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Prologue

Before we get started, let me ask you a question.

What’s one thing you don’t want me to know about you? Take your time…

I know you’re figuring out what you could say.

But don’t tell me that.

Tell me the other thing…

That one.

The thing you haven’t told a living soul because you can’t bear the shame.

It’s okay. We all have something. We just don’t tell anyone. Until now.
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Introduction


“If you did something wrong, don’t let anybody take your mistake and use it against you. It belongs to you. It’s yours. Own it.”1

Salma Hayek, Actress and Producer



I’ve screwed up. Again. As I write this, I am weeks away from being evicted from my home, our car is about to be repossessed, and the only regular phone calls I receive are from debt collectors, who are relentless in their commitment to getting what is owed to them. My parents only know a fraction of the problems I am having as I don’t want to worry them, but still they ask the question, “How do you sleep with all this going on? How are you coping?”

How am I coping? As well as the next person would in this situation, I suppose. My brain whirrs and swings from clutching at straws and trying to find possible solutions to worst-case scenarios and spiralling into despair.

The clutching at straws happens during the day and takes the form of wild ideas and feverish hours spent trying to bring them to fruition: what am I good at, and how can I make money doing it? And while I am doing this, what else can I sell to pay the bills and buy groceries? I have sold my furniture, clothes, and the small amount of jewellery I had. I have already taken out every loan possible and maxed-out my credit card and overdraft to pay for everyday necessities. I have drained savings accounts set up for the children, praying that one day soon I will be able to put the money back so I can give them what I’d always hoped I could, some money towards a car or a flat.

The spiralling into hopelessness and despair takes place at night. That’s when my thoughts lose coherence and become a whirr, and my body stops being my body: it is a living, pulsating ball of stress and fear. That’s why, when my mum asks me how I am sleeping, I almost tell her the truth: “Oh, you know, some nights I lie awake for hours, choking on the bile of overwhelming fear. But other nights it’s not so bad.” Instead, I reply, “I do yoga, and that really helps.”

It is the shame that keeps me silent. Shame that makes me want to minimise just how badly things have turned out, that makes me want to put on a brave face and pretend I’m okay. It’s also the shame that isolates me, preventing others from really knowing what is going on and being able to help me – or at least truly see me.

Shame makes us feel “seen” in an entirely different way: like a stress dream where you are naked and everyone is staring at you, and you just want to wake up and be relieved that it never actually happened. I once dreamt that I’d been asked to interview the winner of The X Factor live from Glastonbury Festival, in front of a crowd of hundreds of thousands, and many more millions at home. I was standing in the wings, waiting for Simon Cowell to welcome me on stage, when he announced, “Now Andrea McLean is going to sing an aria from her favourite opera Carmen for us!” Before I could object, I was shoved on stage to sing – and, worse, I was completely and utterly naked. I walked about for a bit, grinning and pretending I was absolutely fine (as you do), but inside I was dying of shame. It was hideous in every way. I don’t even know the words to any songs from Carmen.



I woke up from that nightmare, but I’m still living through this one. I suppose, metaphorically, I am about to expose myself in a way I have never done before. And I’m scared. So why do it? Why write a book about shame while in the middle of a shameful experience? Why don’t I just walk around pretending I am fine (though maybe this time not singing from Carmen)? Because I don’t want to fear being seen anymore. I want you to truly see me. I’m hoping that when you do, shame will lose some of its power – and maybe it’ll help you let others see you, too.

We all have something that we push down and hide away, vowing never to let it see light or breathe air in case it springs to life, invigorated by the energetic force of other people’s knowing.

It may be our family circumstances, our financial situation, what’s happening behind closed doors in our relationship, something from our past, or perhaps something that we are living through in our present. Either way, it has a choke hold over us. It is a very particular kind of fear, that one day we will be found out. Exposed. Shamed.

It’s horrible, and it can keep us feeling so alone.

But it doesn’t have to.

This book is for those who have made errors of judgement or have simply had life throw experiences their way that have made them feel or seem “less than” in society’s view, and who are buckling under the weight of their shame. I imagine this means it’s for all of us. And that’s the first thing I hope you take from this book: that you are not alone. It’s not just you – it’s every single one of us. And I hope that this book will help you feel less, well, shit about yourself.

But this book is also for everyone who wants to challenge their experience with shame. To better understand that the things you’ve been feeling bad about – whether it’s you as a person, your experiences, circumstances, or actions, past or present – can be reframed as an opportunity to grow in resilience and connect with others with vulnerability and authenticity.





