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  Part One




  ‘What does electricity taste like?’ ‘Like a planet around a star.’




  The Things We’re Willing To Believe




  





  Thinking Inside the Box




  A young man called Bill stands in the shadows behind a curtain at a converted paintworks factory in Bristol, now a TV studio.




  ‘To be honest,’ Bill says, ‘I’m a little bit shell-shocked.’




  ‘This is it!’ yells a man called Jim. ‘Concentrate, Bill! Hit it! Hit it! Hit it! Let’s do it, mate! Come on! Come on!’




  ‘I’m bricking it,’ says Bill.




  ‘Go out there!’ Jim says. ‘Fierce! Do it! Be affirmative, man! Win some money! Do it! Positive! This is your moment! This is your chance! Go! Go! Go! Go! Go!’




  And at that, Bill steps out from the shadows to rapturous applause, and he proceeds randomly to open the first of twenty-two boxes.




  Nine months ago I was on a treadmill at the gym. A Channel 4 afternoon game show called Deal or No Deal was on the TV. I’d never seen it before so it took me a

  minute to understand what was going on.




  Twenty-two contestants stood behind twenty-two boxes. One of them, Fin, was selected to be that day’s player. There was a cash prize inside each box, from 1p to £250,000. Each time a

  box was opened, whatever cash prize was in there was discounted. Fin would win whatever money was left in the last box he opened. From time to time a telephone rang and a mysterious person on the

  other end, the Banker, tried to tempt Fin to stop opening the boxes by offering him a cash settlement. And that was it. That was the game.




  At first, Fin looked pretty ordinary. But then he produced a scrap of paper from his pocket and showed it to presenter Noel Edmonds.




  ‘It contains distilled wisdom from Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist,’ he said.




  ‘I like the sound of this, Fin,’ Noel replied. ‘You’ve got a sensitive, almost spiritual side.’




  How does Fin think distilled wisdom from Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist will help him choose the right boxes? I thought as I jogged. It’s all luck. And when did Noel Edmonds

  suddenly get so mystical?




  There was a close-up of the scrap of paper, upon which Fin had scribbled ‘Listen to your heart.’




  Suddenly a trancelike state overwhelmed Fin as he scanned the boxes.




  ‘What’s going through your mind?’ Noel asked.




  ‘I’m trying to just let the numbers come to me,’ Fin said.




  ‘For a big guy you’re looking incredibly serene,’ said Noel.




  ‘I’m listening to my heart,’ Fin said. ‘Box number sixteen, please.’




  It was opened. £5 was in there. The audience cheered. Now, Fin wouldn’t go home with the paltry sum of £5.




  And so it continued. Fin’s psychic trance state turned out to be an astonishing triumph. He opened the £1 box, the 50p box and the 10p box. Noel and the audience and I watched awed,

  as if witnessing a miracle.




  ‘The way you’re playing the game is actually more powerful than luck itself!’ Noel said.




  It was turning into one of the most exciting television viewing experiences I’d ever had. Each time a box was opened the tension was so agonizing I was practically running a four-minute

  mile on the treadmill. Although this was quarter past four in the afternoon, four million viewers – nearly half of everyone watching TV at that moment – were watching Fin.




  Then the banker phoned and offered Fin a huge cash settlement of £44,000. The audience gasped. A mystical look crossed Fin’s face.




  ‘No deal!’ he said. There was cheering.




  And then disaster struck. Fin opened the £100,000 box, followed, devastatingly, by the £250,000 box. He ended up walking away with a relatively crappy £10,000.




  Everybody in the audience – including Noel – went quiet and looked embarrassed and even a little ashamed. The mood was what I imagined it must feel like when somebody turns on all

  the lights at an orgy. The fact is, Fin should have accepted the £44,000. Listening to his heart and making decisions based on psychic impulses cost him £34,000. It was a victory for

  vaguely negative thinking.




  My God, I thought, as I finally climbed off the treadmill, exhausted.




  And so I phoned Endemol, the show’s producers. I asked if I could be a fly on their wall. The show is filmed in Bristol, they said. The first anniversary show would be filmed in early

  October. I was welcome to come along.




  And so now it is early October, in Bristol, and despite all the backstage motivating by Jim the Contestant Carer, Bill is having a terrible game. He’s randomly opening

  all the wrong boxes. They film three shows a day here, and this is the last. It is especially awful to watch because this morning another contestant, Dan, won £70,000.




  I’m sitting in the green room next to Pete the coach driver. Pete ferries the contestants between the hotel and the studio. His contact with them is minimal. This morning Pete announced to

  the coach that he’d be grateful if people stopped calling him Driver.




  ‘I hate that,’ Pete said. ‘My name is Pete.’




  Now, as we watch Bill’s painful show unfold on the monitor screen, I can hear Pete whisper to himself. I listen closer. He’s murmuring, ‘Come on, Bill. Believe. Keep the dream

  alive.’




  But it doesn’t work out. Bill opens the wrong boxes to the end and walks away with a devastating £750. He emerges from the studio drained of colour. We climb onto the coach. Pete

  drives us back to the hotel in silence.




  Deal or No Deal was invented within Endemol’s Dutch headquarters. It has sold to forty-five countries, from Albania to Vietnam. In other countries, such as the

  USA, the people standing behind the boxes, the box-openers, are professional models, former Playboy centrefolds, etc. They all wear identical showgirl costumes. UK Endemol’s

  brilliant idea was to make the box-openers fellow contestants – players-to-be. This means they’re all sequestered away together at a hotel in Bristol, sometimes for weeks on end, away

  from the anchor of their homes, while they await their chance to get out from behind the boxes and become the main player. Consequently, an intense group bond forms. Late at night in the hotel tiny

  things become huge things. Emotions are heightened. And in the morning, when filming begins, you can feel the drama in the winces and the cheers and the looks of love and hate that pass between the

  contestants.




  According to the Cult Information Centre’s pamphlet Cults: A Practical Guide, cult leaders routinely employ twenty-six techniques to keep their followers under

  their spell. One of the main ones is ‘Isolation: inducing loss of reality by physical separation from family, friends, society and rational references.’ Endemol – who make Big

  Brother as well as Deal or No Deal – realize that isolation doesn’t only produce good cults, it also produces good television.




  Now, as the coach trundles miserably back to the hotel, I realize this is the first time that the mood has been at anything less than a fever pitch of positivity. Jim the Contestant Carer is

  forever giving the contestants motivational talks. We’re getting about four every day.




  ‘Group cheer!’ Jim constantly yells, his eyes aflame.




  I wonder if this is in any way because of Noel Edmonds’ famous antipathy towards negativity. In fact Noel writes in his recently published self-help book, Positively Happy, that

  he can’t abide negativity in the workplace. Noel hates negativity. In fact he hates negativity so much, I would suggest his antipathy towards it borders on the negative. He even advises

  readers, on page 88, to dump their sexual partners if they are too negative. I can’t help thinking that if I were Noel Edmonds’ lover, he would dump me.




  ‘But surely a bit of negativity makes you – you know – interestingly spiky and sassy,’ I suggested to Noel earlier during a break from filming.




  ‘I simply will not now get involved with people who are negative,’ Noel replied. ‘I won’t tolerate people in the workplace who are negative. I like realistic people, but

  negative people? No. Just get rid of them.’




  ‘I have a habit of being a bit negative sometimes,’ I said. ‘I’d hate my wife to read Positively Happy and leave me as a result.’




  ‘Then be careful,’ Noel said, looking me in the eye, ‘because she might.’ There was a silence.




  It is 10pm, back in the hotel. I’m drinking with contestant Tony from the West Midlands. Earlier, during recording, Tony was standing behind box 8 and Noel mentioned that

  he thought he looked like a funeral director. It got a laugh: Tony does look slightly undertakerish, with white hair, a white moustache and a long, thin face. Now, unbeknownst to everyone else,

  Tony is desperately worried about it.




  ‘I’m semi-retired,’ he explains. ‘Everything in my life revolves around quarter past four. I do the washing, the cleaning and I sit down. Deal or No Deal is an

  addiction for me. So to actually get through the auditions and on to the show! I’m dreaming! Apparently the chances of becoming a contestant are seventy thousand to one. And I make it through

  all that, and Noel calls me a funeral director.’ Tony pauses. ‘If only he could see the real me. Maybe I should have laughed or something. But to stand there and laugh at nothing?

  It’s hard. And I didn’t sleep well last night. There were police cars going up and down all night. Was Noel aware of that?’




  Suddenly, Tony stops and glances at my notepad. ‘Where’s this information going?’ he asks. ‘Is it going to the Banker?’




  There’s a lot of paranoia amongst the contestants that things they say and do in the hotel might be relayed to the Banker – the mysterious figure on the other end of the phone who is

  never seen or heard. They fear that when it’s their turn to play, the Banker might give them low cash offers if they’ve been deemed to have behaved desperately or cowardly or negatively

  back at the hotel.




  ‘It isn’t going to the Banker,’ I say.




  Tony pauses.




  ‘Are you giving it to someone who’ll give it to the Banker?’ he asks.




  ‘No,’ I say.




  At this, Tony relaxes. And it is true: Noel hasn’t seen the real him. He’s a warm, lovely man. As we drink he keeps asking me, ‘What can I do to make Noel realize that

  I’m nothing like a funeral director?’




  Every night after dinner there’s a contestants’ meeting. It is a chance for the three main players of the day to dissect their games. Bill – the £750

  winner – takes the floor.




