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To Ling – gone but never forgotten. Every time the sky looks magical – like the neons of an orange sunset, or a giant glowing moon – I think of you.




this book belongs to





[image: image]





CONTENTS


Welcome


YOUR HEART


Family


Friendship


Love


Heartbreak


Death, Loss and Grief


YOUR MIND


Stress, Trauma, Anxiety


Depression


Eating Disorders


Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD)


Addiction


Self-Harm


The A to Z of a Happy Mind


YOUR BODY + SOUL


Periods


Body Image


Exercise


Food, Glorious Fooood


Sex


Sexuality


Sexual Health


Abortion


Consent, Rape and Rape Culture


YOUR WORLD AND YOUR FUTURE


Politics


Our Natural World


Language and Words


The Internet


Volunteering


The Scary World


Prejudice


Feminism


Wanderlust and Expression


Money, Money, Money


Careers


A Letter to Myself Aged 14


Acknowledgements and Contributors


Useful Websites


Index




I am brave


I am brash


I am bold


I am wild


I love to cuddle


I am loud . . . but


I am vulnerable


I love to smooch


I am serene


I am bored


BUT ALWAYS EXCITED


I am goofy


I am beautiful


Why do I find it so hard to write that?


I am deeply saddened


but at the same time so happy


I LOVE my life and I love the world


I sometimes don’t like myself though


I am not perfect


I’m sometimes tired


I am always raring to go


I am as deep as an old well


I am shallow like a lame puddle


I am strange


which means I am normal


I am not preaching


I am a friend


with an OPEN heart


I am me.




WELCOME


Welcome to Open: A Toolkit for How Magic and Messed Up Life Can Be.


This book is here to be your guide in times of need. Keep it on your shelf and go to specific chapters during those moments in life that mess with your head, or leaf through and devour it cover to cover. By opening this book you have become part of #TeamOpen, and part of the movement for open hearts and minds. There is no one that this book isn’t for.


During years of presenting, and more recently with The Surgery on Radio 1, I’ve encountered a huge variety of people who are dealing with lots of different things in their own ways. My own life hasn’t always been easy, and whilst I’ve dealt with some of the stuff that comes up in this book, I’m not an expert in everything – all I can do is communicate openly about what I’ve been through and be a friend. I’ve consulted lots of people who are experts in the issues covered, though – along with a list of people and organizations to speak to if you need more information on anything.


This book covers some tough stuff, but there’s nothing you wouldn’t find in the storyline of a popular soap opera, and definitely NOTHING you wouldn’t find within a four-second Google search. Open is about real life and everything that comes with it.


This book isn’t all about me, it’s also about you and all the other incredibly clever, brutally honest, brave and awesomely inspiring voices woven within its pages. This book is yours and I want you to personalize it in any way you see fit; to embellish it and make your own mark on the pages. There are no rules. Douse it in gorgeous gold pen, doodle across it with a blunt pencil or a defiant marker pen, or cover it in magical stickers – and whatever your approach, feel free to respond to however the words make you feel.
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YOUR HEART is precious. It is AWESOME. Not only does it pump blood around your body to keep you alive, but it is the root of your deepest emotions.


YOUR HEART is your Emotional Mothership, your inner hub – the place where you feel joy, happiness, anger, fear, sadness, heartbreak, confusion – a cosmic, blinding mass of feelings that can sometimes feel overwhelming but make you the unique and incredible human being that you are.


YOUR HEART is tough – it is a warrior – it will heal you and bring you joy as much as it will cause you to hurt and even to physically ache sometimes. Right now I’m taking you on a journey through your heart, through the people and situations that touch your heart, that bump it along the way, that soothe it and that make it want to burst with emotions.
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Remember there is no such thing as a ‘normal’ family.


Let’s kick off with PARENTS. When it comes to parents, we love to label them, don’t we? There are step-parents, divorced parents, single parents, adopted parents, foster parents, estranged parents, good parents, bad parents, boring parents, uptight parents, possessive parents, depressed parents, parents that argue, so-in-love-it-grosses-us-out-cos-we-hear-them-having-sex-sometimes parents, parents-we-never-see-for-some-reason-like-‘they-are-always-at-work’ parents, parents who are hard to please, parents who have passed away, parents we miss so much it makes our eyes sting at the thought of them.


