

[image: ]




[image: Penguin Books]




Gareth Thomas



STRONGER


[image: Penguin Books]




CONTENTS



	COVER

	TITLE PAGE

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	INTRODUCTION THE END

	CHAPTER 1 REBORN

	CHAPTER 2 BLACKMAIL

	CHAPTER 3 KICKED TO THE GUTTER

	CHAPTER 4 NO SAFE PLACE

	CHAPTER 5 BAIT

	CHAPTER 6 HUNTED

	CHAPTER 7 NO LIMITS

	CHAPTER 8 SINK OR SWIM

	CHAPTER 9 MAN OF IRON

	CHAPTER 10 JUDGEMENT

	CHAPTER 11 SEEING IS BELIEVING

	CHAPTER 12 REMOVING THE MASK

	CHAPTER 13 ATTACKED

	CHAPTER 14 DISCRIMINATED

	CHAPTER 15 HOPELESS

	CHAPTER 16 WIN OR LOSE

	CHAPTER 17 ALL IN THE MIND

	CHAPTER 18 DEDICATED

	CHAPTER 19 NEVER GIVING UP

	CHAPTER 20 FACING FEARS

	CHAPTER 21 ANCHORED

	CHAPTER 22 LOVED

	EPILOGUE

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

	COPYRIGHT






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading






	iii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	323

	324

	325

	326

	iv







ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Gareth Thomas was born in 1974. He played rugby union for Bridgend, Celtic Warriors, Toulouse and Cardiff Blues, winning 100 international caps for Wales and captaining the British and Irish Lions. In 2010 he switched to rugby league, playing for the Crusaders RL, and for Wales. He retired from rugby in October 2011. Gareth announced publicly in 2009 that he is gay, and was voted the most influential gay person by Stonewall that year. In 2019, Gareth spoke openly about living with HIV and has gone on to partner with the Terrance Higgins Trust in order to raise awareness around HIV.




INTRODUCTION THE END

It’s a standard sexual health check. I enter the clinic, do a finger prick test where they take a small amount of blood and sit in my car while I wait for the results. I have gone through this routine several times before. Nothing to see here. Just a normal occurrence. Twenty minutes later my phone rings. Time to go back in. No problem. Barely worth thinking about. Like drinking a cup of tea, having a slice of toast.

The medic’s expression is exactly the same. She is not downcast, nor does she seem nervous. It appears just an everyday moment. I am already thinking about the rest of the day. In fact, in my head, I am halfway home.

And then she says it.

‘Your test has shown you are HIV positive.’

With a shocking, vivid clarity, I feel my world has completely ended. I am convinced, I do not question, that HIV is a death sentence. And now it is my death sentence. I am a dead man walking. I slump into the nearest chair and sob uncontrollably. Emotions – confusion, fear, revulsion, disbelief – fly around my skull before gathering one by one and solidifying into a single block of grief. I cry because I am sad, I cry because I have HIV and I cry because I am going to die. I think of my family and my friends; my loved ones whose lives I will once again plunge into chaos and despair. I am being engulfed by a giant wave and they are a long way away, watching me from the beach, helpless as I flounder. Just at the point when finally I am getting my life back on track I have ruined everything in the most awful of ways. I say the words in my head: ‘You are crying for somebody who is already dead.’

I look up at the doctor. ‘How long have I got left to live?’ It strikes me in that moment as a question you only ever hear on medical dramas. Except this is real life. The end credits are my own.

It is then that she realises my knowledge of the virus is as flimsy as the tissue on which I am wiping my eyes. She begins to console me, telling me not to worry, while at the same time ringing Cardiff Royal Infirmary, which, she tells me, has a specialist team equipped for just this kind of scenario. They will explain exactly what the diagnosis means.

‘Don’t wait,’ she tells me, ‘go now.’

I can see she’s right. Walking out of there with nowhere to go but the darkest recesses of my mind is a terrible idea – although thoughts of suicide, which have plagued me in the past, are, at this stage at least, absent. I don’t feel the need to kill myself. I have the HIV to do it for me.

The doctor tells the infirmary team to expect me in about forty minutes. It is the most brutal drive of my life. I am a condemned man. This, as far as I’m concerned, is AIDS. There might as well be someone in the passenger seat holding a gun to my head. I have no doubt they are going to pull the trigger. There are only two things I am going to find out when I get there. How much longer I have to live and how awful will be my demise. I drive on autopilot as the same two questions sting the back of my eyes: How long? How bad? And then a third question enters my head. How am I going to tell my mum and dad I am going to die?

