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  To Tim and the NHS,

  my life-support systems


  Pre-med


  When I was sixteen years old, my despairing dad wrote to my older sister: ‘Charlie is the only person I know who got nothing, bar one or two criminal friends, out of Eton. He would have been just as happy, or perhaps equally indifferent, at a Yateley comprehensive. He is, of course, virtually illiterate. I don’t think he finds that a handicap and everyone likes him.’


  Almost a half a century later Charles Moore, former editor of the Daily Telegraph and Maggie Thatcher’s biographer, reviewed Dear Lupin, a book based on the letters written to me by my father over some twenty-five years: ‘Charlie Mortimer is apt with his hands and good, in that enviable way of the utterly feckless, at getting on with people. He is however spectacularly unfit for all the normal occupations of the upper middle classes.’ So not much change there then. As my dad might have said, ‘A good horse will always run true to form’.


  In the summer of 2013, when Dear Lupin had clearly been far more successful than anyone had expected, I had a eureka, or rather a second-bottle-of-cut-price-Merlot, moment. It suddenly came to me that this was probably the only time in my entire life that a publisher was ever going to take me seriously, so I may as well take advantage of the situation. This was despite the fact that over ninety per cent of Dear Lupin consisted of my long, dear-departed father’s letters; my only contribution being the disorderly conduct which had inspired the correspondence in the first place and the odd paragraph in between the letters, and even that, according to Charles Moore, had been pretty inadequate: ‘Charlie edits the book in a shockingly slapdash and uninformative manner, but then reading his father’s strictures, one would expect nothing else . . .’


  Despite the sad fact that I hadn’t actually managed to read a book for ten years, the publishers took a punt and gave me an amber light. Not unreasonably, before committing themselves they wanted some sort of written proposal from me outlining what I intended to write about. In the event I just about managed a sheet of A4. To my surprise they liked the idea and a deal was struck.


  The original title we had agreed for Lucky Lupin was My Virus and Me. Some months into the project I was informed that ‘Lupin’ needed to be incorporated into the title somehow. Fortunately, I still had the same delightful editor Andreas, nothing if not the diplomat: ‘The thing is Charlie,’ he said putting on his most earnest expression, ‘of course I understand that for you the big challenge is actually to write a book, but you must also understand that from our point of view the big challenge is to sell it. With the best will in the world your original title just isn’t going to fly off the shelves, well is it?’ Whatever the title the content remains much the same: a black comedy based around Aids, epilepsy, mental illness and depression. It’s autobiographical and is loosely based around the board game ‘Snakes and Ladders’ – otherwise known as life.


  In short, when I’m not suffering from some potentially terminal illness and being told by doctors to prepare for the inevitable, or feeling so off-the-wall and depressed that I’m seriously considering sticking my head in a gas oven, I’m cracking on as best I can. The life I lead maybe somewhat narrower than I might have chosen, but rather than resent the one I can’t have, I tend to live to the full the one that I can.


  There is, however, an altogether different way of looking at this book. Imagine that I’m extremely inebriated and by chance you get stuck in a lift with me for several hours. Should you find yourself enjoying the experience then there’s a sporting chance you just might derive some pleasure from the next three hundred or so pages. If after the first minute you’re clawing at the lift doors to get out, then clearly you won’t – so I suggest you put the book back on the shelf, pronto.
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  Now Here’s a Tip . . .


  Now here’s a tip.


  You’ve made an appointment with your doctor to get your test results.


  When you arrive he asks the practice nurse (Rosie in this case) to sit in on the consultation and quite suddenly she starts to cry.


  You can, at this point, be pretty much guaranteed that the news he is about to deliver is likely to be on the bleak side of seriously distressing.


  It’s January 1986. About three months earlier I had taken an Aids test at my local hospital under the rather obscure pseudonym of Carlos Georgios. (I was going through a Greek period at the time.) Mind you I hadn’t banked on being stuck with the name through thick and thin for the next nineteen years, and to be regularly greeted at the Kobler Clinic with ‘Georgios? That’s a Greek name isn’t it? You don’t look very Greek.’


  ‘Ah well, the thing is it was just my dad who was Greek, and I inherited my mother’s blonde . . . ’


  In fact it was only when I almost died from pneumonia in 2003 that I finally copped to my real name. I had a dreadful vision of being wheeled out from the mortuary fridge with a tag tied to my big toe that read Carlos Georgios and my poor grief-stricken and distraught mother, wig skew-whiff, shouting, ‘I’m telling you that’s not my bloody son!’


  I never did collect the result from the hospital because I didn’t have the balls, but equally, I guess, because I didn’t want to have to confront or curtail the hedonistic riot I was then having in the saunas and other places that at the time constituted my lifestyle. It was only fairly recently at the age of thirty-two that I had finally come to some sort of acceptance with the fact that I was clearly gay. Having for years, as my dad might have put it in horse-racing parlance, ridden under both sets of rules, I decided one day to ask a pragmatic doctor in the local STD clinic (rather too pragmatic as it turned out) what he thought.


  ‘Is this just a stage that, as a late developer, as all my family are, I am going to grow out of doctor?’


  The response was both short and sharp and unexpected: ‘When you close your eyes what do you think about when you’re wanking, Charlie?’