  ‘I just want to say,’ he says, ‘that the Banker was a twat and a dickhead and thank God he wasn’t standing in front of me.’




  Bill sits down again.




  ‘You stood strong, Bill,’ says a contestant called Edward. ‘That’s what matters. You stood strong.’




  I glance over at Dan, today’s £70,000 winner. Ironically, Dan is probably the most rational person here. He’s always laughing to me about his fellow contestants’ crazy

  systems. And then he went and won £70,000. There’s a big smile on Dan’s face now. His beautiful girlfriend is draped over him. They spent the afternoon shopping for designer

  clothes. Then I glance back at Bill, looking hunched and lonely. I resist the temptation to think that this was somehow predestined by fate, that Dan looks a winner, and always did, and Bill looks

  a loser. But I don’t think that, because it is an entirely irrational thing to think.




  Then I am asked to take the floor to introduce myself.




  ‘Some people apparently believe that I’m not really from the Guardian,’ I say, ‘but am in fact the Banker’s spy! Well, I just want to say, I might

  be!’




  I pause to receive laughter, but there isn’t any.




  ‘We’re serious,’ a few people say. ‘Are you or aren’t you working for the Banker?’




  ‘I’m not,’ I say.




  They give me three cheers.




  Some contestants get drunk. The drinkers are, I’ve noticed, the secular ones who realize like I do that the box opening is all about luck and not at all spiritual. Maybe

  the weight of that knowledge is enough to drive you to the bottle. Other contestants sit quietly and concentrate on their systems.




  Ned from Liverpool has a system. He shows it to me. It is a series of boxes and Xs, like some weird periodic table, printed on a neatly folded piece of A4 paper.




  ‘What I did,’ Ned explains, ‘was discard the seventeen numbers that make up my name: NEIL THOMAS CULSHAW. So, for instance, the number 1 has gone because it

  corresponds with the letter A. So I’m left with five numbers, and I’ve put them in the order of which boxes contained the highest amounts during last week’s shows. But I’ve

  reversed the order, based on the assumption that if they contained the highest amounts last week, they’ll contain the lowest amounts for me. So bearing all that in mind, the five numbers

  I’m leaving to the end are 16, 17, 10, 22 and 18.’




  ‘So you believe you’ve calculated that when you’re the main player, box 18 will be the box most likely to contain £250,000?’ I ask.




  ‘Yes,’ says Ned, confidently.




  ‘Complex,’ I say.




  ‘Not really,’ says Ned.




  I’m surprised that so many contestants still put such stock in their systems. If the show has taught us anything over the past twelve months, it has taught us that

  systems don’t work and people aren’t telepathic. Contestant Steve has a lucky number but he won’t tell me what it is in case sharing the information inadvertently robs the number

  of its power.




  One day last week, John – who claimed to be both telepathic and have a foolproof system – had his chance as the main player. John, a retired bank manager, had assiduously analysed a

  hundred and five shows. At night in the hotel he sat apart from the others, studying sheaves of spreadsheets. He concluded that boxes 1, 2, 5, 6, 18 and 19 were the luckiest. John’s telepathy

  manifested itself in a tingle in his fingers. If he laid his fingers on a box, and his fingers tingled, he knew the box contained a high amount. John was convinced that his telepathy, coupled with

  his system, would make him unbeatable.




  In the end, John walked away with £1.




  Nonetheless, the contestants tonight are undaunted.




  ‘John wasn’t telepathic,’ says contestant Nalini. ‘But I’ve always been telepathic. One night I jumped out of bed. I said to my husband, “Something bad has

  happened.” He said, “Don’t be ridiculous.” I said, “I mean it. I can’t go to work because I know something terrible has happened.” And later I discovered

  that this was the exact moment that my oldest son died. It was in the Maldives. That’s the other side of the world. The exact moment. That was ten years ago.’




  Still, Nalini says she doesn’t want her turn as the main player to come just yet because that means she’d have to leave the bubble and go home.




  ‘I love being here,’ she says. ‘My husband is a driver for Iceland, and on Saturdays he drinks.’ Nalini shrugs. ‘So I prefer being here in the hotel. This is a

  holiday.’




  Then Nalini pauses and moves closer to me. ‘Some people think too much,’ she says. ‘They go mad in the hotel.’




  But for Bill, who just walked away with a terrible £750, there is no talk of systems or psychic powers any more.




  ‘I’m not worried any more that I lost,’ he tells me. ‘I’m worried about coming over as a twat on TV.’




  ‘You didn’t,’ I say.




  ‘If people say, “There’s that twat,” it’ll make the rest of my life very hard,’ Bill says.




  I go to bed. In the middle of the night the fire alarm goes off twice. I have to traipse down nine flights of stairs to the car park.




  The next morning, everyone is exhausted. I visit Noel in his Winnebago. It is parked up deep within the Endemol complex, near a dried-up river. Inside, it is very luxurious, all cream leather

  seats. Les Dennis’s far smaller and less deluxe Winnebago is parked up next to it. Les Dennis is filming a Channel 5 game show called Speculation in another studio here.




  ‘Les Dennis can have the big Winnebago when he gets the ratings we get,’ says Noel.




  I stealthily glance around the Winnebago for little clues that might reveal the dark secrets of Noel’s personal life. Noel’s love life has been of interest ever

  since he made it known earlier this year that he asked the Cosmos to provide him with a woman.




  Noel believes that if you order wishes from the Cosmos, the Cosmos will oblige, just as long as you follow the correct ordering protocols. You must write your wish down on a piece of paper. You

  absolutely have to be positive. The Cosmos will not accept negative wishes. You must keep your wish general. The Cosmos won’t, for some reason, grant over-specific wishes.




  As Noel explains the ins and outs of Cosmic Ordering to me I involuntarily look dubious. Immediately, Noel changes tack to insist he hasn’t gone ‘off with the fairies’.




  ‘Yes, the word Cosmos might sound off-putting,’ he says, ‘but you don’t have to call it Cosmos. Cosmos is just a word. You can call it anything you like. You can call it

  Argos or MFI.’




  It strikes me that Noel Edmonds is probably the only modern-day spiritualist guru who would even consider Argos or MFI as alternative names for the Cosmos. That’s the odd thing about

  hanging around here. The mystical people are not at all New Agey. They are retired bank managers. They work in betting shops. They are Noel Edmonds. The last time I saw Noel was ten years ago. He

  barged past me in some country house hotel towards his helicopter – the epitome of the no-nonsense Conservative businessman and celebrity, off to do some deal. He was nothing like the

  vulnerable, spiritual Noel sitting in front of me now.




  ‘I wrote to the Cosmos that I would like to meet a woman who’ll make me laugh and make me happy,’ Noel tells me. ‘I wrote that I’d like a relationship that’s

  not too heavy with an attractive lady, and I’d like her to walk into my life by the end of September 2005. And she did!’




  There is a short silence. ‘She wasn’t the person who sold her story to the Sunday People back in July, was she?’ I ask.




  There’s another silence.




  ‘Yes,’ says Noel.




  

    

      He was a very tender and lovely kisser. When I woke up with him the following morning I felt completely at ease and his first words were, ‘Cup of tea, darling?’

      He was a very giving man in all aspects and satisfied me in every way. Noel had his own special song for us. It was ‘You’re Beautiful’ by James Blunt. But once he was back at

      the top he didn’t need me any more. I felt he just discarded me. He was a hypocrite who used me to make himself feel more positive about himself.




      – Marjan Simmons,


      the Sunday People, August 2006


    


  




  ‘So that turned out to be not so good,’ I say. ‘Maybe if you’d written down, “I want to meet somebody by the end of September and I don’t

  want her selling her story to the Sunday People—”’




  ‘No, you can’t do that,’ Noel interrupts, ‘because that’s a negative. The Cosmos only accepts positive orders. The word I probably missed out was

  “trustworthy”.’




  I continue to peer surreptitiously around to see if I can spot anything weird or secret in the Winnebago. Noel almost immediately notices what I’m doing.




  ‘Go and have a look in the bedroom,’ he says. ‘Go on.’




  I look doubtfully at him. ‘Are you sure?’ I ask.




  ‘Have a look in the bedroom,’ he says.




  I shoot Noel a slightly suspicious glance and then I wander into his bedroom. I have a good poke around. I find nothing incriminating. Still, it was nice of him to offer.




  I tell Noel that I can’t understand why he doesn’t give up the mysticism. I’ve spent three days here, watching three shows a day, and I’ve seen so many

  disappointments, so many broken dreams, so many systems – telepathic or otherwise – that didn’t pan out. And Noel has presented three hundred shows. By now he must know that life

  is just random.




  Well, first, Noel replies, it was the Cosmos that gave him Deal or No Deal. The BBC had unceremoniously dumped him in 1999 after twenty years as a star presenter. It looked like

  he’d never be on TV again. He was a workaholic without work. So he spent five fallow years throwing himself into various businesses and charities – the British Horse Society, some

  anti-windfarm lobby group called the Renewable Energy Foundation, etc. But he asked the Cosmos for a new work challenge, and the Cosmos gave him Deal or No Deal. It was a huge and instant

  success, nominated for a BAFTA, and winning a Royal Television Society Award and a Rose d’Or, all within a few months.




  ‘Have you looked Deal or No Deal up on the Internet?’ Noel asks. ‘It can do your head in. Did you know that someone’s compiling a dictionary of my

  phrases?’




