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Introduction


Since my earliest childhood, I have had memories of my past lives – not just one or two, but many. Some of these have so haunted me that I have been driven to delve deeper into my memories and search for the truth of their origins. This book tells the story of my search.


When I first embarked on this research, I was hesitant to discuss it openly. