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      Hi David

      I wanted to just get in touch personally now that the trip is over and we’re all back on home shores. Abbi and I have just had a wee adventure up in Svalbard and are on the way home from that one now. It was most definitely a change of scenery (and pace!) from the jungle. I know, it is a truly terrible job we have…!

      Anyway, all I really wanted to say was a huge well done. We’ve all seen the post-event video edit (genius by the way), I’ve read your powerful blog words and it doesn’t really need to be said I don’t think how much you put into this both physically and mentally to get the job done. I know you were at your limit on a good few occasions and you pushed through. You will know deep-down that is an incredible feat. And it is. It really, really is.

      But for yourself of course there was another dimension with Paula and I cannot imagine the emotions, the pressure to perform perhaps and the sheer rollercoaster of feelings that will have accompanied you on this trip. That she travelled over to meet you at the finish was legendary and I know every single person on the trip saw what this meant to both of you in that moment.

      The respect you got from the group and the respect you deserve for doing this David, cannot be understated. And your good humour, good-nature and general easy-going persona ensured everyone warmed to you even more. The achievement of finishing this epic is/was/will always be massive for anyone. Your achievement in doing it in the manner in which you did, under the circumstances which you and Paula found yourself in, is incredible.

      Anyway, I’ll try not to bang on. I doff my cap David. And in the meantime, I wish you both the very best for the year ahead, I also sincerely wish best outcomes for Paula. And whilst I suspect you’ve hung up your ‘epic challenge boots’ for now, I do hope we meet again on a start line somewhere, someplace.

      Take Care David.

      Yours in adventure,

      Jim.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jim,

      

      Wow, what an email! kind and sincere, as well as unexpected. I can tell it’s written with genuine sincerity and warmth. I read it to Paula with a sense of pride. 

      I’m glad you liked the video. When I reviewed each individual video, I was surprised how many of them started with an expletive, it certainly wasn’t intended that way when I recorded them, but I did find it funny that my language became coarser throughout the trip and I thought if it made me laugh, then maybe I could edit them in a way in which others would see the humour in the slow decay of a man’s soul. Feel free to use it in your social media marketing etc. 

      With reference to the words, I write a lot for myself as I find it cathartic and always write a race report for the triathlon club I’m a member of. The reports have got longer throughout the years, but that’s probably a reflection of the journey I’ve been taking. I wrote the words primarily for the members of the club, but thought the Panama Coast to Coast (PCTC) ‘team’ would like them too. The response and warmth from everyone has been overwhelming. The other reason for writing them is, for a few years now, I’ve been writing with the intention of writing a book of my journey. It is less of a ‘I did this, and I did that’  type affair, as, to be honest, who would want to read that. It is more about the mental issues that I’ve faced throughout my life and how, in my later years, I’ve been using sport and challenges to overcome them. I’ve got about thirty-five thousand words at the moment, but I think I can get this to around fifty thousand whilst creating a compelling tapestry that others may want to read, and hopefully to inspire them to overcome their own challenges too. With your permission, I’d like to include a lengthy section about PCTC and if it ever gets to the stage of publishing, which, being honest is probably a long shot, I’d like to put your email in the foreword.

      

      I thought the buzz of PCTC was fading, but I’m just as hyped now after receiving your message. I guess Rat Race is the gift that keeps on giving and I know I’ll be pleased and proud of my efforts pretty much forever. I often think, when I do tough events, of the film ‘Die Hard’. In particular, the bit where Hans Gruber says his ‘for Alexander wept for there were no more worlds to conquer’ speech, but the reality is, and the beauty of life is, that there are always tough things and exhilarating things to be found. I guess you just need to be creative. I think life stops when you stop challenging yourself. However, I don’t think anything, in this arena, will ever top PC2C.

      What’s next? I’m going to sign up for your Dominican Republic or Iceland events, I’m not sure which yet.

      On a separate note, I have been with Paula for around 22 years or so, and I had, in my head, planned to propose to her at the finish line. It wasn’t something I’d planned before the event, rather it propagated and developed throughout the jungle phase. However, when I got to the finish line, I had no other thought than to hug her. To be honest, I’m glad it played out that way, as the raw emotion we shared was palpable and I can still feel that hug now. We’ve since agreed to get married, although it wasn’t as romantic as it may have been in Panama. 

      Finally, I will never forget on ‘Death March Day’, when we stopped for water early on in the day at the dry creek. I was unable to speak as to do so would have burst forth tears. The fact you had a backup plan was nice to hear, but the thing that perked me up was the warmth in your eyes and how you said what you said. It came from a man with a heart. And for that, I am truly thankful.

