Suicide Watch


I would never have wanted to be a patient in one of our huge, institutional, dreary, and often smelly, Victorian–era mental hospitals. We had one of these dreadful places not many miles from where I grew up, in a village called Arlesley; a name which became synonymous with the hospital itself.


‘You’ll end up in Arlesley,’ people would say when they wanted to scare the living daylights out of you.


Although during most of my childhood I imagined it to be some horrific type of internment camp for uncontrollable nutters, my attitude changed when I began to visit it regularly as a ‘volunteer helper’ during my late teenage years. I grew to enjoy and look forward to my weekly visits to the hospital; and this wasn’t only on account of the friendships I struck with some of the young and flighty nurses! I also formed meaningful relationships with many of the patients; some of whom, I felt, had no business to be there: they seemed perfectly ‘normal’ in my inexperienced assessment. Illusions of Bedlam-style pandemonium were finally laid to rest as I allowed the reality of experience to replace the fantasy of imagination. 

After university, through my church-based work, I got to know a number of mentally disturbed characters who needed hospital treatment. By going to visit them, I had occasion to experience and learn about several different kinds of psychiatric institutions. And twelve years on from my first encounter with Arlesley, as part of my training to become a vicar in the Church of England, I began to visit another large Victorian-era asylum; not far from Durham. If this hospital was typical of others around the country, then it was evident that enormous changes had taken place, even in such a comparatively short time. The building was bright and well decorated, and there were only a few wards where the smell came anywhere near to being that which could be described as odious.

Regardless of such improvements, there was still something about these places which seemed to me to be so mind-numbingly institutional that even the thought of being interred as a patient in one of them myself was enough to give me a severe attack of the heebie-jeebies. On the other hand, the hypothetical prospect of my becoming a patient in one of the smaller hospitals which offered ‘acute’ short-term treatment didn’t seem quite so alarming. I sometimes couldn’t help but feel pretty certain that if it were ever to actually happen, not only would I make the most of the opportunity to have a bloody good rest but I would also make damn certain I enjoyed the experience. What could be so awful, I wondered, about being able to spend a few days or weeks attending craft workshops, joining in group discussions, watching TV, listening to my favourite music, playing chess, and relaxing in the evening over a jigsaw puzzle and cup of hot cocoa? I could almost envy those who were so fortunate!

‘Don’t jump! Think of your family!’ he quipped jokingly with a relaxed laugh. He was speaking to a friend who was stood looking out of a metal-framed window onto a drop of some thirty feet or so below! I’d never seen him before; he was a visitor to the hospital. But I instantly hated him. I glared at him as I walked past, despising the intrusion of unwelcome humour into my miserable world; especially such grossly insensitive humour, which reverberated through my head with cruel pain. 

How can ‘they’ have allowed him to say such a thing in a place like this? Doesn’t he know why some of us are here? Oh my God, help me! Help me please! Please help me!
 It had become virtually impossible, even for a few seconds, to tear my thoughts away from the relentless mental invitation to hurl myself from some great height. 

Surely, possibly, maybe, I will then be relieved of this deep inner-torment. But maybe not! How can I know? If only I were able to give it a try. If only somehow I could. If only I knew what lay beyond death. 

If only my mind hadn’t been so confused and ravaged by conflicting thoughts which buffeted me helplessly this way and that like a discarded can of lager against the harbour wall in a storm….. If only those bloody metal-framed windows hadn’t been welded shut then maybe I could have propelled myself headlong from them onto the inviting hardness of the beautiful concrete below.


I had paced up and down, down and up, up and down the soft-carpeted corridor on the ward a thousand times, if once, since my whole body was electrified with anxiety and couldn’t rest. It had to move. It had to think.

 Surely there must be a way to escape the watchful eyes of the staff? Surely I can find the courage and the opportunity to finish it all? Surely it would be right to do so . . . . wouldn’t it? Oh my God! If only my head were silent, just for a moment. If only I could find some answers to these remorseless questions. 

But there were no answers, no opportunities, no courage . . . . . nothing! I couldn’t even find the way out! 


‘You pathetic, treacherous, worthless worm! How can you fight against God?’ demanded the voice of my mind. ‘How can you fight against the One who is all knowing and all powerful, against the One who has mapped out a pathway for you which leads to Hell itself, against the One who entices you to take your own life but denies you even the tenuous comfort of having the conviction to know it to be the right thing to do; the conviction that would bring with it the requisite courage.’

 Many was the time that I had peered enquiringly, longingly, through that window onto the drop below. But there was to be no escape from the mental hell engulfing my frightened, desperate, psychotically deranged mind. My tormentor was mocking me, teasing me, laughing at me! 


‘Don’t jump! Think of your family!’ 


How stupid! Didn’t the man know that I had a wonderful family who, so I often believed, were sent to me from Heaven itself? I loved them passionately, and they me! I had no wish to cause them pain of any kind — let alone abandon them. But the logic of my restless tormented brain, spinning helplessly out of control in a paranoid free-fall, told me that I could no longer return to being the dad they’d once known: I’d gone too far. I was now gripped by the punishing fury of an overpowering, vengeance-seeking God, for I had ‘crucified the Son of God on my own account’.


‘ “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” saith the Lord’.  (And I could just Him smirking with derision as He did so!)


Biblical words of divine retribution spun round and round in my head with crushing, repetitive menace:

“For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted the Heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God and put him to an open shame.”

‘Without doubt, without a shadow of doubt,’ I thought, ‘I am one of those people whom the apostle Peter is speaking about in these words from the New Testament:



“It would have been better for them if they had not known the way of righteousness than, having known it, to have turned from the Holy commandment delivered to them. But it has happened to them according to the true proverb: ‘A dog returns to his own vomit, and a sow, having washed, to her wallowing in the mire’.”

And the mire in which I was wallowing clung to me with painful adhesion. It was sucking me into its bog-like grasp and promising to finally overwhelm me. There, in the ‘County Hospital’ (which treated short-term ‘acute’ patients), I could find no respite from the torture of my own accusing thoughts. I found little solace in music and couldn’t concentrate for long enough to read an article on the front page of a newspaper let alone attempt a jigsaw puzzle. I knew only the pain and deep deep depression of continuously rehearsing in my mind the reasons why I would never recover from this illness — an illness which God himself, so it seemed, had afflicted me with. The only respite I got from it all was when I fell into a short, drugged sleep at the end of every day. 
If only I could bring it all to end, my family could then begin to rebuild their lives free from the curse which I am carrying with me.


‘Don’t jump! Think of your family!’ By Christ, I wished that thinking of my family would have put it all into perspective and exorcised the madness.


I had a plan though! 

Having been taken off ‘constant observation’, I slipped out of the building after breakfast one Sunday morning and, in the small shop under the railway arches, bought a newspaper. If questioned on my return, I could produce it to use as an excuse for why I’d left the building without permission — permission which wouldn’t have been given had I asked for it. Next, at the chemist, I bought a large bottle of Paracetamol, which I then slipped into the inner pocket of my coat.


Back to the ward, and back to my room — unnoticed and unquestioned! Good! Write a short note to Jeanne. What shall I say? How will she understand? No need to say to too much; I’ve already said it all. She won’t be surprised. Just tell her how much I love her and the children. Tell her how this is the best thing for all of us. Now, open the bottle. Start taking the pills.

One, two, three, four........

Mind Games

There was much about Mark — and what he had —  which made him the kind of person I was glad to be friends with; not least his long curly hair and his Afghan coat, which reeked with the stale odour of patchouli oil. Things like these were, for me, the succulent bait of a culture whose apparent magic and mystery I’d become fascinated by, a culture that had seduced me with its flirtatiously inveigling promise of almost unmitigated colour, excitement and stimulation. It was never a sustainable culture, of course, and its appeal had been hugely exaggerated in the imagination and fantasies of a young adolescent mind. But because I’d become so bewitched by the beguilement of its promises, it was to be many years before I would be able to exorcise the effects of the enchantment under which I’d fallen. 


Through the way he wore his hair, the way he dressed, the music he listened to, the drugs he took and the kind of girls he liked, Mark himself somehow managed to embody and affirm many aspects of what it was I wanted to be part of. I could never have betrayed my inherent conservatism by becoming too closely associated with those unruly, long-haired dudes who flashed peace signs in the air while accusing the police of being pigs, and nearly everyone else — or at least those who had more money than they did — of being motherfuckers. But Mark wasn’t like that. Essentially, he was gentle, non-radical, and had two feet very securely planted on terra firma. Our friendship drew me as comfortably close as I wanted to be to the family of young people who traced their roots back to the hippy, free-love, drug-taking, rock-loving ‘revolution’ of the sixties.


The year was 1973, and it was on a warm August evening that Mark and I set off with the intention of hitch-hiking to Windsor, where a ‘free’ pop festival was being held in the Great Park over the bank holiday weekend. Needless to say, very little was planned — acting on impulse has always been one of what I still feel to be my most endearing characteristics, though my wife may disagree at this point! We simply packed some ruck-sacks, dug out my old tent from somewhere or other and set off into the evening, not even certain of the best roads to take. It was all a new experience for me, with no small measure of persuasion having been necessary to obtain parental consent. 

As a last minute thought I’d rooted out and put on an old, tasselled cowboy-hat from bygone years; and heading off towards the sunset, I genuinely felt like a carefree cowhand with nothing but blue skies and open roads ahead of me. I was certainly on a ‘high’, with the hope of meeting a beautiful girl, as ever, never far from my mind. But even if things didn’t work out in that respect, I reassured myself, there were still the drugs and the music to look forward too. My pseudo-hippy dream was at its zenith — and was about to be exposed for the hollow fantasy it really was. 


Mark made all the decisions about the best roads to take and the best places to stand by for lifts. I was happy just to follow, with little awareness of the exact route we were taking: I didn’t care! This was freedom at its best, the warm evening sunshine spinning a beguiling veil of well-being which left me feeling impervious to harm or danger of any kind. At a small service station, which I think must have been some ten or twenty miles west or north west of Windsor, we were offered a lift by some guys who were either going or were at least willing to go to the festival themselves. Very soon, the dope (marijuana) filled ‘joints’ were being passed around. All thoughts of careers, exams, school, jobs, and family — anything which could have been associated with responsibility, anxiety, pain or disappointment — were banished. In these moments of high bliss, the past and the future became aliens with no means of intruding into the dimension of the present. I was intoxicated not only by the dope but also by the pleasure of sharing in an esoteric kind of oneness. Here I was with folk I scarcely knew but with whom I was clearly travelling along the same road, in more ways than the obvious one; folk with whom I found instant comradeship through the shared intent to seek and find pleasure from the enchantment of ‘being free’.


Darkness had fallen by the time we reached Windsor Great Park. Becoming aware of the police presence, our driver and his friends thought it best not to take the vehicle further along the road. Having dropped us off, they turned back. I imagine they were worried about being searched for drugs, but this wasn’t a culture in which you felt the need to ask too many questions; easy-come-easy-go, live-and-let-live, here-today-gone-tomorrow, what-the-hell: ‘thanks for the lift, guys!’ After Mark and I had got out, we saw no more of our travelling companions.


The road in front was awash with other foot-travellers descending on the park, so we settled in alongside the rest of the crowd. I was bristling with an excitement heightened by the darkness, the warmth, and the feeling that I was taking part in some clandestine but relatively harmless gathering of people who felt exactly the same as I did about what it meant to have fun! 

I have enjoyed similar moments of intense anticipatory excitement stimulated by new experiences on several other occasions throughout my life, but have found, unfortunately, they can never be planned for or regenerated in exactly the same way by doing the same thing over again: they simply descend upon you when the correct combination of circumstances come together. As on the occasion, for example, when I approached the twin towers of Wembley with thousands upon thousands of fellow supporters to watch my beloved Luton Town in an FA Cup semi-final. This was the first time I had been to Wembley for any match, let alone to watch Luton. The pre-match excitement did not, sadly, lead to post-match euphoria. We lost! How I hate Chelsea, and Gavin Peacock in particular. Did you have to come and pose for photographers after the match right in front of where I was sitting? I guess you must have known how much it would add insult to injury and therefore did it just to spite!

We walked for a mile or so before it became apparent we had arrived at the festival site itself. To our right, we could see the silhouettes of tents pitched amongst a wooded area just to one side of the main road. Scattered here and there were campfires encircled by groups of people gazing intently into the dancing flames and passing around large, fat, hand-rolled cigarettes. Where the flames gave aspect to the shape of faces otherwise indistinguishable in the darkness, it was clear that the majority of them were male, many of them wearing beards and having the appearance of an archetypal hippy. This was no commercialised festival for trendy, middle-class teeny-boppers; it was possibly one of the last of the genuinely free and impromptu music festivals of the era. I confess to having felt very young and out-of-place amongst these heavyweights, who were, clearly, seasoned ‘festival freaks’.

Between the wooded area and the road were more policemen than I had ever seen gathered together in one place before; and although occasionally jeered and taunted by the gentle folk of the woods, they showed no signs of intending to interfere with the off-road proceedings. In the shelter of such ‘safe’ surroundings, Mark and I touted around to ‘score’ (buy) some dope; then we pitched our own tent and turned in for the night.


