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      The top of a mountain is no place for an agoraphobic. Nor is the top, or bottom, of the world. The horizon stretches further from these places than anywhere else. To stand at them is to take in as much of the Earth as it is possible to see without leaving its surface. For that reason, I find that it moves you closer to the planet and, somehow, to whatever else there might be that is bigger than us. It takes an effort of the will to embrace all that, maybe even as much as it does to reach these places in a physical sense. Well, almost.

      Strange, then, to be able to say that my journey began with me curled up in a small room suffering from agoraphobia. I see that room now as a tunnel that led from my previous existence as a professional rugby player to the brilliant whiteness of mountains, wildernesses and the unknown. It was terrible in that room, wrestling with the fact that my rugby career was over, trying to control the fears that had always been in attendance but now rose up and threatened to drag me down.

      Fear had informed every move of my playing career. When I started out, winning was the most important thing, and the accompanying fear of losing, but as I matured (in other words, lost a few times) it became the fear of making mistakes, being dropped and, worst of all, letting down my team-mates. What a terrible waste of energy, I realised in that room, now that it was all over. How restricting, to let your horizons close in like that. What’s the point of being scared of something that you’re not going to do because you’re scared of doing it? Be scared by all means, but only of the challenges you have resolved to take on.

      No sportsman knows how he will handle the end of his playing days. Not many will even think about it. I had entertained the idea from time to time, but never for long. It was too terrifying. Besides, in a contact sport like rugby, if you think too much about that sort of thing you lay yourself open to doubt and vulnerability, and that can bring about the end in itself. I found it better not to think. Everything is laid on for you: an elite environment, a vigorous routine to live your life by, a direction and a purpose. All you have to do is to focus on the next session and the next game.

      If only it could last for ever. Sometimes it feels as if it will. But the end must arrive some time – and it could be the next session, it could be the next game.

      Sure enough, my time came suddenly and without argument. I was left with no choice. And, as it turned out, I handled it very badly, shutting myself away in that room for twenty-one days. The only time I went outside was for an operation on my ruined shoulder.

      It was a cold and unfamiliar room in the small two-bedroom house my parents were renting in Newport while they were renovating their new home. When I’d moved out of my previous house a few weeks earlier, I had taken it, the room at the back. Little did I know it would become purgatory to me, a kind of halfway house between the life I had led and the one I was about to lead.

      I remember the room well. Its bare walls were smooth and white. The bed on which I lay was white. The fitted wardrobe at the foot of it was white. The only window looked out on to the side of the steep hill on which the house was built. When I ventured to look out, the houses on the next street up seemed to gather round and peer down at me, so I tended to keep the curtains drawn. On the floor, my bags overflowed with kit, the trappings of the only life I’d known, all of it now so suddenly redundant.

      What did I do in there for so long? Nothing. At least, nothing constructive. There was a lot of fear and self-loathing. Towards the end, I started reading a book. I also had a laptop with a painfully slow internet connection. And there was, and still is, a tattoo on the inside of my left arm. Together, those items would haul me out of the state of agoraphobia and depression I’d fallen into. Until they did, though, I passed the time enduring the emotions and thoughts that visited me, scanning the perfect walls for a crack to slip into, or just a blemish to identify with.

      My shoulder was painful and incapacitated, so that it woke me every time I rolled on to it. A few days after my operation, it was time to take off the sling and begin the rehabilitation exercises they had issued me with, but I couldn’t bring myself to do them. What was the point? My career was over.

      My parents would check on me every now and then. I knew they were deeply worried, but they didn’t pander to me or try to force me into anything. They let me be. Just knowing they were there on the other side of that white door was the only comfort I held on to throughout the twenty-one days, even if I wasn’t able to let them in emotionally. You could say that, despite my thirty-one years, there was precious little difference between me then and the teenager who won’t come out of his room. My predicament might have been more serious, the emotions more intense and the thoughts darker and scarier, but on a superficial level the reaction was indistinguishable.

      I couldn’t have seen that, though. When I feel vulnerable I do tend to withdraw. Things were bad, so I retreated into the proverbial cave. And I didn’t want, or couldn’t have, anyone in there. Mum and Dad knew that.

       

      What I can see now, although I didn’t grasp it at the time, was that I had subconsciously associated the end of my rugby career with the end of everything. That was why I had never dared confront the idea. It was like a dark shadow lurking in the back of my mind. Just ignore it. Next session, next game. You’re indestructible, remember.

      When I returned to Wales for the start of the new season in 2007, I was more focused than I had ever been. Maybe too focused. Maybe even desperate. I had lost a sense of perspective. It felt as if my whole career as a rugby player, which means my whole life as an adult, was converging on this two-year contract I’d been offered by the Dragons, the Welsh region centred on Newport, my home town.