      David
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      In its rawest sense, this book is about mental health. It’s about a journey as a distinctly average athlete achieving quite remarkable feats of endurance (in my head at least), carrying the burden of dereliction and suicidal thoughts while my partner battles cancer.

      The book uses the story of two races as bookends from which the real journey of personal evolution is allowed to flourish. It starts with an event called the Monster Triathlon and finishes with a coast-to-coast adventure through the mountains and jungles of Panama.

      I don’t necessarily consider that I’ve done anything particularly unique that other people can’t do, or haven’t done, but I think that I have a quite honest writing style that hopefully allows the reader to join me and relate to my journey. The chapters are mostly structured chronologically, and I intersperse chapters about physical events with those about my ‘darkness’. It starts with a brutally honest account of how my mind works or, perhaps more accurately, doesn’t work.

      I then guide the reader through some key milestone races that fell between those bookends. Some of these reports were written at the time, in the present tense, as race reports or as notes I took about my state of mind. Some of them are retrospective and are written in the past tense to weave together the two separate paths of the mind and the body.

      Some of the writing is vivid, bright, and lucid. Some of it is, and needs to be, stark and functional. This is deliberate as the juxtaposition of these creates not only light and shade but, in some instances, highlights the brutality of what I was thinking at the time. It could be tempting to think that this may be confusing to the reader, but I think the truest art allows the reader to lean in and bring their own experiences to run alongside the art. This is where the true magic happens.

      This isn’t a self-help book, unless you consider that maybe I’m trying to help myself deal with life. Don’t expect to find advice about mental health and how to deal with issues. There are professionals for that.

      The subtext of the book is to demonstrate that by taking hold of my mind, I’ve been able to overcome the negativity of my internal dialogue and I have built a ‘I won’t be defeated’ attitude.

      Hopefully, if only one person reading these words is helped to act and regain control of their life, or come to terms with it, or accept it, then my work is done.

      All of the above is true,  and if you’ve made it this far,  I’ll tell you a secret. It’s a love story.
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            FRACTURED ORIGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I didn’t know I was broken at the time

        I thought everyone was like this.
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            BLACKENED

          

        

      

    

    
      Edgworth, Lancashire – September 1988 onwards

      My bedroom was downstairs in the upside-down house. Everyone else lived upstairs. The walls in my bedroom were made from breeze block. I had a window that looked out from below ground level to the garden. One of the walls was built into the ground. We lived in a large five-bedroom house. I didn’t have an affluent upbringing, and though we certainly weren’t poor, I had nothing to be angry about.

      ‘Dun!

      Dun! Dun! Dun!

      Dun! Dun! Dun! Dun! Dun! Dun! Dun! Dun’.

      The CD player would go on.

      It was loud.

      It was always Metallica.

      It was always Blackened.

      It is quite an aggressive song and was always the perfect track. I never self-harmed but would hit the bedroom wall with my fists. Hard enough to hurt, but not hard enough to damage them. I couldn’t damage the wall, it was physically strong, I was emotionally fragile. I would bang my head against the wall too. Again, following the tried and tested method of ‘just enough’. I wouldn’t hit the wall just once. I did it a few times. Enough to punish myself. When I used my head, I was close to blacking out.

      It was always Metallica.

      It was always Blackened.

      I had an unnamed feeling.

      About what?

      I’m not too sure.

      But inside, I was always frantic. I was always angry. I didn’t know it, but I suspect I was doing this to release tension. Catharsis comes in many disguises, but I wasn’t doing it to release tension, instead, I was doing it to punish my mother.

      She hadn’t done anything wrong. She was the perfect mother. I loved the way we cooked together, and I look back with fondness at the way she used to tuck me up at night with an Eskimo Kiss (noses rubbing together), a Butterfly Kiss (her eyelashes fluttering on my cheek) and an Elephant Kiss (a trumpet noise from her pursed lips in my ear). But now, I was just a teenager, I was erratic. She was just bearing the brunt of my inability to deal with life. I was in pain. I used to wish that I was dead quite a lot.

      …And Justice for All, the Metallica album, came out in 1988, so I must’ve been at least 15. We didn’t have mental health teaching in those days; it simply wasn’t a thing.

      Instead, you had to find your own way of dealing with life. This was mine. It worked. It wasn’t perfect, but it was mine.

      Imagine that. The naivety and stupidity of hurting yourself to punish others who would never know about your inner turmoil or mental issues. But that’s what I did. I’ve never been able to deal with my mental problems ever since being a child. I would hyperventilate when I couldn’t deal with a situation.

