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Introduction

I really thought I wanted to write a book. But thinking and doing are two very different things. I honestly believed I’d be able to knock it out in a week or so, cross-legged on the couch with a fag à la Carrie Bradshaw. But it was actually far more annoying, incredibly even more annoying than Carrie Bradshaw herself. Like Carrie, it was hard work and overly emotional. I’d have days reverting to stroppy teenage me, throwing myself on the couch in a tantrum, screaming into the sofa to muffle my maddening rage from the neighbours. ‘FUCK THIS FUCKING BOOK,’ I’d say to myself as I stomped downstairs to the makeshift office I’d made at the dining table.

The intention was there, the hope of becoming an author was there, everything was there apart from the main element of a book: words. Most of the writing processes in my brain from myself to myself went like this:

 

I’m more of a night owl, I’ll do it tonight. I should get some sleep, I’ll be better first thing. Do you think I can get out of this? How, seriously, could I get out of this? It’s not me, it’s the book. Maybe I’ll start a different book now?

I’d start writing other things and bits that were nothing to do with me or what I’d intended to write about in Soft Lad. The questions got more abstract: 

What even is a book? Do people even read books? WOW

A BOOK IS A WEIRD THING – JUST SOME THINGS WRITTEN DOWN BY SOMEONE. MAD!

 

There was so much noise going in my brain about NOT doing it that I was exhausted by 10 a.m. And that’s even before I got to doing any actual writing. I started making notes with my laptop and soon found I liked the old-fashioned pen and paper, opting for a professional Stella Artois pen as my quill.

I’d sit and think about people reading this book and it turned my stomach. Ughhhh, everyone is going to hate this and people will be so annoyed they bothered to buy it, it will all be my fault then I’ll have to pay the publisher loads of money back cos everyone will have taken it back demanding a refund cos it’s so crap and now they and probably Waterstones will be bankrupt and it will be this crummy book’s fault.

It loomed over me like an STI test result. The result will be bad. Terminal. It will come out and people will protest, their hate for my book going into overdrive, them seeing red, starting to hate books as a concept and committing book mass murders by torching their local libraries.

Or maybe no one will notice. That would be nice. It will come out. My mum will like it and then no one will ever mention it again to me.

In writing this, I ascended to a new level of procrastination. I reached out to old friends, asked if neighbours needed help with anything, organised the spare room. Oh, maybe I should make a smoothie! I signed up for a bootcamp thinking the exercise would help my brain. I embarked on a new 12-step skincare routine, layering up all the products with a five-minute break in between each, nicely wasting a good forty-five minutes a day. I started walking the dogs so often that they’re now the dog equivalents of Gladiators – all muscly and ripped from an overactive workout schedule.

I’d sit and argue with myself about the content: ‘Am I talking about myself too much?’ before realising, ‘it’s your fucking book, dickhead, who the fuck else are you going to talk about?’

My due date was February 2022, which sounded so futuristic when it was given to me in 2021 that it was like something in a sci-fi film. 2022! That’s ages away! I might be dead by then! I’ll do a little every day and then it will be done WELL before then! That did not happen.

I was putting it off but I didn’t quite know why. Every other job in my life I can get on with, but this self-governed pressure I hated. My hate for it seeped out into my daily life and made everything seem overwhelmingly annoying: ughhhh I have to stop for lunch, uuughhh I have to have a Zoom, uuuuughhh I need to send an email but I’m writing Goddd, uughhh – it put me in a shitty mood.

But why? It was not my first day of work, so I struggled to figure out what was doing my head in so much about it.

 

It wasn’t the concept of work that was the problem; I love nothing more than my agent cracking the whip so that I work all the hours God sends, I’m used to late nights, early starts and being so busy that I forget to eat lunch and feel all businessy like Lord Sugar. In the past I’d never been afraid of hard work – quite the opposite; my vision of what I wanted my job to be was totally clear and it was a long and hard path to get there. The problem wasn’t the hard work. The problem was bigger than the work. It was me. I didn’t want to invest in myself, I didn’t want to think about myself, I didn’t want to remember the old me or think about the new me or figure out who the hell ‘me’ even was. I didn’t want to face myself. It felt too big, too real and too weird. It all felt a bit ME ME ME LISTEN TO ME! Maybe I’m shy, I thought. (He says, writing 70,000 words about himself.)

As loud as I am, I’m a realist when it comes to myself. I’m annoying, I know. Every time someone said, ‘Yer shit on the radio,’ I’d be like, well fair’s fair. It felt like too much emotional hard work. Not the writing, not the research but the reflection. Did I really want to sit and think about my standing in the world, how I feel, how I felt, what I’ve done with my life? No, I didn’t. I wanted to order e-cigs and Lotus biscuits and talk about something more important, like Megan Thee Stallion.

