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			Dedication

			To my cousin George.

			Keep flying high, knowing that you’re in a

			place where you belong and where no

			judgement is passed!

		

		
			INTRODUCTION

			YOU FEEL STUCK IN YOUR LIFE

			The wall. Sooner or later we all hit it. The wall might be anything. It might be your lack of motivation, it might be that you have no self-belief, it might be your fear of leaving your comfort zone, it might be that you’re struggling to get over the loss of a loved one, it might be that you spend too much time with people who undermine you, or it might be a relationship that you need to get out of.

			What all these things have in common is that they’re holding you back. They’re the things that seem as if they’re stopping you from reaching your true potential, from getting the most you can out of your life.

			That’s where this book comes in. I want to share with you my strategies and techniques for smashing through the things that are standing between you and the best version of yourself.

			One of the most amazing things about what I do these days is the interactions I have with people from every walk of life. I get to talk to them about what they’re going through. Sometimes I’m even able to help them. I feel brilliant and really lucky when that happens.

			People turn to me because I think differently. I give them different ways of looking at the world and their own place in it. They know that I’m not happy to accept the norm quietly if the norm doesn’t work. I’m not interested in the generic, in the off-the-peg. Whatever it is I’m faced by, I want to work out the solution for myself.

			They also know that I can speak from experience. My failure to fully confront the fact of my father’s death held me back for years. It left me lost in the void; I sabotaged my life over and over again. I’ve experienced this in my working life too. Because I’m obsessed with what I do, I hit a wall every five or six years. At the beginning of a new project, I’m full of energy and drive, and I push and push until I’m operating at the upper limit of what I’m capable of. And then, at some point, all the positivity starts to give way to resentment and frustration. I snap at people and feel angry without ever really understanding why.

			The wall!

			In those cases, the wall becomes something I just need to get rid of. Once it’s been brought down, I can then feel all the tension that’s been building up inside me flood away. I breathe easier, my enthusiasm returns. It’s like getting a second wind.

			And that’s the thing. Hitting the wall isn’t as bad as it appears at first. Yes, it feels frustrating and uncomfortable, but it’s a sign that you’ve already evolved to the point where you’ve outgrown your current circumstances. The person you’re with in that relationship isn’t moving with you anymore. You feel stagnant in your career because it no longer challenges you. You’re not happy with your body and want to lose weight. You hate the fact that you can’t seem to make decisions. You want to change but you can’t break old habits.

			Life is all about finding out who you are, where you fit in. You’ll hit many walls along the way. The truth is, sometimes you’ll outgrow people and places and jobs.

			So, if you’re angry with yourself because you struggle to find motivation, then good! This is a positive outcome. You’ve recognised something about yourself that needs to change if you’re to keep moving forward in your life. Your frustration at discovering that you can’t motivate yourself is also the first step towards grabbing that momentum.

			Deep down, you know that you can do better than this. You know that you need to change, that you need to do things differently, go in a different direction. You need to focus on yourself. The friction is just a sign that while the situation you’re in at the moment might be about to end, something new is ready to start.

			This is where you get to make a choice. Either you complain about how stuck you feel and sit there, hoping someone or something will change things for you. Or you realise that it’s up to you, and only you, to get through it.

			I hope that this book is something you’ll be able to draw on as you go on that journey. The Wall is going to be a bit different to my previous books. As always, it’ll contain hard-won lessons from my own life. But there will also be examples taken from my encounters with people who I like to think I’ve helped. I’m so inspired by seeing their resilience and strength, their own iron-clad determination to overcome tough times and challenges.

			There will be activities and exercises for reflection to help you really absorb and engage with the ideas contained within these pages. This is the first time I’ve done anything like this in my adult books and you’ll find them scattered through the text. I’ve included them because I want you to see The Wall as a collaboration between me and you. Every single reader will see the same words, but every single reader will also make something different of them. A book is a brilliant start, but that’s all it is. It’s a jumping-off point. You’ve got to go out there and discover what works in your life. Make every idea in here your own. Break things. Make mistakes. Find out who you really are.

