidence! Just like the man said, you aren’t likeable. You are, and will always be, not enough.


Through the pain of rejection that surged for days, I reacted by doubling down on numbing and suppressing shame and embarrassment by telling myself that if I just tried harder, I’d prove him wrong. The next day, I bought hair dye and hired a voice coach in an attempt to change myself to his liking, and he’d have to accept me then! I even agreed to start picking up his dry cleaning.


Months later, he finally uttered the words I’d dreamed about: ‘Poppy, you’re going on air.’


I hoped it was because he thought I was ready; however, the regular host was off sick and they had literally no other option except me.


But it was still my big shot to make my fantasies come true! I was to host the evening entertainment news segment, and I couldn’t wait! I slapped on as much make-up as humanly possible. My caked-on foundation looked like tangerine paint with two red lines of blush for cheekbones. I was ready.


At 7:05 p.m., the two-minute spot went live. I delivered the script carefully but clearly, and before I could blink, it was over. I sat back and waited for the deluge of congratulatory texts from my family and friends whom I’d told to watch. But the ‘well done!’ and ‘I can’t believe you were on TV!’ messages didn’t come. I got just one from my parents.


‘Was that you?’ they asked.


Was that me? Er, yeh!


They were thrown by my new Cockney accent – like someone from Downton Abbey was air-dropped into Peaky Blinders – and my dyed hair with a bird’s nest of clip-on extensions that started to slowly fall sideways during the bulletin.


FINALLY, I’d got myself on TV, and it was a non-event to the people I’d hoped to impress. Even more worryingly, I was a non-event. The reaction from everyone, including the boss, was anticlimactic to say the least. I’d been sure, for years, that everything was going to be golden once I appeared on TV. Well, I’d done it, and yet my insecurities were still there – I was now confused. My core belief that once I was successful, I’d be happy was not playing out like I thought. I quickly overruled any doubt about my master plan to fill the hole of ‘not good enough’ by being on TV and decided that I just needed to be better next time around.


That didn’t come until MONTHS later when the regular host was off sick again and my boss was left with no other choice but to send me to interview the formidable Keira Knightley (!!) and Jude Law (!!!!!) at the press junket for their movie Anna Karenina. I couldn’t believe my luck! THIS was the chance I had been waiting for!


I agonised over my outfit and went with a cute white top with an embellished collar and a black short skirt. Simple but smart, I thought. Can’t go wrong. On the day of the interview, the London tube broke down from ‘signalling problems’. This is not good. I was going to be late to the biggest opportunity of my career. Why would the universe do this to me?


Once out of the tube, I sprinted to the junket, held at a hotel, and dashed up the stairs in a flurry of energy to the suite where the actors were miked up and ready to go. I didn’t have a moment to catch my breath or calm the sheer panic slash excitement before I was ushered straight into the room where Jude Law was waiting.


My smile was wide as my face – think Cheshire Cat but with even chubbier cheeks. My forehead was glistening with double the sweat from running up the stairs and beholding this gorgeous actor in front of me. I reached out to shake his hand. My moment was finally happening. This is going to be the best five-minute interview anyone has ever done, I thought.


Alas, quite the opposite . . . I stumbled, missed the interview chair, and landed flat on my face on the floor at Jude’s feet. My miniskirt rode up, exposing half my butt cheek to him and every other person in the room.


Fuckity fuck.


I lay there for a second, assuming this was the part of the nightmare when you wake up. But I was reminded of the undeniable reality in front of me – that is to say, Jude’s perfectly shiny black shoes.


Everyone in the room desperately tried to control their giggles. The cameramen were practically shaking from the effort. I sprang up, apologising profusely while yanking down my skirt as I sat in the chair opposite Jude, who couldn’t have been more gracious.


Despite how hard I tried to get the interview going, I could not for the life of me contain my nervous laughter. I tried every stop-laughing trick in the book (times tables, pinching myself) but the hysterics continued.


‘Would you like some water?’ Jude asked. ‘You came in like a tornado and fell like a stone!’ His observation only made me laugh harder and sent my mascara further down my beet-red face. I had royally screwed up. This was going to be the first and last time I sat in an interviewing chair.


I’d fantasised that my interview would go viral – and it did, but not in the way I’d hoped. The YouTube video of it was picked up by news stations across the UK. Overnight, it seemed like everyone knew about the interview that went catastrophically wrong.


