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To G – my person









Mum: About this book . . .


Me: Yes.


Mum: Please tell me you don’t use the word ‘journey’ in it.


Me: I don’t.


Mum: Good.


Me: I prefer the term ‘spiritual path’.


Mum: Oh, Marianne . . .







 


The stained office chair is covered with grey, scratchy material. I try not to think about the origin of the dark splodge as I let my fluffy dressing gown drop to the floor and sit down. Naked.


The cool air of the draughty hall hits my skin. My heart pounds.


I am naked. In front of people. Naked. Under a spotlight. Naked.


My thoughts race. What if someone I know walks in? Someone I work with? Or an old teacher?


‘Just find a position you are comfortable in and relax,’ says the teacher from the back of the room. ‘I promise you nobody will be thinking of your nudity – they’ll be too focused on their art.’


Patronizing sod, easy for you to say in your jeans and jacket. You are one hundred per cent more dressed than me right now.


I cross my legs and put my arms in my lap, just to cover something. I look down at my mozzarella tummy and the blonde hairs on my white legs glowing under the bright lights. The noise of pencil scratching paper is the only thing to distract me from the voice inside my head. A voice that’s yelling: What the hell are you doing here? Why aren’t you at home watching telly like a normal person? And why didn’t you shave your legs? Surely that’s the first thing you do when you are about to get naked in public? Some basic bloody hair removal?


Out of the corner of my eye I see movement. Someone has come in late. It’s a man. He is tall. Dark curly hair. I raise my head slightly. He’s wearing a navy jumper. God, I’m a sucker for a nice jumper . . . The reality dawns: a hot man has walked in while I am sitting with no clothes on in a village hall.


This is the stuff of nightmares.


I stare at a ball of fluff on the floor like my life depends on it.


I take a deep breath and worry that breathing makes me look fat. Fatter.


Stop it, Marianne. Think of something else . . . like what you will have for dinner when you get home. Maybe a chicken stir-fry? Or cheese on toast?


‘OK, Marianne, why don’t we try a standing pose? Perhaps with your back to the room? And your arms up?’


My legs shake as I turn.


I wonder how these budding Michelangelos are going to capture my cellulite. Is this something they get taught how to do? A bit like learning perspective and how to recreate the sky? I wonder what Mr Jumper is going to think of my bum? He’ll hate it, I’m sure. I bet all his girlfriends are perfect size eights and have bums like peaches . . .


I think about cheese on toast. I wonder what kind of bread we have left.


My arms burn with the effort of keeping them up. Two drops of sweat trickle down the side of my body. Then the teacher’s talking again.


‘Feel free to move to a better position,’ he tells his students. ‘Move closer to the model. Find a good angle to work from.’


Chairs scrape on the wooden floor. Mr Jumper is now sitting three feet away from me. He’s so close, I can smell his aftershave. It smells clean and sea-like.


I bet he thinks you’re a weirdo for being naked in public on a Sunday night. I bet he thinks your hairy thighs are huge and ugly. I bet . . . Stop it, Marianne!


I go back to the fluff. I wonder why the floors of halls are always so dusty and whether I can get away without doing any laundry when I get home. Then the teacher is telling me to get dressed.


The minute he does, I feel even more naked. He’d told me to bring a robe – conjuring up images of Parisian garrets and models in silk gowns – but all I had was a fleecy dressing gown. I put it on, take a breath and move over to Mr Jumper.


‘I’m sorry, I’m a bit out of practice,’ he mumbles, looking at his easel. ‘I didn’t get your nose right, and the forehead is a bit big . . .’


I look at the outline of my naked form in chaotic charcoal strokes. ‘Sod the forehead!’ I want to shout. ‘You’ve made my arse the size of Australia!’


I go into the toilets and try to dress quickly on the icy, chipped tiles. I struggle to get my tights back on in the confines of the cubicle. I sit on the loo.


I feel more embarrassed than empowered.


Why am I doing any of this . . .?




The Life-Changing Hangover


There comes a point in every woman’s life when she realizes that things cannot carry on the way they are. For me that point came on a hungover Sunday.


I don’t remember what I’d done the night before – except, evidently, drink too much and pass out fully clothed, with my make-up on. When I woke my eyes were glued shut with crusty mascara and my skin was an oil slick of foundation and night sweat. My jeans were digging into my tummy. I needed the loo but was too lazy to move so I undid the zip and lay with my eyes closed.


Everything hurt.


Sometimes with a hangover, you get away with it. You awake feeling bleary but cheery, euphoric even, and you bump your way through the day until your hangover makes a soft landing around 4pm. This was not one of those hangovers. This was a full-frontal, no-ignoring-it hangover. My head felt like a bomb had gone off in it. My stomach was churning like a washing machine full of toxic waste. And my mouth, well, as the saying goes – someone, or something, had died in it.


I rolled over, reaching for the glass on my bedside table. My hands shook so much the water spilt down my front and onto the sheets.


The strip of light coming through the curtains hurt my eyes. I closed them again and waited for it to come . . . Oh yes, there it was . . .


That tidal wave of anxiety and self-loathing that washes over you after a big night. That certainty that you have done something very bad, that you are a bad person and nothing but bad things are going to happen to you for the rest of your pathetic life, because this is what you deserve.


I was suffering from what my friends call The Fear but it wasn’t just a hangover making me feel this way. The feelings of dread, anxiety and failure were always there, humming in the background. The hangover just turned up the volume.


It wasn’t that my life was bad. Far from it.


After spending my twenties stressing my way up the career ladder in newspapers, I was now a successful freelance writer living in London. I got paid – actually paid – to road-test mascaras. A month before this life-defining hangover I’d been sent to an Austrian spa, where I hung out with rich housewives paying thousands to eat nothing but broth and stale bread. I was given the trip for free, lost five pounds and came home with a fancy collection of miniature shampoos.