      I sometimes still do.
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        * * *

      

      I remember my mum telling me about the time I was in infant school, and we had to draw a picture of what we did over the holidays, over the weekend, or something like that. Apparently, I drew a picture of me, my younger brother, Richard, and our cat. I had written something like, ‘Got home, kicked my brother and kicked the cat’. I don’t know, of course, if this was reality or fantasy, but whatever it was, it was enough to provoke a reaction from the teacher, the school, and, of course, my parents. It was probably just a talk we had but it could quite easily have been counselling. I can’t remember. There must have been some darkness in me, but the funny thing is that everybody always thought of me as a happy child.
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        * * *

      

      Edgworth Primary and Methodist School in Lancashire was in the heart of the countryside between Bolton and Blackburn. It was a good school and had pupils from generally affluent backgrounds. I can’t remember exactly, but there were maybe 10 to 12 children in each year. I suspect that I was in the infant school element of the school when this particular incident happened, but it could easily have been in junior school. I can’t remember the exact details, but I think somebody must have done something that upset me. No doubt it was something trivial. But whatever it was, it incited me to run off to an area at the corner of the school playground. I was crying in that uncontrollable sobbing way and was hyperventilating at the same time.

      I was plotting my revenge.

      ‘I know, I won’t invite them to my birthday party. That would show them’.

      It wouldn’t be my birthday for months.

      But I’d tell myself that I’d remember.

      And they would be sorry.

      I would forget, of course, but in the short term, I would hold grudges for days. Eventually, I would forget to be angry, and I would come out of that dark place where I only had internal dialogue for company. I would talk to myself, getting myself into a mental frenzy and turmoil. I would come out of it, in time, but in the depths of despair, it never felt like I would.

      Even today it still doesn’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I remember running away from home once because I had been asked to run the bath, but being perhaps eight or nine years old I wasn’t so vigilant. I didn’t turn off the taps when the bath got full. Instead, I allowed the taps to turn cold and, ultimately, thanks to the overflow, the bath gradually lost its heat. In the seventies, this was tantamount to a criminal offence. After a severe telling off, and I can’t remember if I was actually beaten, but if not, I was destined for one, so I climbed out of my bedroom window, onto the roof of the porch and ran away.

      Running away isn’t perhaps the most accurate description. I had only gone to the end of the field or perhaps the following one, just out of view. After maybe staying away for an hour or two, maybe a few hours at best, I returned home at dusk. I’m not sure if I did get a hiding or not but I do remember the next day after school waiting to be picked up by my mother, and having to wait for an eternity. I remember thinking that she was never coming and whilst she was probably just late with work, I had built up a scenario in my head where she was never coming and had just abandoned me to fend for myself in the world. It may seem ridiculous to anyone with real problems, but sometimes imagination is worse than reality.
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        * * *

      

      I can remember a similar event at secondary school. It happened on the bus home from school when I was being teased by some boys a couple of years older than me. I felt the build-up of anxiety and I managed to hold it in until my bus stop, but I got off in a state of hyperventilating crying.  I was unable to speak, or explain what was wrong, to genuinely helpful fellow pupils. It was mild teasing at best, but I obviously couldn’t deal with either my emotions or other people.

      I’m not sure I can now.
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        * * *

      

      To this day, at 50 years old, I still have mental issues. The unnamed feeling? It’s still there. In fact, it is probably worse now, but it’s dressed in Westwood rather than school shorts and Clarks.

      I go through phases of failure in confidence and insecurity. People who know me probably think I am outgoing and confident, and I am, in the right circumstances, with the right people, at the right time. When there is no jeopardy, I am me. I am confident and wild and humorous and entertaining. But if I must speak to people I don’t know, do presentations, or phone people up then I am the complete opposite, or at least I can be. It depends on how I mentally prepare for it.

      I could be doing something as simple as phoning up a friend, but sometimes I have a panic attack, and I would have to feign a lost connection by simply hanging up, sometimes the instant they answer, because I can’t get my words out properly. The time it takes for them to answer also intensifies the fear. The longer I have to plan my first sentence, the more my mind stews and festers. Will I sound stupid? Will it make sense? Will my voice start to wobble?

      It is crazy.

      I remember at university having to do presentations, and like a switch flicked by a mocking devil, my heart would pound. My breath would become uncontrollable. It feels like I’m having difficulty breathing, and as soon as the awareness of breath comes, I know I’m in danger.

