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This book is dedicated to my family, blood and
chosen ones. I wouldn’t be here today without you
all. Genuinely. Love you all. Thank you, Ross x



CONTENT WARNING

This book contains details of suicidal
feelings and depression.

If you need support, you can call the Samaritans’

free 24-hour phone line on 116 123, or find

information on their website: samaritans.org
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INTRODUCTION

This book celebrates ten years of me being in this crazy industry. We all know I should have lasted ten minutes, so how I’ve lasted ten years, I’ll never know. 

I’ve learned so many lessons, especially in the last year, but it’s been a helluva journey. That’s the whole point of this book. It’s about how the world has changed, what fame means today and how people deal with it. Is the idea of fame the same as it was back then? Is it what I expected it to be? Is it what I wanted? It’s a different perspective on reality TV, modern celebrity and twenty-first-century real life for me, Rylan. And actually it’s a lot of reflecting, looking back and thinking about what I said, thought, and felt when I first started out – and well, do I still stand by it? Recently, I got my first book out, The Life of Rylan, which I wrote eight years ago. As I flicked through it, I kept thinking, ‘How and why on earth did I write that? Did I really think that? Does it still make sense? If I do feel differently about certain aspects of my life, then why do I feel different?’ 

This book goes some way to answering those questions. It’s also about how everything can just change overnight. And it did. Things did change. Some for the better, some for the worse. Now, after a decade of being in your homes on TV and in your ears on the radio, it’s time to share. This is the decade that changed my future.
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THE MORNING
THAT CHANGED
EVERYTHING

I woke up and I knew I had to say it …



When some people wake up and have the urge for change, they maybe go and get their barnet all shaved off, or get it dyed blue. Or decide to get their bottom bits waxed. Others might bin the Corn Flakes and get into Special K, or Frosties – or fuck it, go the whole hog and start making their own granola. But, you know me, I’ve never exactly been one to do anything by halves. I mean, look what happened the first time I had my teeth done! What can I say? I just have to push things that little bit further. Genuinely, I don’t know what made me do it, but in March 2021, three days before I was due to commentate on the first Eurovision semi-final, I woke up one morning and decided to tell my now ex that I had cheated on him, years ago. I’m not sure why it was that time, or that day I had to do it. But I did.

That morning he woke up and I just came out with it. Like word vomit. ‘I cheated on you. But it was years ago. And I just have to tell you.’

There, I said it. And that was that. It was out.

It wasn’t that there was a threat of it coming out in the press or that I was worried that he might find out, not in the slightest. There was none of that. And if I hadn’t said anything to him, to this day I’d probably still be bobbing along in my married life. Something hit me. Guilt, I suppose. Just deep delayed guilt about what I had stupidly done. It had been on my mind, building inside me for days and was actually making me feel physically ill. As I say, I don’t know why it was right then or how I’d managed to keep it in for all that time. But that morning, like a Rentaghost escapee, the thoughts took over and it was out, never to be forgotten or hidden.

I have no excuses for what I did way back then, but I had my reasons. I think for many years I had felt a bit like an imposter. That nothing I was doing was right or not quite good enough. There were times when people told me this, and so confirmed my own self-doubts. And you know, when it’s those closest to you giving you this feedback, of course you take it to heart. Similarly, someone loving me this way was all I had ever wanted and now I’d found it.

Yet why did everyone around me seem to be less convinced?

The reality is that over the course of my relationship I had started to feel wrong: I felt I was wrong for being successful, wrong for being me. Everyone around me could see it, literally everyone.

‘You shouldn’t feel like that.’

‘Why are you doing that?’

‘You know that’s not normal, right?’

But you know me, I know best. How could anyone tell me that the relationship wasn’t right?

He was my partner. Someone I loved. They couldn’t say anything, because I would have always taken his side. Like I had in the past.

He left. Told me it was over and that was that. You’re not surprised? I get that. But I couldn’t believe it. For some stupid reason I thought he would understand what had happened. Maybe see it as a wake-up call? A moment for reflection? I think I thought we could have it all out, talk it all through. Truth and reconciliation, tears and hugs, hearts on sleeves. This would be the part of the film where we got closer, not further apart. All that. But no. Naïve? Probably. I was devastated; so devastated, and I couldn’t comprehend what was unfolding. Why had I told him? Why had I cheated in the first place? I loved him, always have done. But he left.

And I couldn’t rewind, or even press pause.

A few days passed and I made the decision not to work as I was ill with worry. A few messages were exchanged; insults too. Understandably, maybe, but still deeply hurtful. He had made his mind up. After eight years, all of the good times and everything we had built together was over. He was adamant. It wasn’t up for discussion. I couldn’t see beyond the realisation that I was alone, and the feeling that I ALONE had single-handedly ruined my life, the world that I’d created around him, for him, for us. I’d completely destroyed all of it – for nothing. The feeling began to worsen and turn dark. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t talk, nothing. I couldn’t watch TV or listen to music. I just couldn’t do it. I felt like I was having a stroke, or worse. I stopped working completely. It’s hard to go to work when everything is foggy and dark.

