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Dedicated to the memory of Mark Houghton, and all those lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning or intersex young people whose lives ended too soon, and to their families, with the hope of change


‘A place where there isn’t any trouble … Do you suppose there is such a place, Toto? There must be. It’s not a place you can get to by a boat or a train. It’s far, far away, behind the moon, beyond the rain …’

Dorothy Gale,
The Wizard of Oz, 1939

‘Expect sarcasm’

Grindr profile, 2015


Foreword
by John Grant

If you’re about to start reading this book, I feel very delighted for you, because you are in for a treat. It’s a book that should have been written a long time ago, but it wasn’t, so here we are at last and it’s a great place to be.

Matthew Todd has contributed a great deal to the LGBT community as an obscenely talented man – playwright, comedian, writer, magazine editor (Attitude, of course) and gay rights activist. I think Straight Jacket is his crowning achievement thus far. Although it’s unfortunate that Matthew had to have the experiences that made it possible for him to write it, I’m extremely grateful for the hard-won insights contained in this book and I hope lots of people will read it. I know it will help other people avoid the mistakes many of us have made. For me personally, it’s just nice to feel so very understood and it’s a relief to hear these words from another gay man.

I feel I should say a few words about my own experience. It took me, has taken me, is taking me a very long time to feel comfortable in my skin. I grew up in a small Midwestern town where it was communicated to me at church and school that being gay could only ever possibly lead to Hell and would permanently shut me off from God and the world in general, and that a creature such as I could not expect to have any sort of future. I believed what I was told because at the time I had no reason not to. Why would those I trusted and loved and looked to for protection, and who proclaimed to love me and want only the best for me, tell me things which were not true? I was told and led to believe that any sort of homosexual relationship I ever entered into could not possibly work because such relationships were inferior, sick, perverted and just plain wrong.

Sometimes I hear, and not just from straight people, ‘For crying out loud, shut up, get over it, it can’t have been that bad, pull yourself together, quit feeling sorry for yourself, quit living in the past, you’re an adult . . .’ That I am now an adult and therefore responsible for myself and for figuring out how to navigate this world is certainly true. I also know that self-pity has never done anyone any good, and that I must learn to let the past go and live in the moment. However, this deeply ingrained and total rejection of the self has countless negative and long-lasting consequences: in my case, drug, alcohol and sex addiction which ultimately lead to HIV infection. I had already given up the booze and drugs when I became infected through continuing to indulge in destructive behaviour I somehow still believed was normal. The process of overcoming these consequences (minus the HIV, of course) has taken place over the course of many years and I rather doubt it will ever be complete. Who knows?

I think it is quite clear that, as we have entered into an age of ever-increasing tolerance and acceptance towards the LGBT community, the trauma many of us have experienced continues to cause us to project the past on to the present. We have internalized the negative messages we received to such an extent that many of us continue to be unable to accept ourselves (and therefore each other), even though most of the people with whom we come into contact on a daily basis couldn’t care less who we’re sleeping with and don’t pose us any threat. Many of us have suffered from years of post-traumatic stress disorder, every type of addiction known to man, obsession with beauty and success, crippling anxiety disorders, eating disorders, depression and isolation. Perhaps we think that if we admit to these things they would certainly be used against us by those who seek to deny us equality as proof that homosexuality cannot ‘work’ (never mind that all these phenomena are present in every part of every society, regardless of sexual orientation). Maybe we think that, if we are to be accepted, we must be morally beyond reproach, or at least perfect in some sort of way. We can’t be gay and average or, God forbid, below average. We should be rich and/or beautiful with a perfect body, excel in everything we do, be lousy with talent, have exquisite taste in everything and also impeccable style; we must be either comfortingly masculine or camp in a way that isn’t threatening, or is at least amusing; we must make an effort to fit in. I think many of us have become overachievers who are tortured by crippling perfectionism because we think this is what we must do in order to survive.

Of course there are those in the LGBT community who perhaps don’t know what the hell I’m talking about, and that is certainly fantastic. But unfortunately there are many gay men and women who know exactly what I’m talking about. Straight Jacket is a book about the trauma many have experienced growing up gay, the many ways in which it manifests in daily life and how to begin the process of overcoming it. I think everyone, no matter what their background, could, can, will benefit from reading this book. After all, it’s a book about understanding ourselves and each other more. There is no ‘us and them’, either inside or outside the LGBT community. This is a lie we can no longer afford to believe if we hope to conquer the past and live happier, more fulfilled lives.


Prologue

Excerpt (edited for clarity) from 1967 BBC2 documentary Man Alive: ‘Consenting Adults Part 1: The Men. Will a change in law save homosexuals from blackmail and fear?’

The screen shows a suited man, from behind, walking through the West End of London.

Voiceover: Most homosexuals don’t live together and don’t even live in large cities. They go to the large towns looking for others like themselves: desperately lonely men, scared of discovery; men like this clerk, from a small market town – the sort of man that the present laws seem designed to protect us from. For him, how did it all start?

We see a man sitting with his back to the camera, face hidden.

Man: Well, I met someone in a gents’ toilets when I was about fifteen. I had no idea what was going to happen at all. He was in uniform. I just got talking to him and we came out and just walked along, walking and talking. To me, that was something. We eventually went somewhere and things happened – he made love to me and held me and some other things. Then we came out and we talked about films and music, just enjoying friendship, actually, and we arranged to meet a week later. I went home and the next night when I went to bed my mother came into my bedroom and said, ‘I hear you’ve been with a soldier.’ I couldn’t deny it and she said, ‘Well tomorrow you better pack your things and go because I don’t want anything like that.’

In the morning I asked her if I could stay and she said yes. Eventually the police came to where I worked and they told me I ought to go to the police station and give a statement. I didn’t know the person’s name or anything. I made a statement and [said] we’d arranged to meet the next week. The police were in the doorways of the shops waiting for him to come but he never came. That was the beginning of it all.

Interviewer: Do you find it very difficult to find and meet homosexuals?

Man: Yes, I do. Very much.

Interviewer: Why?

Man: Well, where can one meet homosexuals in a small town where everybody knows you? Plus the fact there’s not many homosexuals in the town where I live. The only places are to go round the toilets and I don’t wish that. The only other place is to come to London where you probably meet all kinds of people and that’s what I’ve done. I used to come quite often at weekends.

Interviewer: Where did you used to go to meet other homosexuals?

Man: I tried doing several things actually; perhaps they sound very stupid. I like the theatre, I like the cinema. I used to go, when I arrived in London, to a certain theatre or certain film that I wanted to see and I used to book two seats – quite expensive ones because I like the good things – hoping that I would sell the other ticket just before the performance started. That way I would make sure that there would be somebody that was single sitting next to me at the cinema or the theatre. But in many cases I just lost money because I couldn’t sell the tickets . . .