Then there are those beings (more like aliens) we call siblings: BROTHERS and SISTERS. When it comes to brothers and sisters, the labels and emotive descriptions come thick and fast out of the box again: step-siblings, siblings you get on really well with, siblings you hate, siblings you envy, competitive siblings, siblings you have nothing to say to, siblings you’ve never met, half-brothers or half-sisters.


Or of course you might be an ONLY CHILD, or maybe you feel like an only child because your sibling or siblings are a lot older or younger than you and you didn’t grow up with them.




IT’S COMPLICATED . . .




Hand in the air if you can identify with one or more of these families? Millions of us have higgledy-piggledy, eclectic family trees. Some of us have detailed horror stories and fabulous family-specific tales that drip from the leaves too. I do, and so do most of the people I know. Even if we find our personal family patchwork generally OK, at some point EVERYONE FINDS THEIR FAMILY EMBARRASSING. No one – and I repeat NO ONE – escapes that.


Chatting to your ’rents


When the poo hits the fan, hopefully you can talk to your mum or dad, or your foster parent, or your guardian – whoever looks after you – about your worries and fears. If you don’t feel like you have someone who fits that description, then find someone who is older than you, wiser than you, that you trust and who gives good advice. Even if that person is on the end of a phone. These people do exist, I promise. A teacher, a doctor or someone from a qualified organization or support network – if life is getting tough, they’ll help you start to figure out what is puzzling you or bringing you down. Even if they can’t perform perfect wizardry and magic answers out of the air, they will be able to point you in the right direction.


A problem shared can be a problem halved.


College/university


Research what help is available to you here, even if you’re not feeling like you need help right now – it’s good to know that it’s there for you. Most colleges and universities provide free and confidential in-house counselling services, with professionally qualified counsellors and access to specific external advice.


Teacher/School


Schools are set up and ready to hear from their students, whether it’s about exam pressure or problems at home.


Your Workplace


Many companies have an HR department. The HR stands for Human Resources and is designed to protect the well-being of the employee, especially if it is an issue relating to the workplace itself. Some HR departments are better than others (they aren’t always the answer). But it’s worth researching yours specifically and knowing your rights within your place of work. Ask around and work out what’s in place to protect and look after you.


A Mate’s Mum


Sometimes borrowing someone else’s mum is pretty helpful. They can offer an unbiased perspective as well as having the mum qualities you need.


Your GP/doctor


If you break your arm, you go to the doctor. If you are feeling stressed, anxious and filled with heartache because of it, your doctor may be able to help with this too.




When your parents are being hot-headed monsters and saying no to something . . .





When you feel that parents are acting all unapproachable and saying no to something you want to do, remember that most of them instinctively want to protect you, feed you and get you educated and equipped. They want to prepare you for the big wide world. They literally can’t help it. Imagine if you could see your face in someone smaller than you, and that you’ve been through life’s highs and lows, and all you want more than anything in the whole wide world is for the face of the person smaller than you to be smiling and oozing joy. You’d WRESTLE A DINOSAUR to protect them.


Even though families can make us roar like no other and prod our emotional pressure points in a way that only they can, I want you to know that your family is only doing its job, which is to make you generally feel loved and safe. If you are reading this with a family member nearby, go give them a cuddle. Or do it next time you see them. Then answer this:


Did it make you glow and feel warm inside?


If the answer is YES to feeling warm and glowing from the inside from hugging at least one of your family members, then this a good sign – remember this next time you feel like they are against you!


If the answer is NO and you are not getting on with any of your family, you are lacking their presence in any way, you feel truly alone or in your gut you are very uncomfortable with something that’s going on in your family at the moment – please read on.


DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES


There is a difference between a MESSY family and a family that makes you feel unsafe or uncared for. Hopefully you have someone in your family who is strong and looks out for you – but issues such as alcoholism, addiction, depression, divorce, money worries or unemployment can rock your parents and make it difficult for them to cope. Please remember it is not your job to take on their problems, but there are people you can talk to about how to cope with your own feelings.




please ask yourself these three things:






	1)


	Is it affecting your everyday life?
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	2)


	Are you scared in any way?
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	3)


	Would you like some extra help with this situation?
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If you ticked any of the above, please tell someone in authority that you are feeling this way and why. I REPEAT: speak to a teacher, or your GP, if that seems more appropriate, or head to the back of this book for a list of organizations that are expert in helping with specific issues, no matter how hard or scary they seem. You are NOT alone.
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I’m going to tell you my story


From the age of seven, like many kids I knew, I grew up in a single-parent household. It was my mum who brought me and my sister up, though we’d see our dad regularly – a man I wholly adore.


My dad is a gentle, lovely, sweet, friendly man – he moved to the UK from Jamaica when he was eight, and his face is the kindest I’ve ever seen. In the late 1970s he used to be the guitarist in a band called the High Flames, a fact I will never not find brilliantly glamorous. He still plays guitar, and can copy any tune from an advert and transform it into funk. His favourite band is Earth, Wind & Fire – one of the grooviest bands your ears could hear.


On my dad’s fiftieth birthday it seemed like the whole of his estate came to the birthday barbecue, because everyone loves him. They practically lined up to tell me how cool they thought he was. The grannies enthused about how they could moan till they were blue in the face to him and he would always listen, how they loved that he’d still go to church every Sunday and genuinely cared if they were OK. Even the naughtiest-of-naughty bad boys on the estate loved him. I think it’s because he never judges, he cares passionately about social justice, thinks anything is possible, and his resting face is the warmest smile! If the sun had a face, it’d smile like my dad’s. He always looks cool too – ironed short-sleeved shirt, slick, gelled curls, sparklingly clean sunglasses and a heavy, dependable watch. He’s a hero. He and my mum didn’t work out, but that’s their stuff. I’m eternally lucky to have him in my life.


One of the most amazing things about my dad is that he is not my ‘biological’ dad, my ‘real’ dad. I never knew my real dad (I don’t like that phrase, ‘real dad’ – it doesn’t describe what feels ‘real’ to me in relation to how I feel about either of my dads. The most I knew about my biological dad – my BD – is that he was a wildly charismatic, deep-voiced firework of a man, who had a gold tooth. He had Jamaican parents too, was from the Midlands, loved to party, was sometimes violent and was an alcoholic.


When I was nineteen, I got a letter from the Samaritans, who informed me that they’d had an enquiry from a distant family member of mine who would like to get in touch. I knew instantly it would have something to do with this other dad of mine, floating out there somewhere. A dad for whom I’d never felt the need, because I already had one, who was the grooviest, smiliest, funniest dad of all dads.


Out of intrigue, I agreed to be put in contact with whoever it was that had enquired. It turned out to be the sister of my BD – an aunt I’d never met – and she wanted to tell me that he’d died. I’d never known this man, but a spiral of mashed feelings washed over me, as if someone had turned out the lights and put on a continuous flickering strobe instead. It didn’t feel like direct and identifiable grief – it felt more like when you hear about someone dying that you may have only met once. It made me sad, but it didn’t make me want to fall to the ground and smash everything up. I hadn’t seen this man since I was three – he hadn’t been part of my life. I didn’t know what I felt. I almost couldn’t feel.


Around this time, I met with my ‘real’ grandparents – one of the most startling experiences of my life, seeing my own face in these two people’s faces. It was frankly insane. But then I decided to move on. I got on with my early twenties, carried on disco-dancing, smooching hotness and chasing dreams. But grief got to me all the same. Even though I didn’t recognize it. It began gnawing at my insides, sometimes in the form of a searing pain in my chest. It was a longing for answers, a buried anxiety about the alcoholism that had killed this stranger who was my dad. My feelings were chewed up – sometimes making me self-destructive.


