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A Heads-Up

This book is real. Raw. And at times, heavy.

We’ll be diving into things like violence, addiction, trauma, mental health, loss, self-harm and suicide. I won’t sugar-coat any of it.

So, if it hits too hard at any point, take a break. Breathe. Reach out to someone you trust – a friend, a therapist, a professional. This book isn’t a substitute for support. It’s not meant to push you through the pain. It’s here to help you find your own kind of strength, on your terms.

This book might shift the way you see things. Maybe even the way you see yourself. But go at your own pace.

There’s no right way to do this – just your way.

Wherever you’re starting from, it’s okay.

And, however you get there, it’s enough.

You’ve got this. I promise.




Preface: A Black Dot

‘You’re a buffoon!’ The word was spat from my dad’s mouth, the smell of vodka on his breath. It’s an odd word, really. Not the sort you’ll hear often in an argument in a pub car park. But something about the way he said it – the utter disdain, the force he threw it at me with – made my blood run cold.

Throughout my childhood, he’d get home from a long day at work, start drinking, and at some point the criticism would begin. I was bad at this. I was stupid for doing that. I would never amount to anything. He would smash his fist against the wall for emphasis as I flinched.

I was eight years old, and here was the one man I most needed to protect me in the world telling me I was worthless.

He used a lot of different words over the years, but for some reason that’s the word that always echoed in my head. Still does.

Buffoon.

Every time I did something wrong – and for the first twenty-five years of my life that was pretty much all the time – I was proving him right. I was a clown. An idiot. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I would literally hear his voice in my head saying it. I would see his face snarling at me. A reminder of all the things I couldn’t do. Of all the things I didn’t know. Of the disappointment I caused him to feel.

Ten years ago, my life was the kind of headline people skim and then shake their heads at: drug addiction, crime, stints in prison. Back then, I was at war with myself and sabotaging everything good in my life.

Today, I’m proof that your past doesn’t define your future.

For many years I looked for solutions in external things. All the booze, the drugs, the destruction of things and other people and myself, was to drown out the feelings that word came to represent. All the dark places I have been, the many mornings I woke up with teeth missing or a cracked jaw, a torn gullet or a knife wound, or hooked up to an ECG for alcohol and cocaine abuse. The prison sentences for hurting people. The hours I spent in a cell, not remembering the night before, certain that I’d gone too far and killed someone this time.

And throughout it all, that word was my black dot.
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What do you see when you look at this image?

Most people say, ‘A black dot.’ They ignore the white space around it, even though the white space takes up almost the entire image.

That black dot is who we are. It represents our flaws, our trauma, our mistakes and our setbacks. You can’t ignore the black dot. In fact, the picture only works because the dot is there. Without it, you’ve just got an empty frame.

The trick is to hold both truths at the same time: the dot is real, but it’s a small part of a much bigger picture. The white space and the black dot only make sense because of each other. But most people stare at the dot. Obsess over it. They forget all the space that surrounds it, the space that’s still available in which to create something new.

And that’s where the real shift happens. I went in deep when I spoke about this in my TEDx Talk. The theme was ‘Event Horizon’ – which is, in Einstein’s theory, the edge of a black hole. The point of no return. Once something crosses it, it’s pulled into the unknown, never to escape. This is a feeling that a lot of people face with even some of life’s smallest challenges.

For years, that’s how I saw my past. Addiction. Prison. Trauma. Shame. I thought I’d crossed that line. I thought I was a lost cause, beyond the point of no return. It was dark, consuming, and anything positive felt out of reach. For me, it felt like there was no light at the end of the tunnel – and the black dot? That was the end.

But then I thought … what if it’s the beginning?

Some people in astrophysics believe that a black hole might not be the end; it could be a portal to something entirely new. That’s why I developed the theory I call ‘Turning a Black Hole White’ – the belief that our darkest moments hold the key to our evolution.

This black dot was a visual concept for one of the major turning points in my life, and one you will discover throughout this book. I stopped seeing the black hole as something to run from and started seeing it as something to lean into. Not a void. Not an ending. Just a small black dot on a huge white canvas.

We can’t change our past. We can’t change our childhood, our family, the things we didn’t get. We can’t undo the choices we made from a broken place. But we can choose how we see them. We can shine a light on those shadowy parts of ourselves. We can stop pretending they don’t exist and stop letting them run the show. We can use them. Learn from them. Grow through them.