      I was desperate – yes, that is the right word – to play for Wales again. I’d won the last of my four caps in 2003 and since then I’d played elsewhere, first at my beloved Leeds, then for one difficult year at Perpignan in France. Now I was returning. I’d turned thirty a couple of weeks before the season started. Age has never concerned me, but maybe that milestone heightened the sense that this was it, my last chance.

      To begin with, I played the best rugby of my life. My coach, Paul Turner, told me the Wales coaches were talking to him about me. There were no autumn internationals that year, because of the World Cup, but it seemed I was back in the thinking of the people who mattered. I almost forgot about the shadow in my head.

      Then, a knee injury on Boxing Day put me out for a few months, and so began the downward spiral that would lead to the room in my parents’ house a year and a half later. I’m no stranger to injury, and each time I’ve come back stronger, but this one felt different. Deep down, I knew my body and my mind were not right. I’ve always been a terrible invalid, but now I seemed to be panicking, too. As I strove to regain fitness, it was as if I were gasping for air whenever I thought about the precious days and weeks ticking by. This hadn’t been the plan; this was not why I’d come back.

      That injury was just a precursor, though. In the second match of the following season, a home game against the Llanelli Scarlets, I was crouching over a tackled player trying to win the ball when I was cleared out from the side by one of the opposition. I felt a searing pain in my shoulder. I would later find out that I had suffered what’s known as a subluxation, a partial dislocation, and in this case the head of my humerus had knocked a chunk of cartilage away from the socket.

      The idea of injury striking me down again was unthinkable. No way. I hadn’t yet won that fifth Wales cap, and this was now year two of my campaign to earn it.

      I played on for the rest of the game and the rest of the month and the month after that. I’ve never minded pain. Truth be told, I’ve been known to thrive on it. I’m not a masochist, but I like to feel I’m pushing myself, and sometimes that means it hurts. Besides, if you play professional rugby, pain is something you get used to.

      But, if the pain was just about bearable, my range of movement was deteriorating steadily, so that by the end of October I couldn’t lift my arm above shoulder height. That was more of a problem, as was living with the unhealthy dosage of painkillers. I had a scan, which revealed the extent of the problem. The piece of cartilage that had been knocked off had been floating in the socket and, because I’d played on, it had chipped away at other areas. So by now I had quite a few bits of cartilage floating round and an area of the shoulder joint where it was bone on bone – hence the restricted movement.

      My panic had been growing again as the mobility of my shoulder worsened. Now I was back where I had been the year before with my knee. This time I needed an operation. Geoff Graham is one of the leading shoulder specialists in the country, and we soon got to know each other very well. He scheduled a procedure called microfracture, whereby they drill into the bone, which stimulates the growth of fibrous cartilage. Fibrocartilage is never as strong as hyaline cartilage, which is what joints are made out of, but this has become a popular procedure among sportsmen. It was tried and tested on knees but less so on shoulders. If I wanted to play on, however, it was my only option.

      When I came round, Geoff told me the operation had gone well. But he also had to tell me that the situation was more serious than he’d thought. I was feeling groggy because of the anaesthetic, but I doubt I would have taken in what he was saying, whatever my clarity of consciousness. I honestly can’t tell you what the cause for concern was because I just didn’t want to know. I listened to everything he said and accepted it on an intellectual level – then I must have locked it away in a cellar of my mind.

      What drives you in a sport like rugby isn’t intellect. I have been known to overthink things, but I am a man driven by the heart. If you lived your life by intellect alone you wouldn’t play rugby at all. You wouldn’t smash each other up on a Saturday afternoon. Or, if you did, you would surely have some serious issues!

      For all the analysis and preparation, it pays not to think too much in a sporting context – and especially when you daren’t confront the thought in question. I had no time for concerns about my condition. I’d always been indestructible. I would be fine.

      I played again towards the end of February, and it was OK. By this stage of the season, with the Six Nations under way and then the knock-out phases of Europe and the cup, games are irregularly dotted throughout the calendar. I played in our one game in March and then again in the next at the start of April. Something was not right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Those occupational pains were there. Nothing new about that, but maybe there was something qualitatively different about them now. Maybe Geoff’s words were festering in that cellar of my mind. Or maybe I was just haunted by a premonition of the end.

      On 26 April 2009, a Sunday, I played in our home game against Connacht. I can’t actually remember how it happened. I just remember the crack, the crunch and the grind. I could hear it as well as feel it. And I knew. It had gone again. With five minutes to go before the end of the match, I walked off a rugby field for what would prove to be the last time.

