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Introduction


In January 2020 I became the most complained-about person on British television.


It happened on a Friday. I had been invited onto the daytime TV show This Morning to review the newspapers. 


One of the stories they wanted me to talk about concerned some new responsibilities given to high-street pharmacists. In order to help overstretched GP surgeries, local chemists had been asked to offer more medical advice and interventions.


I decided to have some ‘fun’ with the story, claiming that I would personally be unwilling to accept health advice from pharmacists who were, after all, merely glorified shopkeepers. 


My co-pundit, Vanessa Feltz, immediately corrected me by saying that pharmacists were in fact highly trained professionals. 


I didn’t doubt she was right. But the important thing for me was not accuracy – it was attention. I knew it was a daft thing to say. I was only saying it to provoke debate, to play devil’s advocate, to verbalise the worst opinions of some of the dumbest people watching and – most importantly of all – to try and get a cheap laugh. I assumed that anyone watching would understand that. 


I was wrong.


On social media, a few dozen pharmacists had seen the show and weren’t happy with what I said. In fact, they were pretty angry. I felt as if my comments had been so self-evidently meant in jest that they were overreacting. I decided it was best not to engage with them.


But within hours there were hundreds of pharmacists expressing their displeasure about what I’d said. Someone had helpfully clipped the video of my comments and it had been shared hundreds of times. Pharmacists from all over the world waded in, some of them calling me some pretty unpleasant things, including ‘awful journalist’ (fair enough), ‘a disgrace’ (bit much) and ‘a terrible father’ (strange). 


By that evening, I was inundated with complaints from the global pharmacist community. I had really touched a nerve. I was trending on Twitter. My email inbox and Instagram DMs were overflowing with bile and invective. By the time I’d finished dinner, the first few death threats had landed.


My wife told me to ignore it, that it would all blow over. My kids asked me why I was so quiet and anxious. I felt silly telling them the truth: that Dad had gone on telly, made a dumb joke about the people who worked at the chemist’s and now people were threatening to spike his next prescription with lethal poison. 


My wife was wrong, it did not blow over. For days afterwards, I woke up to more angry messages. I felt besieged. I learned some important lessons during this period of my life, one of the most important being: do not, ever, fuck with pharmacists.


I went to ground. I came off social media and stayed indoors. I was unable to take my mind off what people were saying about me. I felt bruised, stressed, exhausted. I was disinvited from all future bookings on This Morning. My mind whirred for days with worry and self-admonishment. 


I felt ashamed for letting it affect me so badly. I had worked in the often brutal cut-and-thrust of the British media for two decades; this was pretty bad but it wasn’t my first taste of public criticism. Plus, as a mouth-for-hire who had often been paid to say or write things that were likely to upset others, I realised it was a bit rich of me to fall to pieces the moment I received a bit of blowback.


I didn’t understand why I was struggling so badly. I kept telling myself I was tougher than this. I reminded myself of all the times I had survived worse situations. Eventually, I turned the anger I had initially felt towards my abusers back on myself. Why was I so fragile? I started to hate myself for feeling the way I did. I was a silly little man who went on the telly, shot his mouth off, then dissolved into a puddle of self-pity when the shit hit the fan.


I’d always tried to present myself as the sort of bloke who swaggered through life with a breezy smile, who faced down life’s pitfalls and shitstorms with a cheeky wink and an adorable grin. I wanted to be accomplished, resourceful and successful in a very casual sort of way. I’d been working on this persona for the past forty years. Now, I felt as if the mask was slipping. The truth was that, despite all of my efforts to be tough and nonchalant, I was burned out, fragile and sensitive. Underneath my laddish bravado I was still shitting myself – just as I had been all my life. 


Ever since I was a small boy, growing up in a raucous, single-parent household, surrounded by my older brothers, laughing along with all the mayhem, I was scared. I fixated on what other people thought about me and worried constantly about what was round the corner. I grew up in a working-class home, full of fun, love, chaos and insecurity. I think I was conditioned to be fretful from the start. 


Since those days, I had cultivated a more stable, comfortable life. I had a home, a career and a family. I had worked (fairly) hard to insulate myself against the uncertainties of my childhood. But my ill-fated appearance on This Morning brought all of those feelings back. It showed me that, while my material circumstances might have changed, I was yet to completely heal the emotional and mental bruises I had picked up when I was a kid. I spent most of my time pretty happy and confident, yes, but it still only took a smallish knock like this to knock me back into a state of discomfort and anxiety. 


