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To all my family, including my loved ones who are no longer here, and to anyone who has ever suffered from mental health issues.
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‘I’m so sick. I’m giving up here. I’m losing my battle with depression. I’m crying. I’ve had enough. This is it. I’m not fighting. I need to go to rehab. I can’t do it anymore. I’m sick. Babe, I’m crying. This is not me. All I can think about is curling into a ball. I hate myself. My mind is broken. I feel so sick. I’m scared of dying all the time. I’m permanently wired into my chest. I can’t do it anymore. It has well and truly beaten me. I don’t know what to do.’


This is a text message I sent in June 2014 to Jess, my girlfriend at the time.


I had locked myself in the bedroom of my flat in Chiswick and she was on her way over, scared of what I might do.


‘Since when has it been unbearable?’


‘Since after we spoke last night. Since forever. I’ve always felt like this. I hate myself. I’m so sick. I want to collapse. I’ve finally realised I’m an addict. I’m tired of fighting it now. It’s beaten me. I don’t enjoy life anymore. I don’t want to cope. I want to be happy. I want to be healthy.’


I refused to unlock the door and Jess lay in the hallway outside the bedroom all night long, trying to talk me round, frightened I might kill myself.


I was so done with the panic attacks. I was so afraid of them and I couldn’t work out what the point of life was. Why was I even here? My purpose had gone and I could not see it ever coming back. There was nothing at all in my future. I had no hope.


I couldn’t accept that the highest point of my life was winning The X Factor eighteen months earlier, and having one hit single, ‘Impossible’. Now that wasn’t just the name of the song; the word described the implausibly calamitous course my career had taken since then.


I’d gone from making the most successful X Factor single ever, and selling over a million copies, to suffering a devastating fall from grace. I’d made stupid mistakes and failed spectacularly to deal with the pressures of fame. My behaviour had led to me being dropped by Simon Cowell’s record label, Syco, and now I was a national joke; the loser and misfit and oddball I’d always known I was, ever since I was a boy. Ruinously, my career had crashed and burned at such breakneck speed I was already featuring in those ‘Where are they now?’ articles.


Where am I now?


I was on the edge, riddled with fear and self-loathing, panicking and crumbling under the agony of the deepest depression I’d ever experienced. There was no way I could ever claw myself back to sanity, let alone success.


‘It seems James is self-destructing,’ one tabloid newspaper commented.


This was as close to the truth as anyone got. I was self-destructing, but what nobody knew was just how serious and deep-rooted my mental health problems were, and why and how they were leading me to behave this way.


It has taken me three years to feel more comfortable in my own skin, and ready and able to explain the demons inside my head and how I have learned to cope with them.


I could not write this book without explaining my childhood. Nothing that has happened in my adult life makes much sense if you don’t know what life was like for me growing up. I have to go back to the boy, because he can tell you a lot more than I can.


I’m grateful to my family, and particularly my mum and dad, Shirley and Neil, for supporting me in telling my story truthfully. Mam has been honest about her own mental health problems and the impact they had on me when she was too ill to defeat them and be there for me, as my real mum.


Most people only get one shot at the rags-to-riches fairy tale. Everybody wrote me off, including myself, and to have a second chance and to come back bigger and better is something I’m so proud of, and unbelievably thankful for.


I hope my story can help anybody who is struggling with mental health issues, and I hope it will inspire anyone who ever wanted to reach for the stars.










Chapter One


Normal? But I’m not normal. I’ve never been normal. Nothing about my life or the situation I’m in is normal
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My heart was beating out of my chest. Please, no. Not this again. Not here, not now. It was too late. I couldn’t stop it. I began pacing the room, trying to breathe normally but gasping and struggling to catch every single breath. I wanted to crawl the walls, do anything I could to escape this room, this feeling, this utter terror that I couldn’t breathe and I was going to die.


I was about to have a heart attack, I was certain of that. I had all the symptoms of an impending heart attack and I was fighting for my life. The fear of what was about to happen to me made my breathing worse, and the more I tried to take a breath the more it felt like I was suffocating.


I couldn’t escape. There was nowhere to go and no way out of this situation. I was trapped by my body. I was seizing up, and I had absolutely no control over what was happening. Now my face was numb, my left arm was dead and I had pins and needles prickling me, all over. My heart was pounding so hard it was definitely going to explode; I was losing the fight, for sure.