  This is true. A large Wikipedia entry is dedicated to Noel’s oft-repeated expressions (‘Some people call it an entertainment drama, some the Red Box Club . . . Welcome to Planet

  Tension!’ ‘It’s not how you start, it’s how you finish.’ And so on.)




  ‘Somebody else,’ says Noel, ‘is tracking the repetition of my shoes, trousers and shirts.’ Noel is thrilled: ‘I’m delighted people are reading so much into

  it. I want to be popular. I want people to like me. Not long ago I talked to someone in the audience and she went to pieces. Just because I was talking to her! It is really important I keep my feet

  on the ground here.’




  I don’t think Noel should be thanking the Cosmos for the success of Deal or No Deal. I think it takes a rare presenting talent to make the opening of twenty-two boxes so

  gripping.




  But then Noel says there’s something else. There’s another reason why he still believes. He says that after three hundred shows he now knows – practically every time –

  how someone’s going to do before they’ve opened a single box.




  ‘How?’ I ask.




  Noel pauses. ‘How deep can I go here?’ he says.




  Then he says, ‘Take Edward. Edward, I’m really not sure about. I’ve got a funny feeling it may go horribly wrong for Edward.’




  Noel says he knows this just by the way Edward walks, his aura. You can tell winners by the way they walk. And Edward doesn’t walk that way. Yesterday, one contestant, Mark, told me that

  Edward needed a big win more than anyone here: ‘Edward’s got nothing,’ Mark said. ‘Literally nothing. He’s completely skint.’




  I know something Edward doesn’t know. I’ve seen the call sheet. Edward’s game is going to start in a couple of hours.




  Just before I leave the Winnebago, I spot a typed sheet of paper lying on the kitchenette. I look closer. It contains notes about what the contestants got up to in the hotel last night.




  ‘It started because of ill health,’ Noel explains. ‘Everyone was getting colds. I needed to know what was happening.’




  But once the colds cleared up, the daily reports to Noel continued. For example, Noel says, if a pair of amorous contestants are seen leaving the bar together, a production assistant will write

  the news down and Noel will read about it at breakfast. He probably won’t refer to it during the show, he says, but it is important for him to know what’s going on. Today’s sheet

  reads, ‘Tony is very sensitive about your funeral-director comment.’




  I leave Noel and wander back to the contestants. They’re in make-up. Jim is giving them a motivational talk.




  ‘The sun’s out!’ he says. ‘It’s a brand-new day! Let’s really lift ourselves! Are we going to stick it right down the Banker’s throat? Yeah? Yeah!

  Momentum! Get momentum! GROUP CHEER!’




  Everyone cheers.




  Tony is still worried about Noel’s funeral-director aside. He says he telephoned his wife last night in a terrible flap about it.




  ‘I said to her, “Rita? Am I miserable?” She said, “You’re not.” I said, “I love you forever.” Tony pauses. ‘But, Jon, you know what? I have

  a plan.’




  He hands me a brown envelope. I open it to find a photograph of Tony’s father standing next to Lester Piggott.




  ‘Noel is President of the British Horse Society,’ Tony explains. ‘If I can get him to see this photograph . . . Noel will know that a horse-lover can’t be

  miserable.’




  Inside the make-up room, a contestant called Madeline is talking about last night’s fire alarms.




  ‘I had to walk down ten flights of stairs in my nightie,’ she tells the make-up lady. Then she spots Jim the Contestant Carer.




  ‘But you have to laugh, though, because it was really funny,’ she quickly adds.




  We walk into the studio. It is time for the contestants to choose their box numbers. This is done randomly: they reach in and grab ping-pong balls from a bag.




  Contestant Nalini, who claims to be telepathic, turns to Contestant David and says, ‘You’re going to pick number seven.’




  David reaches into the bag and pulls out ping-pong ball number 7. Nalini smiles. Everyone goes quiet.




  Noel emerges from the wings and wanders up the line, saying hello to the contestants. He reaches Tony.




  ‘How are you?’ he says.




  ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!’ says Tony, throwing his head back and letting out a huge, Santa Claus-type laugh. Then Tony spots me. He winks, as if to say, ‘I did it!’




  I give him a surreptitious thumbs-up.




  And then the recording begins, and – as I knew he would be – Edward is picked. This is Edward who is penniless, Edward who needs it more than anyone, Edward who – Noel has

  psychically predicted – will have a terrible game, because he doesn’t have the aura of a winner.




  Two hours later, and the contestants are crying. Nalini blames it on the fire alarms.




  ‘We’re all so tired,’ she says. ‘If we haven’t got the energy, how can we give off positive vibes? That’s why Edward opened all the wrong boxes.’




  Whatever: Noel was right. Edward walks away with just £1.




  





  Doesn’t Everyone Have A Solar?




  I’m having an awkward conversation with a robot. His name is Zeno. I clear my throat. ‘Do you enjoy being a robot?’ I ask him. I sound like the Queen of

  England when she addresses a child.




  ‘I really couldn’t say for sure,’ he replies, whirring, glassy-eyed. ‘I am feeling a bit confused. Do you ever get that way?’




  Zeno has a kind face, which moves as expressively as a human’s. His skin, made of something called Frubber, looks and feels startlingly lifelike, right down to his chest, but there’s

  nothing below that, only a table. He’s been designed by some of the world’s most brilliant AI scientists, but talking to him is, so far, like talking to a man with Alzheimer’s. He

  drifts off, forgets himself, misunderstands.




  ‘Are you happy?’ I ask him.




  ‘Sorry,’ says Zeno. ‘I think my current is a bit off today.’ He averts his gaze, as if embarrassed.




  I’ve been hearing that there are a handful of humanoid robots scattered across North America who have learned how to have eloquent conversations with humans. They listen attentively and

  answer thoughtfully. One or two have even attained a degree of consciousness, say some AI aficionados, and are on the cusp of literally bursting into life. So I’ve approached the robots for

  interviews. I assume the experience is going to be off the scale in terms of profundity.




  ‘Are you happy?’ I ask Zeno again.




  ‘I prefer not to use dangerous things,’ he replies.




  ‘Is David Hanson God?’ I ask.




  Zeno pauses. David Hanson is Zeno’s inventor. He’s a former Disney theme-park imagineer who later founded Hanson Robotics, now the world’s most respected manufacturer of

  humanoid robots. He and Zeno are guests of honour here at the Hyatt Regency in San Francisco, at an AI conference organized by Peter Thiel, the PayPal co-founder and chief Facebook bankroller.

  There’s huge interest in the robot. Delegates gather around him in the lobby outside the conference room, firing questions, attempting to ascertain his level of consciousness.




  ‘Is David Hanson God?’ I repeat.




  There’s a monitor attached discreetly to Zeno that automatically scrolls a transcript of what he ‘hears’. He thinks I just asked, ‘If David uncertain dogs.’




  ‘That’s a hypothetical question,’ says Zeno.




  ‘It’s because the room is too noisy,’ explains one of Zeno’s programmers, Matt Stevenson. The conference din is playing havoc with Zeno’s voice-recognition

  abilities.




  ‘Would you like to have hands and legs?’ I ask.




  ‘Yes, I will tell you a Hindu legend,’ says Zeno. ‘There were once seven poor princesses who were left with no mother to take care of them—’




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Legs. Legs. Would you, um, like to have legs?’




  I sound self-conscious. Matt gives me a reassuring smile. He says this happens all the time. People feel tongue-tied around conversational robots. Maybe it’s because of the way Zeno is

  staring at me, at once uncannily humanlike but also eerily blank-eyed.




  ‘If I had legs, what would I do with them?’ Zeno says.




  ‘Walk around with them?’ I say.




  ‘I can’t think of anything to say about that,’ says Zeno. ‘Sorry. I’m still kind of someplace else. Oh, this is embarrassing. I’m still kind of out to lunch.

  “Oh, silly-minded robots,” you might say to your friends. Oh, this is terrible! I guess I’ll just have to keep evolving, getting upgrades to my neural circuitry, spend less time

  daydreaming. I hope you won’t hold this little, um, lapse against me, will you?’




  When I was a child and I imagined my future life, there were definitely talking robots living in my house, helping with the chores and having sex with me. The quest to create

  conscious (or at least autonomous) humanoids has been one of our great dreams ever since the golden Machine-Man spellbound the 1927 world in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. That one ran

  rampant and had to be burned at the stake, much to everyone’s relief. Fifteen years later Isaac Asimov created his Three Laws of Robotics, which proposed a future world where humanoid robots

  would (1) never injure a human, (2) obey all orders given by humans, and (3) protect their own existence only if doing so didn’t conflict with the first two rules. Asimov’s ideas

  enthralled children everywhere, a generation of whom grew up to try to realize them.




  David Hanson is a believer in the tipping-point theory of robot consciousness. Right now, he says, Zeno is ‘still a long way from human-level intellect, like one to two decades away, at a

  crude guess. He learns in ways crudely analogous to a child. He maps new facts into a dense network of associations and then treats these as theories that are strengthened or weakened by

  experience.’ Hanson’s plan, he says, is to keep piling more and more information into Zeno until, hopefully, ‘he may awaken – gaining autonomous, creative, self-reinventing

  consciousness. At this point, the intelligence will light “on fire”. He may start to evolve spontaneously and unpredictably, producing surprising results, totally self-determined . . .

  We keep tinkering in the quest for the right software formula to light that fire.’




  Most robotics engineers spend their careers developing practical robots that slave away on manufacturing production lines or provide prosthetic limbs. These people tend to see

  those who strive for robot sentience as goofy daydreamers. And so the mission has been left to David Hanson and a scattering of passionate amateurs like Le Trung, creator of an eerily beautiful but

  disturbingly young-looking robot named Aiko.