The next day was one of those rare, swelteringly-hot August bank-holiday Saturdays. The weather was certainly smiling on the event. But the hedonistic canopy of well-being lent by the glorious sunshine wasn’t enough to mask the underlying anarchy which permeated the whole ‘structure’ of this unauthorised festival. Throughout the day, the ‘organisers’ kept announcing over a scarcely adequate public address system that the stage would soon arrive, having been delayed, evidently, for a whole variety of reasons — which apparently kept changing as the day went on. Along with hundreds of others, I could anticipate the arrival of evening-time with no live music to reward the faithful who’d patiently endured the heat of the day. We’d been promised that Hawkwind would be playing, but promises now seemed to count for little. And the stage, in fact, never did arrive.


Also, there were incidents of one kind or another involving the police, the most serious of which came when a large mob who’d separated from the main body of the festival crowd marched towards an adjacent field in pursuit of a dog-handling bobby. I have no idea whatsoever how the situation arose or what it was all about; except to speculate, not unreasonably perhaps, that it was probably connected with illegal drug use and consequent attempts by the Windsor Constabulary to execute their mandated duty. The mob advanced with a speed and apparent ferocity which took both the onlookers and the policeman by surprise. He retreated hastily, clearly in fear for his personal safety, eventually breaking out into a desperate run. But the mob were in angry mood and pressed forward undeterred. Thankfully, the poor bobby reached a place of safety when he was whisked away by a police helicopter which had landed nearby. The whole spectacle left a nauseous feeling in my stomach concerning the trustworthiness of these ‘gentle’ folk with whom I’d pitched in my lot. 


As the shadows lengthened and the heat abated, the frustrations of the day began to fade too. Hawkwind had arrived, bringing with them a good PA system of their own; albeit that the ‘stage’ on which they would have to perform was only a makeshift affair. Not something, I suspect, that would have troubled Hawkwind too much, although other big name bands may not have been so accommodating! The music began to sound out and a crowd soon gathered around this improvised stage area where Mark and I had secured ourselves a place well to the front. We lay on the ground listening to a few unknown bands perform before Mark went off to score some more dope. Having returned, he told me that he’d been unable to find anyone with dope to sell. Instead, he said, he’d bought us each a brown microdot tablet of ‘acid’ (LSD). To me this was a poor substitute for dope as, never having taken more than half a tablet before, I was unsure of the potential effects. If I were to go ahead, I would have to take a whole tablet: the physical act of cutting one of these minuscule tablets in half without the aid of a knife was verging on the impossible. 

It would have been best had I allowed my reluctance to experiment further with this drug determine my response to Mark. Quite simply, I should have been strong enough to say ‘no thanks’ and left it at that! After a little persuasion, however, my thirst for the some kind of high to enhance the whole atmosphere of the occasion got the better of me. I swallowed one of the tablets whole, then lay down again. We didn’t have to wait for long before Hawkwind took to the ‘stage’. The set wasn’t long, their performance being marked more by sheer volume and raucous, exciting, electric rhythm than by lyrical subtlety or musical virtuosity. Hardly surprising, perhaps, given that they all gave the clear impression of being quite unashamedly stoned. In any case, the content of their songs became inconsequential to me when Satia, their stripper, began her ‘dance’ routine.

 Realising that very soon she would be stark naked right in front of my lustful eyes, I found myself watching with disbelieving anticipation. Not that she had a great figure or natural sex appeal, unless being amply proportioned and having huge breasts is considered sexy. But she did have raw energy and a witch-like charm that was almost overpowering for a young innocent like myself. Her simple, sluttish, almost-ragged black clothing was soon shed as she swung her head round and round in vigorous, gyratory, thrusting motions: movements which threw her long, flowing, convoluted dark hair off from her drooping breasts and up into the air in all directions like a distorted, darkened halo.


When the set ended, I lay back down on the flattened grass again, pleased to observe that a group of attractive girls had taken up a position nearby. I still wasn’t sure whether or not the acid was ‘doing’ anything to me, so I asked if I could share some of their cider. They willingly obliged me. I hoped that later in the evening, as we all lay there on the ground together, maybe the girl next to me would be responsive if my hand reached across to touch her body.

Another unknown band took the platform. As I watched them, I suddenly became aware of effects from the drug which I’d read about but never before experienced. The shape of the lead guitarist’s limbs became hard to focus on or make sense of. Almost as if they were a reflected image in a fairground hall of mirrors, or as if they were made of easily pliable rubber, they began to elongate and distort. But yet more strangely, it seemed that they were becoming entangled with his guitar in such a way that it was impossible to distinguish between instrument and limb. Having obviously located the relevant mental control-centre and assumed command, the drug was beginning to send the chemical signalling network within me haywire. My whole body was gripped by an enormously powerful intoxicating surge that pulsated through every nerve and sinew, and it became almost impossible to think clearly. This acid was powerful; too powerful! 

I lay back, unable to resist the forces at work over mind and body. Looking up at the sky, I could see hundreds and thousands of silver droplets falling from the Heavens as rain, even though there were no clouds from which any precipitation could have issued on this clear, late-summer’s evening. The beauty of the spectacle reached a crescendo which threatened to tear me apart with its strength. In something of a panic I tried to sit up, but I could scarcely move my body: an unwelcome plight which further exacerbated my anxiety. What would happen when the crowd began to move away at the end of the evening? How would I get back to the tent?

 The very thing which I’d always feared about drug-taking was now happening — I was losing control of my mental and physical faculties. My schooling in things religious had equipped me with an almost superstitious faith that God would always be there to help in times of acute need, so I quickly said ‘The Lord’s Prayer’ over in my mind, almost as some kind of mantra with inherent power to banish all evil; a sure defence in times of trouble, its efficacy as certain as that of holding up a crucifix to Count Dracula. Surely I would now be alright?

Mark could see that I was well and truly stoned. Playfully, he began to make flickering gestures with his hands in front of my face. The movements were jerky, staccato, as if being viewed through a stroboscope; they irritated me enormously. I looked away towards a nearby Oak tree, well aware of the crazed menace which seemed to be closing in on me. But the tree had no leaves. In their place, cluttered around every twig, I saw glaring back at me a myriad of gruesome, gargoyle-like, demonic faces. I tried to scream, but had become mute. I tried to run, but absolutely nothing within my body would respond to my mental commands. Just as in the worst kind of fevered nightmare, I sensed a tormenting force clasping me in its vice-like grip, locking me, holding me, preventing movement or escape. And then, while I watched on helplessly, everything which constituted my perception of reality, including the dimension of time, slowly, slowly, slowly ground down to a deathly halt as all aspects of conscious awareness came to a complete standstill.

Strangely, I sensed I had been ‘here’ before: it was a dimension I knew of from the deepest subterranean recesses of my subliminal being. I felt myself becoming paralysed by a biter bitter coldness coming not from without but from somewhere deep within me. No longer was I part of this world with its ordered structure of time and space, as normally understood, but I was on a ‘trip’ into a different dimension, possibly inside myself, or possibly elsewhere in the universe; God only knows where it was — but now I wasn’t in control, now I was being controlled!


The enormity of the terror that engulfed me cannot be conveyed in normal language for there simply aren’t words to describe what was happening. To this day I cannot fully explain what was going on, albeit that my understanding is far more developed. For all that the legion of grotesque hallucinations beginning to hem me in on every side — and which presented themselves to me as ‘reality’ — were wild and chaotic, there was also an underlying order or process about the experience: a tormenting inevitability about everything, impressing itself upon my young mind as being evil, as having begun the haunting assignment of destroying me, slowly and methodically. 

And then the next thing I knew I was up on my feet and running away. My limbs had unlocked, so I ran, ran, ran through the crowds to escape. Everywhere I looked I saw demented, chimerical faces jeering at me, although I had no idea that I was hallucinating since everything I saw and heard impressed itself upon me as ‘being there’. Somewhere, surely, I could escape from the faces and the noise? But the harder I ran, the more pathetic my flight seemed for I felt I was getting nowhere. I couldn’t escape because I wasn’t being allowed to escape, and again my limbs stiffened. Forced into drugged acceptance that further resistance was futile, I then heard a voice speaking to me quite plainly above the cacophony of other voices and noises around me. It spoke by accentuating one word from one person here and another word from another person there in such a way that, together, the words formed a complete, undeniable, intelligible sentence. There was no mistaking what I heard!  While my limbs painfully ground down to an impotent halt (like the flickering image from a film projector that has had its plug pulled out), I heard the mocking voice sardonically declare:


‘The wheels of time grind slowly, but they keep on grinding’.

But once again my limbs unfroze and I was on the move, running in what I thought to be the direction of the road. I ran straight across it, oblivious to the movement of traffic or the thick presence of police. In describing the events which took place on this LSD trip, I talk about running and walking as if I was actually aware of moving about the festival site in this way. The truth is, however, that although I was sometimes conscious of how I got from one place to another, at other times — such as when I found myself standing in the middle of a busy road — I had no more idea of how I came to be where I was than one does in a dream where scenes merge into one another with no logical connection and the need to ask ‘how did I get here?’ is irrelevant to the flow of the action.

 The sight of the policemen lined up along the side of the road kindled within me a small glimmer of hope because I still retained the good old-fashioned belief that they were ‘there to help’. One of them took me by the arm, swiftly perceiving that I did indeed need to be helped, not arrested. He led me patiently — for I needed considerable support — to the ‘Release’ encampment, a kind of first-aid area which had been specifically set up for people who were having problems of one kind or another with drugs. I remember being persuaded to lie down on a blanket and left, presumably, to lie quietly until I had recovered. 


But the hallucinogenic effects of the drug, both visual and audible, were continuing to strengthen. As I tried to take stock of my surroundings, I saw everything covered with a deep, thick frost which permeated every crevice and covered every blade of grass. From time to time I saw people with grossly disproportional features leaning over me. They had huge, monstrous, grotesquely contorted faces and long elongated bodies stretching away into infinity — best compared to the photographic technique where the face, pressed close to lens, assumes enormous size in relation to the rest of the body. Worst of all were their thick, prominent, bushy eyebrows, which protruded menacingly and were disgustingly engrossed with voluminous beads of the clinging, omnipresent frost. 

These bizarre facial apparitions continuously twisted and changed, even while I was staring directly at them. Long, ridiculous icicles began to form in their matted dreadlocks until, for all the world, they looked like frozen spectres emerging as the living dead from the depths of a sunless Arctic winter. I tried to avert my eyes, but nowhere could they rest without some bizarre and gnarled image forcing itself through their apertures into my disturbed mind. Nor could I escape from it all by shutting them for I could sense my heart pounding away at a phenomenal rate and every part of my body seemed raked with discomfort and deathly cold. Besides, the torment of the mocking voices became all the greater when my eyes were shut, filling my head with deafening messages of deserved damnation.


Pathetically, I tried to kill myself by holding my breath, unaware that this would be impossible — even to a person with full control of body and mind. I soon gave up the useless attempt, surrendering myself to the fatalistic inevitability of all that was happening. With every feeble, futile effort I made to mitigate my distress came the crushing reminder that I was being remorselessly teased into exhausted paralysis of body and soul by an omnipotent being into whose hands I had been delivered: a being who was able to execute his macabre design with the indefatigable patience of an eternal spirit.

 There was to be no escape! Possibly I was dead already; possibly this was true madness! Yes! That was it! Like stepping across the border from one country to the next, I had quite literally crossed over into cloud-cuckoo land. No wonder, I thought to myself, you hear people talk about ‘the thin dividing line between madness and sanity’: a line which then manifested itself, drawn out in front of me as a translucent but impenetrable hologram. On the other side of it were people who inhabited the alien world of the sane; people who were laughing and talking quite normally and occasionally looking back across at me with woebegone faces. Instinctively, I knew I couldn’t pass across this line; but I struggled to do so, only to find myself forced back — I know not how. 

I lay back down, numbed with mental exhaustion and very nearly drained of all emotion; wherein I found some small chink of comfort from having ceased to care about my fate. A mistake again! I was to be allowed no comfort in complacency. The assault on my senses then became ‘physical’. At every point where my body came into contact with another surface, I became aware of excruciating discomfort; not necessarily pain as such, but oppressive hardness, or roughness, or coldness, or tightness. In particular, the cord of my cowboy hat felt as if it was strangling me, so I struggled to tear it free from round my neck.


Possessed again with the need for flight, I found myself on my legs and running. Surely, if I could escape from all these people by finding refuge in the darkness of the open woodlands beyond, then maybe I could also escape from the horror of what was happening to me? But run as I might, it was again futile. I knew that I’d already run through the same ‘scene’ many times before: the same faces, the same uphill stretch of grass, but always the same distance to travel to the darkness beyond. I turned full circle and began to run back into the thick of things. 

Something caught my attention; a loud burst of music maybe. From the corner of my eye I saw what I took to be disco-type amplification equipment and stopped to look more closely. As I did so, a flickering series of images, or ‘frames’, spooled in front of my eyes. The music equipment became progressively older and older in each passing frame until, finally, it became an antiquated gramophone with a huge, polished, metal horn.

I carried on wandering aimlessly through the festival crowd, always trying to escape from my living nightmare but always unsuccessful, continuously subject to outrageous hallucinatory distortions of reality, and continuously subject to the delusion of having entered into a dark, alien dimension of consciousness over which I had no control. At times, the absolute cerebral chaos overwhelmed my stupefied senses to the extent that I found myself surrounded by near emptiness: deafening silence with only dim, fading, flickering lights in the distance to convince me that it wasn’t yet all other. It seemed to be only a question of time, though, before all remaining light would vanish, all movement would freeze, and all ability to communicate with the world by hearing, smelling and touching would be withdrawn. And then there I would be, a petrified spirit surrounded by total darkness and nothingness, banished to a place of everlasting solitude. 