This is it, the end. I’m having a massive heart attack. My heart is going to burst right out of my chest and I’m going to die, right here, in the X Factor studios.


I saw flashes of light, sparks of fear and terror that pierced my brain as I patrolled around in circles, clutching my chest. People were laughing; I could hear them, in my head. There were voices I didn’t recognise and high-pitched noises, and all the time the thudding of my heart was getting louder and threatening to blow me apart. I was aching all over with tension and my lungs were smashing into my ribs. My heartbeat was reverberating around my skull, making my ears throb and my mind bend with pain, and all the time people were laughing at me, laughing like demons.


Every breath was getting harder to take. My throat was so tight. It was refusing to let enough air in and there was nothing whatsoever I could do about it.


Then it happened. I saw myself falling and then there I was, lying motionless on the floor. I had dropped dead in front of myself. I could see my corpse, and the image was so shocking and vivid it made something snap in my head. This was crazy and terrifying and just off-the-scale horrific. I had to do something. I had to try to take control. I had to call for help or this really was the end of me.


Someone please call me an ambulance. I need an ambulance, right now. I’m having a heart attack. I’m going to die.


I hoped, desperately, that it wasn’t too late. Now there were people everywhere, all around me, and all around my dead body on the floor. It was pandemonium, and I had no idea what was real and what wasn’t. I felt completely crazy and totally confused. I didn’t know what was happening to either my mind or my body. Whatever it was, this wasn’t normal, no way. Something was very wrong, and it was very, very frightening.


Just try to breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Keep breathing, because if you don’t your heart will explode and you will die.


The paramedics rushed in, wearing familiar, fluorescent jackets, carrying equipment I knew so well and saying things I’d heard before. It was like watching a re-run of a drama you’ve seen a hundred times already, yet I couldn’t remember how it ended. The uncertainty gripped me and I could hear voices through the chaos. There were security staff and studio crew all around and I could hear people questioning whether I’d had a fit or an asthma attack.


Take a breath. Keep breathing. Take deep breaths. The air is not getting through. This is it. This where it ends. It can’t be. Just breathe, just breathe.


Nicole Scherzinger, my mentor, was looking worried and offering words of comfort. So was Rylan Clark, my room-mate during the live shows. The paramedics were checking my blood pressure, my pulse, my heart. I wanted them to hurry up, to stop my heart attack before it was too late.


‘You’re not having a heart attack, James.’


The relief flooded me.


‘Everything is going to be OK. It’s an anxiety attack. You’re doing well. You’re coming out of it now.’


I didn’t need to go to hospital. I wasn’t dying, and I wasn’t dead on the floor. I’d had a severe panic attack, and now, at last, I was breathing a bit better, thanks to the reassuring words of the paramedic. I just needed to stay calm and keep breathing and everything would soon be back to normal.


Normal? But I’m not normal. I’ve never been normal. Nothing about my life or the situation I’m in is normal.


I went back to my hotel room to rest and I reflected on what had happened. Earlier that night I’d performed Mary J. Blige’s ‘No More Drama’, in week two of the 2012 X Factor live shows. ‘No More Drama’. The irony of the song choice wasn’t lost on me. I’d created a whole lot of drama, and what was going to happen now? I wanted to run away but I couldn’t, not now. I’d fought too hard for this.


When I was a boy I’d picture myself standing on a stage. I’d see myself very clearly, performing to an audience, singing and playing guitar and sounding good. The vision I had always seemed so real, and I truly believed it was going to come to life for me when I was older. My only other dream was to play for Middlesbrough FC, but I knew that this was just a pipe dream and wouldn’t come true. It was always different with music. I had no doubt; music was my destiny.


I was in my early twenties when I finally started to acknowledge that maybe it wasn’t going to happen for me after all, at least not the way I wanted it to. I’d been through a lot of traumatic events and I’d been trying to make it as a singer for years and years. The odds were stacked against me. I probably wasn’t going to be signed up by a music producer who heard me playing a gig at a pub in Middlesbrough. A fairy godmother was not going to drop out of the sky and give me the money I needed to make demos and promote myself outside the North-East of England. The music I put out online was not going to go viral and land me the record deal I craved.


