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			DEDICATION

			I dedicate this book to two very close military friends, Carnage and Concrete Head. I’ve fought multiple battles side by side with them, and they both stepped up in my time of need, when most turned their backs. Fuck me, we had some fun, didn’t we? But the real fun is yet to come ... Standby! Standby!

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			BE THE ULTIMATE SOLDIER

			Unite your body and mind.

			At first the village was just a beige smudge in the far distance. After a couple more minutes, as our Chinook hauled us closer, I was able to see more detail. The settlement was a huddle of dusty brick and mud surrounded by green rice fields. A brackish-looking river snaked along its southern edge. If I looked carefully, I could make out beaten-up trucks trundling around the village’s perimeter and tiny figures darting through its streets. Some of the figures were pushing barrows stacked with goods, others were leading donkeys. None of them knew what was coming.

			Above all of this, the sun was climbing into a vivid blue sky that was broken up here and there by ragged shreds of cloud. I shaded my eyes with my hand for a second, tried to block out the insistent scream of the helicopter’s engines and thought about what had brought a group of Royal Marines to a seemingly unremarkable settlement in a remote part of Afghanistan.

			For weeks our intelligence guys had been picking up rumours of strange activity. At first it was just a rumble or two, but gradually a fuller picture had emerged. We learned from village elders – who were speaking in confidence – that the inhabitants were petrified. This was enough to tell us that something shady was going on. There was talk of narcotics, a training school for the insurgents, IED facilitators. And we were told that the Taliban were storing all sorts of illicit equipment, using the village as a centre for dishing out improvised explosive device components and weapons. The whole circus in just one village.

			That’s what these fuckers did. Whatever claims they might have made about their desire to protect ordinary Afghans from the foreign infidels who had come to their country in the aftermath of 9/11, they were parasites. They didn’t give two shits about the locals. They didn’t care how much danger they exposed these ordinary people to or how much disruption they inflicted on lives that were already precarious and tough.

			We did care. We genuinely believed that we had a responsibility to do everything we could to keep them safe. Otherwise, what was the point of us being here at all? We also knew that we had to stamp out the Taliban wherever they appeared. This meant we had to walk a thin line. The insurgents took up residence in these sorts of settlements precisely because they knew that we were bound by our own rules of engagement. While we had a duty to preserve life, and acted accordingly, they would use the farmers and traders and wives and kids who lived there as both a disguise and a human shield. I found that despicable.

			The simplest thing for us to have done would have been to blow the place to pieces and then search through the wreckage for clues. The Americans would have blitzed up the whole fucking village, and they’d have felt justified doing that. They’d point to all the weapons and explosives that were allegedly being cached, and that would be enough for them to ruin the livelihoods of all of the other poor sods who were just trying to get on with things. There would be carnage, and anyone or anything that got in the way would be collateral damage. Bad luck for them. But that wasn’t how we wanted to conduct our business. Instead, the powers that be had decided to send a detachment of Royal Marines to find out exactly what was going on. We were there to ask questions and find out what was going on. Using force would be a last resort.

			The plan was that we’d be landing during the day on the outskirts of the village – where the compounds met the scrub and dust of the desert – then make our way into the village and have a dig around. We weren’t going in expecting a vicious firefight, but we didn’t know exactly what lay in store for us. Perhaps the Taliban had prepared a trap. Perhaps they wanted to draw us into the village’s narrow, winding streets then gun us down. Perhaps one of them was waiting, his finger hovering over the button of a detonator, ready to set off one of their murderous IEDs and blow us into bloody tatters the second we walked past. It didn’t pay to dwell too long on those thoughts.