In my pit of procrastination, I realised I have this chip in my brain, and one on my shoulder, about success. And how I think I don’t deserve it. I’m really good at attempting to fuck it all up. The inability to say no to a night out, the one more drink, the horrendous timekeeping so I’m in a perennial late mess state, one quick doughnut before bed even though I’ve been working out all day, leaving a suit at the dry-cleaners that I need that evening til 5.59 p.m. Why do I do this to myself? Like girl, give yourself a chance!

I knoooowwwww it would be easier and better to do it beforehand. So why leave it? A safety net I set up. So if anything is a failure, I have caused that failure myself. I can own my own failure. ‘Like, well yeh it was shit because I didn’t do anything, BUT if I did, it would be great.’ Quite a shit mantra. JUST MAKE IT GREAT THEN YOU DUMB-DUMB.

While this was raging on in my head I’d take my fifth break of the day and watch The Kardashians. Let’s see what salads they’re eating in their museum-sized kitchens today. Usually their boring kitchens and boring salads weirdly motivate me as I thank Jesus that I don’t live in Calabasas, and revel in the go-go-go-ness of London life. But even these fuckers are up in the gym at 5 a.m. with Kris taking business calls and going on til midnight. Right! Kris wouldn’t stand for this shit . . . get the fucking thing wrote.

I had to sort it out. I had a plan, I’d write every day, nine to five, then treat myself to a nice tea each night. I set an alarm for six thirty every morning and titled it something so cringe I can’t believe I’m saying it – get your sickbags ready – ‘DO IT FOR YOU’. My very own motivational mantra that I’d see first thing, as soon as I open my eyes, to make me jump out of the bed with a self-worthy spring in my step.

It didn’t work once. Not one single time. I’d snooze and snooze with ‘DOOO ITTT FOORRR YOUUU’ flashing up as I whispered ‘fuck off’ and shook my dozy head back to sleep.

That was of course unless I had to be up for someone else. A TV show commitment, a meeting, filming, anything else I’d be right up, out of bed, downstairs like Mary Poppins, ready for the day ahead.

Now that I had something to do for me, I’d be sat at the dining table doing some life admin, check in on everyone I know. I wasted time by calling my friend Aimee and whinging, saying I wish I’d done something with my life. She’d remind me I did, I famously accomplished my childhood dream, found love and was now getting married and I’m meant to be writing a book about it. She didn’t understand. ‘What do you want then? What’s the solution here?’ she asked. I didn’t know what I wanted. All I knew was that I didn’t want to write this crummy book: enjoying it so far, guys?

 

I saw this time at home ‘writing’ as a time to be Mother Teresa, fixing everyone else’s problems. I spend a lot of time trying to make other people feel OK. Making sure all Uber drivers get five stars even if their farts made me gag and they inexplicably dropped me ten doors away from my house. My time as a soft lad out in these streets equipped me with a superhero level of compassion and I’m racked with guilt on the way back from the shops at the thought of accidently not smiling back at a smiling old lady who now might now be sad that a man didn’t smile back at her. I worry the dogs are depressed, when really they’re just sleeping. I worry I should have given the homeless man money rather than a sandwich. But I’m just an arsehole to myself. My internal monologue is Maleficent.

One day I decided it had to stop. I had to write this book. Not for me, not for you, but for my publisher – she’s pregnant you see and if I don’t send stuff she will be stressed and then the baby will be stressed and grow up stressed and IT WILL ALL BE MY FAULT. The unborn baby of a lady I email does not need my shit. Right, get on with it, I thought!

First, I should meditate. Get me grounded. Get the baby this lady I’ve met three times is having far away from the stress. I’ve always had an attention issue and an anxiety issue so in lockdown I was told to meditate. I learnt over Zoom with ponytailed DJ and festival nomad Rob Da Bank. And occasionally when anxiety was sky-high or when I needed to procrastinate or when I should be writing a book, I’d participate.

This was the first perfect distraction of the day. I sat in the lounge in silence. I’d light and waft around some palo santo, unclear what it does but I’d seen it on Instagram so it seemed legit. I’d close my eyes, relax my shoulders and attempt to just ‘be’. I could maybe make it to around one whole minute before I’d get interrupted. Not by my partner Mesh or the dogs or a noisy neighbour, but – you guessed it – by my own disruptive brain. Even as I’m doing the one thing proven over millennia to help people be grounded and more centred in themselves, I’d find myself distracted. I was no longer thinking of my soul, or my third eye, or just being. I was, every time, distracted thinking about pop princess Dua Lipa. I’d sit there cross-legged, and sing to the tune of her mega-hit ‘Levitating’:

‘I’M MEDITATING!’

Meditation over. Fucking Dua fucking Lipa and her incredible pop work! Ruining this book! Ruining my life! My zenness! And stressing out that poor woman at the publishing company! And her poor baby! Nice one Dua Lipa!

