

CHAPTER 1

How do you know when you’re worrying too much?

When I was seven, I killed my grandad.

I don’t have many memories of him and even the ones I do have might have been made up in my head from stories my family told me. Jack was seventy-four when he died, which doesn’t feel that old to me now but at the time he seemed ancient. He’d had throat cancer and had undergone a lengthy operation to remove his voice box, so he spoke with an electro larynx – a little machine you press into your neck that gives you a voice like a Dalek, C-3PO or a very, very, very boring man. The two main things I remember about him are that robotic voice, and his kindness. When I was six, he video-recorded the musical Grease off the telly for me because he thought I’d like it. He was right and it started a lifelong love of musical theatre. He’d taped it over one of his Western films on VHS which meant I didn’t see the opening scene, with Sandy and Danny on that beach, until I was in my late teens. For me, Grease will always begin with a cowboy storming through saloon doors and a barman looking up in terror. It didn’t make sense but it also didn’t make sense that people clearly in their thirties were pretending to be high-schoolers. (Things are confusing when you’re little. My cousin told me that Bowie, her white toy poodle, was actually her brother and I believed her for months.)

Gramps would let me sit on his lap while he was having a tea and give me custard creams on the sly without Mum seeing. Sometimes he took his teeth out and would do a hugely exaggerated gummy smile to make me laugh. It worked every time – I’ve always been a fan of slapstick. I’m told that in the midst of his treatment, while I assume he was feeling like utter shite, he went out of his way to go to the shops to get me some orange Lucozade. I had a stomach bug and it was the only thing I could keep down. (In my family in the early nineties Lucozade was considered medicinal.) Making an unnecessary trip to the shops for a radioactive-looking soft drink while enduring gruelling radiotherapy tells you everything you need to know about my gramps.

I wasn’t actually with him the night he died: I was at a sleepover at Katie Burrows’s house. Her parents owned some holiday apartments in a nice part of town and playing at hers was always a thrill. Katie would sometimes pinch the keys to one and we’d pretend to be grown-ups sharing a flat. It was the height of excitement for a seven-year-old. In the morning, Mum picked me up in her Suzuki Vitara. I loved that car, I felt extremely cool in it. Mum would put music on and we’d sing at the top of our lungs, throwing in hand gestures – I would even pretend to hold a mic. Our favourite was Diana Ross and the Supremes, which we played endlessly, until the tape snapped and the Suzuki vomited out the mangled cassette.

That particular morning, Mum’s eyes were wet when she got out of the car. Katie’s mum ran straight out and hugged her. Weird, I thought. I said goodbye to Katie and climbed into the back. There was no Diana Ross on the way home. In the kitchen Mum sat me down and explained that Gramps had died but that it was OK because he had gone to ‘a better place’. More confusion for a little brain: there was somewhere Gramps considered better than here at home with us? The best place I’d ever been was Disneyland. We’d holidayed there when I was four, after Dad had had a particularly good year at work. I thought it was the greatest place in the world – I’d met Mickey and Minnie, Goofy, both Ducks and been slightly terrified by 300 animatronic dolls telling me how small the world is through the medium of song. We’d been allowed to eat sweets and ice cream to utter excess and go on ride after ride after ride. We’d bought hats emblazoned with our favourite characters – Mickey for me, Goofy for my brother, Joe. Dad got one with a fake ponytail coming out the back, which Joe and I found hilarious – truly, doubled-over, crying hilarious. Dad, always one to make the most of a gag, would toss the ponytail casually over his shoulder like he was Jon Bon Jovi. Mum found it toe-curlingly embarrassing which, of course, made us laugh even more.

I didn’t think Gramps, whose favourite things were John Wayne films, darts and a pint of bitter, would like Disneyland. And I couldn’t think of anywhere else he’d prefer to be than home with us.

Mum told me that he would watch over me always, that he would always be with me. Which I found . . . troubling, frankly. My immediate worry was that there were other dead people watching over me too, maybe people I didn’t know, maybe bad people. Maybe while I was in the bathroom. I imagined a ghost hanging out in the clouds above our house, looking down at me in our avocado green bath. From then on I was always sure to cover my bits with a flannel. I imagined a – what’s the collective noun for a group of ghosts? a flock? a mischief? a horror? – a horror of ghosts all sat on my windowsill, watching me play in my room, maybe a couple of the more curious ones perching on the end of my bed as I slept, and I didn’t like it one bit.