			And whatever the elders might have said to our intelligence officers, we couldn’t be sure whether we’d get a friendly reception from the villagers. Any given individual we approached would be aware that the Taliban were probably watching our interaction with them. The wrong move could see them and their family punished. So the stakes were high, and the demands on our concentration and application immense. We had to be firm, but not aggressive; friendly, but vigilant. Even assuming that what we’d been told about insurgent activity was true, it was unlikely that we’d catch anybody red-handed – the Taliban had an incredible ability to just melt away at the slightest sign of danger. But if we did everything properly, and located what we’d been told was there, then we’d be able to seize enough of their gear to seriously disrupt their operations.

			As we began our descent, we all went through the routines that had become second nature to all of us over the course of the tour: checking weapons, making sure that all the straps on our Bergens were tight; exchanging glances with the guys sitting near us to make sure they were ok. I could feel that increasingly familiar prickle of adrenaline along my spine: my body telling me that it was prepared for whatever was about to unfold. I knew that we were ready for our encounter with the villagers. The question was, were they?

			A Boeing CH-47 Chinook is 30 metres long, can weigh up to 15,000 kg and has two 4,733 hp engines. It’s so loud that when one approaches it can feel as if it’s personally attacking your eardrums and it kicks up so much dust as it comes down to land that you could be forgiven for feeling you’ve been caught in a sandstorm. Which is all an elaborate way of saying that if you’re an Afghan farmer, and a pair of Chinooks explode unannounced out of the sky when you’ve barely finished your breakfast, then it can really ruin your morning.

			One moment the villagers had been serenely going about their business, the next they erupted into a maelstrom of chaotic movement and panic. It was as if somebody had kicked over an ants’ nest. People and animals were swarming everywhere. We were only there for the tiny percentage of the village’s inhabitants who were up to no good, but they all responded as if their lives were in immediate danger. The chaos only intensified once we’d leapt out of the helicopter and started to approach the settlement’s outer limits. Vehicles veered around wildly as their drivers desperately tried to escape, and occasionally they’d crash into each other. They’d whizz past you, trying to get their clapped-out bangers to jump across rivers, but instead of soaring to the other side they dribbled to a stop in the mud of the river’s bank. Their occupants would then leap out and all start running in different directions. I’d never seen anything like it.

			Amid that destruction derby, one thing was clear: somebody was up to something. And while everybody in the village almost certainly knew what was happening and who was responsible, they obviously didn’t have any intention of sticking around long enough for us to ask them about it. It wasn’t hard to tell that the hardened fighters had already been and gone. They’d left it to the hardened criminals operating in the village to sell all the weapons and drugs. These weren’t the fanatics willing to die for the cause. They just wanted to earn a living and were sufficiently desperate that they didn’t care too much about how they went about it.

			Still, the villagers had been intimidated. They felt caught between the Taliban and us, who’d arrived tooled up and clanking around in 30 kg worth of kit. God knows what horror stories they’d already been told about the British armed forces – the circumstances didn’t exactly lend themselves to making a friendly first impression. It can be hard to relate to a guy carrying a fully loaded assault rifle, especially when he’s just jumped out of an intimidatingly large helicopter and is marching directly into the village of your birth.

			We started to walk further into the settlement, following a horde of its panicked residents to the centre, where the market was located. Hundreds of people milled about the stalls, their eyes vivid with terror. There were so many of them moving so fast that I found it impossible to focus on any one individual. My ears were filled with screams, shouted instructions in Pashtun, and the constant crash and bang of what seemed like a thousand concussive collisions. Every second there was another disturbance, another demand on my attention. I’d catch an unusual movement out of the corner of my eye and whip my head round to get a better look. Who the fuck is that? At precisely the same time there’d be a sharp crack. What the fuck is that?

			All the time I was making sure I remained alert for potential danger – scanning the buildings that surrounded the market. What was in them? Could I see any suspicious movement? Did any of them offer cover in case things turned nasty? When somebody moved into my field of vision I’d be asking myself: is there anything different about them? I was watching for that little glitch in the pattern telling me that something was up. The biggest threats are often the less obvious ones. You’re not looking for a gun. What you need to be aware of are the far more subtle things: the way somebody holds their body or even the way they move. If one guy is calm, standing by a doorway, while everybody else is in a mad rush, then he’s probably planning trouble.