Shortly before that I’d been given a masterclass in seduction from Dita Von Teese in her suite in Claridge’s for a newspaper article. I’d even interviewed James Bond and listened for weeks to the voicemail left by the late, great Roger Moore thanking me for the ‘bloody good piece’.


Professionally, I was living the dream.


Outside of work, life looked good too. I had friends and family who cared about me. I bought over-priced jeans and drank over-priced cocktails. I went on holidays. I did a pretty good impression of someone having a good time.


But I wasn’t. I was lost.


As friends re-grouted bathrooms and planned villa holidays, I spent weekends drinking, or lying in bed watching The Real Housewives or The Kardashians.


When I did go out, my social life consisted of a string of engagement drinks, weddings, housewarmings and baby christenings. I smiled and did my bit. I bought the presents. Signed the cards. Toasted their happiness. But with every celebration of somebody else’s landmark I felt more left behind, alone, irrelevant. At thirty-six, my friends were ticking off the various life stages while I was stuck in the same life I’d had since my twenties.


I was always single, I didn’t own a house, and I didn’t have a plan.


Friends would ask me if I was OK, and I said I was. I knew I was unhappy but what reason did I have to be unhappy? I was lucky. I was obscenely lucky. And so I moaned about being single because that seemed to be something that people could relate to – but I didn’t even know if that was the source of my unhappiness. Would a boyfriend solve all my life’s problems? Maybe, maybe not. Did I want to get married and have kids? I didn’t know. Either way, the point was academic. Men were not falling at my feet.


The truth was that men still scared the hell out of me and this was a huge source of embarrassment. Why couldn’t I do this thing that everybody else could do? You know, meet someone, fall in love, get married.


I felt defective.


But I didn’t say any of this to anyone. Instead, I’d nod as people assured me that I’d meet someone soon and then we’d change the subject and I’d go home alone and continue my slow descent into nothingness, if I wanted to be dramatic about it. Which, given the hangover, I did.


I looked around the squalor of my bedroom in the exorbitantly expensive basement flat I was renting. Old tights and knickers on the floor, a damp towel next to them, a bin overflowing with face wipes and empty water bottles. One, two, three half-empty coffee cups . . .


Surveying the scene, I heard a voice from deep within me:


What are you doing?


And then again, this time louder and more insistent:


What are you doing?


This is always what happens at these rock-bottom moments in books, isn’t it? A voice comes from nowhere, telling the protagonist something has to change? That voice might be God, or a dead mother, or I don’t know, the ghost of Christmases past – but there is always a voice.


I never believed in that kind of stuff, of course. I figured it was just a literary device cooked up by over-dramatic attention seekers – but it turns out it’s true. Sometimes you really do get to the point where you hear voices.


Mine had been coming at me for months, waking me up most mornings at 3am, when I’d find myself sitting bolt upright in bed, heart pounding as this voice demanded:


What are you doing? What are you doing?


I did my best to ignore it. I went back to sleep, back to work and back to the pub. But as the months passed it was getting harder to push down the feeling that something wasn’t right. The truth was I had no clue what I was doing with my life. And the cracks were beginning to show. I was finding it hard to keep my smile up, and the tears that were usually confined to my bedroom were now making public appearances – in the pub, at office dos, friends’ parties – until finally, I’d become that woman at weddings, the one who lurched from drunkenly dancing to Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies’ to sobbing in the bathroom.


I’d never ever wanted to be that person. But there it was. It had happened.


The phone rang when I was on my fourth hungover hour of hanging out with the Kardashians. I still hadn’t showered.


It was my sister Sheila.


‘What are you doing?’ she asked. Her voice bright and breezy. She was walking.


‘Nothing, I’m hungover. What about you?’


‘Just been to the gym, and now I’m going to meet Jo for brunch.’


‘Cool.’


‘You sound miserable,’ she said.


‘I’m not miserable! I’m just hungover,’ I snapped.


‘Why don’t you go for a walk? That always helps.’


‘It’s raining,’ I said. It wasn’t but Sheila didn’t know that. She lived in New York, in her fancy apartment with her fancy job and her fancy friends who had fancy brunches. I pictured her bouncing down her Manhattan street, all clean and buzzy from exercise, her expensive highlights shining in the sun.


‘What are you going to do with your day?’ she asked. I hated the judgement implicit in that question.


‘I don’t know. The day’s nearly over, it’s 4pm here.’


‘Are you OK?’


‘Yes, I’m just tired.’


‘OK, I’ll leave you to it.’


I was going to hang up, to let her get on with her fabulous life, and continue my slide into self-pity but instead I found myself crying.


‘What’s wrong? Did something happen last night?’ Sheila asked.


‘No, nothing like that.’


‘So what is it?’


‘I don’t know . . .’ I said, my voice cracking. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m unhappy all the time and I don’t know why.’


‘Oh, Marianne . . .’ Her voice lost its usual abrasive edge.


‘I just don’t know what to do anymore. I’ve done all the things you’re supposed to do – I work hard, I try to be nice, I pay stupid rent on this stupid apartment, but what’s the point? What’s the point of any of it?’


Sheila couldn’t give me the answer, so at three in the morning, unable to sleep or tolerate any more of the Kardashians, I turned to someone, or rather something, that would.


I was twenty-four when I read my first self-help book. I was drinking cheap white wine in All Bar One by Oxford Circus, moaning about my crappy temping job, when my friend handed me a battered copy of Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway by Susan Jeffers.


I read the tagline out loud: ‘How to turn your fear and indecision into confidence and action . . .’.


I rolled my eyes before turning it over and reading the back: ‘What is stopping you from being the person you want to be and living your life the way you want to live it? Fear of tackling an issue with your boss? Fear of change? Fear of taking control?’