       

      I organised an appointment with Geoff as soon as I could, which ended up being the following Wednesday. Dan Martin, the physio at the Dragons, accompanied me. I remember odd little details, like noticing as we walked in that Geoff drove a Subaru Impreza, which seemed a bit ‘boy racer’ for a leading orthopaedic surgeon. If only I could remember as clearly the details of what he said to me in his clinic, after I told him what had happened and shown him how immobile my shoulder had become again, but I think it went something like this:

      ‘I feared this would happen. Your shoulder is irreversibly damaged and will only get worse. It’s going to impact upon the way you live your life. My advice to you as a medical professional and as a friend is that you should stop playing.’

      He said it as if he were speaking to a ten-year-old. We knew each other pretty well by now, and he wanted to make sure that I heard this and heard it properly.

      I had nothing to say. I’d gone. I’d been lifted out of myself, and I was somewhere else. It’s grief. I’ve lost family and friends, and receiving this news was the same feeling. I didn’t argue, I had no questions, because it was what I knew. I’d feared this moment for so long. That dark shadow in my head came out to claim its dues. Well, it’s got me now, was all I could think.

      In order to have any kind of quality of life in the future, I would need another operation. Once outside, I agitated with Dan over how quickly I could have it. For a moment, I instinctively believed that the operation might save my career. In the car park, we discussed it. I would have to wait until the off-season for the Dragons to be able to process it, so Dan suggested I did it on my own medical insurance, if I had any. I did, I remembered. I had a policy from a previous club. Right, let’s get this sorted straightaway. Find the policy number. Make arrangements.

      I bounded to my car, but this burst of decisiveness was short-lived. I pulled out of Geoff’s clinic in Cardiff. Almost immediately, I knew I shouldn’t be driving. When you’re in shock you go into a kind of trance. You stare at something and yet stare through it; your focus is out. I turned on to a side road and tried to compose myself. What the fuck is going on, I said to myself. This was not the plan. This was not the plan.

      I rang Dee Clark, the Dragons’ team doctor, who was so much more than that to many of us. She recognised the fragility behind all that machismo in a testosterone-rich environment and understood the importance of pastoral care. I told her everything. As ever, she was perfectly level-headed and explained that I needed to get my policy number off Bupa. That was something to focus on, so I rang them.

      I’m not sure I’d ever used the policy before, and I’d moved so many times since it had been opened I didn’t know what address it would be registered under. The conversation took a surreal turn as I sat in my car and recited the addresses of all the places I’d ever lived, a kind of whistle-stop tour of my now-former career, with the Bupa guy sitting in judgement.

      ‘41 Madrid House?’ I said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘How about 23 North Lane?’

      ‘No.’

      When we’d finally found the right policy, I rang Geoff’s secretary, Helen, to give her the number. Then, when I’d composed myself, which was probably about half an hour later, but seemed like days, I drove home and told Mum and Dad.

       

      My parents were as shocked as I was by the news. They knew I’d been hurt, but it was not exactly for the first time. Mum and Dad had lived every twist and turn of my career as if they’d been playing, too, so it was the end of a significant period of their lives as well. They remained strong and, most importantly, there for me. I don’t know if I would have made it through the weeks that followed without them. Not that I let them in or allowed them to help, but they were physically there, and the constancy they provided and represented was the one thing I clung to as everything else fell away.

      I must also have told my mates Kev Morgan and Sonny Parker because I do remember the following Friday night. Kev suggested we go out for a couple of beers in Cardiff. We went for a pizza and ended up in a nightclub. I completely wrote myself off and behaved in a way that embarrasses me even to think about, let alone write down. I hope I’m not a dick when I’m drunk – I’m pretty sure I’m not – but I was that night. In the club, I fell into an argument with a group and threw a drink over a girl. When the bouncers came to throw me out I tried to fight them, as if they were the cruel world itself. And I did it all one-handed.

      As well-known rugby players from the area, the three of us knew the manager, and he knew us. Kev told him my news and he took me into his office. And there, in the manager’s office in a nightclub in Cardiff, I gave in to my emotions for the first time. Among the boxes and crates, I broke down and wept.

      He let me return to the bar, where I sat on a stool for a while, not wanting to go home. I was a thirty-one-year-old living in a spare room at his parents’ house. I would soon have no income, and I no longer had the ability to practise my only trade. The illusion of security that comes from being an elite performer had just been put out as if by a switch. I didn’t know where to go.

      So I went round to my ex-girlfriend’s house. I hadn’t seen her for weeks, but I’m sure this did not make me the first drunk on hard times to do something silly. After sleeping in my own vomit on her bathroom floor, though, it was clear that our relationship was now every bit as finished as my rugby career.

      My reclusiveness began then. The embarrassment of that night out was the superficial trigger, and it was very real, but in came many other emotions, so strong and well-formed that they must have been building all the while.

      I was angry, so angry. Fuck Geoff. What does he know? When have I ever listened to a consultant anyway? I’ve gone against the advice of all of them. Why shouldn’t I again?

