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Prologue

‘Here, have a read of this. Tell me what you think.’

It was a simple suggestion by the gorgeous blonde who had walked into my life only three weeks earlier. She pushed a tabloid newspaper in my direction, but little did she know she was setting me an impossible challenge. The paper sat in front of me, open at a page that featured a big picture of her. I recognised that much. If only I could make out any of the words.

Here I was, a twenty-six-year-old man with a job to die for and a reputation for confidence and banter. But I was carrying a secret that had dogged me throughout my life. A fear of being found out turned that life into a long and exhausting exercise in avoidance and cover-up. Almost all the things I had going for me were actually little more than defence mechanisms, called up to hide the flaw that, as far as I was concerned, made me inferior to every man, woman and child I ever met.

I couldn’t read or write.

The woman standing over me had a law degree and a  blossoming media career. She was smart, successful and beautiful, and already I had fallen in love with her. But at that particular moment I couldn’t see how our relationship was going to make it into its second month. She was onto me.

This was a secret I’d kept for nearly thirty years. My brothers must have known about it, but we never discussed it. Same with my friends at school. I’d played rugby with some of the best players in the world, in the most elite environments, which meant I had spent hundreds, maybe thousands, of hours in the company of big hairy men, baring our souls and analysing our strengths and weaknesses. Here we were at the top of our chosen field and none of them had any idea that I didn’t even know my vowels. They hadn’t noticed that whenever there were pens and pieces of paper waiting for us in the team-meeting room, Kenny wasn’t there. They certainly didn’t know I was hiding in the toilets all the while.

From the moment I met Gabby I knew my life had changed. She can read better than anyone I’ve ever known. And I don’t mean just books. Gabby sussed me out almost immediately. Not only that, but she could see what dyslexia had done to me and what it might still go on to do. She pushed and pushed and pushed until I’d faced up to my condition, the guilty secret and bane of my life, and done something about it. That something ended up being a programme for treating dyslexia that has transformed my life. I finally learnt those vowels, aged thirty. Anything seemed possible.

Some of the best years of my rugby career followed. It’s unusual for a winger to improve in his thirties, when his pace and power  may not be what they once were, but it was as if my brain had become unlocked. I could see new things on the field. I could concentrate better and remember calls. I became more measured and mature.

It dawned on me that I was actually learning. This was what it was like. When I was at school I suffered from this feeling of shock and terror that never went away. My time there was simply a matter of crisis management and damage limitation. I found it demoralising and exhausting, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that I was from a family of good, honest farmers and that I then went on to prove myself a good rugby player, I don’t know where I would have ended up.

But I’ve always found a way through - to the tryline, to the bar, to getting the girl, to being able to read and write. And now I’m married to the person I adore more than I ever thought you could adore anyone. We have two beautiful kids, a boy and a girl, both born the same day, both with their lives ahead of them. Everything’s worked out perfectly. I’m happier now than I’ve ever been.

Just don’t ask me how it happened. Any of it - the tries, the caps, the cups, the triumphs, the disasters, the dancing, the reading, the writing, the wife, the kids. All I can try to do is sit down and describe what happened. And even that would have been beyond me a few years ago.




1

School’s Out

The clearest memory I have of my time at school is the moment I walked away from it. I remember that long, dark corridor I strode along with windowless double doors at the end, my head burning with frustration, embarrassment and exhilaration at what I was doing. For the first time in a school environment I knew that what I was doing was exactly right. Ten out of ten at last.

I slammed my hands against the doors like a cowboy in the Wild West and they flew open. The light outside blinded me, the sun was so bright, and I flinched, but I carried on walking. I didn’t look back once, not even when I remembered I’d left my  bag in the exam room. It was 1988, I was sixteen, and I was walking away from my first and, as it turned out, last shot at a qualification.

That’s how my schooldays ended, and it was a liberation. For nearly ten years I’d suffered tension in my stomach every day at school, I found it so stressful. It was as if I was going to a job interview five times a week, that feeling when you’re about to meet someone really important, and you’re scared, worried you might say the wrong thing. I’ve had nerves in other situations since then. Before a big game you get nervous, but they’re good nerves - they put you on the balls of your feet and make you feel as if you could fly if you had to. Those school nerves, though, dragged me down. It was like being in shock.