Mental health is a strange thing. I’ve always been so empathetic towards people who suffer badly from depression and anxiety. But like, shit, did people really feel that bad that they couldn’t get out of bed? Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had tough periods, especially in 2013 right after The X Factor and when I came out of the Celebrity Big Brother house. There were times when my agoraphobia overwhelmed me, and I physically just couldn’t go anywhere on my own. But I kept going. Someone went with me in the cab, I got onto the stage, and I completed the X Factor live tour. And I’d kept going ever since. But now it was happening to me. And it was really, really hard to deal with. It literally hit me round the face like a baseball bat and left me fucked up. I was mentally unwell and completely unstable. I wasn’t able to be reasonable any more. I was obsessive and unable to speak. I made stories in my head about what might and what could happen, and endless, looping ‘if onlys’ and ‘maybes’.

I couldn’t bear to be in the house we had lived in together. Everything reminded me of him. So I moved in with my mum – yes, old Linda. She’s always been there for me. But it wasn’t like we was curled up under a blanket together with a tub of Ben & Jerry’s, watching Steel Magnolias and crying about how shit life and men are. The actual fact was that I was sitting in her dressing gown, alone, in the front room with the blinds down, refusing to talk. Well, not refusing to exactly, but incapable of it. If you’ve never felt like that, it’s hard to describe, but it was almost as if I was just trying to shut down. I would go to bed and pray I wouldn’t wake up. I know that sounds so awful. But I just thought if I die in my sleep, it won’t be my fault. I was numb; as if my mouth had stopped working. And then when I did start talking, I talked with a slur, everything was slowed down, and I had a stammer, the words just weren’t connecting in my brain and at the same time everything hurt. Like an ache in my head that was so, so bad, but not like a normal physical pain. It was like someone was holding my head in this numb grip. It was there the whole time, an endless, incessant, pure mental agony. There’d be a few blissful seconds when I first woke up in the morning and it wouldn’t be there. Then BANG. I was gone again, a million dreadful things swirling about my head, but actually it was filled with emptiness, which makes zero sense. Even if I could logically see that something was a positive course of action, I could not find any route that would get me there. I remember racking my brain and I could not make any good connections. I shut my eyes and it was like a dot-to-dot map and I had to join the lines but I just couldn’t do it. Because everything would always go back to the fact that my marriage was over.

This is not meant to be a WOE IS ME, POOR RYLAN! BOO HOO HOO story btw. This is just to explain about being caught completely off guard and not being able to cope – which happens to so many people. We can be walking along, and bang: there you are on the floor without the ability – or no, the desire – to stand up. Call that a lesson learned. (Hello publisher, see, I’m following a pattern here …)

With no further communication between me and my ex, no chance of apologies, no chance of explaining, I went into self-blame. I started spiralling down, down, down, majorly catastrophising. In my confused and upset mind, the bad outweighed everything. Maybe I deserved it? Maybe this was the right way for me to be treated? Maybe I was supposed to feel like this? I’d told him in order to punish myself. I’d told him because I didn’t deserve to be happy. I was a useless lump of shit. This misery was all I was worth. Everyone would hate me. I’d never work again because I couldn’t watch the telly or listen to music. Nothing made sense. It all just felt like the end. That was it. It was over. My life was over.

And repeat. Repeat. Repeat. For weeks.

I had to disappear. I couldn’t bear the thought of seeing anyone. I hid in my mum’s house and never left – I couldn’t: my body wouldn’t let me. Mum was worried and getting increasingly unwell, trying to feed me and look after me, but there was nothing she could do. All she and anyone around me could say was, ‘Why did you tell him? Why the fuck would you tell him that?’ And my only response was: because I just had to. I had too much respect for our relationship not to.

I sounded crazy, fucked in the head, who in their right mind does what I did and then TELLS their partner? It made no sense. And that one question is what turned my head into a ticking time bomb. I thought there was no recovery from this. I thought I would never get over the loss of him, that I would never get better and no one around me seemed to understand. They kept saying, ‘We love you,’ but in truth I didn’t care because at that moment, I only wanted HIM to love me. The way he had, and the way I loved him. HE was my family. I knew the others would be there, but I didn’t care about that. I know this will be hard for them to read, but the point is, I was not living in reality: I was living in the reality I had obsessively created in my head, and I’m not just talking about while I was in this state, but the reality I had created for years.

And for the first time in my THIRTY-TWO years, I felt I couldn’t carry on no more. ‘What’s the point?’ I thought. I’d lost what I thought was everything, the one thing I always wanted. A man I loved. A family of my own. And now it was gone. And so I tried to end it.