Back at the office, the reaction was mixed to say the least. On one hand, my bosses were livid, and on the other hand, secretly delighted that I was a mild Internet fad resembling Bridget Jones, as one press article wrote. How I wasn’t fired, I have no idea. Bowing to popular demand to see more of the girl who crotch-dived and fell at Jude Law’s feet, my bosses allowed me to do more celebrity interviews . . . until six months later when I actually was given the boot for ‘being unprofessional around a chocolate fountain’ at a film premiere, according to my boss. I’d been accidentally caught on camera dipping my way through a section of marshmallows and brownie bits that I later heard was for decoration purposes only. I did think it was odd at the time that no one else was getting involved in the fountain, but my love affair with melted chocolate drew me in, and before long, my face was covered in it.


By this point, I’d graduated from university, and my career was over before it’d started. I’d never be accepted by the British TV industry. I’d changed my hair, clothes and accent, and made a hash of my opportunities. I was good at laughing along with my friends who found my endless messes amusing. But in reality, it was all a bit humiliating.


Whispers of not being enough haunted me, but I still held on to beliefs #2 and #3: that if I just tried harder, the sweet promise of success would be mine, and it’d all be worth it. I’d be deliriously happy and problem free then.


I couldn’t understand why my success + happy master plan was stalled. Despite how hard I tried, nothing seemed to go my way.


At the ripe old age of twenty-four, I feared I had exhausted all my opportunities in London, so I saved up and decided to move to Los Angeles for a few months. Lucky for Angelenos, they were about to meet my insatiable need for approval and my quest for perfection.


For a deeply and secretly insecure person who fought daily internal battles about worthiness, I couldn’t have picked a worse place to live. In Hollywood, the only currency people seemed to care about was fame, and I had zero.


I said ‘yes!’ to anyone who would take a meeting with me – like anyone, even people I met in car parks. I packed my schedule from morning to night and got a lot of feedback that almost always confirmed my #1 core belief. ‘Not quite right for now’ was a common critique and I turned its meaning into ‘not good or special enough’. Because if I were, casting directors and producers would have been jumping to hire me. I felt like Goldilocks’s rejected bowls of porridge. I was either too hot, too cold, too nice, too enthusiastic, too English, too fat, too thin, too intellectual, too ditzy, too loud, too intense, too boring, too dramatic, too emotional, too annoying, too blonde, and/or too unattractive. I was never ‘just right’. Every criticism knocked my self-esteem lower, but the quest to prove I was enough and to reach the land of success remained present.


The three-month roller coaster of Los Angeles was quickly coming to an end with an empty bank account. I was facing a remorseful move back to England, and no doubt a chorus of ‘I told you so, you aren’t good enough for the US’ would be waiting upon my return.


A sprout of hope interrupted my gloom when a woman I’d met on a train the year before (who happened to be an actual producer at MTV) miraculously responded to my email and agreed to meet. She became my first real contact in the States and a fairy godmother who helped me get my first gig as a host for MTV International, covering award shows and red-carpet events. My love for chatting to anyone anywhere had really dealt me a solid because my train friend turned out to be the greatest blessing. I interviewed Tom Cruise, Angelina Jolie, Cameron Diaz, George Clooney, Harry Styles, and whoever else was ruling the pop landscape in 2015.


It was a big break and, suddenly, other opportunities started opening up. My endless curiosity to ask questions and my work ethic caught the attention of more people in the industry. After a few months, I landed a job as the host for Snapchat’s first-ever talk show, called Pillow Talk with Poppy. I interviewed celebrities in my pyjamas on a set that looked like a bedroom from the ’80s on shrooms.


Overnight, the user figures on Snapchat went from zero to millions. It was great timing for me. I started receiving thousands of messages from viewers in their teens and twenties all around the world and I felt like maybe I had finally found both success and my tribe. At first, fans messaged me about fashion, their friends and the show. But before long, the notes started to get more personal with many people sharing their struggles and worries about not being enough, longing for happiness, and feeling like they didn’t belong.


It was like they were reading my mind. I felt exactly the same insecurities, secret longings and fears. Did everyone have the same core beliefs as I did? Could the viewers see past my on-camera ‘happy’ persona and tell I felt anxious and overwhelmed, too?