But when it didn’t happen quite like that and I again became aware of people moving round about me, some primeval instinct for survival compelled me to fight back, to seek help. Driven by desperation, I turned to some passers-by: a group of people clothed in what looked like black, motorcycle leathers, and who I therefore took to be ‘bikers’.


‘Please help me, I’m having a bad trip,’ I pleaded.


These were the first meaningful words I’d spoken since the trip had begun. One of the bikers, a girl, took me gently by the hand, pulling me to her side as she urged me to stay with them and not to worry. We arrived at some kind of camp which had been struck in a small clearing between the trees. To one side of a blazing log fire in the middle of it, I saw what looked like a parked van with its back doors open — a van into which they undoubtedly intended to bundle me. Panic struck again as paranoid thoughts raced through my mind. ‘Perhaps they’re police about to take me away,’ I thought, understanding by now that I had no way of knowing what was really going on round about me. I loosed the girl’s grip and fled.

 All I could think to do was keep making the same desperate plea to the other people whom I more or less collided with:

‘Please help me. I’m having a bad trip.’ 

One man said he had no idea what to do, and another backed away from me as if I were an unclean leper, as if I too looked to others like they did to me — horrific and ghoulish. With each rebuff came a reinforcement of the conviction that there was simply to be no escape. And it seemed, again, that the night’s black darkness was closing in. Yet still I had to obey this instinctive, mechanical urge to find a way out; so I gave the same, disconsolate, ‘please help me’ supplication to another passer-by. This time, the response was immediate, unambiguous, and filled with positive reassurance, given with the conviction of someone who is confident they can make good their word.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you!’ he said, convincingly.


Sitting down on the grass right where we were, he drew me down next to him close to his side. I instinctively tucked my head into the protective enfold of his outstretched arms. Then he began gently stroking my forehead. In an instant, the whole nature of this trip changed. Whereas, before, everything was grating and discordant, my whole body now pulsated with waves and waves of euphoric sensation; and I felt so fully harmonised with my companion, the world, and indeed the whole cosmos, that the emotion was too much for this disorientated, battered young soul to cope with. I began to weep, begging forgiveness from my companion through the tears.


‘I’m so sorry, I must seem like a child,’ I managed to weakly whisper.

‘Hey, don’t you worry yourself about that,’ came the reassuring reply. ‘Don’t you know we’re all children here!’


Those words will remain etched on my memory for the rest of my life; so strong, so brave, so gentle, so absolutely appropriate to the situation. Of course, I have no way of knowing whether they were heard from within my drug-crazed head or whether they were really spoken by this Angel of mercy. But I would like, with all my heart, to believe that it was indeed my companion who spoke them, just as I heard them!


I lay there with my head against his breast for some considerable time as visions of breathtaking beauty appeared in front of my eyes. They contained colours of incredible richness and depth that are simply never seen in the normal conscious state. The visions were, predominantly, magnificent kaleidoscopic sequences of patterns that whirled and danced seductively in front of my eyes; or, at other times, they were of serenely peaceful landscapes, far-away shores silhouetted against the backdrop of glorious fairy-tale sunsets. There was an astral dimension to all of this. I felt myself to have become fused with the cosmos: I was the cosmos, and the cosmos was I. Time, space, sound, touch, distance and smell were no longer meaningful expressions. Everything was being gathered up into one harmonised whole and I myself was being taken on a sympathetic tour through the very secrets of the universe. 


It is for this reason, perhaps, that stories are heard of people trying to fly while they are high on LSD. This isn’t so much because they necessarily feel they can defy gravity, as such, but because they have the lost the sense of being ‘apart’ from the physical world. If, for example, I’d been looking down from the top of a high building while all this was taking place, then I would have had no sense of being spatially separated from everything below. I may well — had I wished to reach ground level — have carelessly stepped forward, feeling quite confident as I did so that regardless of whether it was myself moving to the ground or the ground moving towards me I would be able to make the transition as easily as stepping off a pavement.

It therefore became impossible for me to believe that the environment into which I’d been transported now my trip had made such an unlikely U-turn could ever hold any threat or danger. Serene happiness invigorated my exhausted body and I sensed a glowing radiance warming me from deep within. If indeed I had died (for I still didn’t know where I ‘was’ in that sense), then I thought that I must now have been translated from Hell to Heaven: set free from the mortal bondage of bodily constraint into a world which could only possibly be Paradise itself. 


Elated with relief and anxious to explore this new world in which I found myself, the next thing I knew was that my companion, with dream-like inconsistency, had been left behind — somewhere. (As far as I know, for there is no way I can recall anything about his appearance, I have never seen him since. Thankyou, good friend; maybe you really were an Angel!) 


The noise on the festival site had largely died down. Many folk, I guess, had gone off to their tents for the night, but not everyone. I joined a circle of people who were sat around a campfire and, believing them to inhabit and know all about this ethereal dimension that I myself was to become part of, began to make comments and ask questions which I felt sure they would understand. There was something about the way they responded to me and the way I thought they were looking at me, though, which still didn’t make sense. Here we all were, a brotherhood of those who’d made the journey from one kingdom to another, and yet I somehow didn’t feel fully accepted by them. 

Although I remained quite convinced that I was being introduced into a kingdom of consummate, celestial perfection and was already standing with one foot inside of it, these other people whom I was sitting with made me feel that there was yet another level of enlightenment which I needed to experience before I could become as one of them — the ones who had entered into full citizenship of the empyrean kingdom! It was like being unable to complete a puzzle for want of that last missing piece, the crucial piece which would make sense of the whole picture.

 The cavorting, surreal nature of the images which were dancing around in my head made it very hard for me to hold on to and capture the detail of what I could ‘see’ out there. But from what I could make out by looking at the expressions on the faces of my new compatriots, I thought that they were trying to say something to me like: 

‘Come on! It’s up to you. We’re waiting for you to come and join us, but you haven’t yet grasped what it is that’s still keeping you back. You haven’t yet learnt the innermost secret of celestial existence that the whole of life and, in particular, what you’re going through at the moment is meant to reveal.’

Knowing myself to be so very close, I felt sure that these people would offer the helping hand I needed just to finally pull me through. Wasn’t that why I’d found myself in amongst them? All I had to do was learn from them what it was that I still had to grasp. I think I may have asked some rather unusual questions as I tried to solicit their help, and became slightly frustrated with myself that I couldn’t seem to express myself clearly enough to get the answers I needed from them. I carried on patiently, however, quietly confident that these lovely people were just waiting for me to ask the right question to secure the final enlightenment which would make me as one with them. I had no idea whatsoever that they may have been laughing at me until, through my dazed senses, I distinctly heard someone ask: 


‘Who invited him here anyway?’ 

‘He’s on a trip,’ someone else replied, and they all looked at me with expressions of bemused concern.

A trip? I didn’t like the sound of that! A trip sounded like something which was all too casual. It was hard to decide whether or not it could ever be a bona-fide ticket of passage into their world. Was I included or excluded? Was I merely on a trip or had I passed over into eternity? It then dawned on me that I was still being teased, that I had been shown Heaven and then denied entry. Anxious and frightened once again, I moved away from the encirclement of those who belonged elsewhere.

The effects of the drug must have been beginning to wear off because I found my fear led more to a state of bewilderment than to the petrified horror which had previously engulfed me. Also, I found myself able to reason far more lucidly about my plight: I seemed to be caught in no-man’s land, neither belonging to the enchanted world which my trip had led me into, nor to the normal world which I’d known throughout the sixteen years of my life hitherto — the world I wanted to return to if only I could find a way back. I obviously wasn’t ready for Nirvana and just wanted to be normal again; I had to find a way of being ‘released’ from my hallucinatory captivity. 

‘Have you any idea how I can be released?’ I kept asking anyone whom I passed as I wandered about. No one had an answer for me. Then I stumbled across another company of those who were enjoying the bonhomie of sitting around a pile of burning wood, and put my request to them with no sense that it could have been considered unusual.

‘Does anyone know how can I be released?’ I asked, ‘I just want to be released, that’s all I want!’

I must have sat with them for quite a while, hardly aware of the passage of time, still very dreamy, still very distanced from my surroundings, still unable to make appropriate responses when spoken to. All that I could manage was a repetition of my doleful ‘I-want-to-be-released’ supplication. But none of them would give me an answer in words which I could understand; they just smiled at me as they carried on singing their campfire songs. I had no idea what these songs were until one particular refrain did manage to register itself in my fragmented consciousness:

‘Please release me, let me go ………….’

They had all taken up singing the Englebert Humperdink classic. It seemed cruel, but probably wasn’t intended to be. Obviously they weren’t the ones who were going to help me re-enter the Earth’s atmosphere, so I went back to my lonely wanderings.     


In these dying stages of the trip, I was still experiencing some remarkable hallucinations; none more vivid than the transfigured face of a man who looked up at me out of his sleeping bag as I walked amongst some parked cars. It began to metamorphose even as I watched. Within the time it took to blink and check myself from moving any closer, I found I was looking not so much at a face as a skull: any remaining facial flesh was drawn tightly around the bone, blood oozed through the nose and mouth orifices, and the eyes — if indeed there were any — were set back into deep, black, cavernous sockets. The Grim Reaper look-alike then put his head to one side and reached up for me with his long, spindly fingers of death. Whoever he was, or whatever he intended, I was determined to struggle on past even if that meant treading right over the top of him. Frightened off, no doubt, by finding himself in the direct passage of a young lunatic who didn’t really know where he was going, he transformed back into human form, withdrew into the safety of his sleeping bag, and rolled over to let me past.

 
I found the dying embers of a campfire and curled myself up alongside it. I was cold again, but no longer with the petrifying cold that came from the inside-out; now it was with the cold of an early morning in late August coming from outside-in. I had been exposed to the elements nearly all night wearing only jeans and a T-shirt; my body, at last, was again beginning to tell me the things it should do! Beginning to shiver, I wished the flames could be brought back to life. I was still unable, however, to make the distinction between myself as a separate, autonomous, living creature whose flesh and blood were subject to the physical laws of our world, and myself as a ‘soul’ who’d been drawn up into a dimension where some mystical communion with the universe had replaced the mundane laws of mother Earth. In consequence, I sensed no danger as I instinctively plunged my face right into the pile of smouldering wood and blew vigorously. I felt no pain from the heat, even as the flames did indeed return to renew their work of consuming the dry, charcoaled timber. As they grew stronger, though, I felt the returning sensation of some kind of warmth and therefore withdrew my face.

 I lay there for some time, intrigued by the patterns and shadows of the rejuvenated fire. The effects of the drug were still strong enough to create euphoric delusions, giving me renewed hope that, if I couldn’t find a way to be ‘released’, maybe this whole trip would, after all, be consummated by some dramatic transportation into the very bosom of Paradise, where my poor tired mind could finally relinquish its hopeless struggle to make sense of all that was happening. How oh how could I ever be ‘normal’ again after all I’d been exposed to? How could I ever take my place in the ‘normal’ world again?

Then came the returning sensation of fatigue. With it came the urgent need to find somewhere to lay my head, close my eyes and sleep. Dawn wasn’t far away; enough spatial recognition had returned for me to work out where I was within the festival site. I managed to find my way back to where I believed we’d pitched our tent, only to find it had collapsed to the floor, presumably due to crowds of people traipsing across the guy-ropes in the dark, many of them stoned I would suspect. Mark was nowhere to be seen. Mercifully, I was able to locate my sleeping bag. I laid it out on the ground, drew myself into it, curled up my backpack under my head as a makeshift pillow and allowed the hypnotic influence of sleep to take control. 

South London life


Jeanne belonged to a flourishing, Anglican, evangelical church in South London — St. Mark’s, Kennington, just across the road from the Oval cricket ground. We were married there in the autumn. Not that the road to the aisle had been altogether sugar-sweet and silver-lined: anything so straightforward was highly improbable if past experience can ever be taken as an indicator of what lies ahead. The problems, such as they were, were largely the result of my continuing to apply Community dogma to our relationship. This included the expectation that Jeanne would show me the same kind — or very nearly the same kind — of submissive obedience practised at Bugbrooke.

 I was also frightened by the thought of being sucked into an avaricious whirlpool of Worldly materialism and vanity, and this had lead me into conflict with Jeanne’s parents over the wedding arrangements. Quite naturally, they would have liked to give her the best wedding that money could buy. They saw my stubborn refusal to countenance anything ‘fancy’ as rather unkind, awkward, independent, and even somewhat arrogant — which, I regret, it maybe was! I hadn’t, truth be told, meant to be like that; it was just that I’d felt compelled to stand firm, still convinced I had to pursue the most simple of lifestyles in order to please God.


For all my strange ways and ideas, for all the quirky dross which I carried out of the Community with me, for all the high-handed impositions I made upon both herself and her family, Jeanne obviously felt that our relationship was worth it all; and without surrender of her own right to have a viewpoint, she did everything she could to understand what was going on in my head and make allowances for me. She was unable, however, to restrict herself to just wearing long flowing frocks; I was the one who had to come to terms with the idea that there was nothing wrong with a ‘Christian woman’ wearing jeans as part of her normal way of dressing. Even so, she was gracious enough to stop wearing red nail-varnish on her toes, which, ridiculous though it may now sound, would have been just about more than I could cope with. 