I rolled my eyes some more. ‘I’m not scared, I’m just in a crap job.’


‘I know it’s cheesy but read it,’ my friend urged me. ‘I promise it’ll make you want to go out and DO stuff!’


I couldn’t see what it had made her do other than get drunk with me, but no matter. That night I read half of the book in a wine blur. The next night I finished it.


I might have been an English lit graduate with literary pretensions but there was something about the shouty capital letters and exclamation marks that was intoxicating. That American can-do attitude. It was the exact opposite of my English/Irish pessimism. It made me feel like anything was possible.


After reading it I quit my temping job even though I had no other work lined up. A week later I heard that a friend of a friend of a friend was working at a newspaper. I called her and when she didn’t pick up, I kept calling. And kept calling. I showed a tenacity that was entirely new to me. Finally, she called me back and told me I could come in on work experience. Two weeks later I was offered a job.


That was my start in journalism. The risk paid off.


After that I was hooked on self-help. If a book was promising to change my life in my lunch hour, give me confidence/a man/money in five easy steps and had Oprah’s seal of approval, I’d buy not only the book but the t-shirt and the audio course.


Books such as The Little Book of Calm, The Rules of Life and The Power of Positive Thinking were all read, cover to cover. Passages underlined. Notes in the margin. Each one seemed to promise a happier, saner, more fulfilled me . . . but did they work?


Did they hell!


Despite reading I Can Make You Rich – written by Paul McKenna, a former radio DJ turned hypnotist who had indeed made himself very rich with his new brand of self-help – I was a disaster with money. Give me a tenner and I’d have spent twenty by the time you put your wallet back in your pocket.


Even though I’d read Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus and Why Men Love Bitches, I was always single.


And while Feel the Fear had got me started in my career, any further success was not thanks to reading The Success Principles – it was down to an all-consuming fear of failure, which made me work obsessively.


While helping me pack for one of my many flat moves, my friend Sarah found it hysterically funny that in every room there was a stash of self-help books. Under the sofa, under my bed, stacked next to the wardrobe.


‘A lot of them are for work,’ I argued. Which was true, to a point. Sometimes I did write about them. But most of the time I’d bought these books for another reason: I thought they were going to change my life.


‘Don’t they all say the same thing?’ asked Sarah. ‘Be positive. Get out of your comfort zone? I don’t get why they need 200 pages to say something that’s summed up in a paragraph on the back.’


‘Sometimes the message needs to be repeated for it to sink in,’ I said.


Sarah picked up a book which was sitting on top of the fridge next to two phone chargers and a pile of takeaway curry menus.


‘How to Stop Worrying and Start Living,’ she said, reading out the title of a well-thumbed book.


‘That’s a good one!’ I said.


She laughed.


‘No, really it is, it’s a classic, it was written in the Great Depression. I’ve read it at least three times.’


‘You’ve read it three times?’ said Sarah.


‘Yes!’


‘And you think it’s helped you.’


‘Yes!’


‘You don’t worry anymore . . .?’


‘Well . . .’


By now she was doubled over, tears coming out of her eyes.


I wanted to get annoyed but I couldn’t. I worried more than anybody I knew.


I was a poor advert for that book and indeed for any of the books on my shelf – or rather the ones hidden under my bed. I was proof of the argument that if self-help really worked you’d just need to read one and you’d be sorted. As it was I was buying at least one a month – and yet here I was, hungover, depressed, neurotic, alone . . .


So why did I read self-help if it didn’t, well, help?


Like eating chocolate cake or watching old episodes of Friends, I read self-help for comfort. These books acknowledged the insecurities and anxieties I felt but was always to ashamed to talk about. They made my personal angst seem like a normal part of being human. Reading them made me feel less alone.


Then there was the fantasy element. Every night I’d devour their rags-to-riches promises and imagine what life would be like if I was more confident and more efficient, if I didn’t worry about anything and jumped out of bed to meditate at 5am . . . There was just one problem. Every morning I’d wake up (not at 5am) and go back to life as normal. Nothing changed because I didn’t do anything the books told me to do. I didn’t do the ‘journaling’, I didn’t say any affirmations . . .


Feel the Fear changed my life the first time I read it because I took action: I felt the fear and quit my job. But since then I hadn’t stepped out of my comfort zone – I’d hardly stepped out of bed.


And then with Sunday’s hangover finally fading, while I re-read Feel the Fear for the fifth time, I had an idea. An idea that would stop me being a depressed, hungover mess and turn me into a happy, highly functioning person:


I wasn’t just going to read self-help, I was going to DO self-help.


I would follow every single bit of advice given to me by the so-called gurus to find out what happened if I really did follow the 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Really felt The Power of Now. Could my life be transformed? Could I get rich? Skinny? Find love?


The idea came to me fully formed: One book a month, followed to the letter, to see if self-help really could change my life. I would do it for a year – so twelve books in all. And I would systematically tackle my flaws one book at a time: money, worrying, my weight . . . Then, at the end of the year, I’d be . . . perfect!


‘OK, but you’ve got to actually do stuff,’ said Sheila when I told her my idea on the phone a few days later. ‘You can’t just read books that make you analyse your feelings for the whole year.’ Her tone implied I’d just use this as a massive opportunity to navel-gaze and become even more self-obsessed than usual.


‘I will do stuff!’ I snapped. ‘That’s the whole point.’


‘Which books are you going to follow? Have you got a plan?’


Again, a dig. Sheila knows I never have a plan.


‘I’m going to start with Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway because that had a big effect the first time I read it and then I think I’ll do a money book and then, I don’t know. In self-help land they talk about the right book finding you at the right time,’ I said.


I knew I sounded flaky.


‘Are you going to do books you’ve read before or new ones?’ she asked.


‘A mixture,’ I said.


‘Are you going to do a dating book?’


