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This book is dedicated to the amazing Eddy Queens whose light shone so bright and, like so many others before her, led the way in recovery. She was proof that change is always possible when we believe. Recovery is everything and everything is recovery.




Introduction

Three years ago, I delivered my life story to my publisher.

Less than twelve hours later, I woke up in a cold sweat, thinking, What the fuck have I done? Everyone’s gonna hate me.

I thought I’d made a terrible mistake.

My life had been getting better. So, why then had I imagined that it was a good idea to write a memoir, detailing every shameful and sordid detail of my sorry fucked-up life? Why would I tell anyone about all that stuff, let alone publish it in a book? My drug and alcohol addiction; my sex addiction; about the abuse I’d experienced as a child. To relive all the trauma I’d experienced throughout my life while I was writing that book had felt devastating, and the thought of the world now seeing it felt devastating too.

It’s really hard for someone like me – a recovering addict – to be honest. Since I got clean, I’ve had to work really hard at being honest, and I still do. It’s been such a long a process. That book was the most honest I’d ever been. But now, I thought, No! I don’t want this book to be published any more. I didn’t think anyone in their right mind would be able to relate to it: It’s just the story of another addict. The world doesn’t need more memoirs like that! And I didn’t think anyone would be able to relate to me, either: the fact that I’m a gay man and an HIV positive man too. I didn’t think for one minute that people might be interested to hear that story, or have any compassion for me if they did. I really thought it was the worst thing I could have written. How could I have been so stupid? A career-ending move, I’d never work again. It would be the end of my friendships and I could definitely kiss goodbye to any chance of a future relationship.

So, there I was in the middle of the night in a blind panic. Unable to sleep, I lay awake until 6 a.m. when I reckoned Mikey Hennegan, my co-writer, might be up. I rang him. No answer. Finally, he rang me back.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘We have to get the book back. We have to get it back,’ I said.

‘Why? What do you mean?’

‘It can’t be published,’ I pleaded. ‘Mikey, I’ve been up all night, panicking. I don’t know what I was thinking; why I thought it was gonna be all right. I don’t need the world knowing all that stuff.’

Mikey told me not to be so stupid, that it was all going to be fine, but I didn’t believe him. The next day I flew to Ibiza to DJ, but the entire shitstorm was still running around in my head. In the dead of night the paranoia just got worse. So when I got home I rang my editor, Hannah: ‘Can I get it back? Please, just send it back,’ I said. I begged her to delete the manuscript and destroy any hard copies she might have shared. But it was too late. The wheels were in motion, she told me. She’d already circulated the book in-house and the contract had been signed; I was too late. The book was going ahead. It had to. She tried to calm me down by saying, ‘Don’t worry, everything’s going be okay. It’s an incredible book. You’ve been really honest, Tony. Lots of people will relate to it; I did.’

But ‘honest’ wasn’t the word I wanted to hear. Oh, my God! At that point I would much rather have written a book crammed full of lies. But although I wasn’t convinced myself – and I found it impossible to convince myself – everyone else believed in me and that book from day one. And thank fuck for that because I now know, without a shadow of a doubt, I Don’t Take Requests turned out to be my own best self-help book. Yes, reading my story helped others, gave them hope – but the point is that it also saved me. It changed my life. And I mean really changed it.

Last year I got married. Let me say that again. I. Got. Married. A year later, those words still sound completely insane to me. I proposed to my boyfriend, Stavy, in front of the Angel of the Waters statue on top of the Bethesda Fountain in Central Park, New York, in November 2023. I wanted to get engaged there because that statue, dedicated to love, means so much to the LGBTQ+ community. And it’s such a beautiful place.

So, I did it. I got down on one knee. I was shaking. I turned into the biggest nervous wreck in the world. Up until that point, he had no clue what was about to happen so when I sat down at the fountain and started trembling, Stavy was like, ‘What’s going on, Tony?’ I knew he wouldn’t say no. But I was terrified at the awkwardness of asking someone to marry me. It’s the weirdest question. Because I never once believed those words were going to come out of my mouth. There’s vulnerability for you.