      Breath – the thing that keeps me alive, and the thing that stops me living.

      I can’t replicate this fear at any other time; it only happens moments before I have to do something unthinkable.

      Something frightening.

      Something unexpected.

      However, days before, it is all I can think of, and on the day itself, I would be mask my stress with the invisible sound of yawning. The yawns came in waves, not stormy or dramatic – just quiet and endless. In the moment itself though, that moment when fear becomes reality, my speech would be hampered. In my mind, everybody can see my physical and mental anguish and this just exacerbates things. Sometimes, after the event, people try to help and rationalise it by saying ‘it only happens because you care’ or they would tell me that ‘everybody feels the same thing’ and is going through the same thought processes and doubt and nervousness.

      I’m in no doubt that some people do go through the same thing, and as someone who goes through this, I’m acutely aware of when they do. I can see the subtle signs. I try to help by asking them questions, because I know if it becomes a conversation then their fear tends to subside and departs.

      This has happened throughout my life. I am effectively two people. I remember when I first started work, I would have significant problems with using the phone. Even speaking to people I knew would be difficult.

      There are long stretches of time when it goes away but it always returns. This fear has always held me back. The biggest single thing stopping me from achieving ‘success’ is that fear.

      That fear of being found out.

      That fear of being a failure.

      It’s mad.

      I think it’s an affectation. I remember watching ‘Back to the Future’ in 1985. Marty McFly wouldn’t send off a tape of his band to a record company because he was afraid that it wouldn’t be well received and he would appear to be a failure. I never understood it at the time and thought it was a ridiculous concept. But I think it sowed the seed of doubt for that thought process. Maybe it’s just a thing that the comprehensive school system teaches you. Teachers would try to embarrass you by getting you to stand at the front of the class if they felt that you weren’t paying attention or thought you were playing up.

      It should be their job to create an environment, and engender a spirit within you, where you want to learn, and where you want to grow. It’s their job to inspire. Education shouldn’t be about telling you ‘what to think’. It should be teaching you ‘how to think’, because, if they do it properly, and they are right in what they think you should know, then you’d come to the same conclusions anyway. The best service that public schools provide is the gift of confidence.

      I also hang onto the theory that clever people are more insecure. I can’t be sure, but it is almost like a badge of honour for both sides.

      The feeling of helplessness has plagued my professional career. I like to think I have an ‘I can do that’ attitude and I like to kid myself that if somebody else can do something, then I can do it too. And I can, mostly, as long as the circumstances are correct, or at least I give myself permission to do so.

      I’ve had hypnotherapy to try to cure me. I have read countless Neuro Linguistic Programming (NLP) books, and I’ve had counselling, but nothing seems to have worked. I’ve had psychological tests where it’s been suggested that I need to be ‘watched closely’ or ‘need further help’. One counsellor told me that ‘you can’t be helped’. They never explained why, but I understood that it is because I’m too intelligent for them to help. I am delusional in this thought, as I’m obviously not.

      I’ve got nothing against any of these methods and if they have worked for you, great. If not, maybe something else did. Again, if not, fear not. The thing that works for me most of the time, and it’s not a special skill, is preparation, mental rehearsal and most importantly a decision on my behalf to tackle a challenge head-on.

      I remember reading in conductor Benjamin Zander’s book that ‘it is not about winning or losing, it is about contributing’. That, when I’m thinking about it, helps me. It helps at the time, but it’s not deeply ingrained in my mind just yet. The critical thing is saying, ‘let’s just do this motherfucker, Come on David let’s just do this’. I have to grab hold of the situation and when I do that, I am in charge. I am in control. I can be me. Or at least I can be ‘the me I want to be’. I believe it was Confucius who said, ‘A man has two lives, the second one begins when he realises he has just one’.

      I also find that I have to do the things I don’t want to do regularly. The more exposure I have to a situation, the better I become at it and the more comfortable I am. But, if I leave it for a while, the bite I have taken from the apple oxidises. I guess it’s just like fitness. If I didn’t train, my fitness would go backwards. And when I write it like that, it seems ever so apparent. The more I do something, the better I become. It also helps to gradually increase my exposure to something just out of my comfort zone. Sometimes being way out of my current comfort level provides the most fear. It’s about gradual exposure, but it has to be constant.