      Because, in my heart, I knew he was right, which led to the frustration. I wasn’t ready to retire. I had so much more to give, so much more I wanted to achieve.

      Which led to the embarrassment. I hadn’t accomplished what I’d set out to do. I hadn’t played for Wales again. Everyone at the club knew that that was the goal I’d set myself, so how could I ever show my face there again, now that I had officially failed? My body had proven too weak, and now I had failed them as well, my comrades-in-arms.

      Which led to the sadness, the crushing melancholy, at the realisation I would never again know the inside of a changing room. The energy, anticipation and nerves on the eve of combat, and then the aftermath – you’ve emptied yourself, you’re hurting, cut and broken, hopefully you’ve won, and your eyes meet those of a team-mate. That’s all. That’s all it needs to be. The feeling that you’re part of something bigger. The team, the club, the town, the country. To be cut loose from that…

      I withdrew into the room. My operation was scheduled for 8 May, and I sat tight waiting for it. I couldn’t bring myself to go down to the club. I didn’t want to see any of them. There was no mechanism at the Dragons – or, I believe, in rugby generally – to provide the kind of support, emotional, educational or otherwise, that a player in my situation needed, even if he’d been open to seeking it. But I will be for ever grateful to the Dragons for what they could and did do for me. Just the paperwork, for example, was enough to bewilder me. I couldn’t motivate myself to get out of bed, so why would I fill out a form? The Dragons did all of that for me. They drew up a statement to announce my retirement, and let me edit it and add to it, to thank all the people I wanted to over the course of my career. Then, when it was ready, they asked me when I wanted the statement put out. Do it now, I said of a document that felt like a kind of contract with the end. Just get it out there.

      The operation was the same procedure as the previous one, a microfracture, but this time there was a larger area of cartilage that had been broken off the bone. I went back to the room to recuperate and was lying in bed, feeling woozy and in pain, when the phone calls started to come in. Friends, newspapers, magazines. The press release had gone out, and now the end of my career was public knowledge. That was when it became real. Any subconscious hope I may have been harbouring that it had all been a joke, or that they would open me up and find they had made a mistake, or that it would just get better, vanished at that point. That day, all those emotions I’d been wrestling with since the diagnosis were replaced by one, which was uncomplicated and devastating. All those emotions were replaced by fear.

      I had become institutionalised, which is the way it is with any performer in an elite team environment. Rugby had controlled every decision of my adult life. I had sacrificed so much – happily and gratefully, I must make clear – to be the best that I could be. I’d chosen to drop out of a dental degree so I could focus on professional rugby. My sister’s wedding had clashed with my first cap for Wales, which came in South Africa. Rugby had determined when I ate and slept. Ninety per cent of my social life was in rugby. And now it was gone, with no chance of coming back. I was petrified. What do I do? Where do I go? Who am I?

      And so began the spiral into depression. The embarrassment caused by the failings of my body and, as I saw it, my career, compounded by the way I’d behaved that Friday night, crystallised into extreme self-loathing and the exhausting lethargy that accompanied it. I just didn’t want to do anything, which made me hate me all the more. Hadn’t I always been a man of action, if nothing else?

      I went to some really dark places. I contemplated the very worst. And my self-hatred went to another level again for doing so. I feel guilty now about even considering it. I do believe that life and everything in it is a gift. That I thought about throwing it away troubles me still.

       

      Mum and Dad were my fixed points. They were clearly worried about me, but they let me be there, in my cave, trusting that I’d find a way out. They were the one constant I had left. They’re the only thing in my life that’s ever been constant. No matter how crazy the world becomes, there has always been one rock: home. It’s not a place, either, it’s an emotion. All the things parents do for you…

      I’m lucky to have a wonderful relationship with them. We argue, but we are friends more than anything. My dad, Derek, is Welsh, and my mum, Lee, is Jamaican. I am the only child they had together, although I have two brothers and two sisters, one sister through Mum, the others through Dad. They’d been together for a while before I was born. I guess I was an accident, but I’ve always quite liked the idea of being a love child!

      Much of my youth was spent living in a tent out of the back of our car. From Friday to Sunday, they would take me to motocross races all over the country. Dad bought me a 50cc bike when I was six, and we never looked back. Every weekend, I would race at the South Wales Schoolboy Scramblers Club. Dad would help mark the course and act as my mechanic; Mum would write the report for the local paper and make bacon sarnies for everyone in the vicinity of our car/tent. As I improved and attracted some sponsorship, it became a van/tent. If I raced well, we would stop off at a Little Chef on the way home, and Mum and Dad would let me have a cherry pancake. We’d be back home in time for Catchphrase. What awesome times! I would go back there in a heartbeat if I could.

