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How to Use This Book

Hello!

Thank you for buying our book! Or receiving it as a gift. Or reading it standing up in a bookshop, deciding whether you should buy it (we think yes).

STEVIE: I’m Stevie.

TESSA: I’m Tessa.

And this is our book. It’s born out of a podcast called Nobody Panic. Every episode is a ‘How to …’, and we cover everything from houseplants to taxes to broken hearts to how to leave a WhatsApp group.

It was originally called The Debrief Podcast, and then The Debrief website closed down. We found out our podcast was going to be stopped in 2017 while sitting in a Pret a Manger. Tessa had just run the London Marathon without doing any training so she couldn’t walk, and Stevie had to carry her out. We had a little cry, decided to strike out on our own – and look at us now!

If you’ve never heard of us or the podcast, that absolutely doesn’t matter; this book is a totally stand-alone experience. We went through our twenties feeling like we’d missed out on the orientation day. It seemed like everyone else had read a manual on how to do everything, so we’ve written the manual we wish we’d had.

This book is the sum of everything we’ve learnt, with the addition of some experts and some painstaking research. It’s a ‘How to …’ guide to life. Dip in, dip out, jump around. Skip over some chapters and come back to them one day if they become relevant. By all means read it straight through from start to finish like a novel, but you will be disappointed by the lack of narrative arc. Sometimes you will think, ‘Sorry, who doesn’t know how to do that?’ in which case fantastic, good for you, move on to a different bit. If it’s in here, it’s because we had to learn how to do it. At the back there are helpful resources, and some emergency chapters to read if you’re currently crying on the bus, in need of an immediate confidence boost or about to text your ex.

If you’re looking to learn from two people who have made some quite frankly outrageous mistakes, this book will help. This book is intended to hold your hand and remind you that you’re not alone.

It’s important to say that our experience is of two white cis straight women. One working class, one a bit not working class. One city slicker, one so rural she’s practically feral. One much too confident, one really working on it.

Always good to know who you’re reading, but we hope that whoever you are and wherever you’re from, there’s something in here that’ll make you smile or make you do something that you’ve always worried about doing.

We’ll be bobbing in and out –

STEVIE: Like this!

– in a way that’s both illuminating and hopefully not too distracting.

We’ve got you, champ. So nobody panic.

Love, Stevie and Tessa x
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How to Overcome Imposter Syndrome

Imposter syndrome strikes us all down at one time or another. We progress higher and further than we think we deserve, convince ourselves we got there by mistake and then we tie ourselves in knots waiting to be found out. 

TESSA: I once won a writing competition and told everyone I had won ‘due to a clerical error’.

STEVIE: I once told someone I wasn’t a real journalist while I was interviewing them for a magazine I worked for as a journalist. 

It’s estimated that around 70% of the population feel like they don’t deserve to be where they are,1 so let’s see – are you an imposter?

Question 1: How did you get this job?

A) I saw it advertised and I applied. There was an interview but I think I made myself appear way more qualified than I am.

B) I intercepted the advertisement before it could go in the paper and changed the phone number so no one else could apply. Then I placed a number of prank calls so my ex-wife would lose hope of ever finding someone suitable, bought myself a latex mask and bodysuit and infiltrated my own family home posing as a nanny.

Question 2: When you feel like people are going to ‘find you out’, what do you mean?

A) They’ll realise I’m not very talented, and they’ll admit they should never have hired me.

B) Following an incident at a cursed fairground attraction where I wished to be big, I appear to be 30 but am in fact a child in an adult’s body.

Question 3: What is your biggest worry at work?

A) I’ll overhear someone judging my work or laughing at me.

B) An enemy defector will walk into my office and reveal that I am a Russian sleeper agent operating undercover. I will be forced to kill several of my colleagues and flee.

STEVIE: What film is this?

TESSA: Salt. Angelina Jolie plays the sleeper agent and at one point she takes her knickers off to put over a CCTV camera, when she could have used literally anything else, and then you can’t focus for the rest of the film because she’s running all over the city and you know she hasn’t got any pants on.