I won’t go into detail as I don’t think it’s fair on my mum, but thank God I was unsuccessful. That’s when I knew I had to go away. Mum has her own life – admittedly mainly spent down at Lakeside in the M&S café – but I wasn’t safe to be on my own at her house. And more importantly, I knew she was getting increasingly ill from worrying about me. I could hear her outside the door, checking what I was doing, wondering whether it was OK to offer me tea or one of her trifles again, even though she had only just asked me five minutes before. I sat her down and told her I wasn’t safe and I needed to be locked up. I said, ‘I can’t do it any more.’ She didn’t know what to say. I could see in her eyes that she couldn’t believe what was happening to her baby. She called my big brother Jamie and my managers and they arranged for me to go to a mental health hospital where they knew I would be well looked after. I’m all too aware of how lucky I was that I could go to a private place, which is a privilege most don’t have and I understand the pain it must cause to other families of loved ones who go through similar mental health crises and just can’t get the help they so urgently need.

It was all such a blur. I remember getting in the car with my brother to go to the hospital and all I could think of was, ‘I hope I’ll have the opportunity there to finish it.’ That way my mum wouldn’t be the person to find me. That was the only thought running through my mind. I would receive nasty, insulting messages, and they all hit the right spots. Nothing anyone could say or do could be as hard as I was being on myself. I’d let this happen. That’s how I felt, wrong, disgusting and dirty.

When we got to the hospital, I was taken to my room. A white, cell-like room, small with a shower room attached. The first thing I noticed was that every wall was curved, smooth, no edges. Even the shower head was a strange shape, and I know why, because I’d already thought of how I could end it. I was made to unpack my suitcase that Mum had got ready for me. The first thing to go was the belt from my dressing gown. I just remember sitting on the bed, sobbing while the suitcase inventory was completed. Then Jamie had to leave and I was left alone. I spent just over a week in there.

In the meantime, for my husband, life and work was business as usual. But for me, I was literally grieving, only he wasn’t actually dead. And, again, I know that sounds awful. It would be easier if someone had died because you know it’s finite. That’s it. That’s the end. And you have to deal with it in a certain way. But when he walked away from our marriage, I was left with the same feeling of grief, but he was walking up and down the road twenty minutes away. How does someone just disappear like that out of your life? And then their whole family? And what has been your life for nearly ten years, all of a sudden it’s like it never happened, but it did. I couldn’t understand how he could just carry on, like our world hadn’t just been blown to smithereens. It confused me. I was so ill. It hurt, but again in my head I felt I deserved it all, for what I had done. It was summer, apparently really hot. I didn’t see any of it. For three months, I was back at my mum’s house, laid up, hiding from the world. Cut off in my own head from everyone and everything. I had another spell of bad thoughts and had to go back to the hospital for another week. It was hell. I just laid there daily, thinking about how I’d ruined my life. I just wanted it all to end.

When I was let out again, I tried to slowly move back to my house, at first just for a few hours at a time during the day. I needed to try to make some steps towards feeling normal again. It still didn’t feel right; I wasn’t behaving normally, I still couldn’t speak properly. I needed the pain to go away – it was killing me, literally. I started to drink. Heavily. I’ve NEVER in my life been a heavy drinker. Most times when I’m out, in the time it takes people to neck several vats, I’m still on my first. Now it was the only way I knew to stop the thoughts, stop the pain of my life falling down around me. It got bad. Really bad. It makes me feel sick just thinking about it.

One day, when I knew my husband was on holiday abroad, I was so intoxicated, I messaged him constantly, apologising, wishing he would come back. The following day when I sobered up I had a vague memory of him saying he would cut his holiday short and come back to see me and we could talk. Was I right? Was I making this up? I messaged him; he said he would see me at the house for an hour the following Sunday afternoon. I couldn’t believe it. I felt like I’d struck gold. I stopped drinking and prepared myself to see him. Sunday came and I waited. And waited. He turned up an hour late, with a car full of alcohol, snacks and England flags. It was the men’s Euros final. I’d forgot. We spoke for a bit. He seemed disinterested and guarded but I’d expected that. Then he left with his snacks and beer to go and watch football with the rest of his family and friends, and no doubt party the night away. I felt sick: I should be there – this ain’t right – but I understood why I wasn’t. My mum came and picked me up and I went back to hers. To sit and think like I had done for months. But the sheer thought of knowing he was close by instantly made me feel better. Maybe he was the drug I needed and craved so much. The man I loved. That’s how it felt. I couldn’t wait to see him again.

I felt like a kid waiting for Santa to arrive and every time he replied to a message, I was elated. They were always cold and never loving but they were something. He agreed to see me again one evening at the house. I just sat in silence waiting for him, like a dog pining at the window wondering when he would eventually arrive. But when he came he was cold, distant. But again, I felt I deserved it. We saw each other sporadically after that, then for about two weeks we made a go of it and he moved back in. Some type of normality resumed. I say ‘some type’ because it still didn’t feel normal, but it did feel the most normal I’d felt in months. Things were looking good; at least we were back together in the house and I thought we would try to work through our problems.