      Growing up, I never idolised the usual stars, but I always admired Mum and Dad. They were my heroes. They couldn’t really have been more different from each other. Mum is passionate and emotional. She’s the engine of the house, always on the go. Dad is calm and relaxed with an adventurous spirit. Both were strict but understanding. They make a great team, and from them I learned the values of kindness, a work ethic and doing a job properly. They instilled those values by being rock-solid, without ever being pushy. Even when I was confronted with that crunch decision, which any professional sportsman will face at some point, whether to turn away from a ‘normal’ life and pursue sport for a living, they left me to decide. In 2000, three years into a five-year dentistry degree at Cardiff University, Pontypridd offered me a contract. I took a two-year sabbatical from the course (which I never returned to!) and signed the contract. Despite the sacrifices my parents had made to provide me with the kind of opportunities they had never had in life, there was nothing but support from them – and the belief that I could make it.

      I was privately educated, to some people’s surprise, considering my accent, tattoos and colour, but I would describe myself as coming from a working-middle-class background. Dad is an engineer and is still working, well into his seventies. Mum has usually worked with Dad, running the books, even driving the lorries when required. Now she is a magistrate. They have pretty much always been self-employed. They worked so hard they were able to send me to Monmouth School as a day boy. When I played junior rugby at Pontypool, I was seen as the public-school boy, and the fact that I went to public school I felt worked against me when I played for Wales Schools, far more so than the colour of my skin. It helped to foster the impression I had of myself as an outsider.

      I would not describe myself as a rebel, but I have always felt a bit different, as if I didn’t fit in anywhere. That is not a sob story – on the contrary, I have loved walking my own path. Although its repercussions were crushing during those dark days at the end of my rugby career, it has been the making of me. I learned to be independent and to think for myself from a young age. I was proudly Welsh yet of mixed race, an only child yet with four half-siblings, always around people yet never quite one of them.

      That impression continued throughout my adolescence as a schoolboy and rugby player, further heightened by the fact that I was always the youngest of my peers, having been born in August. Just after I’d turned eighteen, I spent a year in South Africa on a sporting scholarship to Michaelhouse School in Durban. It was their centenary year and barely a year after the end of apartheid. I imagine – although I don’t know this – that I was offered it because of my rugby and my colour. It was one of the best years of my life. For the first time I was striding out somewhere completely different and on my own. I grew up six years in one. That was where I embraced the idea of ‘professionalism’ in my approach to sport, the first time I’d applied to sport the lessons my parents had taught me. Schoolboy rugby was massive out there, akin to college football in the States. We played one game in front of 14,000 people. I was the only black pupil in the Michaelhouse first XV and, I’m proud to say, the first ever to receive the school colours.

      If I’d always felt a misfit I was by now conditioned by rugby to feel happy as part of a collective and to feel inspired by it. Some of the greatest times of my life followed. I returned to play for Newport and represented Wales at sevens. A broken back put me out for a season, but after a year playing for Cardiff Meds at university I joined the rugby club at Pontypridd, the town of my birth. Here I fell in with a crop of talented youngsters. Some of my fondest rugby memories are of that club. We quickly became one of the best teams in the country. In 2002, we won the Principality Cup and reached the final of the European Challenge Cup. And that year five of us won our first caps. Mine came in Bloemfontein on 8 June when I became the 1001st Wales international on the summer tour to South Africa. If only it hadn’t clashed with my sister Debbie’s wedding – but rugby had long since been dictating the terms of my life by that point.

      I won three more caps in the year or so following the first, but I missed out on selection for the World Cup in 2003. That same year, Pontypridd merged with Bridgend, during the restructuring of Welsh professional rugby, to form the ill-fated Celtic Warriors. Despite a really promising first season on the field, the powers that be closed us down after just a year. I could write a book about that turbulent period alone. We were broken up and auctioned off, I felt like we were cattle. Phil Davies rescued me with a contract at Leeds, and so began another happy spell, which included Leeds’ first piece of major silverware in the shape of the Powergen Cup in 2005. Then, after the pain of relegation a year later, I joined Perpignan on my biggest contract yet, but I wasn’t myself. I remember turning up more anxious to make friends than to play hard. Perhaps, deep down, I thought I’d made it.

      I hadn’t. I didn’t play well in my first couple of games, by which time they make their mind up about you over there. I was injured in my third game and then became a fixture on the bench. I fell out with the president and watched a year of my life pass by. When Paul Turner offered me the chance to return to Wales with the Dragons I took it with more gratitude than he’ll ever know.