			Because until you do that, there will always be a wall standing in your way.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			YOU’RE AFRAID OF WHAT OTHERS THINK OF YOU

			I once read something that has stuck with me ever since. A flea can jump approximately 300 times its height. If you put a flea into a closed box, it will carry on jumping. For the first fifteen or twenty times it will try to propel itself into the air as high as it possibly can. And every time the poor creature will smash into the box’s lid. After that it will learn. From then on, its jumps will be perfectly calibrated to just skim the top of its new home.

			What I find saddest is that if, after a certain amount of time has elapsed, you set that flea free, it will carry on jumping as if it’s still in the box. This always comes to mind when I think about ways in which our desire to please and to conform can become a massive obstacle on our way to achieving our true potential. Too many of us are far too worried about what other human beings think or say about us. It’s paralysing. And to a certain extent that’s not surprising. Those in power, society, negative people all want to suppress us. All of them are threatened by our freedom. So they force us to act like those fleas.

			Society has rules. And they are necessary. Without laws we’d all be existing in a state of chaos. But those rules can be overly restrictive, even asphyxiating. We’re constantly being told that we should be grateful for the job that we have, that we’re lucky to even be in a relationship, that we should mindlessly repeat whatever opinions are deemed appropriate at any given moment. Why rock the boat? we’re asked. Why cause unnecessary trouble? Well, sod that. It’s all just a construct.

			There are days when I feel as if my life is a constant struggle against the expectations that others are trying to force onto me. Most of the time, the direction my energy is pointing me in is in tension with what others want me to do. But I’ll always back the messages my body and mind are giving me. Why would I want to let other human beings define my limits? I’m my own person, with my own values, and I’m not ashamed of that.

			The fact is, though, that most people don’t think for themselves. It’s easier to just go along with the crowd. And it’s because of this, because most people know deep down that they’ve surrendered control of their lives, that they hate it when they come across somebody who has chosen to be free. They see this person’s freedom as a criticism. How wrong is that? When has any good ever come from setting your bar only as high as the lowest common denominator?

			The thing that astonishes me is that although there is a whole fucking lot of pressure being placed on every single one of us, ultimately, we’re the ones who are brainwashing ourselves. We’re doing their work for them. We become our own secret police, monitoring ourselves, repressing any sign of individuality, because we’re worried about what others might say or think if we showed them who we really are.

			All of this means that the thought of being judged, or laughed at, or condemned, or even pitied is a huge wall for so many of us. It’s one of the biggest things stopping so many people from becoming the best versions of themselves. It limits people, forces them to spend too much of their time on this planet living in cramped boxes. Perhaps that has always been true, but the current atmosphere in society and the rise of social media have magnified that trait in us. The sad fact is that people talk, and negativity sells.

			And it’s not just that this terror of being judged limits your horizons. When we allow what others do and say to affect the way we feel, it floods our body with stress. All of the negativity we experience from others finds a home in our bodies. So, if your happiness and sense of self-worth depend on what other people say and do, then you’ll always be caught in the same painful trap.

			But here’s the good news. It’s precisely the fact that we’ve become our own persecutors that means we can also be our own liberators. There’s no secret solution, no potion you can drink that can make you immune or stop you caring. The answer is much more straightforward, even if to begin with it might seem harder: be true to yourself. A lot of shit will come your way, but if you stay true to who you are, then you’ll never get lost or confused or side-tracked.

			To do that, you have to be willing to make uncomfortable decisions without giving a fuck what anybody else says. You have to realise that it’s all about you. Often this means going against what’s expected of you. Are you willing to say no? Are you willing to upset people? Are you willing to focus on yourself and ignore others? Are you willing to take the backlash? Are you willing to stick at it even when times are hard? Are you willing to accept that in order to get to where you need to be, you’re going to experience serious discomfort?

			Good. Let’s get going.

			YOUR INTEGRITY IS NOT A COMMODITY

			If you’re the sort of person who flip-flops all over the place, who shifts their opinion to match whatever’s the fashionable thing to believe on any given day, then how can people ever trust you? How can they rely on you? Why would they ever be interested in a single thing you think or say?