I went back to work. I presented my BBC Radio 2 show (on which MUCH more later, and I promise that’s a MUCH JOLLIER story, trust me, guys). I tried to pretend everything was OK, but deep down I knew something wasn’t right. My mind started working overdrive. I started to think of all the times I’d doubted in previous years. Then it came, the night when I knew for sure that things weren’t going to work out. I confronted him about some of our issues. He got angry. I drank and drank until I fell asleep. Some hours later I woke up to find him walking out of the front door with his suitcases. No conversation. He just got into his car and drove off. I couldn’t fucking believe it. I’d answered every fucking question, told him everything, and now he cuts and runs away and I’m the one who’s left with questions? Bullshit, mate. I called him, no answer. I called his brothers but they wouldn’t tell me where he was. I drove around looking for him. I couldn’t find him. The following morning I messaged him. He replied saying, ‘It’s over.’

NO YOU FUCKING DON’T, I thought. I need clarity. I need my mind clear.

The tearful reconciliation never came, and that was the last time I saw him. I’ve never seen him since.

It still keeps playing on my mind why he didn’t want to work to fix what we had. Well, unfortunately/fortunately, I found my answers. I won’t go into any more detail about what happened. I can’t bear to, and I don’t want to. Even after all this, I’m not that person, but we both know the truth. And THAT is all that matters to me. I could be that person that writes it all down, that shows you all the dirty laundry, but over the last ten years I’ve never done that. And as awful as this time has been for me, and for the family, I’m not gonna start now. I know I did the right thing and I can live my life guilt free. I think a part of me can’t live a lie. I mean, I can play up to the character that I am in the game that is work, if you like, but ultimately, when it comes to my personal life, I just can’t do that.

It’s only now, all these months on, that I can sit here and go, ‘You know what? In a really fucked-up way I’m glad I’ve been through what I’ve been through because I know I will never let myself feel like that again.’ I would never, ever let anyone else get as ill as I was either, especially if I could have stopped it before it got as bad as it did. But the best thing to come out of it? NOW I know why I told him. NOW I know why I decided that morning to wake up and (supposedly) ruin my entire perfect life with a bombshell. I didn’t, in fact. Quite the opposite. In the end, in spite of all the darkness I went through in the aftermath, what I thought was a form of self-sabotage was actually a way of me saving myself. It was almost like a cursed blessing. I just didn’t realise it at the time.

It was a wake-up call and it made me reassess everything. Literally my whole world and every single part of my life, which I think is something lots of people can relate to. It made me stop and reflect and really think about everything that’s happened in the last ten years in a completely different way. And coming out of that darkness was like a new start. I’m glad I stayed in the world and had the chance to realise that. I don’t regret it either. I genuinely hope he finds happiness. I hope I do, too.

So what did I learn? It’s hard to say in one line so I’ve written a list:


	Don’t put your life or your happiness in the hands of one person – it doesn’t always go to plan

	Don’t give ALL of yourself to someone too soon 

	Next time, if there is a next time, I’ll look after me, before I start to look after someone else – it’s time for me to be a bit selfish

	It’s OK to be successful – don’t stick around in any relationship where you have to suppress your achievements

	The people who TRULY love you are proud of you, and will support you in EVERYTHING YOU ARE 

	Have a look around – those annoying people you’ve been around all your life may actually be pretty important

	Ask for help – it sounds obvious but it’s true. And let people help even if you don’t think you need it

	Don’t be frightened to make mistakes, but for fuck’s sake own them. Because take it from me, the lies and guilt will ALWAYS catch up with you

	Be honest and make sure the people around you are honest too



But the biggest lesson I’ve learned is that wanting things to be a certain way doesn’t mean that they are. Life is fucking complicated and that’s a bastard, but it also means that there are things that we can’t predict.
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THE RESTART

When you’ve been at the lowest of lows, you
learn not to sweat the small stuff …



Looking back, after I got out of hospital I should have given myself a bit more time before I went back to work in early September 2021. But even though I wasn’t encouraged to do so, and I was terrified, I had to go back. My work is a massive part of my life and for the past however many weeks and months since my ex had walked out of my life, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to do it. But once I’d regained my power of speech and I was discharged and back at home, I needed to go back to work because I felt that was the first step towards becoming me again.

Maybe it was also because I’ve never forgotten my darling, much-missed Nanny Rose’s words: ‘Work as hard as you can because there’s always someone else who’s waiting to jump in and take it away from you.’ Or, maybe, I just didn’t know who or what I was any more if I wasn’t working, and I couldn’t bear being on my own with myself and my thoughts in an empty house. Someone once asked me, cleverly I thought, if I ever worry that I use work to deal with deeper stuff. And 100 per cent, I know it’s true. But also, most importantly, I now had my own Saturday afternoon BBC Radio 2 show, the slot Zoe Ball used to do, and I knew and still know what a huge privilege it was to be doing that job. I didn’t want to let anyone down for one day longer if I could help it.

