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ENDORSEMENTS


‘This book is a must-read for anyone who thinks that “nasty words” whether written or spoken don’t leave a lasting legacy. When those words are critical, mean and constant, the damage can run deep, and affect a person’s life in ways that are unimaginable. But this isn’t a sad tale that will leave you feeling flat … It is a powerful story of someone who faced all those demons and came out on top. I have no doubt Adam’s honesty, courage, openness and journey of self-help, self-discovery and healing will assist others who are struggling with their mental health. He has shared his darkest moments and explained the constructive and helpful steps he took to regain control of his life. Bravo, Adam.’


Johanna Griggs, TV Presenter and Beyond Blue Director


‘A truly inspiring tale of one man’s struggles to overcome life’s pitfalls. Adam’s story is full of heart-wrenching and at times, hilarious reflections which leave the reader feeling there is always a way forward, no matter how tough the road. Be prepared to laugh, cry and take life by the horns!’


Amelia Adams, 60 Minutes Reporter


‘If someone had given me a book like this when I was a budding young man, I don’t think I would have felt as lost and alone all those years. A must-read to nurture perspective and understanding of those around us and especially ourselves. ‘


Paul de Gelder, Author, Veteran, TV Presenter and International Speaker


‘If you were to look up the words “courage” and “inspiration” in the dictionary, there should be the name Adam Blum included in the definition. His is such a powerful story, told with such honesty and surprising humour for all that he has faced and endured. It’s a tough story but also uplifting. I have no doubt that by sharing his story, Adam will help others overcome adversity. Well done on a ripper book.’


Deborah Knight, 2GB Sydney Radio Host / A Current Affair Host


‘Adam’s open and honest account of the difficulties life can present and his journey to defeating them is inspirational to say the least.’


Damien Thomlinson, Former Commando Motivational Speaker and Author


‘This is a deeply inspiring book that touches the heart and uplifts the spirit. Adam Blum’s story of fortitude, determination and courage to overcome challenges is a beacon of hope for those facing their own battles. Through sharing his journey, Adam reminds us that we are not alone in our struggles and there is always strength to be found within ourselves. Hilarious and honest. Heart-breaking and uplifting. This book is a testament to the transformative power of resilience …


Janine Garner, Author and International Speaker


‘By being open, honest and vulnerable, Adam demonstrates immense courage in sharing his story. Adam has endured significant hardship throughout his life, yet his resilience in the face of adversity is incredibly inspiring. I have no doubt Easy Target will leave a lasting impression on all those who read it. The world is definitely a better place with Adam in it.’


Hugo Toovey, Army Major, Cancer Survivor and Founder of 25 STAY ALIVE


‘Adam’s story is a story of triumph in the face of overwhelming adversity at multiple stages in his life. Having overcome so much at such a young age, his story is a must-read for those suffering in silence on how to be inspired to turn their life around.’


Chris May, Veteran, Firefighter and Host of the Dad Ready Podcast


‘Honest, kind and intelligent. These are words I already knew described Adam Blum. But strong, resilient and brave are what I have learnt about him since reading his book Easy Target. Told with unflinching honesty, this book shows Adam’s true strength that has defied the bullies’ taunts and the teacher who told him he would “amount to nothing”. Instead, he has thrived because of them. Adam’s book is a must-read for anyone who is struggling. It’s an important story that will save your life.’


Donna Bourke, Former Warrant Officer Class 2 Army Intelligence and Author


‘Adam displays the very essence of courage and vulnerability. This book takes us on a raw and authentic journey through his life’s struggles and triumphs. We feel his pain and relish in his joy through his captivating narrative. Adam is a role model for young men in our communities and I have no doubt will save lives through his relatable rose that grew from concrete journey. It is an honour to call him a friend and colleague.’


