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Introduction

How Getting Quiet Made Me Louder

It’s not often we think about the insides of our bodies, let alone see them in high-definition quality on a screen. I more often worry about the state of my split ends than what is going on a centimetre below my scalp in my ever-whirring brain. I spend more time thinking about getting the right bra for my postnatal boobs than about the beating heart cleverly working away directly below my B cup. Yet here I am, in a brightly lit hospital room, with a small camera down my nasal canal pointing directly at the back of my throat.

Two fleshy, quivering doors are the focal point on the screen: my first ever sighting of my very own vocal cords. The two small bands of muscle in my larynx that give me my voice. I’ve had them for thirty-nine years but this is my first peek. The doctor asks me for a high ‘Eeeeeee’ note, so I breathe in and then let out a husky, breathy sound which would give Marilyn Monroe a run for her money. My vocal cords are working hard to keep the escaping air contained yet something is obstructing them, hindering them from doing their job. And there it is on the screen – a cyst! A tough little nugget positioned on the left-hand cord, stubbornly keeping the pair of them from shutting and giving me as much husk as Rod Stewart after a big night out.

Over Christmas 2019, my voice had slowly deteriorated. At first I thought it sounded sultry and sophisticated, but by Boxing Day it had become grating and slightly uncomfortable. After five weeks of wondering when my throat would clear so I could get back to recording my ‘Happy Place’ podcast, I knew I had to take action.

Back in the hospital room, the doctor pointed out my new little friend as I stared at the screen with curiosity. Apparently cysts are common in people who do a lot of voice work, yet as they’re mostly benign they’re not studied enough to accurately know how and why they develop in the first place. An operation was mentioned after which, to my shock, I would be prescribed two weeks’ voice rest post operation.

On hearing this news, I felt a strange mixture of complete panic and total relief. I’m not sure which extreme forced its way to the front first. The panic certainly derived from the knowledge that I, Fearne Cotton, am a control freak. How on earth was I going to control every corner of my life without a commanding voice? My mouth moving is usually the catalyst to all action. Often I speak before the thoughts have formed as I have such an insatiable need for action. I reject stagnation, push away idleness, laugh in the face of rest. I’m not saying this is the right way to go about things but, after thirty-nine years, I know that this is my natural inclination. My voice leads the way, it’s the lieutenant motivating the troops with cadence and volume. My body and brain catch up with the shape of the words once they’re out. Without my voice I would have to free fall, trust others and LET GO. That sounded like total vulnerability to me and, to put it mildly, I’m not very good at that.

And yet. Relief reared its head at the same moment, because being in control all of the time is exhausting. Even though it often feels like a coping mechanism to herd the various wild elements of my life, being a control freak requires a lot of energy. Maybe it would be interesting to let that go and let others take the reins? Maybe I would learn something, have clarity, more ideas or simply rejuvenate and gather new energy? Maybe I would learn to love letting go and allow more flow and less force into my world?

Still. TWO WEEKS of silence. I’m not sure I’ve managed more than two minutes of silence in my whole life. Although, on reflection, voice rest sounded slightly glamorous in an Adele-post-tour kind of way. Or perhaps I would be like Ariel, the Little Mermaid, with her voice wickedly stolen from her as she wobbled on freshly gifted legs towards her Prince Charming. Either way, I could see the plus side.

Two weeks though: it would be an eternity. Talking is what I do. It’s one of the only things I do. In that moment, I realised how defined I am by my voice.

I often walk into shops completely unrecognised but as soon as I open my mouth to ask where the Jiffy bags are, heads turn. My voice has become familiar to people after years of infiltrating homes, workplaces and cars while on the radio. It’s more recently become a companion to others on long commutes or blustery morning jogs through my podcast series. At home, my voice is my tool to supposedly keep control of chaotic family life with screeches of ‘Put your shoes on!’ and ‘Don’t balance on the arm of the sofa!’

Knowing I can say my bit makes me feel safe. How would I feel without it? I didn’t feel necessarily alarmed or upset at the diagnosis, just curious. Could I really manage two full weeks of silence? How would I feel without being able to express myself? And how the hell did this cyst get there?