Every day is a new chance to step back from the dot and start using the rest of the page. The dot is still there. It always will be. But it doesn’t define you. It’s just the ‘once upon a time’. And everything that really matters comes after.

We have, all of us, an infinite capacity to change the way we see ourselves, our life, and the endless opportunities that are waiting for us. If we truly want to.

Do you feel stuck? Like you should be doing something different, but you don’t know what, never mind how? The first step in finding answers is to learn to ask the right questions. I once lifted my hand in a rehab group session and asked, ‘What do you do if you know you have problems but don’t know what they are?’ This book is for people who want to learn to ask the right questions.

One of my revelations came when I was diagnosed with Antisocial Personality Disorder, Emotionally Unstable Personality Disorder, and Bipolar Type 2. A bundle of conditions that often earns its sufferers the famous but completely non-medical badge of ‘psychopath’. When most people think of a psychopath, they picture a serial killer or an utterly cruel, remorseless person. But many people with these conditions lead full, loving lives.

My conditions mean that I can’t feel certain emotions in the same way most other people can. I tend to think emotions rather than feel them. They also mean I don’t really understand rules or anticipate consequences. And I am a terrible judge of risk, both to myself and to others. Now, for most people, being labelled a psychopath would not be a good thing. But for me it was transformative. It was the first step on a long road to make sense, eventually, of all the things I had never been able to do. It led me – after a lot of hard work – to a place where I was able to make peace with what I couldn’t do, and instead focus on what I could do.

Because, after a life of believing I was beyond hope and utterly without value, it turned out there were some things I was good at.

If we were chatting today in my cosy café in Bali, or outside on the deck of my training centre in Tulum, Mexico, I’d start by telling you this: your history can be your greatest teacher, not your life sentence. The turning point came when I realized that my story – my pain, mistakes and failures – had value. When you see this value, and I mean truly see it, and the asset it can become in your life, you unlock a kind of power most people never tap into.

For example, I turned my knack for impulsive and addictive behaviour into a relentless drive for self-betterment and business success. The same qualities that once led me astray became the fuel I needed to create the life I have today.

Eleven years after I was in prison for the third time, I am a doctor of philosophy and the founder and CEO of The Coaching Masters, one of the world’s largest and fastest-growing coaching academies in the world, a $25-million coaching academy that has trained over 13,000 people to become life coaches, and is growing, as of writing this book. It’s the kind of success my old brain would have said was only for people who had won the lottery or been given some unfair advantage. It has turned out that every single thing I couldn’t do is an important part of the story that I use to inspire coaches to use their own story to help others. My black dot transformed into a tiny pebble that was dropped into a pond, and the ripples just keep going outwards: 13,000 coaches transforming the lives of 50,000, 100,000, a million … And I have made it my life’s work to help them deal with their own black dots. More pebbles dropping into more ponds, more ripples.

You probably haven’t been labelled a psychopath, or been to the dark, extreme places I have been. But you will have faced adversity. It will have shaped who you are and how you approach life. You will have that voice in your head saying you aren’t good enough. You will do things that are bad for you and struggle to make choices that benefit your life. You might find yourself scrolling through your phone, looking at the perfect lives that other people seem to be living, feeling stuck and hopeless and sad.

We all have our black dot. I want to show you how to turn it into a pebble dropped into a pond.

I can’t promise it will be easy. But it is possible – and in this book, I will show you, practically, the things I have done to turn my life around. The proven techniques we use to teach our coaches, and which they then use across the world to unlock the potential of those they work with. Because here’s the thing people don’t realize with coaching training: you become your own first client. You dive into the tools, techniques and frameworks, and before you know it, you’re applying them to your own life. You’re forced to face yourself, your patterns, your habits and your stories. By the end, you’re not the same person.

Coaching has been my lifeline. It’s the thing that gives me purpose and the foundation for everything I’ve built and the person I am today.

But here’s something the personal development industry probably doesn’t want me to tell you, and it’s certainly not something you’d expect a coach to say who has thought of writing a book to gather in some new coaching clients. But here it is: don’t waste your money hiring a life coach. Hiring a coach is like being handed a fish – you’ll get a meal, but then what? The real transformation happens when you become a fisherman.