Eventually I worked through these feelings and threw myself into life, with the one thing that I was wholly sure of strapped to my back: that I LOVE LIFE. But what I learned was that grief – especially when it’s for family – can flip open your heart, and out come unexpected messy feelings and pain you aren’t prepared for. I realized that even though he wasn’t around for me, my BD is still part of me, part of my identity, and I tortured myself thinking about his drinking, wondering if anyone could have stopped him. But his addiction wasn’t my fault – I had to learn that. Even though it affected me more than I realized.


I worked on my ‘happy’ – surrounded myself with things and people that made me glow inside. Dug deep to face up to the sad and confusing stuff in my heart and turn it into energy – to charge forward and be brave.


And now? Now I don’t question what I should feel about either of my Jamaican dads: my BD, who I never knew and whose face I’ve inherited, and the one who is still here for me, whose face is like the sunshine and the kindest and most dignified man I’ve been lucky enough to know. I feel OK. I love and am proud to have my heart beating to a reggae rhythm, and to have a soul that now understands how complicated families can be.
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Everyone has a family tale to tell.




Lauren, from Garmouth, Scotland


Lauren’s mum and dad split up when she was six. After that, she says, her dad ‘gradually lost touch’ with her and her sister. Her mum has since remarried, and her stepdad has adopted her. Lauren says, ‘Last time I spoke to my biological dad, he was working for Virgin trains – so every time I use one I wonder if he’s driving.’







Michael, from Scarborough


‘I have three mums and three dads – the perks of being adopted and having step-parents also. I’m in contact with every single one of them too. My mum and dad will always be my parents, but I’m grateful to my birth mum, for her sacrifice to give me the best possible upbringing.’







Sophie, from Sussex


‘Having a gay dad and a gay brother is something I am so proud of. It represents the diversity and acceptance in my family; it demonstrates an unconditional love we all have for each other; but most of all it makes me happy that they are content to be themselves. It is very special and is at the heart of what makes my unconventional family truly awesome.’











[image: image]







Draw a line from the ME box to all the things you think you’ve inherited from your family – good or bad. You might find you’ve got more in common than you think.





READING, LISTENING & WATCHING LIST ON FAMILY




Watching


Television series and films


The Royle Family


Gilmore Girls


Brothers & Sisters


The Goldbergs


The Royal Tenenbaums


Raised by Wolves


Little Miss Sunshine
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Reading


The Catcher in the Rye – J. D. Salinger


I Capture the Castle – Dodie Smith


Red Ink – Julie Mayhew


Paper Aeroplanes – Dawn O’Porter


Little Women – Louisa May Alcott
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Listening


‘We Are Family’ – The Pointer Sisters


‘Everybody’s Free’ – Quindon Tarver


‘When Doves Cry’ – Prince


‘Sweet Mother’ – Skepta


‘It’s a Family Affair’ – Sly and the Family Stone
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I am a map of my friends. A big tangled map of roads, paths, avenues, forests, woods and rivers, each representing the people I love in my life. No one else can make me feel as raucous or as safe, as defiant or as carefree and fun. No one else has the ability to yank me out when I am stuck in a patch of quick-sand sadness.


With our friends we are our nuanced1 and evolving selves. No matter how large or small your crew of mates is, at any one time in your life, they are a fragmented mosaic of personality-filled mirrors, reflecting how you want to treat yourself at that time. Different groups of friends make up the chapters to your internal book. They can challenge you if you are being reckless, and they can help you take risks when you need to.


The saying ‘choose your friends wisely’ is true. Good friends are those who don’t pressure or manipulate you, who cheer when you’re doing well, and hug you when the chips are down, who make you laugh and let you cry. A good friend is someone who won’t just tell you what you want to hear, but that you can trust not to bullshit you. A good friend knows that you have boundaries and won’t cross them.


Imagine you are a bonfire. You need the right wood as your foundation. The bad, rotten, wrong type of wood won’t help your flame roar bright. I am in awe of the magic humans I’ve encountered who keep my bonfire alight. My friends make me feel good about who I am most of the time, and it’s one of life’s biggest pleasures if I can reciprocate that, and help them feel the same.