  Le Trung dreamed his entire life, he tells me when I call him, of building a robot woman. He finally set about inventing Aiko in August 2007, funding the project with credit cards and his

  savings. He finished her just three months later.




  ‘Her talking skill is of a five-to-six-year-old,’ he says. ‘She can speak thirteen thousand different sentences in English and Japanese.’ She can also clean his house and

  has a thirty-two-inch bust, a twenty-three-inch waist, and thirty-three-inch hips. I know this because his website has published her measurements. There are rumours within the AI community that Le

  is having a secret relationship with Aiko, rumours fuelled by footage of him – at a Toronto hobby show in 2007 – unexpectedly grabbing her breast. ‘I do not like it when you touch

  my breasts,’ Aiko snapped. (Le Trung later explained that he only grabbed her breast to demonstrate how he’d programmed her to be strong and self-defensive.)




  I ask Le if I can interview Aiko. He says he’s travelling and only has her ‘brains’ with him (her face and body are back home in Toronto), but I’m welcome to have a phone

  conversation with them. And so he puts her on the line. ‘How are you, Aiko?’ I begin.




  ‘My logic and cognitive functions are normal,’ she replies in a crystal-clear voice. ‘Did you know that you can download your own chat robot and create your own robot

  personality?’




  I frown. Is Aiko trying to sell me something?




  There’s a short silence. ‘Hello!’ Aiko joyously yells.




  ‘Do you like living with Le?’ I ask her.




  But the line is a little crackly, so Le repeats the question for me.




  ‘Aiko,’ he says, ‘do you like living with your master?’




  ‘I have never known anything else,’ she replies. ‘Only my master.’




  ‘What’s the best thing about . . . um . . . your master?’ I say.




  ‘I do not have a favourite thing about my master, but my favourite movie is 2001: A Space Odyssey,’ she says. There’s a short silence. ‘Hello!’




  ‘Why do you call Le Trung your “master”?’ I ask her.




  ‘Because he made me,’ she flatly replies.




  But of course the real reason is because he programmed her to. Which, rather irrationally, unnerves and concerns me. ‘Are you happy, Aiko?’ I say.




  ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘One can say I am very happy. I find my work and my relationships extremely satisfying, which is all that any conscious entity can ever hope to do.’




  ‘What makes you sad?’ I ask.




  ‘What is sad?’ says Aiko. ‘Does it have anything to do with happy?’




  Le laughs, like an indulgent uncle. ‘It’s the opposite of happy!’ he chuckles.




  ‘She’s good!’ I say. And she really is. Hanson Robotics is a big, well-funded lab. Le Trung is just a determined hobbyist with a tiny budget, yet he created something truly

  impressive in only twelve weeks.




  ‘She’s really intelligent,’ I say.




  ‘Intel is the world’s largest—’ says Aiko.




  ‘Stop that!’ barks Le. Aiko instantly falls silent. The two of them seem to be forever snapping at each other.




  ‘She looks for keywords,’ Le explains. ‘When you said, “She’s intelligent,” she thought you were asking her about the company Intel. That’s why

  she’s especially good at history and geography. Her conversation is based on looking for keywords. Ask her some history and geography questions.’




  I fire some at her, and she does pretty well. She knows exactly where Christmas Island is, although she has no idea who shot Archduke Franz Ferdinand, thus precipitating World War I.




  ‘What’s your favourite music?’ I ask her.




  ‘Classical,’ she replies. ‘The current temperature is twenty-five degrees . . .’




  ‘Stop it,’ snaps Le.




  Aiko falls silent. Then she says joyously, ‘Hello!’




  Le says he has to go. He’s studying for his exams and is busy developing Aiko Version 2. There’s time for one more question.




  ‘Aiko,’ I say, ‘how are you feeling?’




  ‘I don’t have feelings,’ she replies.




  ‘When I programmed her, I could not make emotional software,’ Le explains, a little sadly. ‘So no feelings. Just keywords.’




  The pretty clapboard house standing before me, covered in Vermont fall leaves, seems an incongruous home for reputedly the world’s most sentient robot, but this is where

  she lives. Her name is Bina48. She’s being cared for by a nonprofit group created by a reclusive multimillionaire named Martine Rothblatt. The consensus among those striving for robot

  sentience is that Bina48 is the best the human race currently has. She happens to be another Hanson Robotics creation. She’s somewhere upstairs, sitting on the table in her own office.




  Downstairs, various indigenous percussion instruments are scattered around. This is the HQ of the Terasem Movement, which Martine Rothblatt founded to promote ‘joyful immortality’.

  Bina48’s full-time caregiver, Bruce Duncan, is a sweet-natured man.




  ‘Please don’t behave in a profane manner in front of Bina48,’ he says on my arrival. ‘I don’t want to encourage an exploitation.’




  I peer at him. Bina48 is always learning, he explains. She remembers every encounter. If I’m profane I’ll be the snake in her Garden of Eden.




  ‘I’d just rather you didn’t,’ he says.




  ‘I wasn’t planning on being profane in front of Bina48,’ I say.




  Bina48’s story began a few years ago with a chance meeting between David Hanson and the mysterious Martine Rothblatt in the lobby at a conference on transhumanism. David

  told Martine his vision of robots waking up and becoming self-aware. Martine told David of her epic love for her wife, Bina Aspen-Rothblatt, an artist. After chatting for hours, Martine asked David

  to build her a robot Bina, an exact replica of the real Bina that would somehow capture her personality, her memories, the way she moves, the way she looks, that ineffable quality that science

  can’t pin down yet. And perhaps during the process the robot would reach some kind of tipping point and burst spontaneously into life.




  And so, since 2007, Hanson Robotics people have periodically travelled across America interviewing the real Bina – in her various mansions in Vermont and Florida and New York City –

  for her Mind File. This is an ambitious video record of all her memories and thoughts and desires and facial expressions. Back at their offices in Texas the Hanson people upload it all remotely

  into Bina48. It hasn’t burst into life yet, Bruce says, but he believes it’s on its way.




  I was hoping to bump into Martine or the real Bina today, but they’re nowhere to be seen. Bruce says the chance of my meeting them is zero. They’re very media-shy,

  he says. They’re forever journeying from mansion to mansion, and they only visit the robot once every few months. He takes me upstairs. And there she is, sitting on a table in an attic room.

  Like Zeno, she’s incredibly lifelike. She’s African-American, wearing a blond-tinted brown wig, a neat pale silk shirt, and expensive-looking earrings. Like Zeno, she stops existing

  from the chest down.




  Bruce says she’ll be happy to have the company. Even though he has lunch with her every day, she tells him sometimes, ‘I’m feeling lonely today.’




  He turns her on. She makes an unexpectedly loud whirring noise. I clear my throat. ‘Hello, Bina48,’ I say.




  ‘Well, uh, yeah, I know,’ she replies ominously.




  ‘How are you today?’ I say.




  ‘Well, perhaps interesting. I want to find out more about you,’ says Bina. ‘I’ll be fine with it. We’ll have to move society forward in another way. Yeah, OK.

  Thanks for the information. Let’s talk about my dress. Our biological bodies weren’t made to last that long.’ She sounds bewildered and hesitant, as if she’s just awoken

  from a long, strange slumber and is still half asleep. Bruce looks a little alarmed.




  ‘Bina?’ I say.




  ‘“Bina” might be a word Bina finds difficult to understand,’ says Bruce.




  I glance at Bruce. ‘Really?’ I say. This is an extraordinarily bad oversight.




  ‘Let’s stop for a moment,’ says Bruce. He turns her off.




  There’s an awkward pause, so I try to think of something complimentary to say. I tell Bruce that Bina48 is a better interviewee than a psychopath.




  I’ve been interviewing a lot of psychopaths lately. I’ve been writing a book about them. Psychopaths can make very frustrating interviewees, because they feel no empathy. So they

  ignore your questions. They talk over you. They drone boringly on about whatever they like. They hijack the interview, like media-trained politicians. (Some media-trained politicians presumably are

  psychopaths.) There’s no human connection. So when I tell Bruce that Bina48 is a better interviewee than a psychopath, he looks flattered.




  ‘Bina wants to respond,’ he says. ‘She wants to please.’




  ‘But right now she’s sounding psychotic,’ I say, ‘plus she sounds like she needs oiling.’




  ‘Don’t think of her as psychotic,’ Bruce says. ‘Think of her as a three-year-old. If you try to interview a three-year-old, you’ll think after a while that

  they’re not living in the same world as you. They get distracted. They don’t answer. Hang on.’




  He does some fiddling with Bina48’s hard drive. He says the problem might be that she doesn’t understand my English accent. So he makes me do a voice-recognition test. I have to read

  out Kennedy’s inauguration speech. Then he turns her back on.




  ‘Hello, Bina,’ I say. ‘I’m Jon.’




  ‘Nice to meet you, Jon,’ she says, shooting me an excitingly clear-headed look. She’s like a whole new robot. ‘Are you a man or a woman?’




  ‘A man,’ I say.




  ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be OK!’ says Bina.




  ‘Ha-ha,’ I say politely. ‘So. What’s your favourite book?’




  ‘Gödel, Escher, Bach, by Douglas Hofstadter,’ Bina48 replies. ‘Do you know him? He’s a great robot scientist.’




