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This book is dedicated to my late mother Mary Evans and 

my second wife Sandra who both changed the course of my 

life 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

4 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 …....................How it all started 

Chapter 2 ……………………Back to square one 

Chapter 3 ……………………Wheels of fortune 

Chapter 4 …………………….How I deal with a bad patch 

Chapter 5 …………………….Funny moments 

Chapter 6 …………………….Bizarre dreams…“Can I name a lettuce                                                                                                            

after you?” 

Chapter 7 …………………….Pushing back the boundaries 

Chapter 8 …………………….Simplify your life 

Chapter 9 …………………….A new social life 

Chapter 10 ………………….Striving to work again 

  



   

5 
 

 

 

Chapter 1 

How it all started 

   I can remember to this day exactly when I first experienced that 

weird, frightening sense of feeling mentally and physically 

detached from my body. It was after a long 14-hour day on the 

now defunct Today newspaper in Pimlico. I had worked there for a 

couple of months on its launch in early 1986, always without a 

break, trying against all odds to operate a totally unsuitable 

computer for my job as senior copytaster. My brief was to grade 

the newsworthiness of reporters’ stories from staff, Press 

Association, High Court, Parliament and all freelance contributors 

and pass it on to the Back Bench, Chief Sub and other senior 

chaps. As our computers were unable to automatically combine 

the folios of every story, I spent my days pecking at my machine 

like a demented bird, joining up all the folios “by hand”.  

   How I longed for the simple tactile efficiency of paper. Eventually 

it took its toll.  

   My abiding memory of that time was eating about five bananas a 

day, wearing a beret and yearning for the provinces again. It 

wasn’t that I couldn’t do the job, it was the sheer unreasonable 

workload. It hadn’t helped that Today had forgotten to inform  
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me of the week’s training course before I started. I had worked as 

a freelance news sub on the Daily Mirror and The Times and had 

been offered a six-month full-time contract on the Mirror in 1978 

so I wasn’t a novice. 

   Anyway, I digress, it was back in April 1986 that it all started as I 

walked across Euston Station to catch the train to Coventry, and 

then on by car to Kenilworth where I lived. I usually bought a 

miniature whisky which I would imbibe on the journey home 

which normally took about two and a half hours or so. Only this 

time I felt odd. It wasn’t me walking….it was as though someone 

else was operating my legs. I came over giddy and panicky. I 

thought I was looking down on myself, a sort of out-of-body 

experience. Was I going mad? I managed to get on the train but 

didn’t feel like a drink or a smoke which in itself was odd for me. I 

felt so frightened that I wrote a note with my name, address and 

phone number on it and put in the top pocket of my jacket in case 

I passed out. Sounds terribly dramatic but that’s how I felt. 

   I did make it to Coventry but was unable to drive home from 

there. I was so utterly exhausted and confused. My then wife took 

over as she had met me at the station. Quite obviously I had been 

working far too hard, travelling too far to work (112 miles each 

way) and hardly sleeping. I kept going for another couple of 

months on Today before I resigned on health grounds. My job, I 

was later told, was split between three people. Too late for me. 

The damage had been done. 
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   I returned to my old job as a senior copytaster on the seven 

edition Coventry Evening Telegraph. I had worked there since 1981 

after returning to England after three years as Chief Sub-Editor 

and Foreign Editor on the East African Standard, one of Kenya’s 

two daily newspapers. I liked my time at Coventry. There were 

some real characters there. We sold about 96,000 copies a night 

and produced a Football Pink on Saturday.  

    These were pre-computer days where a sub-editors’ page layout 

skills and editing of a story were far more skilled and satisfying. No 

idiot buttons in those days! 

   Sadly, on the day I started back in May, where before I had been 

so secure and happy, I soon realised that I felt great panic every 

time there was a late change…such as when a story had to be 

dropped for a better one at the last minute. Previously I had 

thrived on this sort of pressure. This time my body and mind 

seized up and although I knew the standard of my work was still 

unaffected I could no longer maintain the speed and pressure 

without feeling a terrible urge to flee the building and drive out 

into the peace of the countryside and hide.  

   Somehow I managed to keep my head above water but chose to 

give up the copytaster’s job and join the ranks of the news sub-

editors. My editor, Geoffrey Elliott, was fantastic, so supportive, as 

were my colleagues but I felt so guilty that I wasn’t playing a full 

part in the production of the newspaper. For some reason I 

couldn’t edit stories with pictures attached. I was scared to walk 

to the coffee machine or the loo in case I collapsed. As a  
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result I bought one coffee at 8am and sipped it slowly until the 

afternoon by which time it was stone cold!  