During the cab journey home, with a runny nose thanks to the camera that had just worked its way down my nasal canal and a numb throat from the anaesthetic, I started to really get thinking about what could have caused this sizeable cyst to set up camp at the back of my throat. I’m a big believer in unprocessed thoughts and traumas manifesting physically. I’ve noticed this in my own life so many times over the years. I’ve experienced high fevers after not processing rage properly, severe back ache during moments where I am carrying too much because I haven’t asked for help and feeling nauseous when I know I’m sick to my stomach of certain scenarios that keep playing out. I didn’t think this cyst could just be a coincidence.

Our throat canal is the channel to all of our expression. It is where thoughts turn to words and are either spoken or swallowed in fear, upset or paranoia. It’s a salient and sacred part of our physical body that allows us to tell the world who we are and what we stand for.

So obviously I got my phone out and started googling. Not always the best idea after visiting a hospital but I was careful not to go on any dodgy websites and stuck to my usual alternative and slightly less fearmongering sources of information. Thanks to ten years’ yoga practice I know a little about the body’s chakras, or energy centres, and I’ve read way too many books on spirituality, yet I felt the need to know more about this specific area of my body.

One holistic website really grabbed my attention with its theories around the throat. According to the Hindu tradition of Tantra, the throat chakra, situated at the base of the throat, is white in colour with sixteen purple petals unfurling from its centre. It is the part of the body that is associated with self-expression and creativity. Excessive stress, namely fear of speaking out, affects this chakra greatly and can block its energy. Is this what had perhaps happened to me?

I take great pleasure in speaking. I’ve used my voice to put questions to some of the world’s greatest minds, interesting people and leaders. I’ve conversed with Stephen Fry on mental health, posed questions on feminism to US Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, I’ve discussed motherhood with Jada Pinkett Smith. I’ve travelled to parts of the world where language barriers get in the way but still managed to piece together short moments of verbal exchange to forge beautiful connections in African slums and with saint-like charity workers helping with the malaria crisis. I’ve soothed my children by whispering gentle stories in their ear as they struggle to sleep, I’ve shouted loudly to break the cacophony of noise when my kids are fighting with each other. I’ve used my voice to gingerly ask for a phone number on a sweltering Ibiza evening, enveloped in dance music and swimming in vodka, which led to marriage and two children and two stepchildren. I’ve sung loudly in the car with the windows down when life felt sweet and bouncy. I’ve screamed and shouted when the tension of life needed an escape from my body. I’ve told many people I love them. I’ve told people I’ll help. But have I always been honest? Have I always spoken my truth?

It’s not something I’d thought much about before now. I know there have been moments where I have swallowed words because I’ve been scared. I have pushed fiery, hot, acerbic sentences down as I was scared of what might come next. I have said ‘yes’ when really I meant a definite ‘no way’. I have dialled down my own truth because I was scared of being ridiculed. I’m sure it’ll be the same for you too. To varying degrees, we have all suppressed our truth out of fear.

I wonder if I feel this more acutely than others because I’ve had my every word dissected, celebrated, made fun of and taken out of context since I first became a television presenter aged fifteen. Every syllable that pops out of my mouth on a broadcast has to be right. Every fact checked, each opinion considered enough not to cause concern, every joke or quip light and airy and inoffensive. The pressure can be immense. Even the very slight nervous stutter that I hadn’t even known I had was ridiculed, making me so self-conscious that it subsequently plagued me for months. Every tweet and Instagram post has to be inclusive of everyone and factually correct. Every sentence transcribed into interview format carefully pondered and presented. At times, this pressure to get everything right has felt suffocating.

Spoken words never look the same written down – they lose all nuance and something said as a joke can be taken in deadly earnest – so I’ve had extreme paranoia in most press interviews. Anecdotes spoken aloud to journalists that weren’t necessarily dramatic to live through read off a page like an Indiana Jones script, the tone and temperament totally lost. There have also been times during my radio broadcasting career where I have felt so on edge that I might say the wrong thing or accidentally offend someone that I’ve halved my personality just to be ‘safe’. I’ve shrunk it, squashed it and diluted its potency to fit what I deemed would be appropriate. Sometimes I wonder if I have forgotten what I was like before I started silencing myself. Before I constantly asked myself: what am I allowed to say? What do people want to hear? What will keep the beast of paranoia and shame away? This cyst was now making me realise that the pressure to conform, and the years of worry about how I used my voice, were actually very damaging.