This book is me showing you how to fish.

If you’re looking for something real, something different, this is it. This is a no-nonsense guide to transformation: raw, straight-talking, and packed with actionable steps. By the time you’re done, you’ll have more than inspiration; you’ll have the tools to create a life that’s entirely your own, and step into a truly unlimited version of yourself.

Some parts of it may shock you, others may challenge you. I didn’t want to write just another self-help book. I’m not a psychologist; I’m just a guy who made a whole lot of really bad decisions and was somehow able to turn his life around. But I have seen what happens when I tell my story, I’ve seen the spark of recognition in other people’s eyes. I’ve heard them tell me how, though the details might be completely different, something about it feels like their life. I’ve seen, again and again, how the steps we take to be the best coaches we can be are the same steps we need to take to be the best versions of ourselves. And by ‘best’, I don’t mean richest, or most successful; I mean fulfilled, as if you’ve finally arrived home in your own skin.

People often ask me if I regret the things I’ve done. And I always answer no. Not because I’m indifferent to the harm I have caused, but because I understand that every single experience, every mistake, every moment of darkness brought me to where I am today. And where I am today is a place of purpose, gratitude and action – something I wouldn’t trade for anything. In this book, I want to be honest about my journey in all its extremity, and what I have learned at The Coaching Masters about what actually gets results, rather than the same old tired advice – self-help books that sugar-coat the hard stuff.

Some of my methods are controversial. All too often, I witness people preaching the same things that people want to hear, rather than what works and the things that are required to get real results.

We’ve got adversity all wrong. It’s not just something to get through, it’s the platform on which our success stories find their foundation. We all carry the echoes of old traumas, the scars from past mistakes, and the weight of unfulfilled dreams. These burdens become chains that tether us in place. But they don’t have to. We can learn to stop letting our past define the limits of who we can be. We can take our adversity and transform it into the ultimate asset. If you have a dream, a passion, or even just a flicker of hope for change, listen up: you are not defined by your worst days. This is your framework for turning adversity into an asset and stepping into a life without limits.

So, if you’re ready to take back control and create a life of value, let’s get started.

This is your journey to becoming unlimited.




CHAPTER 1

A True Reflection

‘You can’t keep fucking doing this.’

I am stood, squinting at myself in the scratched, dull metal surface of a prison cell mirror. I am not allowed a glass mirror here, in case I use it to kill myself.

I am twenty-four, and the face looking back at me is one I have come to despise. Every bad thing I have done, there is that same face staring back at me. Every time I wake up, bruised, bloody, with teeth missing and fists scarred from knocking out other people’s teeth, there it is, that face. I’m so sick of it. Violence has expanded until it has filled the hole at the centre of me.

It began with my dad, with the violence in his words, doled out to me and my mother. I would run back to my room and look in the mirror as I beat myself up. I’d punch myself in the temple as hard as I could, face red, veins popping, furious at myself for being a bad kid who deserved the things he said. There was a release in violence. I remember once, stealing the tiny diamond-tipped hammer from the emergency case on a bus and smashing every single bus shelter I walked past for two miles. And as the glass cascaded down in those neat little shards, I can remember it feeling so right. I was making the outside world match how I felt on the inside. I imagined the hundreds of people who would see that broken glass and wonder what had happened, and the answer was me. They would know that I had been there. That I existed.

At one point, when I was younger, I thought that becoming famous might be the solution. It could be a kind of mirror that I could use to show the world a different version of me. A good version. Perhaps one that my dad would be able to love. So, when I was seven, I studied singing and acting, and took dancing lessons. I didn’t really care what I did. I just wanted to be famous. My parents were happy to support it. Up until that point, they hadn’t really known what to do with me. Back in nursery, when it was ‘visit your child day’ and all the other kids were sitting quietly on the carpet, I was the odd one out, jumping up and banging a drum, singing happy birthday though it wasn’t anyone’s birthday. My impulsiveness was understood as naughtiness, as looking for attention. Maybe performing would be my thing?

I threw myself into it obsessively. I took every class, signed up for every show, practised for hours on end. Then, when I was eleven, I found myself at the house of an older male I had met through performing. What began as holding my hand became kissing and touching and then more. I froze, paralysed with confusion and fear.