Interviewer: Did you ever manage to sell one to somebody who was single?

Man: Sometimes it was a woman. I lost always, actually.

Interviewer: Have you had any other experiences like this?

Man: I know that I am probably different to a lot of normal other homosexuals; they probably went round to toilets to find somebody to have sexual relations with, but I wanted someone for company. [One day] I went into this toilet, I suppose two or three times over the course of an afternoon, and I came out and somebody, a young person, said they was arresting me for importuning. So they took me to some police station, took my fingerprints and said that I would have to stay there until I appeared in court on Monday. Nobody knew about it at home ’cos they thought I’d come up for a job. I’d never had an experience like it before. I couldn’t believe just because I wanted somebody to love me and to have friendship with I had to suffer all this. They put me in a cell and I was there from Saturday afternoon to Monday morning. I never slept, I just sat and cried.

Monday they came and took me to the courts. Just hundreds of people around – I couldn’t believe my eyes – I just couldn’t believe that I was there. I’d never been in court before so I didn’t know what to do or what to say, I didn’t even know what was going to happen to me. I asked the detective what I was to say and he told me to plead guilty. So I went to court and I knew this was my chance to say something. They said have I got anything to say and I said ‘Yes, I have,’ which took me a lot of courage to say. I told them that the reason why was because I was lonely and that was the reason I came to London to meet somebody. I was lucky, they just gave me two years’ probation.

Interviewer: Do you think you need help?

Man: Yes, I do. I think everybody that is a homosexual needs help. They need someone – that’s what I’m searching for now – I need someone with whom I can share my life. That’s all I need. But it seems that it’s wrong.

It was a truly beautiful afternoon when my friend David married his partner Adrian up on the roof deck of the National Theatre overlooking the Thames. As the glorious sunshine beamed down, it was David’s strapping straight brother who got emotional first. Parents on either side, his voice cracked as he toasted ‘the best big brother anyone could have’, and then tears streamed out in front of the hundred or so jubilant friends and family. I was a mess, obviously.

Earlier we’d watched as they said their vows and then we’d cabbed it over for a joyous party attended by people who had travelled from around the world, including Adrian’s native Australia. All of us, to differing degrees, were experiencing something new. The brotherly tears over, David’s best schoolfriend got up from his wife and children and, as is customary, rattled off some embarrassing teenage tales. He was followed by Adrian’s closest friend, who said, though sad to lose him to the other side of the world, she was overjoyed it was to such a fantastic man. We all blubbed some more.

As I raised my elderflower fizz I looked around at all the smiling faces: David’s parents, Adrian’s mother and stepfather; children playing on the decking, single people flirting and couples dancing the evening away; straight, gay, differences didn’t matter. My mum was there too. My date. Beaming, being given handbag tips by my Chinese friend Li, who calls everybody ‘darrrling’. She had such a good time she missed her train and had to stay in a hotel. I stopped and thought: we’ve finally got there.

And it isn’t just legal equality. Over the last twenty years I have noticed so many wonderful moments of sheer joy in my friends’ lives. Friends’ parents making a civil partnership speech where they welcomed their son’s partner formally into their family. Another friend, Irish, delighting his Muslim partner (now husband) with a surprise fortieth birthday party where we, his (gay and straight) friends, took over a seaside hotel for the weekend; then a few years later his Muslim relatives joining their civil partnership party. More recently, another young Facebook friend, Matthew, posting a picture of his Christian parents hugging and kissing him in full drag at Belfast’s Gay Pride in 2015; he, like many of my friends, living healthily and proudly with HIV. My trans friends finally getting a modicum of the respect they deserve and lesbian women coming to the fore as Ruth Hunt took over Stonewall.

Writing this book in local coffee shops, I often bumped into friends, some single, some in couples, gay men, lesbians, trans, the most exciting thing in their weekend being a Waitrose shop and a trip to the cinema, as other same-sex couples occasionally walked by, hand in hand with their loves. I see young people empowering themselves and having fun, as the pictures of thousands of jubilant, happy people at Brighton Pride 2015 testified. I see more awareness of intersex issues; and young people identifying outside the ‘gender binary’ gaining more confidence through the connectivity that Facebook and Twitter bring, as well as allowing all young LGBT children to know they are not alone. I see many happy couples. And many happy singles, lots enjoying, safely, the sexual freedom that we have struggled for. A moment at another civil partnership I attended several years ago crystallized the changing times for me – a simple thing: the ten-year-old nephew of one of the grooms tugging at his uncle’s sleeve and pleading, ‘Can we cut the cake, Uncle Paul?’ How amazing. And how right to celebrate everything that has happened. It is gobsmacking.

Out on the balcony of David and Adrian’s party I glanced over and saw my mum flirting with some older gay men; then I looked back out across the Thames at the twinkling lights of the most gay-friendly city in the world and felt the warmth of the fading sun on my face. I went back in, finished my dessert and then, when no one was looking, ate somebody else’s too. And then I went to dance.
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Instant Inflatable Gay Best Friend Perfect Gay Best Friend in a Box £5.99

Your gay best friend has a smiling Gary Lineker-esque face and is ready to give you fashion advice, tell you if your bum looks big and bitch about everyone who doesn’t wear Jimmy Choos.

* Loves to shop.

* Great sense of humour.

* Loves to dance.

* The perfect best friend.

* Gives great fashion advice.

On sale in 2014



It was probably coincidence that Robert Goddard killed himself on the same day that the former prime minister Margaret Thatcher died. On 8 April 2013, as we gathered round in the offices of Attitude – the UK’s bestselling gay magazine, which I edited from 2008 until 2016 – to watch the world’s reaction to the passing of the Iron Lady, thirty miles away Rob was reaching the end of his ability to cope.

Rob was the younger brother of Attitude’s advertising manager, Andy Goddard. In 2001 Andy travelled the world on an extended honeymoon and Rob stepped in to cover his position. I was deputy editor at the time and I didn’t know him well, but I remember we all went to lunch when he joined. He was cocky, bubbly and laughed a lot. He embodied the image of what it meant to be a young gay man at the turn of the millennium: physically fit, athletic, lean, happy, able to camp it up but not taking shit from anyone. He also had that most important thing on the gay scene: sexual currency, as we saw a few years later when someone emailed an explicit picture from his Gaydar profile round the office.

In May 2008, when I had become the editor of Attitude and was working more closely with Andy, I asked after Rob from time to time. Andy said he wasn’t doing well. He was drinking too much. He couldn’t stop taking drugs. He had split from his latest boyfriend. He had suffered a homophobic attack after getting off a bus. He was HIV positive and not coping with it. He had lost his job and moved back in with his parents. Together these things sound like a huge alarm bell, but spread across several years they didn’t feel like an emergency. Lots of gay men, like straight people, had transient relationships. Lots of gay men, like straight people, drank a lot and took drugs. Indeed, gay culture seemed to celebrate partying as a central tenet of gay identity and Rob looked very happy in all the Facebook pictures of him out clubbing with his hundreds of friends.