I hope you are reading this, nodding and feeling the same way too. Think of the people out of all those you call friends that just rock! They sparkle! They are fantastic! Think about the remarkable memories you’ve made together. Feel proud, as it is a reflection of how fantastic you must be too.


“You’ve Got a Friend” and “Who are your friends? Write their names here:”
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A TRUE MATE WILL ALWAYS HAVE YOUR BACK





Once, with one of my best friends – Bri – I gave a talk on the importance of female friendship throughout history. As we started to scratch the surface, we were shocked to find that there aren’t many examples that have been documented. There were a couple of examples that I found to be pretty cool, though – as follows:




Anne Bonny and Mary Read


Described as ‘fierce hellcats’ – Anne Bonny and Mary Read were swashbuckling, filthy, dangerous and rare female pirates in the1700s. Instantly thick as thieves in 1720, when their unbreakable friendship was formed, they set sail the same year on a ship called Revenge. Anne was outwardly female, while Mary had had a history of keeping her born gender under wraps, and had joined the military years previously under the name of Mark, dressed as a man. Anne kept Mary’s secret for as long as she could (some stories say a romance developed between the pair). That was until Anne’s husband, Calico Jack – who was also a pirate on the ship – became too jealous of his wife flirting with ‘Mark’ onboard.


Anne and Mary’s friendship saw them through the rough piracy and crime-filled seas of the West Indies for a year. Together with the rest of the ship’s crew they navigated rough seas, fought enemy ships and drank together. In 1721, the ship was finally caught – and all on board were tried for the crime of piracy and were hanged. All, that is, except for Mary and Anne, who both escaped the death sentence by ‘pleading the belly’ – otherwise known as declaring pregnancy. In jail they had adjoining cells to await the birth of their children. Sadly, Mary died of a ferocious fever before giving birth, while Anne’s fate is unknown. BFFs till the bitter end.
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Marilyn Monroe and Ella Fitzgerald
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A little-known and inspiring tale of female friendship that I stumbled across was that of Hollywood actress Marilyn Monroe and jazz musician Ella Fitzgerald. Back in 1950s America, racism was rife and segregation all too prevalent in many states. Ella, despite being hugely talented and popular, struggled to push through prejudice against the colour of her skin, and was banned from playing many live music venues, purely for being a black woman. A certain notorious club of the time, the Mocambo Nightclub in Los Angeles, was no exception.


Marilyn Monroe, a regular at the club, was so stirred and outraged on learning of Ella’s treatment that she rang the owner of the Mocambo personally and demanded they hire Ella immediately, declaring that she, Marilyn, would sit at the front table every night Ella performed. At the time, Marilyn was one of the biggest movie stars on the planet, and she knew her presence would attract the kind of publicity that Mocambo couldn’t resist. The club complied, and Marilyn made sure she was there, at the front table every single night that Ella performed. The press went bonkers, and as a result Ella Fitzgerald’s success propelled to stratospheric heights. Marilyn and Ella remained good friends.


Friends come in all forms – and the good ones will always have your back, no matter what.


Are you a good friend?
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Ask your mates on WhatsApp now what it’s like to be your friend! It’s daunting, but illuminating. I just did, and I learned that I need to be better at answering my phone to some mates, but that some of my mates find me optimistic – which is nice.





What did you learn from asking your mates what kind of friend you are?






















FRENEMIES –







The late friend


The one you harbour fairly deep annoyance about. You know that they aren’t evil, so you can’t not be their friend any more. You JUST DON’T understand how they can ALWAYS be THAT late.
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The flaky friend


One step further along the toxic scale than the late friend is the FLAKY one. They are just NEVER there when you need them to be. You cannot understand how they always seem to be doing fun things on social media when they always have an excuse to cancel on you at the last minute.


The competitive friend


The one that JUST has to have one up on you. They quash your good news with theirs. They are usually harbouring secret envy – a telltale sign for this being their bruised look every time you tell them about something awesome that has happened to you.







– WHO ARE THEY?