  ‘Well thanks for that doc, I had no idea you could be so subtle.’


  That said, he actually did me a huge favour and from that defining moment I never looked back, although getting it across to friends and family was another matter altogether.
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  It was during a lecture at Broadway Lodge, a no-nonsense alcohol and drug treatment centre in which I’d unsurprisingly ended up in May 1984, I first heard about ‘Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome’. I remember thinking, ‘Well, I’ve managed to have every other bloody illness known to mankind that’s associated with having fun so I’m sure to have this one.’


  The accompanying slide-show, which largely portrayed young men, looking like they had just been liberated from Belsen, made compulsive and painful viewing, so much so that it was easier to go into a state of terminal shut-down about it all and move on. In the clichéd terminology of therapy, they call this denial. It’s like sticking all your unpaid bills in a drawer in the insane hope that somehow matters will simply resolve themselves, whereas in reality you’d probably be better off writing a wish list to Father Christmas and sending it up the chimney mid-April.


  Broadway Lodge was my last-chance saloon and, despite throwing my brandy glass through the open sunroof as a concerned friend drove me through the front gates, I had (unlike any of my other attempts at confronting addiction) no secret supply of narcotics stashed away. That said I had arrived fairly well tanked up and still have very little if any recollection of the first forty-eight hours.


  Given its uncompromising stance and exceptional success rate, Broadway Lodge was very popular with the seriously affluent as well as local authorities. Thus the inmates consisted of a similar cross-section of society that makes horse racing so colourful. You were just as likely to be paired up with the offspring of a Greek ship owner as you were a ‘Scouser’ on probation for robbery with violence. I was very fortunate because ten years previously my poor, long-suffering and deeply concerned father had put me on a health insurance programme which despite forking out already for a number of ‘cures’ in cushier establishments in the Home Counties had rather generously agreed to fund my ‘treatment’ at Broadway Lodge. However, they made it clear, as had several other people, that if I screwed up this opportunity I was on my own.


  In truth, there had been a fair number of ‘final straws’. On one occasion, I sat down with a litre of ‘Three Barrels’ brandy and drank the entire bottle within an hour, only to find that I felt more or less exactly the same as before I’d started. I was of course also taking quite large quantities of prescribed speed in the form of Dexedrine together with an interesting variety of prescribed and street drugs. An old friend, Robin Grant-Sturgis (hardly a teetotaller himself), described my bedroom in undisguised shock as ‘Hell’s Kitchen’. He kindly suggested that I sort myself out at his farm in the country where he and his charming wife would look after me. There was only one house rule: no alcohol before noon. That, of course, was completely out of the question. Around that time another close friend, the late John Hobbs (society antiques dealer), used to tell people in his own inimitable East End style, ‘Charlie fucking Mortimer came in the shop the other day and said he’d found the meaning to fucking life. At that my ears pricked up as I waited to hear his secret. Charlie explained, with a completely straight face, that it was four fucking cans of ice-cold Red Stripe lager before breakfast. It’s fucking unbelievable.’


  Needless to say I had had a little ‘previous’ on the general abuse front. In 1976, at the age of twenty-four, I had ended up in Basingstoke General Hospital with a survival prognosis of 50 per cent. I believe I hold the dubious honour of being the first patient in that hospital to have a liver biopsy. My dear mother, crucified with concern, and never one to get her facts straight at the best of times, rang a cousin who was a doctor: ‘I’m most awfully worried about Charles. They’ve just done an autopsy on him.’


  At the time heroin was all the rage across the social spectrum, in particular with trust-fund kids. It turned out that I had contracted a very chronic form of Hepatitis B from sharing needles while injecting heroin, among other stuff. I hadn’t, rather astonishingly in retrospect, realised that this constituted risky behaviour. But even if I had, the overwhelming craving at that precise moment for the hit would have overridden any health concerns even if a clean syringe was available at a chemist less than five minutes away.


  Injecting was a whole different ball game to smoking drugs or taking pills. For years afterwards I found having a blood test minor torture because as the doctor’s needle went into my vein, there was always the anticipation for a wave of euphoria that never came. Bizarrely, to this day I still get a similar feeling if I catch the distinctively sweet smell of sulphur from a burning match and am subconsciously transported back to heating up heroin on a spoon when I often managed to use an entire box of Bryant and May matches in the process.


  Although I survived Hepatitis B, there was a price: minor brain damage brought about by toxic fluids from the liver flooding the brain. At the time, I hadn’t taken on board the potential consequences, and it was only a couple of years later when a whole load of strange and quite frightening stuff started happening. One night at a party given by a band, who had the misfortune to have me as their manager, I smoked, as I often did, a joint. I expected to simply become light-headed and silly. ‘Grass’ usually had the effect of making me laugh like some demented delinquent, but on the night in question something very different happened. If you could have conjured up a moment that was diametrically opposed to the comfort and euphoric warmth from jacking up heroin, this was it. It was like being injected with a shot of pure terror, like looking at life and people down the wrong end of a telescope. Everything familiar had in a nanosecond become alien, and normal consciousness felt strangely unreal, as if in a dream. I knew at that moment that nothing was ever going to be quite the same again. As the Australians so succinctly put it: ‘the kangaroos had broken out of the upper paddock.’