Then  – bang  – out of nowhere, here I was, on The X Factor. I was on the cusp of really making a career out of my voice and my music, and suddenly my childhood dream was within touching distance. I’d come this far, and there was no way I could walk away now. I knew that in theory, but there were voices in my head that told me otherwise.


What the hell were you thinking? You’re a loser. You always have been. You’re a weirdo. This is the end of the road, James. Give it up, oddball. Nobody wants you here. Nobody will miss you. Go back to obscurity, where you belong.


‘What are you looking at, weirdo?’


It was a lad at my primary school  – Ings Farm in Redcar  – taunting me because my right eye was really turned in, making it look like I was ‘bong-eyed’ or ‘cross-eyed’, as he and some of the other kids said.


I was five or six years old and the bully’s words did a lot of damage. He was making out he couldn’t tell what I was looking at, because my right eye was pointing the wrong way. I felt so self-conscious and I turned my head away, stinging with humiliation.


My eye had turned in ever since I’d had an accident a few years earlier, when I was playing at home one day with my big sister Sian, who’s a year older than me. We were both jumping on the sofa in the front room of our terraced house on Winchester Road in Redcar, mucking about as we did a lot, when Mam wasn’t watching us. Sian was practising her gymnastics and she accidentally swallowed a coin, then tried to grab me when she realised what she’d done. The result was I crashed face first into our glass coffee table. The corner of it went directly into the top part of my eye, hitting some of the nerves in the back of my eye and ripping the skin above it.


I don’t remember a thing as I was only two years old, but I know from my mum I was rushed to hospital with blood pouring out of my eye socket and everyone panicking that I might have done serious damage to my sight. The doctors did a good job of fixing me up and my vision was unharmed, but I was left with a big scar and a noticeably lazy right eye. It’s possible I’d been born with the turn in my eye and it had just not been detected before the accident, but now it was diagnosed and suddenly it was very obvious. Overnight it became one of my defining characteristics. I had to wear thick glasses, but that was not the worst of it.


I think this could have been the start of me becoming somebody who was nervous and a bit afraid. Mam says I was still the little boy I always was: happy-go-lucky with loads of energy. Too much energy, actually. I had a crazy amount of energy, to the point where I was hyperactive all the time. From as far back as I or anybody else can remember, I never stopped jumping on things, climbing all over the place and kicking a football around. In hindsight, I’m sure there’s an argument I should have been tested for ADHD or something similar, though I never was.


By the time I started primary school I was totally obsessed with Middlesbrough FC and I had a blue-and-black plastic toy guitar I always played with, non-stop, like my life depended on it. I loved SuperTed, Captain Bucky O’Hare and Thunderbirds on TV, though I could never sit still through a whole show because I was just so hyper. Mam would constantly be telling me to calm down and sit down, and she became stricter with me after I damaged my eye, because she didn’t want me to hurt myself again.


‘Don’t misbehave! Stop it, James! Calm down! Can’t you sit still?’


I sometimes felt like they were the only words she could say to me because she said them so many times. I felt like a nuisance to my mum, in fact. That’s my abiding memory: feeling like I was in the way and nothing but trouble. I was always afraid of defying my mum and getting on the wrong side of her. I didn’t want her to shout at me, and I was very fearful of doing any more damage to myself. Neither did I want to stand out and give the kids at school more reason to pick on me, but I couldn’t stop being hyperactive. I still never stopped tearing around the place, because I physically couldn’t, but now I never stopped worrying either.


Sometimes when Mam told me off I got angry, because I wasn’t deliberately misbehaving. It was just the way I was.


‘It’s not fair!’ I’d cry. ‘You’re horrible. I’m not doing any-thing wrong!’


‘You’re just like your dad,’ Mam would say, and even at a very young age I understood that this was a criticism. She said it with venom. She spat the words.


I couldn’t understand this at all, because I thought my dad was cool. I didn’t see a great deal of him  – he and Mam split up when I was just a year old  – but I did still see him. In my earliest memories, Dad lived in a flat nearby and I can remember him picking Sian and me up in his car and taking us there.