As time progressed, I found there were more and more ‘Worldly ways’ which weren’t so vain, wicked or perverse as I’d once believed them to be; and poor Jeanne had a continuous struggle to know exactly what would and what wouldn’t be acceptable. She did her very best to keep pace with the ways in which I was changing, but the fuss I made about the red nail-varnish has put her off using it ever since — despite my encouragement that she should do so. And what’s more, so much have my attitudes changed that I can’t help but sometimes think the distinguished cosmetic effect of a small, discrete, gold nose-stub might be something I’d like to try out for myself. But please don’t worry, dear children of mine — I promise that I won’t. As you so rightly never tire of pointing out to me, it’s quite inappropriate at my time of life to try and look trendy or young.


Jeanne and I memorised our wedding vows and made them, without any prompting from the vicar, as we stood facing one another. My experiences at Bugbrooke had taught me that I never ever again wanted to bind myself to an institution demanding wholehearted commitment — even that of marriage — without having made a full and honest appraisal of whether I had enough resources to complete the building of the metaphoric tower. And my experiences with ‘l’amour’ had taught me that I never ever again wished to cause a woman pain through failing her in my loyalty and love. I didn’t, therefore, want to make my vow to love Jeanne until death to us part with any starry-eyed romantic idealism. I wanted to make it because I was pledging myself on sacred oath, come what may, to see our union through whatever may lie ahead for it (insofar, that is, as anyone can bind themselves to such a promise without knowing the future, human that we are). I was only able to do this in the knowledge that she was a very special person for whom any and all sacrifices would be worthwhile. 

I haven’t always been the perfect husband, the emotional tide of our love has known both ebb and flow, we have argued as all couples do, and when the balance of my mind was deranged — to which this story is leading us — I came close to betrayal through wishing myself dead. 


One of the first things I’d done after proposing to Jeanne — and being made to wait at least ten painful seconds for her answer — was type a letter to Noel Stanton making it quite plain to him that there could never be any question of me returning to Bugbrooke as a Community member. He already knew this perfectly well, of course, but I hadn’t ever put it in writing so that it was there for the record, with no scope for dispute. There was also the matter of what all my friends were still thinking. While in Jerusalem, I’d been literally deluged with letters from well-meaning Brothers and Sisters who still hoped for my return. For everyone’s sake I needed my intentions to be made known, unambiguously. In my letter, therefore, not only did I emphasise — again — the fundamental disagreements I had with the Community, but I also told Noel that he should make it quite clear to one and all that the parting of ways had been final: I wouldn’t be returning, irrespective of what he may have led others to believe! 


Although the letter I received in reply was signed by Noel himself, it had been prepared, so it said, in consultation with other senior elders. It accused me of being patronising and, more importantly, of having ‘sinned against the Brotherhood’. It urged me to ‘repent of my pride and sin’ and return to the fold of the Community, or else — and I quote — ‘the judgement of Matthew 18 vv.15-17 will apply’. 


‘Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother. But if he will not hear you, take with you one or two more, that “by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.” And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.’ (Mathew 18 vv. 15-17)


I hardly even needed to refer to my Bible to understand what was being said to me because the process of ‘church discipline’ had been spelt out for us many many times. We were all so familiar its procedural stages and consequences that it had even entered into the Community’s jargon. It didn’t used to be at all uncommon to hear people talk about ‘giving-someone-a-Matthew-Eighteen’.

 There were, apparently, several stages to this disciplinary process, the first two being employed with the hope of ‘gaining back’ the disobedient by urging them to renounce whatever sin it was they were being accused of . The third stage, that of being spoken to by the ‘the church’, was someone’s last chance to repent; failure to do so would result in their excommunication — giving them over to the judgement of God. This meant having nothing more to do with them, excluding them from all fellowship, denying them the right to share in the eucharistic signs of God’s forgiveness; treating them, in effect, as ‘heathens and tax collectors’. 

Noel had frequently warned us not to ‘harden ourselves’ by refusing to listen to the corrective entreaties of our Brothers and Sisters. He had always insisted that ‘being of one heart with the brethren’ was a necessary pre-condition to share in the eucharistic meal and be availed of its cleansing power. Those who ‘hardened themselves’ towards the brethren and refused — or were refused — the bread and wine were, he insisted, in grave danger of becoming like those whom the apostle Peter referred to as having ‘crucified the son of God on their own account’. These were the ones beyond God’s grace, the ones who no longer had the opportunity to repent, the ones who had embarked on the irreversible journey to everlasting damnation.

It looked as if I was going to become the Community’s first certified apostate! The letter in front of me claimed to represent ‘the church’, making it quite clear that if I failed to repent, if I failed to return, then:

‘the judgement — the ultimate judgement of excommunication — will apply’.

I don’t remember feeling too perturbed about any implied spiritual threat of Divine disfavour contained within this ‘judgement’ because as far as I could tell God was blessing me, not judging me. This didn’t mean, however, that I wasn’t deeply troubled in other ways. I had no great wish, for instance, to suffer being rejected by friends who were still very important to me. But I was stuck with it: I hadn’t the slightest intention of going back. 


I responded to Noel in the only way possible — by confirming yet again that I had no wish or intention to return. Within the Community, therefore, my excommunication was ratified and the flock were instructed to have nothing more to do with me; neither to talk with me on the phone nor write to me, even in response to letters which I may send to former friends. I was to be regarded as one under the judgement of God.


The saddest aspect to this was the statement it made about the love and friendship which, five years previously, I’d been so overwhelmed by. What kind of friendship is it which is based not on your loyalty to one another but to a ‘system’? What kind of friendship is it when your friend will ‘lay down their life for you’ one day but then, the next, will scorn and reject you because they’ve discovered your allegiance to the corporate entity isn’t pure? 

I know that ‘the flock’ at Bugbrooke were only doing as told and that the pressure to conform was enormous, nigh on irresistible. Nor do I hold any grudge against individual friends, many of whom, thank God, have also split. But no one can hide themselves forever behind the cloak of corporate responsibility. All corporate action comprises the aggregated action of individuals, and somehow, sometime, everyone must answer for themselves. For myself, I have no wish ever again to be told by a spiritual overlord how I should behave towards those people whom I regard as my friends. If they do me — or anyone else — wrong, then it’s a matter to be sorted out between the pair of us within the parameters of our friendship; it’s not a matter on which I expect to be dictated to by a third party. 


Given the attitude towards contraception which I’d inherited from the Community, it wasn’t really surprising that in August 1983 our first child, Rebekah, was born at Queen Charlottes’s Hospital (where Jeanne had trained as a midwife) after scarcely ten months of marriage. Just as well that she was born late rather than early or my fall from grace would have been as good as proven to suspicious minds. As first-timers, we’d done our very best to prepare for the great event by dutifully attending all the ante-natal sessions and spending hours upon hours practising breathing and relaxation exercises together at home. We’d also read extensively about ‘natural childbirth’ and, without being fanatical, wanted everything kept as technology-free as possible. After several false starts  — it always happens to midwives — Jeanne was admitted to Queen Charlotte’s on August the sixteenth. Following a long night of intermittent contractions there had been little progress, so she was given an hormonal drip later in the morning to get things going a bit. 

We spent several hours ‘breathing together’ as wave after wave of contractions came and went with no further cervical dilation. The problem was eventually diagnosed as being due to the baby’s ‘transverse presentation’ (she was back to front), which prevented sufficient pressure being applied to the neck of the cervix. Jeanne was clearly becoming exhausted and was therefore encouraged to have an epidural anaesthetic in preparation for a forceps delivery. She reluctantly agreed and the anaesthetist was ‘bleeped’. He gave her a brief examination when he arrived, then asked her to roll over onto her side while he went to fetch some equipment.

 Even as she rolled over, however, she felt the baby turn around; and suddenly — literally as suddenly as that — she was gripped with an overwhelming urge to ‘push’. Just two or three minutes later I was holding the newborn in my arms while Jeanne was made comfortable in her bed. Scoff if you must, but I’m sure the infant looked at me with instant recognition that this was her dad, the man who’d endured such travail to bring her into the world. Alas, I wasn’t allowed to indulge myself in goo-goo type sentimentality for long because Jeanne soon reached out both her hands to indicate that was now ready to take the child to her breast. I watched on, thrilled to see the baby make her first instinctive attempt to draw milk and bond with her brave, drained, beautiful mother.


After Rebekah had been taken to the nursery, I sat quietly with Jeanne — who kept drifting in and out of an exhausted sleep. I wouldn’t wish to belittle the intensity of my feelings by trying to describe them! Everything I’d ever dreamt of having was now mine, and I was sitting with the woman who was at the heart of it all. I was alarmed, though, at the amount of blood I could see beneath her on the bed and suspected it not to be normal — inexperienced as I was in making assessments of this kind! So I left her alone to find the sister and express my concern. When she too had seen for herself the extent of the haemorrhaging, the senior registrar was immediately called.


After he’d given Jeanne an internal examination (which I’d rather not describe, thankyou!), his immediate concern was to arrange for an urgently needed blood transfusion.


‘You must understand,’ he explained, ‘that the blood hasn’t been screened.’ We knew he was referring to Aids, an illness that had just begun coming to public attention. But the effects of the serious haemorrhage were potentially fatal if immediate action weren’t taken. We therefore had to instinctively weigh up the balance of probabilities: a remote, unknown, uncertain risk against an immediate, obvious, visible, nearly-certain risk. The only real choice available to us was Hobson’s! Jeanne was given four pints of blood in total and, as the level of her haemoglobin rose and the colour returned to her face, we knew that all would be well with the three of us. The long-term risk of the transfusion was soon forgotten as we got on with the process of building our home and our family.

Simeon came next, fifteen months later. And his birth was even more fraught with complication — what did I say about midwives and childbirth? In fact, had we been so minded, I suspect we could have had a strong case for bringing a negligence action against Queen Charlotte’s hospital. But taking into account that all turned out well, what would have been the point? 

Simeon was finally delivered by an emergency caesarean section. Given the effect of childbirth on Jeanne’s body, given the clear compatibility of our bodily union, and given the time I’d now had to discuss and reflect on the whole issue of contraception, the decision to use artificial assistance in ‘calling it a day’ — for the time being anyway — wasn’t hard to make!

The Mugger’s Mile

.


When, several months or so after Jeanne and I had tied the knot, I went to see who was at the front door of our rented flat, Nigel was the last person I would have expected to see. The rest of that day was spent catching up on all the news about the Bugbrooke community, and I learnt how his own departure had been just as messy and hurtful as my own. To say that he’d been treated badly would be the most gracious way in which I could summarise his story — far stronger words would actually be more appropriate. For years, Noel had treated Nigel as something of a confidante; now, apparently, he had been discarded as vindictive rebel. Once again, I could feel my blood boiling.

Ever since leaving for Jerusalem, I’d believed it important to be circumspect in what I said to other people about the Community. This wasn’t only because I wished them no harm; it was also because I wanted to somehow prove that, contrary to popular Bugbrooke–belief, us rebels who’d split didn’t necessarily end up ‘all bitter and twisted’. But all these self-imposed strictures, I now perceived, were still on their terms. I was still playing by their rules.

Once free from the imprisoning mental demand to keep shtum, and feeling utterly and totally fed up about the ‘games’ being played with people’s lives, I decided to do everything I possibly could to let the Church and the world know what the Community at Bugbrooke was really like — as only an insider could. Let them call me a Judas for I no longer cared. I had plenty of things I was all too keen to get off my chest. I’d seen too many of the manipulative techniques used to persuade other Christian observers that black was white, that the New Creation Christian Community was totally different to the damning picture of it painted by its critics. The so-called ‘openness’ which had been utilised to self-publicise the Community provided the outside world with no more an accurate picture than the Queen’s garden parties provide of the private life within Buckingham Palace. 


I found myself compelled, for the sake of truth and those left behind, to disclose everything I knew about life as a member of this cult. To do so, I wrote a fairly lengthy text, based on a diary I’d kept while doing research at Warwick University, and circulated it amongst Christian leaders up and down the Country.


Over the next few years there was a considerable amount of serious investigation from within the institutional church into the New Creation Christian Community’s lifestyle. Various influential Christian organisations set up high-level committees, and I was one of those whom they asked to present evidence. Eventually, and after much deliberation, the Bugbrooke Fellowship’s affiliation to the Baptist Union of Great Britain was rescinded and their membership of the Nationwide Evangelical Alliance terminated. I had to accept the inevitable consequence that ‘the Community’ responded in kind with accusations against me. Nicholas, my vicar, even though he had certain sympathies for their lifestyle and knew Noel personally, remained supportive of me. There were other Christian leaders, though, who were successfully persuaded to close their ear to the self-motivated persecution and malediction which came from a bitter, unforgiving, dissenting Brother.

Also, from other friends who’d broken rank, I learnt about the ‘holy curses’ made against both Nigel and myself — especially after we’d appeared on TV documentaries to publicise our misgivings. Becoming public enemy No.1 — an honour which passed between Nigel and myself — was never an accolade I enjoyed or took glory in: it pulled at the sensitive strings of my conscience to the point where all I wanted to do was forget about this ****** Community and get on with my own life. But no man is an Island — or so the poet laureate would have us believe — and my disclosures weren’t fuelled by vengeance so much as a genuine hope that I might be able to prevent others having to endure the same imprisonment of soul which I’d endured, and which had taken every scrap of uncharacteristic strength to break free from. It was this continuing belief that somebody had to speak out which gave fuel to my little crusade: a jihad of words that carried on in one form or another during all the years while we lived in London — the years when the foundation for our future family life was being laid down. 