  That night I just lay on the floor upstairs, periodically getting up to splash my face with cold water and opening and closing my eyes in the vain hope that whatever it was would wear off. In the morning it was just as bad, if not worse, and I was convinced that I had gone mad. I also had a compulsion to tell people about it in some detail. I remember the writer Ian La Frenais kindly asking me how I was. Twenty minutes on, he swore he would never ask anyone that question again unless he genuinely wanted to know the answer.


  For a long time, I was convinced that either the joint or the drink had been spiked with acid. And, for the first time in my life, I developed acute paranoia and was convinced that everyone had doctored any drink I was offered with some mind-bending drug. For years afterwards, I only ever asked for water in other people’s homes and would insist on cleaning the glass first and then filling it from the tap myself. My close friend, wild man Charlie Shearer, used to call paranoia being ‘a friend of Barry’s (i. e. Barry-noia), and I had certainly become a friend of Barry’s big-time.


  This rather unsatisfactory state of affairs may just have had a touch of karma. John Hobbs used to claim, perhaps with good reason, that he was suffering from what he described as ‘nut pressure’, by which he meant chronic anxiety, rather than chronically tight Y-fronts. He was already taking Valium when I met him in 1973 (he was twenty-six and I was twenty-one). On a particularly bad day just after he’d swallowed a couple of ‘mother’s little helpers’, I told him that I’d hidden some LSD in his pill bottle. In the blink of an eye, he turned ashen white and adopted the pained expression of a man who’d been told that half his family had just been murdered. Absolutely side-splitting for me at the time, but appallingly unkind in retrospect. I always remember my dad telling me that as a child he adored watching a silent Charlie Chaplin film in which a large gentleman gets his heavily bandaged foot caught in the revolving door of a grand hotel. My father found this hysterical until some sixty years later, suffering from painful gout, he also had a heavily bandaged foot . . . after which he considered the Chaplin film to be in ‘exceedingly poor taste’.


  The first and almost last time I took LSD turned out to be a fairly memorable experience for all concerned. It was the summer of 1971 and I was renting a room in a rather splendid stately home near Exeter that belonged to Robin Grant-Sturgis. His father had recently fallen from the roof in unusual circumstances and sadly died leaving the entire estate to his oldest son. The house itself, although set in wonderful parkland, had seen better days and was now the epitome of decaying grandeur. Shotguns were regularly let off in the dining room, mushrooms the size of watermelons grew on some of the walls and alcoves designed for statuettes were stacked high with Weber carburettors and tractor parts. A famous Belgian architect staying locally, eager to see the interior, called by one afternoon. He took one look inside, put his hand to his head and exclaimed ‘Mon Dieu!’ before swooning in horror.


  I had just left the Coldstream Guards after a rather short and unsatisfactory military career and was eager to escape from my very displeased family. I had moved down to Devon to be initially (and very briefly) employed as a salesman for an experimental stainless steel paint company. The other occupants of Hillersdon House were mainly students from Exeter University. I was most definitely the odd one out, if only for the fact that I still had a military number-one cut and the rest looked as if they were auditioning for the part of Jesus and his disciples in a provincial theatrical production.


  One Saturday night a few of them dropped some LSD and politely asked if I would like some. Given the fact that I looked so straight, they thought it might be both an interesting and entertaining experience all round. My immediate reaction was, ‘You must be having a laugh!’ though a mere five minutes later I was on board.


  The drug was called a ‘micro dot’ and resembled a tiny bit of blotting paper. After twenty minutes I decided I clearly hadn’t enough as nothing was happening and took some more. Ten minutes later something did start happening. Unfortunately, for some reason that I cannot put my finger on, I thought it would liven things up a bit if I got out my beloved sixteen-bore shotgun ‘Crippen’. Now suitably armed, I made all the students march up and down the hall, Brigade of Guards style, saluting the house-keeper’s cat, which I had renamed General Fielding. As the sun finally came up I had them fighting off the Japanese across the cornfields. In many ways the joke had rather backfired on them but credit where credit is due and, surprisingly, they all took what was probably rather an alarming experience with good humour: that said they never did offer me LSD or indeed any other mind-bending drug again.


  Five years on and now stuck with some obscure and permanent form of brain damage I realised just how debilitating and terrifying any form of mental illness can be and just how difficult it is to press the reset button. At home we had a remote control for the TV on which you could alter colour, contrast etc., though it also had a single button labelled ‘Normal’. This meant that once you’d completely screwed up the settings all you needed to do was press the ‘normal’ button and, hey presto, everything was back in its proper place. If only brains had the same facility. Inevitably, I ended up being referred to a psychiatrist at the excellent Maudsley Hospital in south-east London. Despite the fact he was called Gaius, Welsh and a devout Christian, after a tricky start we got on rather well. From the outset, he suspected that I had Temporal Lobe Epilepsy (TLE), an unusual form of epilepsy that could be caused by severe liver disease. (This was later confirmed.) I used to go and see Gaius in his consulting rooms at Wimpole Street fairly regularly but my most abiding memory of that period was of bumping into Frankie Howerd in the waiting room. If everything that represented the hideous pain and depth of depression could have been etched on to one face, at that moment it was Frankie’s. It is engraved on my memory as clearly as Munch’s The Scream.
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  Back to that day of reckoning in January 1986. As expensive lawyers tend to say, when they’ve run out of options and are just about to submit an eye-watering invoice, ‘we are where we are’ and we were at this precise moment awaiting my medical verdict with a certain amount of frisson.