 

Weeks passed and I lied to myself about how good my book was coming on. I thought after I left Radio 1 I’d have more time and space for reflection. Space for a deep dive, a breather on daily life and be able to sit and think about what I want to say to the world. It was crickets. I needed a break. A creative reset, time to let my brain recalibrate after the realisation that my full life’s focus until that point, my childhood dream of radio, was over. So I decided a month in LA would be what was needed. It’s far away, it’s sunny, it’s a city, we can do things in the evenings and I can write all day . . .

I didn’t write all day. I didn’t write at all. 

I got back to London and saw my friend Drew, who was in town from New York. Drew is like a very cute rescue dog, in that I can’t wait to see him and he’s adorably cute but at any moment SNAP he could bite your hand off. He’s a textbook New Yorker, plays hard but works even harder, sassed up to the max with a sharp tongue to match his even sharper outfits.

The evening started delightfully with dinner and Drew laughed along but as we headed to his hotel room, he cut to the chase. He asked me what I was up to, and I was scared to mention the book. He’s a doer and I tend to think I’m not a doer. Even though I have . . . done. Drew has an intensity that only New Yorkers seem to have. A self-awareness or is it a super-professionalism? I don’t know but we don’t have it drilled into us as Brits. When I told the rest of my friends in England about this book they’d go, ‘lol, you, write a book?’ or, ‘Are ya havin’ a party for it then? Can I come?’ Whereas Drew wanted to dive deep.

‘Well . . .’ I say.

‘An autobiography?’ he asks.

‘No, no, it’s not an autobiography.’

‘Right, so what is it?’ The New York abruptness that I love really starting to come to the boil now.

‘Well, it’s a collection of stories . . . about me,’ I say.

Drew sips on his vape, sunglasses firmly on indoors. ‘. . . Riiiiiiiight?’ he says.

He’s giving The Devil Wears Prada levels of friendliness.

‘So why are you writing it?’ he says.

I can feel myself starting to panic. I make a joke with our dinner pal Aimee about it being for the cash.

He doesn’t like it. Drew likes to prefix the big questions by announcing he has a question and I dread it with all my heart. He goes, ‘Here’s a question . . .’

Here we go, I think. The question is bubbling up inside of me before I’ve even heard it, it’s going to be a juicy one, I just know it.

‘Why is it important?’ he asks and stares deep into me, exhaling a puff of vape. He knows it’s a good question.

Ah shit. I don’t know.

‘I dunno, because it’s lol?’ I say. Aimee and I chuckle before we are interrupted—

‘NO! No, no. WHY is it important?’ he asks, this time somehow even more sternly.

I say, ‘Eerrrrmmmmmmmmmmmmm’ for roughly forty-five seconds.

Truth is, I didn’t know why it was important. Mainly because I didn’t think it was important. And maybe because I don’t think of myself being important? Fucking hell, Drew, what a question!

I know some people are scared of Drew. He can be abrupt, hard, brutally honest. So when he washed up on UK soil to see us I wasn’t mentally ready for this Emily Maitlis-level grilling. We don’t talk like that here. I’ve had friends say to Drew, ‘I don’t like my job.’

Drew would drop an emotionless ‘Why?’

‘I don’t like my department.’

‘Change then,’ he’d say.

‘It’s not that easy.’

‘Why?’ he’d say.

‘Because of my boss.’

‘Become the boss,’ he’d say.

Whereas in the UK we’d just go, ‘Yer boss is a bitch, fuck it, let’s get pissed!’

But when I was trapped in his hotel room with that big fucking question looming over me, I didn’t exactly enjoy the experience.

‘I’ll tell you why it’s important,’ he said.

‘It is important because you, as a queer, weird kid in the suburbs who was hanging around with your elderly neighbours, being obsessed with making a racket and playing music as loud as it would go, had laser-sharp vision of what you wanted to do with your life.

‘And then . . . you actually did it. You made it happen.

‘And THAT IS why it’s important. You had a dream, you had the vision and you stuck to your guns and YOU made it come true. So let the children know. For all the little queer kids feeling left out in suburbia, feeling not at the centre of the party, they can make their own party. They need to know that life is what you make it and you made it what you wanted.’

I’m left, for once, speechless. I sit there in awe at this slice of 1 a.m. real talk. Hey! That did happen! I think. I’ll go home and write now! Or maybe just get Drew to do it?

 

The next morning I thought of little me, the little kid who shuddered at the thought of being called a soft lad, and I wondered how he’d feel about SOFT LAD being emblazoned across a book that the future him had written. I wrote and wrote for hours to help the publisher’s unborn baby be born stress-free and so Drew wouldn’t shout at me or ask me any more real life questions. But mainly for all the soft lads out there. I always thought I hated being called a ‘soft lad’. I saw it as a diss, something to be ashamed of. But, try as I might, I am a soft lad. It’s who I am. Here’s how the softness shaped me. 
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