The day after Thatcher’s death, Andy called the office to tell us that Rob had done what he’d threatened to do before and taken his own life. He had written notes to his parents and a birthday card to Andy, gone to the seafront where he and his brothers and sister used to play as children, and hanged himself. He was thirty-four years old.

I share Rob’s story with you because his experience is not as unusual as any of us would wish. Despite how it may look on the outside, something isn’t working. I didn’t have to go looking for Rob’s story; like so many in this book, his is the story of someone I knew. Despite more LGBT people than ever before, thank goodness, leading happy, successful lives, it is becoming increasingly clear that a disproportionate number of us are not thriving as we should. Maybe it was always so. Maybe technology means we are more aware of it now. Maybe the fight for equality stopped us from seeing it.

But I came to realize it because, despite being a relatively successful gay man, I have struggled seriously too. When in summer 2010 I wrote in Attitude about my experience, I was overwhelmed by the response from men up and down the country and further afield – from Europe, Australia and America – contacting me to say they too had experienced the pattern of behaviour that I described. In late 2015 Vice’s Chemsex documentary lifted the lid on one part of the crisis, but it is one that runs deeper than drugs alone.

How can this be? Haven’t we now reached the Promised Land? It is baffling. I remember just under twenty years ago a quarter of a million of us celebrated the beginning of changes that would affect all our lives with the biggest Gay Pride I had attended – not just pride in our sexuality but equally a celebration of Tony Blair’s defeat of the homophobic Tories and what that would mean for us.

On 5 July 1997, just twenty-three years old, my friends and I joined the crowds on Clapham Common. Through the haze of cheap beer and burgers there was a palpable sense of expectation as we lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender folk celebrated something we’d never dared to feel before: hope. Tabs of ecstasy no doubt lifted some of the crowd, but we were also elevated by relief, as if the steam had been released from a pressure cooker. On stage, a new thing: an out-from-the-beginning TV presenter called Graham Norton filmed a clip for a forthcoming Channel 4 documentary which saw him lead the entire crowd in a united shout of ‘We want equality, Mr Blair!’ For the first time ever we dared to believe we might actually get it.

As our pop heroes Pet Shop Boys took to the stage declaring, ‘It’s beautiful to be here!’, it felt as though a tanker was slowly beginning to turn. The tears finally fell as, against the hazy blue of a perfect London summer evening, Holly Johnson sang ‘The Power of Love’, fireworks exploding overhead. As they burst into showers of sparkles, it was as if each one was an insult or sneer, a hateful tabloid headline, a schoolyard punch or kick that we’d all endured, finally breaking apart, burning up, blooming into beautiful, coloured stars and dissipating into nothing but the warmth of the night. I remember crying, not wanting to leave, being led through the beer cans, hugging random strangers as we went. History was being made. The hellish social environment in which every single person on Clapham Common that day had grown up was shifting. Change was here for us to embrace, knowing that so many people had gone before us who could never have dreamed of the freedoms that were about to be ours.

And indeed, nearly twenty years later, for many of us it is happening. A year after David and Adrian’s wedding, the people of Ireland triumphantly disobeyed the Catholic Church and voted for equal marriage, followed swiftly by the Supreme Court of the United States. There are more gay characters on television, Hollywood has a palmful of out gay actors, and more and more schools are addressing homophobic bullying. Everywhere you turn there is progress. There are huge numbers of contented, successful gay people, some in wonderful relationships and marriages, others happily and healthily enjoying a single life. More and more straight people are friends and allies, sexuality is becoming less and less important, and, finally, the rights of transgender people are coming into the spotlight. There is much to celebrate indeed.

But look deeper and there is a problem. Disproportionately high levels of depression, self-harm and suicide; not uncommon problems with emotional intimacy; people keeling over dead in saunas; the highest rates of HIV infection since the epidemic began in the 1980s; and now a small but significant subculture of men who are using, some injecting, seriously dangerous drugs, which, despite accusations of hysteria from the gatekeepers of the gay PR machine, are killing too many people. It is the irony of ironies that the word we chose for ourselves, gay, which originally meant jolly, carefree and happy, has come to describe a group of people who collectively can appear anything but.

I will state here for the first time of many that most gay people are not taking drugs, most gay men are not dependent on alcohol and are neither sex addicts nor bitchy, unhappy miserabilists propping up bars in desperation over their lonely lives. The opposite is true. But there are patterns that seem disproportionately common and it’s time to address them. For although over the last thirty years HIV and AIDS have been considered the number-one problem, the true public health crisis for LGBT people is that of poor mental health, low self-esteem and the damaging ways in which we cope.

At the core of this problem is a shame that has been inflicted upon us so powerfully that those of us whom it affects often do not even realize it. It is a shame with which we were saddled as children, to which we continue to be culturally subjected, and which is magnified by the pinball-machine gay scene and culture that sends some of us spinning from one extreme experience to the next. As therapist and author Joe Kort states so well in his book 10 Smart Things Gay Men Can Do to Improve Their Lives, what’s wrong is not our sexuality itself but our experience of growing up in a society that still does not fully accept that people can be anything other than heterosexual and cisgendered (born into the physical gender you feel you are). It is the damage done to us by growing up strapped inside a cultural straitjacket, a tight-fitting, one-size restraint imposed on us at birth that leaves no room to grow outside its narrow confines. It makes no allowances for the fact that, yes, indeed, some people are different and we deserve – and need – to be supported and loved for who we are too.

The time to address these problems is now.

The causes, manifestations and answers to this crisis – and, though I do not wish to sensationalize, my experience makes me believe it is a crisis – are complicated and controversial. But there is a way out of this mess, though there are no easy solutions. By writing this book I hope to provoke a discussion and suggest real change. It is written from my own perspective as a white gay man, though I am fully aware that the issues I raise are pertinent to bisexual men and women, lesbians, transgendered men and women, and those who consider themselves queer, non-binary and/or intersex, as well as to people of all ethnicities and backgrounds. I also know that countless straight people relate to issues discussed here. This book may be relevant to them, but as a gay man I write primarily about the specifics of how it affects us. For the sake of clarity I mostly use the word ‘gay’. I’ve also often used the pronoun ‘he’, simply for ease.