      Regrets over my time at Perpignan recurred throughout the agonising in that room. What a golden opportunity. Why hadn’t I been myself down there? No matter how much I tried I couldn’t stop myself going over moment after moment of my elapsed career, and not just the big decisions but little choices or mistakes I’d made in games I thought I’d forgotten about a long time ago. I sometimes have trouble remembering what happened yesterday, but vivid recollections of incidents from years back started appearing in my head. Why did I force that pass, why drop that ball? The ghosts of matches past reared up and crowded in on me. Had I been the best I could be?

      It pained me so much to go over it again and again in my mind. But it wasn’t just the missed opportunities, however large or small, that made the room so hellish. The regret itself tore me up. I hated myself for the inertia of it, the introspection. I was unmanned.

       

      The turning point came while I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t tell you what prompted it, or what I was thinking about when it happened. I just remember the moment.

      My nana had died about two years earlier. I was very close to her. We all were. She used to live with my parents and was like a second mother to me. She was Mum’s mother and her best friend. Mum struggles with her loss to this day.

      Her funeral passed in the blink of an eye. I negotiated it on auto-pilot, not even particularly emotional on the day. I didn’t take in much during the service. It was if the whole thing were playing with the volume turned down. But, for one line, someone turned it up.

      ‘The horizon is only the limit of our sight.’

      It was the vicar who said it. I don’t know what he’d been saying before it, I don’t know what he went on to say after, but it was a line that leaped out at me from the white noise of the funeral. Since then I’ve come to believe, from the bottom of my heart, that somehow, if people can do that, my nan was speaking to me through those words. I believe she could see through me, to my fears, and beyond, to what was waiting down the road.

      I didn’t know what the line meant; I just knew it was important, so important. And within two weeks I’d had it tattooed on my arm. I just had to have it somehow, to keep it on me at all times, never to forget it. Why I needed to, at that point, I had no idea.

      So, for the following two years, every time I looked at the inside of my left forearm, there it was, this strange, enigmatic sentence. And now, lying in bed, with my other arm immobile, some process in my head, chemical or electrical, emotional or spiritual, completed itself, and I suddenly understood it. The horizon is only the limit of our sight. There’s much more beyond that we can’t see, but not being able to see it doesn’t mean it’s not there. I wanted to live freely. No more fear. I’d spent my life being scared of what I couldn’t see, of the future and of dark shadows in my head. I was sick of it. For once I was going to stand up and embrace them.

      I have since had months and months in a tent to think this all through, and I have come to the realisation that rugby had been all I’d ever seen, particularly in those furiously focused, desperate last couple of years. I’d regarded the return to Wales with the Dragons as my one last chance. It was all or nothing. I couldn’t conceive of a life beyond rugby, nor did I dare to try. I was holding on to everything I knew so tightly, desperate not to lose any of it. As my body, rugby career and relationship began to shut down, my horizons closed in. Now, for the first time, I could see that there might be more.

      That was the point I picked myself up. Next, I picked up Sir Ranulph Fiennes’s book Mad, Bad and Dangerous to Know. About a year earlier, someone had given it to me, and now I started reading.

      I was captivated by his stories, the hardship and perseverance, the environment he performed in. It stirred something in me.

      I never actually finished it, though. The first third was all I needed, it was so powerful. I really should read the whole thing one day, what with the way it changed my life. People have approached me to compare notes on a book that has clearly inspired so many others. ‘I love the bit when…’ they say, and I laugh along nervously, too ashamed to admit that I haven’t actually made it so far as to read that episode.

      I used to feel embarrassed about that; now I don’t mind so much. I read the first third of the book, and I was inspired. It gave me a taste, but I didn’t want to read on and see someone else climb the mountain. I wanted to get out and climb it for myself.
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      First things first, though. No one launches off in a new direction anywhere these days without first consulting the internet.

      I reached over for my laptop, ready for my next brush with death by progress bar. Time slowed to a crawl in that white room, and the same went for the internet connection. But I had the first inklings of a purpose now. I’d made out a peephole to my future. I reached over for that laptop feeling, at last, something other than emptiness and pain. And soon (well, as soon as the bitrate would allow) I had come across a site dedicated to the Seven Summits – the highest mountain on each of the seven continents.

      That very instant I learned of them I knew I was going to climb them. In fact, I was so sure it was as if, in a strange way, I had already done it. Another piece of me loosened; another packet of hope unfolded.

      It was then that I went downstairs and made myself a coffee.

       

      There was no plan, of course, no thought of timeframes or records at this stage. All that mattered was that it was a new way of life and that it wasn’t rugby. My vision did not involve a career path or a way of financing it, but that was fine. This was nothing more or less than the way out of that room. And I wanted to throw myself into it.