After Mum had explained how Gramps was living it up at ghost Disney, I noticed that our house was full of family. We lived in a lovely end of terrace in old Portsmouth, with red leather sofas and a heavily patterned blue carpet. Everyone was drinking tea, and Mum was offering sandwiches. Offering sandwiches is my mum’s love language but no one was hungry and everyone was crying, especially Nan. She’d recently survived stomach cancer, but it had totally ravaged her body. She’d gone from a size 16 to an 8 when she had major surgery to remove three quarters of her stomach. She was so frail, her slight body moved with caution, like a little bird in a world that was far too loud and bustling for her. She sat at the kitchen table weeping into her teacup. I cuddled her. ‘Gently, Suz!’ Mum shouted from across the room while slicing more tomatoes for more sandwiches that no one was going to eat.

Since Nan’s op I’d been constantly told to ‘be gentle’ around her. Apparently my hyperactive, distracted, clumsy demeanour isn’t great for someone recovering from surgery and living with just a quarter of their stomach.

I couldn’t bear seeing Nan, Mum and Aunty Jak so upset. I wanted to find a reason, I needed to understand why Gramps had died, to make sure it didn’t ever happen to anyone else. The truth was that the radiation hadn’t worked and the cancer had spread throughout his body. Tumours had grown in all his vital organs and eventually that caused them to fail, but seven-year-old Suz couldn’t comprehend all that. So I decided it must have been my fault and the reason Gramps had died was because I had slept at Katie Burrows’s house. If I’d just stayed home I would have saved him and probably even cured his cancer. Child logic.

It was the first thing I was truly anxious about. What I didn’t realize then was that anxiety would go on to be my constant companion, into adulthood and beyond.

‘She’s only happy when she has something to worry about.’

My family have said this about me for as long as I can remember. I used to believe it. For a long time, it was justification for my excessive overthinking and tendency to catastrophize. If there wasn’t anything obvious to worry about I would actively seek something out, like a detective on the hunt for angst. I was a Worrier. Worrying was what I did. It was the early nineties and my family didn’t have the vocabulary for anxiety, or, for that matter, any other mental health issue. They certainly didn’t have the tools to help me manage it, and that’s not their fault. It just wasn’t part of public conversation, at least not in Portsmouth. So, I was told not to worry that I was a worrier because that’s just who I was. It’s who most of my family are. We all worry. That’s the vibe. Being told not to worry about worrying is a hell loop, worse than Crazy Frog on repeat in a submarine.

Gramps was the first person I knew who’d died, and it flipped a switch in my mind. All at once, the fragility of life became overwhelmingly apparent. I suddenly realized that people were dying all the time. Every day. Hundreds of thousands of people for hundreds of reasons. Old, young, rich, poor, every kind of person and there was absolutely nothing you could do about it. I was frightened that Mum would be next, that the grim reaper had hung around in Portsmouth waiting for the next victim – it was more than frightening, I was truly terrified. Before Gramps, I’d never even considered that my mum could die but once that macabre idea crept into my mind, it wouldn’t leave. It argued squatters’ rights. At school, in Year 3, my kindly teacher Miss Sampson would be reading from our class book, Matilda. I’d be laughing along at the thought of Mr Wormwood’s hat superglued to his head, then the dark thought would slither in: Mum might have had an accident walking back from school, mightn’t she? That main road is always very busy. And Dad always says people are driving too fast so close to the primary school, someone might have hit her, she might be laying there in the street, blood coming out of her head, her eyes open. I needed to do something. Sickness would wash over me. My skin would go clammy. I’d need to leave so I’d tell Miss Sampson I had a tummy ache. I’d burst into tears because my brain, or at least some of it, really believed the ghoulish story it had summoned. The school receptionist would ring home, and I’d wait at the front desk, sitting in a grown-up chair, feet not quite touching the floor, kicking my legs, counting how many kicks before Mum appeared and my heart could stop racing and this nausea would dissipate. Staring at the school gate, willing my mum to walk through it. Ten minutes later there she was. Smiling as she walked towards me. The relief would be so overwhelming, I would cry again. Mum would wrap me up in the safety of her arms and I could breathe a little calmer knowing that, for now, she was still alive.

When I wasn’t at school, I vowed to never leave her side. It was the only way I could properly protect her. I started wetting the bed again, too, just what Mum needed when dealing with the grief of losing her dad: an unbelievably needy child and piss-soaked sheets. Often, I wouldn’t even tell her I’d done it; just change my pyjamas, then sneak into Mum and Dad’s bed and watch her sleep, the gentle rise and fall of her chest confirming: not dead, not dead, not dead.