I liked to see Dad, even though Mam always kicked off whenever he was even mentioned, shouting and screaming about how he’d let her down, leaving her with two little kids, and what a horrible person he was. She never said this to his face because she refused to speak to him, so me and Sian had to listen to it all, which always upset us and spoilt the visit before it even started. Sometimes Mam changed her mind and didn’t let us go with Dad after all. Then he lost his temper and shouted too, and the whole day was ruined.


Dad always did his best with us. He was a nice, placid guy, a good guy: raised in Glasgow, Rangers-mad, enjoyed a beer with the lads, worked locally, looking after rental properties in the town. There was nothing complicated about Dad, and I knew he loved Sian and me. That was all that mattered, so when my mam berated him and made out he was some sort of bad person it confused me. The only time I ever saw him shout was when she provoked him and, if anything, he was the opposite of the angry person she made him out to be.


Why are you telling me this, Mam? Why are you accusing me of being just like my dad, like he’s some kind of monster?


I couldn’t understand it at all. It was impossible to get my head around. I’d listen to what Mam said and try to make sense of it, but I never could. I had no idea why I was being criticised and told off for being like my dad, because what was wrong with him? And why did Mam want to compare me to him if she hated him so much? I was her son and she got super-stressed about me hurting myself physically. Wasn’t she bothered about hurting my feelings? Did she want to hurt my feelings?


I became a bit paranoid, trying to work all this out, and that’s why I think my mental health struggles may have started to take root after I damaged my eye. There had to be something wrong with me, didn’t there? Mam was stricter and shouting at me more. She was saying I was like my dad, and that was bad, though I didn’t understand why. And the turn in my eye was a very visible sign that there really was something wrong with me; I stood out, and the kids at school could see I wasn’t like them.


I had to stay out of trouble. I didn’t want to hurt myself again or give the bullies at school any more ammunition, and most of all I didn’t want Mam to shout at me. Dealing with all these thoughts and fears made me fearful and anxious, all of the time.


I couldn’t escape the feelings, ever, and I was on hyper-alert as a matter of course. The fear and anxiety were permanently digging inside me, making my heart beat fast and forging tunnels in my brain that sent my thoughts along routes I don’t think they were meant to follow, creating moods I didn’t want to feel.


Fear and anxiety. They are feelings that have followed me around my whole life.










Chapter Two


What are you afraid of? You know you can sing. Why are you so scared?
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I was standing in the queue for The X Factor auditions in Middlesbrough in May 2012, and I was alone with my acoustic guitar. Naturally, I was feeling nervous and afraid.


‘No, it’s not for me. That’s not my journey, Mam.’


That’s what I’d said to my mum when she first told me The X Factor had a mobile van in town, and that I should get myself down there for an audition.


I didn’t want to do it. I was twenty-four years old and had played in a succession of indie bands for the past eight years. I’d had quite a lot of success locally and had always strongly believed I had enough talent to get a recording contract under my own steam. I had one blow after another though, and the last one had knocked me into a deep depression. For the first time ever I was starting to think it was never going to happen for me and I might as well give up. I couldn’t bear the thought, and I didn’t want to admit I might need the help of something like The X Factor. It didn’t feel right for me, and what if I failed to get through? I wouldn’t be able to deal with it; I’d never recover.


I tried to fob my mum off by saying my music wasn’t mainstream enough, and nor was I. To be fair, I genuinely didn’t think an outcast like me would fit into something like The X Factor. My lifestyle was not conventional in any way, and hadn’t been for a long time. I had demons and drugs in my life; hardly the stuff you would want to lay bare on primetime TV. Mam knew all about this, or at least most of it. She got what I was saying, but still she was having none of it. She had always been my biggest fan when it came to my music. She was convinced that all that mattered was my voice, and she wasn’t giving up.


A few days before the auditions I ran out of money and had no electricity in my tiny little council bedsit.


‘Mam, lend us a fiver will ya? If ya don’t I’ll be in the dark for the next few days.’


Mam was always my last resort, after I’d failed to borrow money from any of my mates. The electricity in my bedsit, on the seafront in Saltburn, North Yorkshire, ran from a meter that was fed with £5 cards I had to buy from the local Spar. My friends refused to lend me the money because they knew that I’d probably go and spend it on a bag of weed instead of an electricity card. I’d done that countless times before. I’d look at the fiver in my hand and weigh up what was more important  – the weed or the leccy. The weed invariably won, and my mum wasn’t daft.