			My senses were completely overwhelmed. It felt as if every single neuron in my brain was firing. There was too much noise, too much chaos. The Afghans were behaving like they’d been told that the world was going to explode in the next few minutes, and I was just trying to work out what the fuck was going on.

			I sucked in a few deep breaths, just to try to slow things down. Then I started another routine, just as familiar to me now as the methodical checks on my weapons I’d made in the final seconds before we touched down. I tried to break down my emotional state. What was I feeling? Why was I feeling that way? What had triggered it? I looked around me: children, women, elderly villagers. They were still staring at me with horror. They could see the way my assault rifle was cradled in my arms. There was a palpable sense of anxiety all around me.

			Situations like this push you right to the edge. I’d been trained to respond to threats with overwhelming force. But if your mindset is one of constant red alert, of ‘kill every fucker if they even look like they’re a threat’, then you’re going to find it very difficult not to pull the trigger when you’re surprised by a bunch of kids bursting into your field of vision.

			I knew I couldn’t let my physicality run away with itself. This wasn’t a time for ‘drills, drills, drills’. I had to think hard about what the Afghanis who surrounded me were thinking and feeling.

			Suddenly I realised that my adrenaline had ebbed away. All that was left was the steady, calming sound of my own breathing. At that moment I felt a really deep connection with everyone around me. It was like I actually understood them, and because of that was responsible for them. I had this futile desire to fix all of their problems there and then.

			I was disarmed: I had to respond to the environment as it actually was, not the one I’d expected. These people needed reassurance; they needed to know that I wasn’t going to do anything rash. They needed to know I wasn’t going to hurt them.

			After a second or two, I glanced down and realised that my weapon was hanging limply by my side.

			After twenty minutes or so the crowds had calmed down and we could get on with what we had been sent to do. We went systematically from door to door, back to doing our drills. It was midday now and the sun was high in the sky, having long since burned off the wispy clouds we’d seen earlier. We’d become used to brutal heat in the months we’d been out here, but this was something else. On top of that, the work was punishing. Hard, physical labour, together with the mental toll from having to remain vigilant. It felt as if every part of our bodies and minds was being stretched. I could see some of the other lads were faltering and was grateful once again for the extra training I’d been doing to get myself into shape for my first run at Special Forces Selection, which I was aiming to attempt at the end of the year. My limbs were aching, and yet I still felt sharp.

			We found weapons: a murderous tangle of AK-47s, RPGs and Dushkas, the Soviet-era heavy machine guns that the Taliban favoured. There were explosives and detonators. And there was shitloads of money, including wads and wads of cash in the cars that had been trying to get away. It was obvious that they’d been drug smugglers. One vehicle was in an irrigation ditch. Another had smashed into the little bridge that went over the river. How anybody got out of it I don’t know.

			We hauled the lot into a little outhouse, rigged it up to fuck and blew it to smithereens. That felt good. Every piece of ammo we destroyed was one less bullet that could be fired at our comrades, one less explosive to blow them up. My view even then was that we didn’t go to war to kill, we were there to stop bad guys from taking life. By that measure, today had been a huge success.

			We could still see the piles of enemy gear and weapons we’d exploded burning fiercely as our Chinook climbed ever higher above the village. I surrendered to a wave of relief. Finally the unrelenting tension of the last few hours slackened and I could try to process what we’d experienced. The operation had required such an unusual set of skills, demanding so much from both body and mind.

			I couldn’t help thinking, Wow, this is different.

			Your body gets you to the battlefield but it’s your mind that wins the fight.

			The frantic events of that day made me realise for the first time that so much of my strength came from the ways in which my mind and body were connected.