Mum knew that I worried but I didn’t tell her I had started making little deals with the world in order to keep everyone safe. If I managed to outrun the bus to the end of the street, Mum would live. If I managed to get all the way up the stairs using only the banisters, not once putting my feet on the carpet, Nan would never die. I felt it was my job to protect everyone. Which is quite a lot of pressure for someone who was still learning simple multiplication and occasionally spelling her name Zusi.

Little Zusi wasn’t only worried about keeping people alive. I was also very concerned about the dead. We lived next door to a small church and I would often play in the church’s front garden. One day, I noticed these great stones with names on them leaning against our house. Imagine my shock when I asked what they were and discovered there were dead bodies buried in the soil right next to our living room. I had seen the video to Michael Jackson’s Thriller and I became very concerned that the dead were going to rise and potentially bust out a terrifying (if maddeningly catchy) choreographed number. Frightened, I asked Mum if zombies were under the ground just inches from our sofa. Mum reassured me that the graves were so old all that would be left was a skeleton. Ding, ding, new fear unlocked. I instantly became petrified of skeletons. Joe told me there was one inside me all the time, which, trust me, did not help.

One of the great things about having a big imagination is that I often create stories and ideas that I can genuinely see in my mind’s eye, so specific and exact that they could be confused for memories. One of the bad things about having such a big imagination is that I often create stories and ideas that I can genuinely see in my mind’s eye, so specific and exact that they could be confused for memories. At one point during primary school, I became convinced there was a ghost in my room every night. I imagined a hooded character hiding in the wardrobe then gliding over to me. I hated that it didn’t have feet. I would often fall asleep with my eyes squeezed shut and the duvet over my head. Even now I am scared of the dark. When I’m on tour I have to stay in large busy hotels to feel safe. I don’t mind being woken by the drunken cackle of a hen party getting back at 2 a.m., in fact I find it reassuring. I was once put up in a very old B & B after a show in Aberystwyth. It had clearly once been some sort of stately home, the architecture stunning but the decor suggesting we were visiting after its heyday. I don’t think I need to tell you I found it creepy as fuck. I tried to get to sleep, tossing and turning while imagining Victorian ghost children at the foot of my bed. In the dead of night I was woken by a thud from the floor above me, but I was on the top floor. Above me was only an attic where there weren’t any guest rooms. I heard a noise travel from one side of the ceiling to the other . . . Obviously it took me no time at all to work out that the aforementioned ghost children were rolling a ball to each other, just feet from my head. I promptly shot out of bed, jumped in my car and drove the 240 miles to my parents’ house arriving knackered at 6.45 a.m. A few years ago, when we were buying our house, during the second viewing I asked the owner if anything weird or creepy had ever happened in there, much to my wife’s embarrassment. I had to check. I’m happy to say, two years later no hauntings to report.

I can see now that my poor mum was dealing with a lot more than grief and a needy child. It was the early 1990s and interest rates had just sky-rocketed, which had a massive impact on the economy at large and on us at home. My dad has always worked with lorries and horses – for more than a century the Ruffell family trade was delivering coal with a horse and cart. Dad left school at fifteen to transport coal all over Portsmouth and the surrounding area. By then the family had upgraded to a small lorry. Often Dad would go to the posh end of town or just beyond it to ‘the big houses’, gorgeous Georgian piles, each with a flash car in the drive and a polished brass knocker. These were the customers who could buy coal in huge quantities, who’d never have to wait until payday or worry about running out. Most houses had a small bunker outside the front door but some of the big ones had a full-on coal shed in their back garden. Working with the black stuff all day, Dad would obviously be covered in soot. There were a handful of uptight, well-off women who wanted coal in their garden but didn’t want a workman in the house, so he’d have to remove his coat and his shoes and they’d wince as this very young man struggled through their house with a hundredweight of coal, more concerned for their carpet than his well-being. They’d eye him with suspicion and hurry him out again, keen to not have ‘his type’ in their beautiful house. It must have been hugely shaming. But rather than getting jealous or annoyed Dad got inspired. He wanted to be the man with the flash car in the big house. He wanted that life. He didn’t want to be the pitied boy in holey socks with a bag of coal slumped over his shoulder.

