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Dedicated to all those that have felt that their true self doesn’t fit in or belong in this world. I promise you – WE do!




Introduction

When I was 14 years old, my mum would give me £5 to go to the hairdresser’s while she did the ‘big shop’ in town. Being the good lad that I was, I’d walk to the bus stop with my mum and make sure she got on the bus safely and then I’d wave goodbye.

Once the bus was out of sight, and with the £5 note in my hand, instead of going to the hairdresser’s I’d head back home. I already knew what I was going to do as I had done it several times before.

Once I got home, the house empty except for me, I headed to the kitchen. I got the big scissors out of the top drawer under the kettle and went to the bathroom. I looked into the mirror and, with a big sigh, I began to cut my own hair.

Here are the ten steps I used to give myself the bowl cut that dominated the 1990s:


	 Tilt your head to the left, so that your hair hangs to one side. Cut the underneath parts on the left side.

	Then tilt your head to the right, so that your hair hangs in the other direction. Cut the under parts of the right side. (You have now created the core elements of the ‘undercut’.)

	Run a wet comb through your hair, styling it ‘on point’. A photo of Nick Carter from the Backstreet Boys will provide inspiration.

	Curtains or bowl? Now’s the time to make that decision.

	If, like me, you choose bowl, slowly cut around your entire head in a ‘straight’ line. Try to use the comb as your guide to achieve this.

	Grab a small mirror and look at the back of your head. Cut your neck hair as close to the skin as you can. Repeat this step a lot.

	Smile at your badass self and admire your epic work. Now clean the bathroom from top to bottom, removing any trace of hair. Bleach the loo, scrub the tub and polish the mirror while you are in there. (This is important, see step 10.)

	Don’t look in the mirror for another six to eight weeks.

	Go and buy £5 worth of football stickers (or any other treats you might be craving), then go and meet Mum off the bus, to help carry the shopping home.

	Explain to Mum why you keep on going to the same shit hairdresser’s and, to change the topic of the conversation, tell her that you’ve cleaned the bathroom from top to bottom just for her.



You’d be forgiven for thinking, This is a book on self-love, not dodgy haircuts, but the reason I did the above routine was not for the football stickers, not for the treats and, believe it or not, not even to clean the bathroom.

The reason why I cut my own hair was because I had a fear of the hairdresser’s. I hated sitting on that chair in front of what felt like the world’s biggest mirror, staring at my very own face, which I hated more than anything in this world.

Those were the feelings that dominated my teenage years as I often thought, Why do I have to look like this?

I was born with a condition called Treacher Collins syndrome, which affects 1 in 10,000–50,000 people (though some cases go undiagnosed). There are situations where the condition is inherited, but I was a ‘sporadic mutation’, meaning there was no family history of Treacher Collins. So, when I was born, it was a complete surprise to everyone that I looked a little different.

Treacher Collins only affects the facial features and presents itself differently in every person. In my case, I have no cheekbones, which means my eyes droop downwards. My ears haven’t developed fully and so I have these cool little Bart Simpson-like ears, which means I am hard of hearing and wear a hearing aid to help me. My jaw and airway are also small, which for me just means that I snore when I sleep; but for others where this symptom is more severe, it can mean that they need support to breathe and eat, and surgery may be required to support daily life or even to maintain life.

By the time I had reached my teenage years and I was trusted to go to the hairdresser’s by myself, I had come to look at my face and think, Why the hell did this have to happen to me?

Thankfully, a lot has changed in my life since those days of dodging the hairdresser’s. My face hasn’t changed, but my world has. I’ve gone from being consumed by feelings of shame to now being full of self-love, living in a world that’s pretty colourful, surrounded by the best people and having some epic adventures.

Along the way, I’ve done a lot of work myself, but there have also been some incredible people in my life, from strangers to friends and family. I’ve come to realise, through experience, that not all heroes wear capes, and the kindness, generosity and love shown to me by these people have combined to make me who I am today.

There is also, however, one capeless hero in your life who you might never have truly appreciated before: you. It’s taken me years (and I’m still working on it!) to better understand that I can be my own hero, but it has been life-changing. Taking the time and putting in the effort to love myself more has transformed how I experience the world and I am certainly a happier person because of it.

This is why I want to share my story with you. While you might not have a facial difference like me, you might still feel like you don’t quite ‘fit in’. Maybe because you behave in a way some people don’t understand, or you like doing things that are seen as ‘uncool’ or ‘weird’. Whatever it is and whoever you are, I want you to see how self-love can shape your life for the better. And I want to let you in on the ways I’ve developed more confidence and more self-worth over the years, in case these tactics work for you too.