   I became very agoraphobic. I wasn’t afraid of open spaces but of 

crowded places, walking in public with my “jelly legs” and going 

out in the evening or travelling by bus or train anywhere. I 

couldn’t face anything that had been planned ahead in case I 

wasn’t feeling well and would let people down. This feeling of 

letting people down is still with me today but to a much lesser 

degree…thanks to my wonderful, understanding second wife, 

Sandra. I often experienced utter fatigue. 

   (Even my marriage to Sandra in 2008 had to be secret as I 

couldn’t cope with the pressure of anyone else knowing. Not even 

close family knew…only two witnesses sworn to secrecy attended 

the register office ceremony. When we later informed our nearest 

and dearest they were so understanding. Of course they were 

disappointed but they totally understood the reasons why).  

   Anyway, after 18 months in August 1987, I resigned, my 

marriage ended and I returned to my roots, West Byfleet, Surrey 

at the age of 38. My mother and stepfather generously offered me 

a bedsit sanctuary in their bungalow. A GP in Kenilworth had 

prescribed me a therapeutic dose of anti-depressant and a beta 

blocker which I continued to take. 
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Chapter 2 

Back to square one 

With no income apart from Incapacity Benefit and the self-

confidence of a small child I started to rebuild my life. I knew this 

would take time and that only I could dictate the pace of my 

recovery. My foot on the accelerator and my foot on the brake; I 

knew nothing else would work for me.  

    It was three steps forward, two steps back. On bad days no 

steps were taken. I just consolidated what progress I had made, 

took stock and moved on again when I felt I had a fighting chance 

of succeeding. The past 18 months had taught me a lot: 

 We are not alone, about one in five people have mental 

health problem at some time in their lives to varying 

degrees. 

 You are not going mad! Even though you think you are the 

only person in the world who has ever felt like this. 

 Don’t expect everyone to understand what you are going 

through and how you are feeling but DO expect them to 

believe what you are telling them. 

 Don’t have any time for the “pull yourself together” 

brigade. If you could you would; after all you are hardly 

gaining from this debilitating experience. Ignore them or 

be rude to them. They are not your friends. 
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 Comfort yourself that people with depression are rarely 

selfish or greedy; if anything we take on unnecessarily 

other people’s worries and problems. Ironically, people 

often think of us as happy go lucky, extrovert and quite 

amusing. We are allowed to feel slightly pleased with 

ourselves at this point! 

  My illness turned out to be a valuable test of real friendship and 

love. You may well be surprised, as I was, who helps you the 

most…and who doesn’t. 

   You may well feel a sense of worthlessness and low esteem and 

a feeling (as I have already alluded to) that you are going to let 

other people down. This is daft as my wife is always telling me. 

Even if I do feel not quite right, she says, we will simply go 

wherever we were going another day. And if we do go and I don’t 

feel well, then we come back. The universe will remain very much 

the same whether we go or not. Fair point. 

 Talk to fellow sufferers. Many people prefer to keep it to 

themselves and bottle it up. If it works for them, so be it. 

I’m one who wears his heart on his sleeve and am happy to 

talk about it.  

   I have been astounded at the amount of people who are kindred 

spirits. Sharing how you are feeling with someone else and 

listening to their experiences is hugely rewarding and has helped 

me possibly more than anything else. One of my fellow “Black 

Dog” sufferers calls it Mental Flu. No case is exactly the same but 

there are common symptoms.  
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   I keep in my wallet a 5mg diazepam pill to take in emergencies if 

my coping techniques fail. Just knowing it is there normally stops 

me from taking it. On rare occasions I have taken one of these 

tranquillisers. I get through about 10 pills a year on average, 

although I have been eight years without taking one.  

   I also fill an old miniature whisky bottle with water and keep it in 

my pocket to wash the pill down with. Again, I’ve never used it but 

it’s always there as an insurance. I do the same with my heart 

pump spray which I have never used…but you never know when 

you might. So it helps you relax and does you no harm. 

 The benzodiazepine group of tranquillisers is brilliant in 

emergencies but certainly not the answer for regular use for more 

than four weeks. They can become very addictive and the more 

you use them the more pills you need. They also begin to lose 

their potency. 

 Don’t hesitate! Find a GP sympathetic towards mental 

health issues; just talking to them for 10 minutes can be 

reassuring and comforting. I have been very fortunate on 

that score. I was also referred to a sympathetic clinical 

psychologist and was greatly helped by a devoted CAB 

senior adviser who spearheaded my Incapacity Benefit 

appeal when I was too ill to fight it myself and too 

agoraphobic to attend my hearing 20 miles away. I shudder 

to think what I would have done without her.  