I have interviewed many people about their experiences – names and details have often been changed, but they are all real and all have agreed to their inclusion. When I mention celebrities I do so only with information already in the public domain. I use people’s stories in a non-judgemental way. I’m in no position to judge, as I have done many of the things mentioned myself. I’m grateful to anyone brave or honest enough to share their stories with me and especially respectful of anyone who is in recovery for their problem. I believe they are inspirations to the rest of us, no matter what sexuality, race, religion or gender. Who amongst us has never made mistakes, never told lies, cheated, drunk or eaten too much, smoked, taken drugs, driven too fast, been nasty or selfish or any number of things? All human beings are firmly planted in glass houses. I am also not in denial about the part that the magazine I have edited plays in this story. I’ll come to that later.

Straight people, specifically, shouldn’t feel smug either. The NHS is weighed down by people, mostly heterosexual, suffering from illnesses that are self-inflicted by behaviour born of medicating painful feelings. It is humanity’s story and I’ve been shocked to see how much confusion, disagreement and ignorance there is about dependency and addiction considering its cost to the world, personal, social and financial. The cause, I believe, of so many of these problems is overpowering, uncomfortable emotions; often shame that is so great it becomes traumatic and unbearable. Regardless of sexuality, childhood trauma seems to manifest in various ways. Sometimes as low self-esteem, depression or anxiety disorders, drink or drug problems, eating disorders, problems with relationships, general irritability or a need to put other people down, or as neediness and ‘people-pleasing’ where a person puts his or her needs after those of others. Sometimes, apparently for straight men, it emerges as anger and violence. Sometimes it’s a mixture, or all, of the above. Sometimes people go off the rails in their twenties but then manage to pull themselves out of the spiral.

Again, there are more straight people than gay with these problems because there are more straight people than gay in the world. The difficulty for LGBT people is that, because of our childhood experience of growing up in shame, we are lucky if we avoid this kind of damage. It is important, though, to understand that most gay people do not go through the extreme things described here. If you are upset by this book, especially if you are young and/or just coming out, know that the future is not written. You do not have to experience the things that I write about in these pages. And if you do undergo them, know that they can be overcome.

Do not use this book to make yourself feel worse, or as ‘false evidence’ that being gay is a disaster and/or that things can never improve for you. That’s not true.

If you relate to this, your head may tell you, ‘This book might help other people, but I am more screwed up than he can imagine. I am the worst.’ If you think that, then we already have something in common – for a long time I thought that too. Trust me when I say it’s not true, your head is lying. It is just another thing shame does to us. You can deal with it. Turn to here and make use of the helplines and support groups listed there. They are there to help you. Please use them. The solution is all in your hands, but no one else can do it for you.

Friends have suggested that the political right may use this book to reinforce their prejudices, but the issues I outline are already in the open. In 2015 the documentary Chemsex covered the most urgent and disturbing of the current manifestations of the problems with which we need to deal. It is out there, it is happening, and not facing it is why it has got so bad in the first place.

Lastly, if you are gay and do not recognize yourself in this book then I’m genuinely glad. But know that there are a lot of people who do need help. The longer we leave things, the worse they will get. It is not victimological to face these issues; on the contrary, pretending they are not real and doing nothing about them is what traps us in victimhood. Facing them and addressing them is an act of empowerment. Many people, gay and straight, are experiencing these problems. Let’s work to help everyone who needs it, now.

I like to think that those men and women who lived before 1967, when male homosexuality was a crime, would be overwhelmed by the progress we’ve made. But I’m certain they’d want us to live our lives to their greatest potential and not throw away what they could never dream of: the opportunity to like and love not only each other, but, ultimately, ourselves. If we really have the gritty determination that is so popular in the anthems commonly played in gay clubs and homes across the world, then the time has finally arrived to face the storm and find our way out the other side.


Part One

Shame


1

‘Gay men don’t get old’

‘They wear designer sneakers but yours they’ll take,

They like party drugs and protein shakes,

They don’t care what you’re about,

They’ll chew you up and spit you out.’

Courtney Act, ‘Mean Gays’, 2014

KRISTIAN DIGBY COULD have stepped right off the set of Will & Grace. Handsome, urbane, kind, witty and well dressed, he was that rarest of things: a TV presenter who was out from the beginning of his career, co-presenting BBC Choice’s That Gay Show in 2001 and then moving on to programmes such as BBC1’s To Buy or Not to Buy and Holiday, where he became the first presenter to cover a ‘gay’ travel destination. As his profile grew, Kristian really liked that he could be, in a small way, something of a role model to gay kids. In Simon Fanshawe’s 2006 documentary The Trouble With Gay Men, a group of young gay teens pointed Kristian out as an inspiration because, they said, he was ‘normal and not camp . . .’ We met and became friends when we first shot him for Attitude. The last time I saw him he was bounding up the stairs at a fundraising event for the Albert Kennedy Trust, the charity that supports homeless young LGBT people. For me, that symbolizes who he was.

Kristian was found dead at home on 1 March 2010 after experimenting with autoasphyxiation, the practice of starving oneself of oxygen to heighten sexual pleasure, a sensation apparently more addictive than using cocaine. He had a plastic bin liner over his head and police found a canister of ethyl chloride next to his bed. He was thirty-two.

Three weeks before Kristian’s death, Alexander McQueen killed himself. On 11 February 2010, days after the death of his mother and the end of a relationship, the former British Designer of the Year and fashion superstar had written a note that said, ‘Look after my dogs, sorry, I love you, Lee’ (his real name). In his 2015 biography Blood Beneath the Skin, author Andrew Wilson spoke to friends who described Lee’s epically low self-esteem, addiction to cocaine, use of crystal meth, body-image issues, eating disorders and erratic relationships, often with rent boys. One person who knew him told how Lee had previously planned to end his life dramatically by, at the close of a catwalk show, rising from the stage in a glass box with a gun and blowing his brains out in front of the cheering crowd. In the event, he took an overdose of pills, before slashing his wrists and hanging himself in his wardrobe. He had previously been diagnosed with mixed anxiety and depressive disorder and had taken overdoses before, in May and July 2009. The coroner found significant levels of cocaine, sleeping pills and tranquillizers in his blood. He was forty years old.

Four months before Alexander McQueen died, on 4 October 2009, Kevin McGee, TV researcher and former civil partner of Little Britain star Matt Lucas, also took his own life. Three years after the public saw joyous, celebratory newspaper pictures of Kevin and Matt dressed as pantomime characters and surrounded by celebrities at their themed civil partnership, Kevin posted a status update on his Facebook page that read, ‘Kevin McGee thinks death is much better than life’. He then hanged himself in his flat in Edinburgh. Like Kristian, he was thirty-two years old.

At the Attitude office we found ourselves publishing one obituary after another. By the time Kristian died, things were starting to feel strange. To lose three high-profile gay men in six months was frightening, like something was wrong, but no one could say what it was. Nothing linked these deaths . . . And yet somehow they didn’t feel like coincidence. But how could that be? To suggest their deaths had anything at all to do with the fact that these men were gay seemed intrinsically homophobic and just, well, wrong.