‘Pharmacygate’ was a blessing in that it pushed me to confront all this stuff. Why, despite my life seeming to be a success, was I still scared? I had ditched drink, ditched drugs, done a bunch of therapy, got fit, fulfilled most of my professional ambitions, married my childhood sweetheart, had two beautiful kids and yet, still, I wasn’t quite comfortable with myself or relaxed about the world around me. There had to be a way of life that was smoother, simpler and didn’t involve a constant cycle of ambition, burnout, illness, depression and recovery.


Eventually, the Sun reported that my This Morning appearance had become the most complained-about moment of the year, with 3,496 disgruntled viewers contacting the regulator Ofcom. By the time this figure was published, Covid-19 had struck and the world was in lockdown. Suddenly, pharmacists were engaged on the frontline of the pandemic and far too busy to worry about irritating journalists making daft comments on daytime TV. Like almost everyone else, I was confined to my home, forced to take a step back from the complicated life of distraction and endeavour I had built. 


The lockdown imposed an important period of reflection. As heartbreaking stories of tragedy and loss around the world mounted, I felt an overwhelming sense of good fortune. It might sound smug but it was genuinely a humbling sense of luck: a vivid awareness of my own privilege. For perhaps the first time in my life I started to feel as if I was enough. That I didn’t need to keep pushing for more. I didn’t need to plough every moment into the pursuit of betterment because what I had was already what I wanted. 


Of course, I had to work to live, but my mindset had changed. I began to see work as a simple means to an end. I gave myself a break.


I began to read about various movements in the USA that glorified rest as an act of resistance. Many of them were political: a rebuttal to the exploitation of disenfranchised minorities by the forces of endgame capitalism. As a straight white male with a mortgage and a media career, I couldn’t claim to be a disenfranchised minority. But I was nonetheless transfixed by the notion of the so-called ‘soft life’. It was a movement that consciously eschewed the social, economic and cultural forces that have driven generations of human beings to exhaust themselves mentally, emotionally and spiritually. I started to reflect on how these forces had shaped my life and my sense of identity: the anxious and lustful pursuit of money that had been instilled by a combination of my insecure childhood and the turbo-consumerism that surrounded me in adulthood. The professional ambition that was informed by my low self-esteem. And the desire to be respected as a man – to be cool, to be tough, to be smart, to be funny. To be productive, to be driven, to be almost machine-like in my actions – consistent, relentless, emotionless.


Yes, despite my fantasy that I was somehow above the influence of masculine norms, I realised I was just as vulnerable to them as the next dickhead. Like so many other men of my generation, I was engaged in life as a competition. I had been indoctrinated with the idea that the world was split into winners and losers. Being a winner seemed attractive but avoiding becoming a loser was the real motivation. I had to win. This had been drummed into me by the house I grew up in – as one of four boisterous brothers – by the school playgrounds where I was educated, the terraces from which I watched football as an adolescent, the pubs I drank in through adulthood and the workplaces where my career had played out. I realised that I had been engaged in a constant battle for attention, edge, admiration and, ultimately, supremacy. I was performing at all times – as the man I thought I should be rather than the man I was. It was exhausting. No wonder it made me unhappy.


A year after my This Morning performance, I went on YouTube and reviewed it: a neat encapsulation of the inauthentic way I had been living. I was suited and booted, slathered in make-up, beaming from ear to ear as I spouted meaningless bollocks for cheap laughs and attention, while contriving a Jack the Lad air of cocksure indifference. But I was not indifferent, was I? I was a scared little boy who fell to pieces when people started criticising the things I had said. It was the wake-up call I needed: there was a gap between who I really was, deep down, and who I had been pretending to be. Resolving to close that gap for the sake of my sanity was one thing. Working out who I really was, deep down, felt like a much bigger challenge. 


A couple of years ago I wrote a book about how and why I got sober just after turning forty. I explored the factors in my life that had been responsible for my escape into booze and drugs. The themes that kept coming up were work and masculinity. I worked too hard because I was scared of failure. And that fear was rooted in my idea of masculinity: I felt that I needed to be successful, respected and resourceful. As old fashioned as it sounds, I felt as if I needed to be a provider to my wife and kids. And like all men, I had a toxic sense of competitiveness inside of me that made me want to keep pushing everything to the limit: the amount I achieved, the amount I grafted, the amount of admiration I could attract from others.