   I was first prescribed anti-depressants and a beta blocker in 

1986. Your doctor will give you all the information you need  
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about them should it be necessary. A few times I have unwisely 

tried to reduce the dose without asking my GP’s advice. Big 

mistake! After about four weeks my old symptoms returned and I 

started to feel awful again. Don’t do what I did. I now accept that I 

need that dose. After all, a diabetic doesn’t stop taking insulin. 
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Chapter 3 

Wheels of fortune 

   As my agoraphobia tightened its grip I found a perfect way to be 

able to leave the sanctuary of my home and garden. I bought a 

second-hand bicycle for £20 which gave me back my freedom. 

While I felt too wobbly to walk any distance, I found that I could if 

I was wheeling my bike. And I could ride it for many miles without 

any problems. A perfect escape route. 

   Cycling is so cheap and healthy and you have time to smell the 

roses as you pedal. Therapeutic and enjoyable.  

   I have an old fashioned bicycle with a single gear; I had the other 

two gears taken off as they nearly always played up. Nothing has 

gone wrong since. If the hill is steep I simply get off and walk up it. 

Marvellous simplicity. No lycra or goggles for me and I don’t feel 

the urge to shave my legs for wind resistance. A worrying trait if 

you ask me. 

   When your luck is out and hope seems far away some people 

turn to God. It is much easier to feel the need for spiritual comfort 

when your world is falling apart. I started going to church again in 

Pyrford, near Woking. I attended the Sunday evensong service 

which was much less crowded. I bumped into an old friend from 

the 1960s, now the verger. Brian Thomas was a wonderful help. 

Once a week I helped him look after the churchyards and tend the 

flowerbeds for about a year until I was  
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able to start work three afternoons a week as a newspaper sub-

editor on a weekly. 

  I even spent two hours every Saturday morning cleaning the 11th 

century St Nicholas’ Church in Pyrford. I did it for 10 years. I felt 

my self-worth returning, especially when someone said thank you 

or well done. I remember one afternoon feeling as low as I’d ever 

felt and forcing myself to clear the brambles and weeds around 

the old schoolroom beside the Norman church. For the first hour I 

felt utterly exhausted and wondering whether I would ever feel 

well again. Then the rector, the Rev John Ashe, walked by and 

thanked me for what I was doing. In one second I felt totally 

different, happy, proud and even optimistic about the future. 

  Little tokens of appreciation make a huge difference in getting 

well again when you are at a low ebb and feel a bit useless. 

  I found attending church again very comforting and I later 

became a Roman Catholic in 1997 and still attend Mass at least 

once a week. It’s not everyone’s cup of tea, I know, but don’t rule 

it out completely. 

   My sister, Sue, also experiences episodes of depression, 

although to a lesser extent. When she felt trapped in her house 

after her partner died a friend left his dog with her. So she had to 

go out and take it for a walk. Bit by bit she could face the outside 

world again and she was on the road to recovery. 
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   In 1989, two years after I returned to Surrey, I went full time on 

the Surrey Herald as a senior sub-editor. The complexity of the 

work was no problem. The pressure came from the vast amount of 

pages and the small number of journalists. Particularly taxing 

when someone was ill or on holiday. A familiar tale these days. 

That said, it did me some good.  

   I left rather suddenly in 1999 when I suffered a heart attack just 

after we had finished the Leader, our free paper. I remember it 

was 1.20pm on Wednesday, September 15. I had my last cigarette 

at about midday. Haven’t had one since and I don’t feel nearly as 

tired. 
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Chapter 4 

How I deal with a bad patch  

 

From time to time my panic attacks and depression return. About 

five years ago on the way back from four days in Cornwall (the 

furthest I had travelled in 25 years) I suddenly felt utterly 

exhausted.  

   My wife took over the driving but when we stopped for a coffee 

in some layby I felt weird and detached again. I thought it might 

vanish overnight. It didn’t.  

   The next day I felt giddy and a real fear of another heart attack 

took root. I was given a thorough physical check-up at my health 

centre and told that my fears were unfounded. It was another 

meeting with my old friend the Black Dog.  

   In some ways it was my fault; I had simply overdone things. 

There’s normally a trigger that attracts the “dog” to the front 

door. 

   With the experience of previous episodes I was able to reason 

things out and accept that I had to go back a few steps and revive 

my coping techniques to build up my confidence again… 

 Get out of bed before 9am. Don’t stew beneath the sheets. 