The self-obessed friend


The mate who you know full well you’ll be acting as a therapist for whenever you see them. This mate is unlikely to ask you how you are EVER.


The friend you don’t trust


. . . with the one you fancy, because they will flirt with them. Also the one who you just know says one thing to one person, another to another, and so on. The friend with MANY faces.


The toxic friend


This is the worst type. The toxic friend makes you feel bad about yourself, puts you down, lets you down, never has your back.







If any of your friends are in the pink zone, then TALK to them about how they make you feel. Chances are they have no idea how their behaviour is affecting you. If any of them are in the red zone, then consider unfriending them. Chances are they know what they are doing and won’t change.







BEING BULLIED


Bullying is universal, in schools, places of work, in relationships and online. It makes the bullied feel as small as a shirt button, as alone as a lost plastic bag bobbing around in the wind. It devastates your sense of security. It can make you feel like your world is caving in. It makes you feel powerless.


IT SUCKS.


YOU ARE WORTH MORE.


Bullies are essentially troubled individuals who lack self-esteem and draw their power from making other people feel worthless and small. They are often victims of bullying themselves, so they know how it works. Being bullied feels like you are drowning in irrational hostility and meanness. It can truly overshadow any positivity and joy you feel, and put you in a place where you actually believe that you deserve this treatment.


Don’t let the harshness win. It isn’t your problem, it’s theirs. Remember that bullies are feeling their own pain too. Bullies are people who have not got to the bottom of their darkness. They don’t like themselves, but are unable to face up to their problems. Their hearts are hurting too. OUCH. It hurts all round.


But here’s the thing: YOU have power, more than you know. You can choose how bullying is dealt with. Switch off your phone, tell someone in authority, call someone out for being a bully. As a type of abuse, bullying is well acknowledged as deeply upsetting and is thankfully now taken very seriously. All bullying is wrong – there is a never a case where it’s OK to bully. Things can get better if you try to protect yourself by finding the strength to walk away from this negative behaviour. Never suffer alone: TELL SOMEONE IMMEDIATELY.


If you are a bully, it’s time to STOP and work out why you are doing it in the first place. What gives you the right to put someone through this hell? Being kind to people feels so much better.


There is some brilliant anti-bullying information and advice from anti-bullying ambassadors on www.antibullyingpro.com. Head there for more information.


If you’d like some extra help telling someone you are being bullied, please use the letter template below. Either photocopy it, fill in the blanks and post it through the appropriate person’s door, or copy it into an email and send it to that person instead.







Dear . . .


I’ve been wanting to tell you that I’m being bullied and it’s starting to really get me down. I wanted to open up. It’s been quite hard to tell anyone because I’m (delete as applicable) scared/­embarrassed/­afraid/­ashamed/­feeling very sad about it.


It is happening as regularly as . . . . . time(s) a week.


It is taking place in the form of (delete as applicable) online bullying/face-to-face bullying.


Examples


below 
















I’d like to talk to you more about it.




Please call or email me back on 


Thank you. Your support on this would be so hugely appreciated.


From













BREAKING UP WITH FRIENDS


The so-called friends who mostly make you feel ANGUISH and UNCERTAINTY, or have too often LED YOU ASTRAY, are usually better off as friends of the past rather than the present. It’s not easy to distance yourself from certain people, but sometimes it’s the best thing you can do to protect yourself and your peace of mind. You don’t have to be unkind – just don’t see them one-on-one any more – make sure it’s in wider groups only, so that it’s not so intense. Fill your time with activities that you love, and the mates that make you howl with laughter and make you feel good about yourself. You’ll soon be ‘too busy’ to be sucked of energy by a manipulative, stinky bad egg.


BE YOUR OWN BEST FRIEND


So we’ve established that your mates are very important. But the fact is that your friendship with YOURSELF is the most important one you’ll ever have.


Be your own best friend. Be kind to yourself and take control of how your life plays out. Stop beating yourself up if you make a mistake – learn from mistakes; accept who you are and what makes you tick.