There is something very exhausting about being a bloke. The pressure you put yourself under to pursue all these fantasies. I call them fantasies because they are not rooted in any practical reality. I don’t think any of us are born wanting to be Johnny Big Bollocks. I think we pick up these mad ambitions and vanities as we go along: from our peers, our family and the deranged world of money and consumerism that surrounds us. Of course, women are just as vulnerable to this stuff and a great deal more besides. But I can’t really write with any credibility about the difficult experience of being a woman. I do know that there are millions of men like me who have been artificially programmed to compete to be the best: to be strong but sensitive, fun but philosophical, an attentive father but a committed professional who always works late and replies to emails at weekends. It’s a lot. It can feel suffocating. It drove me to drink and drugs for a while. It drives thousands of men a year to take their own lives. I think it’s time we talked about it more: the confusing, tiring and toxic business of being a modern man. On the one hand, we are told by society to ‘open up’ more, to talk about our feelings and be a bit more vulnerable. On the other hand, we are told that being a man is so easy.


I happen to believe that it is easier to be a man than a woman, especially a straight white man who lives in an affluent part of the world. But that doesn’t mean that we should be forbidden from expressing our fears, our troubles, our insecurities and our pain. We have to stop feeling guilty about having feelings. Having feelings is part of being human.


When I came of age in the nineties, there was a beautifully simple template for masculinity. It was called ‘laddism’ and drew on the simple pleasures of football, hedonism and irreverence. We were the generation who took nothing seriously, especially ourselves. When Loaded magazine first came out it was a breath of fresh air for lads like me. Previously, glossy magazines aimed at men had told us all to aspire to strange, James Bond-type archetypes. Fast cars, expensive watches, luxury travel: it all seemed a bit elitist and alienating. But Loaded elevated the lifestyles of ordinary blokes to being something exciting in themselves. It didn’t matter where you lived, how much money you had or what your parents did for a living: we all had it in us to go out and have a great time with our mates as long as we adopted the right attitude. And that attitude should be one of reckless nihilism. Not gonna lie, it was fun while it lasted. At the outset, Loaded set the tone for a refreshingly democratised form of masculinity: funny, smart and inclusive. But over the years the idea of laddishness drifted into something more tawdry – the mags that followed in Loaded’s path (some of which I worked for) began to focus more on cheap titillation and moronic juvenalia.


The personal fallout of that scene was pretty deep for many of the participants. If you spend years going out of your way to avoid any semblance of self-reflection and just cope with life’s challenges by going down the pub, you’re going to get your comeuppance at some point. I can honestly say I don’t know many blokes of my generation who haven’t had to face their demons in middle age one way or another. Depression, addiction, relationship woes: the chickens were bound to come home to roost. We just hadn’t ever bothered to find sustainable ways of managing our emotions. Distraction was our only strategy.


Nowadays, there has been a huge shift away from that nineties brand of laddish frivolity. Social media influencers promote a new type of hyper-serious masculinity. There is Andrew Tate, the cage fighter turned crypto-bro, who tells his millions of young male acolytes that women are manipulative but stupid and that all they must care about is money and cars. Tate flaunts his personal wealth and muscular body as evidence that his cynical, serious, fascistic design for life is the only feasible route to happiness for modern males. Worryingly, millions believe him.


At the less aggressive end of the scale, there are the self-help brigade who have swamped the podosphere with advice on how to better yourself as a man. The likes of Andrew Huberman, David Goggins and Joe Rogan (and in the UK, the former sports presenter Jake Humphrey) use the language of business and science to define modern masculinity. Theirs is a world of ‘high performance’, ‘protocol optimisation’ and ‘marginal gains’. 


It is the lexicon of mechanical engineering applied to human beings. It feels to me as if these men are more comfortable seeing themselves as machines than as people. Machines can be rendered efficient and predictable; they can be refined and improved; crucially, they are unburdened by emotion.