‘I tell you what, darlin’. I’ll do better than that. I’ll give you your train fare to Middlesbrough if you go and audition, and if you do that I’ll give you the electricity money too.’


‘No, forget it. I don’t fit the criteria.’


‘But James, you are a phenomenal singer. Your voice is all anyone will be interested in. You’ve always been destined to be a star! Believe me. Just do it. What have you got to lose?’


‘Nah. I’m not the full package, am I? I don’t look like a pop star. They won’t want me.’


If I’m honest, I was coming out with any excuse I could think of. I genuinely didn’t think it was the way for me to go, but in the end I relented. I’m not sure how or why, because I was in a very dark place in my head. I guess I had nothing in the world to lose, and Mam’s unshakable belief in me was hard to dismiss.


Ever since I was a small boy she’d told me my voice was amazing and that I had an incredible singing career ahead of me. Having her approval meant so much. Deep down, it was all I ever really wanted, and whenever Mam praised me it lifted my self-esteem and gave me a glimmer of hope that life wasn’t so bad after all. Perhaps I wasn’t such an outcast and a loser, and maybe my dreams would come true.


‘Just do it, James. You’re an amazing singer. Do it. Go on.’


Hearing my mam repeat the mantra I’d heard so many times growing up must have been what finally made me agree to go to the X Factor audition. It was that word ‘amazing’. To hear my mam describe me that way meant so much. She didn’t dish out compliments to me she didn’t mean, and false praise was certainly not Mam’s thing. I’d been a source of worry to her for years, a complete pain in the arse. She wasn’t in the business of pandering to me, no way. I knew she really did believe in me. Even though I was now a grown man, her words still had the same magical effect they had on me as a boy.


I took Mam’s tenner and got the train to Middlesbrough on my own, because that was my life then. I was a lone wolf, and I stood at the back of the queue outside the mobile X Factor van, behind a couple of hundred other hopefuls, not talking to anyone. This was one of the very early auditions, a precursor to the televised ones in the big cities, so it wasn’t a massive event. Even so I was as nervous as hell, and I clung onto my acoustic guitar like a crutch.


What are you afraid of? You know you can sing. Why are you so scared?


What daunted me the most was the ordeal of auditioning in front of a panel. I’d sung hundreds of times to packed pubs and, with my most recent band  – Save Arcade  – I’d performed to more than 1,200 people at a local festival. But this was different. I would have to stand directly in front of strangers who were scrutinising me and judging me, not drinking a pint and talking to their mates. I would have to look these people in the eye, and I didn’t want to do that. It was hardwired into my brain not to hold eye contact for more than a few seconds, in case anyone spotted my lazy eye and realised how ugly I was.


I tried to calm myself down as I thought about all this and fretted. I reasoned that I hadn’t yet seen anyone leave the X Factor truck with a smile on their face and waving the slip that meant they were invited back. Somebody had to get through, and I started to think that maybe I could be the best of this bunch. Thanks to my mum I had a huge amount of confidence in my singing ability, but what about my looks? How was I going to cope with being examined at close quarters? What if the people judging me thought I was looking the wrong way, because of my eye?


What are you looking at, weirdo?


I heard the school bully in my head and I shrank back to being a small, insecure little boy again, worried to death about whether it looked like I was focusing my eyes the wrong way, and how strange I was and how I didn’t fit in and never would. This flash of paranoia was something that happened all the time, usually when I was already feeling fearful and anxious and was at my most vulnerable, as I was now.


I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t hold anyone’s gaze for more than a second or two. I never had, throughout my whole life, so what was I doing here, putting myself through this ordeal, trying to get myself on national television, where every flaw would be picked over?


I left the queue and went to get a coffee. I needed a shot of energy after standing around for ages, and I needed to wake myself up, because I’d barely slept the night before. I’d been up for hour after hour, smoking weed and writing songs about anything that made me feel connected to the world. It’s what I did every night. I was on the dole, living on welfare in my scruffy little bedsit that was barely the size of a bathroom, and I was depressed and directionless.