      Already I was in thrall to the mountains. They are so much more than big lumps of rock. Their mystique is powerful, even in a small white room with a slow internet connection and a life of no direction. Particularly then. I knew little about mountains, but I felt the fear of them as much as anyone. My rugby career had been haunted by fear of failure. I had come to that realisation in this very room, but it was too late to do anything about that now. The fear of mountains, though – that could be embraced. I was angry with my body and I wanted to push it again. The idea of striving for something in an atmosphere with 20 per cent of the oxygen we breathe down here was just the kind of challenge I wanted. I needed to know that my body was not the failure, the broken wreck that had ended my rugby career. The path out of that room was now clear to me, and it led up mountains.

      I can’t say I was consciously aware of any of this reasoning, but I was driven all of a sudden. That same day, I looked into the kinds of organisations that could teach me the relevant skills. Which was another important point. I had to do this properly. I had no interest in being hauled up a mountain by a commercial enterprise, who would charge me a fortune for the privilege and leave me at the end of it barely changed from the man at the start. More than anything else, I wanted to learn a new skill. I fired off emails to a handful of companies, explaining my background, what I wanted to do, which was to climb the Seven Summits, and why I wanted to do it.

      And the next day I pulled on a pair of shoes and left the house.

      When you’re in a fragile state of mind like I was, little things become so important. All I’d done was send some emails, but at the time it felt as if I’d, well, climbed Everest. I felt so much better. It was the first time since the injury that I’d helped myself, the first positive step I’d taken, having contemplated the worst. You can look back over a time like that, which obviously I have, and ask yourself why you didn’t just pull yourself together sooner, send those emails on day one in the room, rather than on day twenty-one. I don’t know. Maybe you just have to go through it all. But I’d been through it, and now I wanted to help myself.

      Sure enough, when you resolve to help yourself, your positivity quickly attracts others to your side. I don’t remember how or why my wanderings had brought me there, but I was standing outside the Welsh Shop in Cardiff, across the road from the castle, when my phone rang. A voice on the other end introduced himself as Tom Briggs of Jagged Globe, one of the companies I had emailed only the day before. He invited me up to Sheffield, where they are based, to meet Simon Lowe, the managing director.

      ‘Simon’s away next week,’ he said, ‘so how about in two weeks’ time?’

      ‘How about tomorrow?’ I replied.

      I didn’t want to wait two weeks. There was a fresh momentum I could feel behind me at this point, which had been so lacking, and I had to ride it now. The next day, just two days out of the white room, I was driving up to Sheffield.

       

      Mountaineers, I have since learned, come in all shapes and sizes – there’s no stereotype. And you would not look at Simon Lowe and think, ‘Ah, here’s a conqueror of mountains, if ever I saw one’. The man I met in Sheffield that day was in his late forties, I would say, grey-haired and bespectacled. I warmed to him immediately. One of the reasons mountaineers need not conform physically is that so much of the strength required of them is mental. It was obvious that Simon was passionate about his trade – honest and direct.

      The latter qualities I particularly valued. Simon receives hundreds of enquiries from people who want to climb mountains. Once he’s talked them through what is involved, he won’t hear from many of them again. I drove up to see him in Sheffield, and he spent most of our first meeting trying to talk me out of it. He spent most of our second meeting doing much the same thing. I appreciated it, and I think he appreciated my response to it. He has a military background, and his eye for detail, which is meticulous, was never better demonstrated as he laid out the dangers to be faced, the techniques to be mastered and, not least, the finances to be mustered. His integrity was obvious. He would not take any shortcuts. I knew quickly that this was the company I wanted to learn with, then to work with. And I would not be cowed by his efforts to test my resolve.

      It was then that I set to work on my shoulder exercises.

      Within a week of my first meeting with Simon, I had another call from Tom (who is the sort of big, broad fellow you might imagine astride a mountain top). They’d had a cancellation. Would I be interested in taking their Alpine introduction course in two weeks’ time? It would involve ten days in the Alps, learning basic mountaineering techniques – crampons, rope work, glacier travel, and so on. Then if I wanted to, I could stay on for another four or five days and attempt Mont Blanc. Knowing Simon as I do now, I wouldn’t be surprised if he threw it at me as a first test. The normal programme they suggest to bring somebody of my mountaineering experience at the time, which is to say none, to a stage where they might attempt Everest is three years. I had made it clear I wanted to devote myself to any such journey and to complete the Seven Summits, including Everest, in less time than that. Well, now, with this invitation, they would see just how serious I was about it. I’m sure they expected me to decline on the grounds of late notice, but I said yes without a thought.

      It was my next step away from the room. I was living in the moment, without consideration for the long term, but I was living. There was cash in the bank. An insurance pay-out for my career-ending injury made up the bulk of it, but I also had some savings from my rugby days. Not a huge amount, but enough to let me take a leap like this. And, anyway, what else did I have to do?