The whole time at school I’d just wanted to be normal. When you’re a child, all you’re doing is trying to get through. You’re not thinking, ‘Oh God, I’m different. I’m not working normally. I can’t read or write.’ School can be cruel - kids don’t mean to be, but they’re vicious. It’s, ‘You stink,’ or ‘You’re fat.’ In my case it was, ‘You’re stupid, you can’t read.’ I used to try to ignore it, but it was impossible, and I would get so upset and embarrassed. I look back now and I can’t believe I stuck it out. If I have problems with something these days, I’ll address them, but I didn’t have the tools to do that as a lad. So I just took it all on the chin and suffered in silence.

However hard things got, though, I would always turn up and face the music. I never once plugged school, as we used to call it. I missed a fair bit, because my nerves made me ill, but I was always taught to face up to things, which is what I tried to do.  So, every time I went into the classroom, I took a big, deep breath and sat there, scared out of my mind. I couldn’t wait for the bell to go, or to get myself thrown out for being naughty, which at least relieved the pressure.

It wasn’t so bad early on, because at primary school everyone’s a wee bit slow, trying to get to grips with new things, but that confusion I’d felt at the start when I was confronted with letters and words never went away. By the end of primary school I was feeling inadequate - by the time I got to high school I just felt stupid.

Concentration was another serious problem. I couldn’t concentrate at all. I was always looking out the window, distracted by the smallest things. Words were coming into my head at all angles and from all sources and I just couldn’t process any of them. They fell straight through my brain, which was like a sieve.

Teachers would say, ‘Kenny, you can’t even copy from the blackboard. You must concentrate,’ And I would try so hard. Hundreds of times I said to myself, ‘Right, I’m really going to concentrate today.’ I would look at the first word, and I would check it and check it, letter by letter, and then I would hear noises from somewhere else, and I would start to fall behind and my writing would falter. I would check it again, hear more noises, and then it was, ‘I’ve finished, Miss.’ But I’d only done two words. And I’d usually spelt them wrongly. I had problems realising where I’d got to in a word, so that I would rewrite individual letters, not realising I’d already written them. Instead of writing ‘history’, for example, I might write ‘histostory’.

No one discussed my problems with me, not my family, not  my teachers, not my friends. I don’t blame anyone for it, certainly not my family. Why should anyone have thought I had a problem? People just thought I wasn’t the brightest. I was outgoing and keen to get involved in anything. I thrived on the sports field, not just in rugby, but football, athletics, golf - I loved playing them all. In my teens I was offered trials by Dundee and Hearts but the dates clashed with rugby, which was the sport I preferred - and the advice of my cousin and mentor, Hamish, was always ringing in my ears. ‘Och,’ he used to say to me, ‘you’re not a hard man if you play football.’

I never had any problem making friends, either, and on my father’s farm I was in my element - there might even have been the odd sign of intelligence there because I picked up practical things quickly. So I know it would have been difficult for anyone to see past all that, but there was a little kid inside who just wasn’t growing up with the rest of me. He was desperate for help but didn’t know how to ask for it. He didn’t even understand that what he was going through wasn’t right.
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The place where I was really happy growing up was at home on the family farm. There, my problems were irrelevant. Everything came naturally, from jumping in the lorry with my cousins to mucking out pens. At the age of six I could drive a tractor. I was lifting bales at seven or eight. Reading and writing didn’t get a look-in.

Our farm, or farms when you consider the two neighbouring  ones were run by my uncle and his sons, stretched over six hundred acres at the foot of the Ochil Hills, near Stirling. The Wallace Monument stood high over us on Abbey Craig. It’s known as Braveheart country nowadays, but even before Mel Gibson we were proud of the land.