But by the time Stavy came back into my life (we’d met years before and had one previous dirty encounter near Boy George’s house on Hampstead Heath – more details later in the book, I promise!), I’d been in trauma therapy for a year-and-a-half. I’d spent a long time in self-examination and worked out a lot of things about my behaviour. And I’d realised that I’m not a bad person. But actually, writing my story, honestly and unflinchingly laying myself bare, was the missing piece of the puzzle in that process of accepting myself for who I really am. For the first time in my life, I had been true to myself. One hundred per cent. I hid nothing. And that turned out to be the most powerful thing.

It gave me the chance for self-compassion, to find out that people can and will love me for who I am. Not for what I do, or what I’ve done. Even today, I have people coming up to me in the street telling me they’ve read my book and that they loved it. ‘Thank you. It’s amazing,’ they say. Which is incredible! But it’s not the word ‘amazing’ that makes it incredible to me. It’s that they don’t judge me for all the terrible, shameful things that I’ve judged myself about for so long. I’d been going through life hating myself; I carried that shame for all those years. And shame is a terrible thing; it will stop you in your tracks if you let it. But I had laid all that out and found only acceptance from others. If they can forgive me then perhaps then I could forgive myself? Perhaps honesty is the key?

And so, when I went into my relationship with Stavy, there were no lies, there was no deceit and there was no shame. Instead, there was a very vulnerable and open-hearted person who was ready to give and accept love. I had found that I could like myself. And I found my soulmate. As someone said to me the other day: ‘I just want to tell you it’s really brilliant to see that you’ve finally found your soulmate and not your padded cell-mate.’ And it’s so fucking true. It’s been an epiphany.

Today, I’m probably at the most exciting point in my life ever. Every time I think about it, it makes me smile, go warm inside. I’m sixty and not long ago I signed a record deal. What the fuck? No one signs a record deal at this age – apart from Kylie Minogue. She messaged me the other week saying, ‘When did we get so busy?’ I love her. She said, ‘I love everything you’re doing – keep doing it, Tony.’ In the past, that sort of comment would have floored me: made me go out, drink and take drugs. Now, instead, I’m simply embracing it all. Because, you know what, I think to myself, Maybe, just maybe, I do deserve to be happy. And that realisation doesn’t come easily for me. It comes with a lot of hard work.

For me, that work began nineteen years ago in rehab, then by attending fellowship groups like Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous where I started to work through the twelve-step programme of recovery (a fucking disaster at times, which you’ll hear all about). I, like so many of us, imagined rehab as the destination – the end point of my addictions. In fact, it was only just the start of my recovery journey. Mistakenly I thought that becoming clean of drink and drugs would solve everything, but I’d only just cleared one hurdle, and that’s because the underlying drivers of my addictions still remained. In fact, my primary addiction – sex addiction – never went away. It wasn’t until I started writing my book, thirteen years into recovery, and began therapy to address my trauma that I truly began to recover. I properly started to heal. That’s when I moved from working those twelve steps to living those steps, and it’s this story of transition that I want to describe to you.

For me, none of it would ever have ever happened if I hadn’t fully opened myself to the world and risked everything. Without sounding like the most melodramatic, hysterical version of Tony ever, that most public act changed my life. By putting my trauma out there, and sharing my very worst self with readers, none of it is a burden to me any more. There is very little that makes me think, Oh my God, I can’t talk about that. I can be painfully honest about all of it, because the trauma and shame no longer have any grip over me. But I realised another important thing: sharing my story isn’t enough. What’s the point of stories unless they help transform you or help transform others? I couldn’t have predicted it then, but that book kickstarted a journey for me – one where I took my recovery to another level: the most genuine form of recovery I have ever experienced.