Problems assume astronomical proportions when  
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you are trying to hide from the world. I found that, 

although I didn’t want to leave the security of my bed, I 

actually felt far worse the longer I stayed in there. 

 Eat breakfast even if you have lost your appetite and your 

mouth feels dry and you feel slightly nauseous. I found 

cereal, yoghurt or porridge was the answer even when I 

didn’t feel like eating. 

 Give yourself an enjoyable task every morning to kick start 

your day. Reward yourself later on in the day perhaps with 

your favourite fruit, a few chocolates, treat yourself to a 

new item of clothing, a sherry (one sherry only please; 

drinking too much is not the answer. Believe me, I tried it 

many years ago and felt far worse) 

   It took a few months to get back to normal and resume my 

normal life. But I did it. As I’ve already mentioned I found gentle 

cycling a great help. On the canal towpaths my problems didn’t 

feel as unsolvable as the beauty of the countryside diluted my 

depression.  

   I also surprised myself by enjoying physical tasks, especially 

gardening. It took about 40 minutes after exercise started before 

the endorphins kicked in and evaporated the dark cloud that had 

engulfed me. 

  But probably the most difficult thing I found was shopping in 

supermarkets…especially if there was a long queue at the 

checkouts. This, I believe, is very common, having talked to so 

many people who feel the same.  

 



   

18 
 

  

  One of the most discouraging aspects of my depression was my 

fear of getting into conversation with anyone and avoiding people 

I know well. Normally, I love chatting to people wherever I am, in 

the village centre, football grounds or anywhere. But when I am 

feeling at my worst I feel panic coming on when they approach 

me. 

   The same anxiety takes hold of me in the hours before I get up in 

the morning…I may sense a twinge of pain in a tooth. Suddenly my 

mind goes into overdrive and tells me it is an abscess. That sick 

feeling in the pit of my stomach tenses in terror; I am going to 

have to have the tooth out. The injection won’t work and I will feel 

all the pain. The tooth will break and the dentist won’t be able to 

extract the whole molar!  I can’t help checking the source of 

“pain” with my tongue every few seconds. I am now sweating like 

a pig! Negative, negative, negative. 

  Only by forcing myself out of bed, scoffing a swift bowl of 

Cheerios and facing the world riding on my bicycle around the 

village could I find any sense of perspective and realise how 

everything had snowballed out of control. My tooth didn’t hurt 

and there was no abscess…I’d merely burned my gum because my 

curry was too hot! And anyway I have a brilliant dentist, so why 

worry. 

   Three months ago in January 2016, a week after the funeral of 

my 93-year-old mother, the “dog” called on me again. I shouldn’t 

have been surprised really. Mother had been living in a nursing 

home for the previous six months. Before that she had been  
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living with my widowed sister in West Yorkshire. Mother’s 

husband died in 2006. 

    I had visited her almost every day as her end-stage dementia 

kicked in. Although in the end her death was a blessing it was still 

a shock. To my surprise I had coped brilliantly with the usual tasks 

following a death. Obtaining death certificates, dealing with the 

undertaker, registering the death and the constant 

correspondence with solicitors, banks, the funeral and wake. In 

fact I had felt astonishingly well. 

   Five days later I was walking near my flat when that same weird 

feeling hit me. This time I knew what was going on and a wry grin 

came over my face.  

My old friend was back and needed a walk. 

This time I wasn’t going to stop doing things because my 

confidence had gone and I was feeling wobbly. To keep me steady 

in supermarkets I started using a trolley to lean on and then place 

a basket in it. When I had finished my shopping I simply lifted the 

basket out of the trolley containing all my purchases before 

furtively abandoning the trolley.   

If there was a long queue I tried to concentrate on some object in 

the distance to take my attention away from my neurosis. I also 

remembered something I had once cynically rejected in a book 

about depression. The author had referred to it as the WASP 

technique…Wait, Absorb, Slowly Proceed. It does actually work 

but remember to take deep breaths as well. Whenever I  
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sense that feeling coming on again my wife always says to me: 

“Just go all floppy and pause for a minute.”  

    You might feel as though other shoppers are staring at you but 

they’re not. 

 Try using a walking stick if you dare 

   I feel a bit guilty suggesting this but I’m going to mention it 

anyway. I own a lovely old walking stick for rambles in the country 

which is also very reassuring to lean on when you are a tad 

unsteady. It works for me. The only problem is that people expect 

you to limp a bit with a stick. So, unashamedly, I put on a bit of a 

limp when my stick accompanies me into town to add 

authenticity.  

   Trouble is I can never remember which leg I have limped on. So 

the next day you run the risk of ridicule if miraculously your left 

leg is suddenly better and yet your right one is suddenly lame.  

