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Preface

One of the injustices of life is that time cheats on us. Although it’s supposed to pass at a constant rate, experience tells us otherwise. It flies by when we’re enjoying ourselves, ticks over through life’s routines and almost grinds to a halt when encountering circumstances we would rather escape from at the earliest opportunity. For most of us, illness belongs firmly within the final time zone as life is put on hold whilst we suffer some malfunction or alien invasion.

But does illness have to be experienced in this way – a source of inconvenience and diminishment? Or can it, at least in certain circumstances, create space for us to embrace fresh appreciations capable of enriching our lives as a whole? This brief volume chronicles one journey, undertaken by a reluctant patient, from the former outlook towards the latter.

Self-evidently, this book wouldn’t have been written if I had remained fine and dandy, yet it seems incongruous to thank a failing body for precipitating a text. Yet there were many who helped me to recognise that, for all its uncertainties and depletions, illness can yield blessing. We need not name them here for their contributions animate this volume. In truth, what follows is an extended appreciation.

More people than I can remember have heard or read sections of this manuscript and encouraged me to make it more generally available. In particular, Stephen Cherry and Martin Kerry generously agreed to comment on the full manuscript, offering valuable feedback. To everyone who has participated in this labour, thank you.

I am indebted to Jim Cotter for granting permission to include an excerpt from Healing – More or Less (Cairns Publications, 1990). Similarly, to the trustees of Julia Darling’s Estate to cite from one of Julia’s poems, ‘Chemotherapy’, published in Sudden Collapses in Public Places (Arc, 2003), as well as to Bloodaxe Books Ltd to incorporate a poem by ASJ Tessimond, ‘Saving Grace’, published in his Collected Poems (Bloodaxe, 2010). Biblical quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version, Anglicized Edition, copyright © 1989, 1995.

And, finally, to Liz and Tess, companions through life, source of joy and consolation.





Chapter 1

Out of the Blue

“Are we going to watch Atonement or not?” It was New Year’s Eve in Edinburgh, UK, and Hogmanay celebrations were still some hours away. Liz and I pondered whether to take in the screen version of Ian McEwan’s novel. “Not before you’ve phoned the National Health Service Advice Line (NHS 24),” came her resolute reply. Reluctantly, I conceded.

Several weeks before Christmas, I had gone down with a severe cold which developed into a chest infection. There was nothing dramatic. No sudden deterioration or worsening in condition, just a gradual decline that could readily be accommodated within the ebb and flow of minor ailments accompanying most of us through life. The dog walking, though, set me thinking. Every morning around six, Tess (our golden retriever) and I embark on an hour’s exercise. Our normal pace is more than a walk but less than a canter, a spirited trot enabling us to cover a couple of miles or so before returning for tea and toast, although Tess majors on the latter.

Recently, though, the tempo dropped significantly to little more than a totter and a pretty unstable one at that. It felt as if I had been switched into slow motion or slipped some speed-inhibiting drug. Each step was shallow and laboured as the whole operation became more like a punishment to endure than an outing to enjoy. “Why should this be?” I wondered. Even so, the ‘chest infection’ theory seemed as good an explanation as any. And there was always the toast, that universal remedy which, when administered with lashings of butter and marmalade, spreads a layer of comfort over most of life’s ills.

The NHS 24 telephonist who answered was courteous and helpful. No automated message, no choice of options, a real person. Although not medically qualified, she was reassuring with her careful attention, sympathetic responses and promise of a return call within the hour. There was none of the pre-recorded “Your call is important to us” condescension. Instead, someone who seemed sufficiently interested to invest in our encounter. And it is surprising what can be communicated between those who, however briefly, choose to be present in the present for one another.

Well before the sixty minutes had elapsed my mobile rang and, once again, I was greeted by the animated tones of a Scottish accent, this time those of a nurse consultant. We quickly established a rapport as she proceeded to gather symptoms with commensurate ease: shortage of breath, chronic fatigue, cold sweats, tightness in the chest, poor concentration. Then there were the minor heart abnormalities that had first emerged thirty years previously when, wired up to an exercise bicycle monitoring pulse rate, it began to emit a string of high-pitched bleeps more reminiscent of Morse code than a heart rhythm.

As far as I was concerned, none of these symptoms alone gave rise to concern. They were isolated skirmishes containable by the body’s defences without intervention, especially if calling for reinforcements entailed eking out space in an overfull diary to visit a GP. But once assembled they seemed more menacing and potent, capable of mounting an assault and inflicting damage. Seen together they demanded attention.

This is precisely what they received. The phone line fell silent as my advisor, once appraised of the situation, consulted a colleague before returning to the air. “Mr Wallis?” “That’s me.” “There’s an ambulance on its way to take you to the nearest hospital for further investigations.” Now the silence was of my making as I attempted to process the import of her instructions. Ambulance, further investigations – what about the multiplex cinema and seeing in the New Year? My surprise must have been palpable because, before managing a response, she proffered an explanation.

What struck me was how readily she concluded that something was amiss once the symptoms were brought together. But there is the rub. I didn’t, and my guess is I am not unusual in this respect. We can become so preoccupied with the pressures of the moment that there is little space to process those minor disturbances that frequently impede progress and invade our days. We can lack the motivation also, for the process of reflection is not simply a drain on resources, it has the potential to disturb our equilibrium by uncovering things we would rather ignore.