‘Yes.’


‘Which one?’


‘I don’t know yet.’


‘And when?’


‘I don’t know, Sheila! Later in the year. I want to work on myself first, then I’ll think about a man.’


I hated that I used the phrase ‘work on myself’.


‘So what exactly do you want to get out of all this?’ Sheila asked. This is why she gets paid the big bucks. To see the flaw in any plan.


‘I dunno. I’d just like to be happier and more confident and get out of debt. I’d like to get healthier and drink less—’


‘You don’t need a book to drink less,’ Sheila interrupted.


‘I know you don’t!’ I said, taking a quiet gulp of wine.


‘OK, but you have to actually DO things. Not just talk about them.’


‘Yes, Sheila, I get it. I will.’


But even Sheila’s realism couldn’t get me down. I got off the phone, closed my eyes and imagined how perfect I would be at the end of the year.


Perfect Me would not worry or procrastinate, she’d get her work done easily. She would write for all the best newspapers and magazines and earn obscene amounts of money doing it – enough to get braces to fix her dodgy teeth. Perfect Me would be living in a gorgeous apartment with big windows. She’d have bookshelves full of highbrow literary books that she actually read. At night she’d go to swanky gatherings where she’d look gorgeous in low-key but expensive clothes. And she’d go to the gym all the time. Oh, and she’d have a handsome man in a cashmere jumper by her side. Goes without saying.


You know the kind of perfection you see in magazines: those interviews with perfect people in their perfect homes with their perfect outfits talking about their perfect lives? I was going to become one of them!


It was November now, so I’d start in January. New Year, New Me.


I felt a jolt of excitement. This was it. This was the thing that was really going to change my life.


I had no idea then that my neat twelve-month plan would turn into a sixteen-month roller coaster in which every bit of me was turned inside out.


Yes, self-help changed my life – but was it for the better?
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Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway, by Susan Jeffers




‘Take a risk a day – one small or bold stroke that will make you feel great once you’ve done it.’





Wednesday 1st January and I’m standing on a wooden deck, looking down at the mud-brown pond. Icy air is whipping my legs and it’s starting to rain.


A blackboard propped on a chair announces the temperature of the water: five degrees Celsius. Nearly freezing. Goosebumps stand to attention on every inch of my skin.


‘Have you swum in the Ladies’ Ponds before?’ asks the matriarch standing guard by the water. Her voice is as bracing as the weather and her accent suggests she may own half of Hampshire.


‘No,’ I reply.


‘The water can be quite dangerous at this time of year. It’s extremely cold.’


‘OK,’ I say.


‘When you get in you should take a long breath out.’


‘OK.’


‘That will stop you hyperventilating.’


Oh, God.


I look around at the huddle of middle-aged women with damp hair holding cups of steaming tea. If they can do it, so can I. Right?


I put my first foot onto the icy-cold metal step and then my second. Then down another step. My right foot hits water. A shot of pain.


‘Fuck!’ I say.


My left foot goes in. I shriek again.


I don’t want to go any further. This was a really bad idea. I am not the kind of person who swims in the middle of winter. I get cold standing by an open fridge.


I turn around and see a queue forming behind me. I can’t back out now, everyone is looking at me.


I keep going until I am in up to my waist. I gasp for breath. Then it comes: the sensation of being stabbed by a million tiny icicles.


The icicles were Sarah’s idea. She might not be a fan of self-help but she would cheer me on no matter what I did. I could have told her I was becoming a Scientologist and she’d say ‘Cool, you’ll meet Tom Cruise!’


‘I was thinking about scary things you could do in January,’ she said, when we met before Christmas, in a pub off Charlotte Street.


‘I was watching Kitchen Nightmares last night and was thinking you could work in one of Gordon Ramsay’s kitchens and have him swear at you,’ she continued, shouting over Slade wishing everyone a Merry Christmas on the speakers.


‘That would be scary,’ I agreed, to humour her. There was no way on earth I was going to do that.


‘And Steve says you could streak at a football match . . .’


‘Right . . .’


‘Or shave your hair off . . .’


‘I don’t want to shave my hair off!’ I said, unable to indulge this line of thinking any longer.


Sarah looked at her phone and read out more suggestions from a list: ‘Dump a friend and tell them exactly why you hate them. Not me, obviously . . . Oh, and this is the best one! You could write an erotic story and send it to your mother!’


‘Oh my God. Why the hell would I want to do that?’


‘It’s scary, isn’t it?’


‘No. It’s just gross.’


‘It’s scary gross.’


‘Where are you getting this stuff from?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know, I was lying in bed last night and they just kept coming to me!’ said Sarah.


‘The point is to face fears I have in my everyday life – not do a load of random stuff which is going to get me arrested. And anyway, how exactly am I going to get into a Gordon Ramsay kitchen?’ I asked.


‘You’ll figure it out – you’re a journalist, aren’t you?’ said Sarah.


‘I write about mascaras.’


‘So what are you going to do, then?’


‘I don’t know – things like open my bank statements and answer the phone, do my tax return . . . the real things I’m scared of.’


‘You’re going to spend January picking up the phone?’ said Sarah in a tone that made it clear that I was not going to be allowed to do that.


‘I think you should start by jumping into Hampstead Ponds on New Year’s Day. Face your fear of the cold.’


And actually that was a good idea. I really was scared of the cold. Sarah and I once went to my best friend Gemma’s house in Ireland in February. I was so freezing I went to bed wearing every item of clothing I’d packed – including my coat. I spent most of the week too scared to leave the radiator.


And so it was that on 1st January I took an outdoor swim on one of the coldest days of the year.


Sarah did not come with me. She had been out till 4am and was now lying in a darkened room sending me text messages with splashy emojis. Gemma was cheering me in spirit from Dublin, where she was looking after her newborn baby, James.