			My high level of fitness meant that I had the energy I needed to stay alert. My sense of connection with my environment meant that although the rational, logical part of my brain was telling me, ‘Remember that your target is in that building over there,’ there was another part of me that knew that the guy I’d clocked out of the corner of my eye needed my attention first. The control I had over my emotions meant that I didn’t just surrender to my body and let my training take over; when I needed to I could override the physical impulses that had been drilled into me so many times that they had almost become automatic, like breathing.

			I was able to keep my head during those tense moments in the village square because I was in sync with myself. And when you’re in sync with yourself, your actions will follow. When things go wrong in war it’s often because there’s too big a gap between the way people think and the way they act. The same is true of your everyday existence. It’s when your mental and physical sides are out of whack that you feel lost, have that sense that you’re failing to reach your potential or just end up making the same bad decision over and over again.

			In the months and years that followed I’ve thought about this subject more and more. I believe that most people are far too quick to disconnect body and mind. We’ve been brought up to think that they’re somehow separate. This belief is present even in the way we talk and think. We say, ‘I have a body.’ No, we are a body. The mind is the body. It just happens to be its sharpest tool.

			Every aspect of our bodies and minds was designed to work in harmony with all the other parts. On the most basic level they’re reliant on each other. Without my brain, my heart wouldn’t carry on beating. Without my lungs, my brain wouldn’t have the oxygen it needs to function.

			If you’re physically fit and psychologically strong, and the two elements are in sync, you’re in a great place. But if one suffers it will bring the other down. The body is like a kickstarter for the brain. Its condition has a massive impact on the state of your mind. If you’re obese and are struggling with your physical health, there’s no way your mental health won’t suffer too. That’s why I look after myself. That’s why I eat well, get enough sleep and make sure I take exercise.

			But if you’ve got a body like a Greek god and haven’t spent any time building your mental fitness, you’ll find that that your ability to explore the outer limits of your physical potential will be severely limited. The mind is always going to be the thing that tips the scale. It’s the driving force of the whole organism. If you give up mentally, I guarantee the rest of your body will follow very fucking quickly. But if your muscles give up and your mind remains strong, you’ll probably find that you can tap into reserves of energy you didn’t realise you had. It’s having the right mentality that’s going to get you through those last few miles of a marathon or that brutal shift at work.

			The Special Forces understand this implicitly. They need soldiers who can combine extreme physical and mental strength. Almost every challenge that’s thrown at you on Selection is designed to test both your body and your mind to their absolute limit – whether that’s the punishing yomps of the mountain stage or the sadistic games that they employ to try to break us during the interrogations. I’ve found the same to be true during my adventures after leaving the SBS. I was able to make it through my ordeal on Mount Everest through a combination of physical and mental resilience. I could endure the hellish, unending discomfort of the Bounty journey because I had equal control over my physical and emotional reactions.

			What frustrates me is that so many of us operate on auto-pilot right through our lives. We take our brain for granted, just as we take our ability to gulp air into our lungs for granted. And so we don’t work on either. A lot of the time it’s because people get so focused on working on life that they forget to work on themselves. One of the saddest results of this is that you end up having no idea of what you’re really capable of.

			What I always ask people is: do you really want to be a bag of skin and bones, barely existing? Or do you want to make a difference, not just for you, but for your loved ones and your children?

			I want you to think about what you’re doing with your life both physically and mentally, and I want to show you how to train both so that they work in harmony. If they’re disconnected, working at odds with each other, that’s when you’re going to encounter friction. But with mind and body in harmony you can push yourself to your limits and beyond.

			In Mental Fitness I’m going to share the fifteen principles I live my life by. They’re all based on my experiences. I’ve often learned these lessons the hard way, but every single one has been worth it.

			Understanding the connection between body and mind is the first of these principles, and the one we’ve discussed in this opening chapter. Once you’ve understood this, you’ll be giving yourself a solid platform to work from; but if your mind and body are out of balance then your path through life will be confused and complicated. You’ll be like a little boat adrift on windy seas – blown first one way then the other – never really in control of your own course. But if you’ve built that foundation, you’ll always have something to return to when things go wrong – which they most certainly will do – and you won’t have to start from scratch after every knockback.