He was ambitious, and a workaholic, but also generous to a fault. Turns out it’s hard to get rich when you’re always the first to put your hand in your pocket down the pub. He wanted more. Always more. Over the next twenty years my dad slogged to build up his company, lorries mainly, and he owned a lorry park (literally a car park for lorries). Portsmouth is right on the coast so the perfect place for a lorry awaiting a load. When Dad had a little bit of money in his pocket, it was suggested he buy some land, maybe even a commercial property. The bank was lending and Dad, like Del Boy, really believed that this time next year he would be a millionaire. But that’s not how it went. In the early 1990s interest rates climbed so high that Dad couldn’t afford the repayments. The people who’d rented the commercial properties decided to downsize. The lorry park was half-empty. The lenders who’d happily bankrolled his ambition were now on the phone demanding their money back. Dad was swimming in so much debt he could hardly breathe. He had no choice but to declare bankruptcy and watch twenty years of grafting day and night slip down the drain. The nice car was gone, the lorry park, the lorries, everything except our house and I don’t know how he managed to hold on to that. I do have a faded memory of bailiffs at the door. I imagine Dad’s gift of the gab bought him a few more weeks.

This could have totally dimmed his ambition, it could have made him jealous and bitter but not him. My dad is very positive and while I imagine he was utterly gutted, he knew that if he could build up his wealth once he could do it again, so he set to work once more. He worked harder than ever before, driving all over the country, buying and selling lorries, surviving on five hours’ sleep a night. I definitely get my keenness to succeed from him, I never feel more like him than when I’m hurtling down the M4 at 1 a.m. And I know that’s when he feels most like me – he would always brag to his mates about the number of miles I had driven that week rather than the gigs I had smashed.

Retrospectively, I realize that he must have been totally at his wits’ end: not knowing where the mortgage payment was coming from, how they were going to afford this week’s grocery bill. He tells me now that there were weeks he barely slept. It must have been enormously stressful keeping everything afloat and not losing heart. But I was seven and yes, the interest rates were very high, Dad had lost his business and we had no money, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. I was far too busy keeping everyone alive and hiding from ghosts. I was totally shielded from the financial fears indoors but I wonder now if I picked up on any of the stress my parents were working so hard to disguise.

I was fifteen by the time I risked going to a sleepover again. It had been eight years since that night at Katie’s. I tried loads of times, even with family members, but I could never go through with it. It would get to 10 p.m. and the fear would crowbar its way into my mind. I’d be watching Bring It On, trying in vain to learn the Clovers’ choreography, pretending to fancy the leading man, and attempting not to notice Eliza Dushku. I would be laughing, having fun, then I’d hear it, like the deathwatch beetle in Practical Magic, tick tick. Immediately overwhelmed, my brain would rustle up some horror. A house fire? A crash in Dad’s lorry? A murderer hiding in the garden shed? I had no choice. I’d have to leave. My mum would be called. I’d pretend I had period pains. Once again I’d be waiting by the window, willing Mum to arrive. Back in the Suzuki next to her, I would feel like such a baby, so embarrassed and ashamed, but my main emotion was enormous relief.

So, anxiety has been with me for ever. It shape-shifts, morphing into different bogeymen reacting to different moments and experiences. Whether it was fear around my sexuality, or feeling like I’d never fit in, or my brain immediately jumping to the worst possible conclusion if someone doesn’t answer the phone immediately, or having to push the front door and count to ten to convince myself that I have indeed locked it, or having to do ‘my checks’ before bed every single night, it’s always there, lurking in the corners of my mind.

‘My checks’, by the way, is my pet name for my daily social media audit. It’s a fear that somehow, unbeknownst to me, I have accidentally added a photo of myself nude to my

Instagram grid and everyone I have ever met has seen it, even though I am well aware I have never taken a naked photo in my life. Or that I have accidentally added a photo of my kid that I didn’t mean to share with the world. Or that I have uploaded a picture of not only my bank balance but the long number on the front of my card and the three security digits on the signature strip.

Once I’ve checked my main grid and stories, and I am happily comforted that there isn’t an unwanted image hovering around the internet, it’s time for stage 2 of my checks (and I would say that even on a bad day this still feels a bit mad). At this point I’m compelled to check my activity log to make sure I haven’t accidentally liked any comments or images that are aggressive or hateful. I would never have done this on purpose but because I worry, I have to check. Because what if I liked something that was prejudiced or violent towards a group of people who are already marginalized by society and someone thought that I shared those awful opinions and while I slept everyone else in the world heard about it and by the time I woke up everyone hated me. I dread opening my phone and seeing thousands of posts from strangers out for blood, my blood. I would try to explain but no one would believe me. People would stop coming to my shows. I’d lose all my work. Other comedians obviously wouldn’t want to work with me because there would be this rumour that I was problematic, then the mortgage would be a struggle to pay and it would create a wedge between me and my wife, Alice. I would be sad but also angry. I would be unbearable. And after six months of my grey angry cloud over our house Alice would say my energy wasn’t good for our daughter to be around, that my mental health was harming her, so I would have to move out and live in a bedsit with a ghost in a dodgy area where I didn’t feel safe, which means I wouldn’t sleep, making the anxiety even more prominent. My eczema would flare up and it would get really itchy and really sore as it rapidly spread across my arms and entire face, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from scratching it because the pain felt strangely satisfying. I would stop eating because that’s what stress does to me, which would leave me gaunt and hallowed. And every time I saw my daughter she would wince and I would notice a fear in her eyes because Mama wasn’t really Mama any more.