It was an amazing place to grow up, flat farming country as far as you could see in one direction and the higher ground rising up around us in the other. Off to the left was Dumyat, a rocky hill at the edge of the Ochils. It has some of the best views in Scotland - the Forth Valley, Edinburgh, Stirling and the Wallace Monument - and I was always told that it was actually up there, not on Abbey Craig, that Wallace watched events unfold before coming down to give the English a bit of a doing at Stirling Bridge. We were nestled in between Dumyat and the monument, which rose up out of the woods on the slopes of the craig. It was there that I proposed to Gabby.

Compared to its stunning surroundings, our farmhouse was grim. It looked as if it had been built of old stone and crap cement, then rendered over and painted grey to blend in with the other farm buildings. At the front there was a little porch that looked ready to blow over in the wind. There was no central heating, so I put on more clothes to go to bed than I wore during the day. ‘Can’t we get some central heating, Dad?’ I would beg. ‘Ach, son, you’re soft!’ Well, I was more than happy to be soft! Sometimes when I got up in the morning, the curtains would be stuck to the windows with frost. The glass was as thin as paper. My father was always buying new tractors for the farm. ‘How about some new windows for the house, John?’ my mother would say.

The place was heated by coal fires and we had an Aga, so we were always chopping wood. We had four bedrooms with one bathroom upstairs, and a shower downstairs - but that was only because we’d built a tiny extension. I helped Dad knock the wall down for it and managed to drive the sharp end of a claw hammer into the top of my head.

My lovely mad old aunt Rita, who was known as Bonzo, had a section of the house to herself. She only used the downstairs, but for some reason wouldn’t let us use her upstairs, even though we were overflowing in our section. My brothers and I would alternate sharing a room. For a while I even shared with my dad, because he got up so early my mum wanted her own room.

I was happy there, though. I had a focus on the farm that I didn’t have at school. I knew my path and felt a different energy. It was like when I was on the rugby field - it was my domain, I knew what I was doing, I could see things clearly. When I came up with ideas about what we should do on the farm, my dad would say that it wouldn’t work, but within a year we’d be doing it. He wasn’t good with practical matters. My brothers and my cousins and I, we were all good with our hands, creative with them, but none of that was for my dad. He was only concerned with his animals, and he understood them like no one else. It was almost mystical.

Dad was one of the most respected farmers in the country. Everyone called him Uncle John. You ask any farmer of a certain age in Scotland about John Logan, they’ll tell you he was one of the nicest farmers they’ve ever known and one of the most honest, too. His herd of cattle was renowned throughout Scotland, even  throughout the world. He kept Holstein-Friesians, award-winning ones, and people came just to see them. There were always school visits, with my dad showing the kids around, but even his peers would come to have a look. We’d be working on the farm and a bus would turn up. ‘Who are these blokes?’ I’d ask. They were usually farmers who had come to see his herd. Some of them had travelled from overseas.

Farmers did that kind of thing. Dad was so devoted to his farming that my parents went as far as to visit a farm in Devon for their honeymoon. Maybe partly because of this obsession, Dad didn’t marry until he was forty. When I was born, which was on 3 April 1972 in Stirling Royal Infirmary, he was fifty-five. I see it as a mistake to have left it so late, but Mum, who was fifteen years younger than he was and a farmer’s daughter from Lockerbie, says that it just came naturally to him that way.

By the time I was a teenager and old enough to be looking for trouble, my dad was in his sixties and my mum in her early fifties. My brothers were off discovering girls. James is seven years older than I am, and Andrew five years older. It was just the wrong age difference - too big for me to be of any interest to them and too small for them to be mature enough to want to look after me. They didn’t want me hanging around. A little brother wasn’t cool.

So, as I grew up, I spent most of my time with my cousins - Hamish, John, Ally and Kelso. They were older than my brothers, but younger than my parents, and had no problem with me tagging along, riding in the tractor, going away with them in the lorry. They were at an age where it was quite fun to have a little feller to keep them company.

I was very close to my dad, but he was more like a granddad to me. If I had a father figure, it would be Hamish, my eldest cousin, who was seventeen years older than me. They lived a mile down the road from us, my uncle Archie, who was my dad’s younger brother, Auntie Margaret and the four boys. I used to cycle round to theirs or run over the fields, and I spent so much time with them that they were like my immediate family in the early years.

