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Introduction
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Romanticise your life. It’s a phrase you’ve probably seen more and more over the last few years – perhaps as a brand slogan or article headline or beneath a snap on social media accompanied by a long caption about reinventing yourself, buying yourself nice things, behaving as though your life is a film. Maybe you thought there was something to it, something you might want to try yourself. Or perhaps you rolled your eyes, dismissing it as self-indulgent and even outright delusional.

It’s easy to see why you might immediately write off the idea. We’re taught in childhood to use our imaginations and then later, at the precipice of joining the adult world, we’re taught to discard them. There’s a brief time to play, to imagine, to think outside of the box, to indulge our dreams. As quickly as that time arrives it has passed; those skills are packed away, exchanged for practicality, pragmatism and a smaller, more ordinary view of everything. We are told to put down childish fancies and enter early adulthood – a land of duty and work, forging a career, paying off loans, navigating relationships and handling many new and difficult responsibilities. It’s understandable, then, that this might dent a person’s ability to see the romance and joy in life, or to feel curious or excited or playful.

I felt this myself when I entered my twenties. I was depressed and anxious, unsure of which direction to take but certain that all the moves I was making were the wrong ones. I looked at myself and saw only what I lacked or was struggling with, the things I believed I couldn’t have or be. I told myself that my dreams of a bigger life had been childish, nothing more than a trick I had played on myself. From beneath my stress and my misery, I deduced that real life couldn’t be romantic. It could only ever be more of the same – a slog from one deadline to another, one hard day to the next. It was obligation and difficulty with only small moments of joy.

Unsurprisingly, this kind of thinking shut me off from so much of the available romance and magic of life. When my depression was at its deepest, I lost touch with my imagination, a place that had once represented pure opportunity and bliss. I was intimidated and overwhelmed, battling with demons and bad days that seemed at times to be insurmountable. And so, for a while, I decided that the best way to live was to keep my head down and just endure, giving most of what I had to other people and keeping very little for myself.

Sadly, I don’t think this is unusual. Many of us live like this at one time or another, just placing one foot in front of the other, treating joy and play as something meant for other people. Many of us wait for our lives to become beautiful and good without our own input or say so, hoping for a miracle in the shape of somebody else, a person who will arrive as if out of a dream to give us the permission we’ve been waiting for to be playful, earnest, honest, brave and romantic.

This doesn’t happen, of course.

It doesn’t work like that.

There is no magical saviour; there is only us with our hearts and our hands and our thawing imaginations. It is us who must do the work of lifting ourselves out of these small and meek ways of living to make things better, bigger and more romantic. It is us who must build new and better philosophies around pleasure and romance, joy and indulgence. It is us who must open the shutters and let the light in, unlearning and then relearning, pulling up those old and tired beliefs at their roots – beliefs about how a person should live, what they deserve, what is embarrassing, what is not.

Doing this takes time but I promise that it is time you have. On the other side of this work can be a confidence and a self-assuredness that is like a cold glass of water in a heatwave. It’s a sense of yourself and the world that makes it so much easier to be here. It’s the knowledge that you are allowed to find what is beautiful and then go towards it without hesitating. It might seem frivolous to some people, and that’s fine. In fact, there can be power in acknowledging other people’s disapproval and judgement and then letting that go. After all, pleasing strangers was never your job; your only job is to try to live a life that feels good and is tailored for you. You will find your own ability to choose – to some degree at least – how it feels to be here, to live, to move over the earth.

To make something romantic is to make it better, softer and sweeter. It is to take a step beyond where you have been told all your life the limit is. Romanticising your life means going towards the places where your heart is pointing, even when doing this makes you feel so vulnerable that you think you might shatter or that your heart will crawl up out of your mouth and make a break for it. Romanticising your life means enduring this discomfort, sitting with it and calmly waiting for it to pass, while trusting and knowing that it always will. It is deciding that your own desires and daydreams are not insignificant background noise, nor distractions or childish ideas. They matter. They are messengers. They shouldn’t be ignored but instead taken into your arms and then raised up higher, above the cold glare of other people’s judgement, towards where the light and the warmth are, to where they can really grow and bloom.

Romanticising your life does not mean denying what is real and what is happening, of course. It does not mean obscuring the truth of this world, ignoring what is painful and cruel and unjust, insisting that everything is lovely and perfect all the time. It isn’t avoidance or dishonesty. You don’t romanticise to play pretend or regress into ignorance, but instead to soothe, to experiment, to live more lightly, doing better by others and making each day a little clearer and more real than it might have felt otherwise. You do this because you know that you don’t want to live out the days of your life in self-punishment and small measures. Although your time here on this planet is not all that long, it can be plenty long enough if you go about the business of finding beauty, taking care of beauty and then creating more beauty for yourself and others. This can help you to feel brave and worthy, and to be a better force for patience and joy and peace in a world that so desperately needs more of these things.

Romanticising your life is not about daydreaming of better and then leaving it there, faint and one dimensional. The essence of romanticising your life is contained in the doing. It’s not bookmarking the recipe and imagining some far-off evening when you sit down to eat it; it’s buying the ingredients, turning on the radio and rolling up your sleeves to cook. It’s not picturing yourself getting off the bus a few stops early and walking home from work through the park at golden hour; it’s hitting the bell, thanking the driver and stepping down onto the pavement. It’s not thinking about writing to the distant and missed relative, the best friend across the world, the partner travelling for work; it’s buying the stamps and the stationary and putting pen to paper. It’s doing all these things until they’re practices, habits, things you can’t remember a time when you didn’t do.

In other words, you make it romantic by making it real.