Sarah Spicer, Qualified Firefighter, Fire + Rescue NSW


Easy Target is empowering on so many levels. Adam’s raw candour throughout the book around his struggles are relatable, revealing that in the darkest moments of his life, he was able to find light. This book gives the reader the opportunity to imagine life beyond suicide and realistic ways to deal with years of thoughtless and at times unconscious behaviour from individuals. Absolutely inspiring.


Casey Nixon, Veteran and Mental Health Ambassador




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Adam Blum had a troubled start in life. Born in 1992, he was plagued by debilitating health issues, and as an infant and throughout his childhood, endured a series of surgical procedures.


His school years were a torture. Experiencing both health issues and ADHD, Adam faced constant bullying. His self-esteem was shattered under the weight of the relentless taunts and physical abuse of his peers. The persistent bullying continued into adulthood and in the workplace. At the age of 22, and suffering from severe depression, Adam decided to take his own life. One phone call changed his destiny. Adam is still here to tell his story of the obstacles he overcame, of forging fortitude, and how, essentially, his life was twice saved while battling the black dog of depression.


Adam lives in the foothills of the Blue Mountains and is currently a firefighter with the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS). He is the creator and host of a highly successful podcast called True Blue Conversations Podcast (formerly True Blue History Podcast). Adam hopes that the stories within Easy Target will help others build their own inner strength and self-worth.




Dedication


This book is dedicated to my late Nanna Robyn, the lady who inspired me to be all I can be in life. To my mum, Mandy, my dad, Ian, and my brother, Scott, I can’t tell you enough how much your love and support has meant to me over the years and to this day. Thank you also to all my friends who have encouraged me throughout this journey; this is only the beginning of great things to come.


This book is also dedicated to my late great friend and brother, originally 4RAR Commando now 2nd Commando Regiment Warrant Officer Class 2, Nick Hill. Ride free, brother, till Valhalla. Rest in peace.




Warning for Readers


This book contains references to suicide,
attempted suicide and suicidal ideation.




FOREWORD


I got a direct message from Adam Blum asking me if I wanted to be a guest on his podcast about Australian veterans. I was busy, so I thanked him and deferred the invitation for six months and went back to work. At precisely the six-month mark, Adam appeared at my doorstop with a big grin, two microphones and a recording deck in hand. Adam had flown into Melbourne, hired a car, and driven an hour to see me. We sat in my home office and talked for an hour about life, transitioning from the military, and resilience.


During our conversation, I came to this conclusion about Adam and what drives him: he is a smart, strong and decent man who does great things in the name of helping others. Not only that, he embodies the one skill that can change everything: the willingness to transform and reinvent himself, no matter the pain or the difficulty.


Adam has faced his own challenges in life: limitations, injuries, disabilities and bitter disappointment. And yet, here he is: firefighter, podcaster, author and inspiration to many. A living example that from the ashes of tragedy, you can rise again, and be better for it.


I warmed to his good heart, and I hope in these pages, you warm to him too.


MARK WALES,
Author (Survivor: My Life in the SAS),
TV Personality and Motivational Speaker
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It was an honour to meet SAS veteran Mark Wales in 2022.




PREFACE


The Day Everything Changed


It was a cold day on 14 September 2014. I remember that the sky was blue and clear.


I was 22 years old and working in the construction/ earthmoving industry. While most guys my age were full of bravado, chasing girls and having lots of fun, I was not. Right from day one at school, I had been bullied. Bullied for pretty much everything. Bullied for merely existing. And it hadn’t stopped when I entered the workforce.


My boss at the time didn’t like me and to say I wasn’t a fan of him either is an understatement! He used to ride me like I was a recruit at army basic training and he was my instructor. He was one of those hard, old-school blokes for whom nothing was ever good enough no matter how hard you tried to please him.


I had reached a point in my life where I believed everything that people were saying about me. I believed I wasn’t good enough. When the boss turned up on the site where I was working that day, I knew I was in for a bollocking.