I’ve been lucky enough to help families and individuals all over the world to cope with challenges that sometimes made it feel difficult for them to love themselves, and I have set up a charity, which I’ll tell you about later on. It’s been amazing to see others grow, and through this book I want to help you find ways to gain confidence and to love and value yourself.

I never want you to feel as alone as I did, and while some days I still feel sad, angry or hurt, I know that, deep down, I love myself – and you should too.

A NOTE ABOUT MY FIRST HERO

There are times, especially when we are younger, when we need guidance more than ever, and we need a ‘hero’ to kick-start it all. From there we evolve, and we truly can become our own hero.

So, before I became my own hero, I needed another person to prompt it all for me: this turned out to be a lady called Jean.

At 40 years old, when I first met her, Jean was a short woman with short, wavy black hair and brown eyes. She had raised a family of two kids and moved on from her husband. She lived in a council house in Yorkshire. Her own children had grown up and moved out and so she began to invest her love in those that needed it most. In those who didn’t have a home. And some (including myself) who didn’t have a family.

Jean was a foster mum and she welcomed so many children into her home and into her heart. Whatever their background, she hugged, she cared, she loved. And to this day, despite being in her eighties, she continues to do so. She is the epitome of selflessness, kindness, love and heroism. The world is full of incredible, inspiring women and I feel truly blessed to have been introduced to one at such a young age.

Because of her, I’m the man I am today.

Jean was introduced to me when I was two weeks old, while social services were working on finding someone to care for me because my birth parents felt it was best to go our separate ways. At first nobody knew how I was going to develop mentally or physically. Many health professionals were involved, but there were very few clear words or thoughts on what the future might have in store for me.

Social services presented Jean with all this information and asked her if she would like to visit me in the hospital. Jean absolutely loved babies, so it was a no-brainer. ‘Yes, of course I would.’

‘He looks different. Please be prepared for the way he looks,’ warned social services.

Jean came to visit me anyway.

Jean stands tall but she doesn’t even reach five foot, so most things fly over her head, especially words like that.

So, Jean met me when I was only 14 days old in the hospital, and she saw me and couldn’t help but smile. She asked the nurses if she could hold me. They said yes and handed me to her. In that moment, she felt a connection, a bond, and she turned to the nurses and asked, ‘When can I take him home?’

Jean would foster me for the next five years, and she, her grown biological children (Claire and Stephen) and the rest of their family cared for me in every way I needed: hospital appointments, nursery visits, play dates, smelly nappies – the lot. They gave me the best foundation to grow, but more importantly, they gave me a second chance at being a part of a family.

We lived in a three-bedroom council house in West Yorkshire, in a little village called Featherstone, famous for its rugby league and flat caps. It was the sort of place where everyone knew each other, and everyone surely knew us. The house with all the kids in it, looked after by a hero without a cape.

At home, Mum always slept downstairs on the sofa. I had my bedroom with bunk beds in it that was often shared with another boy that Mum fostered. The other bedroom was for girls, so they had their privacy, and Mum had her own room but for some reason never used it. (It became more of a storage place for all the things we owned; Mum didn’t throw anything away. In this bedroom you would find old school reports, newspaper clippings of our sports games, school photos, spare cots, old toys for all ages, clothes, trophies from our weekend sport clubs. It was a treasure-trove of memories.)

Our street was full of young families, so you’d often see all the kids playing outside. The houses were in lines of four, with ginnels to either side that you could cut through. We had three small greens around the back that we named Wembley, Old Trafford and Elland Road because they were our very own football fields! We also had allotments at the end of the street, surrounded by trees that we built our dens in.

It was home – our home, our safe place.

I was placed for adoption when I was four years old, but due to Jean’s lack of income, not owning her own home and being divorced, social services were reluctant to legally fully sign me over to Jean and her family. However, after a lot of fighting and love from Jean and her family, I was officially adopted by them on 18 May 1990. I was lucky to have found my forever family and I became a Lancaster. We celebrated with a party and even to this day we continue to celebrate that date.

Jean was the person who gave me a fresh start in the world. While this book will celebrate you and guide you to recognise how truly special you are, as a child we often need love to be introduced to us.


Throughout the book, you’ll find some prompts and exercises that I’ve used over the years to help me build my own sense of self-love. I’m including them in the pages of my story in case you’d like to try them too.

To kick us off, take a moment to think about who showed you love and kindness when you were a child. Have you ever thanked them? Have you shown them your appreciation? Let’s do that now: write down some of the early heroes in your life and send some love and gratitude their way. As an adult we can forget all those that supported us when we were younger!

If you are still in contact with them, how about sending them a little note of gratitude?





CHAPTER 1

Wait, Am I Different?