Dazed, punch-drunk, I park up and head for the unit. I am welcomed by expert medics who sit me down and give me the truth. ‘You have nothing to worry about,’ they tell me. ‘All things being equal, your life expectancy won’t be compromised. You are going to be OK.’

Great! Except none of it goes in, not a word.

All I hear is white noise, as if someone has turned up the volume on an untuned radio to full. I am genuinely just not of this world. I have heard ‘HIV positive’, decided I am dead, and that is the end of it. I don’t hear what the doctors say and I don’t want to hear. What does it matter? Death is just around the corner. For a few seconds I am transported back to my twelve-year-old self, sitting in front of the TV, the grey granite tombstone with AIDS carved into it in massive white letters with its equally blaring message underneath: ‘DON’T DIE OF IGNORANCE.’ When I was growing up in the 1980s, the equation was very simple and written starkly in huge letters – HIV equals AIDS; plague equals death. It’s what I believe and nobody is going to tell me any different. Any soothing, comforting words I do pick up are dismissed by a single thought: ‘Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? Of course you’re going to tell me I’m OK. That’s what everybody says when someone is terminally ill – “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. We’ll get through this.”’

Unfortunately my brain isn’t quite so adept at blocking out the physical element of the appointment. My last scrap of dignity vanishes as I lie on a hospital bed and endure a number of highly invasive procedures testing for any other sexually transmitted diseases. I curl up into a foetal position and weep as various swabs are applied to my body.

‘How much worse can this get?’ I think. ‘I’ve just been told I have HIV, that I’m going to die, and now I’m being exposed in the most humiliating of ways.’

When the ordeal finishes, I numbly clean myself up, slump into the car and drive home.

I am living at my mum and dad’s. I take a deep breath, open the front door, and walk in.

‘All right, Gareth?’ shouts my mum.

‘Yes, Mum, everything’s fine.’

How can I bring this weight of hurt into their lives? I can’t put them through that pain. Nothing can ever be more important than pretending everything is OK.

I head upstairs to my old bedroom. Wherever I am in life all roads seem to lead back here. I start Googling ‘HIV’, trying to find out more about it but I am blind to any real information. All I want to see is negativity, awful stories of the virus and its effects. I don’t want to understand, I just want to confirm the stereotypes and prejudices in my head, reasons that prove I am right rather than reasons that prove I am wrong. I am definitely dying and want to know how it is going to happen.

‘Countries where you can go to die’, I type. I need to find out if there is anywhere I can go to slip away quietly. That way I can just tell my mum and dad I am moving away for a while and go through the process in private without them knowing. I can’t bear the thought of them ever knowing the truth, that they will be burdened with witnessing their son’s death.

While I don’t want to die, it’s not something I’m afraid of. I truly believe there have been times already when I’ve been dead. I have been so close to taking my own life that I feel like I actually did it. I have coped with my own death and accepted it, so the act of dying holds no fear for me. It is what I will leave behind. How Mum and Dad will become not the parents of Gareth Thomas, the rugby player, but the parents of ‘that guy who ran away and died of AIDS’ – because I know wherever I die the truth, or a version of it, will inevitably come out.

The next day, and the day after, I outwardly carry on as normal while inside a volcano of anxiety rages. Here I am again, captive in my own head with a dirty little secret. It feels like I’ve never been away. Those few years of relative peace after coming out as gay were nothing more than a blip. I have relaxed and the result is I’ve been put squarely back in that same space. It’s confirmation of what I have always known. Wherever I go I am nothing but trouble.
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CHAPTER 1

REBORN

I am so grateful for that blood test. So grateful for everything that happened that day. I don’t want anyone to read about my experience, my reaction, and conclude that care for those with HIV is somehow lacking. The medical staff who helped me, then and now, are incredible. They care and, like so many in our health service, they are up against it.

Like any sexually active person, I was following the NHS advice to be tested regularly. Had I not been diagnosed that day another six months would have passed before the next test. In that time the virus would have further encircled me and, because of its stealth, I would barely have noticed. I had felt well, I thought. It hadn’t occurred to me there was anything wrong. But eventually, I would have suffered irreversible damage. I don’t know how near I was to that point. I don’t ever want to know. But I am so happy that I went to the clinic. And I am so happy that eventually the white noise faded just enough to allow me to start listening, to realise that being diagnosed with HIV wasn’t the end of my life, it was just the start of the rest of it.