As I say, I am prone to catastrophize.

I’m a lot better now in some ways, but even these days, when I get home from a show late I always have to check on my daughter and wife to make sure they are safe. (I don’t think listening to podcasts about serial killers and the paranormal has helped this. Why am I morbidly interested? Is it some sort of rush to stare directly into the belly of your greatest fear? It can’t be sensible.)

I still live with low-level anxiety most days, it’s the distant hum that scores my life. And sometimes it escalates; moments where I still feel like child Suzi, hanging off a banister, trying with all her might not to touch the floor. (Not that I’d attempt that these days, I don’t have the upper body strength.) It flares up most when I am tired or feeling creatively unfulfilled. When my brain is knackered or if I have too much time, I do still revert to searching for something to worry about. But on those days I will lay on my back, legs on a chair and just breathe. It sounds so simple but it works. Then I will put on an absolute club banger, this week it was Becky Hill’s ‘Remember’, and I will dance, dance really hard, by myself, in my bedroom, a dressing room or in my car (in a Highway Code safety-approved way) until I feel like me again.

•   •   •

I am going to chat to Dr Kirren Schnack, a highly qualified clinical psychologist and bestselling author. We meet on Zoom. I loved Kirren’s book, Ten Times Calmer, and we kick off by me telling her how useful I have found it with my own anxiety. Kirren has a gentle manner that immediately puts me at ease. I begin by asking her if it’s normal to be very anxious?

‘Oh, that’s a great question,’ she tells me. ‘Because first of all, what’s normal and who gets to decide that?’

To be fair, that is also a great question.

‘I don’t really think anyone is normal,’ continues Dr Kirren. ‘Everybody gets anxious because anxiety is a normal emotion. But what usually happens is that anxiety is triggered by a specific situation – so, let’s say a job interview or an exam, or maybe having to socialize with lots of people. That event or circumstance would cause the anxiety, but it wouldn’t be debilitating. You’d feel that anxiety and the nerves, but you’d do the thing anyway. And then once you’ve done it, your anxiety would just go back down to zero, or back to your resting level, what your norm is. And you wouldn’t think about it every day.’

But how do we know what ‘debilitating’ feels like to different people? It took a long time for me to accept that I was perhaps more than just someone who worried a lot. Certainly, as a child, it would stop me doing the things I wanted to, like staying at my cousin’s for a sleepover. And as an adult, often, the same sort of anguish still rolls around my head every day. I ask Dr Kirren when general anxiety becomes an anxiety disorder.

‘There are specific criteria which have to be met for anxiety to be considered an anxiety disorder. The feeling has to be there for long enough that we could call it both “persistent” and “present”. It might be three months or six months, but it’s persistently there, the majority of the time. A “normal” experience of anxiety is where it’s brief and it goes away. But if you have a disorder, you’d be anxious the majority of the time, and you’d develop specific behaviours in order to manage those feelings, like rituals: “If you don’t do X then Y will happen.”’

Ah. Like . . . running for a bus to keep your mother alive?

‘Yes, or needing a lot of reassurance, like asking a partner, friend, neighbour or parent the same question over and over again.’

Huge shout out to my wife, Alice, here.

‘[People with anxiety disorders] tend to ruminate and overthink a lot so their thoughts just go around and around, but they don’t resolve the problem of whatever the thought is that’s causing that problem. So you have this obsessive ruminating – we call it thinking where you don’t lead yourself to a solution.’

This feels incredibly familiar.

I tell Dr Kirren that, often, the first indicator that my anxiety is building is not what’s going on in my brain, but my body. ‘Is that usual?’ I ask her.

She tells me that we all have ‘around five or six physical anxiety reactions’ which are our particular body’s default.