The South London years were eventful to say the very least. But what years in my life haven’t been? The story of my various ‘trades’ throughout those years — mini cab driving, market trading, window cleaning and ‘home improvements’ — is one which I would dearly love to tell but which, I fear, must await a later volume. So too an account of all the colourful characters who passed through our little home — an old ‘bagwash’ (the Bluehouse laundry) which we bought for a knockdown price and spent four or five years renovating. 

My ‘main’ job during those years, if I may call it such, was the position I held at St. Mark’s Church as a kind of church-based social worker. I didn’t sit comfortably with everything about the church, least of all the Charismatic triumphalism and excitement — which came close to being what I describe as ‘spiritual bungee jumping’. There was much about the place, however, which inspired me. Most of the time I felt very privileged to be working there; and it reminded me of how, all those years ago when I’d been a choirboy, I’d sometimes thought I would like to be a vicar myself. Not that I’d ever been too serious in this ambition, especially when I tried to imagine myself wearing all those awful robes and everything. How ridiculous and stupid I would look! As a child, I considered most uniforms to be ungainly and restrictive; but that of the clergyman must have rated just about worst of all! 

Even when I’d been at my most rebellious, though, there had still been something about the calming echo of a peaceful church building and the reassurance of a beautifully composed liturgy which had provided me with spiritual transportation, which had lifted my thoughts from Earth to Heaven — special moments when I’d thought maybe the Church and I were suited together! Now I’d begun working in the Church myself and understood far more about the diversity of roles and styles available for adoption by men of the cloth, it felt that all the experiences I’d passed through since wearing cassock, surplice and ruffle as an ‘angelic’ choir-boy had simply been fashioning my rude, innocent longing to serve God into a shape which was far more acceptable to Him: a shape that could now only be described as a true sense of vocation; strong and undeniable.


As I contemplated this vocation and discussed it with Jeanne, it began to help me make sense of all the tangled web of mistakes, disappointments, broken dreams and traumas which I’d been through. Looked at in one way, my life-story was messy and uncontrolled, lacking direction. Looked at as the vocational preparation to become a minister of religion within the Church, it became as a tapestry viewed from front rather than back; and it seemed to make any suffering that had been involved worthwhile. 


The Church of England takes the process of selecting its ordinands seriously, presumably because there are many who would actually be quite unsuitable even though they themselves think they have a vocation. So, in order to ‘test the calling’, there are rigorous selection processes to be negotiated. My initial exploratory interview with the Director of Diocesan Ordinands lasted for well over an hour; after which he suggested that we should meet again, twelve months hence, to see if my sense of vocation had survived the test of time. It had. We then had to meet for three or four monthly interviews — discussions — before he made an appointment for me with the ‘bishop’s representative’: an incumbent clergyman who seemed more interested in showing me round his church than investigating my calling — but perhaps it was a deliberate ploy to see how I would respond. Naturally, I agreed that his church building was quite wonderful, especially the magnificent chancel! 

The final hurdle to negotiate was the mandatory, three-day, residential ‘selection conference’, which incorporated private interviews with each of the selectors (mainly drawn from the lay membership of the church), monitored discussions and debates, and exercises to demonstrate your presentational skills. If selection conferences like the one I went to are meant to separate the wheat from the chaff, then I must confess — without arrogance, I hope — that I cannot understand how so many ineffectual men and women are chosen as being suitable for ministerial training. Without denying there are many strong, sincere, interesting, stimulating characters who pass through the system, there are just as many for whom one feels compelled to use a fatigued but apt cliché to enquire of them:


‘Why don’t you get yourself a life?’

Having myself been approved for training by the selectors (even though, in all honesty, I was probably just going to swell the ranks of the ineffectual), it only remained for me to seek admission to an accredited theological college. I chose Cranmer Hall at Durham University. This was partly because, despite visiting it for the first time on a dull and wet November day, I think I immediately fell in love with Durham city itself — especially the quaint streets and majestic view of the Cathedral from the riverbanks. But it was also because Cranmer Hall, a college with a well-established evangelical foundation, happily tolerated a wide spectrum of churchmanship. And I’d grown oh so weary of keeping pace with young, tunnel-visioned, enthusiastic champions of the faith who surged forward together, always looking for ‘revival’, always believing it to be their mission to save the world, and always rather critical — silently if not vocally — of those who just wanted to sit down and rest a while, uncertain if the crowd with whom they were running were headed in the right direction.


With all the arrangements made, we were due to move from London in September 1986, the year when I would turn thirty. In order to build our home and our life together, the previous five years had been ‘hard graft’; but we’d won through! Our house had been modernised, we’d been able to afford a comparatively new car, we had all the furnishings and household equipment we needed (even though the living-room chairs weren’t Parker Knoll), we had two lovely children (who’d done the decent thing in learning how to use potties and sleep through the night), we had one another of course, and we had an exciting future as a family ahead of us. The meaning of all this after my unsettled years need hardly be spelt out further! 


Possibly more important than all of this, however, was the fact that Luton Town, under David Pleat’s superb management, were becoming a first division (premiership!) club of some distinction. They were holding their own in the league and putting together FA cup runs which earned them something of a reputation as giant killers; thwarted — finally — as they marched boldly towards the twin-towers only by the (then) mighty Everton in extra time of a cliff hanging semi-final. 


Talk about ‘goodness and mercy following me all the days of my life’. I’d come through the valley of the shadow of death, the Lord was on my side, and my cup felt as if it would surely overflow if filled any more!

Before leaving London, however, there was to be an incident which would remind me, lest I should ever forget, how closely misfortune lurks: hiding herself in the shadows to trap the proud and unsuspecting.


Walking along a small back-street leading to our house (which I’d used hundreds of times previously), I heard the sound of running footsteps behind me. In the very same instant an urgent thought flashed through my head: 

‘This could be a really nasty place to be should anyone choose to attack me: no one else around, dark, and far enough away from the main road for shouts not to be heard.’


For the second time in my life I found myself looking down the steel blade of a knife, this one was far longer than the first, more like a kitchen knife. It was being menacingly brandished by a youth who’d run past to get in front of me.


‘Cash!’ he said. ‘Give me your cash!’ His large eyes looked glaringly pronounced under the reflected haze of distant street-lighting: they spoke to me of hatred and violence. Another youth had drawn alongside me; and I could feel the point of a second knife — held by a third assailant — in the small of my back. I was trapped and helpless. Bitterly afraid of what would follow, I found the situation almost too bleak to believe in as being ‘real’; all the more so because I knew I had no cash with me. As I stood there open mouthed and speechless, the youth in front yelled at me again:


‘Cash! Cash! Give it!’


‘I haven’t got any cash!’ I replied pitifully. ‘All I’ve got is credit cards! You can have those! They’re in my wallet in my back pocket!’


I was thrust against a nearby wall as hands groped all over me in an angry search. I had a duffle coat on. My back pocket wasn’t easily accessible.


‘Where is it? Where is it?’ they demanded.


‘It’s in my trouser pocket! Just lift the back of my coat up!’ I pleaded, trying to remain as calm and as clear as possible, desperate not to provoke further anger by making any sudden movements or anything. 


They found the wallet and took it out. The groping hands and pointed knives were then withdrawn.


‘Move!’ one of them instructed. ‘Walk! Don’t turn round!’


‘Which way?’ I stammered. It should have been obvious; except that I’d been facing the wall, except that I’d expected at any moment to feel the pain of a sunken knife blade, except that I was shaking and dazed with fear. 

‘Maybe they’ll stab me from behind when I begin to walk away,’ I thought. I just wasn’t prepared, just couldn’t believe it was happening. A few seconds before — less than a minute — everything had been so ‘normal’. I’d had no awareness of danger. Now, dramatically, my very life — possibly — was under threat. It was all so unreal, so sudden, so overwhelming. It had the same stupefying, freezing effect as the horror of an evil bad dream. Surely it couldn’t really be happening? — and yet I knew it was.


‘Just walk that way!’ one of them said as he pushed me forward. I set off, slowly and carefully. Once the distance between us was sufficient, I instinctively turned to see if I could catch sight of them running off. But I hadn’t left it for long enough because, turning right into Fentiman Road, they saw me looking back towards them. ‘What if they come back after me?’ I asked myself. I took to my heals and ran out into Clapham Road. Two men were walking past on the other side. I crossed over to them.


‘Please can I walk along with you,’ I gasped. ‘I’ve just been mugged!’


‘Clear off, mate,’ they abruptly replied, drawing away from me. ‘We don’t want no trouble!’


Half-thinking the three assailants would reappear from the junction with Fentiman Road, I had no alternative but to run for home as fast as I could — alone. A few moments later I’d reached our front door. But I then had to fumble around for my keys before I could let myself in and close it safely behind me.


My wallet was returned to me the next day by someone who’d seen it being thrown into the rubbish shoot of his tenement block by three youths who lived on the floor above him. He’d recovered the wallet and obtained my phone number from the information inside. For all that he was prepared to tell the police what he’d seen, it wasn’t considered strong enough evidence for them to make a search of the flat in question. My attackers were never caught. 


Two weeks after I was held up, a close friend was mugged in what must have been a very similar incident — maybe by the same gang. Paul was a solicitor who specialised in making legal-aided defence of local young-offenders. Knowing him as I did (we’d spent hours together musing over past experiences and discussing shared dreams), I suspect he may well have tried to reason with his assailants. And I could just see him provoking frenzied anger with his insisting to them that ‘Jesus loves you’.


When Robert, his neighbour, came to answer the call-bell to their small block of flats, there was Paul — collapsed on the step and bleeding profusely. Clutching his wound, he spoke his last words:


‘Oh, dear Jesus, help me!’


He died in the ambulance on his way to hospital. Had he lived, he would have been the first visitor from London to our new home in the North: the plans had already been made.


In many ways, London had been very kind to us; but we weren’t too sorry to wave good-bye to the Mugger’s Mile — as it had become known — when we drove away. Jeanne and the children were in our ‘new’ car, a yellow Austin Allegro, and I was behind the wheel of a Hire Van. We’d arranged for a reliable couple of friends from St. Mark’s to take on the tenancy of our little house during the forthcoming year and, with no reason to be unduly anxious, were looking forward to the quieter life awaiting us in the unrestricted beauty of the Durham countryside. We drove through the night, arriving at the sleepy village of Ushaw Moor just after the dawn had begun to start shaking her inhabitants to awaken them.

Farewell London

Our new landlady had warned us that the existing tenant, Dominic, having been unable to find anywhere to move out to, would, of necessity, still be living in the house when we arrived. It had been agreed, though, that he’d restrict himself to the two rooms in the attic conversion, accessed via a stair ladder. Believing that the rest of the house would have been ‘prepared’ for our arrival, exhausted after all the exertions of loading the van and driving through the night, and longing to just sit down and have a cup of tea, we were monumentally  shocked and disappointed when we entered the house. The kitchen was very nearly full with a stockpile of logs, the living room carpet was covered with straw, and a large axe had been thrown down in the middle of all the mess. From top to bottom, the whole house was in a similar state of disgusting filth. We had to search through all our belongings in the back of the Luton van to find the vacuum cleaner and effect an emergency clean-up operation before we dared to let the children loose inside.


Clearly, no attempt whatsoever had been made to clean things up before our arrival. And yet we were so thankful to have arrived and have somewhere to live that any thought of making a formal complaint didn’t occur to us. It helped, I think, when later that day we actually met this Dominic — who’d returned from his work as a Durham countryside ranger. He was a rustic, casual, ‘Swampy’-like young man, and anyone who could have been more than fleetingly offended by him must have had a serious attitude problem themselves. He probably hadn’t even realised what a state the house was in; until, that is, he saw the difference between when he’d left for work and when he returned home.

Because of all the filth, our first week in the North East was largely taken up with making the house habitable. We persuaded the landlady to pay for a new lounge carpet, which we had to fit ourselves; and after a thorough disinfection and spring clean, the kitchen became just about fit to be used for the preparation of food — the horrible damp patches of crumbling plaster were covered with the children’s prolific artwork.


To pretend that the passage of my first year at Durham was as smooth as a mill-pond and without problems of one kind or another, either at home or at college, would be fatuous and dishonest. In general, however, it was an immensely rewarding year. My attitudes and abilities had matured considerably since last treading the corridors of academia and, thoroughly enjoying the opportunity to study once again, I enthusiastically grasped the opportunity to make robust analysis of theological issues, both on the written page and in group discussion. Even though by some injudicious marking — or the more likely explanation that the answer sheets got muddled up — I supposedly failed my ‘Old Testament’ paper at the end of my first year, I managed to get either a first-class or an upper-second in all the other five papers; which gave me a higher aggregated mark than I’d managed to achieve in my exams as an undergraduate.