  There I am with my younger sister, who had sportingly insisted on accompanying me, in Doctor Michael’s surgery along with Rosie, the nurse, who was in tears. Michael was an extremely charming man but even he could not put much gloss on the news he was duty bound to deliver.


  
    
      	
        Michael:

      

      	
        Now, Charlie. [clears throat while shuffling papers] Well, the thing is, Charlie, it’s not good news. In fact it’s rather bad news.

      
    


    
      	
        Me:

      

      	
        When you say bad news, Michael, in what way is it bad, exactly? Just quite bad, seriously bad or utterly catastrophic?

      
    


    
      	
        Michael:

      

      	
        Well, the thing is, Charlie, I’m afraid that your results show that you’ve tested positive for HTLV-III. In other words, you have been exposed to the virus which causes Aids and consequently, Charlie, you have contracted ARC, or Aids-related complex, which, since there is currently no treatment, will ultimately lead on to full Aids. Unfortunately things are liable to deteriorate from here.

      
    


    
      	
        Me:

      

      	
        Sorry, Michael, but just homing in on that word there – ‘deteriorate’. Just how quickly am I liable to deteriorate exactly? Are we talking days, weeks, months or years?

      
    


    
      	
        Michael:

      

      	
        Unless you are very unlucky it will be years, Charlie. At least two maybe even three years.

      
    


    
      	
        Me:

      

      	
        Oh well, that’s all right then!

      
    

  


  To be absolutely honest all the anticipation prior to this moment of truth had been such that, had the test results been fine, it would have been somewhat of an anticlimax, not to say disappointment. There was a feeling of fear (actually abject terror) but also of liberation to be told that I might, if I was lucky, have a mere two or three years left to live without a hint of a cure in sight. Certainly on the plus side, getting an overdue career going and a mortgage was off the cards.


  My first stop was the local video store to arrange an annual platinum membership for unlimited access to its extensive film library. I was going to be taking this lying down. I settled into my sofa with copious quantities of Solpadeine and Valium for the comparatively short haul towards what I had been assured would be an early and rather unsatisfactory demise. On top of all this, I found out in the same week that virtually my entire savings had been wiped out. Unwisely, three months earlier I had made a loan to a friend of a friend who, it now transpired, had gone completely crackers and done a runner. Paradoxically, I also remember this as one of the happiest periods in my life.


  Years earlier ‘Chick’, a childhood friend of John Hobbs, had told me that when he was driving home in the early hours, he had lost control of his car on a corner. He had desperately twisted the steering wheel this way and that until, and I quote, ‘I thought bollocks to all this, folded my arms across my chest, gave up any attempt at keeping the car on the road, and waited for the inevitable. Do you know what, Chas?’ he continued. ‘It was one of the most serene moments of my entire fucking life.’


  I guess I was just doing a different version of the same thing.
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  With the Best Will in the World . . .


  With the best will in the world in 1985 having any association at all with Aids was social suicide. It was like Ebola but with a raft of really unsavoury moral and other implications attached. The word ‘pariah’ comes to mind. The fact is you don’t get Aids from watching telly.


  I’d decided from day one to be open about my diagnosis, apart from to my parents whom I felt had suffered enough from my antics. Reactions varied. On the whole they were, for want of a better pun, positive. My then brother-in-law, ‘Hot Hand Henry’, who could have been Nigel Farage’s twin, made a point, when I visited, of telling me to kiss his children goodnight, a gesture of extreme good faith. On the other hand, some old friends with whom I regularly spent Christmas never invited me again. As with most things, I tended to use gallows humour to fend off the more disturbing and depressing elements of this personal catastrophe that at times seemed utterly overwhelming.


  Once, over coffee my then partner in a property company, Robin Grant-Sturgis, said to me, ‘Christ, I think I’ve drunk out of your mug. I might have caught Aids.’


  ‘Look mate,’ I responded, ‘that’s all very well, but I’m far more frightened that I’ve drunk out of your mug and caught some of your pomposity, you cunt . . .’


  At Rafatteer, a company I co-owned that manufactured boxer shorts in Asia (slogan: Are the boxer shorts in your life as exciting as the life in your boxer shorts?), my drinking receptacle had ‘AIDS MUG’ written on it. Without doubt sick humour. The more morbid and tasteless the better was my way of dealing with it. It stopped me zipping myself up into a bag of self-pity.


  Aids seemed such a sleazy and dishonourable thing to have. My dad had been a real war hero, an honourable man in the old-fashioned sense. Five years stuck in various German POW camps had not been exactly a barrel of laughs, seeing as for many of those years it seemed likely that the Germans might win the war. He had been very brave, whereas I found myself sitting around confronting a terminal disease that I’d acquired either from jacking up drugs or having too much sex, which didn’t seem a very honourable position to be in. But the fact is, I still had to confront it and live with it, so I had to stop giving myself an impossibly hard time.