‘Blum, you, bludger!’ I looked up at him as he stormed towards me as I was shovelling the kerb. ‘You’re a liar, a thief and a waste of space!’ he spluttered with saliva-covered lips.


You might think, Adam, it’s all good, people get yelled at by their boss all the time, shake it off. But what you need to understand is that I was already in a very dark place – a place one should never enter – and I had been living in it for many years. The place was called Depressionville, population me. The boss’s words were enough to push me even further into the depths of this murky city and literally to the edge of despair.


I finished work, and as I got into my car, I decided that I was going to end my life. I told myself that the world would be a better place without me in it.


I was oddly calm as I drove my white Toyota Hilux towards the cliff that would end me. I was completely at peace with my decision. But then I heard a voice …




INTRODUCTION


From Easy Target to Resilient Warrior


‘You are so stupid, Blum!’ the kid in my class yelled out so everyone could hear. The other kids laughed. The teacher told everyone to hush, but I could see behind his eyes that he agreed with the bully …


Learning has never come easily, and it still doesn’t. To be honest, nothing comes easily to me; this means I must work for everything twice as hard, and that is not a bad thing. It has taken me a while to learn, but now I know that this shit just forges fortitude and character.


I was born at the Katoomba hospital on 5 December 1992. Dad was a linesman for Telstra and Mum was a community nurse in palliative care. I deeply admire my mother; it takes an incredibly special kind of person with heart and patience to be in such a role. She is caring, humble, my rock and one of my biggest supporters. One of the driving factors in my life is to make both my parents proud of me, and I strive to achieve this every day.


My first years of life were tough. When I was three months old, Mum and Dad found out that I had been born with only one teste; the second teste just never grew. For years this caused me great embarrassment. I felt different to others and wondered why I had been born this way. As I got older, this difference started to cause me mental distress and I would try to avoid going to the toilet in front of my peers. Many years later, I would learn that having one teste was not particularly bad.


At the tender age of nine months old, my parents faced another challenge. Out of nowhere, my seemingly normal eyes suddenly turned inwards, making me cross-eyed. Mum and Dad raced me to the doctors, who, given my presentation, initially thought I may have a brain tumour. Thankfully, tests showed that it wasn’t. The doctors discovered that the muscles behind my eyes were very weak. An operation to tighten up those weak muscles was a success, only when I am extremely tired will my eyes start to turn inwards. With further surgery for an umbilical hernia and three sets of grommets, the first two years of my life were really difficult for my family.
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I was just six months old in this photo.


A target for bullies


‘Here, catch this, fatty!’ the boy said as he hurled the ball at speed straight at me. I quickly ducked, the ball just missing my head.


‘Ha ha,’ the boy laughed, ‘Fatty can’t even catch a ball!’


At school it became obvious that I was having trouble keeping up with most of the other students. At six years old (still in my first year of school), I was diagnosed with attention deficient hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) with learning difficulties. My older brother, Scott, was also diagnosed with ADD and learning difficulties. We were a handful, and we really didn’t make it easy for our parents, who were already working hard just to make ends meet. Now they had two boys who both needed extra help, and that extra help cost extra money. In a typically Australian way, and in the way of their generation, they just put their heads down and bums up and got on with it. They did what needed to be done for both of us.


Being diagnosed with ADHD at such an early age did mean I could be treated appropriately, but it also confirmed to me that I was different. When you are a young boy, the last thing you want is to be different. I wanted to be able to read without long pauses, I wanted to be able to get the correct answer quickly, and I wanted to just have friends and happily play without a care in the world.


What we want and what our reality is can be quite different, and this was certainly the case for me. I struggled with literacy, I couldn’t spell for shit and half the time everything on the blackboard was just a big blur that made no sense. Instead of laughing with friends, I had people laughing at me, pointing at me and calling me names.


My coordination skills sucked. Scott had also been diagnosed with learning difficulties, but he had been blessed with good hand-eye coordination and excelled at physical activities. I, on the other hand, was developing a body that was built for comfort not speed.