Question 4: Did you have any inside knowledge or feel that you were given a leg-up?

A) A friend recommended me, which helped me get the job. I feel so weird about it.

B) My estranged twin I didn’t know I had prepped me on a working knowledge of our mother’s home.

Question 5: You are offered a very exciting career progression. How do you feel? 

A) So overwhelmed because of course this is a great opportunity, but I’m convinced I’m going to mess it up!

B) Nervous because no woman has ever infiltrated the Chinese imperial army pretending to be a man before. Plus, the talking dragon that sounds like Eddie Murphy keeps getting me into trouble.

Question 6: Why do you feel like an imposter?

A) I guess I’m just self-sabotaging, but it’s so hard to feel like I truly deserve to be here! 

B) I am in witness protection pretending to be a nun.

If you answered B to any of the above questions then yes, you’re a legitimate imposter. If you got mostly As, you join nearly three-quarters of the adult population who secretly worry they’re not worthy of the job, position or life that they’re leading. Success makes people uncomfortable, and there’s no easy fix.

The big secret to adult life is that no one has any idea what they’re doing. Everyone is winging it, and some people are just styling it out better than others. 

Every time you pause before applying for that job, remember a study conducted by Hewlett-Packard that we read about in the Harvard Business Review –

TESSA: We’re always reading the Harvard Business Review.

STEVIE: I can’t stop.

– revealed women only applied to a position if they fulfilled 100% of the requirements, while men applied for the same position when they fulfilled just 60% of them.2 Sure, there will be lucky breaks and leg-ups, but that’s life. Everyone else is getting leg-ups and lucky breaks too! Back yourself! You’ve got the job, someone believes you can do it, so unless you’re three children standing on top of each other wearing a trench coat, there’s no reason to feel you don’t belong in this room full of adults.




How to Look After a Houseplant

Obituaries for plants we have known and loved. And murdered.

STEVIE’S VICTIMS

Planty

(2016–2018)
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A Boston fern with a lust for life, Planty enjoyed being watered, sitting in soil and reading, even spend­ing a full year on a bookshelf with such tomes as He’s Just Not That Into You and How to Stop Smoking. A creature of habit, Planty encountered problems when he was forced to move house, to a room with floor-to-ceiling windows. Rather than ‘finally getting some sunlight’, he tragically burnt to death.

How to prevent murder: Low humidity and direct sunlight will kill Boston ferns so keep them away from sunny windows. Unless you live in a greenhouse, or in the middle of a bog, chances are your flat/house/flat house (bungalow) isn’t very humid, so spray them once or twice a week and check the soil daily – if it feels dry, your fern needs a drink.

The Thirsty Boys

(February 2018–September 2018)

[image: Image]

Hydrangeas are renowned for their thirstiness and these rooty boys – one in pink, and one in violet, like two pastel-shirted finance bros about to close a sale – were no exception. Huge, bushy and full of sparring badinage, their liquid lunches were a thing of legend on the balcony. Going so much as a long weekend without their daily pints just wasn’t tenable, so they were given to a neighbour to look after for a week. Unfortunately, said neighbour also went away, a heat wave struck and they both burnt to death.

How to prevent murder: Liberally water hydrangeas three times a week, sometimes more in heat waves. Whenever their leaves droop, it’s time for a gulp. Don’t allow them to sit in water, though, or they’ll get root rot. They need to be in a plant pot with a hole, and sitting in a tray with drainage stones so your Thirsty Boy doesn’t have a soggy bottom 24/7.

Susan the Succulent

(December 2018)
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Kept well away from direct sunlight, Susan was a quiet sort of plant, happy to sit by the TV enjoying sports-related documentaries, period dramas and true crime. She never spoke during the show or ruined the ending. Nowhere near direct sunlight, Susan seemed hardy, happy and healthy, until it became clear that you’re not supposed to water succulents every day, her leaves started bursting open and she drowned.