I’ve always grafted. Ever since I was sixteen, I’ve literally never stopped. For those of you cheeky bastards who haven’t bothered to read my first magnum opus, the Sunday Times NUMBER ONE BESTSELLER The Life of Rylan, or even if you have and have forgotten, here’s my potted CV (skip the next couple of pages if you know all this already): At sixteen, I left the Coopers’ Company and Coborn School (a school in Essex for really brainy kids, so fuck knows how I got in – but believe it or not, when I was younger I was actually quite clever), the proud owner of fourteen GCSEs (and I would have got one more, only I forgot when the English Literature exam was and decided to go shopping over Lakeside).

I lasted just three months in my first job, in a hair salon in Kensington. I started on work experience and earned about £1. It was nothing because I was a Saturday junior, but what I remember most is that my train ticket was more expensive than my wages. I got sacked for asking Geri Halliwell for her autograph – it wasn’t Geri’s fault, but the manager was an arsehole. I didn’t even get the autograph, but after she left he sacked me, saying I was very unprofessional, so I told him where to go and I left. I was embarrassed and upset and skulked off quietly. But fast-forward nine years and Geri walked in and gave me a one-to-one masterclass on The X Factor, and afterwards she sent me a beautiful bunch of flowers with a lovely handwritten note, so it was well worth the wait. And now we’re good friends.

So I got a job in the menswear department at River Island in Lakeside – that was in 2005, also the year I came out to Linda. When I left there, I worked on the Benefit cosmetics counter at Debenhams on a basic wage – I made a lot through commission, but it was hard. But then I got the sack there and all, for giving too many discounts on ‘Mega Discounts Days’. Meanwhile, though, I was also fitting in a bit of modelling work, under the name Keelan Clark (sounded sexier, apparently, than plain old Ross), but I still fell on hard times every single week. In 2008, aged eighteen and working in a pub, I applied for Big Brother, but it was jinxed and I never made it into the house. That’s when I got the job in an optician’s, but it ended terribly when I reached through to grab some glasses and the sliding serving window cracked and smashed over me. It cut my arm open and I was rushed to hospital. A few weeks later people advised me to claim because it shouldn’t have happened and it wasn’t my fault – and well, obviously, ‘Where there’s blame there’s a claim’. I was later awarded £10,000, which paid off my credit cards and bought me my first crappy car. But I’ve still got a massive 4-inch scar on the top of my arm today.

In 2009 I got my first proper boyfriend and was so besotted, I turned down an offer to join a boyband in Ibiza. He cheated, so I fucked off to the boyband and became the fourth member of 4bidden (a Westlife and Take That tribute band). The following January I was off to sunny San Antonio on the west coast of the island, to work a season in the clubs. I had a ball in Ibiza. But when I came back from my sunny popstar adventure, I had no big plan B. Wondering what on earth to do next, I was living with Mum and after my money ran out I got another job as a shop assistant, this time on the Benefit counter at Boots Chelmsford. And that’s when I ended up entering a local competition, The EsseX Factor, more or less by accident; my mate was a judge so I went along to the auditions for a laugh, had a few drinks and got talked into performing to a backing track of ‘Bad Romance’ by Lady Gaga. Suddenly I’m on stage and everyone’s screaming – I got through, and for five weeks of the ‘live shows’ in Chicago’s in Basildon, I sang and danced my way to the finals. It was brilliant. I didn’t win, I came second, but on the back of it, Lee the organiser got me some gigs in glamorous far-flung locations like Stirling, Scotland. And that’s what made me go, ‘do you know what, that’s what I want to do.’

Because of that, I had to quit my job at Benefit, but I also got part-time work doing airbrushing for my photographer mate Helen.

In 2011, I made it to the finals of Katie Price’s ill-fated television show called Signed by Katie Price (more on that later). Then, in 2012, as most of you will know, I auditioned for the actual ITV X Factor, got through to week eight of the live shows, i.e. the quarter finals, and my life changed forever. Afterwards, I went straight into Channel 5’s Celebrity Big Brother house – and walked out as the winner, so maybe that’s the job that actually changed my life. That show changed people’s perception of me. They realised I was normal.

That led to a presenter’s gig on Big Brother’s Bit on the Side, the spin-off Channel 5 show, then a stint as a showbiz reporter on ITV’s This Morning, and the rest is history, as they say. I’m not sure I can actually remember all my TV presenting jobs over the last ten years, from Ready Steady Cook, Supermarket Sweep and Strictly: It Takes Two, to The Wave, Babushka, Eurovision, The One Show and Channel 4’s Alternative Election Night special. I’ve also been a guest on practically everything from Have I Got News for You and Alan Carr’s Chatty Man to The Great Celebrity Bake Off for Stand up to Cancer. No word of a lie, I have to pinch myself daily.

In the space of ten years, I’d gone from ‘national joke’ to ‘national treasure’ (not my words, someone else’s, but I’ll wholeheartedly repeat them) – and somehow, being a presenter on Radio 2 sort of proved it. So, I went to work.