By the age of eight, I was already considered overweight. As if I didn’t have enough going on with my body, I now had to contend with being a ‘fatty’ and as a little boy, there appeared to be nothing I could do about this.


Even though I was young, I had big feelings and emotions running around inside me. I could see that other children didn’t appear to have these worries and thoughts that I had, and so I began to see my first counsellor. I knew people thought there was nothing wrong with my mental health and that I was just ‘attention seeking’. I found myself worrying about what other people’s thoughts were, and it stopped me from doing things for myself. I wish that I had kept up the professional help, but I didn’t. I ended up just closing off and letting the hatred build up inside of me, not knowing what to do with all the pain that I was experiencing.


I hated that I was bullied, I hated the bullies, I hated the teachers, I hated that I struggled to learn, I hated that I wasn’t good at sports, I hated my body and I hated that I had red hair and freckled skin.


Even though I had some amazing people in my life (people you will soon read about) I also had several toxic people who influenced me. In sixth grade one of my teachers told me that I would amount to nothing. Can you believe that? A teacher! He was in such an influential role and an authority figure, so I believed him and thought, How can anyone who has disabilities like me get anywhere in life? The kids at primary school and high school only ever brought me down. And I had a neighbour who told me that I would end up in jail.


I was an easy target. You didn’t have to
be a trained sniper to take the shot.


I was an easy target because I had not yet built up any resilience; I had no shield. I had no armour, but I gave everyone else ammunition to use. In fact, I was feeding the belt into the machine gun that they were firing at me.


Learning to blacksmith


Learning resilience and forging fortitude in the fires of adversity have been two of the biggest factors in me undertaking the unfucking of my life. These lessons are not learnt overnight; it takes years to be trained as a blacksmith – to forge your own armour and create weapons and shields to protect yourself. I had to learn how to not be the target, how to deflect if I was spotted and zeroed in on, and what to do with the pain if I was hit.


What people do with the pain they experience can make a dramatic difference in the way they live their life. You can try to ignore the pain in the hope it will heal itself and just go away, but in doing so, the pain often just keeps growing quietly inside of you. Like a cancer that festers and eats away bits of you; in the end, it gets the better of you.


On the other hand, you can recognise the pain, understand that pain is a completely normal human feeling and add it to your armoury. It can be used to help build your resilience shield so you can encounter things in life and be able to deal with them in a rational way.


I did not have a resilience shield until very recently; I didn’t even have an umbrella for protection. I was soaked in years of painful words and actions that had fallen on me and when my former boss’s harsh words rained down on me that fateful day, enough was enough.


It never should have come to that point, but I had let it. Because I had learning difficulties, I genuinely believed that everyone was much smarter than me and therefore they were always right. If they said I was dumb, I was dumb. If they said I was a liar, then I was a liar. If they said I couldn’t do it, then I couldn’t do it. It has taken the past nine years to slowly get my head around the fact that they were wrong. I have finally accepted that just because someone has more book smarts than me does not mean every single thing they say is the gospel truth. I have learnt that I don’t have to listen at all and more importantly, I don’t have to care. I really don’t have to give a fuck.


Realising that life sometimes sucks arse and that pain is a normal and a common part of it played a huge part in the process of building resilience and forging the sword of fortitude within myself. For example, an athlete does not stop running a race because they have a small blister. The blister is bloody painful, but the athlete understands that the blister is there and that it’s common for a runner and so they just keep on running. The athlete doesn’t suddenly stop feeling the pain of a blister – they are not a miracle worker – but what they have developed is mental resilience. This has been built by encountering many previous blisters. They understand the situation and what needs to be done for themselves at that moment; and what needs to be done is that they need to finish the race.