At the time, I didn’t even know what had happened. I just knew it must somehow be because I had done something to deserve it. Because I was bad. I stopped performing. It wasn’t an escape any more. It was just another place I was bad. I started secondary school within weeks, and school became another battleground where I rebelled against authority, collecting red cards like badges of honour. I was disruptive and unruly to the point of school suggesting I get psychiatric help. A story told by my former teacher years later demonstrates the inward view I had of myself – she reminded me of a time when, after I was sent out of the class for my behaviour, while trying to console me she told me I was a good lad. My response was ‘I’m not good, miss. I’m bad.’

All of the evidence agreed with me. By the age of fourteen, I had an Antisocial Behaviour Order (ASBO), and by fifteen, I was expelled from school, leaving with no qualifications under my belt. On the letter sent home it said, ‘Lewis has been permanently expelled for refusing to accept the authority of staff.’

My dad was an alcoholic – and Mum, well, she wasn’t far behind him. Drinking in our house was as normal as other families’ Sunday roast. So drinking filled my time. And soon, it wasn’t just the occasional drink. The way I saw it, it gave me the push I needed to be a bit bolder, a bit more reckless. Then came the weed – and the arrests started piling up too. My actions were really messing with my family, especially my little brother. I got him mixed up in my criminal lifestyle, having him do some of my dirty work. It was a messy phase of life – I’d disappear for days, then turn up at home looking like I’d been wrestling with bears. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

They decided they needed to protect themselves. ‘We’re ring-fencing you from the family,’ they said. ‘You’re hurting us, and it’s got to stop.’ The rejection just hammered home what I’d been thinking all along: I was bad and unlovable.

Instead of looking at myself and my behaviour, I just shrugged and went looking for love somewhere else. I met my first girlfriend at a party. Slid into her messages, and soon enough we were a thing. And it was like someone had turned a light on. I was finally feeling all those things I’d been yearning for – love, attention, significance. Her family was really nice too. Dinner invitations, TV sessions, the whole lot. It was this weird feeling of belonging I’d never felt with my own family. Being with her, it felt like I’d hit the jackpot. I became obsessed. I wanted to see her every day, and texted her all the time; it was like she was my world. For the first time, I was feeling good about myself, feeling loved and feeling normal.

But then the drinking started to get worse. And I noticed something else – I was getting more aggressive. One night, after downing a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, I was at her place. We got into an argument; she told me she’d cheated on me. It felt like a bus had hit me. All those feelings of love and acceptance I’d been basking in vanished in an instant. I grabbed a big kitchen knife and slashed my neck. Of course I didn’t deserve to be loved. I was bad. As the blood poured down my neck, I started fighting the paramedics. They had to pin me down, sedate me and stitch me up. The whole time, I was screaming, crying, begging them to let me die. I was beyond heartbroken; I was shattered.

After they’d taken me to the hospital to get patched up and I’d calmed down a bit, I did something insane. I yanked out the IV, stumbled out of the hospital in my bloody robe, and ran straight to her house. I can’t even imagine how she must’ve felt when she saw me, covered in blood, looking like something out of a horror movie. I was speechless, just standing there. I was sectioned for one night, then let go. They chalked it up to heartbreak and booze and sent me on my way.

Not long after this, I found a car key on the pavement, and instead of handing it in like a normal person, I pocketed it. Stumbling upon the van it belonged to, I drunkenly decided that I now owned it. I drove that stolen van without a licence, chased by the police, through open fields. Even though I was only in second gear, I hit sixty miles per hour, the adrenaline pumping in my veins.

I didn’t get far. My escape ended with me crashing into two parked cars. I tried to run but was tackled, and arrested for dangerous driving, vehicle theft, driving without a licence and possession of cannabis. I was given probation and community service, but I didn’t feel like I had to bother with all that, so then I was sentenced to three months in a young offenders’ institution. This was a world defined by power and violence. Inside those walls, I was shoulder to shoulder with teenagers sentenced for murder, and with gang members who wouldn’t hesitate to knife you over five quid’s worth of tobacco. Every inmate was trying to prove they were the toughest. Some of the tales would send shivers down your spine. Inmates throwing boiling water mixed with sugar onto each other. Lads bursting into cells wielding makeshift weapons like tuna cans or pool balls stuffed in socks, relentlessly beating their targets. As twisted as it sounds, I enjoyed parts of it. I was attracted to the danger, the recklessness.