I started on medication more or less straight away. Only when I started taking the pills did I realise I hadn’t been feeling OK at all. The drugs work efficiently, with the virus quickly becoming undetectable, at which point I understood how unwell I had actually been. Pre-diagnosis, I had been training as hard as ever, lifting weights, eating healthily, but, looking back now, I could see there was a sluggishness about me, as if I was shrouded by a thick clinging fog, or wearing a heavy backpack. As the drugs suppressed the virus, I began to experience what it was to feel normal again, as if my internal organs were being released from a tight grip. The more I analysed it, the more I started to feel like there was something invisible inside me, like a cage, cracking open. The burden lifted, the fog disappeared. I was free and I was living. You know that moment when you get your first pair of glasses? You put them on and suddenly – ‘Wow!’ Well, times that by a thousand. That is the power of the pill I take. As long as I have that drug, I cannot pass on HIV and I cannot get AIDS. The reassurance is massive but the virus’s silent ability, if left unchecked, to eat away at me remains very, very frightening. It makes me realise just how much of a killer it can be. That is not something you can ever stick calmly away at the back of your mind.

I stand in front of the bathroom mirror and take my medication at 6am every day. At weekends, I give myself a treat and hit the snooze button until 6.30. It’s not about thirty minutes extra sleep, it’s about not having to get up to reality. I appreciate the miracle of medicine: that this minuscule pill, barely visible in the ruts, scars and gnarls of my palm, keeps me alive and maintains the safety of those around me. But each time I free one from its tiny foil bubble I am hit with a giant reminder of what I am living with. I want it to be the most irrelevant necessity in my life but I can’t forget that this drug, Genvoya, is my life support, preventing the virus, one of the most intelligent there is, multiplying in my body. Miss taking that pill and I risk weakening my body’s ability to suppress it. The possibility then arises of the virus releasing itself, at which point it can mutate and find a new form with which to fight the medicine. The hard work would be undone. The reason I face that unpalatable moment every day, watching as my reflection takes his pill, is to make sure my body never loosens its grip, to make sure I can carry on living my version of normality. Every day the pill tells me I have the virus and every day I listen. That’s why I take it at 6am. It can have its little say, its little word in my ear, and then that’s the end of it. Done. I can get on with my day. If I took it at six in the evening, I’d spend the whole day looking at the clock, waiting for that one-way discussion to start all over again.

Accepting the presence of HIV is one thing, being at peace with it to the point where I take my medication as routinely as I might a vitamin tablet is entirely another. Even though I live with HIV and know it doesn’t restrict me, doesn’t limit me and is by no means a measure of my capabilities, I still wish I didn’t have it. If I had a pill that would get rid of it I wouldn’t hesitate. I don’t want HIV. It’s been the reason for years of living through hell. I have reached a point of understanding of its impact on me but that doesn’t mean I can make peace with it.

I refused counselling. Only once, several years later, compelled by a need to clarify my thinking before coming out publicly about my diagnosis, did I speak to a counsellor. I knew I could survive whatever came at me from past experience but felt it would be useful to talk to somebody who really understood my mental state. However, all the experience did was highlight what I already knew – the only person who can provide the way forward is me. I trusted from previous times of crisis that, in the end, I would find the answers in myself. I’m not saying that should be the approach of everyone. Clearly it shouldn’t. Many people will experience great benefit from counselling – maybe even myself one day – but, for now at least, I ’ll deal with the hurdles placed in front of me in my own way.

As my stock of tablets gets lower and lower I start to feel bleak. Each time I swallow one, I am one step closer to having to go back to the clinic. I now maintain my dignity by doing the rectal and urethral swabs, both medical indicators, myself but every six months I go back to the clinic for a check-up and to get more pills. These appointments always prompt the memory of the moment I found out. Even something as minor as a blood test becomes massive if you have HIV because blood is somehow what it’s all about. Vital for life; a source of death also. Living with HIV means that there are moments that drag me back, away from my otherwise lucky and happy life, moments I wish I didn’t have to endure – giving blood or a urine sample, taking swabs. That six-monthly test is when I am forced, in the starkest of ways, via blood being syringed from my body, to meet my HIV head on. Unsurprising then that I find it so traumatic.

It’s important to note, though, that from wherever HIV stigma stems, be it something we impose on ourselves or that comes from the ignorance of others, there is precisely zero among health professionals. To them, HIV is nothing to be embarrassed about. The last thing they want anyone worried about HIV to be is reticent, and anyone who carries a nervousness that the healthcare environment itself is judgemental should be reassured that it very much isn’t.

Clearly, HIV is a virus of the mental, not just the physical. It means you encounter hurdles, each of which seem impossibly high but which must be overcome. Unless you want to live the rest of your life in isolation, telling others of your status is one such hurdle. In your mind it might well be the biggest of them all but my experience early on showed me that actually people – most people – are precisely the opposite of the judgemental back-turners of your imagination.