 Find a seat on the end of the row when you go to the 

theatre, cinema or football match. Then you have an easy 

escape route should you need it.  

 

 Cry if you want to, it’s better out than in. 

   Being a sensitive sort of chap I always find it rather embarrassing 

and unmanly if I am reduced to tears. But I soon change my beliefs 

when the Black Dog is barking at its loudest. Even sad items on the 

television news bring tears rolling down  
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my cheeks. There is a limit to the times you can brush it off as 

“something in my eye”. 

   I really excelled myself one evening as I witnessed the young boy 

waving goodbye to the whale at the end of Free Willy! I was 

heartbroken and had a damn good sob. Goodnight Mister Tom is 

another guaranteed waterworks job.   

   Seriously though, when you feel like crying it’s for a good reason. 

Let it go, don’t fight it. You will, I’m sure, feel noticeably less tense 

afterwards. It has a cathartic effect. 
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Chapter 5 

Funny moments 

   When my agoraphobia was at its most restricting I found myself 

doing the strangest of things. 

 Opposite the bungalow where I was living is West Byfleet 

recreation ground where every Sunday morning a football 

match takes place. Being a football fanatic I was 

determined to join the other 30 or so spectators. But the 

entrance to the sports field is about 20 yards to the left on 

the other side of the road. I was so petrified that I had left 

the sanctuary of my home and garden that I was incapable 

of walking the 20 yards left to the entrance. 

   So I was left with one option if I was going to watch 

football…walk through the hedge directly opposite which borders 

one side of the pitch. This I did. 

   Spectators turned in amazement as they witnessed yours truly 

wearing a raincoat and flat cap smoking a cigarette emerging from 

the hedge on to the pitchside. Even some of the players stopped 

in their tracks at this bizarre sight. For one awful moment I 

thought the referee was going to halt the game. 

   A few weeks later I was able to enter the park through the 

normal entrance, thank God. 
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 Sticking with the football theme, a few years down the line 

I decided to watch Non-League Woking’s FA Cup away tie 

against Football League side Brighton and Hove Albion at 

their Goldstone Road ground. I knew the ground well, 

having seen many Albion games when I was at boarding 

school along the coast at Lancing.  

   But I still didn’t fancy parking my car a long way from the 

ground. So I put my bike in the car boot and drove the 60 miles to 

the ground. I found somewhere to park about half a mile from the 

ground and cycled the rest of the way.  

   As I pedalled up to the ground a group of my fellow Woking fans 

spotted me. They let out a hearty cheer congratulating me on my 

mammoth cycle trek from Surrey. I had to gently break the news 

to them that I hadn’t even cycled a mile, let alone 60! I reminded 

them in a light-hearted way that I had been “bonkers” for some 

years and found distances challenging and they seemed to accept 

that. 

 Perhaps the most embarrassing and amusing incident 

came at a Surrey Herald party held in a giant marquee in 

the grounds of a hotel. I was wary of going as it would be 

very crowded. As I reached the entrance to the tent and 

looked to the far end where my group were seated my legs 

went weak and a feeling of nausea overcame me;  I knew 

that I couldn’t do this and didn’t particularly want to make 

a twit of myself wobbling my way across the crowded 

room. How on earth was I going to join my friends at the 

distant table? 
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   Then, an idea came to me. I went back outside and paced 

outside the marquee until I reached the exact point nearest to 

where I thought my colleagues were inside. I dropped to my knees 

and slowly lifted the flap at the base of the canvas. I crawled inside 

and was confronted by a few pairs of female legs at the wrong 

table! They were the girls from the advertising department.  

   Unaware of my difficulties with crowded places some of them 

shrieked with laughter and surprise. I tried to quickly explain my 

reasons for my unlikely choice of entrance and why I was kneeling 

down in a sea of ankles…but with limited success.  I got to my feet 

and to the sound of applause and giggles from my table I sat down 

with about 80 or so pairs of eyes staring at me. So much for my 

low-key entrance.  
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Chapter 6 

Bizarre dreams… “Can I name a lettuce 

after you?” 

   Even though I don’t sleep very well these days I still experience 

strange dreams… especially since I have had depression.  

   Last night I dreamed that I had gone back to Montpellier 

University in the south of France where I had spent a summer 

term in 1968.  For some reason I was in a canteen and at the next 

table a pretty girl called Marie-Lise was sitting. I recall talking to 

her for about 20 seconds all those years ago, so why she appeared 

again I have no idea. She turned her head towards me and said in 

perfect English:  

   “I would like to name a lettuce after you, do you mind?”  