DO THINGS THAT MAKE YOU FEEL GOOD IN YOUR OWN COMPANY:







[image: image]  Take a dog for a walk


[image: image]  Have a massage


[image: image]  Head to the steam room of your local pool


[image: image]  Try giving yourself a pedicure


[image: image]  Go and take photos of beautiful things


[image: image]  Smile at your reflection in the mirror


[image: image]  Make a gigantic homemade pizza that has so many toppings it looks like a compost bin has exploded


[image: image]  Knit or crochet a miniature scarf


[image: image]  Watch a great box set


[image: image]  Dance alone in your bedroom


[image: image]  Jump on the bed


[image: image]  Write – a book, a blog, a diary


[image: image]  Draw, paint or colour something in


[image: image]  Read


[image: image]  Download and listen to an audio book


[image: image]  Express yourself, however you can and however you want.







Learn self-reliance. It is ace and can help make you strong. It’s a way to learn to trust your own instincts and take care of yourself – mind and body. Learning to like your own company and being fully independent is as GOOD for you as finding the love of your life.





Five things I like to do/would like to do by myself.





1)





2)





3)





4)





5)
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THE REAL THING


So, what about L.O.V.E.? I’m not talking about our obsession with thumping hearts on screens – I’m talking about the real stuff. The dizzying stuff. The stuff that can make you gulp, make your mouth dry up and your face crumple into a squishy, happy sad-clown face. The love that makes you cry and throb. The real love. The romantic type. The most-confusing-of-all type. An emoji just isn’t going to work for this.


The love letter to love




Dear Love,


I love you for always being there.


I love how you are only truly described through song and kisses.


Thank you for helping me to patch out some of my flaws and feel totally floored whilst doing it.


I’ve learned that in your maddest moments it can sometimes be impossible to speak, to think straight, to be afraid of anything, even death.


Thank you for making me understand what it’s like to be an insane, raging beast.


Thanks for twisting my morals to help me define them.


Thank you for continuing to return. Even when I think you have gone for good.


Thank you for those moments, when I’m looking for the meaning of life, that I’m reminded it’s you.


Love,


Gem
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Your love is bespoke, and so is mine. It can mean a different thing to each of us. The reliability and security found in many partnerships is vital for some and not others. It’s too easy to fall into a trap of looking around too much – to want to have what others have, purely out of pack mentality. It’s important to swim in your own love channel and decide what’s right for the rhythm of your own heartbeat.


YOUR LOVE


REAL love can feel like being out of control, and you cannot necessarily always predict WHO you love and HOW you love. Sometimes you want to keep it casual – sometimes you don’t. Sometimes the person you love will want something different from you. No best friend, family member or even book can tell you what to do when it comes to whether YOU should be attracted to someone, get together with someone, break up with someone, get back together with someone, or if you would be better off alone. Your love is your love, and you know it better than anyone. If you’re feeling confused by who you love or worried about telling the people around you about them because you think they won’t approve, then this is when it’s most important to listen to your heart and be guided by it.








[image: image]
















[image: image]










Love. Oh yes. It’s like being on a waltzer at the funfair: it’s hard to focus, a bit sickening, exciting, thrilling and scary, and you are definitely not alone if you are . . .






	feeling a bit obsessed with someone right now.


	desperately heartbroken and think you will never be the same again.


	in the wrong relationship and need to assess why and how you might want to get out.







	Keep reading.


	Head to here on heartbreak and what it can and can’t do.


	Keep reading.








SPLITTING UP IS BORING


Whenever I’ve split up with someone, it’s been because I start to get a headache. My head aches with keeping them happy and with trying to work out why they don’t make me feel like myself any more, and it aches even more at the relentless thoughts of splitting up with them.


There is no easy way of splitting up with someone.




EVEN IF YOU CAN’T BE BOTHERED WITH ALL THE MESS THAT COMES WITH BREAKING UP. EVEN THOUGH YOU MIGHT EVEN STILL LOVE THEM. I’M SORRY TO HAVE TO TELL YOU THIS, BUT. . . IF YOU WANT TO SPLIT UP WITH SOMEBODY, THEN YOU NEED TO DO IT.