In this book, I want to share my lessons on that work. How did I get to this point? I hope that by describing my path through recovery, others can learn from it. So I’m going to be brutally honest – and, be warned, I do not hold back. I want to tell you about all the fuck-ups I’ve made along the way, about all those times when I thought and told people that I was in ‘recovery’ but I was actually just lying to myself and everyone around me. All those times when I was there in body – chasing the feeling of recovery – but not there in spirit: I wasn’t changing, my life wasn’t changing. I also want to talk about the process of moving from being ‘comfortable’, simply coasting in recovery, to actually living and breathing meaningful change: what that change looked like for me, what it might look like for you, and how it’s led me to a place of self-acceptance that I didn’t know was ever possible.

Nineteen years ago, I didn’t even know if I would live through the next day.

Finally, I want to talk about how I’m still learning and I’m still recovering, how recovery for everybody is a life-long lesson – a marathon, not a sprint. The past doesn’t just leave you behind or magically disappear – there will always be scars – but this new version of Tony has become much better at dealing with life and everything it throws at me. The Tony of the past keeps fading, like in a rear-view mirror.

Like me, lots of people seeking help will probably, at some point, follow a twelve-step fellowship programme of recovery so lots of the underlying themes throughout this book loosely follow these. But, of course, it’s my version. And you don’t need to be working the twelve steps to read it or understand it. You could be talking to a counsellor or therapist, or working through recovery on your own or in other ways. You may not be recovering from substance abuse, either. You may be recovering from a gambling addiction, work addiction, food addiction, shopping addiction, an abusive relationship, violence, abandonment or loss. You may just be recovering from all the shit life has thrown at you! You might have fallen down one almighty abyss and can’t see a way of getting your life back on track.

I want to show you that if a total car-crash of a human being like me can turn a new page on his life, then you, or a loved one you are supporting, can also find their way to wellness through recovery. So alongside telling stories from my own lived experience, I’ll be giving hints and tips along the way. To help me, I’ve also asked my own outstanding therapist, trauma and addiction expert Tara Day, to add her thoughts at the end of each chapter.

I always say: ‘We are never in recovery from addiction. We are always in recovery from ourselves.’ It took me a long time to realise that and I hope after reading this book, you’ll start to see yourself in a new light too. Most of all, I want you to know there’s hope, there’s love out there and there’s empathy. And maybe, just maybe, you can find your own path to your version of happy ever after.


Therapist’s introduction

Hello – my turn. I’m Tara Day, Tony’s therapist. I specialise in trauma, addiction and reparenting, and you’ll hear my voice at the end of each chapter. My role there is simple: to help you make sense of what you’ve just read – from my perspective as a therapist – and to offer a few safe suggestions you can try right away.

Because there isn’t one perfect method that suits every person or every problem, I draw from evidence-based, trauma-informed therapies and practical skills, and tailor them to suit each client – with a clear explanation for every suggestion and how it helps. And because people aren’t problems to be fixed, my work looks at the whole picture – a person’s body, mind and social world, and how they work together. This is often referred to as a ‘biopsychosocial lens’. Put simply, that means examining the body’s nervous system responses to stress; what we learn from experience; and conditions that either inflame or soothe pain – because change usually happens where these three interact.1

Here’s the therapeutic map I’ll be using throughout this book:

Trauma (as I’m using it here) means the lasting impact of overwhelming or less-than-nurturing experiences – especially in childhood. That can include neglect, abandonment or abuse, and it can also happen in loving homes where core needs were missed too often – needs like consistency, safety and attunement (a caregiver’s capacity to perceive and respond to an infant’s internal states accurately). I’m using ‘trauma’ as a practical way to talk about how experiences shape us, not as a diagnosis.2 This book doesn’t diagnose; it can’t. What it does offer is understanding and practical tools.