When I was about twelve, just as my problems at school were becoming serious, the families decided to split up the three farms. The youngsters were all getting older, and there were too many people wanting to work, so each of the three farms took a portion of the land and became loosely independent. I didn’t understand what was happening and thought it meant I wouldn’t be able to see my cousins any more. I was so upset I cried my eyes out for days. It turned out that it didn’t make any difference, but it showed how important they had become to me.

And still no one ever talked about school, which was fine by me. I think maybe my mother feels a bit guilty about it now, but I would never blame either of my parents for not trying to tackle my problems with reading. I never wanted to talk about it because it stirred up so many emotions that I’d kept hidden. It’s only in the last few years that I’ve learnt to discuss the subject.

My father was a very well-educated man. He had been Dux of his school, which means he was top of the class. None of that made me any more inclined to approach him. At that age I didn’t want to let him down, or even show him any signs of weakness. Besides, he was a reserved man - a gentleman from another era  - and he probably wouldn’t have felt comfortable if I’d unloaded all my insecurities on him. There was barely the time for it anyway. He went to bed at nine and got up at four every day of his working life - even when he fell ill towards the end of it.

I would occasionally ask my mum what a word said, and she would tell me, but I don’t think she had a great time at school, either, so we never took it any further. She had been a matron, but she has never liked to discuss her own school life. She can get emotional when she doesn’t want to talk about something, and I honestly don’t know much about her childhood because she has never told me. I do know that she was very sporty. She was a fast runner and has always loved horses - even now, well into her seventies, she rides - and she still has plenty of get up and go. In a crisis, she was the one we all turned to. She is so supportive, and if something needs doing, she wants to do it right away. In that respect, I can see a lot of her in me. I can see a lot of my dad, too. They both taught me the value of honesty and integrity, and I’ve tried to follow that.

I remember one time a local man was keen to buy some of my father’s land so he could build a house on it, but he needed planning permission. He offered to pay £2,000 a year for five years while he tried to get it. My dad had actually tried himself and knew it couldn’t be done, so he told this guy not to waste his money. I was about fifteen and I said to Dad, ‘Why don’t you just take the money? If he doesn’t get planning permission, that’s his problem.’

‘That house might be their dream,’ he replied, ‘and they’re not going to get planning permission for it. You don’t ruin a person’s dream and take their money while you’re doing it.’

His manner was understated, and he was a quiet man, which is not something I’ve inherited. At a young age, I was messing around with words I didn’t understand. We had a horse called Sammy.

‘Dad,’ I said to him once while he was reading his paper. ‘Sammy’s a fucker.’

Dad ignored me. I repeated it, but still no reaction. The next day I came in and said, ‘Dad, Sammy’s my friend.’ He dropped his paper immediately and said, ‘That’s more like it, son.’

I think he understood me, although I was very different from him in a lot of ways - I was more outgoing and flamboyant, like Hamish. And I did get into a lot of trouble, not just at school.

I was often bored on the farm, because I had no one my age to play with. One day I was so bored that I blew up a van. It belonged to Burt Adams, who was a slater by trade and a dear friend of my father’s. Every now and then he used to buy a knackered old combi van, same type, same colour, and strip off parts as and when he needed them for the van he actually drove around in, which was always falling apart. He kept his substitute one on an old road behind our farm. I was wandering past it with a box of matches and decided there and then to blow it up, basically for something to do. Although no one rated me much in the classroom, I knew that petrol plus matches equals bad. So I lit one, dropped it in the tank and legged it.

What followed was just like in a Bond film. The doors flew off and the van leapt into the air. I kept running, all the way home. Unfortunately, Burt just happened to drive along the road in time to see his van go up and my little arse fast retreating into  the distance. I was covered from head to toe in dust from the explosion when I ran into the house, gasping with shock at what I’d done. My dad was there but, before he had time to say anything, in ran Burt shouting that his van had exploded and that he’d seen me running away from it. I denied all knowledge, of course, but I was all over the place and covered in dust so I never stood much of a chance of getting away with it.