Looking back, as a child I didn’t know that I looked different. In some ways, this was amazing. I could enjoy being a child, feeling carefree, and like I ‘fitted in’ with the rest of my class. But it also meant that I didn’t do any work to build my confidence, because I didn’t know any work needed to be done.

It can be really tempting to try and recreate that childhood feeling of not knowing about your problems as an adult. You may want to go back to those days of not realising that you’ve got stuff to deal with, not even realising that you’re different in some way. We can turn a blind eye to our problems as an avoidance strategy. But if we never deal with our pains, later on in our lives they can come out and erupt, potentially causing even more damage and trauma than if we’d dealt with them promptly. This can be crushing when our lives feel settled. It’s like: Where did that come from? Oh, the shit that I ignored years ago …

I wasn’t doing this on purpose when I was younger, but I definitely didn’t see what was in store for me over the following years.

When I think back, I always knew I was adopted. There was never a moment when I was sat down and told; as far as I can remember, I had always known and throughout my early years it was explained to me with words that I would understand. Mum would share that she met me at the hospital, that she spoke to Claire and Stephen (now my brother and sister) and they had all decided that I could come live with them. She went on to explain that some parents become parents in lots of different ways and this was our way. I loved that story: that was our story!

On the anniversary of my adoption day each year, we would celebrate with a party. Mum would invite all my friends over, I would have a cake and a few presents – it was a true celebration. It felt like I had two birthdays throughout the year, with two sets of presents. (That’s pretty frigging cool for a kid!) It was my normal.

And so I never felt out of place being adopted; and even when it came to my face, I didn’t feel different. I didn’t see or think that I was different.

This is hugely down to my mum. She treated me like everyone else and celebrated me in my own way. She celebrated others in their own unique ways too. She fostered children with all kinds of different needs. Some had autism, while others had wheelchairs. We were all different and yet all the same, and through that, I naturally grew up celebrating who I was.

It’s clear to me now that Mum wanted me to enjoy the innocence of being a child while I still could. Maybe she knew what negativity lay ahead and wanted me to be prepared for it, but I think she also wanted me not to fear for my future too. I can’t even begin to imagine the pressure on her, and the emotional struggle going on inside her must have been tough; but every question and any wandering thought that I had about my background or how I looked, my mum never avoided it. She recognised how I felt, thought about it and answered. She has such a huge heart, she can feel everything you say.

In nursery and then primary school, everyone knew who I was and I had plenty of friends. I was Jono, one of the kids in the class.

As a kid, I loved playing out in the street, making potions with the water I took from a grate right outside my house. We built epic dens from the items we found in the streets beside the allotments. We made toy guns out of sticks and played soldiers, running through the ginnels shouting ‘pew pew!’ as we shot each other.

And those games of football on ‘our’ pitches – they were epic, last goal wins!

When we weren’t playing outside, I would be found in my bedroom playing on my computer. I would take off my hearing aids when Mum was shouting at me to tidy my room or when I wanted an extra 15 minutes on the Nintendo. ‘Sorry, Mum, I didn’t hear you!’

This was normality for me. I even developed a habit of removing my hearing aids whenever I felt scared, as if not being able to hear the scary stuff meant it wasn’t there. (I guess this is kinda true in life, don’t you think?)

During this time, I’m sure so many negative things happened around me. I just didn’t see them as I wasn’t aware. I didn’t look for them, I didn’t feel them, I didn’t know they even existed.

I’ve learned as an adult, through my charity, that I was exceptionally lucky to be this way. I spend a lot of time now with new parents who have children with various medical needs and the conversations that I have with them are often crushing.

A common thing they share is that from birth many health professionals, intentionally or not, prevent parents from forming a nurturing bond with a medically dependent child in those first few moments. The child gets whisked away. ‘Don’t worry,’ they say. ‘Don’t look.’ And then there’s a whisper to their colleagues, ‘Did anything appear on the scans?’ This leaves parents confused and, most of all, frightened. ‘What’s wrong with my child? Why can’t I see them?’

Those first few moments of our life are an important bonding point, and are often neglected and at times not granted to parents with a medically dependent child.

I can’t help but wonder now what happened at my birth. How was I presented to my birth parents? What were they told? What bonding were they able to do in those hours they were with me?

For the first few years of our lives, our guardians, our parents, the ones who raise us, see and feel it all and somehow magically shield us from all the pain. My mum did an excellent job at that, but I know it’s not easy. Again, from conversations with new parents, I can hear and understand that they’re anxious about their child playing out in the street, getting bullied at school, not getting invited to birthday parties, or having other parents or adults asking, ‘What’s wrong with your baby?’