Instead my friend – and new flatmate – Rachel had agreed to come. Just before Christmas, she’d taken pity on me, offering me her spare room so that I could get out of the bankrupting basement.


She’d promised to swim with me as if it was no big deal. I didn’t think she meant it. I figured that she’d wake up on New Year’s Day, look at the stormy skies and suggest we do lunch instead. I’d be able to get out of it and blame her. It didn’t happen that way. Rachel knocked on my door at 10am, with a towel over her shoulder.


‘Ready?’ she asked.


‘Are we really doing this?’


‘Yes, of course. It’ll be fun.’


‘But look, it’s raining outside, it looks horrible.’


‘We’re going to get wet anyway.’


‘We could just go and get some lunch somewhere . . .’ I said.


‘Don’t be a wimp. This was your idea.’


And that was the problem. I was good at ideas. I was also quite good at talking about ideas. Doing them, though, well, that was different.


As we walked through the dense wooded path to the ponds, the chatter of voices got louder. We arrived to find at least thirty women, dressed in woolly hats and padded anoraks, gathered around a makeshift table full of sausage rolls, mince pies and a giant vat of mulled wine.


It looked fun. If only we could skip the bit where you get into the water.


‘Is it very cold?’ I asked an elderly woman getting dressed in the changing hut.


‘It’s over very quickly,’ she said, smiling with blue lips.


And it was.


At first the water felt so cold I thought I was going to die.


I panted and splashed my way through it like a frantic puppy.


Within seconds I could feel a cramp in the back of my neck and another in my right foot.


It hurt. The water hurt. Every bit of my body hurt.


I kept moving though and, slowly, I started to feel warmer. Well, maybe not so much warm as numb, but that was fine with me.


I started to calm down.


Everything went silent bar the sound of my heart pounding in my ears.


I looked at the weeping willows watching over me, as my limbs cut through the silky water.


This is what it’s like to be alive, I thought.


I kept moving.


It was beautiful.


And then it was done. I grabbed the silver rails and pulled myself up the steps.


A woman in an orange swimming hat was rubbing herself down with a towel. She must have been seventy and was wearing a pair of pink Marigolds. She beamed at me.


‘Can you think of a better start to the year?’


My body flushed with warmth. I was tingling and grinning from ear to ear. Every inch of me felt alive.


‘No, I really can’t,’ I said.


And I meant it. In that freezing five-minute dip, I had crossed a major line – the line that takes you from being someone who talks about things to being someone who actually does them. The world felt full of possibility. My year had started.


Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway by Susan Jeffers was published in 1987, the era of shoulder-pads, Margaret Thatcher and Cosmopolitan magazine.


While other self-help books at the time were written by men, telling women how to find love and keep love, Feel the Fear was written by a woman telling other women to just go out and do something – do anything. Not for someone else but for themselves. Its tone is upbeat but no-nonsense – and as I re-read it during the no man’s land between Christmas and New Year, I felt a familiar rush of motivation. The trick now was to act on it, just as I had in my twenties.


Susan’s basic premise is that if we sit around waiting for the day that we feel brave enough to do the things we want to do, we’ll never do anything.


The secret of happy and successful people is not that they are any less scared, she says, but that, you guessed it, they ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’.


In fact, according to Susan, we should be scared every day because that’s a sign that we’re pushing ourselves and moving forwards. If you are not feeling any fear you are not growing.


‘Basically, I have to do something scary every day,’ I said to Rachel, when we were back at the flat making bolognese after our swim.


‘So what is the scariest thing you can think of doing?’ asked Rachel.


‘Stand-up comedy. The thought of it makes me want to be sick.’


‘Hang on,’ she said – running off to the living room and coming back with a notepad. ‘Write that down.’


‘Why? I’m not going to do stand-up.’


‘Yes, you are.’


‘No, come on. I’ll do scary stuff, I promise, but I don’t need to go that far.’


But it was no good. She’d written ‘STAND-UP’ in capital letters.


‘What else?’ she said, pen in hand.


I felt panic rising.


‘Um. Asking a guy out or chatting up a guy, or anything guy related.’


‘You should ask a man out on the Tube in rush hour.’


‘What?’


‘Just to make it interesting.’


‘No way. I’m not doing that.’


She raised her eyebrows.


‘OK,’ I answered.


By the end of the evening, we’d come up with a list of scary things for me to do in January:




1. Stand-up comedy


2. Chat up a guy on the Tube


3. Ask out a stranger


4. Sing in front of a crowd


5. Public speaking


6. Pose naked for a photographer or an artist


7. Watch a scary film (which I hadn’t done since Misery traumatized me, aged thirteen)


8. Go to a spin class


9. Confront someone about something they’ve done to upset me


10. Ask for a discount in a shop or haggle (mortifying)


11. Get the four fillings I need


12. Get the mole on my back checked out


13. Eat offal (puke, I was a coward about any meat with chewy bits, mushy bits . . . or just bits in general)


14. Skydive or do something daredevil-y


15. Cycle in London


16. Find out what people think of me (the bad stuff)


17. Parallel parking


18. Drive on motorway


19. Lose my temper (I never did. Ever. I was too repressed and scared it would make people hate me)


20. Use the phone every day (I really hated the phone).





That night I couldn’t sleep. My brilliant idea now felt very real and I didn’t like it. I did not want to jump out of a plane and never in a million years did I think I’d do stand-up comedy. That was for other people. Wacky, thrill-seeking, masochistic people. People who were, possibly, a bit nuts.


Was I a bit nuts?


I started small on 2nd January – with a spot of parallel parking. Not exactly dramatic, but I hadn’t tried it since my driving test when I was seventeen. On the rare occasions I did drive, I preferred to park three miles away than to suffer the stress and embarrassment of trying to get into a spot while cars piled up behind me. It seemed so stupid to let such a tiny thing, a thing that people do every day, become something I avoided my whole life.