For my weekly ‘pastoral placement’ I chose to visit the county’s large, Victorian-era psychiatric hospital — at Winterton. Along with everything else asked of me, I joined in with the craft workshops (the ‘Dusty-Bin’ which I made is still used as a depository for pyjamas in our household to this very day). The contrast between this hospital and the one I’d visited at Arlesey, some twelve years or so previously, was marked: the whole atmosphere was far more congenial. And yet I found it far harder to develop meaningful relationships with the patients, probably because I’d lost something of my youthful straightforwardness and was there in a rather different role. The conversations I tried to get going with some of the older, institutionalised residents were hard going, to say the very least. This notwithstanding, it was a rewarding placement which taught me a lot about the diversity and complexity of people who found themselves residentially confined in one of these hospitals. Never for one moment did I know how close I was to joining them!

This was also the year in which I took up running with some amount of seriousness. My knee had given way beneath me while I’d been having a footie kick about with some other students, and I was left in considerable pain. The outcome of it all was that I was put on the waiting list for orthopaedic surgery at the local hospital.

While awaiting this operation, and unable to play football, I found that running itself gave me very little discomfort. Furthermore; once I’d forced myself through the respiratory pain threshold, I found that I actually enjoyed it. So much so that on a beautiful summer’s evening the countryside around us seemed to be almost screaming at me to go jogging along its sun-drenched tracks and roads. Running along the valley bottom not more than two or three hundred yards away from our house was a disused railway line which, with its iron rails and wooden sleepers removed, had been given over by the county council to public use. This relatively flat, ashen track provided the ideal surface on which to jog for miles and miles. After one such excursion in the fading irradiance of a glorious evening, I returned to our home and flung myself prostrate on my bed, breathless, but immensely happy and contented.


‘Heady days, John,’ I said to myself. ‘Heady days!’


 Because our own tenants back in Kennington had moved out, we returned South to ‘house sit’ during the first summer vacation. The house was up for sale and we were concerned for its safety had it been left unoccupied: it wasn’t only muggers whom you worried about in this district of south London. We felt it critical to ensure the sale was completed over the summer months before our return to Durham, and before the housing market eventually began to go into sharp decline; ‘which surely, surely it must do soon,’ I thought.


Within days of having put the house on the market mid-way through the summer term, we were made a formal offer for it. This allowed us to make one ourselves on a much larger, detached house in the country village of Esh Winning — five or six miles west of Durham city. If all was concluded as planned, not only would we own our home outright but we would also be able to pay off all our debts: basically, the money we’d borrowed to buy and renovate the house. The prospect of then being left in a very healthy financial position seemed almost too good to be true.

 I wanted it to be true so very strongly, believing that once the sale had been concluded, the ‘rebuilding’ of my life would be complete and the foundation of a successful family life would have been unassailably laid down.

Was it so wrong to want something as badly as I wanted this? It’s true that not many years previously I’d been content to own just the clothes I stood up in. But a family needs more than that! It’s also true, however, that many families survive quite comfortably with far less than what I hoped and expected to possess. No wonder the Buddhists teach that true happiness comes from ridding yourself of all desire! For with desire comes ambition, and with ambition comes strife, and grasping, and rivalry, and jealousy, and frustration, and anxiety . . . . and all those things which are experienced until the object of your desire has been attained!

Unfortunately, the whole sale process became extremely unpleasant: a story of broken promises and waiting, waiting, and more waiting. Had the sale not been concluded before the end of the summer vacation, our predicament would have been dire — though probably not so dire as I built it up in worries to be — because we would have had leave behind an empty house in London and would probably have lost out on the opportunity to buy the house which I so much wanted back in county Durham. My anxiety about the situation took me to the brink of despair; I certainly didn’t cope with the whole affair at all well. As it was, a saviour — Dada Lampty, an African musician who had worked with Osibisa — came to the rescue at the eleventh hour. Our solicitor advised us that we should accept his offer on the house as the existing prospective purchaser just didn’t seem able to come up with the necessary funds. Having taken his advice, the sale proceeded to completion within two short weeks and we were able to take possession of our new home in Esh Winning. 


In this new three-bedroomed house I had the luxury of being able to use the small box-room as a study. And from where I sat, surrounded by my books, the sky appeared to be blue on every side. It was a deceptive calm, sometimes occurring when the weather looks set fair even though storm clouds are only an hour or so away. 

The chain of events which had begun with the flapping of the butterflies wings was now concluded. The  fury of the storm was about to break, with little warning and horrific intensity!

The storm breaks


I’d set myself the challenge of running to Ushaw Moor and back, a distance of six miles; further than I’d ever run before! Now that I’m well used to running half-marathons, it seems little more than a practice run. At the time, it was a momentous achievement — and my body knew it had done something unusual. I wasn’t really too surprised then when the next day I felt myself ‘going down with something’. This was no ordinary cold, however. It very quickly turned into a virulent fever of some kind and I had no option but take to my bed with a temperature of nearly a hundred and four — the highest that I’d had since being a young child. Nor did it quickly abate. After two days the illness showed little sign of remission.


As I lay there feeling more than a little sorry for myself, and extremely depleted of both physical and mental energy, a barbed thought stole into my mind: an intruder who should have been immediately told to go, but whose barbs locked into the flesh of my imagination and cut in all the more when I tried to banish it. It spoke to me like this:


‘Remember the warning you were given about the unscreened blood when Jeanne was given her transfusion? You’ve got AIDS of course, John. That’s why you’re so poorly.’ I still knew comparatively little about the infection; but enough to know about the deficiency of the immune system, and the susceptibility to all kinds of opportunistic viruses, and the inability to fight them off.


‘And not only have you got AIDS,’ continued the voice, ‘but you’re also going to die. And everything the Community said about you is true. This is God’s judgement on you for setting yourself in opposition to the people whom He loves; defiling that which is beautiful!

 
The voice mocked me:

‘Look at you! Thought you were clever didn’t you. Thought you knew better than God himself by turning against the very place He’d led you to — led you to for your own blessing. And now look at you, taking pride in Worldly wealth and living in a house which you feel smugly proud of. Proof indeed of your true nature — your debased, cheating nature. How could you — someone who calls himself a Christian — indulge yourself in such wealth? Well, it won’t do you any good now, will it? Your fate is sealed. Everything you’ve got will be taken away from you. Jeanne’s got the illness, of course! Simeon too, because he was born later . . . . . . Rebekah will be orphaned. . . . .’ And the voice of my tormentor trailed off into a mocking laugh.

 These accusations — which as I now write about them just seem pitiful and absurd — were too powerful for me to reject. It could all so easily have been true. I went into petrified shock to think that this was the explanation for my illness, and I felt very nearly paralysed with a cold blanket of fear. In a feeble attempt to find some evidence which would contradict these awful thoughts, I went to the bathroom to weigh myself on the scales. But they were only able to tell the truth: I’d lost nearly half-a-stone in just a matter of days. I went back to bed and buried my head beneath the pillows, desperately hoping that sleep would take away the horror of it all.


But the very first thing I became aware of when I woke up was an assault by the same macabre thoughts and fears: they sprang upon me with all the ferocity and aggression of a prize-fighter determined to keep his opponent pinned flat-out on the canvas. I had no idea which way to turn. For several days I turned it all over and over in my mind, exploring the implications and possibilities from every angle, trying to persuade myself that it just wasn’t true, that I was being daft, that sooner or later I would get better, and that I couldn’t possibly be so evil as to deserve this kind of judgement. (Not, please understand, that, as a sane person, I wish to link AIDS with God’s judgement. Not at all! It’s just that I was on the edge of a psychotic illness.)


The truth of the matter is that I knew perfectly well I wasn’t a wicked person. But trying to talk to myself in this kind of way was no more use than trying to use reasoned logic to persuade a chronic anorexic they don’t have a weight problem — it just doesn’t work like that. Inside, I felt the most shamefully unclean person alive. Alone amongst men, I felt myself to be uniquely arrogant in the way I had defied the Almighty himself.


At Bugbrooke, we had been taught the only unforgivable sin was ‘to sin against the Holy Spirit’, which apparently meant ‘to deny that which is of God to be of God’. It was this offence against God himself that I feared I must have inadvertently — yet culpably — have committed. Had the man in the street known what it was that I feared myself to be guilty of, he may not have considered me to be such an unforgivable reprobate as if I were guilty of, say, being a brutal serial killer. But God himself evidently did! Only the most proud and hardened person could have deliberately rejected His outstretched hand of friendship. Only the most blameworthy and inexpiable of all people could have enjoyed being blessed by God as a citizen of His kingdom and then betrayed it to its enemies, as if to say:


‘Stuff your Kingdom. I think it stinks.’


But that’s just what I’d done, wasn’t it? That’s just what I’d done when I left the Community at Bugbrooke and set myself up in opposition to them, wasn’t it? Yes! Yes it was! I became absolutely terrified that I’d committed the unforgivable sin; absolutely terrified that I’d denied that which is God to be of God and had thereby fallen under the judgement of an avenging God.
 Although absurd, I became more or less completely convinced that my illness, AIDS, was the consequence of God’s judgement on me. It certainly seemed to make sense of everything looked at it like that, especially the way in which the infection had been contracted. There I was thinking how wonderfully blessed we were to have begun a family; actually, we’d been cursed with an implanted viral time bomb just waiting to explode. Only an angered God determined to exact vengeance could have been responsible for such an ingeniously sadistic plot.   

I would have loved to share all this with Jeanne and ought to have done so immediately, but I was so worried that we had both been infected with the HIV virus — the consequence of her contaminated blood transfusion — that it seemed cruel to expose her to the same kind of fears. In lonely turmoil, with no appetite and losing a drastic amount of weight, I carried on nursing my disturbed way of thinking for several days. Then, my anxiety just getting worse and worse, I decided I simply had drag myself off to the doctor’s surgery: firstly to get some Valium for my anxiety, secondly to get myself tested for AIDS.


The whole scenario couldn’t have been more perfectly designed to plummet pell-mell out of control inasmuch as the doctor I saw was unknown to me, and I to him: we’d only been living in the neighbourhood for a few weeks. Persuading him to prescribe me some Valium was no easier than it would have been for a very young child to buy alcohol from a reputable supermarket. Eventually, however, he agreed to let me have a minimal supply, enough to last the ten days or so before the results of a blood test — taken there and then — came back from pathology lab. Whatever else he may have thought, he didn’t deny that my symptoms were consistent with the illness I feared so much. I returned home convinced I had to talk things through with Jeanne before I went crazy with depression and anxiety.


I wished it could have been that a problem shared was a problem solved. That wasn’t so, albeit that Jeanne’s sanguine reassurance did cheer me up slightly — not nearly enough, though, to make any significant difference to my mental infirmity. Desperate to find some way of ‘bouncing back’, I made everything far worse with my intensity. Instead of calmly allowing my body to gradually recuperate from the debilitating effects of what had been one hell of a fever, and instead of showing myself gentleness and patience, I willed my temperature to return to normal and I forced myself to try and start going about my normal daily life. But the less able I was to achieve what I’d set out to do each day, the more prone I was to let my mind race away with thoughts of damnation and judgement. The closest I came to finding any supportive crutch was the promise I kept making to myself to be brave, to muscle this one out — for Jeanne and the children if not for myself. 


During the second week of my illness the feverish symptoms finally went away and my temperature stabilised again. So why didn’t everything just fall back into place, I asked myself. Why didn’t my appetite come back again? Why did everything seem such an awful effort? Why had I lost interest in doing the things I loved — reading, watching TV, taking the children swimming? Why did everything feel so flat and dull? They were long, black, anxious days which I tried to weather while waiting for the results of my HIV test. And when the day of my appointment with the doctor came, I was a wreck — quite literally!


The doctor’s expression remained grave as he read through the pathology report.


‘HIV negative,’ he announced, looking up at me with hardly any change of expression.


‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know what that means!’ I nervously replied.

‘It means you’re in the clear. So no more Valium now, alright?’ he said. Even though his rising intonation turned his reply into a question, it was more of an instruction than a choice for me to agree or object to.


When I got home, I immediately called directory enquiries to get hold of an AIDS helpline number — and then rang it.   

‘If my doctor’s just told me that I’m HIV negative,’ I began to ask when my call was answered, ‘what exactly does that mean?’ 

‘After all,’ I’d been thinking to myself, ‘the doctor at the surgery probably hasn’t ever done an HIV test before, and he might not have understood himself what the result meant.’

 Only after the AIDS counsellor had also confirmed that all was well did I accept the implications of the deceit I’d subjected myself to!

But it was too late. I couldn’t bounce back. I couldn’t shake off all those terrifying thoughts about God’s anger towards me for having become so selfishly materialistic and for having opposed His people. I felt there was nowhere, within or without me, to hide from His penetrating gaze — a gaze which left me feeling naked and dirty. Throughout my ‘Christian years’ I’d become dependent on the strong, reassuring inner-comfort of believing that despite my all too obvious failings and weaknesses, the Father loved me a son. Try as I might (and I tried very hard), I could no longer find any reassurance of His love for me; only the dismal, lonely conviction that He now saw me as illegitimate — a dirty worthless bastard! 


I still felt very weak from my illness and my appetite had virtually deserted me. I had to force myself to eat food, sometimes thinking that I’d choke in the effort (so reluctant were my throat muscles to grant passage to what I’d put into my mouth). Everything around me was drab and stale. Everything! Even when I took the children to a fireworks display on bonfire night, all I wanted to do was get away from the mocking excitement of the bright lights, away from the teasing pain of watching people enjoy themselves and hearing children laughing and gasping with delight. I wanted to join in with all the fun, I really did. Unfortunately, it all seemed pathetically inconsequential, thereby intensifying the darkness of my own plight.