Saturday 4 September, my first day back to present my show, came along. ‘This I can do,’ I thought. It’s just three hours, between 3 and 6 p.m., and it wasn’t like doing telly, no one needed to see my face and how thin and terrible I looked. I thought I could just sit there and speak and get through it. I was so nervous, though, which was such a strange feeling knowing I had been doing it most weekends for two years, but now stepping back into BBC Wogan House, I felt like it was my first time.

Five minutes before going on air, my boss Helen came in to see me and I completely broke down. I was so embarrassed. It wasn’t even like a little cry, it was one of those embarrassing, snotty, sobbing hurt cries. How I managed to do that show I don’t know, but as always, I did it. I knew I wasn’t doing the best job I could be doing, but it’s live radio and I knew I had no choice but to carry on. The show went well, people were lovely, my team were amazing and I got through it.

They were all worried about me, though, and I was offered a year off from work. I refused. In my mind, I had no choice but to try and piece my life back together. Strangely, going back into the BBC studio and getting back to being live on air on a Saturday, albeit without anyone having to see me, that was what I needed to wake up, to feel halfway back to being myself, and to try and get back on the straight and narrow after the worst five months of my life.

Three weeks later, I went back to presenting Strictly: It Takes Two with Janette Manrara and it was the best distraction I could have had. We’re all like family on that show, and I had Bernice by my side, my close friend who is my makeup artist who had been there throughout it all, so I knew I could handle it. She would hold my hand the whole way. But, underneath the makeup, I didn’t feel myself for quite some time at work. Don’t get me wrong, I painted the smile on and tried to make light of everything, but deep down I was still really hurting.

As the weeks went on, I tried to start catching up with friends and family and ease myself into being alone in my house. That was a scary time. I’d never lived on my own. I’d moved out of my mum’s straight into my new house with my ex. This was the first time in my life I’d had no one around me and I’m not ashamed to say that even as a thirty-two-year-old man, it really scared me.

The next milestone looming was my birthday in late October. I didn’t want to celebrate and I certainly didn’t want to see anyone. My friends and family told me I had to, I needed it and I should have a party in my home with my closest. I did, and it was one of the best decisions I made during those months. To have Mum, Jamie, my sister-in-law Jayne, my niece and nephew Olivia and Harvey, the people I love and really trust around me that day was exactly what I needed. But as crazy as it was, because I was hurting so much, I couldn’t help thinking about my ex not being there. I couldn’t not think about him. It was almost like the dark side of my head was constantly pushing him to the forefront of my mind. Then, two weeks after my birthday, it was my wedding anniversary. Great, throw me a fucking bone. Not only that, Christmas was just around the corner.

Christmas 2021 was a strange one for everyone. Covid was still very much in circulation and generally there wasn’t much festive cheer. I was dreading it as it would be the first one on my own. Each year without fail in the past, we would always do Christmas at mine; I’d cook and everyone would be at the house. That year Jayne’s sister invited me and my mum to her house with all of her family. It was really kind of her and I was grateful that I had people to be around. But then unfortunately Jamie and Jayne both got Covid, so couldn’t be there. And as grateful as I was that me and my mum were with Jayne’s beautiful extended family, it was a really hard day for me. I’d tried to make it all as normal as it could be, I put the tree up and the lights, but it hurt to wake up alone on Christmas morning. Usually, every year on Christmas Eve, I’d lay the presents out in the lounge, and like a kid, I couldn’t wait to get up and exchange gifts. This time round I woke up to the empty house, went downstairs and sat in silence for an hour, just staring out the window into the garden. The whole day felt like that. Just a blur. I wanted it to be over. Nothing felt real or normal. I still felt like I was in some fucked-up dream that I couldn’t wake up from. I could feel myself slipping again, but after how bad I had got during the summer, I knew I couldn’t go there again.

The next and last hurdle of that horrible 2021 was New Year’s Eve. The clock struck midnight and I knew that was it. The worst year of my life was over. There is always something about New Year’s that does make you want that new start. Maybe I needed that symbolism, that impetus to start again and become a new me. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t easy, but embracing that whole fresh ‘new year, new me’ approach seemed to be the way forward. I didn’t really have a choice.

First on my New Year’s resolutions list, I decided to work on my fitness. When I was ill and stopped eating, I’d gone down to 9 stone and I’m 6 foot 4. I was grossly underweight for my height. I’ve never been a gym bunny by any means, but I’ve always wanted to have the dream body. I met Scott Harrison, a real decent bloke, who was willing to help me with my goals. That man has done more for my body and mental health than I ever could have asked for. When we did a session, we put the world to rights. It was like an hour of therapy. It was such a release for me; something to focus on and take my mind off all the shit. I remember one session when I completely broke down. I had weights in my hand, continuing to do bicep curls, while tears were streaming down my face. I was hurting, physically and emotionally. Scott looked me in the eye and told me I was gonna be OK. He taught me so much about how to look after myself.