We all have something that we push down and hide away, vowing never to let it see light or breathe air in case it springs to life, invigorated by the energetic force of other people’s knowing

I am not covering every single thing that we as humans feel shame about; I am sticking to those that I have experience in and can offer a personal perspective on. That’s why I have chosen to discuss the shame of debt, loss of identity and status, workplace difficulties, parenting missteps, relationship failure and sex. It’s a pretty meaty list to get stuck into, and I have a rich seam to tap when it comes to either screwing up or experiencing challenging things! I’ll be revealing the moments that have left me with crippling shame, all in the hope that by sharing my own truths, you’ll feel a little lighter about the burden you carry. I’ll also draw on lessons from others who have fallen down and got back up again, and the work of psychologists, sociologists, and behavioural scientists who have made it their life’s work to understand why we behave in the way we do.

They say to never ask directions from someone who hasn’t been where you want to go; experience matters, so you can trust that everything I’ll share with you has been through my own experience of trying, failing, and failing some more. I only have one thing to ask of you as we begin this journey together: stay with me. We are going to go through a lot, and there will be moments where you want to look away. Don’t. Stay until the end. I promise it will be worth it, because the “me” who started writing this book is not the me who finished it, as you’ll discover.

I’m taking one for the team here; you don’t have to tell the world about your experiences, but I hope that reading about mine will help you to step out into the world shamelessly.
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1 Phew, It’s Not Just Me What Is Shame Anyway?




“Guilt says what I did was not good. Shame says I am no good.”2

John Bradshaw, Author and Speaker



When I quit my high-profile job as the longest-serving anchor of an award-winning Daytime TV show, in the middle of the global coronavirus pandemic in 2020, I did it because I felt that if we were all going to die, I wanted to die doing something I loved.

And so, I announced to millions of people watching that I wanted to be brave, paraphrasing the famous line from a beautiful poem by Erin Hansen,3 I said: “I need to be brave. I need to know if I will fall or if I will fly.”

That makes it sound a lot cooler than it was. I actually gulped, choked, and ugly cried my way through resigning from my job on national TV. It wasn’t a great look. And – spoiler alert – it turns out that I can’t fly.

Jumping off a ledge and being momentarily airborne is not the same as flying. I realised this three years after I left, when I, figuratively and financially speaking, plummeted from a great height and landed flat on my face. It was embarrassing, horrifically shameful, and I’m going to share all the gory details with you. But let me say, although this was a horrific encounter with shame, it certainly wasn’t my first. Shame is a feeling that my brain and body recognise from many years of dancing together, because shame is a universal experience, and it starts young.

I’ll be delving deeper into how childhood experiences impact the way we react to life’s ups and down as adults a little later in the book. But I thought it would be useful to first talk a little about how our ideas about our sense of self, and the shame that is often bound up in that, start early.


Internalised shame

In childhood, the idea of shame emerges from around 15–24 months.4 This is around the time when we realise that our actions cause a reaction, and we are naturally testing boundaries, so we get chastised by our caregivers. We might not remember going through this ourselves, but any parent of a toddler knows this time well. Most of us probably deserved the tellings-off that we got; acting out is part of growing up, pushing boundaries and understanding what’s acceptable and what’s not in your home. But for many, this disciplining will have felt shameful. Knowing what we know now about the power of words and the impact they have on young minds, it seems inconceivable to think that when we were growing up parents would routinely say, “You are a bad boy!” or “You are a bad girl!” to their children, but this change from “You are naughty” to “That was a naughty thing to do” is a recent and powerful thing.

As children, we don’t understand that our caregivers are flawed, and so we think that we are the problem. Even if a parent’s response feels unfair, as a child we will still rationalise that we must somehow be at fault, because they are the adults and they are in charge. This can lead to internalised shame, where we tell ourselves, “I am not lovable”, or “If I don’t do this perfectly, I will be rejected.”

We will have felt bad for doing what we did because it was pointed out that we had caused someone pain, or been disrespectful, or whatever. This momentary shame is normally enough to remind us not to do that thing again; we don’t like how it feels so we try to avoid it. But sometimes we internalise the shame and believe that there is something wrong or unlovable about us at our core. That internalised shame shows up in all kinds of ways, and not always in ways you’d immediately recognise.

We probably don’t consciously go around thinking we’re not worthy of love, but perhaps we feel the need to make others happy and be the reliable person that everyone can turn to, the one who always puts their own needs last. Or maybe we never ask for help or show weakness, because we are afraid people will think less of us if we do. Maybe we say yes to things we want to say no to, because we worry that we won’t be liked or that love or respect will be taken away.