Despite it looking like my career was taking off, I lived in fear that it was going to come crashing down. Money was a constant stressor (TV/Internet hosting wasn’t as lucrative as I’d hoped). I took on more work to support myself, including hosting a show back in England at the same time. I had to cover my own expenses, including weekly transatlantic flights, and so with those commuting costs, I barely broke even. But I felt like I had to do it; my core beliefs were driving me. Work until it hurts, try harder to be less mediocre, and keep going until you’re successful . . . at which point, all your problems will disappear and then you’ll have nothing to worry about.


When I imagined my dream life on TV, I only pictured radiant happiness and universal love. I didn’t picture dark circles under my eyes, counting dollars, or getting a crooked neck from so much travelling.


The glitz of being a TV host.


My Core Beliefs Turned into Workaholism


If I wasn’t happy yet, then I just had to please people MORE to overcome my insignificance. One core belief amplified and triggered another, and they became a vicious cycle that began to fuel unbridled perfectionism. As upcoming chapters will reveal, had I learned to stay curious and investigate the thoughts I was having, I could have prevented the negative reflex reaction from accelerating into faulty thinking.


Addiction expert and author Mandy Saligari defines addiction as ‘something outside of yourself to fix how you feel, to the detriment of yourself’. My habit of working harder when I felt inadequate and anxious – created to help me cope – had quickly turned into an obsession, now verging on addiction, unbeknownst to me at the time. Others might think they will cope better by numbing toxic thoughts with alcohol or drugs; I had not yet realised that workaholism, perfectionism and being ‘busy’ were my chosen anaesthetic to cover up emotional wounds. It provided me with an illusionary sense of control and distraction. I didn’t have time to go inward and ask, ‘Are my core beliefs actually true or beneficial?’ I was just continuing on, as I always did, with the habits and core beliefs I’d learned as a child to best survive.


During this time, I was living with my best friend Suki. We had been introduced through friends a few years earlier and it was love at first sight. She was like the sister I never had. We were two Brits living in a foreign country doing our best, being each other’s therapist and cheerleader from day one. I couldn’t believe I’d met someone who liked dancing, chatting, adventures, laughing and dressing up as much as me.


While I was hosting Pillow Talk, Suki was shooting her first major movie, crawling into bed after night shoots at 5:00 a.m., covered in fake blood and sand. Our house looked like an explosion had erupted most days, clothes and bits everywhere and both of us too worn out to straighten up, but we giggled our way through the chaos.


Before Suki headed off on night shoots, we would make dinner, rehearsing her lines or dreaming about all our ideas for the future. Both of us loved fashion and would buy countless magazines to flick through to admire new collections and designs. We started brainstorming a project we could work on together, something that could help us get creative in a different way from our day jobs. One evening, the idea popped like a firework. In light of our love for fashion and our joint tendency for enormous disorganisation and mess, we decided a practical fashion company for women on the go was needed. We’d make fun accessories that made life easier and could pair with any look at any time. We started pinteresting a mood board, imagining what it could look like. Suki is as impulsive as I am and also shares the same ‘work harder’ belief, so within an hour, we had bought a domain name and were tracking down supply chains.


So, as if two TV shows weren’t enough, I decided to jump into an entirely new business. Within three weeks, I met Leo, an Englishman who’d built a tech company at twenty-four and who became our co-founder, as well as another guy in a car park who manufactured handbags. The habit of chatting to everyone I meet, whether that be in the queue at the supermarket, on a train, or at dinner, has come in quite handy over the years, especially when recruiting business partners.


Eight months after our initial idea, we built Pop & Suki in 2016. It was a true labour of love and felt special. For the first time in my life, the ‘not good enough’ core belief that had throbbed continually got a bit lighter. I didn’t realise it at the time, but Suki was my first friend who really challenged my core beliefs. Whenever I’d make a self-derogatory comment, she’d immediately respond, ‘You’re not useless. Stop being so mean to yourself.’ She helped me begin to recognise my strengths for the first time and notice that maybe I was quite good at making things happen and maybe I wasn’t so unworthy after all.


They were nice thoughts to have temporarily but I was so stuck in the narrative of my core beliefs turned toxic, not even the successful launch of Pop & Suki and a hype bae best friend were able to soften them.


I had gone from grades-obsessed schoolgirl, to university student working a full-time job, to working two jobs, then three, with a 5,000-mile commute. There was a part of me that felt pleased I was driving myself so hard it hurt, just like I learned when I was little watching my dad do the same.