  It was not until 1987 that Princess Diana ‘willingly and knowingly’ hugged an Aids victim, which promptly earned her the title ‘The Princess of Sodomy’ from one national newspaper. Reaction was pretty unpredictable and, although on some fronts I was happy to take a risk, others less so. For example, I was fairly sure that had Parsons Green launderette heard about it they wouldn’t have washed my sheets but burnt them. A close friend wouldn’t even speak to me on the telephone as he thought he might get Aids down the phone line.


  This was hardly surprising given the near hysteria in the tabloid press. One Sunday paper had published a poll in which about 90 per cent plus of its readers felt that any infected individual should be forcibly rounded up and sent to a quarantine camp on the Isle of Man. On the strength of that story I, quite legally at the time, bought a Berretta pump action shotgun with collapsible stock in matt black and rubber; my thinking being, ‘If these fuckers are coming to get me I’m not going down without a fight.’ The idea of being holed up on the Isle of Man in inclement weather with only Nigel Mansell as a neighbour . . . well, that would be a fate worse than death.


  It crossed my mind from time to time what I would do if I got really ill. When I felt well, I hadn’t a care in the world but when I felt ill, the old negative thinking kicked in and I could think of little else. I remember confiding to a friend of mine, ‘It’s a toss-up – either I’ll accept it and go through the unmitigated hell of it all or I’ll take the emergency exit route and blow my head off’. It wasn’t so much that I couldn’t face the prospect of terminal disintegration in slow motion: I just didn’t want my family (my mother, in particular) and friends to be dragged through all that crap with me. Had I consulted them, I’d rather hope that they would go for the ‘we’ll nurse you through’ option rather than ‘go on take the shotgun one’.


  If what was going on in my own head and the tabloid press wasn’t bad enough, the government launched a number of hard-hitting health awareness campaigns both on TV and via pamphlets delivered to every household in the country. One consisted of a volcano erupting under a thunderous sky. Dramatic shots of cascading rocks preceded images of a tombstone being chiselled. The actor, John Hurt, delivered the voice-over with suitable gravitas: ‘There is now a danger that has become a threat to us all. It is a deadly disease and there is no known cure.’ The main message was revealed etched onto the granite gravestone at the end: ‘AIDS. Don’t die of ignorance.’ This was all fine unless you were, as I was, apparently, already dying of ignorance.


  Feeling a tad on the rough side, as I went downstairs to get the post, could take a serious turn for the worse if confronted by a ‘tombstone’ leaflet. A further decline could be generated by an interview on Radio 4 with then Chief Constable of Greater Manchester Police, James Anderton. He referred to Aids victims as ‘swirling around in a human cesspit of their own making’.


  One of the few amusing anecdotes at the time was the story of the current health secretary Norman Fowler persuading Maggie Thatcher that the word ‘anal’ had to appear in the list of unwise behaviour.


  I bought a medical book on Aids, which was so depressing that I binned it after three pages and to cheer myself up, in an obscurely dark way, set about learning the entire James II funeral service off by heart. ‘Man that it is born of a woman hath but a short time to live and is full of misery. He groweth up and is cut down like a flower, he fleeth like as shadow and never continueth in one stay. In the midst of life we are in death . . .’ and so on. At the time the big challenge was to get the whole thing off pat before I was carted off in a body bag.


  Although many people felt at the time that Aids victims had brought the whole thing on themselves, I personally felt no particular sense of shame or regret – only a sort of excitement at the madness of it all.


  I was attending Narcotics Anonymous (NA) meetings fairly regularly and, despite there being a strict code of anonymity (‘what is said here stays here’), my predicament was much too good a story not to get out. The only thing I’m really grateful for is that at exactly the same time another guy in NA, called John, had also been diagnosed, and from then on was always known, not without affection, as ‘Aids John’. By the grace of God, I escaped being ‘Aids Charlie’. Sadly, John died decades ago now.


  At the Kobler Clinic, which I went to regularly, many of the other patients looked so emaciated and, in some cases, deranged that I sometimes wondered if they would make it through to the next day. It was especially depressing when I caught sight of a passing acquaintance from a year or so back who was now virtually unrecognisable from the fit and healthy person that they had been. In those early days, once the illness had taken hold there was no way back and it really was only a matter of time. For a while, I pitched up to a weekly NA meeting specifically for people with HIV/Aids. There was a lot of bonhomie and black humour but the death rate was such that I thought it was not unlike being in the trenches in the Great War. However, there was absolutely no point in feeling sorry for myself and dwelling on what I was assured by my various doctors was going to be a fairly brief and bleak future. So I just got on with other stuff.


  My life in London was very separate from that of my parents in Berkshire, and I was determined, one way or another, to spare them this little disaster; more so as my dad was pushing on in years and had enough problems with his own health.


  On top of all the physical problems there were the mental difficulties. I once explained to a rather long-suffering GP that a remote ancestor of mine, the dastardly Roger de Mortimer, had murdered Edward II in Berkeley Castle with a red-hot poker ‘per rectum’ (as they say in medical speak). Not surprisingly (as poppers hadn’t been invented then) the screams were heard, according to the history books, for miles around. My point was that the king had been murdered in this particularly gruesome fashion because he was gay and thus it followed that it was God’s punishment that I, the last surviving de Mortimer of Wigmore (or so I liked to think), should not only be born gay but contract Aids and be condemned to an early and fairly hideous death. Try capping that for logic. The doctor clearly lacked the appetite to engage with me on this one and reached for his prescription pad. Around that time, I was introduced to a member of the Royal family and, desperate to make amends and put an end to the curse on the Mortimer family, my opening line was: ‘I’m most frightfully sorry about the poker incident, ma’am.’