I often wonder if these guys ever got over watching Robocop in the eighties. In case you haven’t seen it, it was a movie about a man who died and was rebuilt as a metal-plated fighting machine with no heart or feelings but a massive gun and a computer for a brain. An alluring role model for an adolescent boy, maybe. But there is something sad about wanting to be that dead-eyed and emotionally numb in adulthood. It suggests a certain fear of what feelings might do to you. Yes, your heart can be the source of great pain. But it is also what brings us joy and love and wonder. These are the most important parts of being alive. They are the privileges of being human. I feel like the new gang of masculinity influencers are a bit ashamed of their own humanity. They are telling young men that to feel things is inefficient. That perfection is a legitimate goal. That all happiness lies in constant progress. It doesn’t half set us all up for failure. Worst of all, it’s really boring. None of those guys ever seem to be having much fun. Silliness is not something they have managed to optimise yet.


This book tells the story of how I learned to lean in to a different type of masculinity. It took me years of pain and fear and chaos to understand that all the other versions I’d tried just didn’t work for me.


The experience of lockdown showed me that I didn’t have to live life at a breakneck speed or push myself constantly. That rest was an end in itself. That competitiveness was futile and often toxic. That I could find happiness by just calming the fuck down.


By the way, when I talk about the importance of relaxation and the futility of hard work, please don’t think of me as a foppish dilettante, lounging about on his sofa all day, writing poetry and wondering why the peasants bother working so hard. I have always had to work for a living. I grew up in home where my mum worked full time in low-paid jobs supplemented by state benefits to feed my brothers and me. And while I have enjoyed some success and a huge amount of fun in the course of my career, I’ve not made enough dough to protect me from financial insecurity. I work to pay a mortgage and feed my family just like millions of others. I’m not saying everyone should down tools and live off the land. We all need to work, yes. But we all need to show ourselves a bit of compassion along the way, take our foot off the gas when we can and understand that we are good enough, just as we are.


Neither am I saying that ambition or self-improvement is bad. The high-performance stuff is great for those who are built that way. Some people require and relish the constant setting of goals. If it makes them happy, that’s great. I’m just here to say that it is possible to accept who you are right here and now. You don’t have to be constantly moving forward. You are allowed to stop and smell the roses. And if someone throws a bucket of shit on your head while you do so, don’t panic. You will cope.


In this book, I explore the influences that shaped the man I used to be: unsure of myself, preoccupied by gaining the acceptance of others and hungry for easy distraction. Next, I look at the price I paid for living that way: the way in which I neglected my own physical, mental and emotional health and never quite learned how to make myself happy. Part of this relates to my struggles with drink and drugs, something I wrote about in my last book but is so entwined with my sense of identity and my attitudes to work that it warrants a revisit here. And lastly, I describe the life I have learned to live in middle age and the pleasure I find in the simple, the peaceful, the humble and the everyday stuff that is readily accessible to us all.


Since I started banging on about my own struggles with all this mental health stuff I’ve found that other people will approach me, discreetly at first, to talk about their own ‘issues’. It’s never nice to hear about a friend feeling shit but, I’ll admit, I feel good about being of service. I used to be scared of admitting my own fragilities. Since I conquered that fear (some would say I have become way too comfortable with sharing my feelings) I have ended up advertising myself to others who might be struggling in silence. They will tell me that they are worried about their drinking or some other bad habit. Or that they are stressed out and don’t know how to cope. That they feel overwhelmed, as if they are drowning in their own lives. Often, they can’t quite verbalise the way they feel, much less why they feel that way. They just wake up every day feeling … worried. Fearful. They’re scared but they don’t know what of. It is confusing. I am not an expert or a pro so I can’t diagnose or cure. But I do know how they feel because I have been there myself, lots of times. I try to listen and demonstrate understanding. By doing so, I hope to make them understand that these feelings are normal. They are not alone and needn’t feel ashamed because I – and millions of others – have gone through similar periods of bewildering, unspecified pain, anxiety or sadness. This is why ‘sharing’ gets talked about. There is a point to it: it helps others trapped in a state of sadness and shame understand that what they are going through is, while fucking horrible, a normal part of the human condition. Others have been through the same and come out the other side. There is hope.


A couple of years back an old mate who was having a wobble with his mental health got in touch. We went for a walk and he tried to explain what he had been going through. There were a few money worries, work worries, parenting worries and relationship worries. None of them were gigantic or unusual, he admitted. Just the daily shit so many of us have to deal with. The little bits of worry and pressure that slowly build up and start to weigh you down. But whereas he’d always been able to muddle through this stuff in the past, he suddenly felt like he couldn’t cope. His mind buzzed constantly with worst-case scenarios and catastrophic speculation. He was struggling to sleep. He felt tense at all times. And all the usual stuff that helped, like music or exercise and just hanging out with mates and talking bollocks, just wasn’t working. ‘I don’t think I’m depressed,’ he said. ‘But I’m not happy. I don’t know what I am.’