Dad never bollocked me. I got a long talk about safety and why I shouldn’t have done it, but there was always sympathy and understanding in everything he did. That’s all a kid really needs, I believe, for a sound upbringing, and, however horrific my time at school, it was always offset by my happiness at home on the farm. It was the perfect place to escape.

[image: 002]

But no child can ever really escape school. Most kids have some kind of problem while they’re there. There’s a lot of pressure, whether it’s pressure to be clever, good at sport, popular - boiled down, it’s the need to be cool in some way, and if you’re not you can suffer terrible alienation. I was all right in a lot of those ways - I was good at sport, and I never had problems making friends. I think some of the teachers liked me. I was disruptive because I was so desperate to get out of the classroom, but I think some of them knew I meant well.

My first school was Beaconhurst in Bridge of Allan, which was a private school. I remember staying behind to do my homework. It was basic stuff, but I really struggled with it, and when I  couldn’t do it no one seemed to think it was a big deal. It’s all new and strange to everyone at that age. By the age of seven, though, I was starting to wonder if maybe there was something different about me. I was communicating fine, making friends in the playground, but I noticed that I wasn’t picking up things as well as the others. But when you’re so young, it doesn’t really register - you don’t think about why you’re not reading or writing, because you’re so absorbed in just being a kid.

Everyone’s in the same boat, but one by one people start to climb out and to find their feet. I never did. I was still splashing around in the water, and every day I felt as if I was drowning. That was when I started to develop stomach pains, off and on to begin with, but they were to grow worse and plagued me until the day I walked away from school.

I was unhappy at Beaconhurst, but things got better when I moved to Riverside Primary, a state school in Stirling, at the age of nine. It was a bigger school and seemed to me to be a happier place. Teachers took more of an interest in me. They kept sending me out of the classroom, but I think they liked me. That was where I met Jenny Mailer. She worked in admin at the school, and whenever I was sent out I would go along and talk to her. ‘What have you done this time, Kenny?’ she would say, and then she would chat to me, tell me I needed to concentrate.

A couple of other teachers were really kind to me and even came to see me when I was off school for about six weeks towards the end of my time there. My stomach pains were kicking in with a vengeance, and the stress started to rise to a new level. I’d had two years at Riverside and the first year and a half were the  happiest of my schooldays. But the last few months were haunted by the realisation that high school was approaching. I knew it would be different there. I knew it would be harsh.
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My first day at Wallace High was a bad one, set up by an incident in those last few months at Riverside. I had already had my first taste of being bullied and labelled stupid. ‘Oh, here comes Thicko!’ and ‘You’re the guy that can’t read’ - all that. Then I broke the nose of the school bully, which made things even worse. I never looked for fights, and that was the only time I ever punched anyone, but if someone was going to fight me, I was going to fight back. In the playground at Riverside this guy had been winding me up something rotten, just chanting ‘thick, thick, thick’ and I clocked him one. Sure enough, after that I became known as the school bully - the school bully, and thick with it.

On my very first day at Wallace High, the cousins of the guy whose nose I’d broken came looking for me after school and chased me down the road. I ran up to a random house and hammered on the door, shouting, ‘Nana! Nana! Let me in!’ Understandably, the old lady inside didn’t open the door, so these guys gave me a good kicking. Within the first week, the headmaster had issued me with a warning. He knew I was disruptive, he said, and he was ready to expel me. And so it was that the tone of my high-school years had been set.

One teacher, however, was crucial for me back then - a guy called Norrie Bairner. The teacher strikes in Scotland in the mid 1980s nearly killed sport in schools, but Norrie would get in at 7.30 a.m. to give us an hour of training and touch rugby in the gym. He and others like him were called scabs by the striking teachers, but Norrie had always done this for free anyway, and he kept my enthusiasm for sport going, as he did for loads of other kids. Although it was my cousins, Hamish and John, who introduced me to rugby, Norrie Bairner’s commitment to helping us kids play sport would help me in my life in more ways than I could have imagined.