‘For one person,’ she reveals, ‘those might be heart palpitations, dizziness, sweating, or needing to pee. For somebody else, it might be twitching and feeling sick. I’m sure you’ve heard of the fight-or-flight response. When you’re anxious your body is getting ready for action: fighting back, or running away. Increasingly we are understanding “freeze” as a response too, especially following trauma. But for fight-or-flight your physiological system releases stress hormones, adrenaline and cortisol, which flood your body in order to physically bring about all the changes to prepare you for that action. We feel these as physical symptoms – such as muscle twitches, which people get because there is too much nerve energy. So, imagine you’re sitting in a chair and you’re really anxious because you had a terrible thought about somebody dying or because you don’t know if you turned the cooker off. That kicks off your fight-or-flight response because you’re telling your brain there’s something to be scared of. Your brain gives you extra energy through the adrenaline and the cortisol, but you’re not doing anything. You’re still sat in the chair. But the nerve energy has to go somewhere, so your muscles start to twitch to expel that excess nerve energy.

‘Sweating is an interesting one too, especially when we remember that our physiological responses have adapted and evolved over time. In a fight-or-flight situation, if your body is dripping in sweat and you’re slippery, it’s harder for a predator to hold on to you.’

This blows my mind. I had never considered that anxiety sweats are all about making it easier to slip away should I be captured by a wild animal . . .

‘It’s fascinating,’ Dr Kirren agrees. ‘Peeing, pooping and feeling sick are part of this evolutionary response, too. Your digestive enzymes switch off so that you don’t feel hungry when you’re anxious, because your body doesn’t want to use precious resources on digesting food. It wants to use everything it has to fight off the situation.’

‘But the thing is,’ she continues, ‘today, we don’t really need those fascinating things that happen in our bodies, so sometimes, some people have to teach our brains to switch them off when they’re not needed. Otherwise, they persist, and become habitual responses to even the smallest of triggers.’

It’s helpful to know that my anxiety isn’t a freak occurrence but in fact, the product of thousands of years of evolution. Anxiety has been keeping my ancestors alive since the dawn of time but is there any benefit at all to me still suffering with it today?

‘Definitely,’ says Dr Kirren. ‘We all need some anxiety. It helps you stay safe, put your seat belt on, check if you have everything you need or whether you’ve forgotten something important. It makes you double-check the time of your flight. Anxiety makes you think about the things you have to deal with and what you need to prepare. And that kind of anxiety is good. Exams and interviews are also great examples: if you’re anxious, that anxiety can motivate you to prepare. We call this performance-enhancing anxiety.’

I wondered if my ‘dancing it out’ actually held any value and I was thrilled to see Dr Kirren say in her book, Ten Times Calmer, that ‘Scientific studies show that dancing can be an effective way to reduce anxiety. When you dance your brain releases endorphins, which are natural chemicals that make you feel happy and positive. The physical movement of dance helps reduce the level of cortisol in your body, too, a hormone linked to stress and anxiety.’

Great news! Alexa, play some Kylie.

Whilst researching this chapter, I read up on what our most common anxieties and fears are: poverty, criticism, ill-health, loss, old age and death all score highly. They all rang true for me, but the most specific one was death after Gramps passed away. I asked Dr Kirren how often death anxiety comes up for children.

‘It’s usually at around the age of eight or nine that a child figures out the concept of mortality,’ she says. ‘It’s often set off by losing someone in their family. And there’s a link between realizing that people die, and realizing that you yourself are going to die, that your parents will die. It’s a very common fear – and one which underpins a lot of anxiety disorders. By that, I mean that if you go far enough down the worry trail – often worries about anything – you eventually reach the big one, our fear of dying.’

I’m well aware that I’ve done this. Much of my anxiety is around keeping people safe. It didn’t make sense to try to outrun a bus to keep Mum alive, but that was the gut feeling.

We all know we’re going to die one day, and so will the people we love, but, as Dr Kirren explains, our fear of death can hold us back from living any sort of life.

‘You’ve got two choices,’ she tells me. ‘But to think about it all the time, to have our fear – whether that’s of illness, failure, loss or anything else – sit in our laps, can be a kind of death of its own. Or we can choose to live a values-driven life, and do the things that matter most to us. And through that, death anxiety is reduced, because what you end up with is a meaningful existence.’

So the antidote to death anxiety is living, really living, the kind of life that you want, going for your dreams or to concerts or to the beach with your mates. Doing the thing that makes you happy.

I would love to write something poignant here but instead I am going to stop. My daughter is calling me, the sun is shining and she’s desperate for a trip to the park and an ice cream. In the interests of living meaningfully, I am going to stop working and do just that. And maybe you should put the book down now and do something for yourself, or at the very least pop on your favourite band and have a boogie on your own.