All these things, and many more, that we think are just quirks of our personality are in fact driven by feelings of shame that we have picked up along the way. The shame tries to protect us by making us work extra hard to cover up any weaknesses and flaws that might lead to further feelings of shame. But, as you’ll know if you experienced any of these ways of living, it’s exhausting.



So, what’s the point of shame?

Psychologically, shame is the feeling of humiliation, embarrassment, guilt, and/or self-consciousness that we feel when we think we have acted in a way that is wrong or believe we have failed in some way. It can also arise from comparing ourselves to others, either through our own observations or having it pointed out to us, which leaves us feeling that we are somehow lacking and makes us feel unlovable. Psychotherapist Joseph Burgo explains in his book Shame: Free Yourself, Find Joy And Build True Self-Esteem that the four most common causes of shame are: unrequited love, unwanted exposure, disappointed expectation, and exclusion (being left out).5



Most of us will have experienced at least one of these, but more likely all of them, at some point in our lives – I know I have. But it begs the question: why do we have shame in our emotional makeup? What’s the point of something that is potentially so damaging to our sense of self-worth and wellbeing? Surely we’d be better off without it? It seems counterintuitive to say we need shame in our lives, but as I thought about it more, I began to wonder if it serves some evolutionary purpose and can even be good for us in some ways.

A lack of shame or feelings of accountability means there’s nothing to stop us behaving in a harmful or selfish way, with no sense of social responsibility. So, this deeply embedded emotion plays a huge role in keeping us alive as a species by encouraging us to follow rules, play nicely, and live together harmoniously, as we social beings need. Without any shame there’d be chaos: we’d all be shouting our mouths off whenever someone annoyed us, ostracising or harming people (or worse) for being different, taking what isn’t ours just because we want it – that kind of thing. The fact that the world appears to be overrun with – and in some cases ruled by – people who behave precisely in this way makes examining the idea of shame (and shamelessness) compelling.



Weaponised shame

Shame can also be used to control us in negative ways. While “community shame” is commonly used to nudge us into conforming for the greater good and safety of us all, it can also be used to manipulate and control. Ever since humans realised that this horrible feeling of not being good enough can be spun, those in positions of power have always used it to their advantage. It doesn’t have to mean shaming on a grand scale; being belittled by your boss so that you’ll keep your head down and do as you’re told is using shame as a weapon, you just may not have seen it that way.



On a larger scale, out of the office and into the big wide world, shame is used so regularly in our day-to-day lives, in things we experience subliminally and otherwise, that we don’t really notice it anymore. We are so used to our perceived flaws being pointed out with one hand, with solutions to “fix” them with the other, that we don’t register what’s happening. The trillion-dollar beauty industry is built on and survives by weaponising our deep-rooted insecurities, combined with our genetic need to fit in and be accepted by our tribe. Beauty and unattainable eternal youth are seen as the pinnacle of power, and it takes a pretty robust sense of self-belief to withstand the pressure to look perfect and not buckle under the shame of not being so. And as no one can ever meet the goal of perfection because there’s no universal definition of it, it’s a perfect stick to beat us with.

In the 1990s and 2000s, it was common to see unflattering paparazzi photographs of famous women stamped with “The Circle of Shame”, highlighting cellulite, sweat patches, or rounded bellies for the reader. The magazines that featured these photos would then run full-page articles on how to get rid of cellulite or get “beach body ready”, alongside unachievable airbrushed images of women looking fabulous and adverts for the lotions and potions that promised to erase flaws. The premise was clear: don’t look like these dishevelled women who sweat and wobble, or everyone will laugh and find you disgusting. Look like this instead, and everyone will love you!

During this time, I was a young woman in the public eye going through a divorce. Half-truths and misinformation had been printed about me on the front pages of newspapers, while reporters rifled through my bins and hid behind walls to take unflattering photos of me in my misery. I felt like I deserved all the pain that this public shaming brought, because I had done something wrong. I had a very brief affair as my deeply unhappy marriage was ending, and unbeknown to me someone sold the story to a national newspaper. I held my hands up and admitted it – and took the full hit of public shaming.

It felt like the whole world was judging me. That obviously wasn’t entirely true, but we all know what it feels like when we are going through any kind of disgrace or shame; it feels like everyone knows, and everyone is talking about it. Some people say that those in the public eye should shrug off negative headlines, that it comes with the territory and shouldn’t be taken so personally. But the headlines led to reactions in real life. I was spat on in the street by a neighbour. “Not so clever now, are we?” she snarled, and walked on. I was so overwhelmed with shame that I became agoraphobic, only leaving the house to go to work. I couldn’t eat, because I felt I didn’t deserve to enjoy the taste of food in my mouth. I felt I didn’t deserve anything good, because of the shame I’d brought upon my family.