A few months after I’d been diagnosed, I started seeing someone. The second time we met, I told him my situation. It wasn’t a discussion I was looking forward to, it felt like a huge and significant step to take, but he was well informed about the virus and was fine about it from the start. His reaction mirrored that of previous partners I’d called to inform once I knew I had the virus. Making those calls is by no means easy. They are calls with potential consequences, but I found the self-stigma I carried about HIV wasn’t necessarily shared by others. Everyone is different. A person might have been in a relationship with someone with HIV before, they might have friends with the virus or they might just have been better educated than I was. In that case, an ex-partner telling them they have HIV is not as big a thing as I had imagined. I felt ashamed so I assumed everybody else felt the same. The reality was they didn’t. They understood HIV on a broader level.



A further two-and-a-half years passed before I told anyone else close to me. In that time, I still hadn’t come close to reconciling the situation with myself. My mental policy was one of avoidance. I only ever confronted my HIV when I had to, in the company of doctors or other medical professionals who I was unlikely to see in normal life. The first people I chose to tell were my old rugby pal Compo Greenslade, an incredible man who has been a guardian angel to me since we shared our first changing room at Bridgend, and his wife Kath.

I would often go to their house for a bite to eat and a couple of drinks and end up staying over. Over time, I became more and more conscious of having my HIV medication with me. What if I left my tablets in the bathroom or they fell out of my bag? It was simple paranoia. Neither of those things was likely to happen, and even if they did it was hardly likely the purpose of the tablets would be identified. But it felt important to me not to be in possession of a secret in such close and trusted company.

We sat around the kitchen table. I revealed my secret, explained the key points, and Compo and Kath sat and listened. Just as I knew they would be, they were totally understanding. They were no different with me at the end of that ten minutes than they had been at the start. I felt empowered by their reaction. In my head, it felt like I was owning up to doing something wrong.

To tell Compo and Kath and see their reaction was a big step in terms of allowing myself a degree of normalisation. If dealing with my HIV diagnosis was like flying a hot-air balloon, I had just discarded several very weighty sandbags over the side. We all need people we can trust. When we find them, we need to understand that they would actually 100 per cent welcome our unburdening, just as we would welcome theirs. We spend too much of our lives shackled by silence and fear when there are those who, whether they are old friends, part of a support group, a health professional, or on the end of a helpline, will deliver absolute support and understanding. To understand how to empower yourself, first of all you have to understand and accept your vulnerability.

I am a person who believes wholeheartedly in trust, because without it, how do any of us forge meaningful relationships? I’m not massive on mantras but I’ve always had a philosophy of ‘trust people first – it’s then up to them to do something to break it’. Unless I can see just cause, I don’t go into any situation thinking, ‘I don’t trust this person.’ I don’t want to live a life where I’m suspicious of everyone I pass in the street. If anything, I want to be exactly the opposite. I want to believe that if I entrust my inner thoughts with someone, they will feel respected that I have allowed them in.

Sadly, there will always be those who take your optimism, your belief in common humanity, in togetherness of spirit, and throw it violently back in your face.
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CHAPTER 2

BLACKMAIL

‘Give me £250,000 or I will make it public.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The words pushed me, with the force of ten men, into a corner. I fell to my knees, head in hands. When finally I looked up, I saw only the four walls closing in around me.

I found myself in this darkest of spaces for one reason only – I trusted someone, a person I once considered a friend, with my diagnosis. They then took that trust and twisted and mangled it to put themselves into a situation of power. They saw my trust as a way to make their life better. They were blackmailing me. They said it again: ‘Give me £250,000 or I will make it public.’

I trusted someone and their first thought was not my welfare, but profit. It was the biggest of betrayals.

Being in the grip of someone who knows they can hurt you, dominate you, reduce you to nothing, is debilitating in the extreme. When somebody has that hold, you don’t live by how you feel when you wake up, you live by how they feel when they wake up. If that happens to be ‘I feel like shit’, then you are in trouble. Their antidote to that feeling is simple – ‘I will make you feel even worse than me.’

I know there will be many people reading this who have lived, perhaps are living, precisely that experience. They might be in abusive relationships, experiencing bullying, or trapped in dysfunctional families. It is an awful situation to be in, one of total helplessness, and one which can be deeply damaging if left to rot away at the soul. It is a power game with only one player. The aim is to deny someone else a voice. Success is measured by how much better, stronger, more valuable, more relevant, more needed, they feel at the end of the game than when they started. Bonus points for how much they can grind you down.