I began to find myself plagued with overwhelming, ridiculous anxieties about anything and everything, important and inconsequential, real and imagined — but mainly imagined. Jeanne had also visited the surgery for an HIV test, just to bring reassurance that she’d not been infected with the virus herself. But even after her test proved negative, even when the opportunity to worry about Jeanne’s health had been removed, still I kept up my neurotic mental flagellation, convinced that the judging hand of God would soon, somehow, manifest its destructive intent


I knew myself to be in dire need of help but found it very hard to have confidence in any of the spiritual advisors who were available to me: staff at college, local clergyman or Christian friends. As judged against the rigorous standard of ‘sacrificial commitment’ advanced by the Bugbrooke Community as being essential if you wanted to be a true Christian, everyone around me was found wanting — and so how could I trust them? Of course they would say to me:


‘John, you’ve done nothing wrong. There’s nothing to worry about. God has forgiven all your sins through the love of Jesus Christ and you belong to Him as a son. He won’t desert you.’ 

‘But how could they say this to me?’  I kept asking myself. ‘They may well be sincere. But with what authority can they speak when they belong to the compromised, materialistic Christian world which I’ve become part of myself — and which God is so angry with me about?’


Even though I’d become opposed, tooth and nail, to much of the Community’s dogma and way of life, I still couldn’t prevent myself applying many of their standards of judgement to the world and people surrounding me. I was therefore completely and utterly alone in the twisted machinations of my mind. I couldn’t think of anyone trustworthy enough to have a key which would fit and unlock my prison door. 


Several weeks passed by. On a day-to-day basis, even though it was little more than going through the motions, I just about managed to pick myself up and hold myself together enough to be able to carry on with the normal pattern of life: attending lectures and seminars, writing essays, going to church, and helping Jeanne look after and play with the children. Joining in with children’s games hadn’t always been ‘fun’ (pretending that we were in Postman Pat’s van as we sat under the dining room table wasn’t, for me, the high point of being a dad), but I was now finding a total lack of pleasure in the attempts I made to amuse them; it was all so wearisome. To be mercilessly honest, I often just wished they weren’t around — they were too demanding in their innocent, fun-loving way. And to find myself thinking like that about my own precious children inevitably compounded the guilt and gloom of the depression which had fallen on me. 

It was on my way to the university library in the half-darkness of street lighting that I found all the familiar sensations of an LSD flashback electrifying the nerve ends in my skin, accelerating my heart, intensifying my sensory perception, and bringing me to an abrupt halt. I shut my eyes tightly lest I should actually hallucinate. When I opened them a few seconds later, I found myself in that spooky dimension of uncertainty where the world I could see in front of me appeared to be nothing more substantial than a film being projected within a deserted auditorium — deserted, that is, apart from myself. But not so much a film which I was observing as a film which I was part of, with no ability to control; a film which contained the same familiar scenes repeated over and over and over again, relentlessly, ceaselessly, for ever and ever. I was so bewildered by this mental Babel that, as I walked slowly forward, I felt there could surely be no escape from its torment until I found the courage to take my own life. All I wanted to do was to run away; run away from the need to ‘carry on’, run away to bury myself deep into Jeanne’s loving arms. I would have loved to be able to hold up the white flag and say:


‘Alright, I admit defeat. You win; I surrender. Do with me as you will.’


But I had no idea who my enemy really was, or how and to whom I should surrender. All I could do was slowly carry on walking and continue to let life overwhelm me.


I tried hard, very hard, to avail myself of whatever help I could get from doctors, friends and priests, but I don’t think that anyone honestly believed I was almost at the point of cracking up. I suppose it must have been genuinely difficult for them to understand what I was so worried about. The doctors whom I consulted at the local surgery were very reluctant to give me a sustained course of Valium; and because — for all they knew — I was still behaving in a ‘normal’ way with my head above water, they saw no reason for psychiatric referral. It all added up to a hopeless situation where the cycle of my anxiety began to spin with such momentum that I hadn’t the first idea how I could jettison myself from the out-of-control merry-go-round.


Then came the need to make a journey South. Eileen, Jeanne’s mother, was due to have a major operation and we’d promised to go down to help out for a few days. Walking alone along the sea-front at Sandgate, I could see the sunshine reflecting and glistening along the tops of the dancing waves. This would normally have given me immense satisfaction: blue skies, blue sea, golden sun, warmth on my shoulders and warmth in my face. Just for a fleeting moment I felt pleasure . . . and then it was gone. Gone! — as if it had been there merely to flirt and tease, to remind me how I should have felt. Gone! — as if it had been there merely to herald and highlight the arrival of a depressed gloom which engulfed me as effectively as the thickest pea-souper and clung to me with the tenacity of quicksand. 


Thoughts of suicide roamed freely and unchecked in the theatre of my mind, with all manner of delusions in attendance. The idea that someone was poisoning me began her pretty little flirtatious dance. But the stage manager, reluctant though he may have been, was ordered to bring down the curtain on her performance before she seduced me into applauding her and believing in her. In this respect, at least, I proved myself to still have some kind of mental control. Even so, I anxiously wondered what other performances I was to be entertained with; and the very fact that this suggestive and poisonous dance had been included in the theatrical running-order was alarming. What on Earth was happening to me? Was I on the verge of becoming schizophrenic?



We broke our train journey back North with a stop-over at my parent’s house. When the children were safely tucked up in bed, Jeanne and I went out for a night-time walk in the icy darkness of the countryside. As we walked together, I tried to explain — again — about the profound and tormenting loneliness of believing myself to be deserted by God; also, about the traumatic fear of being plagued by the recurrence of LSD flashbacks which no one could possibly help me with because no one was able to understand them — or make them go away. They were so weird, so disturbing, so unwelcome. And if they were still able to plague and punish me after nearly fourteen years, then what hope was there for me? I felt caught in a shadowy world which existed between this one and somewhere else: unknown, uncharted, alien and deserted; reserved for those who had fallen under the judgement of the living God. How could any man help me when God was against me? When I was with Jeanne, holding her hand (and only then), I felt vaguely safe. But I couldn’t always be doing that. In consequence, everything seemed utterly and completely without hope.

 If only; if only I could have stopped the world and got off, then I would have gladly done so. If only someone had been able to offer me a pill of painless mercy, then I would have swallowed it thankfully.


Back in Durham, I struggled through night of disturbed sleep. In the long, still hours of wakefulness, I tried to summon up every ounce of the self-will and determination I would need to face the coming day.


‘Come on, John,’ I kept saying to myself, ‘just take one day at a time; take one day at a time!’

Which is exactly what I tried to do. But it was robotic, hollow, lifeless and without light. The whole of my mental ‘logic control’ had gone haywire, just as if my thoughts and emotions were controlled by a non-compliant processor and the new millennium had arrived. The conviction that God was visiting me with this cocktail of anxiety, depression and panic in order to torment me into suicidal action was now dominating my every waking moment. For several days I stayed in a state of continuous psychotic alarm — never subsiding but sometimes intensifying. My heart thumped so strongly within me that I couldn’t even think about relaxing: its incessant thud just kept reminding me of the lunacy overwhelming me. And as for poor Jeanne, with no knowing what might happen next she had to force herself to carry on with daily life and look after the children — while  praying, with all the intensity of a wife whose husband has gone missing, that God would come to our help. For all she knew, her prayers had gone unheard. 


Trying to fight off my madness was impossible; after all, the Almighty was far stronger than I. Up until now He’d merely been playing games with me, amusing himself by pawing at me like a cat with a trapped mouse. I was sat in a lecture one morning desperately trying to get through the next hour and put something down onto paper which reflected what I was hearing from the lecturer — but not necessarily comprehending — when it all became too much. I was in such inner panic and turmoil, and my hands were sweating so much, that I couldn’t even control my pen sufficiently well to make it write down what my brain was telling it to. I put the pen down by the side of the note paper and left the room in front of everyone’s worried gaze. 

Once out in the street, I just ran and ran. Anywhere would do for I just had to run away; away from my cold-blooded pursuer. I ran faster, and then faster again, with no idea where I might end up — across the river, up the hill, faster, faster, faster . . . . but then I stopped abruptly. How could I hope to outrun him? He’d matched my flight pace for pace. He was within me. He wouldn’t be shaken off by the rigour of physical energy. Now what could I do? Now where could I go?


The only possible hope left for me was to seek refuge in ‘the County’, a small hospital for short-term treatment of acute mental illness. I turned round to set off back through the rain in the right direction. Once there, I was asked to wait in a single bed side-room until a doctor came. As I lay on the bed, helplessly blubbering with hopeless self-pity, confusion, regret and anguish, I kept wondering, ‘where in the name of Heaven or Hell will all of this end?’ I feared that soon I would end up taking my life, for I could see no other way to break free.


Admitted into the hospital as a ‘voluntary’ patient, I found little benefit from being there — not least because I had very little sleep in the five-bed ward. Nor did I find any benefit from the anti-depressant drugs I was put on. If anything, I found their effects to be totally counter-productive. Nothing about my being there helped me to escape from the dreadful mental accusation that I was a person under the wrathful, vengeance-filled judgement of God. My enfeebled mind could offer no resistance. It was the very first thought to enter my head when I awoke, and it remained with me continuously until the next time I fell asleep. It was an accusation which came to literally possess me, a pattern of mental obsession which would dominate me for months and months!

 The words of the judgmental ‘Hebrews’ passages in the New Testament hung over my head like a thorned wreath and round my neck like a noose: 


‘For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted the Heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall way, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God and put him to an open shame.


For the earth which drinks in the rain that often comes upon it, and bears herbs useful for those by whom it is cultivated, receives blessing from God; but if it bears thorns and briars, it is rejected and near to being cursed, whose end IS to be burned.’

I recited these words over and over in my mind no matter what I may have been doing. Not even while watching television could I let go of them. They so completely inhabited the world of my thoughts that I needed to employ a fatiguing amount of concentration just to follow the plot of the simplest programme; and yet still the merciless accusations continued.




When it became clear to the hospital consultant that my symptoms had become psychotic, she decided that I could no longer be categorized as a ‘voluntary’ patient and needed to be placed under ‘constant observation’ to prevent any possibility of suicide. She also decided that giving me extremely heavy doses of Largactyl — a major tranquilliser — would be the only way to subdue some of my physical symptoms of panic. Which it did. But it couldn’t prevent the continuous rehearsal over and over and over again in my mind of those Biblical passages which made such damning charges against apostates arrogant enough to have defied the Holy Spirit. It’s hard to describe the insanity of having a mind which is occupied in every waking moment by such thoughts, unable to shake them off with any other distraction. The pitiful hell of it would have driven far stronger men to violent measures; but perhaps far stronger men wouldn’t have been in this position in the first place. 


For a week or more, apart from when I attended to calls of nature, I had to have someone watching over my every move, night and day. Even in my drugged stupor, however, I began to plan ways in which I might be able to bring it all to an end once removed from such vigilant eyes. The opportunity came a few days after I’d convinced the consultant I was no longer a threat to my own life and had therefore been given freedom to move around, within the hospital, unsupervised. 


Having executed my little plan and returned to my room, I began to swallow the paracetemol tablets.


 . . . . . . . . five, six, seven . . . . . . . 


My hope of finding a means of escape was not, however, going to be rewarded with success. How could I have ever thought it would be? One of the side effects of my high-dosage medication was a continuously parched-dry mouth: I had to chain-suck boiled sweets just to create enough saliva to keep my mouth moist and stop my tongue sticking to my palette. This meant that each painful attempt to swallow each large tablet of Paracetemol needed the help of several mouthfuls of water. It would have proved physically impossible to drink enough liquid to consume the seventy or eighty tablets I’d planned to take — not to mention the suspicion aroused amongst the nursing staff as I trudged to-and-fro between the kitchen and my room to refill the water jug. I aborted my attempt once I realised I had been, or was about to be, rumbled. 


Despite plenty of suicidal thoughts, there were to be no further genuine attempts to take my own life. The plain truth is that I just didn’t have the courage. I kept thinking to myself, ‘what if I end up in Hades itself? What if death leads to something which is far worse than what I’m going through at the moment?’ I wanted to die. Yes I did; with the whole of my heart. But because I already had some insight into the concept of everlasting torment, I didn’t dare risk trading one Gehenna for an even worse one!

I should like to be able to pretend that even while I walked through this forlorn valley I was still lifted in spirit by Luton Town’s impressive run in the League cup, which this season would, at last, take them to Wembley. Through compulsive habit, I did, of course, follow their progress, but it was without much care or enthusiasm: nothing but nothing seemed worthwhile any longer. Set against the enormity of the darkness that encircled me, everything else had no meaning.


I survived my internment in the County hospital by accommodating myself to the rhythm of the hospital’s daily routine, learning to live from one set point in the day to another: from lunch at one o’clock to dinner at six o’clock; from one drug-round at two o’clock to the next at seven o’clock. When Jeanne came for her evening visit, I knew that I’d more or less got through another day. I also knew that in her company I would be allowed to leave the building. Every night we went for a walk through the town: up the steep path by the river and alongside the floodlit castle, over Palace Green with the huge pinnacles of the magnificent Cathedral to our right, and back through the cobbled market place in the direction of the hospital. 