Susan says there are three ‘levels’ to every fear. The first level is the ‘surface story’ – in this case the fact that I hate parking. Underneath this fear is the ‘Level 2 fear’ – which is the deeper ‘ego’ fear of looking like an idiot. Susan writes: ‘Level 2 fears have to do with the inner state of mind, rather than exterior situations. They reflect your sense of self and your ability to handle this world.’ But underneath this fear is the deepest fear of all, the fear which Susan says is underneath all fears – a fear that you won’t be able to handle the feeling of being an idiot who can’t park. Susan has one answer to this: ‘YOU’LL HANDLE IT.’


I’d gone back to my mum’s flat outside London to collect some stuff, so I borrowed her battered Peugeot 205 and drove to the local town, Ascot.


It is famous for the races and not a lot else; I grew up there and worked in the local cafe. My heart always went out to the poor tourists who would come in to ask, ‘Where is Royal Ascot?’


I’d have to tell them, You’re in Ascot. This is it. The petrol station, cafe and Martin’s newsagents. This is all the glamour you’re going to get.


So anyway, it’s not exactly a metropolis but it was surprisingly busy for 2nd January. I circled the area three times before I saw a space. It was a bit tight and I got flustered when a white van came up behind me. I went in too steep and hit the pavement.


My heart started pounding and my sweaty palms slipped on the steering wheel.


I tried to fix it but I just seemed to get more wedged in. I worried that the white van was going to start tooting. I imagined the two men in it were laughing at me. I felt a stress totally disproportionate to the situation. In a panic I mounted the kerb. The white van went past.


The road was quiet now. I tried to drive out and get back in a couple of times but it didn’t work. I kept going up on the kerb.


But strangely this didn’t bother me.


A park of vague parallelity took place and according to Susan: ‘You’re not a failure if you don’t make it, you’re a success because you try.’


And I really did feel like a success, kerb or no kerb.


Susan says that avoiding small things can have a big effect. Putting off driving on motorways, opening bank statements or picking up the phone adds to the belief that the world is scary and that we can’t cope. Every time we avoid doing something it makes us feel weaker, while facing a fear, even if it’s a small one, makes us feel strong, empowered and in control. And that’s how I wanted to feel. Not just with driving but with everything.


At home my bold step into the world of fear-fighting was not greeted with excitement.


‘I just did a parallel park!’ I told Mum, swinging the car keys on my fingers like a man of the road, an easy rider. She looked up from the sink full of dishes.


‘Does your book tell you to park?’


‘No, it’s just about doing scary things. Confronting your fears. And parking is scary.’


Mum looked bewildered. She didn’t find parking scary. She could fit a truck on a postage stamp and would make no big deal about it.


When she was my age she had three children and a house to run, she wasn’t ‘challenging’ herself by parking or jumping into icy ponds.


She didn’t have time for self-discovery or, as she puts it, ‘I was not brought up to contemplate my toenails.’ Funnily enough, self-help wasn’t big on the farm in rural Ireland, where she grew up, one of seven children.


When I had told her about my idea at Christmas, she opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. Then she opened it. And closed it.


‘Most people would say your life is already very good, Marianne.’


‘I know it is, but what’s wrong with wanting to be a bit happier?’


‘Nobody can be happy all the time. It’s just not the way life is.’


‘Well, that’s miserable.’


‘No, it’s not. It’s realistic. Maybe you would feel better if, instead of always looking for more, you were grateful for what you have.’


The familiar wash of Catholic guilt poured over me.


So on 5th January when I drove to see an old schoolfriend – via the M25, M3 and M4 motorways – I kept my act of breathtaking bravery to myself.


The next afternoon I was on the Tube home, listening to Rihanna on my phone, when I remembered that I should be chatting up men.


Anyone who lives in London knows that it’s not socially acceptable to look people in the eye on public transport, let alone talk to them. It’s why all over the Underground there are posters advertising dating sites, which pretty much say: ‘Do you fancy that guy/girl opposite you? If so log on to our site so that you can sift through tens of thousands of people in the microscopic hope that you may see him/her again.’


The option of just smiling and talking wasn’t an option. Until now.


I did a mental inventory of how I looked. OK jeans on, my good coat (Whistles, £300 down to £150), scruffy Converse and unwashed hair.


No.


I couldn’t chat up a stranger with greasy hair.


Definitely not.


I’d do it next time. When I had good hair.


But I knew that that was a cop-out. Susan says that we are only fooling ourselves when we put things off. She calls it the ‘when/then’ game – we tell ourselves we’ll approach the guy we like when we’re slimmer or we’ll apply for the promotion when we have more experience. We think that fear will go if we just wait for the right time but when we get to the right time we find more excuses. Doing something new is always going to be scary. The only way for it to stop being scary is to do it.


I looked around for a target.


Directly in front of me was a guy with shaven hair and a baseball jacket. A heavy bass thudded out of his giant headphones and he was nodding in time with the beat. No, not him.


To my left was a man in a dark navy suit. He was holding a battered old brown leather briefcase. He looked like a barrister or something clever. I wondered if I’d be too stupid for him. I looked down at his hands. He was wearing a wedding ring.


I started a train of thought about how all the good guys are married and how, at thirty-six, I’d missed the boat . . .


Focus, Marianne. Focus.


Standing by the doors was a tall, skinny, pale guy, also in a suit. He was good looking but not too good looking. He had a knackered-and-fed-up-with-life expression on his face. I’m not sure what it says about me but I liked knackered and fed up.


Normally I couldn’t even smile at a guy I liked, let alone talk to him. Instead I imagined all the reasons he would not be interested in me: too fat, too ginger, too badly dressed. It was a fun game I played.