This all makes me appreciate the fact that I grew up without even feeling this. Perhaps a small part of me wishes that my mum had spoken to me about some of the things she felt. As humans we find it normal to talk about positive things, but unfortunately it’s not normal to talk about the things that upset us, make us feel sad or make us angry.

These conversations need to be normalised from a much younger age, and if that had happened for me, then maybe I wouldn’t have felt so guilty when I did finally open up. Maybe I wouldn’t have pushed away those who tried to help me, because it would have been normal to talk about these things and ask for help.

But our guardians aren’t prepared for any of this and so they do an incredible job at guiding us and protecting us with every bit of love they have. Love and strength that I’m sure they didn’t even know they had.


From this point on, I want you to try to normalise all the feelings that you have and, if you’re in a safe space, share them with those around you. Stop apologising for ‘bringing the mood down’. Yes, there are better times when we can talk about certain topics, but please start sharing the ‘negatives’ just like you would when you happily talk about having a great day.

I want you to think about this past week and write down some of the things that you could/should have said to those around you, but you didn’t because the mood or the timing wasn’t right.

Now ask yourself: would they have listened to you?

They probably would have! They would have listened, and if you wanted to receive some advice or information they might have been able to support you.

So, let’s get into the habit of speaking. Sometimes just saying something out loud is enough to help us process, and sometimes we’ll share in the hope we can get some guidance and support back!

Try to remember this the next time you’re experiencing negative feelings.


Outside of day-to-day life and school, I had so many health appointments that I needed to attend that were linked to Treacher Collins. These included the ENT (ear, nose and throat) appointments where a health professional looked at the structure and formation of my skull to assess the quality of my hearing and breathing; speech therapy, as my lack of hearing meant my speech was delayed; and regular tests to assess what I could and couldn’t hear. Again, this was my normal – I thought everyone had some appointments going on. All the other kids we cared for sure did.

The hospital appointments were annoying, though. I had to have the day off school, usually on the days we did PE (I loved PE), and the trip to London involved a 5am start to catch the 6am train down south. Mum even asked the school to give me schoolwork to do on the journey, which always seemed to be maths (I hated maths). The only comfort I had on the trains was that at some point on the way there I was allowed a microwavable pepperoni pizza from the train kitchen (I really loved pizza).

After two hours, the maths had been completed, the pizza enjoyed, and we had arrived in London.

We always headed straight to the hospital. Once we got there, while Mum went to the reception desk, I’d hope for five minutes with the electronic bus-driving game at the main entrance. I’d get so jealous if someone else was on it. Come on, it’s my turn now!

Speech therapy would often come first. A health professional from London would sit to face me and with their weird southern accent they would say words that I had to repeat. Due to their accent and my lack of hearing it was a lot of guesswork from myself, but then they’d be like ‘That’s great, Jono. Now we’re going to do this with my back to you.’ Oh no, I’d think. I’ve been rumbled. Lip-reading was my secret talent and now I couldn’t do that! The speech therapy would then continue with the Londoner’s back to me, even more guesswork, and by then I was certain I was saying words that don’t belong in the English language!

But once we had finished, nothing but praise was sent my way and I left with a proud smile – Aced it! I thought.

Next up would be the hearing tests. After explaining to me what would happen they asked me to remove my hearing aid and in exchange they gave me these giant headphones to wear that felt so heavy on my little head. These where wired to a machine and all I had to do now was listen – while trying to keep this massive hearing device on my head!

They pressed a button that would send a sound to the headpiece at different frequencies and when I heard that sound I had to place a wooden block from one basket into another. As a child, this was fun; as a teenager, it was the lamest thing I ever had to do.

The maddest thing was that the volume would start at a high frequency, which was so loud and obvious that I would confidently move a wooden block. I’m acing this! I thought. The volume would then get lower and lower. During the lower sounds my head would play all kinds of tricks on me and to this day it still does. When there is silence, sometimes my head fills it with noise. There have been times when I’ve been in bed with my hearing aid off, falling asleep, then all of a sudden I hear an alarm going off. I wake up and put my hearing aid on, but there’s no alarm, just silence.

So, during these hearing tests, when the low volumes were played I’d be asking myself, Is that a sound or is that in my head? I would hear a buzz and press down on the button and wait for the next sound before thinking I’d hear a new buzz. I won’t press just yet though in case it’s not real. But then I hadn’t pressed my button for the longest ten seconds ever and the hearing person was just staring at me. Surely I need to press it now? Instead of doing a hearing test, I ended up participating in a guessing game



























































NOT ALL HEROES WEAR CAPES, BUT NOT ALL VILLAINS HAVE SCARS
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