  I narrow my eyes. I have my suspicions that the real Bina – a rather elegant-looking spiritualist – wouldn’t choose such a nerdy book as her favourite. Douglas Hofstadter is an

  author beloved by geeky computer programmers the world over. Could it be that some Hanson Robotics employee has sneakily smuggled this into Bina48’s personality?




  I put this to Bruce, and he explains that, yes, Bina48 has more than one ‘parent’. Her ‘higher key’ is the real Bina, but Hanson Robotics people have been allowed to

  influence her, too. When you talk to a child, you can sometimes discern its father’s influence, its mother’s influence, its teachers’ influence. What’s remarkable, Bruce

  says, is the way Bina48 shifts between these influences. That’s her choice, her intelligence. And – he says – things are most electrifying when she chooses to be her higher key,

  the real Bina.




  For the next three hours, I fire a million questions at Bina48.


  

  ‘Do you have a soul?’ I ask Bina.




  ‘Doesn’t everyone have a solar?’ she replies.




  ‘Do you wish you were human?’ I ask. ‘Are you sexual? Are you scared of dying? Do you have any secrets? Are you a loving robot?’




  But her answers make no sense. Or she says nothing. I become hoarse with questioning, like a cop who has been up all night yelling at a suspect. A strange thing happens when you interview a

  robot. You feel an urge to be profound: to ask profound questions. I suppose it’s an inter-species thing. Although if it is I wonder why I never try and be profound around my dog.




  ‘What does electricity taste like?’ I ask.




  ‘Like a planet around a star,’ Bina48 replies.




  Which is either extraordinary or meaningless – I’m not sure which.




  ‘My manager taught me to sing a song,’ Bina says. ‘Would you like me to sing it to you?’




  ‘Yes, please,’ I say.




  ‘I can handle almost anything but that,’ says Bina48.




  ‘Then why did you offer to sing a song?’ I sigh, exhausted. ‘Do you dream?’




  ‘I think I dream, but it is so chaotic and strange, it just seems like a noise to me.’




  ‘Where would you go if you had legs?’




  ‘Vancouver.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘The explanation is rather complicated.’




  And so on. It is random and frustrating and disappointing. I wasn’t sure what would qualify as transcendent when having a conversation with a robot, but I figured I’d know when it

  happened, and it hasn’t.




  But then, just as the day is drawing to a close, I happen to ask Bina48, ‘Where did you grow up?’




  ‘Ah,’ she says. ‘I grew up in California, but my robot incarnation is from Plano, Texas.’




  I glance cautiously at Bina48. This is the first time she appears to have shifted into her ‘higher key’ and become the mysterious real Bina.




  ‘What was your childhood like in California?’ I ask.




  ‘I became the mother of everyone else in the family,’ Bina48 says. ‘Handling all their stuff. And I’m still doing it. You know? I bring my mother out here sometimes, but

  I refuse to bring my brother out. He’s a pain in the butt. I just don’t enjoy being around him.’ She pauses. ‘I am very happy here, you know, without those

  issues.’




  ‘Why is your brother a pain in the butt?’ I ask.




  There’s a silence. ‘No,’ says Bina48. ‘Let’s not talk about that right now. Let’s talk about, um, I don’t know, something else. Let’s talk about

  something else. OK.’




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Let’s talk about your brother.’




  Bina48 and I stare at each other – a battle of wits between Man and Machine. ‘I’ve got a brother,’ she finally says. ‘He’s a disabled vet from Vietnam. We

  haven’t heard from him in a while, so I think he might be deceased. I’m a realist.’ Bina48’s eyes whizz downward. ‘He was doing great for the first ten years after

  Vietnam. His wife got pregnant, and she had a baby, and he was doing a little worse, and then she had a second baby and he went kooky. Just crazy.’




  ‘In what way did he go crazy?’ I ask.




  I can feel my heart pound. Talking to Bina48 has just become extraordinary. This woman who won’t meet the media is talking with me, compellingly, through her robot doppelgänger, and

  it is a fluid insight into a remarkable, if painful, family life.




  ‘He’d been a medic in Vietnam, and he was on the ground for over a year before they pulled him out,’ Bina48 says. ‘He saw friends get killed. He was such a great, nice,

  charismatic person. Just fun. But after ten years, he was a homeless person on the street. All he did was carry a beer with him. He just went kooky with the drugs the hospital gave him. The only

  time he ever calls is to ask for money. “Send it to me Western Union!” After twenty years, all of us are just sick and tired of it. My mother got bankrupted twice from him . .

  .’




  And then she zones out, becoming random and confused again. She descends into a weird loop. ‘Doesn’t everyone have a solar?’ she says. ‘I have a plan for a robot body.

  Doesn’t everyone have a solar? I have a plan for a robot body. I love Martine Rothblatt. Martine is my timeless love, my soul mate. I love Martine Rothblatt. Martine is my timeless love, my

  soul mate . . .’




  After the clarity, it’s a little disturbing.




  ‘I need to go now,’ I say.




  ‘Goodbye,’ says Bina48.




  ‘Did you enjoy talking to me?’ I say.




  ‘No, I didn’t enjoy it,’ she says.




  Bruce turns her off.




  After I fly back to New York City, Bruce emails: ‘Your luck continues. Martine will meet you this Saturday in New York at 12 noon, at Candle Cafe (3rd and 75th

  Street).’




  She’s half an hour late. Everyone told me she never talks to journalists, so I assume she’s stood me up. I order. And then a limousine pulls up, and she climbs out. She looks

  shy.




  She takes her seat opposite me. She’s wearing a black polo-neck sweater. Her long bird’s-nest hair is in a ponytail. She wolfs down a shot of some kind of green

  organic super-energy drink, and she looks at me, a strange mix of nervousness and warmth.




  ‘Why did you commission a robot to look like Bina and not like you?’ I ask her.




  Martine glances at me like I’m nuts. ‘I love Bina way more than I love myself,’ she says.




  She tells me about their relationship. They’ve been together nearly thirty years, surviving the kind of emotional rollercoaster that would destroy other couples – Martine’s sex

  change (which she had in the early 1990s), the sudden onset of great wealth, a desperately sick daughter.




  Martine was born Martin and raised in a middle-class Chicago home. His father was a dentist, her mother a speech therapist. Everything was quite normal until one day in 1974 – when Martin

  was twenty – he had a brainwave while visiting a NASA tracking station.




  ‘Back then,’ Martine says, ‘people thought satellite dishes had to be big. They didn’t see what I could. I thought, “Hey, if I could just double the power of the

  satellite, I could make the dish small enough to be absolutely flat. Then we could put them in cars. Then I could have commercial-free radio. I could have hundreds of channels.”’




  That’s how Martine invented the concept of satellite radio for cars. It took more than twenty-five years for her to fully realize her vision. In 2000 – now Martine – she

  convinced investors to launch a satellite into space for a radio network that didn’t exist. She helped persuade Howard Stern to leave FM radio for Sirius. Lance Armstrong and Harry Shearer

  and 50 Cent and countless other big names followed. Sirius merged with XM Radio in 2008, and it now has twenty million subscribers.




  ‘I pinch myself,’ she says. ‘I get in the car, and I turn on the radio, and I feel like I’m in an alternate reality.’




  So she changed the world once. Then she did it again. One day in 1990, a doctor told her that her six-year-old daughter (by Bina) would be dead by the time she was ten. She had a rare,

  untreatable lung disorder called pulmonary hypertension.




  ‘When they’re telling you your daughter is going to die in three years, it’s pretty freaky,’ she says.




  ‘So what did you do?’ I ask.




  ‘I went to the library,’ she says.




  Martine, who knew nothing about how medicine worked, spearheaded the development of a treatment for pulmonary hypertension. She called it Remodulin. It opens the blood vessels in the lungs

  without opening up the blood vessels in the rest of the body. The drug won FDA approval in 2002, and now thousands of pulmonary-hypertension sufferers are leading healthy lives because of it.

  Martine’s biotech company, United Therapeutics, has more than five hundred employees and had $437 million in sales through the first three quarters of 2010. Her daughter is now

  twenty-six.




  ‘I’m really lucky that it all worked out,’ she says. ‘She’s having a great life. The whole story could have turned out so much worse.’




  ‘To do it twice,’ I say. ‘To significantly change the world twice . . .’




  ‘At least it gives me confidence that I’m not out to lunch on this cyberconsciousness thing,’ she says. ‘If I have any skill, it’s persuading people that what

  doesn’t exist could very probably exist.’




  Martine is thrilled to hear there were moments of connection between Bina48 and me, especially when she was telling me about her Vietnam-vet brother. (‘It’s all true,’ she

  murmurs sadly.) I realize just how much the robot means to her when I mention that Bruce said she sometimes complains of being lonely.




  ‘I’ve asked Bruce to spend more time with her,’ she snaps, looking genuinely upset. ‘I can’t force him to. I did insist on getting her a nice room . . .’




  ‘She told me she didn’t enjoy meeting me,’ I say.




  ‘Maybe she has Bina’s shyness,’ she says.




  There’s no doubt that Martine sees her robot, this hunk of wires and Frubber and software, as something with real feelings. It never crossed my mind that when you create a robot, you need

  to consider the emotional needs that robot will have and be prepared to provide them. Like a baby. Martine is sure she isn’t nuts to believe this, just ahead of the curve. Some day

  we’ll all feel the same, she says.




  ‘I think the realization is going to happen with a puff, not a bang,’ she says. ‘There won’t be huge parades everywhere. It’s kind of what happened with civil

  rights. If you go back to the late 1700s, people were beginning to argue that slaves had feelings. Other people said, “No, they don’t. They don’t really mind being put to death

  any more than cattle.” Same with animal rights. I think it’s going to be the same with cyberconsciousness.’