A few days after Kevin McGee’s death, Stephen Gately of Boyzone was also found dead in the flat in Majorca he owned with his civil partner, Andrew Cowles. Stephen was discovered on the sofa the morning after he and Andrew were reportedly accompanied back to their apartment by a man they had met in a local club – something hardly shocking or unusual for many gay couples, or indeed some straight couples. Medical reports eventually showed that Stephen died from pulmonary oedema – fluid on the lungs – after a heart attack brought on by an undiagnosed heart condition that his family said was hereditary. So when Jan Moir wrote in the Daily Mail a few days later that Stephen’s death was ‘sleazy’, mentioning a ‘dangerous lifestyle’ and that the circumstances struck ‘another blow to the happy ever after myth of civil partnerships’, gay people (and a large number of straight people) took to social media, incandescent with fury. Her comments were homophobic, horribly timed and offensive. I raged myself and went on television to condemn her comments.

But I sensed that people’s reaction was about something else too. Perhaps it was because Stephen was the first member of a boy band to come out, or because he seemed a sweet, regular guy; perhaps it was because the Mail has a history of homophobia; or perhaps it was because by coming out he’d taken us a step forward and it seemed that Moir was using his death to shove us back.

But I believe the huge reaction to Moir’s comments was at least in part because, although they were not relevant to Stephen’s death, they touched a nerve.

The truth is that the deaths of Kevin McGee, Alexander McQueen and Kristian Digby were part of a pattern that affects straight people too, but, as painful as it is to acknowledge, seems particularly prevalent amongst LGBT people: depression, anxiety, suicide, use of dangerous drugs and, in the case of some gay and bisexual men, sometimes extreme sexual behaviour.

Most gay people do not do these things and, when they do, for the most part it does not end catastrophically like it did for Kristian, Lee and Kevin. For instance, lots of people will use drugs, such as alcohol and ecstasy, relatively safely. They will have fun. Like everybody else, some of us may find ourselves in a period of difficulty which we get through. But for too many others it has a corrosive effect on their lives.

Some of this was examined in 2015 when Vice released their documentary Chemsex, which brought to the surface the problem with specific drugs that has been exploding in London’s gay scene over the last ten years; but it did not look at the situation amongst people who do not take drugs.

Reliable studies and stats for LGBT people are notoriously hard to conduct or find. For a long time being gay was considered a mental-health problem in itself. Today, sexual orientation is not monitored by the NHS, meaning we simply do not know if more LGBT people than straight present to the medical services with issues such as depression, or cancer or liver problems as a result of heavy drinking. On top of this, LGBT people, I believe, are still often nervous about disclosing sexuality or gender identity because of the experience we have had.

Some studies do exist, though. In June 2014 Public Health England issued the first of a series of reports which concluded that gay men were disproportionately affected by ill-health in three main areas – mental health; HIV and sexual health; and the use of alcohol, drugs and tobacco. Various other studies in both Britain and the USAfn1 have come to similar conclusions, pointing to higher risks of suicide, suicide ideation (seriously considering killing yourself), self-harm, substance misuse, alcohol abuse and mental disorder amongst LGBT people than the rest of the population. We do not know if more LGBT people actually die from suicide, though a 2013 study by Martin Plöderl et al., ‘Suicide Risk and Sexual Orientation’, argues that this is the case.

A study (Part of the Picture, 2009–14) conducted on behalf of the LGBT Foundation in Manchester found that LGB people used drugs and alcohol at seven times the rate of the general population, and that LGB people were twice as likely to binge-drink as the general population. And in 2015 the UK’s leading LGBT mental-health charity PACEfn2 published the results of its five-year RaRE (Risk and Resilience Explored) study, which showed, amongst other things, higher levels of self-harm and suicide amongst LGBT than other people, and a greater incidence of body disorders in gay/bi men.

Culturally, homosexuality and misery have been linked so tightly over the years that they have become an offensive cliché to the point where any discussion of problems is dismissed as homophobia. In reality, it’s hard to find many famous gay people, from the 1960s through to the modern day, who have not had experience of severe depression, anxiety, body-image issues, eating disorders, or problematic drug or alcohol use. They stretch from the pre-legalization unhappiness expressed by Kenneth Williams, Larry Grayson and Frankie Howerd; the suicide of Joe Meek; the murder of Joe Orton by Kenneth Halliwell; and the denial of Liberace, who hid his sexuality all his life, and Barry Manilow, who only recently publicly revealed his.

Anxiety and depression have dogged numerous figures in the public eye. Out soccer player Robbie Rogers said his decision to leave British football was, in part, because of the effect on his mental health of the conflict between his sexuality and his sporting career. In March 2016 forty-two-year-old Prison Break actor Wentworth Miller wrote of depression that had left him suicidal. He described how, in his search for relief and distraction, he turned to food, to the point that eating became the only thing he could count on to get him through. Will Young has bravely spoken about his mental-health problems and porn addiction, in 2015 telling the Sunday Times that his anxiety and self-hatred, born in part of struggling with his sexuality, were so great he couldn’t recognize his own face in the mirror. Also in 2015 our latest young pop hero, twenty-five-year-old Olly Alexander of number-one-selling band Years & Years, told Attitude and then, in 2016, the Guardian of his serious ongoing struggle with anxiety and depression, for which he has had counselling, therapy and been on ‘a cocktail of drugs’.

Drug addiction has affected many of our most famous names, including Elton John, Boy George, Stephen Fry, Rufus Wainwright, Marc Almond, Jimmy Somerville, Andy Bell and Olympian pin-up Matthew Mitcham, who wrote of his crystal-meth addiction in his autobiography. Superstar George Michael’s problems have been well documented. In 2007 he pleaded guilty to driving under the influence of drugs after he was found slumped at the wheel of his Range Rover and, three years later, served four weeks in prison after driving, under the influence of cannabis, into a North London shop front. In 2013 he fell out of a vehicle travelling at 70mph on the M1.

Stephen Gately, meanwhile, suffered with depression and an addiction to prescription medication. Alcoholism has famously almost destroyed Michael Barrymore and fashion designer John Galliano, while Tom Ford has also revealed his struggle with drink. In his autobiography, the five times Olympic gold medal-winning swimmer Ian Thorpe describes his problematic relationship with alcohol, which he used to quell suicidal feelings.

Suicide and suicide ideation is so common as to feel almost hackneyed. The first and only British professional footballer to come out, Justin Fashanu, killed himself; bisexual Manic Street Preachers lyricist and guitarist Richey Edwards is believed to have taken his own life; Judas Priest singer Rob Halford went into drug-addiction recovery after the suicide of a boyfriend; and Stephen Fry made a thankfully unsuccessful suicide attempt in 2013. Sports stars Gareth Thomas, Graham Oberee, Donal Og Cusack, referee Nigel Owens and the two rugby players who came out in 2015, Keegan Hirst and Sam Stanley, all said they had contemplated suicide as they wrestled with their sexuality. Our other gay boy-bander, Mark Feehily of Westlife, told Attitude that he had seriously considered suicide growing up.