People don’t understand how hard it can be to escape from control. They will ask, ‘Why didn’t you tell someone? Why didn’t you just walk away?’ But it’s a million miles away from being as simple as that. Whatever the situation, there will be so many elements involved – psychological, physical, financial, emotional, to name but a few. It isn’t a question of walking out of a door. It’s a question of walking through a minefield, with what appears little or zero hope of reaching the other side.

At that stage, even several years in, I was still coming to terms with my HIV diagnosis and I had still only told ex-partners, my then partner and husband-to-be Stephen, and my friends Compo and Kath. It’s not like being told you’ve got a bit of a sniffle. HIV was something I thought about every day, same as I do now. It weighed on me, a secret I was determined to keep for so many reasons. I was still chained to the negative tropes that so often accompany the virus. That people who have HIV are promiscuous; that they are transmitters of illness; that HIV came about because gay people can’t help sleeping around. The stigma of that perceived promiscuity, the shame that I would be thought of as being HIV positive because of some sordid bed-hopping existence – ‘You know why he’s got HIV? Because he’s been with loads and loads of people’ – kept me silent. Feelings of shame were pushing me downwards. I could already hear in my head the questions I imagined would come my way. People would be unforgiving.

‘Been putting it about a bit, have you?’ ‘When did you catch it?’ ‘Who have you been sleeping with?’

Strange, isn’t it? If someone tells you they’ve got lung cancer, the first thing you say isn’t, ‘How many fags have you smoked in the last twenty years?’ If someone tells you they have diabetes, you don’t start banging on about their diet. And yet when it comes to HIV, people feel like they can assume whatever they want, even if – because there is so much disinformation and lack of knowledge out there – most of it has no relevance whatsoever. I didn’t want an inquisition. I wasn’t ready to be treated like the accused in a morality trial.

Of course, those who cared for me would never even think about ‘fault’. But I didn’t have the capacity for rational thought, to the extent I was thinking about my brother and how he would feel when I cuddled his daughter, my niece. Would he be afraid of me being close to her? That I might pass it on to her? Of course he wouldn’t, not in a million years, but fear distorts the mind. With HIV, I would no longer be a fun uncle enjoying time with his brother’s kids. I wouldn’t even get through the door. And what would people who didn’t know me be like? I had visions of walking into a bar or a café and everyone making a bolt for the door. They wouldn’t want to breathe the same air as me, let alone risk using a cup that had been near my mouth, touching the door handle in the toilet. I’d be a leper.

I was desperate also not to burden my family, my mum and dad especially, with more worry. I had already put them through the whole messy process of coming out as gay. It might have been more than ten years ago but I could never forget how desperate those times were, how hard it was for them to witness the collapse of my marriage, to see me wracked with guilt about how so much of my life had been based around a lie and hear how close I had come to taking my own life. How do I thank them for their endless devotion, their loyalty? By showering them with the ignominy that comes from society’s ignorance about HIV. I could imagine only too well the sneering remarks they might overhear in a shop or a pub. ‘First he comes out as gay, and now guess what? He’s got HIV. What a surprise. Then again, he’s a bender so what do you expect. Dirty bastard.’

Even if people didn’t use my HIV to feed their homophobia, even if my being gay was seen as a matter of absolute insignificance, I still felt HIV would be a step too far for the majority of people. It was something I could have prevented. So how could I expect people to reach again into their reserves of understanding and empathy for something I had brought on myself?

Any time I tried to open my mind, I was sent flying by an influx of fear and negativity. I would imagine the reactions of family, friends, those I knew, those I didn’t know, until my mind was a runaway train speeding helplessly towards utter desolation and rejection.

Not for the first time, I looked for a way to shut out forever the nightmare existence being played out in my head. People describe suicide as the most selfish of acts but I saw it as exactly the opposite. Not only was it my way out of a life of hell, it was actually a way of stopping my parents, my family, my friends, from going through a life of hell as well. In complex emotional situations, selfishness is not part of the conversation. We need to remember that before we rush to judge.

In my case, suicidal thoughts have always come from a belief that taking my life would make everyone else’s better. Whenever I’ve been confronted with circumstances which have led me to that bleak point, I have been consumed by one thought: ‘What’s the one thing that joins all the dots together to create the chaos in my life?’ The answer has always been the same – me. Take away the dots and that chaos is gone. After the HIV diagnosis, time and again I’d go to bed at night and think it would be so much easier if I didn’t wake up in the morning.

Suicide was never about me being OK with what was happening in my life, it was about others not being OK with it. For me, life without other people – my husband Stephen, my family, friends – was not worth living. The flipside of that, in my head at least, was that life for them with me would not be worth living. At that point, death really does seem like the easiest thing to do to stop the pain for everyone.