Addiction isn’t a moral failure, but a compulsive pattern that continues despite harm. Risk of addiction is shaped by many factors – biology, temperament, culture, the social environment and opportunity. Trauma can raise the risk of addiction, but it is neither necessary nor sufficient on its own. Recovery, on the other hand, usually starts when you replace high-risk coping with safer strategies while addressing the underlying pain.

Reparenting is the practical, repeatable work of becoming your own steady inner caregiver. In therapy, that looks like a safe, attuned relationship with clear boundaries that helps unmet needs to be recognised and met, so care can be internalised and practised day to day. In plain terms, that looks like a calmer nervous system, kinder-and-firmer self-talk, clearer boundaries and better care of needs – so the younger, frightened parts can develop and stop acting out (moving pain into action).

Two ground rules keep this work compassionate and accountable. First, it is important to remember that no one is responsible for what happened to them as a child. Second, adults are responsible for how they respond now. I call this response-ability – growing the capacity to choose differently under stress. Accountability and compassion travel together here; both point towards healing.

That’s my role: straight-talking, trauma-informed guidance that focuses on what you can actually influence. This book shares what proved effective for Tony. It isn’t a substitute for professional support, so please keep your wellbeing and safety in view as you read, and pause if anything spikes distress.

See you at the end of Chapter 1.

Tara Day, Cert., MSc., Integrative Therapist, specialising in Trauma, Addiction and Developmental Reparenting






CHAPTER 1

I Want, I Need

Step one, where I have no choice but to admit I’m powerless over my addictions …

In 2007, I spent five months in Allington House, an NHS rehab clinic in Bournemouth. It was a big white detached Victorian house set in its own grounds and garden, about twenty minutes’ walk from the town centre – there was a hill down to the beach and a big Asda, loads of tanning shops, and that was it. That was Bournemouth. Everyone in the town seemed to either be in recovery or had been in recovery and relapsed. It was sort of like being in a one-mile-radius seaside open-prison camp, and full of complete and utter nutcases. I was there during winter and early spring, and obviously freezing cold in that bleak Dorset resort. It was grim.

By the time I arrived, I’d been thirty days clean of drink and drugs after several attempts at recovery through attending twelve-step meetings in London. I’d always been dragged there by a friend, showed my face, said I wanted to change, sat gurning in a corner, left and then quickly relapsed. Now I was in last-chance saloon. After twenty-eight years of addiction, I wasn’t living. There was no life. It was just a matter of survival. Physically, I was a wreck. I was sunken-cheeked, hollow, and there was little of me. Years of alcohol, cocaine, ketamine and then crystal meth abuse had left me skeletal. Days and nights spent on uppers levelled out by downers had become my rhythm. I had one tooth left in my head and I stank.

My world had also shrunk to tiny – we used to joke that addicts never go on holiday. And they don’t. The furthest place I ever travelled was to my dealer. And when your dealer lives in north London and you live in east London, that’s travel. When your feet are sore and you feel like shit, King’s Cross may as well be the North Pole. I’d got to the point where I had nothing to hope for, other than dying. I just felt numb. Of course, I wanted to change, but my addictions were far more powerful than I was. Change for me was such a drastic thing. Most of all, I had no idea how to change and I was completely terrified of it.

It is one of the reasons why I chose Bournemouth to start my rehab. Fear – plain and simple. It was either that or a clinic in Weston-super-Nightmare, but that was fucking miles away. At least in Bournemouth I could jump on a direct train back to London. It was all going to go tits up anyway – I’d planned it that way. ‘I tried it, it didn’t work.’ That was the line I would tell myself and everyone else because I’d already decided that long term wasn’t for me. It’s why, when I got to Allington House, I kicked off over everything. Suddenly, I had a room to tidy; I had chores to do, like hoovering; I needed to get up and take a shower. Me, shower? Everything felt like a heavy, heavy task. And for feral Tony, who was used to doing whatever the fuck he wanted, it felt like a prison (rehab facilities have changed a bit since those days). So every Friday, I was packing my bags. I was leaving because I hated the routine. I was leaving because the doctor refused me an inhaler for my asthma. I was leaving because of so many things. As if the staff there hadn’t heard all that shit a thousand times before!