Battling depression


This book is titled Easy Target because until a few years ago I was a walking, talking target for people’s nastiness, and the years of bullying and dealing with medical issues had given me low self-esteem and a poor, ‘why me?’ attitude. I have experienced the deepest, darkest bouts of depression, and I almost became a statistic; another one added to the long list of people who took their own life at a young age.


Over 65,000 Australians make a
suicide attempt each year.


In 2019, 3318 Australians took their own life. Suicide is the third leading cause of death for Australians between the ages of 15 and 49.1


There are so many people of all ages and all walks of life who are battling an inner black dog. Although I’m only 31 years of age, I have been battling with my own head and health since birth, but over the past nine years, I have discovered that it doesn’t matter how sucky your life may be, it can be un-sucked and it can be un-fucked. As I write this, I can tell you that my life is far from perfect. There are plenty of mornings that I don’t want to get up and go for that run or swim – bed seems like the much better option – but one thing I have learnt on my journey is that the easy option is not usually the better one. I still have weight to lose. I don’t have a wife or a girlfriend – hell, I don’t even have a cat! But what I do have now is the will to live; a desire to come into my excellence and  a gratefulness for all the things that I do have, which I now realise, is so much.


Why I wrote this book


The old Adam died that cold winter’s day in 2014, but Adam version 2.0 was born. I didn’t know at 4 am when I got up to leave for work that it was the day when my life would change forever, the day when I would start my long and painful journey back from the depths of depression. It has been worth it, because it’s this journey that has led me to un-fuck my life and write this book.


Easy Target is my story about overcoming adversity. When I started focusing on me, and what I needed to do for myself, everything changed. I started to become strong and not be such an easy target. I want to reach out to others who need help and share my journey. I’m telling my story because I will do what I can to make a difference. Even if it’s just one person, that’s one life saved and that’s everything to me. I have also included some other people’s inspiring stories of their life experience, their building of resilience and their own messages of hope and change.


Read on to find out how a phone call saved my life, and how a series of life-changing events, support from my family, developing resilience and forging fortitude, and finding my tribe brought me back from the brink, so that I am no longer a victim and I am no longer an easy target.





1 Australian Government Department of Health & Aged Care, 2019, Suicide in Australia, viewed 4 January 2023, https://www.health.gov.au/topics/mental-health-and-suicide-prevention/suicide-in-australia.
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The Tiger Within


‘Are you trying to kill that man?’


My grandmother looked up innocently at the senior nurse who had just walked in on her and the trainee nurse who was administering food to a patient.


‘Why, no, sister. Of course not. I’m just giving him something to eat.’


‘Cease it immediately. The patient is having his appendix out and is not meant to eat anything!’ the senior nurse firmly instructed my grandmother.


So, it is no surprise that my grandmother did as instructed; however, what may surprise you is that my nan ended up marrying that patient. The guy she almost killed was my grandfather, Pop.


Robyn Stanton is my grandmother’s name, the lady I know as ‘Nan’, and the lady who inspired me to write this book. I know that’s a big call, but she impacted the first 12 years of my life in a way that only a nanna ever could.


Like many people growing up in her era, Nan didn’t have an easy childhood. Life was hard for Australians at that time. Australia had been involved in a world war, then a world depression, then just when things were picking up, there was another world war. Growing up in these times made people tough and some people just plain hard, such as my great grandparents. Nan was never shown any love as a child. I vividly recall her telling me about how when her baby brother was sleeping, her parents would put a pillow over her face to make her quieter so she wouldn’t wake the baby.


Having such unloving parents could have made my nan into a downright bitch, but she turned out to be the complete opposite! She was compassionate and caring. At 17 years of age, she decided to get away from the toxic environment of her family home and put her caring side to good use.


Nan and Pop were married for 50 years and in 1958 they gave birth to my mother, who was blessed with the same caring and compassionate traits as Nan and who also chose work in the field of nursing.