But this was not normal me. I was now Fear-Fighting Me. So I moved over to be nearer him. I looked down at his hands. No ring.


Right. OK. You can do this.


I opened my mouth to say ‘Hello’ but nothing came out.


Maybe I couldn’t do this.


I should say at this point that, despite the fact that the train was packed, it was strangely quiet. Almost silent, in fact. All the commuters were locked in their own post-work misery, reading books or listening to music. If I started a conversation everybody would hear it.


Pull yourself together, Marianne. Say something.


‘Is the train always this crowded?’ I blurted out.


Mr Knackered-but-Handsome looked up from his phone, confused – as if I’d just woken him. He had watery blue eyes.


‘Er, yes,’ he said before looking back down at his phone.


‘I don’t usually travel at this time,’ I continued. My heart thud-thud-thudding in my chest.


He raised his head again with an expression that said: Why are you telling me this? Why are you talking to me? Don’t you know the rules?


I kept going.


‘Where do you live?’ I asked. I realized as soon as I said it that it was a very stalker-y question.


I was also aware that we now had an audience. A woman standing next to us, in a pencil skirt and trainers, had taken out one of her white headphones and the man sitting on the seat nearest to us was smirking.


Mr Knackered-but-Handsome looked scared now. I could see he was torn between not wanting to be rude and worrying that he had a nutter on his hands. Politeness won out. He informed me he lived in Bermondsey.


‘Is it nice?’ I asked.


‘Er, yeah,’ he said.


I kept going: ‘Have you lived there long?’


‘Yes, WE’VE lived there a couple of years’ – heavy emphasis on the ‘we’. Message received, loud and clear. He had a girlfriend, but just to ram the message home he informed me that ‘WE’VE just bought a house.’


The guy who was smirking let out a snort. He actually snorted.


I carried on smiling and chatting, just to let Mr Knackered know that my world had not ended because he had a girlfriend (which it hadn’t) and I could see him relax. We made small talk about property prices and then he got off at Waterloo.


And that was it!


I’d done it! I couldn’t believe it but I had! I had seen a handsome man on the train and I had talked to him.


It wasn’t exactly a successful attempt at chatting up, but I did it! Yes, it was embarrassing but so what? Embarrassment doesn’t kill you, it turns out!


I felt electricity charge around my body. Or adrenalin. Electricity, adrenalin, whatever! I was lit up.


Until I locked eyes with Mr Smirker, who was still smirking. Then I felt a hot rush of embarrassment followed by fury. Sod him, with his hipster beard and hipster jeans! He had no idea that I was facing my fears and seizing the day and being the best me I could be! I bet he wouldn’t have the guts to do that!


So I made a strange decision: I would show him that I was not remotely embarrassed by what had happened by . . .


‘What are you reading?’ I asked, sitting down next to him.


He smirked some more, bemused that he was now the target of my attention.


‘It’s The History of the World in 100 Objects,’ he said. ‘It was a Radio 4 series.’


‘It’s very big.’ I said.


‘It is,’ he agreed.


There was a pause. I didn’t know what else to say. My nervous energy was waning now and I was beginning to wish that I hadn’t got on this stupid train.


‘I bought it for my brother for Christmas but I ended up keeping it,’ he added.


Yay! He’d filled the silence. And he read clever books!


‘It looks like a good book to read on the toilet,’ I said.


‘Er, yes, I suppose so.’


Why did you have to bring the loo into it, Marianne?


‘So did you get your brother something else?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, I got him a t-shirt.’


‘Cool.’


I hate how much I say ‘cool’. I’m thirty-six, I should have found a better word by now.


We carried on chatting. There was no mention of the royal ‘We’. I started to see his smirk as a lovely smile.


‘Where are you heading to?’ I asked.


‘I have to pick up some stuff from a friend’s house, then I’m going home.’


‘Cool. What do you do?’


‘I’m an artist’s assistant.’


‘What kind of art?’


‘Conceptual stuff.’


I didn’t know what ‘conceptual stuff’ meant but I imagined all the tasteful art work our house would have.


I wondered what it would be like to kiss someone with such a big beard and whether it mattered that it was a bit ginger . . .


I once went on a date with a fellow redhead and when he went in to kiss me, I panicked. ‘People will think we’re brother and sister!’ I said. The email I sent the next day, offering to dye my hair brown, did not get a reply.


‘Where do you work?’ asked Mr Smirker.


‘I work at home. I’m usually still sitting in egg-stained pyjamas at this time,’ I said.


His face didn’t know how to arrange itself in response to this comment.


Why do you say these things?


‘This is me,’ I said, as we got to Archway.


‘Me too,’ he said. Smiling. We walked up the escalators together and then went through the turnstiles and hovered for a second.


‘Well, bye, then . . .’ he said.


‘Bye . . . it was nice to meet you,’ I replied.


‘Yeah, you too.’


‘Have a nice night.’


‘You too . . .’


He gave me a final smirk/smile and went on his way.


For half a second I let myself dwell on the thought that he didn’t like me because he didn’t ask for my number, but then another part of me thought that maybe he was too shy to ask.


And even if it was a rejection, weirdly, I didn’t care. I was too delighted with my total and utter HEROISM.


The next morning, high on my triumph, I made plans for the rest of the month.


Life was already feeling different. Susan says that every time you take action you get in touch with your ‘Powerful self’ and she was right. I felt powerful. Like I could do anything. Then I saw the words ‘stand-up comedy’ on my list and I immediately felt less powerful. I made the executive decision to wait until the end of the month before I tackled that one. Instead I would warm up with a bit of public nudity.


I googled ‘life modelling’ and sent an email to a local class asking if I could take part. Then I researched public speaking.


Most people fear public speaking more than they fear being buried alive, according to one of those polls that crop up every year. (Other common fears are men with beards and wooden lollipop sticks, apparently.)