What if the cyst was a tangible ball of tension and anxiety, alerting me to the need for a long-overdue change? How bad could it really be if I spoke my truth?

In the dictionary ‘truth’ is defined as ‘that which is true or in accordance with fact or reality’ but I’m not sure it’s that simple when we apply the meaning to our lives.

For starters, the word ‘fact’ slightly riles me. Let me explain. Yes, we know there are facts out there, scientifically proven notions and realities we can all agree on. The sky is blue to the human eye, cats meow, sleep is good for us – yet some so-called facts are subjective and learned. Often we give descriptions of ourselves and others using definitive words like ‘I am’ and ‘I can never’ and ‘he/she is’. We’ll say, ‘I’m terrible with money’ without questioning where this supposed fact came from, or how we might have come to believe it. I’m guilty of exactly this just a few paragraphs earlier when I confidently stated, ‘I am a control freak.’ But am I? Is this learned behaviour? Is being a control freak really my truth?

The truth I’m dissecting and discussing in this book lies beneath the labels we give ourselves. It sits under the opinions we profess and the things we think we know. Truth to me is so much more than words spoken, it’s a feeling, an inner knowing that exudes calm and connection. You might not instantly understand that feeling and might feel unsure about what it even is, but you will have experienced it many times in your life. It can be registered as a gut feeling when decision-making is required, but it is much bigger than that. Your truth is omnipresent and constant, yet unfortunately it is often buried beneath layers of lived experience, trauma, repeated bad habits and complicated relationship dynamics: but it is ALWAYS there.

Some tap in to their truth by reaching towards the holy. Religion may secure an instant connection to all that IS. Others have worked in a disciplined way to cultivate daily practices that remind them of the truth; meditation being one of the more traditional ways to reveal what is real. Some will have had epiphanies, big game-changing moments in life where perspective is shifted and eyes are opened to the truth.

Once we understand what truth feels like we can then start speaking it. If we are always rooted to the truth, the words we speak will always be right for us in that moment. A warning: speaking the truth does not always make for a peaceful life! If you are feeling the truth and speaking it aloud you will 100 per cent piss people off, as others will have to face their own truth and may feel the need to react to yours. Yet if you keep the truth in sight then you’ll be able to swim through these torrents with ease, knowing you’re doing the right thing. Speaking your truth is not about people-pleasing or ducking under challenges, it’s about facing up to all life experience and approaching it in a way which feels rooted to that feeling of truth.

Being unapologetically truthful all the time may sound unrealistic or maybe even ridiculous – believe me, it often strikes me this way, which is partly why I wanted to explore the subject in a book. Yet I want to feel that truth every day so I can keep growing and learning. I don’t want to be road-blocked by fear or worry into being less than I know I can be. I want to waste less time in mental battles with myself, and therefore with others. I want my happiness to be based inside and not on outside influences like other people or things. I know that concentrating on the truth and what is real will be a key component to me discovering this alchemy. It will be the same for you too.

So, in that moment, on a grey Tuesday morning in the back of a black cab, I decided things had to be different. I might not change everything overnight, but from now on I would endeavour to speak my truth. At first, in small, gentle ways but hopefully eventually in big, bold brushstrokes. Part of me worried I had forgotten what my actual truth is, but don’t fret, we’ll get to that later. For now, I was ready for baby steps.

PING! An email from a friend, who I don’t see much but like a lot, asking me to her birthday party. Here was a chance for a baby step! An opportunity to strike with honesty and MY TRUTH! I apprehensively typed:


Dear lovely pal. Thank you so much for thinking of me! I cannot believe you’re going to be forty, you look eighteen. Please start ageing so I don’t end up looking like your nan. I won’t be able to make your party because I’ve been going to bed so terribly early lately. My kids are up a lot in the night and my work schedule is bulging so I’m trying to be more practical about staying well and sleep seems to be the answer at the moment. Slightly dull but I’m sure I’ll get my mojo back once the kids are a little older. Maybe I can take you for tea soon? Have the best night and a stiff gin for me. Happy birthday, darling.

Love Fearne X



The truth, my truth. How bad could it be? Would she be offended or think of me as a desperately sad pyjama-wearing hermit? Maybe, but maybe not. And also, who cares anyway? I am just being my true and honest self.