Regardless of how much you adore that person’s family, or remember the promises you once made to them, or the pet you share, or are worried what your bed will feel like without them in it.




Be brave, rip the plaster off. It will be painful. But, once the rain has stopped, a rainbow may appear.
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I’M NOT IN LOVE


Love is fluid, it changes all the time, and if you’re lucky it just gets deeper. Some of us need to be ‘in love’ – we need fireworks and piping hot ‘smoochy’ times, like in romcoms and songs, or like our friends who seem to ‘have it all’. If that doesn’t happen straight away, then often we panic and think it can’t be right.


calm down. We have a lifetime to love, and love when it arrives can be beautifully unique, subtle and different from what you’ve known before. Being ‘in love’ with a person can happen after a while, when you’ve really got to know them. When that happens, it’s amazing, because it is built on something real, and not just attraction, or brain-mangling infatuation. Attraction is very important, but that might happen later too. Someone can definitely become more attractive the more you know them.


Take your time, and don’t rush or make rash decisions. You don’t need to verbally commit to anything at all. Chill, sit in the park on a blanket together, get to know each other. You don’t need to go running to Vegas to get married. Only do hat if it’s the real ‘holy-moly’ deal.


Your life is not a film.
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PSSSSSTTTT . . . At the time of writing, I have had five noteworthy partners and fallen in love six different times (two of those times were with the same person). The first time I fell in love I was twelve years old. But love is not about numbers – it’s about people. If you were to see each of my loves in a line-up, you would be befuddled by what a hotchpotch you’d see.


I am open to all sorts, as long as I see a magic about them. I’ve had to learn the hard way about ‘Love versus Madness’. Each of my loves impacted on me big. A couple of them impacted on me monstrously. Out of the five, two ended up being toxic for me (typically, I was madly in love with those people at the time). They were dangerous loves that eroded my well-being. (Please head to here for more on abusive relationships.)


MY LOVE


The other three are great people with kindness in their hearts who taught me that I am lovable and worthy of someone dreamy and amazing. I will always consider these three loves friends, even if I don’t see some of them much any more. And the one I’m with now (who was actually my downstairs neighbour) is a really good one, thank goodness.


If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you never know who you’re going to meet, or who you’ll fall for in this life, or how it will happen. And that, my friend, is EXCITING.
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INFATUATION


Once I was so infatuated with a boy it was painful. I just couldn’t wash him out of my hair. I’d think about him all the time. I’d carefully plan what I was going to wear the next time I saw him. Whenever we were near one another, I felt the kind of electric bolts through my body that could create power cuts. I couldn’t take my eyes off him in a crowd . . . He drove me crazy. It wasn’t exactly fun.


Sometimes this boy chose to talk to me at the end of the night, or to kiss me. Sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he’d choose somebody else to wrap himself around instead. It hurt, but it also made him more intoxicating. He was charismatic, vulnerable and a little mean, but he never failed to make me erupt with laughter.


I talked about this boy a LOT, trying to work out whether he felt the same. In the end a friend of mine got so bored with my infatuation that one day she opened up her computer and played the new song she’d written. It is called ‘Dickhead’ and is by Kate Nash and you should definitely give it a listen.
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FAMILY BINGO

Roll up, roll up. Who's for a game of FAMILY BINGO?
Simply filLin the blanks: write the thing you most like

and dislike about all the flavours of your family.
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IF THEY/RE NOT

Families are like balls made up of elastic bands, wrapped and bound and wound
around each other, linked by similarities and connections. We are linked to others.
but individuals too. The truth is that families aren’t perfect, ever. More often
than not, families are far from ‘conventional’. But these peeps, the ones who
brought us into the world, help form who we are and who we will go on to be.
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- No one tells you this, but strong and health;
of all kinds need WORK. Just like plants need care and
nurturing to grow. Unfortunately relationships don’t
come with instructions on how to maintain
them — that’s something you have to
learn all by yourself.
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Oh cripes. This stuff is the deepest of all.
It's the heavy stuff. But, oh my goodness ... .
When it’'s GOOD —
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