The less someone thinks about death, the more comfortable and settled their life, the less suicide makes any sense. But, in a place of mental strife, killing yourself appears so, so easy. In the aftermath of my HIV diagnosis, more than any other situation where I’ve had suicidal thoughts or attempted to kill myself, I felt like every scenario was an opportunity to take the easy way out. I use the word ‘easy’ in the context of the mental process that some experience at such personally devastating times. Such is the nightmare existence being played out in your head that your troubled mind keeps reminding you that there is a way to shut it all out forever. A simple thing like driving to the shops became six or seven opportunities to get rid of the demons. A bridge to drive off. A wall to slam into. Do it and the things that kept me awake, gave me stress all day, would be gone, to the extent it was easier to turn the wheel in the direction of death than it was to make myself stop. At one point, I was sat in my car outside a shop. In the distance I spotted a truck heading down the road. I had a huge mental flash. ‘All I need to do is put my foot on the accelerator, hit this truck head on, and then it’s done.’ I managed to pull myself back from the brink. At various other times, I wanted to drive off a cliff and swerve off a mountain pass. When life puts you in a desperate position, when your head is absolutely fucked, you see a potential way out in everything. A different option, an easy option, one you can take and then you will be out of it. Gone.

I don’t know if I really wanted to die but what I do know for a fact is I wanted to close my eyes and not open them again. I hated the world in front of me and didn’t want to see it anymore. I didn’t want to live. I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to close my eyes and not see the mess I had created.

My having HIV shouldn’t in any way affect who I am or what I can do. It shouldn’t affect those around me. But at that point, across all those areas, I was totally unconvinced that would be the case. I found public knowledge of my HIV impossible to even think about. My life since coming out as gay had been about breaking stigma, and I was happy and pleased that I felt I had done this. But now I could see only widescale derision if people were to find out about this second revelation. The last thing I wanted was to subject my family to that, the same as I didn’t want to be responsible for heaping more negativity on gay people and those with HIV. I knew for sure there were people who would use the revelation to bolster their prejudiced views of homosexuals as weak, reckless and plague-ridden. I could see it panning out one way and one way only – people using this information as a way of getting to me and my family, rejecting me, distorting my way of life. They would take great delight in stripping me of all positivity, everything I had worked so hard for since coming out as gay.

Shame descended on me like permanent drizzle. If I had to go to the clinic, I would essentially wear a disguise – baseball cap with peak pulled down to my nose, coat zipped up to my chin. I so feared being seen, someone wondering what I was doing there, maybe putting two and two together and figuring out my secret. My diagnosis would be the talk of South Wales by teatime.

I can see now that, subconsciously, I was also hiding from myself. I didn’t want to admit that I was in this situation. Outwardly, I was going for a check-up, like thousands of people do for thousands of reasons every day. Inwardly, I wanted to hose myself down. I felt grubby, as if I had been rolling in dirt and accrued layer after layer.

This is of course a privilege not granted to others, but thankfully my appointments were always outside regular hours. The hospital, realising my anonymity, after being an international sportsman, was unusually compromised, would also let me in through a side entrance. I appreciated the comfort of invisibility but there was no avoiding the hammer blow of reality.

I was being blackmailed, for God’s sake. Didn’t that say everything? There was no way anyone would or could blackmail me if I wasn’t dealing with something that was absolutely a matter of shame. If you are being blackmailed then you have done something terrible that others must never know about. This is your punishment, to be tied to the end of a string, a puppet dangled above a stage on which you will do anything not to appear. Your destiny and, by association, that of your loved ones is, quite literally, in the hands of another. You have lost control of your life because you have done something terrible.

I needed total control over the information, who should have it and how they should find out. Instead, in the wrong hands, as I had always feared, the contents of my mental safe had been rifled and become something powerful with which to crush me. My blackmailer had weaponised my HIV and was now aiming it straight at me. I would do anything to deflect those bullets. Maybe – and this shows how scrambled my mind was – a quarter of a million pounds was worth it.

‘OK,’ I thought, ‘two-hundred-and-fifty grand – if I sell the house then I can get that money together. At least then my parents won’t know. At least then they can live their lives and I can try to move on with my HIV back in its box.’

To even consider giving into blackmail may sound odd but any time in my life when people I have trusted have decided to use something against me, my first instinct has been to ask, ‘What can I do to make this quiet? What can I do to make it go away? What can I do that will mean I can go to bed tonight and be able to sleep?’