Another person who made a big impact was my therapist, Amy. I’d always been against therapy. It wasn’t really something I wanted to do, but as time went on I grew to trust her. You now know how low I got, as did she, and sitting there, talking to her, there often were times when I genuinely felt worthless. Amy taught me how to like myself again, and helped me to start to accept that just maybe, I was worth it. Not gonna lie, she did an amazing job of keeping me on the straight and narrow.

I also made the bold decision to get a new PR company to help me manage the stories that were being written about me. Since it had become public knowledge that I was single, I seemed to be followed almost every place I went. All of a sudden, I noticed that I was being written about most days, with endless press stories made up out of nothing. ‘Rylan tweets something’, ‘Rylan goes to restaurant’ – ridiculous nonsense. I’ve never been one of those people who sells every second of my life to every magazine for a tenner, and I never will be.

Instead, I decided to do an interview with Eva Wiseman from the Observer to talk about my return to work and the fact that I was looking for a new start. I didn’t realise how emotional I would get during that interview. Eva was amazing and she was really accommodating, but for some reason I just opened up and it was the most unguarded interview I’ve ever done. It appeared on 16 January 2022; the reaction to the piece was really positive and a lot of other outlets picked up on the story. I suppose in a really strange way that article felt almost like validation that I was OK and I wasn’t a horrible person. I felt good that I’d taken control of the narrative, and I was making tiny steps in my life to get my body and my mind back in good shape. Then, just a few weeks later, I was brought crashing back to earth.

I received a phone call from a Sunday Mirror journalist who told me that a video of me asking for drugs had come to their attention. I was really confused because I knew I hadn’t asked anyone for any drugs. Being completely honest, I lived out in Ibiza for a year after all, so without giving too much detail, I think it’s fair to say I’ve tried most things. However, on this occasion when I was informed about this video, I genuinely had no idea what the journalist was going on about. Me and my team received an email saying that the Sunday Mirror was going to run the story regardless. If I wanted to comment on the piece, they would listen with a sympathetic ear. Are you fucking joking me? How was I supposed to comment on something that a) never happened, and b) I had never seen? We asked to see this supposed video. The newspaper editor flat out refused and said that they wouldn’t be sharing their ‘evidence’. Evidence? Are you taking the piss? We weren’t on an episode of The Bill!

I’d be lying if I told you I wasn’t wound up, but I turned to my management team and said, ‘Let them run the story. I don’t give a fuck. I know I’ve done nothing wrong.’ That next Sunday morning, I woke up to find my face covering most of the front page of the Sunday Mirror, with the headline, ‘GIMME THE GEAR’. It was sickening. The picture was a screengrab from a video in which I looked absolutely horrendous. The paper had also made the video available to view online, which along with everyone else I did for the first time. That’s when I realised what this video of me supposedly trying to get drugs actually was.

After my time in hospital, I’d been out with my cousin and friends in Soho in central London, and we’d gone for drinks in a bar. Now, anyone who’s ever frequented bars round there will know that late at night, a group of guys who are clearly selling drugs will usually be hanging about outside. Every time I go into any of those Soho bars, blokes will always recognise me and give me a shout, and I always wave and smile, because I’m not rude. When we left that night, believe me, I was VERY pissed, and one of them put his arms around me as I was walking towards my driver, waiting nearby in the car. In this video, you could see that I’d said something stupid like, ‘Come on, mate. Get the gear out, then. Let’s have a party.’ This was in the middle of the street, in public, and clearly I was making a joke. I was so drunk, I didn’t realise at first that the bloke was filming me on his phone, but when I did twig, you could see me laugh, then even in my drunken state, I said, ‘I’m going to kill you.’

This is where it got interesting. The Sunday Mirror had splashed me all over its front page, making it look like I had been taking drugs. However, when you opened the paper, one of the first lines they had written was something like, ‘the star was clearly joking’. But they knew what they were doing and the harm was already done. Most people would only have seen the front-page headline – hardly anyone actually reads the fucking story – and that was incredibly damaging. How fucking dare they do that to me? Especially since just a few weeks earlier, the very same paper had been so quick to capitalise on the Observer piece, commenting how ‘brave’ I was for speaking out about my mental health. Luckily for me, though, my employers all defended me, and people I didn’t even know spoke out on social media to stick up for me, all saying exactly the same thing. In fact, the journalist ended up having to come off Twitter because of the abuse she was getting. Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, but it was a proper piece of gutter journalism.

I’m not stupid. I know how this industry works. I also know that the Mirror wasn’t the first paper that the bloke tried to sell that video to. A friend who works at another outlet had already told me this video was doing the rounds and that they had declined to cover it because they could see that it was a non-story. Unfortunately for the Mirror, the powers that be there thought different, and decided that running that fake story while I wasn’t feeling at my best was the right thing to do. Let me publicly say now that it really wasn’t. It was disgusting. Sadly, with the job I do and the experiences I’ve been through, I just have to accept that some people will always be out to get me. But fortunately not all journalists or publications are like that and I’ve always had a good relationship with most of the media. Treat me right and I’ll treat you right, it goes hand in hand, but don’t ever lie about me or to me. That’s when you’ll see me angry.