      Gradually stepping into the water, getting my body used to the change of temperature before easing in a little bit further. Eventually, I’m fully in, and it doesn’t seem so daunting anymore. Sometimes when I go open water swimming, I find it’s better to get in quickly and get the pain over and done with faster. But at the start of the season, it is foolish to jump straight in as my body just isn’t ready for the shock of the cold water. My body, over time, learns to deal with the rapid change in temperature. At the start of the season, it is like this every year. It never gets any easier. Perhaps if I swam over the winter, it would be different. Perhaps if I constantly put myself in these situations and not allow myself to avoid them, it would improve, maybe for good. But I know, deep down, that it never will. Sometimes it’s been so bad that even if I forget something as simple as my gym membership card, I will panic at the thought of having to say at reception, ‘I have forgotten my card’.

      Jesus: five words.

      How hard is it to say those words?

      I think that this might be why I try so hard at work, so I never have to say ‘Sorry, I’ve not done it yet’ or ‘Sorry, I can’t do it’.

      That fear of having to apologise, of having to say ‘I’m not good enough’, ‘I’ve let you down’, or worst of all ‘I’ve let myself down’.

      I portray an ‘I don’t give a fuck attitude’, but really, I couldn’t care more. I sometimes look in the mirror into the depths of my eyes, deep into my pupils, with pity and contempt.

      I think that is the reason I have demanded high standards of both myself and others at work. I manipulate and bully people to improve their standards. It helps them to become better, and more valuable to the company, and ultimately earn more money for themselves, but it can’t be a pleasant journey for them to take.

      I know that they go through a phase of fear, hate and, ultimately, respect and I’d tell them it is because I want to help them improve, but I think the real reason is that I don’t want to let myself down because they are representing me, and I will look bad.

      It’s not altruism, it is self-preservation.

      It’s contemptible when I think about it, but having said that, I never ask people to do what I’m not prepared or willing to do myself.

      My fear is my biggest weakness. And ironically, it’s also my biggest strength because whilst it drives me to do things to a high standard, though sometimes it inhibits me.

      Maybe without it, I’d settle for less, and maybe I’d be happier. Would I give it up to be ‘normal’?

      I wouldn’t.

      I’ll explain why later, but for now, please understand that although I sometimes hate myself and want it all to end, I have the best life imaginable and wouldn’t swap it for anyone else’s.

      A lifetime of contradictions.

      A lifetime of hurt and joy.

      Drive and determination, fuelled by a feeling of inadequacy is my greatest strength. I just wish I had the power to complete things. The stamina to finish my music albums, books, and other projects. Things tend to go on a roll, and I produce, in my opinion anyway, greater things as a result of my ‘all or nothing’ attitude, but never quite good enough to share with others. I’m just a scared little boy.

      In my head:

      I’m a genius.

      I’m clever.

      I’m witty.

      I’m beautiful.

      I’m a loser.

      I’m a coward.

      I’m brilliant.

      I’m good company.

      I’m fun.

      I don’t like other people, yet I seek their approval.

      I love myself.

      I hate myself.

      I’m driven.

      I’m lazy.

      I wish I were dead.

      
      I wish I could control my brain.

      
      A lot of people think I’m weird and odd. I revel in that. Sometimes my confidence comes from ‘Oh my God, what has Dave done now’.  It comes from humour, from seeing what I can get away with.

      I want.

      No, I need people to see how

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Foreword
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        I. Fractured Origins
        
          		
            1. Blackened
          


          		
            2. Master of Puppets
          


          		
            3. The monster triathlon
          


        


      


      		
        II. Borrowed Strength
        
          		
            4. After the monster
          


          		
            5. Holy Island
          


          		
            6. A swim and run around an island
          


          		
            7. Stop the world, i want to get off
          


          		
            8. Triathlon X
          


          		
            9. Everybody melts sometimes
          


          		
            10. Dolphins were monkeys
          


        


      


      		
        III. Delusion as a Coping Mechanism
        
          		
            11. Somethings you just can’t train for
          


          		
            12. Pretty good
          


          		
            13. I want to die
          


        


      


      		
        IV. Truth Without Narrative
        
          		
            14. It’ll never work
          


          		
            15. On the road
          


          		
            16. Hills
          


          		
            17. Jungle
          


          		
            18. The unknown
          


          		
            19. A cry for help
          


          		
            20. If i can deal with this
          


          		
            21. The unknowable
          


        


      


      		
        V. The Question That Remains
        
          		
            22. The symbolic ending
          


          		
            23. Some hugs last forever
          


          		
            24. What is it?
          


        


      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Before You Go
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/a-love-letter-in-a-hammock---ebook-cover-jpg.jpg
A LOVE
LETTER
1IN A HAMMOCK

: aT"Ds neLs

_F

g (£ 3