			Fakeness, inauthenticity, confusion. They’re the penalties you pay for being a people-pleaser, because other human beings can see through those performances. These deceptions and compromises might be able to work for a little while, but there’s no disguise that you can put on that will work for ever.

			People go along with all sorts of things that they don’t agree with because they want to get paid, or because they want to be liked, or because they think it will bring them greater opportunities. But the biggest reward, the thing that money can’t buy, is being true to who you are. There’s no price on that. A pound earned by being faithful to who you are and what you believe in is easily worth a hundred pounds earned by pretending to be a person you’re not.

			You need to remember that it doesn’t matter if other people criticise you; what’s important is that you shouldn’t end up hating yourself because you’ve suppressed your personality or beliefs or ambitions in an attempt to become the sort of person you think others want you to be.

			What matters most isn’t how others see you, it’s how you see yourself. Be true to yourself. Never, ever feel ashamed of who you really are. But, as always, honesty is important here. Ask yourself: What are my foundations? What are my values? What matters most to me? Then make sure you enact those things in your day-to-day life. Hold tight to them, don’t let anyone ever persuade you to relinquish them. All of this is work that is worth doing, because when you’re sure of who you are, it becomes a lot easier to ignore the shit other people throw in your direction.

			I know who I am. I know what I’m worth. I know that I’m a good person. I’ll never pretend to be someone I’m not. I stand up for what I believe in, I keep my integrity. Because my integrity is the part of me that’s most precious. It’s something that cannot be bought or sold. That’s why when people feel as if they can take a pop at me in the press, I’m not going to bother replying. I just let it wash over me.

			THEIR PROBLEM, NOT YOURS

			It’s so easy to get obsessed by the idea of what someone else thinks of you. Very often it leads to you working out ways in which you can squash yourself, your personality and your needs so that this person will like you more, or respect or applaud you – even just behave a bit more kindly towards you.

			But what you should never forget is that whatever they think about you is the product of their own experiences, prejudices and insecurities. It has almost nothing to do with who you actually are. They don’t know you – not the real you. And they don’t know what you’re going through. Whatever they might say to you, whatever criticism they toss in your direction, says much more about them than about you. When you realise that, then it begins to seem irrational to care about what they think.

			
			EXERCISE

			HAVE AN OUT-OF-BODY EXPERIENCE

			If you’re always bending and twisting who you are to fit what you think other people want you to be, then you’re going to run the risk of becoming lost. After a while, you won’t really know who you are.

			You’ll think that the carefully curated, anxiously constructed version of yourself that you present to the world is the only way you’ll ever receive the love and praise you’re so desperate for.

			Why is it that you want that love and praise? When you realise that none of this is important, and that you’ll never actually get the love and praise that you crave, then you’ll realise that distorting who you really are in an attempt to secure it is a dead end. It’s an illusion, like those guys in history who spent their days trying to turn lead into gold.

			Take a step back. Imagine that you’re watching somebody else put a mask on every time they meet somebody new. What would you say to them?

			

			THE ONLY OPINION THAT MATTERS

			If you want to cut out those negative voices, then the first thing to do is to remind yourself that the only person on the whole planet whose opinion matters is you. Why on earth would you ever let what anybody else might think stop you from making the most of your existence?

			I met Danny at a signing for my last book. He was a really nice young lad, bursting with enthusiasm, but shy. So shy that he could barely return my gaze. Instead, he hid beneath the thatch of thick brown hair that crept down over his eyes. He was obsessed with music, he told me. It’s all he thought about from the moment he woke up till the moment his head hit the pillow at night. He was an electrician, but what he really wanted to do was be in a band. He wrote songs in his bedroom, he said, and there was part of him that was desperate to take them out into the world to find out if he had any chance of making it. The problem, he explained, was that he was shit-scared of what his mates would say.

			‘I’m worried they’ll laugh at me, or take the piss,’ he said, his voice faltering. ‘I’m a bit different from them. I’m not sure they really understand me, and I think if I get up on stage and make a tit of myself they’ll never let me forget it.’