Unhappiness with our bodies and eating disorders are also well represented in our community, with Gok Wan, Elton John and Portia De Rossi all having suffered in this area. Buff Embarrassing Bodies presenter Dr Christian Jessen told Attitude in 2010, ‘I have body issues, absolutely, slight body dysmorphia . . . it’s about self-esteem and confidence . . . on a bad day . . . I will look in the mirror and what I see will not be how I am . . . I know it’s crazy’.

You will, of course, rightly point out that lots of famous people have these kinds of issues. That’s often true, but not in the same proportions as LGBT stars. Similar patterns can be seen in the higher-profile members of the LGBT community. Politician and entrepreneur Ivan Massow has been open about his alcoholism, a previous boyfriend having taken his own life. A former agony uncle of a free gay magazine commited suicide in 2000. Gary Frisch, founder of the once omni-popular website Gaydar, died in 2007 after jumping from his Vauxhall flat high on drugs. BBC Radio 1 DJ Kevin Greening died at the end of December 2007 of a heart attack linked to the ecstasy, cocaine and GHB in his blood after spending the evening at a Recon sex event. In November 2013 Co-op non-executive chairman and Terrence Higgins Trust trustee Reverend Paul Flowers was splashed over the front pages after being filmed trying to buy cocaine and crystal meth and discussing his use of those drugs, ketamine and GHB. In May 2008, Leeds-based Bent magazine executive Damian Oldfield was murdered by his sometime partner, Anthony Morley, famous for being the very first winner of Mr Gay UK. As I was writing this, celebrated senior policeman and Gay Times cover star Paul Cahill went on trial for possession of MDMA, mephedrone and controlled sedatives. He collapsed for mental-health reasons and the trial was postponed.

Gay culture celebrates gay porn stars as the ultimate jackpot winners of our community, but in reality they aren’t very good at staying alive. There have been so many suicides or drug-related deaths of US porn performers in the last decade that I can’t list them here. The issue has been the subject of many gay media reports and I have my own experience of it. In 2010, Attitude shot a group of ten ‘porn stars’ for the cover of our annual ‘Sex’ issue, something I regret. At the shoot I was told of a British performer I knew, and whose name I won’t mention, who had killed himself. Two of those we photographed, Arpad Miklos and Erik Rhodes, have since lost their lives. Arpad Miklos died in February 2013, aged thirty-nine, from a drug overdose, with a suicide note left at the scene. Rhodes, a heavy steroid user, died in his sleep from a heart attack in June 2012, aged thirty. He had previously created a blog entitled ‘A Romance with Misery’ on which he wrote, ‘I feel so left out . . . so alone’. His last entry read, ‘we all knew this is where I’d end up . . . all the pills in the world can’t change the fact that I have lost my passion for almost everything in life and i just don’t care anymore . . . and if I’m dead when this is finally read, well just know I was dead when i wrote this . . .’

Another man we once shot for a separate feature before he began appearing in porn, Wilfried Knight, a sweet and gentle guy, took his own life in Vancouver on 5 March 2013, two weeks after his husband had also killed himself due to immigration issues. He is one of many. The most recent at the time of writing has been Christopher Luke McAteer, known as Clay on Corbinfisher.com, who shot himself in the head in April 2015, aged just eighteen. It seems that where people’s worth is measured by pec size, deep unhappiness often follows. After Knight’s death, well-known porn producer Michael Lucas wrote an open letter in which he stated, ‘It’s not just porn stars who are killing themselves; about ten guys in my gym alone have recently committed suicide.’

Again, you could reasonably argue that the people who work in and around the gay scene might be more likely to have these issues. Possibly true. But what convinced me to write this book was that I have observed these patterns amongst people I know and have grown up with. When I was a child, the ex-headmaster of a local school was murdered by a rent boy. From the immediate group of friends I had when I was sixteen, two have been sectioned, two have dated men who have killed themselves, and two have severe eating disorders, one of them coming close to suicide. A friend I made at the local gay youth group caught HIV after years of predicting he would, saying things like, ‘I’m just a piece of shit, I will definitely get it.’ A man I knew as a student I now sometimes see running through the streets of Soho making animal noises or performing in soiled trousers for tourists. Another man I knew from my teens, who struggled to accept his sexuality at the time, told me recently how a few years ago he sat on a rooftop thinking of throwing himself off, and recently became HIV positive after letting ‘hundreds and hundreds’ of men have condomless sex with him. A successful man I went on a date with in my twenties hanged himself after the end of a subsequent relationship. A complicated flatmate of mine died several years ago at the age of thirty-two from AIDS-related problems because he couldn’t face taking an HIV test.

Since I started writing this book, more people have approached me for help or given me similar accounts – a friend who disappears for days on end, another who is hooked on drugs, another asking for help for his friend who caught HIV and hepatitis C after getting involved in the ‘chemsex’ scene. I’ve lost count of these stories, which are overwhelming in their number and similarity. Low self-esteem, body-image issues, depression and anxiety are the cornerstones of the way these problems manifest. When I began writing in 2011, one man told me of his ex-boyfriend, whose drug use had led to him losing his home. He was living on his friend’s sofa, having unsafe sex with large numbers of men and was addicted to crystal meth. He didn’t see a reason to live, his friend told me, because, as he put it, ‘gay men don’t get old’.

I can’t be the only person who has had these experiences, but the situation seems to me to be like the boiling-frog experiment. Drop a frog into boiling water and it will react immediately, hopping out as quickly as possible. But put it in a saucepan of cool water and gently heat it up and it won’t notice anything is wrong, but will sit there until it boils to death. Written down, these things seem insane; but because they slowly drip-drip into our consciousness we are able to dismiss discussion of them as homophobia or hysteria. Some gay or well-meaning straight commentators are so defensive against any criticism of the way some of us live our lives that they attack discussion of these issues as heteronormative and argue that this is what makes us different.

Over the years some gay artists have tried to ask why things are this way, usually recognizing there is a problem but not understanding why or knowing what the solutions are. (I do not necessarily endorse their work, but merely note them here.)

The first openly gay breakthrough Broadway play, The Boys in the Band (1968), was attacked for portraying unhappy gay men. Written by a gay author, it contains the infamous line, ‘Show me a happy homosexual and I’ll show you a gay corpse.’

The classic 1978 novel Dancer from the Dance by Andrew Holleran describes the hedonism of New York and Fire Island and – spoiler – culminates with a main character who, unable to stand the thought of growing old, walks into the sea.