How to prevent murder: The cruel thing about succulents is that when they look thirsty and shrivelled, they’re actually getting too much water. Don’t water them every week; more like every three. Each succulent is different, so make sure you know exactly what type you just bought (‘It looks a bit like a starfish’ doesn’t count) and how much water it needs.

Susannah the Succulent

(January 2019–March 2020)

[image: Image]

Proclaimed as ‘unkillable’, Susannah thrived in Susan’s old spot by the TV, getting just the right amount of water and sunlight. But this wasn’t enough. Unlike those before her, she craved adventure. The bright lights of the living room drew her in, until one day she upped sticks to join an arrangement of ornaments on the floor. This proved her undoing: Susannah was immediately, and regrettably, eaten by a tortoise.

How to prevent murder: Obviously don’t put any plant at tortoise-level if you have a pet tortoise. Or even if you don’t. Tortoises are everywhere. There could be one lurking behind you right now, ready to eat an entire plant in under five minutes before getting Ubered straight to the vet, who will say: ‘Thankfully it isn’t poisonous, but she’s quite hardy – didn’t she eat a kitchen sponge last summer?’

TESSA’S VICTIMS

The Sunflower Twins

(June 2020–June 2020)
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These two vibrant, zesty twins were bought on a drunken lunchtime whim from a florist whose outdoor display had intense Amélie vibes, and who promised that two potted sunflowers were extremely easy to look after. They withered within 24 hours of getting home and then, in a sort of Cain and Abel fight for survival, one pushed the other to his death out of a five-storey window, and the remaining twin promptly died of a broken heart.

How to prevent murder: Don’t knock one sunflower out of a five-storey window and then blame it on the other one; sunflowers take these things personally. Also, they are really high maintenance, only flowering once (WHAT IS THE POINT?) and needing six hours of direct sunlight a day. Water them once a week, but if they start to wilt you’ve watered them too much. With all due respect, sunflowers need to get a grip. But also, with all due respect, the moment you buy them from the florist is the moment they are looking their best. It’s all downhill from there.

Fern the Fern

(September 2018–October 2018)
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Fern arrived at a party as a house-warming gift from a well-meaning but extremely overconfident friend, and from the moment she entered the room, she shone. She was soft, quick-witted, a real party hit. But the moment the party guests left, she withered. Starved of attention and, crucially, water, she curled up into herself, a shadowy husk of her former self, before ultimately crumbling away to dust.

How to prevent murder: Water your fern. There are many types of fern, and we’ll never know Fern’s origin story and exactly what care and attention she needed, but in general you need to keep them humid, well watered and away from direct sunlight.

The Leek

(June 2020–June 2020)
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During a particularly over-zealous commitment to recreational indoor farming, The Leek was rescued out of the food bin, after he’d given most of himself to a disappointing yet nutritional soup, and put in a small glass of water. From there he began to flourish. In astonishingly little time, he was regrowing himself. Bright-green shoots of life rose upwards, relentlessly beating back the waves of time. The Leek was not only surviving, but thriving. Surely he would soon be a brand-new leek? His water was carefully changed every day, his progress monitored, his height lovingly measured in pencil against the door frame. One particularly sunny day, in order to soak up some life-giving rays, he was ceremoniously placed on the windowsill, where he was immediately eaten by a bird.

How to prevent murder: Don’t let your leek get eaten by a bird.

The Cactus: A Story of Survival

(November 2017–fingers crossed never)
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During the same move that killed beloved Planty, a cactus was thrown to the floor of the moving van. Over the course of two years, he slowly browned and withered in the window, never named and, towards the end, never watered, because Stevie couldn’t bear to look at him. It was decided that he had died the day before Christmas 2019, but, when picked up for his last journey towards the recycling bin – what’s this? A flower! On his face! Or the back of his head! It’s unclear which way round a cactus goes! Anyway, he had bloomed a flower in a final attempt at communication and so, watered back to life, now stands at four times his original size, a deep-green colour and named Callum. What a lovely tale of redemption to end on.
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