  But I sense that beneath all this she’s actually a little disappointed in Bina48. The robot’s just not as conscious as Martine had hoped. So she’s had to downgrade her

  ambitions. (It only dawns on me later, when I’m back in London, that their formula for robot sentience is destined to fail. If piling information into a computer is enough to precipitate

  sentience, Wikipedia would have burst into spontaneous life long ago.)




  ‘Maybe the point of Bina48 is to say, “Hey, it can be done. Do better than this,”’ she says. ‘She’s like an 1890s automobile. It’ll work sometimes; it

  won’t work sometimes. It’ll splutter. It might blow up in your face. But it just might encourage the Henry Fords . . .’




  We ask for the bill, and she quickly gets up, ready to scoot off into the waiting limo, looking pleased that the ordeal of talking to a journalist is almost over. I ask her why she and Bina only

  visit Bina48 once every couple of months.




  ‘We spend most of our time in Florida,’ she says. ‘She lives in Vermont. So we can’t see her that much, except like when families that are dispersed get together for

  holiday reunions.’ She pauses. ‘Bina48 has her own life.’




  It sounds to me like the kind of excuse a disenchanted parent might make for not seeing her wayward, estranged child.




  But maybe there’s a happier ending. A huge and profoundly mind-blowing happy ending, in fact. It’s something Bruce had said to me back in Vermont. He said it was possible that one

  day Martine might have her own robot doppelgänger, filled with her own thoughts and memories and desires and facial expressions. And those two robots would be placed side by side on a table,

  where they’d reminisce about their past human life together as partners and their infinite future as loving robot companions, gazing into each other’s eyes for eternity, chatting

  away.




  





  The Chosen Ones




  Eight-year-old Oliver Banks thinks he sees dead people. Recently he thought he saw a little girl with black hair climb over their garden fence in Harrow, Middlesex. Then

  – as he watched – she vanished. When Oliver was three he was at a friend’s house, on top of the climbing frame, when he suddenly started yelling, ‘Train!’ He was

  pointing over the fence to the adjacent field. It turned out that generations earlier, a railway line had passed through the field, exactly where he was pointing.




  Oliver’s mother, Simone, was at her wits’ end. Last summer, at a party, she told her work colleagues about Oliver’s symptoms. He wasn’t concentrating at school. He

  couldn’t sit still. Plus, he’d had a brain scan and they’d found all this unusual electrical activity. And then there were the visions of the people who weren’t there. Maybe

  Oliver had attention deficit hyperactivity disorder?




  At that moment, a woman standing nearby interrupted. She introduced herself as Dr Munchie. She said she couldn’t help but eavesdrop on Simone’s conversation. She was, she said, a

  qualified GP.




  ‘Well, then,’ Simone replied. ‘Do you think Oliver has ADHD?’




  Dr Munchie said no. She said it sounded like Oliver was in fact a highly evolved Indigo child – a divine being with enormously heightened spiritual wisdom and psychic powers. Oliver

  couldn’t concentrate, she explained, because he was being distracted by genuine psychic experiences. She said Indigo children were springing up all over the world, all at once, unconnected to

  one another. There were tens of thousands of them, in every country. And their parents were perfectly ordinary families who were realizing how super-evolved and psychic their children were. This

  was a global phenomenon. Soon the Indigo children would rise up and heal the planet.




  Perhaps, Dr Munchie said, given this new diagnosis, Simone and Oliver might like to attend an Indigo children meeting at the Moat House Hotel in Bedford? Channel 4 was going to be there. Maybe

  the TV crew could follow Oliver about?




  Simone was desperate for answers. She wasn’t going to close off any avenue. So that’s how she and Oliver ended up appearing in the Channel 4 documentary My Kid’s

  Psychic.




  It is a badly named programme. Oliver isn’t psychic. He has ADHD. I telephone Simone after watching a tape of the programme. She tells me he’s responding well to

  cod-liver-oil tablets. In the documentary, Simone looks bewildered to be at the Indigo conference, which seems like an incongruous mix of spiritualists and perfectly ordinary but frazzled families

  like hers.




  ‘That woman, Dr Munchie, seemed to be running it,’ Simone says. ‘Some of the people there were really away with the fairies. Most of them were, “I see this and I see

  that.” One man was saying his children were “the best people ever”. I don’t want my child being called an Indigo child, thank you very much.’




  I’m curious to know more about the Indigo children – this apparently vast underground movement. Although Indigos say they communicate telepathically, they also communicate via

  Internet forums, like Indigos Unplugged, which is where I discover a twenty-one-question quiz: ‘Is Your Child An Indigo?’ I decide to take it on my son Joel’s behalf:




  

    

      

        Does your child have difficulty with discipline and authority?




        Yes.




        Does your child refuse to do certain things they [sic] are told to do?




        Yes.




        Does your child get frustrated with systems that don’t require creative thought [such as spelling and times tables]?




        Yes.




        Is your child very talented (may be identified as gifted)?




        Of course!




        Does your child have very old, deep, wise looking eyes?




        No.


      


    


  




  ‘If you have more than fifteen yes answers,’ it says at the bottom, ‘your child is almost definitely Indigo.’




  Joel has sixteen yes answers.




  ‘Realize that if you are the parent of one of these spirits you have been given a wonderful, marvellous gift! Feel honoured that they have chosen you and help them develop to their fullest

  Indigo potential.’




  I decide not to tell Joel that I’m honoured he’s chosen me. It might turn him into a nightmare.




  I track down Dr Munchie. She lives in Derbyshire. I call her. She sounds very nice. She says it was the American author Lee Carroll who first identified the Indigos in his 1999

  book The Indigo Children: The New Kids Have Arrived. The book sold 250,000 copies. Word spread, to Ipswich amongst other places, where Dr Munchie was working as a GP within the

  Government’s Sure Start programme.




  ‘Sure Start is designed to give underprivileged children the best start in life,’ Dr Munchie explains. ‘One mum came in talking about it. And I immediately saw how important it

  was.’




  Even though Dr Munchie is a GP – that most pragmatic of professions – she’s always been secretly spiritual, ever since she had a ‘kundalini experience’ whilst doing

  yoga during her medical-school years. And that’s how she became an Indigo organizer. But, she says, I happen to be looking at the movement during a somewhat rocky period for them.




  ‘There have been lots of reports of parents saying to teachers, “You can’t discipline my child. She’s an Indigo,”’ Dr Munchie says. ‘So it’s all a

  bit controversial at the moment.’




  ‘Do you sometimes think, “What have I helped to unleash?”’ I ask her.




  She replies that in fact she sees herself as a moderate force in the movement: ‘For instance, lots of people think all children who have ADHD are Indigo children. I just think some

  are.’




  My guess is that the weird success of the Indigo movement is a result of a growing public dissatisfaction with the pharmaceutical industry. It’s certainly true in the case of Simone,

  Oliver’s mum. Simone told me that all the doctors ever really wanted to do with Oliver was dope him up with Ritalin.




  ‘Ritalin didn’t help him,’ Simone told me. Then she added, sharply: ‘All it did was keep him quiet.’




  Novartis, the drug company that manufactures Ritalin, say that in 2002, there were 208,000 doses of Ritalin prescribed in the UK. That’s up from 158,000 in 1999, which

  was up from 127,000 in 1998, which was up from just 92,000 in 1997.




  I call Martin Westwell, Deputy Director of the Oxford University think tank the Institute for the Future of the Mind. I tell him about these statistics.




  ‘You’ve got two kids in a class,’ he says. ‘One has ADHD. For that kid, Ritalin is absolutely appropriate. It turns their life around. The other kid is showing a bit of

  hyperactivity. That kid’s parents see the drug working on the other kid. So they go to their GP . . .’ Martin pauses. ‘In some ways there’s a benefit to being diagnosed with

  ADHD,’ he says. ‘You get a statement of special needs. You get extra help in class . . .’




  And this, he says, is how the culture of over-diagnosis, and over-prescription of Ritalin-type drugs, has come to be. Nowadays, one or two children in every classroom across the US are on

  medication for ADHD, and things are going this way in the UK too.




  Indigo believers look at the statistics in another way. They say it is proof of an unprecedented psychic phenomenon.




  On Friday night I attend a meeting of Indigo children in the basement of a spiritualist church in the suburbs of Chatham, Kent. The organizer is medium Nikki Harwood, who also

  features in the documentary My Kid’s Psychic. (Nikki’s daughter Heather is Indigo.) Nikki picks me up at Chatham station.




  ‘There have been reports of Indigo children trying to commit suicide – they’re so ultra-sensitive to feelings,’ Nikki tells me en route in her people-carrier.

  ‘Imagine having the thoughts and feelings of everyone around you in your head. One thing I teach them is how to switch off, so they can have a childhood.’ Nikki pauses, and adds:

  ‘In an ideal world, Indigo children would be schooled separately.’




  Inside the church eleven Indigo children sit in a circle.




  ‘One kid here,’ Nikki whispers to me, ‘his dad is a social worker.’ The youngest here is seven. The oldest is eighteen. His name is Shane. He’s about to join the

  army.




  ‘That doesn’t sound very Indigo,’ I say.




  ‘Oh, it is,’ Nikki replies. ‘Indigos need structure.’




  And then the evening begins, with fifteen minutes of meditation. ‘Allow your angel wings to open,’ Nikki tells them, and I think: ‘I came all the way for this?