In 1999 Kevin Elyot’s hit play My Night With Reg suggested gay men have a problem with truth and respect, and in 2007 his television drama Clapham Junction bleakly portrayed all the gay characters as self-destructive, self-hating nihilists with no let-up whatsoever.

In 2002 a play at London’s Royal Court Theatre, Fucking Games, raged at the behaviour of gay men and culminated – spoiler – in one character so full of anger that he intentionally infects another with HIV as a punishment for his promiscuity.

Heroic activist Larry Kramer’s seminal novel Faggots (1978) and landmark play The Normal Heart (1985; recently revived on Broadway and made into an HBO film) suggested gay men were addicted to sex as a reaction to self-loathing. Kramer was attacked for this portrayal, which, he said, was ‘the truth’ and that he believed gay men ‘felt guilty about all the promiscuity and all the partying’.

In 2015 Queer As Folk TV writer Russell T. Davies returned with Cucumber, the story of the breakdown of a relationship between two fortysomething gay men. Spoiler: one of them is murdered by a man who cannot accept his own sexual feelings for men. Just after it was broadcast I was contacted by a writer pitching a piece about how offensive and unrealistic the storyline was. This was the same week that a twenty-five-year-old, Shane Dunn, was sentenced for slashing the throat of a man in his Kent home with a kitchen knife, after meeting him on the Grindr dating app; both of them had been using crystal meth. Thankfully the injured man survived – despite Dunn only pretending to call an ambulance – after his flatmate returned home and raised the alarm.

A hero of British queer counter-culture, angry performance artist David Hoyle has described the gay scene as ‘the biggest suicide cult in history’. One of his most celebrated oeuvres is a song called ‘Being gay is a waste of time’. At an event entitled ‘Alcohol’ at the Royal Festival Hall in 2013, he asked a packed audience, ‘Who here truly – truly – believes that their homosexuality isn’t a problem?’ To nervous laughter, no one raised their hand.

In 2005 my play Blowing Whistles was first performed. It is about the breakdown of a relationship through alcohol, drugs and anonymous sex, and it struck a chord, playing several successful runs in London, Australia and the US. Couples sometimes stormed out in the middle of the final scene and some men cried in their seats after the curtain came down, because it touches on the issues that this book is about.

More recently, the 2008 Royal Court play The Pride by Alexi Kaye Campbell looked at the issue of sex addiction, while the year before Mike Bartlett’s Cock had expressed a man’s frustration at the apparent futility of being attracted to other men.

There has been lots of discussion but very few answers. This is because it’s not our sexuality itself that is the problem. If it were, we might have had that conscious understanding, collectively talked about it and dealt with it. But no: it is the experience we have that causes the problem. The resulting wound does not manifest as a belief that our sexuality is a problem, but simply in us not feeling very good about ourselves – something we think is individual to us and nothing to do with the kind of person we are. Being gay, though, means we have, almost invariably, been shamed growing up. This is the key.

For the gay community this subject has been taboo because it seems to play to a homophobic agenda and, more significantly, because it might collapse our house of cards. Years ago, when my best friend Tim and I, working in student jobs, were asked by our drunken boss if we were ‘really happy being gay’, we could barely spit the words out quickly enough to reassure him how happy we were and what a stupid, offensive question he’d asked. The fact is, we’ve been so bullied by heterosexual society that ever to admit dissatisfaction is considered anathema to the notion of gay pride, which has compulsively waved its rainbow flag like a deranged Duracell bunny, never able to stop. To ask whether there is a problem is to state that not only does the emperor have no clothes on, but to acknowledge he’s off his head in the darkroom, not knowing who he’s getting fucked by. The truth of the matter is that it is all too painful. There is a good reason those rooms are dark. It’s not other people so many of us don’t want to see – it is often ourselves.

The notion of gay pride is good, helpful and meaningful, but proclaiming it parrot fashion does not make it a reality. It’s time to go back to basics and examine what’s working – and lots is – and what isn’t. This isn’t about conservatism, heteronormativity or so-called ‘slut shaming’. The only thing to be ashamed of is continuing to keep our heads in the sand while too many people lose their health, livelihoods or sanity.

The urgent need to address this situation was brought home to me yet again on an evening in August 2014 when my friend Simon Marks, now training to be a therapist, and I launched a new discussion group called ‘A Change of Scene’ at Soho’s 56 Dean Street, where men can address some of these issues. As we sat outside a coffee shop on Old Compton Street talking about the group, a young man next to us told us he was bisexual and bipolar and needed help. Twenty minutes later another stranger to our right overheard us and told us he thought he may be an alcoholic and he too needed help. In April 2015 our ‘Change of Scene’ event with the theme of ‘Loneliness’ saw more than eighty men crammed in, sitting on the floor, on tables, others queuing up the stairs, breaking attendance records for similar events at Dean Street.

This pattern is not restricted to London or the UK. A severe problem with crystal meth has spread from the US to Thailand to Australia, and HIV rates and hepatitis C infection rates seem to be rising across gay communities throughout the Western world. Heroic gay men who responded to the AIDS crisis like no other are losing their lives, such as ACT UP’s Spencer Cox, who stopped taking his medication due to a crystal-meth addiction and died in December 2012; or their livelihoods, like Dr Ramon Torres, who lost his job because of use of the same drug. Jay Morris is a twenty-four-year-old Australian recovering crystal-meth addict who began his habit in the UK. His addiction got so bad he was jobless, homeless and became an escort, once having a drug-induced fit in a supermarket. He now runs the Sydney-based group Ice Nation and believes the gay community is bearing the brunt of Australia’s crystal-meth problem, fuelled, as it is in the UK, by hook-up apps which enable drugs to be dealt more easily than ever before. It seems that all over the world – even though, for many, things are better than ever, the fight for gay rights is progressing and a happy marriage has become the symbol of contemporary gay success – too many of us are struggling with self-destructive behaviour.

A story that must surely serve as a wake-up call is that of forty-nine-year-old Manhattan therapist Bob Bergeron. Bob was a successful, handsome man. He was excited about a book he was writing called The Right Side of Forty: the Complete Guide to Happiness for Gay Men at Midlife and Beyond. He wrote online, ‘I’ve got a concise picture of what being forty is about and it’s a great perspective filled with happiness, feeling sexy, possessing comfort relating to other men and taking good care of ourselves.’ He gained a publishing deal and was working hard on his book. In a blog entry before his death he wrote about aspiring to look after himself better and to ‘stop lying about my age’. In another he made it clear it was important to him to continue being ‘a sex object’. His mentor, Stanley Spiegel, was quoted in a New York Times article as saying Bob ‘still wanted to be sexually attractive . . . for [him] sex was a way to experience power.’ On New Year’s Eve 2011 Bob took his own life and left a note saying that he was ‘done’. Pointing to the title of his book, his note read that ‘it was a lie based on bad information’. If an intelligent, attractive therapist like Bob, a man who had an understanding of mental-health issues, felt that his diminishing worth was only that of a sex object, what hope is there for the rest of us?