‘I know the feeling,’ I said. ‘It’s like you’re constantly shitting yourself about something or other.’


‘EXACTLY!’ he replied, with the mild excitement of someone who suddenly felt seen. ‘I’m shitting myself. I can’t stop. Why am I constantly shitting myself?’


I was chuffed to have successfully diagnosed his condition. But I wasn’t able to offer him a simple remedy. My prognosis was positive, however: he would start to feel better eventually. Time helps. Perspective too. But probably the biggest thing is acknowledgement. Men often refuse to acknowledge their own fear, especially if there doesn’t seem to be an obvious and ‘legitimate’ source. Unless we are being shot at or chased by a wild animal, we are unwilling to admit that we are scared. It’s conditioned from the playground. ‘Are you shitting yourself? Why are you shitting yourself? Look at him, everyone! He’s shitting it!’ These are the sort of phrases that most of who grew up male in the late twentieth century have used to antagonise others and have had used against us too. Shitting yourself is a Boy Sin. It is shameful. It is weak.


But of course, it isn’t. If you want to be really tough, you could start by showing a willingness to admit to fear. And not just fear of big scary monsters. Just the low-level fear generated by the slings and arrows of everyday life: the bills, the frustrations, the daily commute, the lack of sleep, the pressures and expectations that we put on ourselves. The non-stop niggles about our health, our career, our relationship. The endless news cycle that pumps fear and dread into our weary minds. No wonder we’re shitting it. I’ve called this book Stop Shitting Yourself because I wanted to put something on the cover that might catch the attention of the ordinary bloke who is a bit sceptical about wellness and self-care and feelings and that. The sort of bloke who has, like me, grown up being conditioned to suck it up, demonstrate strength and never sweat the small stuff. The sort of bloke, who despite his best efforts to be strong, sometimes shits himself all the same because, well, life can sometimes just feel like an avalanche of tiny disappointments and frustrations that is enough to crush you some days.


I want blokes like that to pick up this book and laugh because I have used not one, but two swear words on the cover and thus understand that I am not the usual sandal-wearing, bullshit-spouting mental-health guru or big- watch-wearing, ice-bath-bothering, high performance grifter. I am just a bloke who has felt the strain of everyday life and, on occasion, allowed it to drag him under. And who, in the process of getting better, learned a few things about how to cope and stay positive. Spoiler alert: it all starts with looking after yourself and doing less. It’s about lowering your performance, not striving to push it higher. It’s about calming the fuck down.


I hope that in reading about my transformation from goal chasing, hyper-ambitious, knackered, pissed-up dickhead to enthusiastic advocate of the soft life, you might be tempted to try it out for yourself. Just a little bit, maybe. I can’t promise that it will make you rich or get you a six-pack. But you will have more fun and probably manage to calm down a bit. What more do you want?










Chapter 1



Stop Shitting Yourself About Fitting In


The day before my son started secondary school, I felt an urge to offer him a bit of advice: I just didn’t know what that advice should be. 


I had enjoyed a reasonable school career, with an OK social life and passable exam results. I hadn’t died. I wanted him to experience, at the very least, something similar. But how had I managed to navigate myself through those tricky times? I couldn’t recall. I felt as if I had stumbled through it all, mostly. There had been no real strategy or plan. I had managed to keep my head down whenever it felt prudent to do so, open my mouth when I thought it might help and hide in toilet cubicles when things got really hairy.


I’d had a few mates around me, which helped. Not because we were all kind and supportive towards one another. Quite the opposite: we were absolute fucking arseholes to each other. Back at school, you’re twice as vicious towards your closest pals as you are to your worst enemies. But having mates at least meant I was able to have a laugh; I was able to distract myself from the general grimness of school life by mucking about endlessly with boys just as idiotic as I was. And by having them around me, I was able to avoid feeling lonely. Fear of loneliness is not something a young lad would want to ever admit to. But it was very real and very raw inside of me and, I suspect, most of my peers. Being alone at that vulnerable age can feel scary.