In the end, I did stay. For five long, grey months. And I did get clean of both alcohol and drugs. This time around, I wanted it, and I felt proud of the clean time I’d achieved. Besides, I wasn’t going back to Bournemouth for another five months for anyone. I felt free, and I have never used or had a single drink since. Yet now I know I was anything but free. The reality was that I was now an empty vessel, free from physical addiction, but consumed by anxiety about myself and what the future would hold, still smoking eighty cigarettes a day, still eating shit food. Very little had changed. I didn’t know it then but rehab would be just the start of my journey. Underneath all of that I was still the same Tony, acting out in every way I’d learned how. Let me explain (and see my quick guide to acting out). Ever since early childhood, I’d been on a mission to get my needs met – to get the love and attention I craved – and in increasingly destructive ways. I don’t know why, but for some reason, I felt unloved and abandoned. Now, I know I had zero skills to cope with anything I was feeling.


Tony’s Guide to Acting In and Acting Out

Acting in

For me, acting in was always sitting at home, lying in bed all day and thinking to the point where it became overthinking. It’s when the thoughts of, I hate myself, I hate whatever situation I’m in, take hold, and the paranoia takes over. It’s about ‘poor me’ and having no energy or will to do anything but wallow in my own misery. It’s a form of self-harm.

Acting out

Acting out is feeling that misery, anger or sadness, but getting up and doing something self-destructive or negative – taking drugs, getting drunk, texting, sexting and chasing, getting into fights and causing chaos. For me, acting out was all those things but it also became going out and looking for sex with random strangers in public toilets.



At war with myself

I always said that drink and drugs were never going to be the death of me, but my behaviours were always going to bring me down, and I can trace those behaviours back a long way – let’s call it the first version of me.

I grew up on a council estate in Battersea in south London, sandwiched between two brothers. My brother Kevin, four years older than me, was the kid everyone talked about. He was always in trouble and, after he was kicked out of school, continually arriving home in the back of a Panda car after being arrested for burglary or nicking cars. Later he’d be in and out of youth detention centres or sent away to a special boarding school for juvenile delinquents. Four years after me, when my younger brother Dean arrived, he was the blue-eyed boy. God’s gift. That’s how I saw it, anyhow. I hated him, so I would do anything to grab the limelight. I learned fast, in the chaos of our house, that I’d have to pull out all the stops.

The strange thing is that, looking back (and after a lot of therapy) I know that I was loved. Really loved. I was, and still am, loved by my mum Dawn – in fact, I was a proper mummy’s boy. And I was loved by my dad, Michael – who died in 2009 – even though he found it harder to show love. When we were growing up he was a tough, no-nonsense guy – six foot one and built like a brick shithouse. He was also a heavy drinker with a violent temper, especially after he’d knocked back a few Scotches. He and my mum had a really tempestuous relationship and being around those arguments was never, ever fun. I guess in the middle of wailing police cars, a wailing baby brother and my parents’ drama, there was me, waving my hands, screaming: What about me? What about Tony?

Drama queen

I got an early taste of how drama could get me what I needed – it seemed to become my way to survive. I was two when I got taken into hospital with a collapsed lung and I stayed there for two weeks. According to my mum I loved the attention. I remember her and Dad bringing me a toy – the electronic boardgame Operation – and me thinking that, clearly, the way to get more toys was to be ill more often, like I had this form of Munchausen’s syndrome. After I was discharged, I got sent to stay with my maternal grandmother, who lived in Kent, because the air was cleaner there. I loved her spoiling me – all that one-on-one attention. So you can imagine why, after my brother Dean was born eighteen months later, the monster that became Tony may also have been spawned. Even to this day, I’m a person who doesn’t just want one thing. I want more, more, more. I’m never satisfied with what I have. But it all started with more sweets, more cuddles, more toys, more everything.