			Over the next fourteen chapters I’ll talk you through the ways in which I’ve learned to manage my anxiety and build my confidence to the point where I’m willing to try anything. I’ll show you how to control your emotions, build resilience and smash your way through the pain barrier. I’ll discuss the unbelievable power of knowing how to say No, why forming strong connections is a crucial part of any successful relationship and the importance of staying true to yourself. I’ll also explain why a balanced lifestyle underpins every other element of your existence, why you can’t treat having children as a part-time endeavour and why lying is a fool’s game. Finally, I’ll talk to you about being proud of both your body and your individuality, and demonstrate that embracing failure is a precondition of personal growth.

			I’m not saying that reading this book and absorbing its message will make you the finished article. In fact, that’s the last thing I’d want. These rules aren’t just a toolkit, they’re also the beginning of a journey to encourage you to find out who you really are. They’ll help you work out what your values are, how your emotions operate. They’ll show you what you’re really capable of. When you do that – when you build up your mental fitness – you’ll be taking your first steps along the road that takes you towards the best version of you. I’m still miles off that. I’m always going to be miles off. But I’m determined to get as close as I can. I want to learn and experience more. That’s the mentality you should be looking to develop.

			I’m not offering you any magic tricks, any miracle diets. Nothing here is going to change your life overnight. What I’m offering you is simple but it’s also hard work. Although everything here is based on graft, this means that its effects will last. These fifteen lessons work for me. I hope that once you’ve read this book, you can start making them work for you too.

			
			LESSONS

			When your mind and body are in harmony you can push yourself to your limits … and beyond. Work hard to make them operate in unison, and you’ll soon see the benefits.

			Your mind and body are not separate, they’re all part of the same system. When you’re struggling physically, it will affect you mentally. If your mind isn’t strong, your body will suffer.

			We are all a work in progress. None of us is perfect, none of us is the finished article. We all have so much space to grow and change. Embrace your potential, shrug off your fears and take another step towards becoming the best version of you.

			

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			BUILD A SOLID FOUNDATION OF INNER CONFIDENCE

			Anybody can be confident, you just have to be willing to work for it.

			Afghanistan, 2007

			Our home for the last few months had been this tiny forward operating base: a dark, dingy shithole in Sangin DC, a sector notorious for its badness. The joyful liberation of Afghanistan from the Taliban that followed 9/11 was now a distant memory. The easy sweep through the country, the crowds welcoming the American and British troops – all that was gone, replaced by a grim, relentless war of attrition. The Islamists who had melted away so quickly in the autumn of 2001 were back and the IEDs they planted with such lethal cunning were taking a heavy toll on our soldiers. Every day, it seemed, we heard more stories about lads from other units being blown to pieces. The accounts were horrendous, shocking even those Marines who’d experienced the vicious fighting in Iraq. Every patrol, every journey out of our FOB was laced with fear.

			Of course, this was what we’d signed up for, but it was still fucking awful. The rations were terrible, the accommodation even worse – mud huts that had been built beside our mortar placements.

			We didn’t have many pleasures out here, but the fire we built each evening as the sun began to disappear behind the hills that surrounded our FOB was one. It wasn’t the world’s most impressive fire. We knew better than to build a massive blaze. Bright lights were basically an invitation to the worst fuckers in the area to come and have a go. But still, there was something reassuring about being near those crackling flames, watching the smoke eddy up into the darkening sky and the shadows flicker and skip off the faces of your mates.

			That night, however, my thoughts were miles away from this godforsaken corner of the planet.

			I’d decided I’d go for Selection as soon as I could, before I’d even put my green beret on. The Marines were brilliant, an amazing unit, but I saw them as a stepping stone. From the moment I joined them I was always on it. I never let up. I was desperate to push myself, learn everything I could so that once the opportunity to try to make it into the Special Forces came up, I was ready to grab it with both hands. The problem was that because I was a section commander there had been a reluctance to release me, so I decided to go and see the padre. He was an ordained minister, but the role he played in our regiment went way beyond just delivering a sermon every Sunday. The padre was there to offer us emotional and moral support and guidance. He didn’t seem to care whether we believed or not. He did care about our well-being and happiness.