			‘But why would you ever want other people’s opinions to be the barrier that stops you from finding out the limits of your potential?’ I replied. ‘That’s something you should discover for yourself. If you stay in the box they’ve built for you, you’ll live with regret for the rest of your life. That regret will eat you up. And for what? Something very important to you will have been squashed. Now, ask yourself, is it worth it just to make sure nobody criticises you, or laughs at you? Maybe you are a shit singer. Maybe when you get up on stage everyone will laugh and joke. But at least you’ll know then, and you can laugh and joke along with them, and then move on with a new lesson under your belt. But imagine never giving yourself the chance to find out?’

			What I was trying to explain to Danny is the same thing I always try to say to anyone else in his position: the people who give you shit and try to put you off trying to better yourself aren’t going to have to live with the regret that will come if you decide to listen to them. But you will. Whatever it is that you’re considering doing – whether that’s changing careers or changing haircuts – you should be doing for you, and you alone. You’re not doing it on behalf of your mates, or your parents, or your colleagues at work. You should be doing it to progress who you are, to get that bit closer to the best version of yourself, to increase your chances of living a happy and fulfilled life. If you think that the path you’ve chosen is right for you, then I promise you, that’s all that matters. So, remind me, why should you care what anybody else thinks?

			PUT ON YOUR ARMOUR

			I know that sometimes what I do is misunderstood. Sometimes people will talk about me. I’m fine with that. It shows me that what I’m doing is new and different. People don’t like the unfamiliar or the unconventional. It threatens them. So when they see you behaving in that way, they try to suppress those traits in you.

			You should never feel as if you have to bow to that peer pressure. You have nothing to apologise for. But don’t fool yourself that it’s going to be easy. Be prepared to be misunderstood. Be prepared to take the shit. Be prepared to be badmouthed.

			A portion of this process is just realising that, in all likelihood, the people whose opinion you’re worried about are the sorts of human beings who are trying to drag you down because they can’t get up to your level. As soon as anybody shows a spark of talent, or bravery, or ambition, they move as quickly as they can to stamp it out. There’s no reason in the entire world to worry yourself about what someone as jealous, as ignorant and as afraid as that would say. It’s more about them than it is about you.

			The other portion of the process is about being a bit more proactive about protecting yourself. It’s bloody easy for me to just say, ‘Shut those voices out.’ I know it’s never quite as simple as that. And yet, as I explained to Danny, you can put your armour on in advance.

			‘If you’re worried that your friend Mike is going to tell you you’re a wanker for getting up on stage then, guess what, in a sense the worst has already happened. You’ve already heard him say that to you in your head and you’ve survived it. The bullet has ricocheted off your armour. So what are you afraid of?’

			That’s what I did when I was struggling in the early days in the military. I knew that I’d get shit for being a bit smaller than some of the other soldiers: ‘Ant, you need to bulk up – you’re only nine stone and you’re carrying half your weight. What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Just give up.’

			I was honest with myself. I worked out which part of that I needed to listen to (the constructive criticism) and which bit I needed to ignore (everything else). It meant that as soon as the sergeant major opened his mouth, I was prepared. I knew how to protect myself. It’s a progressive mindset rather than a reactive one.

			Danny needed to do the same thing. Was he worried about criticism because he knew that some of his lyrics needed polishing or his guitar-playing needed to be improved? Or was he worried about people behaving like negative twats because they’ve got nothing better to do with their lives than try to shrink somebody else’s existence?

			His response to this was really telling. For the first time in our whole conversation he stared back directly into my eyes. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m ready to go. I just … I’m just scared of looking like an idiot. I’m scared of people thinking I’m getting above myself.’

			‘Are you getting above yourself?’

			‘No.’

			‘Is what you’re doing insulting anybody? Is what you’re doing hurting anybody?’

			‘No!’ He looked surprised when I asked this.

			‘Exactly. So they have no right to judge you. What they say or do does not fucking matter one iota. Spend time now imagining the worst of what they could say. None of it matters, does it? None of it is any reflection on you or your abilities? The only person it reflects badly on is them.’