Every birthday I played a blinder. I’d drop hints to my mum six months before about what I wanted as a present, knowing she’d buy it from the catalogue and pay for it weekly. Then a few days before my big day I’d pin a notice on my bedroom door saying I didn’t want that gift any more, that I wanted something else, and I wouldn’t be coming out of my room unless I got it. In the end, I always ended up with two presents. In a fucked-up way, I wanted all the attention, I wanted all the love, but when I got it I didn’t know what to do with it. I couldn’t accept it and I often pushed it away.

I learned from my older brother, too, that if I was a little bastard then that was another way I could vie for centre stage. So I became a little bastard. I was constantly playing with fire – literally and metaphorically. One time, Mum had a vase filled with pampas grass sat in the living room. I set fire to it with matches. It was so dry the flames licked up and the smoke billowed across the ceiling, so it was charred and soot-black by the time the fire got put out. Another time, I set the net curtains alight, then used candles to ignite the carpet. Or I’d stab the sofa with a knife. Getting whacked with a leather belt by my dad became a normal part of life – the pain never felt that bad. I survived! And compared to the gratification and drama of it all, which were always far more rewarding, the punishment was a small price to pay.

At other times, when I didn’t think I was getting enough attention, I’d play the massive fucking sympathy card – the ‘poor Tony’ hat-trick. I’d throw myself down the stairs and roll over crying and screaming at the bottom until someone rescued me. Or I’d fall over on purpose. Or I’d fall off my skateboard. I was in hospital more times than I had hot dinners. Doing dangerous things wasn’t a problem. It was a thrill because the ultimate goal was that I became the kid who people worried about, who they talked about, just like they talked about my older brother.

When I was around eight, my mum got diagnosed with breast cancer, and I upped the ante even more. When I think about that now, I know her illness really affected me – this weird combination of sadness and fear, and also uncertainty because nothing was ever really talked about in our house. Adults started whispering behind closed doors, Mum was always under a duvet on the sofa, barely able to move, and Dad began drinking even more heavily just to cope. Again, I got sent away to Kent, then to my other grandparents in Farnborough at the time when Mum went into hospital to have the cancer removed. For an eight-year-old, that’s pretty scary stuff. But I milked that, too. Around the age of nine, I developed a very mysterious problem with my foot and ended up walking around on crutches. In the end, I had surgery on it, even though there was nothing wrong with it.

School daze

Whatever was going on at home fed into me acting out at school. Not that I’d ever been one for learning. Nowadays I would have been labelled as having dyslexia and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder – ADHD – and probably a full fucking alphabet of other conditions. I had so much energy fizzing from whatever undiagnosed shit was going on (for years, I called it charisma!). I had no interest in listening to anything that was being taught to me and I had – and still have – the attention span of a bluebottle. Lessons for me felt like mastering Swahili, but no one understood that back then. I was just a naughty kid, stood outside the headmaster’s office twice a day, every day. I didn’t know why I was naughty and it’s not like I could control any of it, so it was far easier to make a noise at the back of the class – to act like the class clown and make all the other kids laugh – than to sit and think, or sit and draw. In my head, there was only chaos and that inner chaos translated into outward chaos. It’s hard to explain, but while I knew what I was doing, I had no idea why I was doing it. All I knew was that my body needed it – that the rush made me feel good. An end game without any game plan, you might say.

When I got to secondary school I was even banned from some classes, like French. To be made to sit for an hour and study a new language was fucking awful. I couldn’t even work out my own language! And the authority – it was just like the authority I felt years later when I entered rehab in Bournemouth. They may as well have given me a can of petrol and asked me not to light it. I was ready to explode. When, in my early teens, I got sent to a behavioural unit across the road from my secondary school, that was like a powder keg going off. In a room full of ‘normal’ kids I may have stood a chance, but in a room full of batshit crazy – with every teenager bouncing off the walls, trying to outdo one another – no one stood a chance. All I remember is getting told off and bunking off.