Since then I’ve been working as much as ever, if not more. But I’ve also been trying to piece the rest of my life back together. I’ve been really trying to regain friends and the people I somehow lost along the way in the course of my marriage. I’ve started to have a social life again that doesn’t revolve around my relationship. I’ve properly reconnected with my own family, much more so than I ever have before. I’m trying to enjoy myself and I’ve been trying to feel better.

Am I there yet? No, of course I’m not. Am I getting there? Absofuckinglutely.

People keep asking me what’s next. Am I going to do a new show? Am I dating anyone? The honest truth is that I don’t really know what’s next, but read on and you can find out more about my relationship status. If I’ve learned anything over this past year, it’s that you should never think you have a plan. You can have a goal. You can have a dream. But you can never really have a plan. As the old Yiddish proverb goes, ‘If you want to make God laugh, tell Him about your plans.’

Lessons I’ve learned:


	A restart can be the best thing for you

	If you’ve lost people along the way, don’t be frightened to reach out and try and get them back in your life

	When people talk bollocks about you, let them, if it makes them happy, because at the end of the day the truth will always come out

	In the words of the great RuPaul, unless they’re paying your bills, pay them bitches no mind

	The biggest blessing about being so low is that I know I could never let myself get that bad again





LESSONS WE’VE
LEARNED …

Claire Richards

Friend/Steps sister



On 2 January 2013, I was in my hotel room near Elstree studios the night before entering the Celebrity Big Brother house. I was with my assigned chaperone when there was a knock on my door. We answered it and the lady standing there simply said, ‘Rylan is having a spray tan and he wanted to ask you if you wanted one too?’

Me being the stickler I am for the rules, I declined politely, saying, ‘Please tell Rylan, “Thank you very much. I don’t do fake tan, but I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”’

That was my first encounter with the young man we’d all come to love on The X Factor but most had probably seen as a bit of a joke. I was excited about meeting him and hoped we’d become friends over the three and a half weeks in the house. 

We were lucky with our group of housemates as everyone was lovely –  with the exception of Speidi (the American reality TV couple Spencer Pratt and Heidi Montag) – and soon Rylan and I became inseparable. He protected me and tormented me in pretty much equal measure. I knew fairly early on that I would be friends for life with this kind, generous, incredibly funny and insanely intelligent boy that I was getting to know. We came out of that house not just friends but family! He was my annoying little brother. 

Over the nearly ten years we’ve been friends, our relationship has shifted somewhat. While in the beginning he would try and call me for a chat quite often, I’d rarely answer. ‘I don’t like talking on the phone,’ I’d say. ‘It’s not that I’m ignoring you, I just don’t do it with anyone!’ 

Now, though, I probably call him two or three times a week and HE NEVER ANSWERS AND HE NEVER CALLS ME BACK! He’s turned me into a phone-chatting stalker that doesn’t quite get the message. The process started in 2021: I was in Scotland recording a TV show, again in a hotel room. I was watching Lorraine interviewing Scott Mills talking about the upcoming Eurovision Song Contest. He said that Rylan was poorly and would no longer be co-presenting with him, so I immediately picked up the phone and texted Rylan:

[image: image]

Eventually Rylan called me and told me what had happened. We ended the call with me saying I’d call him when I was on the train home.

Weeks followed of him not answering the phone, not replying to my text messages.

I’d beg him to just let me know he was OK, and in those cases he’d send me a short text to say he was. His sister-in-law Jayne eventually messaged me and we spoke on the phone. She told me everything that had been going on and how bad he was; we arranged for me to visit him at Linda’s to try and talk to him, but we didn’t tell him so he couldn’t stop me. I drove to Essex. I was really nervous on the way, cos I didn’t know what was going to greet me when I got there. Linda answered and when Rylan saw me he freaked out a bit, but we sat and talked for hours. I tried to reassure him that his worst fears were never going to be a reality and that he was going to be OK, but he’d been overcome with insecurity and guilt and self-doubt. It was heartbreaking to see my self-assured, confident friend reduced to the broken, almost shell of a man sitting in front of me that day.

Eventually I left and as I drove out of sight of the house I pulled my car over and cried. I left there honestly not knowing if I’d ever see him again. He was in such a bad way, and I couldn’t believe that he had been reduced to this state. I was angry, scared, worried and so, so sad.

As the months have passed he has gradually become more like the little brother I first knew, but there’s still a way to go, I think. I just wish he would learn to take each day as a blessing and concentrate on the things he has, rather than the thing he doesn’t right now. He has so much love to give and as long as I’ve known him all he’s wanted is for someone to love him, truly, and madly, deeply. I just hope for now, for the time being, he can make do with the likes of Claire from Steps doing that. I love you so much – more than you know, little bro. But for God’s sake ANSWER YOUR PHONE!!!

Your Steps sister, Claire
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