  Several years later, in 1988, I bought an almost new BMW M5 from Sytner’s of Nottingham. A month after purchase, I returned the car to the garage for a free service. This gave me several hours to while away, so I decided to visit Nottingham Castle. To my utter astonishment the very first thing I saw on arrival was a prominent sign pointing to ‘Guided tours of Mortimer’s Hole’. Intrigued by this faintly vulgar-sounding offer, I followed the various signs until I arrived at a rendezvous point where there was a larger sign stating that there were two tours a day of ‘Mortimer’s Hole’, one at 11 a.m. and the other at 3 p.m. Pleased to find that I was just in time for the morning tour I waited more with curiosity than anticipation.


  I was rather disappointed when a ‘jobsworth’ in a cloth cap appeared at the prescribed time and announced loudly to no one in particular that due to lack of numbers the morning tour had now been cancelled. ‘Minimum number eight; next tour three o’clock this afternoon providing there’s ’nuff people.’ Before he had time to scuttle off I tapped him on the shoulder.


  ‘If I told you that I was in fact the last surviving male Mortimer of Wigmore, would you be prepared to make an exception in my case regarding minimum numbers?’


  Without showing the slightest interest he simply replied, ‘No, it wouldn’t,’ and walked off.


  Unfortunately, as it turned out, this was not the end of the matter. About ten minutes later, as I was meandering around the battlements, a very pleasant, scholarly individual caught up with me.


  ‘I am told,’ he said somewhat breathlessly, ‘that you are the last surviving male Mortimer of Wigmore.’


  I confirmed that indeed I was.


  ‘Do you have any evidence to that effect?’


  (In the absence of anything more substantial, a Barclaycard sufficed.)


  It transpired that he was a senior curator at the castle and he offered, there and then, to take me on a personal tour of the famous hole. Well, all I can say is more bloody fool me for agreeing so enthusiastically. For the first thirty minutes of the tour I felt rather important. Some three and a half hours later, I felt somewhat less so, now bitterly regretting I had ever mentioned being a wretched Mortimer in the first place. For those not up to speed with the historical significance of ‘Mortimer’s Hole’ it is really just a cave through which Edward III and his troops stole their way into the castle to arrest and subsequently hang my poor old ancestor, Roger de Mortimer, who was holed up (for want of a better pun) with Queen Isabella of France. As I confided to a friend, ‘It’s a sad old day when the only place mentioning my family’s name can get me is in is some exceptionally uninteresting old hole.’


  It is now some thirty years since the original diagnosis. I am not the sort of person who keeps a diary and, to be honest, at the time I didn’t tend to dwell too much on my predicament beyond feeling somewhat ‘grubby’ in that by having sex with someone I could be passing on a death sentence. I had considered sex a fairly healthy activity, with minor inconveniences such as herpes or gonorrhoea being the worst outcome. One unexpected positive that came out of this was that I became somewhat cleanliness obsessed and acquired my first ever vacuum cleaner. My thinking was that if people were prepared to take the risk of visiting me, the very least I could do was to present myself shaved and washed in a home that didn’t look like there was a virus lurking round every corner.


  Well-meaning people were always trying to foist advice on me from suggesting macrobiotic diets to much more drastic treatments and regimes. Years earlier, when I had liver failure, I tried all sorts of quirky stuff including being massaged when naked by an eighty-year-old white witch in Devonshire (she was fully clothed, I hasten to add) and paying her in fresh vegetables. (Robin Grant-Sturgis was convinced something beyond kinky was going on and was utterly appalled.) This time round I took a conscious decision to shun alternative practices and stuck to a rigid diet of egg and chips or, as a special treat, a tinned Fray Bentos steak and kidney pie with Cadbury’s Smash mash and frozen peas. It so happened an old friend of mine, Jessamy Calkin, was features editor of GQ, the lads’ magazine, and in 1993 she interviewed me for an article entitled, ‘In the shadow of AIDS . . . Using a combination of morbid humour, fried food and good luck, Charlie has survived ten years with HIV’.


  
    Charlie has been HIV positive for about ten years now. He doesn’t know exactly when he contracted the virus – though it must have been sometime before 1984 – and he doesn’t know exactly how he contracted it because he has the dubious accolade of possessing most of the qualifications; he’s bisexual [me: or rather was], he used to be an intravenous drug user and he’s had sex with prostitutes in East Africa. Now 41, his health is pretty good; he’s not ‘HIV well’ but he’s ‘HIV and not too ill’ and his T cell count (a loose way of monitoring the virus) is relatively high. Charlie is a very charismatic [me: possibly a matter of opinion] individual with a dry anarchic sense of humour. He is fond of calling everyone ‘pet’ and is generally philosophical about life, prone to saying ‘Well there you go pet’ about even the most serious of matters. To cope with his illness, Charlie maintained what is known in ‘The Right Stuff’ as an ‘even strain’. At the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, which he attends regularly, they are inclined to ask him why he thinks he’s done so well. And he is inclined to answer, without being flip, that it is probably because he has always wanted to die and he never gets his own way.