I’d also worked out very quickly that if I acted out at school, I’d get my needs met in other ways. Every time I got sent home, I got to spend days with Mum. The timing was perfect. Dad was a plumber so he’d be at work. Kevin the antichrist would be at school or God knows where, and Dean would also be at school, so I was the only child there. Mum would buy us doughnuts and, because I was a really snuggly child, I’d love nothing more than being with her, smelling the perfume she always wore and being treated. Now being sent home or suspended really worked for me.

As time progressed ‘I want, I need’ became even more elaborate. It morphed into ‘I want even more.’ My poor mother. During secondary school, it was a time when everyone was wearing Fred Perry trainers, and although I knew that Mum couldn’t afford a proper pair, that’s all I wanted. When she ordered a pair from the catalogue – still the Fred Perry brand, but inferior quality to the shop-bought trainers – I refused to wear them. ‘Everyone will know they are out of the catalogue!’ I cried until she gave in, sent them back and bought me the real deal. It’s no fucking wonder that these days I have storage units dedicated to my hundreds of pairs of designer trainers!

All I know now is that those behaviours I was powerless over became like a virus festering in a Petri dish. The older I got, the more they divided and grew tentacles and manifested into other behaviours. Now, I have the self-compassion to know that although I appeared like a complete cunt to the outside world, I was also a vulnerable kid. And vulnerable kids attract the vultures in life. At times, whatever I was seeking drew in the worst kinds of characters. And sometimes you have to be careful what you wish for, because I became the perfect candidate for an abuser.

The start of sex addiction

From the age of ten, I was groomed and sexually abused by a man at the local youth centre’s film club. It was a couple of years after my mum’s cancer diagnosis and so our house was still in turmoil. This man gave me a Saturday job, paid me and then started abusing me. He made me believe that I had instigated it, that I was the perpetrator, not him, that it was all my fault. If I ever told anyone, I would be the one in trouble. (It would take another twenty-eight years before I did tell someone.) He made me feel sick and disgusted with myself, and if I’m honest, although I revealed it in I Don’t Take Requests, it’s still hard for me to talk about it to this day. The abuse went on for four years. When I reached the age of fourteen, it stopped. I was just too old for him, I guess.

Now, I believe that’s the moment when my behaviours changed again – this fed them in different ways. If I was sexual with this man, if I allowed him to do the things he did, then I was getting attention – or love as I understood it back then, even though it was anything but love. Suddenly, sex became the most powerful currency for me and, as I see it now, the start of a lifetime of sex addiction. In fact, my acting out with sex started way before my acting out with drink or drugs. Yet when I eventually made it to rehab in Allington House in 2007 it was never the reason I’d got the referral to be there. As far as I, and everyone else, was concerned, I was in recovery for drug and alcohol addiction. I didn’t once reveal my appetite for sex. Why would I? I was forty-one years old – a gay man in his prime, for fuck’s sake! I wasn’t letting go of that! How dare they expect me to give that up? Also, like any addiction, I kept kidding myself that I didn’t have a problem with sex. I just convinced myself that I was a very oversexed, very sexually active git.

For me, sex felt as natural as breathing. And, up until rehab, I’d been acting out sexually for thirty-one years. In the early days, it involved bunking off school to go to Battersea Park and Clapham Junction station to pick up men and have sex with them in the public toilets for money. I’d get them to suck my dick, or I’d suck their dick. Or I’d meet some men and go off down the sheds with them. That whole time I was meant to be at school, I was off doing the rounds of public toilets in the park and then going home. By the time I was around fifteen, I’d graduated to pick-ups in an area known as ‘the meat rack’ in and around Piccadilly Circus. I’d hang out in the tube station on the stairs leading down to the men’s toilets, meeting men and having sex with them in a cubicle. Within weeks, I had regulars. Oh my God! Suddenly I was wanted; people were finding me attractive, showing me interest, wanting me for me – not for my brother or anything else that was going on at home.