I didn’t think I would ever feel anything other than shame, humiliation, and self-disgust. But eventually I did. Things calmed down as the newspapers moved on to someone else, and my life gradually went back to normal. Until the next time, when I failed again for another reason and the shame cycle repeated itself once more. And the next time. And the next. Each time was different, and I will touch on them as we journey through this book, but all carried their own pain, and their own lessons.



Simultaneously universal and unique

So, if shame encourages us to hide, why have I decided to write about it and share my experiences so publicly? I am in my mid-50s, and I know what’s coming. I know there will be fallout, and haters, and people deliberately getting the wrong end of the stick and enjoying my misfortune – all the things that come with shining a light on something that many would prefer remained in the dark. I have written about other experiences I have lived through and then researched, including trauma, burnout, and fear, and I know that it is helpful to talk about things that most people would rather we did not.

My personal experience right now is of excruciating shame because of financial ruin, which is a first for me. And somewhere inside my stressed-out brain it made sense for me to investigate this feeling, and to understand why we have it as part of our genetic makeup.

Shame is a universal experience. Shame doesn’t care who you are, what you do, or what your bank balance or social status is. It’s something we all feel.

But at the same time, shame is an entirely individual experience.

While shame is something we all think we understand, our unique outlook on the world means that what I think of as shameful, humiliating, embarrassing, or guilt-inducing is going to be different to what you think of these things. We may be talking about the same thing, but we are doing it with wildly different points of reference and perspectives. What might to one person be no biggie can be crushing to another: being fired from a job, having an affair, even not looking conventionally attractive. We are complicated beings, and no more so than when it comes to what causes us shame.

It’s for this reason that it’s important that we don’t try to shame-compare. Just because we don’t feel a sting when people act in a certain way or when we experience a challenging situation, it doesn’t mean that everyone is as robust in that same circumstance. By the same token, just because we feel hurt or humiliated by someone’s triggering behaviour doesn’t mean that everyone else must view it in the same way. Understanding this helps us break out of our own private cycle of shame narrative.

Throughout my shameful experiences, I have not just learnt what shame feels like – horrible and debilitating are two words that sum it up nicely – but importantly, I have also learnt how it shows up. For me, shame has an insidious superpower: it convinces me that I am either unlovable, unlikeable, mad, bad, stupid, ugly, or a useless failure. It tells me how utterly worthless I am. But once I am able to recognise that voice for what it is, I can begin to challenge it.

My first challenge is: am I punishing myself for not being good enough? As the quote at the beginning of this chapter says, “Guilt says what I did was no good, shame says I am no good.” Shame can occur when we turn a screw-up into an “I am a screw-up” mentality.



Own your mistakes

One of my favourite quotes, which is why I began this book with it, is from the actress and producer Salma Hayek, who said, “If you did something wrong, don’t let anybody take your mistake and use it against you. It belongs to you. It’s yours. Own it.”

We often forget that we can choose to see our mistakes as simply that – mistakes – and claim them before anyone else can weaponise them against us. There is no self-victimisation here, just pure ownership.

When I first heard the quote, I was thinking about my own financial failings and the shameful fallout to follow. It made me realise this: you cannot be shamed if you refuse to accept the shaming. Easier said than done, of course, which is one of the reasons I decided to write this book: it is my attempt to own my mistakes on a public scale, and in doing so let them remain just that – my mistakes – and not a source of shame for others to heap on me or me to heap on myself. Once you own your mistakes, refusing to let them be internalised as shame, it can give you the strength to get up and go again. And perhaps it’s when we realise that we all make mistakes and none of us is perfect that we can truly begin to recognise, own, and conquer shame.

I was aware that I was hiding away, hoping that people didn’t find out the mess I was in, because I knew the fallout would be horrible and I didn’t feel emotionally robust enough to cope. I knew that I would be judged, looked down on, and probably laughed at. But then I realised that I would never feel emotionally robust enough to deal with it if I kept sitting in the dark, hoping no one would find out.





Shame is a universal experience. Shame doesn’t care who you are, what you do, or what your bank balance or social status is

Living with the secret shame of failure and debt was far more insidious and damaging to me mentally and physically than standing up, shining a light on all of it and telling the world, “I have messed up. There, I’ve said it. I tried something and not only did it not work, but I have also lost everything. I am trying to make it better, but what’s making that harder to do is the engulfing feelings of shame and embarrassment. And I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

I started by admitting the truth about my situation to a few people, and I was shocked by their response. “Me too,” they whispered. I suddenly saw that, because shame makes you keep quiet about whatever it is that you feel bad about, you think you’re the only one going through it. My whisperings to friends about my financial situation made me realise that so many people are closer to the edge than I thought and yet continue to try and “keep up with the Joneses”, not knowing that the Joneses are doing the same thing.