Stepping out of prison for the first time, the taste of freedom was sweet. Once on the outside, I was hell-bent on making a name for myself. After all, the way I figured it, society had thrown its worst at me and I had thrived. Perhaps that’s where I truly fit in, I thought. And yet, compared to the company I’d kept in jail, my crimes seemed almost petty. In prison, your introduction often starts with the weighty question ‘What are you in for?’ It’s simple: the heftier the crime, the higher you’re ranked. After being constantly bombarded with this hierarchy, my messed-up teenage brain adapted to it quickly, and I started looking forward to a return to jail, but with a more ‘impressive’ charge. Sounds crazy, I know. From my actions back then, you might’ve thought I was unshakable – a tough guy. But under that veneer, I was just a kid.

Everything shifted one night at a club when I was eighteen. Before I knew what was happening, my fist connected with some guy’s face, and I didn’t stop. I felt a surge of power. After that, feeling powerful became my new favourite thing. I didn’t have an off switch. If I got into a fight with someone, my friends would have to drag me off them, snarling, or I would kill them. In that moment, they weren’t a person, they were a problem with only one solution – violence. But more than that, I was finding the attention I had always craved. It might not have been the positive attention of a father saying ‘well done’. But I felt a sense of pride in my crimes. In the extremity of my behaviour. It was my identity, my claim to significance.

When I was twenty, my dad was diagnosed with cancer. A big, chunky man, six feet tall, seventeen stone, he dwindled away before my eyes. Pancreatic cancer gripped him, diminishing him to a feeble, frail shell of the man I’d always feared. One day, I went to visit him in the hospital, and as I walked into the room, I saw him. Lifeless, his mouth agape, skin tinged yellow. They hadn’t told us that he’d passed away the previous night. I boxed all that up and tried to ignore it. I redoubled my efforts to feel powerful.

I spiralled deeper into the abyss, taking cocaine four days in a row without eating or sleeping. I spent time in Magaluf and Ayia Napa, selling event tickets to tourists. I started dealing drugs, getting into conflict with major dealers, and even had run-ins with the Cypriot mafia. Those years are a blur of fights, more prison time, drugs, and multiple near-death experiences – including having my teeth knocked out, being slashed in the back with a knife, numerous overdoses and concussions, breaking my bones, and once even tearing my oesophagus and having surgical emphysema where the doctor told me there was a 50 per cent chance I would die.

Standing, looking in that scuffed mirror at the age of twenty-four, I was in prison because, one night, in a haze of vodka and cocaine, I’d found myself outside a train station. It was 4 a.m. and I’d jumped to the front of the taxi queue, flinging the door open to climb in. I turned around, and there he was – my dad. He was pointing and shouting in my face in his usual aggressive, demeaning way, tearing me down like he always did. What happened next is a blur. Maybe I blacked out. Maybe I saw red. Maybe I don’t want to remember. But I do remember his voice cutting through me, making me feel utterly pathetic. I didn’t hear the words, just the rage building inside me. It took over. I lifted my arm and swung as hard as I could. The next thing I saw was his face hitting the ground with a sickening thud that echoed in the night. Blood began to trickle slowly, dark and thick. Everything and everyone around me froze, the commotion silenced by the weight of what had just happened.

After what seemed like hours, the ambulance took him away, and the police put me in the car and took me to the station. I asked if he was dead, and they told me they couldn’t tell me. The following morning, I woke up, not remembering what had happened. It wasn’t unusual for me to wake up in a police cell with flashes of scenes from the night before, knowing that I had obviously done something really messed up but not quite being able to pinpoint what had happened and how bad it was going to be this time.

I started to piece the night together with the fragments of memory I had, and I was trying to figure out what was real and what wasn’t. The police took me to an interview room and told me exactly what had happened. I had attacked a man called Vincent, and he was in a coma after suffering a brain haemorrhage. Vincent?! I thought to myself. My dad’s name was Raymond. My head spun as I tried to fit this new information into my memories of the night before. I could vividly see my dad’s face in that taxi queue, but as I started absorbing what the police were saying to me, I remembered that my dad had been dead for four years.