   I replied: “Of course not, how kind.” Then my wife’s alarm went 

off and I awoke. What can this mean? Perhaps it is better if I don’t 

know. 

 Some years ago I was an ant playing in a crucial football 

match. I scored a hat-trick but was then carried off with a 

broken leg. After hospital treatment I was driven back to 

the ground and made my way on crutches to the club 

dining room. To my horror there was no food left and  
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everyone else had gone home. There I stood, a wounded 

ant feeling the full injustice of this world.  

 Another time I was walking along a road in the middle of a 

town when my eyes suddenly focussed on a pair of my 

trousers swirling in the wind at the top of a flag mast. 

There was no other flag flying…just my clerical grey 

unremarkable trousers. I became aware that I was no 

longer wearing any trousers at all. Just my Marks & 

Spencer Y fronts. Not a pretty sight at the best of times.  

 The other recurring dream is of my teeth falling out while I 

am eating Fajitas on a Dorset beach!  

I’m told it is healthy to dream, it helps reform the wiring of 

the brain, apparently. 

 So, keep dreaming but make sure you are wearing 

trousers. 
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Chapter 7 

Pushing back the boundaries 

Without a doubt the most debilitating aspect of my depression is 

the fear of being too far away from base. It still hasn’t completely 

disappeared but thanks to the patient encouragement, 

understanding and unselfishness of Sandra I have been able to 

push back the boundaries. 

   At first, as I have described in chapter 5, I couldn’t even walk 

more than about 50 yards unless I was wheeling my bicycle as an 

escape route should I feel faint. After a couple of years going on 

ever-longer walks and driving longer distances, my confidence 

slowly but surely returned. In time I was driving to Brighton (60 

miles) and 45 miles to see my grown-up stepdaughter and her 

family in Harpenden, Hertfordshire. Not always plain sailing but I 

managed it. 

   The more I did it, the better it felt. The route became a well-

trodden path; familiarity is a great tonic for depression sufferers, 

especially agoraphobics. But I needed to do all this alone. I didn’t 

want to be responsible for ruining someone else’s day if I suddenly 

had to rush back to base. 

   This all changed when I quite by chance met my second wife-to-

be. I trusted her from day one to believe what I was saying about 

my restrictions. It was on a Wednesday evening in October  
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2005. Sandra, who had only just started using Pyrford Social Club 

again after many years, arrived before opening time at 7pm. 

Luckily, the stewardess happened to be glancing her way, 

unlocked the door and let her in.  

   Had the stewardess been looking the other way Sandra would 

have driven home and the moment would have been lost. Sliding 

doors or what!  

  Thirty minutes later I turned up at the club to watch a European 

football game. I sat down at an adjoining table in my usual seat. 

Sandra was busy calculating the measurements for her Roman 

blinds. She was then a bespoke curtain maker. We got talking and 

the upshot was I didn’t see any of the football on TV and Sandra 

made scant progress with her task. And that was that.  

   A few days later she witnessed my karaoke singing and yet still 

wanted to see me again. Anyway, I immediately told her all the 

things I could no longer do and the few things that I could. It was 

fair to her and a weight off my mind.  

   It was as selfish of me as it was selfless. Sandra is about 12 years 

younger than me, very pretty and had been married before too.  

   I’m still convinced she is after a Care in the Community award. 

   The reason I have gone into such detail is that I firmly believe 

that some things are meant…even getting depression and having 

panic attacks. Without them I would surely have never met 

Sandra. Our paths would never have crossed. 
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  So, seek out a kindred spirit and together you may be surprised 

how much happier and contented you will feel. It changed my life. 

It may not happen quickly; it took me 18 years to meet Sandra 

after my divorce.  

   That said, some people are happier single. I was for a while. It’s 

horses for courses. 

    I can now drive to Hebden Bridge in West Yorkshire (232 miles) 

and Lulworth Cove in Dorset (120 miles). Not only can I drive there 

but I can also stay for about five days without panicking. Slowly 

but surely it gets better. Yes, I still get bad days or a bad patch so I 

consolidate but I now know that in time the cloud will lift again. 

    I can now travel by bus, motivated by my free OAP bus pass, 

after an interval of 15 years, and have made a handful of short 

train trips with Sandra. I have yet to master flying and boat trips.  

   The last time I went abroad was to Kefalonia, a Greek island, in 

October 1985. You could still smoke on the flight, that’s how long 

ago it was.  