I realised I was gripping onto my shame so tightly, while simultaneously wishing it would release me. I had to be the one to let go, to set it, and myself, free. And the only way I could do that was to throw open the curtains and let it fizz and dissolve in the light.

It took me a while to get there, and my story gets much worse before it gets better.

So, strap yourself in. Here. We. Go.





Lessons in Becoming Shameless


	1.It’s Not Just YouIt just feels like it. Shame is a universal experience, even if it is uniquely felt and experienced by everyone. Take comfort in knowing that you are not alone, are not the first, and will certainly not be the last, to go through this.


	2.You Are Not the “Thing”You’re just experiencing the thing. Once you understand the difference between making a mistake and being the mistake, your world will feel lighter. The philosopher Descartes famously said, “I think, therefore I am”, but we have somehow twisted that to believe it means we become the thing we think about. In particular, the thing that we are stressed and worried about. You are not stupid, you just might have done a stupid thing, and there is a difference. You still need to clean up the mess that the stupid thing has left behind, but you are the one cleaning it, you are not the mess.


	3.It’s Your Mistake, So Own ItHold your head high. Yes, you messed up, but again in the words of the utterly fabulous Salma Hayek, “So what? It’s my mistake, not yours, you have your own.”6 Find me someone who has never done something they regretted, and there you will find someone who has never truly lived. The world will chatter about you regardless; whether you try and fail, try and succeed, or do nothing at all, so own your actions. The reaction to this, both good and bad, very often has little do with you.
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2 Timing Is EverythingWhen Things Don’t Go to Plan




“In fashion, as in life, the right thing at the right time is the right thing. The right thing at the wrong time is the wrong thing.”7

Tom Ford, Fashion Designer and Filmmaker



In December 2020, when I told millions of people that I needed to be brave, to know whether I would fall or fly, I genuinely thought I stood a good chance of succeeding. After all, I’d had a successful career so far, had many strings to my bow, and I’d be partnering up with people who knew a lot more about running a business than I did. And yet, my lack of flying skills mean that I am now on the brink of ruin. So, how did I get here? Like most of life’s big challenges, it happened slowly and then all at once.

The business I quit Loose Women for was called This Girl Is On Fire. It had started naturally when I began a blog back in 2018, then had grown into an online magazine where I invited experienced journalists, authors, and specialists to write articles packed with helpful advice for women in midlife. We covered everything from dealing with the mental and physical symptoms of the menopause to coping with divorce, deciding on career change, dealing with blended families – all kinds of things. It was an organic success, read every week by hundreds of thousands of women from 80 countries around the world; I was receiving messages from women in Europe, Australia, America, Canada, and India. It was wonderful to know I was helping so many women. It was free to anyone who needed it, but it was not free to run.


From blog to business

I had been funding the blog myself through my main job – being a presenter on television – and brand work. I refused sponsors and advertising because I wanted to keep it clean, so that everything the women saw was from an expert and was purely helpful.

In 2019 my husband Nick and I decided to add an e-commerce component to the site, to promote female-founded businesses that offered products or services that helped women in some way. This made more sense to me; rather than just accepting a fee from a big brand to put a banner on my site, I would be helping female entrepreneurs as well as visitors to the website. It was like a “Not On The High Street” (the site for small creative enterprises to reach a wider market), but offering products and services needed by women, provided by women. I loved setting it up, knowing that my profile was helping small businesses get traction they would never normally get. We included coaching and mentoring for the businesses that came on board, which was especially helpful to kitchen-table startups, and also offered a supportive community to more established female founders.

It took months to put together and get us ready for launch. In early Spring 2020 we were excited; the appetite was there, the suppliers were ready, and we were all set to press go. And just as we did, the global coronavirus pandemic started, and the world went into lockdown.

Our timing could not have been worse. Global shipping issues meant that containers filled with products were stranded and orders couldn’t be fulfilled. It also meant that many of the products and services offered by the businesses we housed, such as online fitness and wellbeing classes, were now being given away for free by higher profile competitors who could easily absorb the cost. It had an immediate impact on our business, as we lost over 50 per cent of our female entrepreneurs overnight because they were unable to trade.

It was awful. We had invested time and money into getting the platform up and running, and it became abundantly clear from the messages we were receiving via the blog site that it wasn’t just our distraught female entrepreneurs who needed practical emotional support during the pandemic – most of our site visitors did, too.

We decided that the best way to help the women, and keep our business going, was to create a membership.
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