But I was starting to feel constantly bloated, I wasn’t sleeping, I was stress eating. I was becoming very emotionally reactive about things that usually wouldn’t bother me, but I couldn’t afford to take time off. So I tried to ignore these looming health concerns.


Take a Breather


One Sunday night a friend asked if I wanted to join her at a breathwork class. She said they were excellent at helping reduce stress. That sounded like a perfect thing to try, given how I was feeling. I had no idea what to expect. I entered the room of about thirty people and took a seat on the floor. A man called Jon Paul Crimi, a breathwork practitioner, walked in and started to explain what we were about to do. He asked us to breathe in sharply twice through the mouth, and then exhale. The first sharp inhale was into the belly, the second into my chest. My entire front puffed out, followed by a long exhale, And then we began again. The rhythm was inhale, inhale, exhale. We lay down, the music began, and Crimi guided us in our two-part breathing. I found out later this practice is also called holotropic, an open-mouthed pranayama technique. I was also shocked to learn that nine out of ten people breathe using only shallow chest breaths, but it’s diaphragmatic breathing that effectively calms our stress response.


Within a few minutes of intense breathing, I could feel my whole body get tired, just like a workout. Crimi acted like a trainer, motivating us to continue this breath pattern even when it felt exhausting to continue. The more I breathed, the more my fingers started tensing up and I felt pins and needles, my head began to feel very light and I began to cry. All the stress I’d pushed down for years seemed to be bubbling up as the breathwork was forcing everything out. Tears streamed down my face as I inhaled, inhaled, exhaled. After about fifteen minutes, we were allowed to just lie there breathing normally before we began again. My entire body felt like it was shedding emotional weight; I had forgotten what it felt like to be relaxed, and allowed tears that I had suppressed for years to gently leave me. It was transformational.


This unique introduction into mindfulness was like opening up a new world. I couldn’t believe I could actually do things that created a sense of tranquillity I hadn’t felt for a long time, if ever. It was like I had forgotten what it felt like to breathe until now.


A few weeks later, my friend Matt had come to see me, and I excitedly told him about the class and all the breathing exercises I’d started doing to help my anxiety. Matt was the king of sarcasm, so I was waiting for some witty comment about how ridiculous it was to think that mindfulness practices could help with my anxiety. I was practically wincing, waiting for something like ‘She breathed, and her life changed!’


Instead, he said sincerely, ‘Can we listen to one of those breathing tapes now?’


‘Sure!’ Wow, I never thought this was Matt’s thing.


We lay there listening to a guided inhale-and-exhale exercise, and out of nowhere, he began to cry.


‘Are you okay?’ I’d never heard him cry before. He was one of those guys who was always ‘under control’. Even when things blatantly weren’t.


‘Pop, I’m not quite sure what’s happening, I haven’t cried in years . . .  I haven’t actually told you this, but I’ve been having panic attacks.’


It wasn’t just me.


‘I know the feeling,’ I replied softly.


We both lay there in silence that was like a clear night’s sky, expansive and reassuring. I began to think how many more people might benefit from this breathing stuff. Everyone who was hustling, partying until broken, avoiding their health (physical and mental), not taking care, using anything, pot, tequila, work, sex, food and relationships, etc. to avoid dealing with their insides could use these tools to start healing, just like I was.


In that moment, it was like I caught the mindfulness bug. I knew I had to do something to share these things that were helping Matt and me. There was a real need out there and I couldn’t go another day without creating some sort of a tool to calm overwhelmed minds like my own. I was privileged: I had access to a breathwork studio, a friend willing to take me, a psychotherapist mum to talk through my issues. There were millions and millions of people who didn’t, and that was wrong. Whatever it was to become, I just knew instinctively it had to be called Happy Not Perfect (HNP).


While I kept up with Pop & Suki and some TV work – workaholism in the name of mindfulness doesn’t take a holiday – I started gathering everything I could find about calming the mind and tracking down experts on the subject to educate me further. Number one on my list was of course my mum, who had worked for years as a school therapist and had a small practice treating people of all ages, but mainly focused on teenagers. With her experience and having been advocating for more reflection and rest for years, it was a no-brainer; she had to become my partner on the project. Her wisdom and training would ensure HNP could become an effective tool in helping people navigate fluctuating lives and unmanageable emotions.
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