Deep down, though, I knew also that such an attitude leads to a single destination – problem after problem after problem. If there was a guarantee that if I paid the money it would be the end of the matter, maybe I would have done it. But I’ve watched the cop shows, seen the movies. What do blackmailers do? They come back for more. The very fact they are blackmailers shows exactly what kind of people they are. Blackmail is rarely about money, it’s about taking over your mind. That’s what the blackmailer is really getting off on. They are like an old-style highwayman waiting unseen to catch you unawares, except for one difference. ‘Your money or your life?’ They want both.

Being blackmailed only added to and compounded a fear, a loss of control, which I already felt keenly. I would mull the same question over and over in my head – ‘Why? Why would anybody use this against me?’ I could perhaps have understood it just a little if this was someone trying to blackmail me emotionally. When people experience emotional overload they can act irrationally. But to actually use it for financial gain? That was on another level completely. It felt so clinical to put a figure on my HIV, my life. I would lie awake at night thinking, ‘Where does that figure come from? Is that what my life is worth to someone?’

It made me even more afraid of what my blackmailer was capable of. When someone starts off that low, what might going even lower entail? At the very least, with a word in the ear of a tabloid journalist, he seemed able to destroy my entire world. What else was he planning? What other vile tricks did he have up his sleeve?

I knew ultimately that to make him go away I would have to wrestle back control. If not, I would never have another night where I could sleep easy. I would be waiting, waiting, always waiting, for the next demand, the next threat. It was then that I started recording his calls. As I clicked the button on my mobile, so I pressed the button on a whole new mindset.

‘Right,’ I thought, ‘no more. You want to take me on? Well, this is how I play my game. You think being vulnerable makes me weak. Actually, my vulnerability gives me strength.’ It was the moment of me initiating the fightback.

I didn’t know exactly what I would do with those recordings. I knew that sometimes the best way to fight people who are in the gutter is to get in the gutter yourself but I didn’t want to stoop to the level of my tormentor. I could have gone to the police but I found the thought of being caught up in the wheels of justice, potentially a big court case, in which my secret would no doubt come out and be smeared in a sensationalist and scandalous way all over the papers, overwhelming and distressing. But the recordings gave me something, the start of me being able to analyse with precision what was happening, to take the emotion out of it and formulate a plan of action.

Recording the calls became the catalyst for starting the mental process of clawing back my self-belief to the point where I no longer cared what he was capable of. If I didn’t care, then he had no power.

I refused to pay. I refused to give up my freedom.

‘Do what you want. I’ve had enough. I’m not engaging with this anymore.’ In one single act, I had reduced him to nothing.

That regaining of control came with a new and totally liberating thought. ‘If I can get up tomorrow feeling good, then I can stay feeling good.’

But if a blackmailer can’t get what they want one way, they will try another. My tormentor believed his knowledge had value. And so, I believe, denied one windfall, he went to the dregs of the newspaper industry in search of another.
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CHAPTER 3

KICKED TO THE GUTTER

It’s 5.15am when I see him.

My dad pulls out the drive. And there he is, standing in the middle of the road. Immediately I am concerned. It is such an odd, potentially unpredictable, even dangerous, situation.

‘Just ignore him,’ I implore Dad. ‘It’ll be a drunk or a junkie. Just drive. Don’t stop.’ I have a train to catch – I’ve stayed at my parents overnight so dad can give me a lift to the station.

My dad, though, is one of life’s good blokes. ‘No,’ he replies. ‘We’ve got to stop. We’ve got to find out what’s wrong.’

He brakes. ‘Don’t open your window,’ I tell him. If we do have to engage with this stranger, I want him to come to my side of the car, then if he does try something I can clock him.

I wind down my window. The man needs no invitation. He sticks his head through, right in front of my face but speaking directly to my dad. He introduces himself as a reporter from the Sun – and then he says it. ‘Do you want to comment on the fact that your son is living with HIV and could die of AIDS?’

He withdraws his head, at which point my father hits the accelerator and we drive off.

There then descends the most excruciating silence.

‘What on earth do I say to that?’ I think. I am pretty sure my dad is thinking exactly the same thing.

In the end I speak up. ‘Look, Dad,’ I say, ‘just forget that happened. It’s all right, don’t worry, it’s just journalists being journalists.’ I’m trying to downplay what the reporter has said while also closing any avenues of conversation. It works in so much as neither of us mentions it again.

Dad drops me at the station and drives off. By the time I slump into my seat on the train my head is totally fried. I have to go to London – I have a meeting about a potentially massive work opportunity – but all I can think about is my dad, what he must be thinking about me and what is happening at home. Has he told Mum? If so, what the hell kind of state must they both be in?