The night before he started Big School, I really had to fight the urge to tell my son this: ‘Try to fit in. Nothing matters as much as fitting in, son. Look at how everyone else is acting and try to act the same way. Literally, mimic the other boys. Laugh at their jokes. Go along with their bullshit antics, even when you know deep down they are stupid or a bit mean. Shit, you should even think about neglecting your learning if it helps the other lads accept you. You’ll have plenty of time to be yourself in adulthood. For now, just fit in.’


I had fallen over myself to fit in at school. The trouble was, I got so good at fitting in that, by the time I left, I had forgotten who I really was. I had become an amalgam of all the different personalities I had contrived to gain acceptance. Fitting in is a nasty habit that eventually swallows you whole.


I had been bullied for a couple of weeks at infant school. Every day at playtime, two older kids waited for me by the playground entrance. The larger of the two would grab me by the collar and pull me into a corner, then instruct me to stand facing the wall for the whole of playtime. If I turned around, he said he would thump me. So I did what he said. His pal just giggled and snarked while the big lad muttered abuse in my ear for twenty minutes. It was quite an effective bullying technique because it was low-key and undramatic. He was bullying in plain sight. He never actually had to hit me because I always obeyed his orders. Any onlookers would have just thought the three of us were playing a quiet and peaceful, if slightly strange, little game. But I can vividly recall the lump that swelled in my throat, the tears that stung my eyes and the boulder that filled my stomach every day when playtime approached and I knew I’d have to be their prisoner once again.


One day, it all got too much and I just burst into tears.


A dinner lady, who was also a friend of our family, asked what the matter was. I caved in and told her what had been going on. She collared the offenders and sat us all down on a bench to conduct an investigation. Once she’d established that the bigger lad was the instigator she looked him in the eyes earnestly and said, ‘You know Sam has three older brothers in big school? Shall I tell them to come over here tomorrow and beat you up?’


He gawped back at her. I think I was as shocked as he was. I had figured she was just going to send him to the head’s office. But this was a straightforward threat of violence: this dinner lady didn’t fuck about.


The bully remained silent.


‘Well?’ asked the dinner lady after a moment. ‘Haven’t you got anything to say for yourself?’


The bully’s little accomplice seemed to be loving the sheer awkwardness of the situation. ‘The cat’s got his tongue, miss!’ He giggled. She turned on him: ‘I don’t know what you’re laughing about, they’ll beat you up too!’ she said. His smile dropped immediately.


(By the way, this whole exchange was a brilliant example of the power of suggestion. My brothers were bigger than these bullies, yes, but they were hardly the sort of violent goons-for-hire the dinner lady was implying. As serial truants and committed soft-drug abusers, I think she would have been hard pressed to locate them, let alone rally them to commit the sort of playground retribution she was suggesting. But that didn’t matter; she had planted the seeds of fear inside the tiny brains of these bullies – and they were shit scared.)


In the end, the bigger boy cried and promised to leave me alone. His mate, obviously, fell into line. And they never bothered me again.


I got to thinking that I should surround myself with a bit of back-up. This is how I found the Donald brothers: a couple of lads from the local estate who were well respected for both their football skills and fighting prowess. My mum knew theirs, which went a long way back then, and they allowed me to hang about with them.


The younger of the two, Tyrone, once persuaded me to do a runner out of school in the middle of the day. I was no rebel. I was too nervy, sensitive and guilt-prone to do anything as cool as run away from school in broad daylight. Or so I thought: Tyrone’s charisma was hypnotic. The fact that he had chosen me as his accomplice in this audacious scheme was so flattering. He was respected in the playground, on the estate and beyond. He had marked me out as a worthy accomplice. How could I refuse him? And so one day, during morning play, he grabbed my arm, gave me the nod and together we sprinted for the gates, out of the school and all the way up the street towards the shops. There we were spotted by the school caretaker, Mr Leeds, exiting the newsagents. ‘Oi! What are you two up to?!’ he shouted. We lost our bottle, pulled a U-turn and ran straight back into school. Hardly the stuff of Ronnie Biggs, but a respectable escape bid for a couple of eight-year-olds.