			That seemed to hit home. He mumbled a thank you and walked off into the night. I didn’t expect to hear from him again, but a couple of months later he sent me a message on Instagram to say that he’d played at a couple of open-mic nights in the city he lived in. He wasn’t sure whether this was going to turn into anything more meaningful, but he was glad that he’d found the courage to at least give it a go. For too long he’d let his fears about what other people might say about him define his existence. By getting up and doing what he did, he was defining himself.

			Hearing that made my day.

			When you do this work of preparing yourself, you’ll learn a whole load more about yourself, and crucially you’ll have learned a bit more about how to manage your emotions (see Chapter 10 for more on this). You’ve looked at that negative situation that promised to work against you, and turned it into a positive situation that has the potential to work for you.

			Because, as I see it, you’re not filling your head with reasons to stop, you’re filling it with the ammunition that will help you succeed. Use that time wisely before you make the commitment. Think about your strengths and weaknesses. Identify the stuff that you know will be able to slide through your armour and really get to you. Why is it that you’re particularly worried about what that particular person will say? When you’ve worked that out then you can just bat it to one side and use it as inspiration. ‘You think that? Well, I’ll fucking show you how wrong you are.’ You can turn their weapons against them.

			SET BOUNDARIES

			So far I’ve talked about the way that the fear of what those around us will think stops us from doing the things we want to do. But that same fear can also work the other way round – it can make us do things we don’t want to do. People-pleasers agree to do things for others even when they know it will make them less happy and more stressed. They do this because they’re so terrified of how the other people might react. What they don’t realise is that if they’re willing to set a few boundaries, then not only will they save themselves that anxiety, they will actually be more respected as a result.

			I’m always being asked for favours by other people. Can you come to this? Can you endorse that? If I can help, I do. Most of the time, though, I just can’t. I’m not going to tear myself to pieces to make other people’s lives a tiny bit easier. And I’m not going to sacrifice spending time with human beings I love for the sake of someone I’ve never met. So as clearly, firmly and politely as I can, I tell them what they’re asking isn’t possible. Be honest. Never tell a white lie – you’ll just end up feeling shit about having done so and will probably end up laying a trap that you’ll fall into further down the line.

			I guarantee that most people will react far better than you expect. In fact, they’ll respect you all the more for being so upfront and clear. But if they do give you a hard time, then you’ll have got all the proof you need that you should never have got involved with them in the first place.

			
			LESSONS

			
					Don’t throw away the best parts of you because you’re listening to what the worst parts of the world have to say. Only one person’s opinion matters: yours.

					Hold on tightly to your integrity and your values. If you make sure that they’re your foundation, you’ll find it a lot easier to shrug off any criticism that comes your way.

					Don’t suppress who you are because of what is, at the end of the day, nothing more than external noise. Try to filter it out, just as you would filter out the racket made by the bulldozers tearing up the street outside.

					If you’ve prepared yourself mentally for the sort of nonsense that’s going to come your way, then it’ll be easier to face if and when it does show up. You can take everything negative that’s thrown at you, and use it as motivation.

					Don’t be afraid of saying no. If you set clear boundaries, people won’t be offended, but they will respect you more.

			

			

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			YOU’RE SURROUNDING YOURSELF WITH THE WRONG PEOPLE

			For the first time since we’d landed I took the chance to catch my breath, arrange my thoughts. I suddenly noticed how cold the night air was against my chin. Almost time to go, I told myself. I could see that the rest of my team had nearly caught up. My rifle was snug and firm in my arms. I’d trained and fought with it so much that it always felt to me like an extension of my own arm. I could throw it around with the same control and precision as a juggler exerts over his balls. Almost time to go. It was as if I was trying to force myself to make that move.

			I tensed my muscles, readying them to thrust forward. Just as I was about to make that breach, another volley of bullets came through the door. Fucking hell. I snapped back to the position I’d just been in. Another pulse of adrenaline. I could feel it jangling through my body. This was strange. What was happening? In an attempt to restore my composure I told myself, I’ve been here before. I’ve done this before. All I need to do is wait for the pause.

			The enemy always had their AK-47s on automatic. We’d been taught that you only need one, maybe two bullets to do the job. They preferred to spray the room. If someone has their gun on automatic, I knew they were panicking. If they were panicking, they were probably not that well trained. If they were not that well trained, then they were not going to know that when they fired on automatic, the weapon’s muzzle got jerked up and they could only bring it down again by taking their finger off the trigger.