			I explained the situation to him. ‘I feel like I’m ready for it. It’s my time. Do you think you could put a word in with the sergeant major, let him know that I’m ready to go?’ I got on fine with the sergeant major, he was cool as hell, but I thought he could do with a gentle nudge from someone else.

			‘Yes, of course,’ the padre said. As always, he was looking out for his boys.

			The whole exchange had filled me with optimism. It seemed as if everything was going in the right direction. As I made my way to the compound where my hut was, squirming through a small mud hole to get there, I was full of confidence and good vibes, thinking happily about what was coming.

			There were twelve Marines sitting around the fire. Although the majority weren’t on duty, they were still in the uniforms we wore every minute of the day as we were constantly aware of the threat that surrounded us. I still had a pistol strapped to my side, and everybody else’s weapons were laid carefully beside them – close enough to grab at a moment’s notice.

			A handful of the other lads were clearly getting ready – strapping on their body armour, making last checks to their weapons – before heading off for a stint on the sentry position, but they’d decided to hold off leaving, interested to see what was going on.

			These moments were usually pretty relaxed. Some of us would sit on empty ammo tins, a couple of others would sprawl on a couch made from sandbags. There’d be banter, chat about home, wild speculation about what might happen next. Everything around us was so shitty. If we didn’t have those brief spells of calm or fun we’d have existed in a permanent state of heightened alertness and stress – and this would eventually have eaten us up. You had to put your trust in the men guarding each of the four corners of the camp, and the heavy weapons troops sitting in a tower in its middle ready with their .50 cals to blast the fuck out of anybody reckless enough to approach. That meant that you could occasionally loosen the reins a bit – although never completely.

			Every so often a mortar round or an RPG would whizz past, a reminder from the insurgents out there that they hadn’t forgotten about you and were still very unhappy about your presence. Not very nice, but something you learned to live with. Our attitude was: if it hits you there’s not much you can do, so why worry too much?

			The lads turned to me as I approached the fire. ‘Where have you been, Ant?’

			‘Oh, just confirming that I’m off, boys. End of December. Then I’ll start Selection in January. I’m not going to be here for much longer. Enjoy my company while you can. Fucking hell, we’re not going to be able to do the leaving do until I get back.’ I was smiling while I said all of this, my good humour hiding how deadly serious I was. This meant so much to me – it’s all I’d been thinking about for so long.

			A couple of them looked surprised, even embarrassed. Dave, a tough, experienced soldier from Northern Ireland spoke up first. ‘But you might be back here, Ant. You’re talking like you’ve already passed Selection. Don’t jinx it! You know that ninety-five per cent of people fail.’

			I looked from face to face. It was dark now, and the flames from the fire were the only thing that lit up their features. I could tell that lads like Dave were just concerned. They knew how much of a challenge Selection was. They felt intimidated by the idea of putting in for it, so assumed that I’d feel the same way. They didn’t want to see me take a fall. But a couple wanted me to fail. They wanted me to come back here, tail between my legs.

			‘What about the hill phase?’ one of them chipped in. There was a malicious edge to his voice. He was trying to wind me up.

			‘Come on, guys, let’s be honest. I’m going to pass Selection, aren’t I?’ There wasn’t a shadow of doubt in my mind. That’s what I believed, so why wouldn’t I voice it? I knew that if I’d taken a deep breath and said, ‘Oooh, yeah, might be a bit tricky,’ I’d just be planting a seed of doubt. If you believe that you can do something, then keep saying that to yourself; the more you do so, the more likely it is to actually happen.