      It was an awesome two weeks in the Alps. I loved it. Just being outside was such a blessing. The Alps is a powerful place to be regardless of what you’re doing, the opposite of being in that little room for so long. But to be there learning a new skill, at however rudimentary a level, and channelling my energies into something positive, while meeting new and interesting people, did wonders to move me on.

      At the end of it, four of us stayed to climb Mont Blanc, and I was the least experienced by far. Our guide was a Matterhorn specialist, which means he likes to climb fast, the safest way to attempt the Matterhorn. We reached the Tête Rousse Hut (at 3167m altitude), which is the launch point for the summit of Mont Blanc. The weather had closed in, and we settled for the night. Normally, you attempt Mont Blanc (4807m) from the Tête Rousse Hut and return to the Goûter Hut (3835m), or set off from the Goûter and return to the Tête Rousse. But we set off from the Tête Rousse and returned there too, all in the same day. The conditions were good, and we were quick. We summited in six hours, which was the fastest ascent by a Jagged Globe team that year. But it was tough, my first experience of pushing so hard for so long and at that altitude. I might have been a professional sportsman, but in rugby you perform for eighty minutes. Here, we were on it for ten or eleven hours. It was exhausting, physically and mentally, but I felt confident throughout. When I returned to the UK, I rang Simon to tell him I was still in the game. Indeed, I was clearer than ever that this was what I wanted to do. I had passed my first test. Simon could move me into the category marked ‘Not a joker’.

       

      At this point, my plan was to climb two of the Seven Summits a year for the next three years. Before I went any further down that path, though, it was important that I got back into shape. I worked with my mate Kevin Morgan, who was now conditioning coach at Neath Rugby Club, on a basic endurance programme to help me transition from the power athlete I had once been.

      My physical condition was one thing. Financially, I had even more work to do. The Welsh rugby community is strong and reaches into many walks of life. I had hoped that I might be able to source some sponsorship from within that network. I spoke to a few companies about funding. They all listened respectfully, but you can tell when people’s eyes are glazing over. Nobody came in with anything concrete. It quickly became clear that my plan was too difficult to market. Three years was far too long to take over a challenge whose successful completion was becoming increasingly commonplace. I had been introduced to a company called Limegreentangerine, a design agency in Cardiff whose owners, Andy and Bev Rees, have become good friends of mine. They were the first of many who would come on board and give their time so enthusiastically and to such great effect. It was in our first brainstorming session (all four hours of it!) that we struck upon the notion of climbing the Seven Summits in seven months. It wasn’t a world first – a handful of others had achieved it at that point – but it was a more credible project, and ‘Challenge 77’ was a snappy name for my life’s new direction, at least. I was just so grateful to have that life back, and my confidence. The next chapter of it was starting to take shape. I had something to work towards, in the boardroom and out on the trails.

      I can’t remember what Simon’s reaction was to this latest development. Drama is not his style, so it would have been measured. Either way, he didn’t laugh in my face, which he would have had every right to. In his calm, meticulous way, he advised me that the next test would be to climb more technically, beyond 5000m. He suggested the volcanoes in Ecuador, where there are a few such peaks to be scaled. This opportunity would arise in a trip over Christmas and New Year.

      Until then, I hit the trails with the best training partner a man could have – Ben, my beloved dog. We ran and we ran through – and up and down – the Welsh countryside. The gym was off limits. I was sick of it and I didn’t want to be reminded of the rugby career I’d been forced to abandon. At this point, the energy driving me in this enterprise was anti-rugby, anti-rugby.

      I have always been a dedicated trainer, but now it was becoming a form of therapy for me. I was pushing myself hard. Kev organised for me to undergo VO2 max testing at the University of South Wales with Professor Bruce Davies. The VO2 max test measures the maximum rate at which your body takes up oxygen during intense exercise, in other words how fit you are. On this occasion, mine involved pounding on a treadmill at an ever-increasing speed and incline, breathing through a sealed tube, until I could go on no more. We didn’t learn a huge amount from the test that we didn’t know already, but it was a useful and enlightening experience to force my body to the point of collapse. What we did learn, though, is that I have an irregular heartbeat. This is quite common, apparently, for elite sportsmen. When the resting heart rate falls below sixty-five beats per minute, residue can collect in the bottom of the ventricle, which is thrown up with each beat. My resting heart rate is fifty-two. It is also common for sportsmen to have an enlarged ventricle. Less common, though, is what it turns out I have, which is two enlarged ventricles. Bruce was quite concerned about the irregular heartbeat and put me through further tests, but his finding was that my heart is strong. Indeed, as soon as the heartbeat increases, it becomes regular. My heart is actually happier, it seems, when I’m exercising.

      Another thing I learned in the Alps, and then in Ecuador, is that I seem to acclimatise to altitude well. Whether or not this is linked to Bruce’s findings is unknown. Science has
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