We got in trouble for that and I – not for the last time – burst into tears while confessing my crimes to my mother that evening. Characteristically, she brushed it off and told me to learn from it. She thought my mistake had been to follow my cheeky, boyish instinct for misadventure. But she was wrong: I didn’t have a cheeky, boyish instinct for misadventure. I was, at heart, a coward. I could never be bothered with what seemed like the unnecessary hassle of wanton rebelliousness. I would have liked a quiet life. But my Achilles heel was, and would be for many more years to come, a desire to be liked and to fit in. That abortive attempt to do a bunk with Tyrone Donald should have been a learning experience. I should have held on to those feelings of fear, shame and remorse that consumed me when we were caught. I should have remembered the terrible sense that I had let my mum down and used the memory to steer me away from future misdemeanours. But I didn’t. Time and time again I would let my appetite for affirmation and acceptance trump almost every better instinct I had.


When you’re a lad there is a sense of real threat from other kids around you. Unencumbered by the civilised norms of adulthood, kids will do and say mean things pretty casually. I witnessed rough and tumble at school and in the area I lived. The best form of protection was being part of a group. I was lucky to have older brothers around me. But sometimes I thought to myself: Who is protecting them?


One night, when he was about sixteen, my brother Dom and a couple of his mates were chased through a subway by a bunch of drunken yobs. It was a random, unprovoked attack – the likes of which seemed quite common back in the early eighties. One of his mates, Siam, was six foot three and sported a mohawk with spikes that added another four or five inches to his height. My brother and his other pal, Darren, had shaved heads and wore Dr Marten boots. Maybe their appearance was what made them targets for random violence. As they ran through the subway, Siam fell behind. My brother turned back to help him but the assailants had beaten him to a pulp then smashed a full bottle of whisky over his head. Siam was rushed to hospital where he stayed, in a coma, for the next few weeks. When he finally came round the doctors said he had to avoid all drugs and alcohol for the rest of his life to preserve his damaged brain. But shortly afterwards, Siam took acid, jumped out the window of his tenth floor flat and died. I was about eight when all of this happened. Siam had been around our house all the time when I was growing up. The fact that he had been beaten up, almost died, then killed himself in such dramatic circumstances soon afterwards was crazy, extraordinary, terrifying and tragic. But the way I heard grown-ups discussing it made me feel as if that sort of thing was pretty normal in the adult world. That I lived in a world where those arbitrary acts of violence and death were commonplace.


It wasn’t completely isolated either: there was a bloke who lived near us called Ross who was a bit of a local celebrity. Ross drove a sports car. He was funny and handsome and charming. Everyone knew him. He was always so nice to me and the other local kids. One day I heard my mum casually tell our neighbour that he had been banged up for beating the shit out of a bloke in a pub. It was discussed in a very matter of fact way, as if nobody was surprised that he had committed such an act. I remember thinking to myself: If even nice blokes like Ross are going round beating people up, then none of us are safe!


Then there was the lad in my year at school who, a couple of years after we left, got mugged and beaten unconscious by a gang late at night who then threw him off a bridge into the river. He was found dead a couple of days later on the banks of the Thames. At the funeral, practically everyone I knew from school turned up. We were all still young, many of us (including me) completely unsure of how to recognise, let alone express, our emotions. It was the stuff of nightmares – the kind of thing you told yourself couldn’t ever really happen to someone you knew. Again, it strengthened this sense I had in the back of my mind that the world was a violent, dangerous place. That life was deeply unsafe.


My mum had a mate called Betty, who was also a single parent. She used to come over for a cup of tea and bring her two sons to play with me. They were a nice family. Eventually Betty met a bloke and got re-married. My mum went to their wedding. On their holiday, Betty and her husband died when the ferry they were travelling to Belgium on sank. We heard about the Zebrugge disaster on the news and my mum wept just at the thought of what the victims must have gone through. A day later she received a phone call from a friend telling her that Betty had been one of them.


The following year my mum attended another old friend’s wedding. Two days later, she and her new husband died when the plane that was taking them to their honeymoon in New York blew up over the Scottish town of Lockerbie. 


Two famous tragedies in one year. Two good friends of my mum’s, both of them dead. My young mind registered my mum’s grieving but filed away the idea of mass-scale tragedies that made the news and affected your life directly as just another everyday pitfall of adult life.


All of these horrible incidents, when written down together over the space of a few short paragraphs, might make us sound like the unluckiest family in the world. Or at least discourage you from ever becoming pals with the Delaneys in case the death curse might befall you next. And, yes, I suppose it is unusual – maybe a little uncanny – for one ordinary family to know so many people who died in such unusual and sudden circumstances. But the point I am making is not about the why or how these deaths happened (which I don’t understand and choose not to look for any meaning in) but the way in which it shaped my emotional responses to the world at a young age. While my brother, my mum and I all mourned the loss of our friends, they also came to feel normal. I learned not to ‘overreact’ to tragedies. I understood death and violence to be no big deal. Or at least I learned to act as if they were no big deal. Inside, I found all of this stuff completely traumatising. But on the outside, I cultivated a veneer of resilience. This gap between how I felt and how I acted would become a big problem for me as I got older. It would take me decades to realise that it was the source of so many of my mental health problems.