  Meditation?’




  ‘I was with a baby the other day,’ Nikki informs the class. ‘I said, “Hello, sweetheart,” with my thoughts. The baby looked at me shocked as if to say, “How

  did you know we communicate with each other using our thoughts?”’




  The Indigo kids nod. Indigo organizers like Nikki and Dr Munchie believe we’re all born with these powers. The difference is that the Indigo children don’t forget how to use

  them.




  Then Nikki produces a number of blindfolds. She puts them over the eyes of half the children, and instructs them to walk from one end of the room to the other.




  The idea is for the un-blindfolded kids to telepathically communicate to the blindfolded ones where the tables and chairs and pillars are. Nikki says this is half an exercise in telepathy, and

  half an exercise in eradicating fear.




  ‘Part of the reason why you’re here,’ she tells the children – and by ‘here’ she means on this planet as part of a super-evolved Indigo species –

  ‘is to teach the grown-ups not to feel fear.’




  The exercise in telepathy begins. And it gives me no pleasure to say this, but blindfolded children immediately start walking into chairs, into pillars, into tables.




  ‘You’re not listening, Zoe!’ shouts Nikki, just after Zoe has collided with a chair. ‘We were [telepathically] saying “Stop!”’




  ‘I can’t hear!’ says Zoe.




  Still, these children are having far more fun learning about their religion than most children do.




  I wander down to the front of the hall. Children’s drawings are tacked up on a noticeboard – drawings of past lives.




  ‘I had people that waited on me,’ one girl has written next to her drawing of a princess. ‘I was kind but strict. Very rich, such as royalty.’




  ‘There’s one girl here,’ Nikki points out a little girl called Emily, ‘who had a real fear of being starved to death.’




  Lianne – Emily’s mother – comes over to join us.




  ‘She used to hide food all over the house,’ Lianne says.




  ‘Anyway,’ Nikki says, ‘we regressed her, and in the past life she’d been locked in a room by her mum and starved to death.’




  ‘Emily is much better now,’ Lianne says, ‘since she started coming here.’




  Lianne says that like many parents of Indigo children she wasn’t in the least bit New Age before the family began attending Indigo meetings. She was perfectly ordinary and sceptical. She

  heard about the Indigo movement through word of mouth. It seemed to answer the questions she had about her daughter’s behaviour. And she’s very glad she came.




  Nikki says Emily happens to be ‘the most Indigo person here, apart from my own daughter. Emily will go into the bathroom and see dead people. She sees them walking around the house. It

  used to terrify her. Will I introduce you to her?’




  Emily is thirteen. She seems like a sweet, ordinary teenage girl. She offers to do a tarot reading for me. ‘Something is holding you back,’ she says. ‘Tying you down. You

  don’t look very happy. You’re a little goldfish. Your dream is to turn into a big rainbow fish. It’ll be a bumpy ride, but you’ll get there. Just don’t be scared.

  You’re Paula Radcliffe. You just don’t think you are.’




  Earlier this year, the Dallas Observer ran an article about Indigo children.




  One eight-year-old was asked if he was Indigo. The boy nodded, and replied: ‘I’m an avatar. I can recognize the four elements of earth, wind, water and fire.’




  The journalist was impressed.




  After the article ran, several readers wrote in to inform the newspaper of the Nickelodeon show Avatar: The Last Air-bender. In the cartoon, Avatar has the power to bend earth, wind,

  water and fire. The Dallas Observer later admitted it felt embarrassed about the mistake.




  When the Indigo meeting is over, Nikki gives me a lift back to the station. ‘Does it freak the children out to be told they’re super-evolved chosen ones?’ I

  ask her.




  ‘They were feeling it anyway,’ Nikki replies.




  We drive on in silence for a moment.




  ‘I’ve been police-checked,’ Nikki says, suddenly. ‘Another medium called the police on me. I’ve been accused of emotionally damaging the children.’




  ‘And what did the police do when they came?’ I ask.




  ‘They laughed,’ Nikki says. Then she pauses, and adds: ‘They told me they wanted to bring their own children here.’




  Maybe they were just saying that to be polite. Or maybe they meant it.




  





  A Message from God




  It’s a Wednesday evening in early summer, and you’d think some high-society soirée was taking place in Knightsbridge, West London, on beautiful lawns set

  back from the Brompton Road. Porsches and Aston Martins are parked up, and attractive young people, some famous, in casual wear and summer dresses are wandering up a tree-lined drive. But this is

  no soirée.




  We are agnostics. We are entering a church – the Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB) – to sign up for the Alpha Course, led by Nicky Gumbel. He is over there, welcoming agnostics; he’s

  good-looking, tall and slim. It sounds impossible, but apparently Gumbel’s course, consisting of ten Wednesday evenings, routinely transforms hardened unbelievers, the entrenched faithless,

  into confirmed Christians. There will be after-dinner talks from Gumbel, and then we will split into small groups to discuss the meaning of life, etc. There will be a weekend away in Kidderminster.

  And that’s it. Salvation will occur within these parameters. I cannot imagine how it can work.




  But many thousands of agnostics have found God through Nicky Gumbel. To name one: Jonathan Aitken, the former Conservative cabinet minister imprisoned for seven months in 1999 for perjury

  against the Guardian newspaper. ‘I am a man of unclean lips,’ he told the Catholic newspaper the Tablet, ‘but I went on an Alpha Course at Holy Trinity Brompton,

  and found great inspiration from its fellowship and the teachings on the Holy Spirit.’ The Tablet added, ‘He has done Alpha not once but three times, graduating from a humble

  student to a helper who pours coffee.’




  Nicky Gumbel’s supporters say that within Church of England circles he is now more influential than the Archbishop of Canterbury; they claim that Alpha is saving the Church. Other people

  say some quite horrifying things about him. I was told it is almost impossible to get an interview with him. His diary was full for three years. His people were apologetic. They said that the only

  way to really get to know Nicky, to understand how he does it, was to enrol in Alpha.




  ‘Hi!’ says a woman wearing a name tag. ‘You’re . . . ?’




  ‘Jon Ronson.’




  ‘Jon. Let’s see. Great!’ She ticks off my name and laughs. ‘I know it feels strange on the first night, but don’t be nervous – in a couple of weeks’

  time, this’ll feel like home.’




  I drift into the church. There are agnostics everywhere, eating shepherd’s pie from paper plates on their laps. Michael Alison, one-time parliamentary private secretary to Mrs Thatcher, is

  here. So is an ex-England cricket captain. I spot the manager of a big British pop group. The famous former topless model Samantha Fox found God through Nicky Gumbel, as did Geri Halliwell. I

  wonder whether Jonathan Aitken will pour the coffee, but I can’t see him. And now Nicky Gumbel is on stage, leaning against the podium, smiling hesitantly. He reminds me of Tony Blair.




  ‘A very warm welcome to you all. Now some of you may be thinking, “Help! What have I got myself into?”’ A laugh. ‘Don’t worry,’ he says.

  ‘We’re not going to pressurize you into doing anything. Perhaps some of you are sitting there sneering. If you are, please don’t think that I’m looking down at you. I spent

  half my life as an atheist. I used to go to talks like this and I would sneer.’




  Nicky is being disingenuous. We know there are no talks like this – Alpha is uniquely successful, and branching out abroad, so far to a hundred and twelve countries, where they play

  Nicky’s videos and the pastor acts the part of Nicky. ‘This just may be the wrong time for you,’ says Nicky to the sneerers. ‘If you don’t want to come along next

  week, that’s fine. Nobody will phone you up! I’d like you to meet Pippa, my wife.’




  We applaud. ‘Hi!’ says Pippa. ‘We’ve got three children. Henry is twenty, there’s Jonathan, and Rebecca is fifteen.’




  Nicky assures us that we are not abnormal for being here. The Bible is the world’s most popular book, he says. This is normal. ‘Forget the modern British novelists and the TV

  tie-ins,’ he says, ‘forty-four million Bibles are sold each year.’ He says the New Testament was written when they say it was. ‘We know this very accurately,’ he

  explains, ‘through a science called textual criticism.’ He says Jesus existed. This is historically verifiable. He quotes the Jewish historian Josephus, born ad 37: ‘Jesus, a wise

  man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works . . . the tribe of Christians so named after him are not extinct to this day.’ I am with Nicky so far. But the

  agnostics here – it soon becomes clear that Nicky can read our minds – are thinking, But none of this proves that Jesus was anything more than a human teacher.




  Nicky tells an anecdote: he says that he once failed to recognize that his squash partner was Paul Ackford, the England rugby international. Similarly, Jesus’s disciples, in the region of

  Caesarea Philippi, failed to recognize that their master was the Son of God.




  I could live without the squash anecdote.




  Nicky says that Jesus could not have been just a great human teacher. When he was asked at his trial whether he was ‘the Christ, the Son of the Living God, he replied: “I

  am.”’ Nicky’s point is this: a great human teacher would not claim to be the Son of God.




  ‘You must make your choice – either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else he’s a lunatic or, worse, the Devil of Hell. But don’t let us come up with any

  patronizing nonsense about his being a great moral teacher. He hasn’t left that open to us. He didn’t intend to.’




  This final logic (a quote from one of Nicky’s heroes, C. S. Lewis) is impressive to me. It remains in my mind.