Here are some suggestions:


‘Rain On Me’ Lady Gaga

‘Everywhere’ Fleetwood Mac

‘Hold On’ Wilson Philips

‘I Am What I Am’ Gloria Gaynor

‘Feel the Love’ Rudimental

‘Cut to the Feeling’ Carly Rae Jepsen

‘You Forever’ Self Esteem

‘Holiday’ Madonna







CHAPTER 2

Does peaking at high school ruin you for life?

(And did Kate Winslet make me gay?)

Peaking at school certainly wasn’t something I had to worry about. As a teenager I had eczema, anxiety and dyslexia. Forget singing, dancing and acting; this was my triple threat. School was hell: I hated everything about it, other than the uniform. I loved my uniform. A pressed white shirt, tie in a Windsor knot, a blazer with an inside pocket for pens. There’s an androgynous stylishness to a school uniform and I’ve always liked to look smart. For example, sitting here right now I am in a button-down shirt and pressed trousers because I have respect for my book and for you. I now realize I was an odd teenager, at odds with my place in the world, desperate to grow up, desperate to be away from the childish teenagers and their stupid social hierarchy while also desperate to fit in to it. I hated the bitches, the bullies and the teachers who ignored both. Like a lot of teenagers I was spotty, lanky and awkward, completely uncomfortable in my own skin. But what I really wanted to be was a chic French lady, on a bicycle, with a sausage dog and a bottle of wine in the basket.

While all the other girls spent their time deciding if they were team Britney or team Christina (heaven forbid you could like both), I wanted to be Marie (yes, I had named my fantasy French lady after the female kitten in The Aristocats) on her bike with her dachshund Claude (yes, I named him too). I’d seen the image on a birthday card in Clintons and decided that Marie had a perfect life, away from the prison of secondary school and the vulgar kids inside.

As I said, an odd teenager.

When I was twelve I auditioned for the local youth amateur dramatic society, Portsmouth Players. As soon as I heard there was a club that encouraged showing off I knew it would be right up my street. (Or boulevard, as Marie would say). I got in and began rehearsals for Wild West classic Annie Get Your Gun. I knew, immediately, that I had found my people, and they weren’t like my fellow high-school pupils. They were theatrical, bombastic, funny, over the top, all the things that I tried to hide at school. And we all took it very seriously, which I loved. This wasn’t a theatre club to mess about in, this was the real deal. If the real deal was rehearsing a show one evening a week for thirty weeks to perform it for two nights in the assembly hall at the local boys’ school. I was one of the youngest in the group and I loved being surrounded by the bigger kids who were talking about GCSEs, getting drunk and propagating rumours of teenage pregnancy. What. A. Thrill!

The Portsmouth Players was the perfect outlet. I was finding school very hard. I am not sure it would have been noticeable to any of the other kids in my class but it was a daily struggle for my mum to get me to the front gate by eight-forty-five. I would cry, beg, plead for her not to take me there. I still wince when I remember one morning weeping openly as she forced me out of the car. As she drove off I could see her face in the rear-view mirror: she was crying too. No surprise then, that I used to bunk off quite regularly. They left the gates open: what did they expect? I would take off my tie (thereby immediately becoming totally incognito, right?) and wander around a supermarket. Being outside of school grounds and enveloped in the mundanity of everyday adult life would calm me. To this day if I am overwhelmed, a wander round the bedding section of John Lewis does wonders.

On one memorable occasion, I bumped into Mum and Nan in the big Tesco in Commercial Road. I particularly liked that Tesco because of how well-stocked the home aisle was. You could easily kill an hour sniffing candles, checking the quality of the towels and assessing the wide array of dishcloths and mops they had on offer. I turned into the condiments aisle to find Nan picking up a bottle of HP Fruity (lovely with an omelette btw). I tried to hide my face with an Old El Paso fajita kit but it didn’t work. Nan gasped—

‘Suz, you’re meant to be in school.’

Mum turned round and was confronted with my body and an Old El Paso head.

‘Suzi!’

The jig was up.

‘For God’s sake, Suz, not again!’

We stood for a moment: all three of us, not sure what to do. I offered an awkward, apologetic smile. Mum sighed.

‘Oh well, it’s gone twelve so you may just as well come and have lunch with us before you go back.’

A ham roll, half a packet of crisps and a cup of tea later and I was being walked back through the gates. No one even realized I had left. I had been gone upwards of three hours, but neither the teachers nor my fellow pupils had missed me. That was . . . telling.