On the day I was sentenced, I found myself back in jail. This time it was eighteen months for grievous bodily harm. By then, I’d racked up eleven convictions and twenty-two offences.

I rang one of my mates to ask what people were saying. He told me I was on the front page of the local paper, which wasn’t exactly new. Then he said something that hit harder. One of my closest friends had posted a photograph of me outside the courthouse that day, and next to it one of me outside the same courthouse seven years earlier. The caption read: ‘Nothing Changes’.

People had said things like that before. But hearing it had come from him, someone I actually listened to, cut through the noise. He was right. Nothing had changed. I was right back where I’d started.

Sitting in my tiny cell, the smell of bleach and stale smoke hanging in the air, I tried to drown out the chaos of prison life, the shouting, the arguments, the tinny music blasting down the wing. But the loudest noise was in my own head. The truth was blunt and relentless: It’s you. It’s you. It’s you. I couldn’t blame anyone else any more. I was the problem.

That was the moment I looked at myself properly in the prison mirror. There was no dramatic breakthrough. Just a quiet, uncomfortable awareness that something had to change. I didn’t know what that looked like, or how I’d do it. I only knew I couldn’t keep repeating the same cycle.

I had spent years blaming everything and everyone around me for why my life was so tough. But where was that getting me? It was the same patterns again and again. Before I could start to change, I had to be honest about how I had got to where I was.

Blaming external factors goes hand in hand with seeking external solutions. I had been trying to find self-worth in violence, alcohol and drugs. But while those external solutions might have offered a temporary high, a fleeting sense of significance, they couldn’t ever be the lasting solution because the problem wasn’t external – it was inside me. They were like a plaster over a gaping wound. Real, lasting healing comes from a deep and genuine understanding of ourselves. And the first step is taking responsibility.

This isn’t easy. It’s important to remember that taking responsibility doesn’t mean you’re to blame for what has happened to you. But if you’re waiting for someone else to take responsibility for it, it’s your life that is frozen. It’s like being in quicksand – the more you struggle against the reality of your situation without taking responsibility, the deeper you sink. This only creates resentment. And resentment is toxic. It drains your energy, clouds your judgement and keeps you in a negative cycle. When you let resentment take hold of you, you’re not just stuck; you’re going backwards. And what’s worse is that the people or circumstances you’re resenting probably don’t even know, or care, that you’re holding on to all the frustration. They’re out there living their lives, while you’re the one stuck in a mental prison, clinging to a grudge that’s doing nothing but hurting you. It’s the biggest waste of energy there is.

Nelson Mandela, who had every reason to hold on to resentment after twenty-seven years in prison, understood that the only way to move forward and truly live is to let go of the anger and focus on what you can control – your actions, reactions and mindset. There is an incredible quote which is often attributed to him: ‘Resentment is like drinking poison and then hoping it will kill your enemies.’ It doesn’t matter who you give your power to or what has happened in your life. Letting go of resentment isn’t about being soft, gentle, weak or kind. It’s about reclaiming your power. The moment you decide to shift your focus and energy onto the things you can influence, that’s when everything changes. That’s when real, lasting transformation begins.

I began to repeat a mantra in my head: I don’t deserve it but I will fix it. Every time I began to spiral about how unfair my life had been: I don’t deserve it but I will fix it. Every time I started to feel jealous of those people whose childhoods had been so much easier than mine: I don’t deserve it but I will fix it. Because focusing on the past is focusing on the one thing you can’t change. It can only result in frustration and anger as you remain more stuck than ever. If you focus on how the past has made you feel bad, you reinforce its power.

The Subconscious World

So often, the things that shape us are hard to see. The messages we have absorbed about who we are and the love, safety and happiness we deserve are invisible to us. They happen somewhere deep down in our brain – an invisible script whose lines we repeat again and again. My script was that I was worthless, incapable of deserving love, and I spent my young life trying to replace love with anything I could find. I chose the exact opposite of love. I chose destruction, violence and chemical oblivion because they felt like a kind of control. And once your pattern is set, you repeat it. Again and again and again. You look for what will make you happy again and again – in school, in friendships, in your romantic relationships and your job. Every time, you hear a little voice in your head saying ‘you won’t be good at that’. Every time, you don’t think there’s any point trying. It could be the reason you don’t quit the job you hate and start your business. The reason you accept your romantic partner treating you badly, because the only alternative would be to be alone. The reason you can’t eat right, or go to bed early or go to the gym. Of course, it doesn’t help that advertisers spend billions crafting messages to exploit your feeling that something external will make you happy. That new pair of trainers, that perfect holiday, that new juicer, that final missing piece that will finally complete you. But you need to stop looking at external solutions. You need to start by looking honestly at yourself.