Many ordinand friends from Cranmer Hall also came to visit me. Some of them were more welcome than others, the most welcome being the ones who were willing to play chess with me. Even though, far too distracted to ever mount any serious challenge to my opponent, I always lost, I nevertheless found I could muster just sufficient engagement with the game to allow a very slight quietening of the accusing voices in my head — which were relegated to a position of less urgency but never forgotten. I hope that the other visitors — those who came with advice to give, to pray with me, or wanting me to talk with them about ‘how I felt’ — weren’t actually rudely sent away; but they seldom came back a second time once they’d encountered my dull, discourteous muteness. 


After two months or more of being a psychiatric patient had passed, it would have been totally wrong to suppose I was recovering from my illness: the continuous battle with tormenting thoughts continued without relent. But I had managed to settle into a more stable, mechanical rhythm of daily life, and I was being allowed to leave the hospital for extended visits home. My final discharge came sooner than expected, however, when, in one of my regular consulting sessions, I found myself talking to a different doctor. It transpired that the previous woman had only been acting as a locum to cover for staff shortages occasioned by illness! Nobody had ever felt it necessary to explain this to me. They probably felt it would have been of no concern given the intensity of my ‘psychotic breakdown’ — as it was medically described. The new doctor was ready to review my situation with a different attitude, as reflected by the question which she put to me after only a very brief interview.


‘What do you think the next stage of your treatment should be, John?’ she asked, with undisguised empathy and kindness — which I’m afraid was altogether wanting in her hireling predecessor.

‘I’d like to be discharged,’ I replied, without a moment’s hesitation.


Later that same afternoon I was collecting together my effects, including my priceless collection of music cassettes (which had in some small way helped me through the blackest moments), and waiting for Jeanne to arrive in the car to take me home. I had so many ‘pills and things’ which had been sent down for me from the hospital pharmacy that I needed a small carrier bag in which to carry them all. Strangely, my prescribed medication included several tubes of sun-block cream: notwithstanding overcast, wintry conditions, I was actually getting sun-burnt from the walks I had begun to take outside the hospital. It was an alert junior doctor who’d noticed my acute ‘photosensitivity’, another side-effect of the near-ridiculous drug cocktail I was being treated with.


It is of no great consequence to my story to relate, in detail, what took place over the next nine or ten months. Every day was a diet of the same kind of mental agony already described, and I was required to visit the hospital as an outpatient on what feels like a daily basis looking back on it – but probably wasn’t. And despite all the good intentions of the many people who came to visit me, I got no better. If anything, my mental state deteriorated further. I only ever found what may described as ‘some kind of peace’ when another day had passed and Jeanne was holding me tightly as we snuggled up together on the settee just before bedtime. I subjected myself to every kind of mental scrutiny imaginable, confessing to Jeanne and seeking forgiveness for just about every blighted deed and thought that I could dredge up from my memory, but always with no abatement to the fear of what I believed to be responsible for all this — God’s anger and punishment.


Nigel travelled up from Peterborough to visit me one day during the summer. Sensing the helplessness of my condition, he was one of the few with the sensitivity to offer his company as the most valuable thing to give me. Forget about me having tried to make any kind of fraternal response to my visitors, it was just about as much as I was able to do to cope with most them. In all honesty, I only wanted the company of those very few people whom I trusted implicitly — which included Nigel. I’m afraid there must have been many who thought me to be either a lost cause or exceedingly discourteous. What can I say?

 
Before he left, Nigel left me with this valediction:


‘John, you must know that nothing like this goes on for ever!’

I wished he hadn’t said it! So many prayers had been prayed for me and so many words of spiritual counsel had been given, but all to no avail. Every morning, the very first thing which came to my mind when I woke up was the mocking certainty of God’s punishment on me; and it remained there with me for the duration of the day. I’d convinced myself that because it was God himself who was punishing me, it would surely go on for ever, and ever, and ever, and ever………….. 

All the same, there was something about what Nigel had said — and coming from the person it did — which stuck in my mind. So even though for a while it only helped to compound my despondency with its damning promise of unachievable hope, yet still I couldn’t forget it . . . . . nothing like this goes on for ever.


England failed dismally in the European championships held that summer, and the Olympic athletes did little to raise National spirits. But little Luton Town FC — my little Luton Town — beat the mighty Arsenal in the League Cup final at Wembley. I managed to concentrate long enough to watch the whole match on the TV and even came close to ‘holding my breath’ when the Arsenal were awarded a penalty in the latter stages of the match, already 2-1 in the lead. Our reserve goalkeeper, Andy Dibble, made a glorious save. Stirred by the injustice of the penalty decision (and the justice of the save), Luton went on to get two late goals to clinch the competition. 

How I wish I could have been in my right mind so that I could have shared in the full joy of the occasion: our finest hour!

Autumn

If I were to say that rock-bottom came in late summer, it wouldn’t actually be true: every day was a rock-bottom. But there was definitely one particular evening when my head span around with such dazed, drugged bewilderment that, as I shut my eyes the more firmly, I honestly believed I’d come to end of my mortal road. When the final last breath failed to come and I again found I could open my eyes, I wept real tears of anguished exhaustion. ‘How much more can a human soul take?’ I asked myself for the thousandth time. And thinking thoughts of my little children playing outside in the road earlier that day with such blissful abandon, I implored of God, pounding as it were on his door, to show me how to get through this nightmare — if not for my sake, then for theirs!
It fell on me unannounced and unexpected; a harbinger of peace carried on the pure, clean, bracing energy of a north-easterly. It was free. It was part of nature. It came to me as a friend. It didn’t flirt but seductively beckoned. It told me to follow, and I did. It was strong. I wished it had come before, but perhaps I wouldn’t have recognised it. I tried to capture it, but couldn’t. Even now it will not let me.

There is something about autumn which, even though it heralds the onset of winter darkness, has always inspired in me a quiet kind of reassurance. The long, heady days of summer are replaced by the more subdued, less demanding colours of greyer skies. It’s as if nature is beckoning us to take our foot off the throttle, to cut back, to draw in, to be gentle with ourselves; for the time of expansion and blossoming and ‘bursting forth’ has passed for yet another year. 

I distinctly remember being strangely comforted by having to wrap a scarf around my neck to fend off the chill as I began my habitual evening walk to the nearby beck. Nearing it, I felt the cool breeze of the autumn evening on my face, a gentle caress that made me feel the hand of the Father himself had brushed my skin with reassurance of His love. The moment soon passed, but I couldn’t deny to myself what I’d felt. Miraculously, all kinds of other thoughts began to take shape as I walked apprehensively along the track by the stream: the same track that, fighting to banish the cheerless cloud of gloom which hung between me and the beauty of the wooded valley as a screen, I’d mechanically trudged for days and days,. 

My steps were cautious since I feared that I may loose sight of the gap which had appeared through the veil should I be too bold. The thoughts in my head were fragile, delicate, virginal. They presented themselves to me with all the uncertainty of a maiden who lacked assurance she was doing the right thing and would almost certainly have fled her lover’s chamber if courted too strongly. These were thoughts I’d long since given up hope of ever entertaining again. They suggested to me that I could feel good about myself; that I wasn’t wicked through and through. They gave me hope that if I could just keep it in my sight, there was, after all, a way through the fog!


Now indeed the beginning of the end had begun. The clouds had parted and a small chink of blue sky had appeared with all the wonderful promise of reprise contained therein. A small — very small — thought of hope, carried on the wind of an autumn evening, had whispered her kind message quietly into my ear. I don’t know from where she came or how she’d been summoned because I’d passionately implored her many many times before to come to me. But all of a sudden, amazingly, all of a sudden, just like that, I felt myself up for the fight again. Not that I was ‘cured’, or that my psychotic symptoms disappeared with painless ease and swiftness. But there I was, believing and hoping that at last I’d begun to find a pathway through the quagmire.


In the next few days I began to use the ‘sword of hope’ as a weapon to mount a counter offensive against the mind-set which had been inhabiting my head for far too long with all the swagger and arrogance of a tenant who, having claimed squatters rights and settled in, believed himself to be beyond forceful or legal eviction! I found myself attacking and rejecting the damning thoughts which continued to present themselves to me. And even when I grew weary of doing so and felt I must surely yield to their persuasive strength, and that it was useless to offer resistance, still I kept denying them, still I kept talking to myself in the language of reassurance. It all sounds so easy now as I look back; and I cannot deny that the improvement, once begun, definitely progressed with almost breathtaking rapidity. But those first few days of recovery weren’t as easy as I perhaps make them seem in my attempt to find words to describe the way it all happened. In fact, I remember all too well the resurgent panic I had to contend with as the fight seemed to be slipping away from me and the voices in my head mocked me for being so stupid as to think they could be evicted.


‘And what about the LSD symptoms?’ they asked me. ‘How are you going to deal with those? You’ll never get rid of them; they’ll always be there.’

There was no getting away from the menace of this threat. The strange, film-like, wax-like appearance of the world was a constant source of panic-generating irritation to me which I wanted take refuge from, preferably in some lonely dark place where I needn’t be tormented by the need to look out through my eyes. But I’d never been able to find such a place. And nor would I ever do so unless I became a hermit in a deserted cave; and even then I wouldn’t have mastered my fear! 

So if I was to avail myself of this opportunity to shake off my madness, I knew I had to somehow face the LSD problem head on. There had to be no more running away, no more hopes of some kind of ‘cure’, just a determination to see the problem for what it was: a kind of wound which made me limp, but which, in truth, had never proved to be as terrible as I feared it to be in my mind. I therefore began to show contempt for the symptoms which had paralysed me for so long, and I kept reminding myself that I had absolutely no alternative but do my best to ignore them. ‘Even if they don’t get any better,’ I kept trying to persuade myself, ‘they surely can’t get any worse.’ As I started to treat them in this way, they did indeed get no better! But my ability to master them began to assert itself, and my fear of them receded.


I also discovered other mental weapons to boot. Whenever I found that the hope and positive, reassuring thoughts were slipping away and weren’t recoverable through determined self-persuasion, I more or less said to myself: 


‘Who cares anyway? I’m not going chasing after them!’ And I allowed myself to be genuinely unfazed by recurring depression, fear or anxiety, promising myself that at least a small measure of happiness was always there to be found — somewhere, somehow, eventually. So too with sleep (or rather with insomnia!). I learnt the secret of being perfectly content to treat otherwise unwelcome wakefulness as an opportunity to think about all manner of things and people that gave me pleasure; maybe about my family or distant friends. Sometimes I used the occasion as an opportunity to pray. The critical thing was make myself sufficiently relaxed to be able to persuade myself — even though to do so involved a measure of self-deceit — that I was really just as happy to be awake as to be asleep. The remarkable thing was that the healing mercy of sleep often followed soon afterwards. 


My recovery was further aided by the coincidental out-patient appointment which my psychiatric consultant made for me with another physician — a doctor whom she’d felt, in consideration of the LSD-related aspect of my illness, may be of more help to me than she could be. The consultation with Dr. Munroe proved invaluable. Apart from giving me the benefit of his plain, refreshingly straightforward counsel, he also readily agreed to let me have a prolonged course of Valium. The dosage of the major tranquilliser was reduced, and the anti-depressant cocktail — which I’d always disliked and felt to be an irritant, not a help — was drastically rationalised. 


With my newly-discovered mental tools and the altered medication, my insanity soon began to yield in a way which was noticeable to others. Laughter was one of the first strangers to be shown hospitality again. And as I began to find myself actually enjoying people, and enjoying ‘doing things’ again, the pace of the recovery gathered unstoppable momentum.


It would be all too easy to think or say:


‘Why, for Heaven’s sake, didn’t you just begin to “pull yourself together” in this way a long time before?’ In response, I would find myself having to say: 


‘Do you think I didn’t try to do just that? Do you think I enjoyed the hell I went through and that I allowed it to happen just because I was too stubborn, or too lazy, or too dim, not to give myself a good talking to?’

No, the storm had been too powerful to fight. If any mistake had been made it was probably the one of trying to offer up resistance to its fury rather than running for shelter and weathering it out in the harbour. There is a time to ‘tough it out’, and another time to take refuge. Even so, I doubt whether in those days I had the self-knowledge or navigational skills to know where a welcoming port was to be found. So perhaps I had no alternative but to drift helplessly on a restless sea, battered by a storm which had been gathering itself together for a long long time and couldn’t have been diffused without unleashing its thunder, lightning, wind and torrential rain. 


But the isobars had, at last, begun to widen, and the storm had all but expended herself. Now was the time to seize the opportunity and set about repairing the damage which had been inflicted.


Well over a decade has now gone by, a decade in which Luton Town Football Club seems to have found its proper level back down in the second division. During the season when I was writing this story, however, they looked set for promotion back to the first; only to be thrown off course after a prolonged period of icy weather mysteriously afflicted the South East and led to the postponement of three or four vital matches — just when they had been having such a good run of results. It would be easy to suspect the forces of darkness had a hand to play in all this, save for the fact that Watford and Brentford were also similarly affected, themselves agents of the darkness. 


 A decade is long enough for me to have replenished my anecdotal library, but therein rests an entirely different story. It is also long enough for me to believe, with some confidence, that Nigel was right when he said: ‘John, you must know that nothing like this goes on for ever.’


Thankyou, Nigel. Maybe it’s true. Maybe all things must pass. 