In my childhood world of health issues, learning difficulties, physical differences and constant bullying, Nan was a shining beacon of hope and love to me. I loved how we would just sit at her kitchen table and she would tell me tales of her younger days, what it was like growing up in Australia and how things were for her as a young adult. I feel that this fuelled my interest in Australian history; an interest I have now pursued in the form of creating and hosting the successful podcast True Blue Conversations Podcast.


Nan taught me so many things. We built gardens together and did arts and crafts. She showed me that even though you may go through some horrible things, that doesn’t mean you have to be a horrible person. She was patient, kind and intelligent. She listened to me when I told her how I was being bullied at school and I remember her words clearly:


‘Adam, you are not stupid. You are my special boy.
You learn things slower than others do and that’s OK.


You have been put on this earth to
achieve greatness and whatever you put
your mind to you will achieve. You just
have to believe that anything is possible.’


*** 


In 1995 Nan was awarded the Premier’s Award for her service to the community, including volunteering to cook dinners for the homeless and being on the Cancer Council. It was her service and selflessness that instilled in me community values; giving back is very important to me and is why I now serve with the Rural Fire Service of NSW.


One of the main reasons I never wanted to take up smoking was because when I was growing up, I saw Nan on oxygen and almost suffocating with every breath she took. Nan, who had earlier survived breast cancer, had developed emphysema and it was slowly killing her. I was only 12 years old, but I knew I had to savour every moment I had with the lady who meant so much to me.


The last trip I had with Nan before she died was a trip to Windsor, NSW. Windsor is a very charming and historic town on the outer regions of Sydney. Mum was there also, and it was a fantastic day. By that stage, Nan didn’t get out much, and she was so happy to just be outside and somewhere different. We had lunch at an old cafe, and we poked around looking through the shops, where I spotted a tiger soft toy on a shelf. I boldly asked Nan if she would buy it for me and to my delight, she did! I still have that tiger with me today and it is with no shame that I tell you that it sits pride of place on my bed. When I’m feeling low, I look at the toy and remember that Nan really believed in me. It helps me to find the strength that is the inner tiger that stealthily resides within all of us.


The night before Nan passed away, I had a massive argument with my father. I wanted to go see Nan in hospital, but he didn’t want me to see her in that state. Even though I was only a child, I swore at him, calling him every name under the sun. A few hours later, my father entered the room of the pubescent, seething, moody pre-teen that was me. He said to me, ‘Come on then, I’ll take you to see Nan.’


‘Fuck off!’ I yelled, throwing my stuffed tiger across the room at him. ‘I’m not going with you.’


Well, not having a driver’s licence and with little knowledge of the Sydney public transport system, I finally decided that if I wanted to see Nan, I needed to go with my father.


I sat down next to Nan at her hospital bed and she took my hand and squeezed it. She then removed her mask and spoke: ‘It’s beaten me this time.’


While Pop and the nurse were saying things like, ‘No, don’t be silly. You’ll get through this,’ I knew it was her time. It was her way of saying goodbye.


Nan’s passing was very hard, she meant the whole world to me. That’s why I cherish that faded and well-loved tiger on my bed. I look at it and I still see Nan. Nan, the lady who helped develop the tiger within me.
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I was five years old when this photo was taken with Nanna Stanton. She inspired me to write Easy Target.
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A Mumma’s Boy


I really was a little shit growing up. I was selfish and at times plain mean to my mother. I was so awful that I often made her cry.


I didn’t mean to be such a shit. I didn’t like seeing my mum cry. I knew firsthand what it was like for others to be mean to you because at the time, I was encountering that kind of behaviour every day. School was a living hell for me and I guess the only way I could vent was to take out all my anger and frustration on my parents.


Why am I like this? I would often think. My health problems, physical differences and learning difficulties often led to me pointing the finger at my parents. It’s all your fault, I thought, referring to my parents. You made me like this.


The seething Adam was also a selfish creature. I wanted everything my way and if I didn’t get it, all hell broke loose. In hindsight, I believe that at the time, I truly thought they owed me.
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