Our sense of ourselves is so often shaped in childhood. But you must remember that your parents were shaped by theirs. And their parents by theirs. And backwards for as many generations as there has been humanity. Everyone handing down their shit to the next generation, who hand it on to the next in turn. And so you need to stop blaming your parents. Yes, they almost certainly weren’t perfect. But their parents definitely weren’t, and neither were their parents before them. We will never get to the beginning of the chain. I wish I could go and give my grandad’s grandad anger management classes, but I can’t. You will never find the right person to blame.

Though the quote by the writer and abolitionist Frederick Douglass that ‘it is easier to build strong children than repair broken adults’ is certainly true, we have to work with what we’ve got. We can’t change the past; we can only change things starting from now – this exact moment. Is it fair that you have to take the burden of all those generations on your shoulders and end the cycle now? Probably not. But to flip the quote made famous by Spider-Man: with great responsibility comes great power. Because if you look at it from another angle, what an opportunity you now have – the power to put down that heavy burden and walk forward without it into the future. To stop blaming the past and create a new future. Because you don’t deserve it, but you will fix it.

It won’t be easy. We can twist pretty much anything to fit our script. These stories keep us stuck. They limit us. That’s why when you go into the pub you see the same guys sitting up at the bar, or you’ll hear your friend still moaning about their job or partner, even though they have been saying the same thing for the last ten years. Think about your daily routine. You wake up, maybe grab the same coffee, take the same route to work, and even eat the same lunch. You think you’re choosing these things, but are you really? Could it just be your brain on autopilot, following patterns you’ve been building for years? Even the big decisions, like a career choice or how you react in an argument, have all been shaped by previous experiences and conditioning that have quietly moulded your responses. If you feel stuck, there’s a good chance it’s your script keeping you stuck. Because, like a familiar, comforting bedtime story when you’re a child, the stories we tell ourselves become comforting, even though they’re bad for us.

You can see this in a really simple way. Have you ever noticed how easy it is to sort out someone else’s life but how hard it is to fix your own? When your friend is telling you about their latest romantic disaster, or their toxic boss, the solution feels so obvious. But when the same sort of problem is happening to you, it’s more complicated than they understand. This is exactly the same for everyone. Our stories are like a piece of material pulled across a mirror, making everything we see blurry. For most of us, all we have is a feeling that something isn’t quite right. That there’s something holding us back that we can’t quite put our finger on. It’s not there in that part of our mind that we’re aware of, where we make decisions. It’s somewhere deeper, underneath all that.

I remember I was sitting around the dinner table with an ex-girlfriend of mine and her parents once. She would often refuse to try new foods, but on this occasion, she mentioned a food she was thinking of trying. Her mum immediately responded, ‘Oh no, you wouldn’t like that.’ And she nodded along. I didn’t think much of it at the time. But these days, it feels like a perfect example of how these stories get created and transmitted. Who knows where that particular story started – perhaps my ex had genuinely been a fussy eater at some point. Or perhaps her mum had been a fussy eater, and was nervous of cooking her child new foods. However it started, once my ex-girlfriend became the sort of person who didn’t try new foods, that was it. Not only did she not know all the foods she might have loved because she never tried them, she was so unused to different flavours and textures that she really might not have actually liked them, even if she did try them, because our stories end up shaping our reality.

Mental Smokescreens

The problem is your brain doesn’t want you to see the truth. Your brain’s job is to keep you alive. Sometimes that goal aligns with you feeling good. It’s why falling in love feels good and eating sugar tastes good and holding a hot pan feels bad. But it gets more complicated when your brain has to decide between things that feel good in the short term but might not be the best thing for you long-term. Solving that next level on your mobile game might make you feel good in the short term, but you should actually be writing that report for work. Staying in your nice warm bed feels better than getting up. Running one mile feels better than running three. And the stories that you have told yourself are so deep, so familiar and so comforting that it feels bad to try to step away from them. It’s like if you hurt your arm, you hold it close to you and try to stop anyone from examining it because it will hurt. Our stories often begin in response to a mental wound of some sort. Mine began in response to the behaviour of my father. But they don’t have to be this big and dramatic. Any time that you have felt stress, trauma, grief or betrayal, you can be wounded.