			Another voice made itself heard. It was James, a guy in my patrol who I’d always thought had a chip on his shoulder. He’d barely made it into the Marines, but tried to cover that with arrogance. Whatever the subject, whoever was talking, James always knew best. ‘Shut up, Ant. Stop being such a silly fuck. You’ve spent the last few months living on shitty rations, sleeping in a mud hut. How are you going to be ready?’

			James was joined by another of the doubters. ‘Ant, what the fuck are you doing? It’s far too early for you to join.’ Instead of offering support or praise, they tried to persuade me to go through what they called ‘the right process’. That’s what others had done before, so why did I want to be different? Join Recce Troop, then maybe a spell in Sniper Troop, get three or four years under your belt. Only then did they think that it might be time for me to even consider the idea.

			It was all too reminiscent of a conversation I’d had a few months earlier with a guy called Bench, the ‘Troop Daddy’, a so-called legend who had tried to talk me out of putting in for Selection at all. ‘You need to chill your boots,’ he’d told me. Of course, what I only found out a bit later was that he’d actually been keen to go on Selection himself, but when his chance came up he withdrew. Or, to put it another way, he absolutely fucking bottled it.

			‘No, no. NO,’ I said. I could feel my blood rising, but I was determined to keep calm in the face of what was almost becoming an interrogation. ‘Listen, I’m ready. I know that I’m ready.’

			I couldn’t allow my confidence to be shaken by idle words spoken by a handful of bored comrades. It would have been so easy to absorb their negativity. Their doubts could have wormed their way into my brain and taken up residence. Confidence can be so fragile, especially if you’re the kind of person whose self-esteem is based entirely on the opinions of others.

			Luckily, I knew what I was capable of. I knew that passing Selection was a big ask, so I could see why they doubted me. There were a million ways in which I could have failed, some in my hands, some totally outside my control. I could have failed in the jungle. I could have failed on the range day by failing to take my safety catch off at the right time. I didn’t want to think about them in advance because I knew that I’d deal with them in the moment. I knew I was a good soldier. The thing is, knowing that what you’re about to do is very hard and being confident that you’re going to succeed aren’t mutually exclusive. Both can be true at once.

			And I also knew a lot of it was banter and that most of the boys wouldn’t give our conversation another thought. People are so careless about the things they say. They just toss shit out into the air; they don’t care where it lands. Once it’s out of their mouths, they forget they even said it. But as soon as I was out of earshot there would be a couple, probably no more than that, who would actually come out and say it: ‘I hope he fails.’

			Fuck ’em all, I thought. I’ll use this as fuel. I’m going to make sure that they end up talking about what I’ve done for years to come.

			THE TWO KINDS OF CONFIDENCE

			Confidence is something that so many people struggle with. It’s the lack of confidence that holds them back from doing the things they want to do or becoming the person they want to be, inhibiting them in social encounters and preventing them from acquiring new skills. I know a lot of people who have convinced themselves that because they weren’t born a confident person, they’ll never become a confident person. They say it to themselves so often that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

			I think the idea that confidence is an inherited trait, like the colour of our hair or our height, is complete bollocks. The truth is that anybody who is willing to put the work in can become confident.

			The thing that confuses some people is that there’s a difference between the kind of confidence that is conferred externally, and the sort of confidence that is generated internally.

			When you’re young, confidence is generally pretty external. It’s not related to any sort of assessment of your own abilities. It’s based on how other people perceive you. And their reactions will condition the way you feel about yourself. It can be very difficult to think one thing about yourself when it feels as if the whole world has a different opinion.

			The popular kids at school tend to be the good-looking ones or those who are good at sports. They’ve been praised for being attractive or talented for as long as they remember, so they stride bravely into the world. They don’t have to do anything to be confident – everyone else is doing that work for them.

			Of course, later on, when they realise that it’s a reputation that has almost been foisted onto them, it becomes something of a trap. They didn’t choose to be seen as this or that, and their standing is accompanied by an uncomfortable degree of pressure. If they want to maintain their confidence, they
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