  


  I was always hugely grateful to Jessamy for rooting for me so strongly and humorously.


  In the early 1980s, my general conduct left a certain amount to be desired. I have a vague recollection that once, when asked what I did for a living at a smart party given by the long-suffering Robin Grant-Sturgis, I disappeared into a shed, came back with a chainsaw and set about the art of converting two of my host’s rooms into one. Just in case that failed to make a significant enough impact, later on the same evening, I set about eating a dead crow for a bet. I think my behaviour at the time can be no better summed up than by my no-nonsense rehab councillor, Mike Musson: ‘You may like to think that you were the life and soul of the party,’ he shouted in his highly distinctive nasal tones, his heavily perspiring face about one inch from my equally heavily perspiring face, ‘but to everyone else you were just a fucking pain in the fucking arse!’


  By 1984, I had had enough. There had also been too much weird stuff (and not in a good way) going on. On one occasion I had woken up at four in the morning in a state of brain/body disassociation and sheer terror, the like of which I had never experienced before. All I could do was to sit on the edge of my bed and chew Ativan (similar to Valium) like jelly beans until, an hour later, I passed out. I was both seriously depressed and desperate to give up alcohol and drugs, and I had found both to my surprise and horror that there was not a cat’s chance in hell of my getting through even a couple of hours without some form of chemical support. I had by now not surprisingly lost my driver’s licence for drinking and driving, so I attempted to get around on an old bicycle I had purchased for five quid. Given the fact that I was sweating profusely 24/7 and was shaking like a deranged pneumatic drill, this was not a big success and provided an interesting spectacle for other road users and pedestrians.


  It was at Broadway Lodge Rehab Centre, through the haze and discomfort of withdrawal combined with the appalling prospect of facing reality sober, that I managed to get my head round the two-word mantra ‘taking responsibility’. Looking back, that did in fact change everything for me and in a good way. Blaming others for all the things that had gone wrong was never going to achieve anything constructive.


  There wasn’t all that much side-splitting about Broadway Lodge but one thing did make me laugh. The offspring of super-wealthy parents or minor European royalty used to turn up with sets of golf clubs, tennis racquets and, on one occasion, polo mallets, asking where the swimming pool was. In reality, the place made the average borstal look comfortable. When you weren’t being shouted at, peeling spuds, or bearing your soul, you dossed down in dormitories.


  One night a Polish man, whom we all thought was Indian because he had actually changed colour due to extreme liver damage, was so disorientated that he got up in the middle of the night and mistook my bed for a urinal, which was somewhat distressing. When I mentioned this to the matron the following day she responded, ‘Oh, don’t be such a fusspot. There’s nothing wrong with the smell of fresh wee.’ I thought, ‘You try some pongy bloke pissing in your face at 2 a.m. in the morning and see how much you like it, love.’


  Bizarrely, apart from the first week, my months at Broadway Lodge were as happy as any I’ve ever spent anywhere. It was a year and a half after I left treatment that I was given what, at the time, amounted to a death sentence. I am pretty sure that, had I received this diagnosis pre-Broadway Lodge, I would have switched into terminal self-destruct mode and ultimately drowned in a sea of self-pity and that frankly would have been curtains. For the record, I haven’t taken heroin or any illegal drug since 1984, except for cocaine (which I hate) and raw opium in 1988. Over the counter and prescription drugs and wine are an entirely different matter.


  One of the more agonising experiences was watching my good friend Nicky die. Nicky was a thirteen-stone wide-boy who seemed to encapsulate health and joie de vivre. He had loads of girlfriends, an entertaining disrespect for authority and an eye for the main chance. However, he had been an intravenous drug abuser and contracted Aids. I wrote to a friend at the time:


  
    He completely disintegrated from the inside out. It was as if he had dry rot or something, he looked worse than any picture I’ve seen from Bosnia. The day he died he can’t have weighed any more than five stone. It was doubly tragic because he was so angry; he had absolutely no acceptance of the disease whatsoever. It’s fair to say if I was him I would have been the same, it’s a very unpleasant way to go.

  


  At Nicky’s funeral someone came up to me and suggested that I must have been scared shitless visiting Nicky during his final weeks. I reluctantly agreed, given the implications regarding my own future, but I thought it so selfish to be frightened when he was in that state.


  Come the 1990s I had survived so long that people wanted to know my secret. In response I’d say something along the lines of ‘Over the past five years, all I’ve done is work my balls off, worry myself half to death, kept very odd hours, taken loads of pills and had a miserable time generally. But physically somehow I’ve kept it together. It’s like anything else: there’s a lot of luck involved.’ My two biggest fears were that I’d die before my mother (I hadn’t yet met Tim) or that I’d end up a living skeleton in some hospital unable to look after myself.