At the moment, you are almost certainly in one of two camps: you either know you have mental wounds and you want to know why they’re causing you to act in the way that you do – or you don’t think you have any wounds. This second camp is by far the hardest because it means that your subconscious mind has patched your wounds up and stepped in as a ‘protector’, creating beliefs and defence mechanisms that seemingly keep you ‘safe’. The problem is that, while those defences may have kept you safe in that moment, they almost certainly aren’t how you should be living your life.

To take one example, it used to be a very common child-rearing technique to let a young baby ‘cry it out’. This meant that when they cried, you shouldn’t go and comfort them, but let them soothe themselves. It was thought that this was an essential skill that all people should learn how to do – to soothe yourself. These days, that technique, though it still has its believers, has masses of detractors. Because it turns out that when we cry and no one comes to us, what we learn is that no one cares when we cry. But instead of that producing some magic inner well of self-sufficiency, what that means for a lot of people is that they spend their whole life repeating that pattern of crying for help but never receiving it. Or, worse, they never connect with people, because what’s the point – no one ever comes when you need them anyway.

So, you spend your life engaging in behaviours that make sense for a child crying in a cot, but when applied in adult life just lead to unhappiness. The problem is that the unhappiness feels like home. The romantic partner who treats you meanly feels like home. The expectation that what you want doesn’t matter feels like home. The good, kind, decent caring person who might actually give you what you want doesn’t feel like home. They might feel dull, or too keen. That job that doesn’t care who you are and makes you feel unfulfilled and unseen? That feels like home. The thought of making a change to something you care about? That doesn’t feel like home. That feels scary.

So, we create entire stories to avoid feeling bad.

The Danger of Denial

It’s an oldie but a goodie that denial is a river we all swim in. A classic example with me was alcohol and drugs. Even when I was by anyone’s definition clearly an addict, if you’d asked me, I would have told you it was a choice. I liked drink and I liked drugs; I liked the way they made me feel. The fact I couldn’t go for a couple of hours without shaking and needing a hit of something? The idea that the thought of stopping filled me with utter dread? Nah, I’m fine. I’m in control. I’m a legend.

Denial is our brain’s way of saying, ‘Nope, that’s too much for me right now!’ It blocks out uncomfortable realities or truths, helping us to avoid pain or anxiety in the moment. But while denial can feel like a cosy hiding spot, it stops you from processing and addressing what’s really going on. It’s like hitting snooze on an alarm, but you can only avoid waking up for so long. The bigger problem is that if you don’t know what your issues are, you can never resolve them.

The first step is to talk about how you really feel. At the heart of counselling, therapy, psychotherapy, psychiatry, coaching and mentoring lies one fundamental practice – talking. Most of the time, in day-to-day life, we barely scratch the surface when talking to other people. Can you imagine how someone would react if they asked how you were and you said something other than ‘All good thanks, how are you?’ We talk endlessly about TV shows, holiday plans or the weather, but who’s diving into the deep waters of how we’re actually feeling?

We need to start by mapping the edges of our own wounds, our stories and our denial. We need to shine a light on these shadowy places. Because we can’t change something we can’t see. Every Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous meeting begins with everyone standing up, saying their name and declaring they’re an addict. You might not be an addict, but that process of actively naming and admitting what you want to fix – that is the key first step.

Your Reality Check Journal

A good first step is to start a Reality Check Journal. Every evening, write down one thing you might be ignoring or brushing off from your day. A good way to spot denial is by listening to phrases like ‘It’s fine’ or ‘It’s not a big deal’. Ask yourself: What’s the truth here? What am I avoiding? You don’t have to solve it – just name it. Naming it is step one. At the same time, note down larger things about yourself that occur. Are you quiet or loud? Are you intense or laid-back? Are you funny or serious? Can you keep a secret or not? Are you confident or shy?

If you’re feeling brave enough, you can also ask close friends and family; they’ll usually notice qualities and behaviours in you that you don’t notice yourself.
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