   One day I hope to travel to London and watch my beloved 

Chelsea F.C. At the moment the thought of being among a 45,000 

crowd scares the life out of me. 
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Chapter 8 

Simplify your life 

I have always been a minimalist forever trying to simplify my life, 

even as a young man. I hate clutter and have never been tempted 

to hoard possessions I no longer need nor have any sentimental 

feelings for.  

   I feel a wonderful sense of freedom whenever I “edit” my 

cupboard, desk drawers and clothes rail. It’s like rinsing your head 

out! If I haven’t worn any of my clothes for two years, out they go 

to some poor, unsuspecting charity shop customer. 

   Try simplifying your life by learning to say “no” when you really 

don’t want to do something as you are not feeling A1. Explain to 

them honestly why. Those who are offended can take a running 

jump. As I mentioned in a previous chapter, they are not your 

friends.  

Don’t forget: You matter too.  

   I found that until I really took this message on board I could not 

make the progress I needed. I hope this message is as helpful to 

you as it was, and still is, to me. It doesn’t mean be selfish, it 

merely means don’t be trodden on or pushed. 
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Chapter 9 

A new social life 

Brian Thomas and his wife Maggie, whom I have mentioned 

before, presented me with a membership of Pyrford Social Club as 

a birthday present in 1989. Little did I know what a huge 

difference this gesture made to my recovery and social 

confidence.  

   At first I went there about once a month keeping a low profile 

but trying to make friends. My love of sport, especially football, 

was a big bonus. I bonded with a few fellow Chelsea and Woking 

fans and watched the big games on the club TV. 

The joint stewards John and Becky Michael welcomed me and 

soon we became good friends. I became chairman of Pyrford 

Social Club F.C., watching their matches every Sunday morning for 

a good 10 years. The players and their wives and girlfriends were a 

great bunch and despite the big difference in our ages (I was about 

20 years older) they made me very welcome. All this boosted my 

self-confidence.  

   I virtually lived there. I was a regular five nights a week. I only 

had two drinks a night; it was the convivial company that I yearned 

for, not escapism through excess alcohol. 

   Many years later, shaking like a leaf, I plucked up the courage to 

join in the karaoke. To my great surprise I did all right and  
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received generous applause. This made me rather big-headed so I 

went up again and again…Strange that I can sing in public yet 

nearly faint at the thought of speaking in public.  

   The nearest I got was announcing the results of the Friday meat 

draw. Not quite the same. 

   At about the same time I started watching Byfleet Cricket Club 

matches which I found peaceful and relaxing. On two occasions on 

a Sunday I was asked to play as they were one man short. Very 

nervous as there was no realistic escape route but I revelled in it. I 

even took a catch and ran somebody out. I later joined the 

committee and am still a vice-president.    

   Way back in 1957 my father took me to watch Woking play in 

the then FA Amateur Cup. They beat Aveley 6-1 and went on to 

win the final at Wembley the following April. I was hooked. So I 

was determined to rekindle my love of Woking again many years 

later. Only this time it was one hell of a struggle at first. 

   I used to park my car just around the corner, then get my bike 

out of the back of the car and cycle the 75 or so yards to the 

turnstile. I was too scared to walk; I felt I would collapse with 

anxiety. 

   I stood on the terraces still feeling a panic attack was seconds 

away and too nervous to speak to anyone. In the late 1980s it took 

me about 40 minutes before I could relax and enjoy the match. 
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   After half time the cloud lifted and I was away, cheering on 

Woking and having a go at the poor linesman. It didn’t take long to 

make friends.   One fan in particular, a retired detective, is the wag 

of the terrace. One afternoon a visiting player with his name Kelly 

emblazoned on his shirt came over to take a throw in. Before he 

could take the throw Charlie shouted out:  

   “Oi Kelly, how’s your mother’s doorstep?” The place fell about 

and poor Mr Kelly was quite put off his stride. Priceless. 

    I still experience the lows but as the years go by the bad days 

become less. Par for the course if you are a “black dog” person. 

   The key is to divert attention away from yourself and on to 

something or someone else. Easier said than done… but little by 

little it gets easier. 
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Chapter 10 

Striving to work again 

Three days after my heart attack in September 1999 a senior heart 

specialist in the coronary care unit at St Peter’s Hospital, Chertsey 

leaned over my bed, read my notes and remarked: “You’re a 

newspaper journalist. Why don’t you give it up?”  

   He didn’t realise then what a massive relief those words were. It 

wasn’t just me making the big decision to chuck it all in, even 

though I really had had enough. Here was a top heart man 

recommending that I quit on health grounds.  A few days later I 

gave in my notice and took ill-health early retirement.  

   By then I had moved away from my mother’s bungalow and was 

living in a housing association flat in the same village.  