The school has been pulled down since I left, and a new one built. The place I remember was a big lump of concrete with dirty windows, dark corridors and nothing at all to inspire a kid. It was a big school with around a thousand kids from all walks of life, everything that Stirling had to offer. I remember the gates and the big car park in front of it, always with lots of cars. We played the coin game against the front of the school, where you had to throw a coin as close to the wall as you could without touching it. The winner took all the coins home with him.

Whether or not I had coins in my pocket, going home was always emotional. I used to walk from the bus stop to the farm. The minute I walked away from the bus I could wind down and most of the time that meant tears. There was a hedge in front of our house that I used to jump over so I could save myself the extra twenty yards and get home quicker. Sometimes I would get home too fast and still be crying, and I would rush upstairs to straighten myself out.

On one particularly bad occasion, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror in a rage and punched myself over and over again.  It was at the height of those worst times, between the ages of eleven and fourteen, when every day was an ordeal. There seemed no let-up. It wasn’t as if I had the odd good day in between the bad ones. They were all terrible. The frustration was unbearable. Why wasn’t this stuff going in my head? I punched myself until my face was inflamed. It’s common for a schoolboy to invent accidents to explain to his mother the black eye that someone had given him at school, but that evening I had to invent one to explain the black eye I had given myself. It would not be the first time that rugby provided me with a way out.

But before anyone starts to feel too sorry for me, the headmaster was right - I was a troublemaker. Being a troublemaker and struggling in the classroom have a chicken-and-egg relationship, but in short I found troublemaking the best way to get out of class. A teacher would say, ‘We’re in the science lab now, please don’t turn on the Bunsen burners.’ Well, how could I resist? Most of the work I can remember doing was copying out lines. I don’t remember doing any homework at all, but three words I do know how to spell are ‘I’, ‘must’ and ‘not’, because I wrote them so many times. I must not talk in class; I must not be disruptive; I must sit still.

It wasn’t long before I was put in a remedial class. I remember lots of empty chairs. There were just the six of us. The others came from rough parts of Stirling. There was a guy who was basically a traveller, although he would have hated me saying it. These days he would be described as a bit bling. ‘I don’t know why I’m in this class,’ he used to say. ‘Yeah,’ I would agree. ‘I don’t know why I’m in it either. It’s a joke!’ One of the girls, I now think,  had ADHD. Another guy went on to be a painter. We were an odd bunch. I stood out because I was the only one who would come to school in uniform. And I would always come in. The others thought nothing of skipping school. I was fine with getting myself sent out, but getting myself expelled was never an option.

My best mates at the time were Jason Yarrow, who would go on to play squash for Scotland, and Gavin Carlin, who probably would have played rugby for Scotland if he hadn’t wrecked his knee as a teenager. They knew I had problems, but, again, it was never discussed. I would just turn left to go to my classroom and they would turn right for theirs.

For woodwork and science, however, we were all in the class together, and it was in a science class, at about the age of thirteen, that the last hopes for my school career were snuffed out. There were no empty chairs in that classroom, so there was a bit of an audience. I said to the teacher that if she could read me the questions, I really felt I could answer them. It was meant to be a way of showing her I was vulnerable, but it came across as if I was some upstart telling her how to teach. She hauled me up in front of the class and read the questions to me. I got something like eight out of ten of them right and I was euphoric. ‘You see! I told you! I told you I could do it!’

She hit the roof and sent me out. Nothing new in that, but this time it was different and I remember it as if it was yesterday. This punishment was for being full of myself, when in fact I had just felt so overjoyed that I might not be so stupid after all. It crushed me. If that teacher came in now, I wouldn’t even recognise her, but that was a turning point. After that, I thought,  ‘Right, I’ve just got to get to the end of this. Get through school, enjoy my rugby, and that’s it.’ I didn’t care anyway. For a long time it had been assumed by my family, as well as by me, that I was going to end up on the farm, whatever happened, so the fact that I wasn’t getting anywhere in the classroom was looking more and more irrelevant. I wasted the three years that followed at high school. I simply waited for my time to run out.
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