For me, health issues readily fall into this category. Through the years, no doubt resulting from early exposure to a strict and life-negating form of Christianity, I have tended to view my body as a lazy mule requiring correction or a flighty stallion in need of taming. Either way, it is an adversarial relationship in which one part of me pits itself against another. I suspect many of us with demanding jobs and lifestyles have become adept at disciplining the flesh to squeeze a little more into each day, or at developing strategies for drowning out its protests when pushed too far. In the thick of things, we appear to have little choice given the levels of expectation and workload surrounding us; but, as I was about to discover, every so often our bodies stage a coup d’état.

Hailing an ambulance, though, still seemed excessive. Why couldn’t Liz drive me to the nearest hospital? After all, it wasn’t as if I needed urgent medical attention. Suddenly, a chasm opened up between my home-made diagnosis and the one entertained by my medical advisor. It left me disturbed and uncertain. Had I misread the symptoms? Was this ‘belt and braces’ approach a NHS ruse to reduce insurance liability? Or was I really ill? For all that, I still didn’t warm to the prospect of flashing lights and sirens.

Although there is a pronounced public dimension to my vocation as a Christian minister, I have never found being ‘on show’ easy. It is not in my nature to seek the limelight which, no doubt, explains why the prospect of blazing along the streets of Scotland’s capital in an ambulance didn’t appeal. Cars pulling over, running red lights, people stopping to stare – what a lot of fuss about nothing. There was comfort in the knowledge that my identity would remain hidden behind darkened glass. Mine would be an anonymous presence. Come to think of it, not so unlike the other time most of us are transported publicly against our wishes; although on that occasion, hopefully we are beyond caring!

Once my therapeutic phone-line encounter with NHS 24 was over, the countdown to the paramedics’ arrival commenced. But what to do? In an instant, my head filled with questions. What about this evening’s celebrations? Would I need an overnight bag? How should I break the news? When did I last change my undies? Is my will up to date? My mind oscillated between trivia and the essential before Liz, returning to the room, rescued me from my preoccupations. “What did they say?” It was a straightforward question, but one that flummoxed me. Searching for an answer, I heard myself saying, “Atonement will have to wait, we’re off to Accident and Emergency instead.”

It suddenly struck me how difficult it is to share unwelcome news, especially with those closest to us. For one thing, it requires us to admit to being at the mercy of factors beyond our control. Such exposure can be so emotionally demanding that we are tempted to retreat into a kind of imaginary world where we are masters of our destiny. At some point, though, reality has a habit of impressing itself upon us, forcing us to confront an uncomfortable truth, namely that our lives are inextricably linked to persons and circumstances beyond our manipulation or making.

For another, we would rather spare our nearest and dearest from having to join us in the turbulent waters threatening to overwhelm. Instinctively, I wanted to reassure Liz that all was well. That everything was going according to plan. That our feet were firmly planted upon terra firma or, at the very least, that we were safe within a lifeboat able to ride the storm. But my face revealed a different reality, expressing a level of honesty I lacked the courage to articulate. Faces possess that capacity, to turn us inside out. Whilst most of us become adept at using ours to mask the person within, vulnerability, like many forms of suffering, strips away the superficial to reveal the naked self.

Paradoxically, it was here, in this ‘communion of the vulnerable’, that genuine encounter became possible. As our eyes met, a reassuring sense of stability returned as the covenant between us embraced the chaos of the moment. Superficially, nothing had changed, but at a profound level I found myself in a different place – confronting an unknown future within the security of an enduring love.

No sooner had that moment of transfiguration passed than panic flooded back in. What shall I wear? Should I brush my teeth? Who supplies the Lucozade? It felt as if I urgently needed to prepare for something without being sure what it was, like those stressful dreams in which we can never quite make it to where we are supposed to be or, if we do, we feel humiliated because of being inappropriately attired. My mind darted back to those wintry early morning walks when I would don layers of thermal clothing and Tess wore nothing save her birthday suit. Then I recalled those haunting words rehearsed at funerals, “We brought nothing into the world and it is certain we can carry nothing out,” which pressed home the seriousness of my predicament.

It was an unsettling sensation, tinged with apprehension and adventure as I prepared to embark on what felt like a blind date with the Grim Reaper equipped with little more than a credit card and a tube of toothpaste. It all seemed surreal, but there was nothing other-worldly about the door buzzer. Glimpsing through the curtains it became apparent my carriage had arrived.





Chapter 2

How Inconvenient!

“I need this like a hole in the head!” Inconvenience was my overarching mindset on leaving the apartment. Inconvenience tinged with irritation. I had so been looking forward to meeting up with old friends to bring in the New Year. Then there were those work-related tasks clamouring for attention tomorrow and beyond. All of this was suddenly put on hold by some gatecrasher who had muscled its way into my diary. Someone needed to take responsibility and apologise. But who? Whose fault was it? Who was to blame?

I had often reflected on this when working as a parish priest; how many of us find ourselves entertaining such sentiments at times of illness or distress, along with that sense of being held to account or punished for some former misdemeanour. “What have I done to deserve this?” seems strangely anachronistic within a world of science and technology claiming to have banished interventions of celestial overseers charged with administering justice to the errant and unruly.

Yet such protests persist. They reflect, I think, a desire to impose a measure of order on to what would otherwise be a dangerously unpredictable world. The rationale, although rarely articulated, goes something like this. Surely, bad things cannot happen to good people? So, if they do, there must be a good reason for it. And, in the absence of a more plausible explanation, the ancient law of lex talionis immortalised in the Gilbert and Sullivan lyric, “Let the punishment fit the crime,” continues to hold
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