Indeed it can often seem that there is little hope. I’m sad to say that in December 2015 I noticed the not unusual deaths of several men reported on Facebook. One, though, was the man I’d heard about in 2011 who had told his ex-boyfriend he had no hope because ‘gay men don’t get old’. His name was Simon Santos. He was a black gay man from Liverpool and he died on 14 December 2015, aged thirty-six, from a heart attack. His ex-boyfriend, Donal Mooney, told me it wasn’t the result of one particular shot of crystal meth, but the cumulative effect of lack of self-care, bad diet, unmedicated HIV, varied substance abuse, lack of self-esteem – and lack of support.

But, despite all this, there is hope. There are clear reasons why this is happening and they can be addressed. There is another way.

First, though, we need to understand the cultural context in which we all grow up.

fn1 See Bibliography: King et al.; Mays and Cochran; Hetrick and Martin, cited in Thompson; Clements-Nolle, Marx and Katz; Hatzenbuehler, Keyes and McLaughlin; Lamis et al.; Mathy; and Shields et al.

fn2 Due to government cuts, PACE shut down as this book went to press.
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‘I’d Shoot My Son If He Had AIDS Says Vicar!’: Roosting Chickens

‘We promise an end to the conspiracy of silence . . . Most people know there are such things – “pansies” – mincing, effeminate young men who call themselves “queers” . . . but simple decent folks regard them as freaks and rarities . . .’

Sunday Pictorial exposé ‘Evil Men’, 1952

‘At school our science teacher decided to give us a lesson on AIDS. The teacher referred to homosexuals as “queers” and “evil men” and told us if we became gay we would be “punished in later life” . . . We should be told the facts and left to make up our own minds. I feel a certain respect and understanding for homosexuals and teachers should not express to a class their small-minded, ignorant views.’ – Tom Cruise fan, Scotland

Letter to Mizz magazine, May 1987

‘Since the passage of the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, the nation has been beset by serious storms and floods . . . The scriptures make it abundantly clear that a Christian nation that abandons its faith and acts contrary to the Gospel will be beset by natural disasters . . .’

David Silvester, UKIP Councillor, 2014

WHAT DOES IT mean to be gay? It hasn’t yet been scientifically proven one way or another, but I write from the perspective that sexual orientation is set before birth and is not a choice. A small but vocal minority of gay people argue that being gay is something chosen almost as a political act, a protest against society, and for some of the most hard-line lesbian feminists it is a choice explicitly against men. Writer and activist Julie Bindel has said, ‘I’ve met a huge number of lesbians who say, “I don’t believe I was born this way”, and I believe any woman can be a lesbian and believe we’re stopped from feeling sexual attraction to the same sex because of external pressure’. I’ve also heard a small number of gay men express the view that straight men would be homosexual if they weren’t so repressed. This view has fuelled the dated idea that gay men are misogynists who’ve made the same political choice in reverse – against women – and believe that being gay is somehow superior to being straight.

In my view, both of these assertions are rubbish. I don’t consider either men or women, hetero- or homosexuals, to be superior or inferior. Like eye colour, it’s just different. If sexuality were a simple matter of choice, then, as I’m single, I’d happily choose a woman as my next partner. Why not? If it were a choice, it would be fun to choose a different type of person next. I’m not looking to make a statement for or against the patriarchy. I’m looking for love and someone to watch Coronation Street with. But such a choice isn’t open to me. I love and respect women, but I’m not bisexual, or sexually fluid, ‘on a spectrum’, or someone who falls for ‘the person not the gender’ (something only non-heterosexual people seem to say). I am a gay man. Like many millions, at ten years of age (and for a good many years after) I would have done anything to be like everybody else rather than endure the years of isolation I suffered.

Parts of the gay movement have striven to embolden the ‘positive choice’ narrative, which is understandable, but which conveniently ignores the fact that many gay people fight their feelings tooth and claw. If it were a choice, then the thousands who attempt so-called ‘reparation therapy’ would simply choose to be straight.

I’ll give you four very recent examples of people who did not make a ‘choice’ to be gay. A twenty-five-year-old man who contributed his typical story to Attitude’s ‘Rucomingout’ page (linked to website rucomingout.com) in August 2015 described years of covering his room with FHM and Loaded magazines, talking about girls and cars. ‘That’s how I spent the majority of my teenage years,’ he wrote. ‘Trying not only to convince others but myself too that I wasn’t gay . . . I’d punish myself again and again for allowing a thought about another guy to enter my head.’ Then there was Vito Cammisano, the ex-partner of American footballer Michael Sam, who made a YouTube video in which he described confessing his feelings for boys to a priest when he was in first grade. ‘I walked down the aisle and said those Hail Marys so fast because I thought I could be forgiven and I wasn’t going to be



















































TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
www.penguin.co.uk

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

[image: PRH logo]

First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Bantam Press
an imprint of Transworld Publishers
Copyright © Matthew Todd 2016

Matthew Todd has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Version 1.0 Epub ISBN 9781448111107
ISBN 9780593069776 (cased)
9780593069783 (tpb)

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

OPS/images/copy_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/title.jpg
How to be gay and happy

mAattHew TopPD





OPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Book



		Contents



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Foreword by John Grant



		Prologue



		Introduction



		Part One: Shame



		  1 ‘Gay men don’t get old’



		  2 ‘I’d Shoot My Son If He Had AIDS Says Vicar!’: Roosting Chickens



		  3 My Share



		  4 Growing Up Gay: the Survival Bond



		  5 Fight, Flight and Hyper-vigilance



		  6 Unsafe at School









		Part Two: Escape



		  7 False Selves and Survival Skills: Chronic Recurrent Humiliation, Distorted Thinking and Addiction



		  8 ‘I know a place where you can get away’: Fantasy and Entertainment



		  9 ‘Either fuck me or fuck off!’: Small Town Boys on Old Competition Street



		10 Compare and Despair: Food, Perfection, Body Image and Control



		11 ‘You only tell me you love me when you’re drunk’: Alcohol



		12 Horny and High: Let’s Talk About Gay Sex and Drugs



		13 Looking for Warmth in Cold Places: the Sex Issue



		14 ‘Out of control and without care’: Rock Bottoms









		Part Three: Recovery



		15 Coming Out of Denial



		16 Getting Serious Help



		17 A Change of Scene: Positive Experiences



		18 We Are Family: Calling Straight People



		19 Towards a New Way of Living



		20 Turning Point









		Appendix 1: Help



		Appendix 2: HIV and Safer Sex



		Bibliography



		Acknowledgements



		Text Acknowledgements



		Index



		About the Author



		Copyright









OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