I’d usually sleep for most of the day, and as well as constantly self-medicating with weed I was taking the antidepressant Sertraline, prescribed by my doctor. I was embarrassed to be on those pills. Antidepressants. Just the word made me feel depressed. Back then I thought it held a stigma; it told the world I was a loser, someone who needed a prop. I still took the tablets though, because the combination of weed and prescription drugs seemed to get me by. It was like I’d concocted my own winning formula. The pills suppressed my depressed feelings and the weed pulled me up a bit and made me feel less zombified than I would on the pills alone. That was my theory, my excuse.


I walked back to the queue outside the mobile van. I’d lost my place and thought about getting the train back to Redcar. My bedsit was only three or four stops down the train tracks. I could be back there very soon, smoking a joint and blowing the sharp edges off my anxiety. I could tell Mam I’d auditioned and not got through.


Or I could get back in the queue and keep myself going by telling myself how cool it would be to get through, and how much more I would enjoy sparking up a joint when I got home later, if I’d done well. Maybe it would be worth waiting in this queue. I could achieve something today. I could earn my joint and really savour it.


I chose the latter; fuck knows how, given the sleep-deprived, medicated state I was in. Then suddenly I was in front of a producer called Emma and a cameraman, telling them my genre was acoustic guitar, rap and singing.


I performed a song I’d written called ‘Habit’, about someone going crazy. The lyrics were about my self-medicating, and how I needed to stop taking my frustrations out on people I love. During my performance, I had no idea if the producer or anybody else liked it, because I didn’t look at anyone, and we were in a dark tent at the back of the truck. Afterwards I glanced up and saw Emma grinning like the Cheshire Cat. The cameraman was smiling too, and so were the couple of other people in the tent.


I was asked to perform a cover, and I did Alicia Keys’ ‘Fallin’’.


‘We really want to see you again,’ Emma said, still grinning.


I was given a slip  – one of only three I’d seen handed out all day  – and told they wanted me to come to another audition a week or so later, this time in Liverpool.


‘Thank you,’ I muttered and headed back to the station.


I got on the train and all I could think about was my reward: sparking up that joint. I didn’t have the shot of excitement or happiness you might expect after doing well, because the combination of weed and antidepressants suppressed my feelings so much. My emotions were permanently numbed, suspended in a stale middle ground. There were no giddy highs or crashing lows. I was avoiding the depression as best I could, but the price I paid was to function within this narrow, drug-defined margin. At least I was functioning, because that was better than sinking, but I’d forgotten what it was like to feel happy and excited as part of my normal, everyday life. The only time I felt any kind of happiness at all was when I was singing and playing my guitar. The rest of the time I was dead behind the eyes.


I’d been going out with a girl called Lucy for almost two years, and her dad offered to drive me to the audition in Liverpool. I spent the night before smoking loads of weed, as usual, and Lucy and my mum had to phone me repeatedly to nag me to get up, get myself together and get in the car.


When I arrived at the audition I was expecting to see hundreds of people, but there were just fifteen others.


‘What do you do this for?’ a woman with ginger hair asked me.


She looked sceptical, and I got the impression she’d heard a few generic answers that day and was expecting to hear bullshit.


‘To be honest, music’s the only thing that make me feel normal. I’m all over the place the rest of the time. I’m detached from reality. Music is what makes me happy and I love doing it.’


The woman was nodding as I spoke and she started smiling from ear to ear.


‘I’m really happy to hear that,’ she said.


I sang my own take on Lauryn Hill’s version of Frankie Valli’s ‘Can’t Take My Eyes Off Of You’, with a rap in the second verse.


Now everyone in the room was smiling and nodding, and then they asked me more questions, to which I gave straight and honest answers. I told them I was unemployed and gave a bit of information about my background, and I said that, yes, I could come to the next auditions in Newcastle. It was explained to me that these were the ones at which Dermot O’Leary would come out into the crowd and do interviews, and I realised then that this Liverpool stage was used to select candidates who Dermot could potentially chat to, and might ultimately be featured on the audition show.


I started to feel I’d done something cool, and I was feeling better about myself than I had in a long time. Lucy came from a lovely, supportive family, and her parents both had very good jobs. I felt this was my chance to finally gain a bit of respect and show them, and everybody else, that I wasn’t the waste of space I had been for so many years.