It’s also important to remember that making your life more romantic is not a temporary solution to being single or lonely, though it’s a practice that can be especially helpful in those times. It isn’t a stop gap until the real prize of love and popularity and happily ever after comes along. It’s a way to live now and in the future – adding to the things that you already have, adorning your days and your surroundings and your relationships for the long haul.

Romanticising your life, therefore, begins with daily gestures. Hearing the start of a rainstorm, opening the window and leaning out to catch the drops. Ending a long and difficult day or week not by sinking into the sofa and scrolling your phone while reality TV plays in the background, but by filling the bath, lighting that expensive candle and soaking for two hours while reading a book. Buying yourself flowers – either the most decadent arrangement in the florist or the discounted bunch at the petrol station. Then, later, taking the nicest few from the bunch and pressing them into the pages of your heaviest book, keeping those dried petals somewhere safe as a reminder that although many beautiful things don’t last very long, your memories of them can.

In essence, romanticising your life means figuring out what you really love – your favourite flowers, your favourite way to drink a martini, your favourite herbal tea, your favourite film, your favourite poem. It’s having a signature scent, a party trick, a favourite well-worn joke, a well-practised karaoke song, an earnest compliment for every person you meet. It’s also about trying out new things – flavours, cocktails, hobbies, music – until your familiarity with yourself grows and blooms. Romanticising your life can be playful, expansive, silly, significant. It can be about indulgence, personal reinvention, play, curiosity, style, self-love. It can be whatever you want or need it to be.

And so, this book is not a list of rules. It’s not a test than can be passed or failed, a strict set of instructions that must be followed to the letter or else the whole thing will fall apart.

It’s just a little nudge.

A suggestion of how, if you find yourself so inclined, you might make your life just a touch more romantic.

Sometimes the practice of romanticising a life can be a way back home, back into your body, towards your most treasured and longstanding relationships, reuniting you with your goals and sense of purpose. Sometimes it can simply be a reason to get up out of bed and into the world on days when you’d much rather shut the curtains and go back to sleep. It can help you to see more of the city or town where you live, perhaps leading you to fascinating local characters you might otherwise never have met. It may be a balm for the bad news stories that seem to beam endlessly out of our phones and television screens, its own kind of protest against what often feels like a relentlessly cruel and painful world. It can be a statement of intent: if the world is hard then you will be soft within it; you will add as much goodness to the landscape and the moment as possible, no matter how futile that might seem to certain people.

So no, there are no rules here. The words and advice in this book are just a road map for anyone who feels the pull of a sweeter and more beautiful life – one in which no apologies are made for moments of indulgence or fun, or efforts to feel romantic and special and joyful. It is a guide for anyone who has struggled to feel deserving of blissful moments, adventure, delight, peace or pleasure.

In researching and creating this book about the practice of romanticising life, I’ve found myself drawn towards poetry and as I read, I realised that there’s already so much writing on this very thing – taking the ordinary parts of life and noticing the miraculous that is contained within. One poem on this subject is called, rather aptly, ‘Love’. It was written by Alex Dimitrov and the structure is simple, it is a list of the things that he loves. Some notable examples from this list are dessert for breakfast, the extra glass of wine, anyone who cannot say goodbye, kissing. Google it and read it now if you have a few moments to spare. The rest of this page can wait.
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The poem ‘Love’, in my opinion, is a triumph of romanticism, a celebration of the extraordinary ordinary and the ways that we can all live more fully in this world. Dimitrov  makes no attempt to hide from what is difficult about human life – that it ends, that people are complex, that relationships are hard, that it very often hurts, that there is great injustice – but still he loves, he notices, he celebrates. Though he lists more than a hundred things, it still doesn’t feel like it scratches the surface. There is so much to love, it turns out. I think his is a poem that invites each of us to begin crafting our own lists, to dedicate time to stopping, noticing, paying attention to the world around us. What would be on your list? What is it that you love about this place, this life, this day?

I could name so many more poems on this subject – ‘What the Living Do’ by Marie Howe, ‘The Continuous Life’ by Mark Strand, ‘Fall Song’ by Joy Harjo, ‘You Can’t Have It All’ by Barbara Ras and ‘Summer in a Small Town’ by Tony Hoagland, which ends with the line: ‘Now. Steal pleasure.’

This is what we are doing when we’re engaged in the work of romanticising. We are leaping without looking into the days of our lives. We’re stealing pleasure, understanding our bodies, our minds, our hearts and our time on earth in new and more vital ways. Softer, sweeter and more courageous ways. We’re politely disagreeing with the widely held belief that beauty and spontaneity are only for certain people living certain lives – the young, the wealthy, the lucky and the chosen. Instead, we choose ourselves again and again, saying yes, saying now, saying that this quiet beauty and this feeling of belonging is for us, too. We learn how to feel more open to experience and experimentation, entirely allowed to be wherever and whoever we are. It is obeying sensation instead of sense, giving to ourselves what we are tired of waiting for from others.

Living like this is what helped return me to the world when I most wanted to leave it and it is what keeps me here now, two feet on the ground, eyes open, seeing not only what is there but what else could be if only I keep going, keep trying, keep painting more vivid colours on top of the canvas of this life. It is not me trying to escape where I am but rather to make that place better, brighter, more beautiful. To some, it may look like radical change, a total upheaval of one way of living and a replacement with another. For others, it will be a tweaked mindset, something to ponder now and again. It will look different for each of us and is, I believe, made more beautiful in its variations.

So why not give it a try? Turn these pages and see what happens. Why not experiment with romanticising, making your days sweeter in whichever ways you’re able to, treasuring the normal, miraculous parts of your normal, miraculous life, holding on tight to the souvenirs that say:

I was here, I lived, I did so on purpose.
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