* * *


It wasn’t just the fear of violence; there was also the chance that other boys could make you feel small, stupid, left out or lonely. Being dragged into the corner of the playground, away from your mates, and forced to stand facing the wall every playtime can really make an impact. You worry that you will lose your mates because you’re not playing with them any more. They will forget about you or, worse, resent your absence. You also wonder why no one is coming to save you: how can I, a harmless and helpless little lad, be left at the mercy of these bullies in full view of the playground? It’s terrifying.


When I was ten, a new kid joined our class. He was from Egypt (a place I can honestly say I had previously assumed to be mythical) and he had the best name I had ever heard in my life: Rami Elshibiny Mohammed Elshibiny. Sensational. Rami was a good bloke with a gigantic smile, a brilliant sense of humour and a massive helmet of black curly hair. I was impressed enough to offer him playground friendship immediately.


After a couple of weeks of knocking about at school, he invited me round to his house. His mum answered the front door and pointed me in the direction of Rami’s bedroom. I walked in to find him lying frontways on the bed, reading a comic while ‘The Heat Is On’ by Glenn Frey blared out from his portable stereo.


It was like a scene from a John Hughes teen movie, only starring a tubby little Egyptian boy rather than Matthew Broderick. I must admit, it looked rather choreographed but I respected it all the same. Before I had a chance to say ‘Hi’, his little brother – Basil – scuttled into the room and pressed STOP on the stereo, bringing an abrupt stop to Glenn Frey’s muscular pop-rock anthem.


‘BASIL YOU DICK!’ blurted Rami. ‘I had that lined up especially for when Sam got here!’ There was a short silence before it dawned on him that he’d actually said this out loud, at which point his face flushed with shame and he stared down at the floor.


I didn’t say anything because I knew exactly how he felt. He had worked overtime to impress a new mate and it had all gone wrong. He was exposed as a person who gave a shit about what other people thought about him. This was a mortal sin for young lads of our (or, to be honest, any) age. Basil laughed and ran out of the room. Rami and I stood in awkward silence for a while, then endeavoured to move past the whole embarrassing incident by playing with his Action Force figures.


A few weeks later, I witnessed a playground scuffle. Rami was being attacked by another kid in our year, Carl. I was surprised that this was happening because Rami was personable as fuck and Carl was not usually the violent type. Instinctively, I thought I’d better stick up for the new kid. I ran over and punched Carl on the nose, causing blood to erupt from his nostrils. I was quite pleased with myself at the time – but this was not the first or last time I discovered that the fleeting thrill of violence was swiftly followed by a deep sense of remorse and shame. I reckon I must have punched about six people in the face in my life, the majority of them before the age of thirteen. Each time it left me bereft, as if I was acting against my nature. Sometimes other lads would cheer me on and I would feign pride. But inside I was crying, wondering what my mum would make of it all or just telling myself I was a cunt.


A few years back I found out via Facebook that Carl had died suddenly. It made me feel guilty all over again for punching him unnecessarily back in 1985. I was much bigger than him. I confessed my remorse to my mate Ollie who tried to make me feel better by saying: ‘You can only beat what’s put in front of you, Sam.’


* * *


Of all the recreational drugs I have ever tried, my least favourite is marijuana. And yet, strangely, it’s the one I’ve consumed more than any other. I remember going back to a mate’s house after school, aged fourteen, to try my first spliff. There were four of us – we’d all chipped in to purchase a fiver’s worth of hash, facilitated by someone’s older brother. One of us rolled a truly appalling joint and we passed it round. I had never even smoked a fag so didn’t know how to inhale. I remember I couldn’t stop talking due to my nerves. After my first puff, I just carried on jabbering bollocks to my pals, the smoke billowing out of my gob as I did so. My pal Ben, the oldest and tallest of the group (a boy who had extraordinarily lavish stubble from an early age, which basically made him our de facto leader) admonished me sternly for ‘wasting money’ by failing to inhale.
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