Don’t get carried away. You know you don’t fit the criteria. It will probably all come to nothing. You’ll be spat out of this machine. You’ll feel like shit. What the hell are you putting yourself through this for?


The chatter in my brain did its very best to drag me down. Anyone who has suffered from depression will understand this. It’s like having your worst enemy living inside your head, instantly pouring cold water on any remotely positive thoughts you have. I’d try to argue with the demons who did that. I’d try to tell myself I did stand a chance, but I was weak by comparison, and the negative chatter always scored more points.


I decided almost straight away that I needed to come off the weed, to give myself the best chance of doing well in Newcastle. The audition was six weeks away, so I had time. I started to think about coming off the antidepressants too, because I was worried the tablets made me look messed up. I was having a lot of paranoid thoughts about being in front of a camera and looking like I was high, or gurning like a crazy person.


What if the tablets make me worse, when I come off the weed? What if I feel weird and numb and can’t perform? What if I look like a zombie?


I’d never taken antidepressants on their own before, without the weed, and I began to panic about what would happen. I was in real conflict with myself for days, and I wanted to make it stop. I wasn’t used to having the sort of pressure in my life that the impending X Factor audition was putting me under. I didn’t have a job or any proper responsibilities, and I had no idea how to cope with the stress of this competition. It was so hard to deal with. Half of me wanted to run away and forget I’d ever embarked on this journey, and the other half of me knew this was the best chance I’d ever had to show everybody I cared about what I could do.


Normally, I had nothing good to tell my family, ever. I was the black sheep. The awkward, wayward son with anger issues. The brother who caused nothing but hassle and heartache for all his pretty sisters.


I wanted everyone I loved to see I was better than that. I wanted to prove myself to my mum and dad and all my siblings, and to Lucy and her parents. Most of all, I needed to take this opportunity for myself, because the hard truth was I might not get a record deal any other way, and making music was my only ambition in life. There was no plan B, not ever.


Overnight I stopped smoking weed and I came off the pills. It seemed like a good idea at the time.










Chapter Three


Don’t step on the cracks. Stay on the paving stones. Avoid the spaces in between
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I was walking home from primary school and concentrating hard on where I put my feet.


I was convinced that if I stood on the cracks in between the paving stones then my mum would be in a bad mood when I got home from school, and I didn’t want her to be in a bad mood: this was always the very last thing I wanted.


Don’t step on the cracks. Stay on the paving stones. Avoid the spaces in between.


When she was in a good mood, my mum was the most amazing person in the world to be around. She was so vivacious and full of life, and she made everyone around her feel positive and passionate about whatever she was doing or talking about.


‘I absolutely love this track!’ she’d say, playing tapes and turning up the stereo in the kitchen as she cooked Smiley Faces, fish fingers or beans for tea.


She danced around, full of energy, as she sang along to all the greats like Prince, Marvin Gaye, Michael Jackson, David Bowie and George Michael, encouraging me to sing too. The first album I ever bought was Waking Up the Neighbours by Bryan Adams. I’d play my favourite track, ‘Thought I’d Died and Gone to Heaven’, and Mam would sing along with me. We’d both be buzzing, feeling as thick as thieves as we indulged our shared passion together.


Mam has got a beautiful voice and I loved to hear her sing. She was so full of life and positivity whenever she was singing, and I’d forget all about the bad stuff we went through. This was the Mam I loved. Her emotions were extreme, always at one end of the scale or the other, so when she was in a good mood she’d be on a real high. When she was like this I’d look at her and think, ‘You’re the best person in the world. You are amazing!’ I couldn’t imagine being around anyone better than my mam.


‘Wow, your voice is amazing,’ she’d say to me whenever I joined in. ‘It’s phenomenal! You have a really beautiful voice, James.’


She shone with pride and enthusiasm as she told me I was the best, time and time again. She was so encouraging that she made me really believe in myself, one hundred per cent. Her compliments filled me with so much confidence about my musical talent. Mam made me feel I was a really great singer. I was going to make phenomenal music and be a big star. This wasn’t false praise. She truly believed that, and she made me believe it too.