My mum was never one for attendance discipline; she knew it was hell. She felt sorry for me. Other people, usually distant family members, would tell me school days were ‘the best years of your life’, that one day I would miss not having the stress and responsibility that comes with growing up. Even at twelve I thought: if that’s the case, I may as well walk off the pier now. I vividly remember one Sunday evening in 1998 attempting to buoy myself up for the following day at school. Sitting in my room, on the end of my bed, I felt like I was running out of breath. I cried so hard I hyperventilated. I now know that was in fact my first panic attack. Hot tears, snot, the petrifying feeling of losing control. I couldn’t put my finger on why I felt so overwhelmed all of the time: I just felt at odds with myself.

It was around this time that my nan gave me a worry doll. If you’re an anxious babe like me you’ll know what that is: a small doll about the size of your thumb. Before bed you tell your worry doll all of your worries then pop her under your pillow. In your dreams she is supposed to carry all your problems away. I sat on my bed, feeling silly but desperate to find a way to curb this constant anxiety. I told her about my fears around fitting in, my desperate need for approval, my constant concern that someone close to me was going to die, my worry that all of a sudden it was deeply uncool to like the Spice Girls and that all I wanted was to listen to ‘Stop’ on repeat on my CD Walkman, and the red hot fear about how much I liked Mel C, the fear that knew I wasn’t like the ‘normal’ girls.

Let me tell you, that little lady was overworked. She was already exhausted and it was about to get a lot worse.

I went to see Titanic seven times at the pictures. That film is three hours fourteen minutes long. In January 1998, twelve-year old Suzi spent twenty-two hours thirty-eight minutes at the ABC Cinema Portsmouth watching a ship sink. To this day I can quote most of the film. I watch it every couple of years and it will always feature in my top five movies of all time, don’t @ me. I cried hard every time. The first time I saw it I sobbed myself to sleep that night. I loved everything about the film, the love, the tragedy, Jack’s class struggle, Rose’s bravery, Jack and Rose putting two fingers up at expectation and deciding love was more important, that really camp scene where Rose’s mum is doing up her corset, the boyish good looks of a young Leo.

But let me be honest with you. I was mainly there for Kate.

That winter sparked a crush that I still hold dear to this day, a crush I have walked through every moment of my life with, a crush I assume I will have until I die (an old lady warm in her bed). I love Kate Winslet, I am in awe of her talent, her intelligence, her elegance, her wit; and in my opinion, she is one of the most beautiful women on the planet. Now let me be careful: the last thing a full-time, card-carrying feminist would want to do is make a huge fuss about a woman’s looks. It belittles her, it objectifies her, it makes me no better than a misogynistic man that thinks a woman’s only worth is what is reflected back at her in the mirror but anyone with vision can see she is an absolute stunner! I have watched every film and series she’s ever been in and read countless interviews with her, have watched acceptance speeches and chat-show interviews, every performance and appearance confirming that my crush will outlive us both. And it all started with her first line in Titanic, wearing that massive purple hat: ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about. It doesn’t look any bigger than the Mauretania.’ That was it, boom, I was in love and I didn’t even know what a Mauretania was. Now, I am not going to say that Kate Winslet topless made me gay – I wouldn’t be that crass or disrespectful to one of the greatest actors of this generation – but that scene (THAT SCENE!) did have a profound effect on me. It’s worth noting that the only boobs I had seen previous to that were my mother’s and no offence to Ann Ruffell but it was a very different experience. I’ve since learnt that the Kate Winslet/Rose DeWitt Bukater passion isn’t exclusive to me. I have spoken to countless lesbians of my generation who have confided that as teenagers they too felt a rush of blood to the head (and other places) while Jack sketched her like one of his French girls. I wonder if Kate Winslet knows the effect she has had on lesbians of the ’90s and ’00s? My wife is also a paid-up member of the Kate/Rose Society, in fact she once told me that if I left her for Kate, not only would she totally understand but I would have her full support. And that, my friends, is real love.

I must be clear, it wasn’t just that scene. It wasn’t only the nudity that knocked me sideways. It was the first time I had seen a woman own herself and her sexuality. In all the other grown-up movies I had seen, sex was something for boys to crave and girls to tease. Not Rose, she recognized her sexuality and she wanted to bang! Which I am sure you’ll agree is super hot. I watched the film at the pictures again and again to check my feelings for Kate/Rose. The second time I watched it cried myself to sleep again. This time, though, it wasn’t for the ship sinking into the Atlantic but for me.

It was the first time I was sure I was gay.

I feel I need to give you some context for this. Twenty-seven years doesn’t sound like a long time ago but it was way before celebratory coming-out videos on YouTube, representation of queer families in any sort of media or many openly gay pop stars. In fact pop acts were actively pressured to stay in the closet. When I interviewed Darren Hayes, the brilliant lead singer of hugely successful ’90s band Savage
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