Then the hunt for pick-ups became all-consuming. Sex became my obsession: the one thought that overrode all others. I even ended up getting expelled from school because of it. I coerced my drama teacher into giving me a blow job, otherwise I’d announce to the whole school he was gay. When he agreed and the window I was leaning against fell open and everyone saw me with my pants down, it was goodbye Tony. At the time, I didn’t give a shit what happened to him. Unbelievable that that happened, but it did.

The triangle of addiction

This behaviour continued throughout my adult life. It was always there. I had to have sex four or five times a day. I thought nothing of taking part in orgies – five, six, seven men at a time. I had such appetite for it. I was never satisfied, ever. It was just like using. You have one line of cocaine, then soon you want another two grams and suddenly it’s six o’clock in the morning and you’ve spent every penny in your bank account. With my sex addiction, it was exactly the same. For me, I was addicted to the obsessive thinking around sex: the high was the chase, the wanting, the hunger. I was chasing to fill that constant needy void. That was the bit I got off on.

The ‘getting’ was always an anti-climax. I would hook up to have sex with a man, but it was almost as if once I was there, once I actually got it, I wasn’t that interested. There was never any emotion involved so I was hurrying them out the door to get on to the next one. It’s like any form of drug – you always think the next hit will be better. The sex could be oral, manual, not always penetrative and, in fact, rarely ejaculative. People say, ‘Oh, how can you ejaculate so many times a day?’ Well, the answer is, I didn’t. I trained myself to get to a point where I could hold it off, because the whole thing is about not wanting to ejaculate. It wasn’t necessarily about the physical pleasure of an orgasm on every single hook-up. Rather, it was about how many men I could have sex with in the build-up to that one elusive orgasm, the one that’s gonna be better, and the next … and the next …

It took over everything. When I was out clubbing, the prospect of having sex at the end of the night was always stronger than the primary purpose of going out. I had to have sex before I could go home. I would meet people in the club and meet people outside the club; I’d walk round the back of Heaven, in Charing Cross, to pick up men. When drugs and alcohol came into the equation, their function was mainly to extend the length of time that I could stay out. It’s how my nights always ended up in that triangle of addiction – alcohol, cocaine, cock. I couldn’t do one without the other. If I drank loads of alcohol and took no cocaine, I was a fucking blackout drunk and so cock never came into it. And if I just had cocaine and cock: well, that was never going to happen either. None of them worked without each other, because each became a U-bend that took me in a different direction. But give me all three and one thing always led to the other, inevitably ending in loads of cock. That was how it worked. The holy trinity. Of course, I wasn’t responsible; it was the addiction to booze and cocaine that made me do it. It’s the words all addicts say: I wasn’t responsible.

Hunting for squirrels

For those long five months in Bournemouth, while getting clean from alcohol and drugs, I didn’t have sex. But I thought about it all of the time. I sexualised every man in that facility. Constantly. And it was tough because in group therapy sessions there were men coming out left, right and centre. But I knew that if I did have sex, and got caught, I’d be kicked out instantly – and not on my own terms. In rehab, any kind of relationship with anyone is strictly forbidden. But that only made things worse because, in my head, the forbidden fruit of cock grew to the size of a giant fucking pumpkin. So Tony being Tony, the second I could leave the building I’d be off down that hill like a randy whippet and onto the seafront looking for sex in the car park. Of course, I’d done my research. While we weren’t allowed phones in rehab, I took every chance I could to log onto the computer to ‘research’. In truth, I was trawling forums looking for ye oldie cruising areas in the town. And if I met other gay people when I was out and about I’d also ask them for tips on where to go.

The best pick-up spot, supposedly, was in a park right down the other end of the seafront. But whenever I went looking there – usually around two in the afternoon – it was always completely empty. It felt just like the times when I used to cruise on
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