My only experience of public speaking was at two friends’ weddings. Both induced panic so great that I decided I’d rather pay for a honeymoon than get up behind the pulpit and read another Love Is . . . poem. Even talking in meetings of two or three people brought on a hot flush.


Rachel suggested I try speaking at Speakers’ Corner, but I pretended I didn’t hear that. Instead I found a local Toastmasters group – an organization that meets every week to help people practise public speaking – and got hold of Nigel, the vice president.


He told me that it would go against every rule in their book to let a stranger come in and talk straight away.


‘There’s protocol,’ he said on the phone.


‘Of course there is,’ I said.


I persisted and he told me that he’d talk to his president to see if an exception could be made. Many high-level phone calls were made and, four minutes later, Nigel called me back. ‘You’re in,’ he said. ‘We meet on Thursday nights, in the church hall opposite the curry house.’


I got an email telling me that my speech would need to be five to seven minutes long. There would be a traffic-light system timing me (green when I’ve reached my minimum time, amber to tell me I’d reached six minutes and red to warn that I had thirty seconds to wrap up or be disqualified). I would have an ‘Evaluator’ assessing me, as well as a ‘Grammarian’ who would count the number of ‘ums’ I used. I could talk about anything but was not allowed to read from any notes.


I decided I’d talk about my self-help mission.


It was now Tuesday morning, which meant I had two days to prepare. By which I mean pretend it wasn’t happening. On Thursday morning I could pretend no more.


As I practised my speech in my bedroom, I worried I’d get up on the stage and forget everything. Nothing would come out of my mouth and everybody would be staring at me and I would want to die. I kept telling myself that it didn’t matter – that there was absolutely nothing riding on it. It didn’t matter if it was a total disaster: I wouldn’t have to see these people again. Still I was terrified. Why?


I read articles online. One explained that in our cave woman days we relied on being part of the group for survival and so doing anything that sets us up for potential rejection feels terrifying because how are you going to fight off a sabre-toothed tiger if you are on your own? It was something I’d never thought about. Another article suggested I imagine that I had to either do a quick speech or face a sabre-toothed tiger. They reckoned that when we compare public speaking to vicious mutilation, the talk seems OK.


So, basically, it all came down to tigers.


I did my speech for Rachel while she timed me on her phone.


What I thought was seven minutes turned out to be just over three.


‘But it did feel longer,’ admitted Rachel, who was worried I had a cold.


‘No, I’m OK,’ I said.


‘It’s just that your voice sounds croaky and kind of monotone. I thought maybe you were coming down with something.’


‘I think that’s my voice when I’m scared.’


‘Marianne, you’re talking in a church hall to probably twenty people, it’s not exactly the O2.’


OK. Good. Perspective is good.


As I walked through the graveyard, I thought of Jerry Seinfeld’s routine about how most people are so scared of public speaking that at a funeral they’d rather be in the coffin than giving the eulogy. Too bloody right.


The brightly lit hall was full of people chatting by plastic chairs. At the front was a rickety music stand with a blue satin Toastmasters sign hanging from it.


There were three speeches before mine. First up a fabulously surreal one about a Custard Cream factory at war with the Jammy Dodger manufacturers.


Then one about why the area needed a new sex shop.


‘Imagine how much happier people would be if they had access to whips and nipple tassels!’ said a white-haired man who looked like Captain Birdseye.


Finally a talk on the benefits of smoking – ‘It keeps people who make those oxygen canisters in work,’ said a young man in a Bob Marley t-shirt. ‘What else would they do? Would you really want their families to starve?’


They were as funny as anything you’d see on television.


Then it was me. I made my way to the front, bumping people’s knees and apologizing. My blood fizzed with fear.


‘My heart is beating so loud I think you might all be able to hear it,’ I said.


The audience smiled encouragingly.


My tongue felt like it had tripled in size.


‘I haven’t done this before, so please be kind . . .’


They kept smiling but this time there was a hint of ‘OK, love, get on with it’.


The lights felt bright. I blinked a few times.


Come on, Marianne. You can do it. It’s seven minutes of your life. Go, go, go!


‘How many of you read self-help books?’ I asked. It felt like a bold opener, going in for audience participation straight away.


I was amazed to see that almost all of them put their hands up.


‘And how many of you think self-help is for losers?’


One old man in the corner and the young Bob Marley guy.


‘Well, I am that loser,’ I explained. ‘I am that sad soul whose only company in bed is a copy of Men Are from Mars and Women Are from Venus, the one who has the Little Book of Calm on her messy desk . . .’


I got a few giggles at the mention of the names and then I relaxed a bit. I shared statistics I’d found about how self-help sales were booming: up twenty-five per cent in Britain since the 2008 crash. ‘We all need guidance in times of uncertainty,’ I explained, feeling very wise as I said it. I then made the argument that self-help was modern-day philosophy, dropping names such as Aristotle and Socrates, despite having read neither.


‘And far from being American, did you know that the first self-help book was written by a Scottish man called Samuel Smiles in 1859?’ I asked.


After what felt like one minute, a green light came on at the back of the room to signal I’d been speaking for five. Then a red light was telling me my time was up. There was applause and I rushed back to my seat, cheeks on fire, knees shaking, heart pounding.


I’d done it!


Afterwards over tea and ginger nut biscuits, everyone was very kind.


I was a natural! Engaging and funny! Was it really my first time? My head started to swell. ‘You made eye contact throughout the speech, which most beginners don’t do,’ said Captain Birdseye. ‘It’s called the Lighthouse technique and is usually done by advanced speakers.’


‘The first time I spoke I was so nervous I didn’t even make it to the end of my speech,’ he said. ‘That man over there –’ he pointed to Jammy Dodger man – ‘wasn’t able to get a word out, his lisp was so bad.’
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