This particular experiment went well and said friend sent back a beautifully empathetic response with a few excellent sleep tips. Weighted blankets were purchased, a white-noise machine I had in the cupboard dusted off and I wasn’t socially cast aside or forgotten due to my honesty. Phew, but how long could I keep this up?

The next day of my honesty experiment brought an encounter with a slightly sexist cab driver. It was a classic case of someone saying something that he never intended to cause offence, yet still he crossed the line and pissed off this staunch feminist. Usually I would laugh politely and quickly pull out headphones to listen to Fleetwood Mac for the rest of the journey but today was different. I told him in a reasonable and friendly tone that I didn’t like being labelled a ‘fairy type’, as he was (sweetly) insisting I was, because, as dreamy as that may sound to him, I also run a multi-faceted business which requires hard work, hours of emails, meetings, big decisions and very little fairy dust. He laughed, we moved on. My truth was spoken, I didn’t swallow down and suppress the anger that could rear up later when someone barged past me in the supermarket.

If you look back at your own behaviour can you notice moments where you may have acted out later because you didn’t speak your truth at the time? An obvious one that I’m sure many couples will have experienced is a form of torture I’ve put my husband through many times. For example, perhaps he’ll ask if I mind if he goes and practises his guitar for the morning, which is fair enough considering we are both freelance creative types who have little structure forced upon us when it comes to work. We rely heavily on working through a balanced system in the home to carve out creative time individually to work and achieve what is desired. I’ll sometimes say yes but feel instant anger in my chest. This anger serves to remind me that I’m not as nice to myself as Jesse is. He knows he wants to go and practise his guitar and totally deserves to. I often don’t believe I deserve the same consideration of my own needs. I’m very hard on myself, so often don’t give myself enough time in the day to do stuff I really want to. I’ll act like a prize martyr, showing how I’m capable of putting everyone before me while really pining for some space.

The classic martyr rarely contains their frustration so the inevitable happens. Jesse wanders off to strum through Reef hits for a couple of hours after I’ve smiled and given him the nod, while I’m deep-breathing through rage, playing Barbie-goes-on-a-caravan-holiday with Honey. That evening, the kids will be in bed and we’ll be cooking and chatting and I’ll spot a small chink of weakness and proceed to prise open my cavern of rage. Jesse could be pouring the wrong amount of milk in my tea or perhaps has left the fridge open and all the anger I’ve stored up and obsessed over comes at him like a cyclone. Not cool on my part at all. Unbelievably not cool because Jesse is always more than fair when I ask if it’s possible to go and write for a few hours or take time out for a walk in the park. He’s a much nicer person than I am, FACT.

But you get my point, right? Sometimes the anger, upset or injustice of a moment will come out at a completely different point in the day because, let’s face it, it HAS to come out. Emotion cannot be contained forever. It cannot dissipate unless dealt with or worked through. You can exercise it out by boxing perhaps or running fast; you could cry all night into a pillow to release upset, but the quickest and most rewarding way to move on from big emotions is to speak the truth, and usually to the other person in the dynamic.

The rest of my week of truth followed suit. Every time I spoke up about how I really felt, there was initial fear at how the words might escape from my lips but then relief. For all my worries, there was little drama and there was even a sensation of relaxation. Little tension, just free-flowing words and a sense that it was OK to be me and express myself in the way that felt best.

Now, I know this sounds rather too good to be true and I admit that I was only flexing small honesty muscles at this point. I hadn’t yet had to face a huge mortifying stand-off or confrontation. But that was coming, believe me. And I think that starting small gave me a chance to experiment with my truth in ways that felt safe and built my confidence. I got a little bolder every time I spoke up for myself and that got me ready for the bigger stuff.

These baby steps were leading towards addressing the more challenging problems I’ve faced in life when I haven’t spoken my truth, or even known what my truth is. In this book, I will look back at tougher times, mistakes made and previously swallowed words and ask myself, could I have done things differently? Would it have made a difference? I’ll pose some questions and work through my own insecurities and mental blocks all in the name of experimenting and encouraging you to do the same. Is speaking our truth as awful as we imagine? Will being true to ourselves feel terrifying, excruciating or really rather freeing?
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