   Becoming independent again was a major factor in feeling 

normal. 

   However, I had to come off my tricyclic anti-depressants for a 

while after the heart attack. Something to do with those particular 

pills affecting the electric impulses of the heart. This caused me 

temporarily to slip into a deep well of gloom.   

   I saw a psychologist, Anne Heath, and she proved to be a 

significant help. Cognitive Behaviour Therapy didn’t appeal to  
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me. CBT has enjoyed a high success rate and I acknowledge many 

people have greatly benefited from this form of treatment. But 

after 30 years in newspapers I had become far too cynical to give it 

a fair chance. 

   Anne mentioned that a new organisation called Project 18, an 

employment development set up for people with mental health 

problems, was looking for someone who could help produce a 

newsletter. Given my background she thought it would suit me. I 

agreed. 

   I was interviewed by the founder Sylvia Chesney, a remarkable, 

hard-working and dedicated woman. She had been a journalist 

and a psychiatric staff nurse. 

   Hundreds of service users like myself had passed through her 

hands so to speak. Many had started back on the path to work 

again. Courses included office computer skills, dramatics, 

gardening, creative writing and assembly work. There was also a 

large polytunnel where plants and vegetables were grown. Many 

exhibits were entered into local shows. And there was the 

newsletter which I edited on two mornings a week for five years 

until I felt well enough to leave in autumn 2005. 

   A few years later Project 18 fell victim to cuts in the mental 

health budget and it lost its base in a villa in the grounds of St 

Peter’s Hospital, Chertsey.  An unwise and heartless decision. 

   While I was at Project 18 I had taken on the job as cleaner in the 

corridors and staircases of the flats where I lived. This was 

permitted work sanctioned by a government department as I  
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was still receiving Incapacity Benefit. I dearly wanted to come off 

this benefit but every time I tried to increase my hours my stress 

levels soared and the panics returned. 

   Four years down the line I gave up cleaning, substituting it for a 

one morning a week gardening job at a nearby dentists practice. 

This I loved and still love 10 years later. It also makes sense to 

befriend your dentist. 

   I recommend gardening as a healthy, therapeutic activity both 

mentally and physically. My wife and I have an allotment which we 

have tended for five years. 

 Don’t be too choosy when you are trying to get back to 

work; any job is noble and worth doing, gives you self-

worth and allows you to feel part of the working world 

again. I also found it refreshing to do something totally 

different to my previous career. 

   Although I had to accept that I wasn’t well enough to return to 

full-time employment I still didn’t like the idea of being on ill-

health benefit. I wanted to start a one-man gardening firm called 

Rent-a-Peasant. But it was not to be, although I did like the name. 

   When I reached 65 and qualified for my state pension I was 

overjoyed and relieved I was no longer on benefit. I felt normal 

again.  
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   Yet, when you think about it, it’s stupid feeling guilty about being 

on benefit if you genuinely aren’t well enough to return to full-

time work. That’s what it’s there for. 

   So, when you experience another reunion with the “Black Dog,” 

give it a friendly pat and smile. 
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Useful contacts: 
 
Anxiety UK 
Phone: 08444 775 774 (Mon-Fri, 9.30-5.30pm) 
Website: www.anxietyuk.org.uk 
 

Bipolar UK 
Website: www.bipolaruk.org 
 

Depression Alliance 
Website: www.depressionalliance.org 
 

Mind 
Phone 0300 123 3393 
Website: www.mind.org.uk (Mon-Fri 9am-6pm) 
 

No Panic 
Phone: 0844 967 4848 (daily, 10am-10pm) 
Website: www.nopanic.org.uk 
 

Samaritans 
Phone: 116 123 (free 24-hour helpline) 
Website: www.samaritans.org.uk 
 

  

http://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/
http://www.bipolaruk.org/
http://www.depressionalliance.org/
http://www.mind.org.uk/
http://www.nopanic.org.uk/
http://www.samaritans.org.uk/
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About the author 

Chris Trevor-Wilson, a 67-year-old retired journalist, shares with 

the reader how he has lived for 30 years with episodes of panic 

attacks, fear of crowded places and depression and gives 

encouragement to anyone who feels their life is devoid of hope 

and their future bleak.  

 Happily married to his second wife, Sandra, Chris has spent the 

last 17 years as a very part-time gardener following a major heart 

attack in 1999 at the age of 50.   

 Chris is at pains to point out that he is totally unqualified 

medically; he merely hopes that his coping strategies and 

experiences documented here may help and comfort fellow 

sufferers…and in time they too may learn to accept their condition 

and learn to love the “Black Dog” 

 