I absolutely loved my mum when she was in this mood. To receive such high praise from her was so precious to me. I craved her love and attention and held it close. It meant so much. My mum  – or at least this version of my mum  – was my best friend in the whole world.


Unfortunately, she wasn’t always like that. I didn’t have the words to define or explain it at the time, but I know now that Mam suffered from BPD (Borderline Personality Disorder). As a result, she had extreme mood swings, and I mean extreme. When she was in a bad mood she was vile and vicious, and my best friend became my worst enemy. Mam was a person who could stab me in the back at any time, and because of how her illness made her behave, I grew to be afraid of her, all the time, because I didn’t know which version I was going to get.


Don’t step on the cracks. Stay on the paving stones. Avoid the spaces in between. If you step on the cracks, Mam will be in a bad mood.


My real mum is wonderful, warm and caring. My real mum is vivacious, positive and absolutely amazing. It is thanks to her that I have the career and life I have today. She gave me the most incredible confidence in my musical ability and, as I’ve said, I would not have even gone to audition for The X Factor without her.


My ‘other mum’  – the version of my mum who was ruled by extreme depressive moods beyond her control  – was the polar opposite. Now I understand the illness and the damage it can do to a person’s life and personality, I don’t blame her for how she behaved during my childhood, but I can’t forget, because her illness has had a huge and very damaging effect on my life.


‘Where’s my season ticket?’ I asked Mam one night after I got home from primary school. ‘There’s a game tomorrow and it’s not in the drawer.’


I hadn’t stepped on the spaces in between the paving stones, but even so Mam was in a bad mood. I could tell the moment I got in the door. She wasn’t dancing or singing, there was tension in the air and her face was expressionless as she looked at me.


‘It’s gone, sorry,’ Mam replied coldly.


My heart sank and my throat tightened. I was eight years old and totally obsessed with Middlesbrough FC. I’d been so excited about the game, but Mam’s mood had changed mine in a flash. I was instantly on high alert and I could feel the panic rising. Mam was clearly in one of her black moods and this was not going to end well. It never did.


My stepdad, a lovely guy called Ronnie Rafferty, knew how mad I was about Middlesbrough and his friend had managed to get me a season ticket, which was my most prized possession.


Mam had met Ronnie when I was three, after being on her own with Sian and me for a couple of years, following the split from my dad. I really liked Ronnie and couldn’t remember a time when he was not around. It was typical of him to have sorted out the season ticket for me: in Ronnie, I felt I had an ally. From a very early age I felt he understood that Mam didn’t always treat me fairly. Maybe he had already worked out something that I did later, which was that I reckoned Mam saw herself in my big sister Sian. They were girls together, whereas I was the odd one out, the ugly-looking boy, the one who reminded her of the ex-husband she hated with a passion.


Mam met Dad when she was a bubbly, happy-go-lucky sixteen-year-old and he was twenty-six and working as a local DJ. Dad had been married twice before and already had my brother, Neil, who’s ten years older than me. My mum and dad were together for five years before they married, and they divorced two years later, amid accusations of lies and cheating on both sides. Mam was just twenty-three when she found herself on her own with two kids. She would have deleted my dad from her life if she could have, but of course they had me and Sian, aged just one and two. Dad always fought to see us, so she was stuck with him in her life.


Meeting and marrying a great guy like Ronnie didn’t appear to make any difference to how Mam viewed my dad. The wounds she’d been left with never seemed to heal one bit; instead they dripped poison throughout my childhood.


Ronnie and Mam had my little sister Jasmin when I was seven years old. Dad had remarried too by this time, and he and his new wife Jackie had my other sister Charlotte the same year. I was besotted with both my little sisters and Mam and Ronnie were madly in love, but even so my mum seemed obsessed with holding on to the traumas of the past. Her view of Dad never, ever changed. She hated him so much, and when she was in a bad mood, she hated me.


‘What d’you mean, it’s gone? How can my season ticket be gone, Mam? It was in the drawer, where I always keep it.’


Mam told me flatly that she’d had a phone call from the school, telling her I’d been misbehaving. This was a common occurrence because I did behave like a little shit at school. I never did anything really bad, but I did like to play the class clown, and I was always that kid making faces through the window if I got thrown out of class, or putting all my energy into coming out with the line that would make all the other kids laugh and disrupt the lesson.
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