			That gave you a pause of maybe a second and a half. Not long, but enough.

			Wait for the pause. Wait for the pause. Then it came. I tried to move. Nothing. It was as if every limb in my body was paralysed. The connection between my body and mind was broken. The next moment bullets came slashing through the door, sending splinters flying in every direction, so many that before long it was beginning to look like a piece of lace.

			I went to move again. I had to move again. Fuck! I slammed my body back against the wall. More bullets came. Another burst. I thought to myself, Ant, wait for the pause. Again, I made the calculation in my head. All you need is a split second. I was hunting him. He’s shit-scared. I’m better trained than him. I’ve got every advantage. Why can’t I move? It’s fear. What the fuck. What the fuck! How has this happened? I tried to move my feet, but they remained rooted to the ground.

			It was at that moment that I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder. It was one of my pals. He’d reached over and squeezed my shoulder twice, really softly. I knew he was telling me, Don’t worry, Ant. It’s OK. I know what you’re going through. The moment you go through that door, I’m going to be right behind you. It was almost like an out-of-body experience. As soon as I felt the pressure on my shoulder, the anxiety and fear left me. Suddenly I felt invincible. I waited for the next burst of bullets, the next pause. And then, BANG!, I was straight in.

			Moments like that underline the importance of having the right people around you. When I was struggling, when I could feel my nerve failing, a comrade stepped in to let me know that he was there for me; that he had my back. Knowing that gave me the courage I needed to do my job.

			It’s other people who help you smash through the wall. In fact, I’d go further. I believe that a life is only as good as the people who are in it. If you’re hanging around with the wrong people, then nine times out of ten your life is going to be heading in the wrong direction.

			You should surround yourself with positive people who benefit your life. They might be the sort of person you only have to sit with for a couple of minutes in order to start feeling better about yourself or so that your energy is restored. Or they might be the kind of friend who, when you’re on the verge of doing something stupid to please someone that really doesn’t deserve it, will give you the push you need to say no and stand up for yourself. Positive people will support and challenge you. Sometimes they’ll do both at once.

			Very often, I’ve found, what determines how tricky or not something feels isn’t the scale of the task facing you, but the quality of the people around you at that moment in time. The single most important element of any project I get involved with is the people who are taking part in it. Sure, the idea has to be good, but there need to be trust and a sense of shared values. I’ve passed on brilliant-sounding opportunities because I haven’t got the right vibe from the people I’d end up working with.

			When you’re around good people you feel more confident. Everything becomes more straightforward. Things that used to intimidate you, or that felt thorny and complex, lose the power they once had over you. You start to look forward to them. You feel comfortable expressing who you are, and know that you won’t be judged if you fail.

			The opposite is true when you’re in a circle of negative human beings. Everything suffers: your confidence dissolves; you feel anxious and fearful; you struggle to trust others. That’s why you should never be

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Your environment is dictated by the people you surround yourselves with. Positive people create a positive environment. So be careful about who you spend your time with, because it will determine who you are.

					Your circle should be filled with people who inspire you to be the best version of yourself. They should fill you with positive energy. If their company leaves you feeling drained, or undermined, you should ask yourself whether they’re someone worth spending time with.

					Never be afraid to ask for help, or seek out the support and advice that others can provide. Life can be tough, it can be challenging, so why make things harder than they need to be by trying to do everything on your own?

					The single most important choice you will make in life is your partner. No human being will have a greater effect on your journey. Make sure you find someone who shares your values and ambitions.

					I’ve been to war, I’ve seen people at their very worst, and yet I’m still always going to give others the benefit of the doubt. It’s up to them to prove me wrong. So treat people with respect right up until the moment they show you that they don’t deserve it.

					True friendship isn’t about blowing smoke up each other’s arses. When you’ve got the right people around you, they’ll know when you need support – and when you need to be told that you’re heading in the wrong direction.

					Don’t gossip. Don’t talk shit about others behind their back. Do you need me to explain why?
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