  Until proper treatment came on the scene circa 1996–7 in the form of combination therapy, I made little attempt to prolong my life by the use of drugs, experimental or otherwise. That said, I did have a month on AZT (Zidovudine). I wrote at the time:


  
    It’s filthy shit basically. I don’t know much about it but I do know that it made me feel really unwell and I was unhappy about taking it. Some people tolerate it OK but I felt like I was seasick during a force eight gale on a cross-Channel ferry having just been force-fed two jumbo pork pies. I hold and have always held that there is nothing on this planet worse than depression; that said intense and persistent nausea comes a fairly close second. Just the thought of stopping AZT made me feel better – it was like addiction in reverse. Nothing could induce me to take it again.

  


  After that unsettling experience I made a conscious decision not to participate in any of the many random drugs trials on offer then, usually sponsored by global pharmaceutical companies, although for several years I took the antibiotic Septrin daily to ward off, successfully in my case, the life-threatening Aids-related pneumonia, Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia (PCP). There was at the time a great deal of pressure to take stuff; once a rather bossy doctor told me I was being irresponsible for refusing the hideous drug she was trying push on me. As a final, rather desperate sales pitch, she claimed it might prolong my life. I asked whether it had ever occurred to her that I might not actually want my life prolonged. I just object to doctors using power in that fashion. Thank God I met Mark Nelson, then a very young genius consultant. (Twenty-five years on, Mark is still my consultant, good friend and now a professor.)


  I soon got bored of following the research into the origins of Aids and was frankly more interested in who killed Kennedy. I haven’t had any ‘road to Damascus’ moments, although I feel that I have gone through a profound change of attitude to life. I like to think that I am possibly less angry and more compassionate now.


  In 1994, almost ten years after testing positive, I told Jessamy, ‘I’ve had some good days and not a few bad days but I’ve never been so depressed that I can’t laugh at a Carry On film.’
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  D’accord with my Nidnod . . . Life after Dad


  It’s September 1991 and my dad is in decline. His last horse-racing article sits half-finished in the rollers of his ancient typewriter. My mother finds the whole situation completely overwhelming. She calls me one morning in pieces. I respond: ‘Mother . . . I really hate to say this . . . but you must prepare yourself as things are not going to get any better.’


  My dad had always been the one constant for my mother. His sudden and very marked deterioration sends the family dynamic into a tailspin. For each one of us the spectacle of seeing the world-class intellect of my father disintegrate is a very personal, shocking and ultimately depressing experience.


  One night, things spiral out of control and Dad leaves home for the last time. You might think that the arrival of an ambulance would bring a sense of relief, whereas instead it is the beginning of a whole new world of problems.


  I go to see Dad the next day at the Battle Hospital in Reading. I find him just dumped in a ward and largely forgotten – as I guess in the eyes of a very busy hospital he is just old and on his way out.


  A male nurse appears to check his mental state. He asks Dad if he knows where he is. There is a slight pause before my father responds, ‘In the bloody black hole of bloody Calcutta.’


  Two days later, still no doctor has seen Dad and I announce to the hospital that he is leaving. They say this is not possible for a range of ridiculous reasons.


  Emboldened by my mother’s anguish at what is happening, I tell the hospital they have thirty minutes to get my dad ready to go, in a wheelchair with his medication, or else I am carrying him out over my shoulder there and then.


  All Dad wants is to go home, but there is no way in a million years that my mother can cope with nursing him at home only supported periodically by us siblings. So I take him to a care home ten minutes from my parents’ house.


  It seems like the miracle solution, whereas in reality the standard of care is dire, the place has an overwhelming reek of urine and my father is miserable.


  The last time I see him is on the Sunday when I promise him that I will always look after my mother.


  He dies two days later with my mother and his best friend Desmond Parkinson thankfully at his side. She never forgives herself that he was not able to die in his room at home.


  Despite the fact it was expected, I am shattered when my mother rings to tell me how my father has died as she held his hand. This is a sobering experience like no other. Dealing with technicalities such as death certificates is frankly a walk in the park in comparison to my heartbreak at the obvious distress of my poor mother. Nothing really prepares you for this.


  We have a small service at the crematorium followed by a thanksgiving service in Lambourn. In the afternoon my mother, my two sisters and I drive to the church to collect the ashes.


  My mother, who has had several drinks, wig slightly askew, appears from the church as we wait in the car.


  Believing, mistakenly, that the ashes urn is very fragile, I watch with my heart in my mouth as my mother totters (in only the way that my mother can totter) while clutching the urn to her breast as she weaves her way precariously between the gravestones.


  The act of spreading ashes itself is a strangely amateur affair, particularly if you have never done it before. With my mother quoting (or rather misquoting) a poem, we throw my dad to the universe up on the Lambourn gallops.


  Unfortunately, there is quite a strong wind and I get a substantial amount of my father in the eye and for a while think that I may have to go to A & E, and have to explain, ‘I’ve got some of my dad in my eye.’


  Several days later I return to London. Unpacking, I find the urn is still in the car boot. Casually I chuck the now virtually empty container in a dustbin – when suddenly I think, ‘I can’t do that. There’s still some of my dear old dad in there’. In panic, I retrieve it and eventually drop it off Wandsworth Bridge in a one-man ceremony.


  Three months later, Party Politics, one of Nick Gaselee’s horses, wins the Grand National having been trained on the very gallops where we scattered Dad. We all like to think that Dad had a bit of a hand in it.
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