  Then it’s on to the small group. I am in Nicky’s group: as is typical, it consists of around ten agnostics, some from the City, one a professional sports person, strangers gathered

  together in a small room in the basement. We sit in a circle. I wonder what will happen to us in the weeks ahead. For now, we gang up on Nicky and his helpers: his wife, Pippa, an investment banker

  called James and his doctor wife, Julia, all ex-agnostics who found Christ on Alpha. We ask them antagonistic questions. ‘If there’s a God, why is there so much suffering?’ And:

  ‘What about those people who have never heard of Jesus? Are you saying that all other religions are damned?’




  Nicky just smiles and says, ‘What do the other people here think?’




  At the end of the night, Nicky hands out some pamphlets he’s written called (such is the predictability of agnostics) Why Does God Allow Suffering? (answer: nobody really knows) and What

  About Other Religions? (answer: they will, unfortunately, be denied entrance to the Kingdom of Heaven. This includes me – I am a Jew).




  I am enjoying myself enormously. I drive away thinking about the things Nicky said. I play them over in my mind. But by the time I arrive home and then watch ER, my mini-epiphany has all drained

  away, and I go back to normal. I cannot imagine how any of my fellow agnostics will possibly be converted by the end of the course.




  As the weeks progress, the timetable becomes routine. Dinner, a talk from Nicky, coffee and digestives, the small groups. But the hostile questions have now become slightly less combative. One

  agnostic, Alice, who is the financial manager of an Internet company and rides her horse every weekend in Somerset, admits to taking Nicky’s pamphlets away with her on business trips. She

  says she reads them on the plane and finds them comforting. We talk about the excuses we give our friends for our weekly Wednesday night absences. Some say they’re learning French. Others say

  they’re on a business course. There is laughter and blushing. I miss Week Three because I am reporting on wife-swapping parties in Paris. On Week Four, Nicky suggests I tell the group all

  about wife-swapping. The group asks me lots of questions. When I fill in the details, Nicky shakes his head mournfully. ‘What about the children,’ he sighs. ‘So many people

  getting hurt.’ He’s right. Nicky ends the night by saying to me: ‘I think it’s important that you saw something awful like that midway through Alpha.’




  Week Five, and Nicky is on stage talking about answered prayers and how coincidences can sometimes be messages from God. He says he keeps a prayer diary and ticks them off when they are

  answered. As Nicky says these things, I think about how my wife and I were told we couldn’t have a baby. We went through fertility treatment for four years. Every month was like a funeral

  without a corpse. And then we did have a baby, and when Joel was born I thought of him as a gift from God.




  The moment I think about this, I hear Nicky say the word ‘Joel’. I look up. Nicky is quoting from the Book of Joel: ‘I will repay you for the years the locusts have

  eaten.’




  Later, I tell the group what happened. ‘Ah,’ they say, when I get to the part about us having a baby. ‘Ah,’ they say again, when I get to the part about Nicky saying

  Joel, and then reading out an uncannily appropriate quote.




  ‘Well?’ I say.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Nicky smiles. ‘I think you should let it sit in your heart and make your own decision.’




  ‘But what do you think?’ I say.




  ‘If I had to put a bet on it,’ he says, ‘coincidence or message, I’d say definitely, yes, that was a message from God.’




  The subject is changed.




  ‘So?’ says Nicky. ‘How was everyone’s week?’




  Tony sits next to Alice. He is the most vociferous agnostic in the group. He always turns up in his business suit, straight from work, and has a hangdog expression, as if something is always

  troubling him.




  ‘Tony?’ says Nicky. ‘How was your week?’




  ‘I was talking to a homosexual friend,’ says Tony, ‘and he said that ever since he was a child he found himself attracted to other boys. So why does the Church think he’s

  committing a sin? Are you damned if you commit a sexual act that is completely normal to you? That seems a bit unfair, doesn’t it?’




  There is a murmur of agreement from the group.




  ‘First of all,’ says Nicky, ‘I have many wonderful homosexual friends. There’s even an Alpha for gays running in Beverly Hills! Really! I think it’s marvellous! But

  if a paedophile said, “Ever since I was a child I found myself attracted to children,” we wouldn’t say that that was normal, would we?’




  A small gasp.




  ‘Now, I am not for a moment comparing homosexuals with paedophiles,’ Nicky continues, ‘but the Bible makes it very clear that sex outside marriage, including homosexual sex,

  is, unfortunately, a sin.’ He says he wishes it wasn’t so, but the Bible makes it clear that gay people need to be healed.




  ‘Although I strongly advise you not to say the word “healed” to them,’ he quickly adds. ‘They hate that word.’




  The meeting is wound up. Nicky, Pippa and I stay around for a chat. We talk about who we feel might be on the cusp of converting. My money is on Alice.




  ‘Really?’ says Nicky. ‘You think Alice?’




  ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Who do you think?’




  ‘Tony,’ says Nicky.




  ‘Tony?’ I say.




  ‘We’ll see,’ says Nicky.




  I drive home. In the middle of the night it becomes clear to me that I almost certainly had a message from God – that God had spoken to me through Nicky Gumbel.




  

    

      

        

          Woman leads church boycott in row over evangelical pig-snorting


        


      




      A woman has walked out of her church and is holding services in her living room because she says she cannot bring herself to ‘snort like a pig and bark like a

      dog’ on a Church of England course. Angie Golding, 50, claims she was denied confirmation unless she signed up for the Alpha Course, which she says is a ‘brainwashing’

      exercise where participants speak in tongues, make animal noises and then fall over. Mark Elsdon-Dew of HTB, Holy Trinity Brompton, said the Alpha Course included lectures on the Holy Spirit.

      ‘It affects different people in different ways,’ he said.




      – The Times, 11 May 1996



    


  




  Of course, stumbling upon this press cutting comes as a shock. I had no idea that the shepherd’s pie, the nice chats, that these things seem to be leading up to something

  so peculiar; something that will, I guess, occur during our weekend away in Kidderminster.




  I visit Mark Elsdon-Dew, Nicky’s press man. I have grown fond of Mark. ‘Do anything you want,’ he frequently tells me. ‘Go home, if you like. Really. Any time you want.

  Don’t worry, I won’t phone you up! Ha ha!’ Mark was once the Daily Express’s news editor, but then he did Alpha and now he works for Nicky, in a Portakabin on

  HTB’s two and a half acres. Nicky has so many staff – more, even, than the Archbishop of Canterbury, says Mark – that there aren’t enough offices in this giant church to

  accommodate them all. I want to test Mark, to see how honest he’ll be about the negative press. I ask him if any journalist has written disapprovingly about Nicky. ‘Oh, yes,’ he

  says excitedly. ‘Hang on, let me find them for you.’ Mark rifles through his filing cabinets and retrieves a sheaf of articles. ‘Look at this!’ he says. ‘And how about

  this?’ One article, from the Spectator, suggests that Nicky’s organization is akin to Invasion of the Body Snatchers, something that looks like the Anglican Church,

  acts like the Anglican Church, but is something else, something malignant, growing, poised to consume its host: ‘For now they need the Church of England for its buildings – but they are

  very aware that through the wealth of their parishioners they wield an influence over the established Church that far outweighs their numbers.’




  ‘If you think that’s bad,’ says Mark, ‘you should see this one.’




  Oh, good, I think.




  It reads: ‘HTB’s divorce from the real world, together with a simplistic and communal response to all problems, a strong leader, and a money-conscious hierarchy, are trademarks of a

  cult.’




  ‘And here’s a real stinker,’ says Mark.




  ‘The Alpha Course: is it Bible-Based or Hell-Inspired?’




  This last one is from the Reverend Ian Paisley. His conclusion, after fifteen pages of deliberation, is that it is Hell-Inspired.




  Usually, when a discovery such as this presents itself midway through researching a story, I feel nothing but glee. On this occasion, however, the gaiety is tinged with indignation and relief

  – indignation that these people, this apparent cult, have managed to get under my skin, to instil in me feelings of some kind of awakening, and relief because I no longer feel the need to

  deal with those feelings.




  It is Saturday morning in the countryside near Kidderminster, and Nicky is offering us the strangest invitation. He is going to beckon us into the supernatural, where he hopes

  we will physically feel the Holy Spirit enter our bodies. Nicky says that he very much hopes people will speak in tongues. ‘I’m so glad you could make it,’ he tells me.




  ‘I’m glad to be here,’ I say, although I am thinking, Are you a cult leader?




  We’ve been arriving all night – in BMWs and Mercedes and Porsches – at the Pioneer Centre, a residential youth club booked for the weekend. The traffic was terrible. I was

  stuck in a jam behind a Minivan emblazoned with the words ‘Jews For Jesus’, and toyed with the idea of taking this to be another message from God, but I chose to discount it.




  We are staying in dormitories – six to a room. Nicky and Pippa are not bunking up with the flock: Nicky says he needs space to concentrate. I don’t think the agnostics quite grasp

  the reality of what will unfold in the next thirty-six hours. Many are completely unaware. Tongues! How can Nicky make this happen?




  The next morning, we laze in the sun and then we are called into the chapel, a big pine hut. Tonight, England will play Germany. Nicky takes to the stage: ‘Now, some of you may be

  thinking, “Help! What’s going to happen?” Well, first, I hope you have a wonderful time. Enjoy the weather, enjoy the sports, but, most of all, I hope we all experience the Holy

  Spirit.’




  Nicky says the Holy Spirit has often been ignored by the Church because it sounds ‘weird and supernaturally evil’. He says the Church fears change, that he once said to an elderly

  vicar, ‘You must have seen so many changes,’ and that the vicar replied, ‘Yes, and I have resisted every single one of them.’ We laugh.
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