I find out just as my train pulls into Paddington. My mum rings. She doesn’t even say hello. ‘What’s happening?’ she cries. ‘Are you dying?’ She is in tears, absolutely petrified, screaming. ‘What’s this all about?’

It turns out Dad had gone back to the house and not said anything to my mum. The journalist, however, remained in his car outside. He let a couple of hours pass before walking up the path and knocking on the door. My dad answered, spotting straight away that the uninvited caller had a recording device in his hand. My mum then appeared a couple of seconds later. Dad again asked the reporter what he wanted. He said those exact same words again.

‘Do you want to make a comment on the fact that your son is living with HIV and could die of AIDS?’ Dad shut the door on him, but the damage was done.

My mind is screeching, like the wheels of the train as it bustles across the points towards the platform. ‘Mum,’ I plead, ‘just let me get to where I need to be, do what I have to do, and then I’ll be on the first train home.’ I might as well be on the moon so far from Sarn do I feel at that time.

The meeting is a blur. All I can think about is what is unfolding at home, the sound of my mum crying, the no doubt hidden anguish of my dad. I picture them sat there in the living room, cups of tea going cold in their hands, Mum glancing through teary eyes at the tall glass-fronted cabinet of proud and treasured memories of her youngest son, trying to make some kind of sense of what the reporter has told them. They have opened their front door – and had a grenade thrown into their lives.

The second the meeting finishes, I get up, run out the building and leap on the train. I have to ring Mum and Dad but I don’t want anyone to hear and so here I am, in the rattling, grimy emptiness between carriages – passengers, pushchairs, kids coming past – trying to explain to my parents that I’m not going to die.

I feel sick. Physically sick. Almost retching sick. My HIV diagnosis should always have been my information to tell my parents. If I was ever going to share my secret then it had to be at a time that was right, not for me, but for them. Maybe there would have been something in the news, a film, or on TV that could have created an opening for me to start a discussion, assess whether they were in the right frame of mind to understand and absorb it, rather than be floored by the shock of a sucker punch from a Sun reporter. Journalists can sensationalise a story in a newspaper but equally they can sensationalise it when they break their skewed version of events to those involved. For my parents, what he’s said on their doorstep is no different to them walking past a newsagents and seeing ‘GARETH THOMAS WILL DIE OF AIDS’ on the stand outside.

If ever this moment was going to happen, then it should have been the three of us sat around the kitchen table. I would have thought about it so carefully – the right words, the calming tone, the reassuring information – instantly accessible and leading hopefully to a place of comfort and understanding. It would have been a measured discussion, bonded by three people’s intimate understanding of and love for one another. But the reporter has taken that potential, that opportunity, away. Instead of them slowly taking on board the subtleties of the situation, he has charged into Mum and Dad’s world and taken a chainsaw to their emotions. His actions truly feel like a violent assault on my family. He might as well have kicked the door down and spray-painted ‘Your son has AIDS and is going to die’ on the living-room wall. How can a newspaper believe they have a right to act in that manner?

The Sun has stripped me of my rightful choice of whether to share my most intimate medical information with anyone. They have denied me the chance to tell my own parents that their son has HIV. They have robbed me of it to make themselves money. In their skewed world, a family in tatters equals a plus on the balance sheet. They have forced a man to stand in a cramped, dirty space between two train carriages and try to have one of the most vital and personal conversations of his life with a mum and dad who have been terrified half to death. What a way to make a living.

I clasp my mobile to my ear and speak as quietly as I can. ‘Look,’ I tell Mum and Dad, ‘it is true – I have HIV. But nothing they have said about me dying from AIDS is correct. I am going to be all right.’

I keep repeating it – ‘I am going to be all right.’

But they need to see me for it to do any good. As it is, my words of reassurance are lost in the air that rushes past the carriage. I carry on trying my best to keep them as calm as possible, but again and again, at the most poignant of moments, the train goes through a tunnel, the connection is lost, and I’m left feverishly stabbing the redial button, seeking desperately to get them back again.

How has it come to this?

Eventually, I get back to their house. I hug my mum, who is still in absolute bits, as I walk through the door.

‘I’m not going to die.’ I hold her as I say it over and over again. ‘I am not going to die.’

We sit down. I can suddenly feel myself shaking. My legs won’t keep still. I have to get the words out. ‘I don’t have AIDS,’ I splutter. ‘I have HIV and because I am on medication I will have the same life expectancy as I would if I didn’t. I am not at risk of transmitting it to anybody else. It just cannot happen. I am OK. There is absolutely nothing to worry about.’

I am giving them all the correct information but understandably they are still in aftershock from the journalist’s pummelling. The brass neck of the bloke is such that he has even left his business card, detailing how to contact him to make
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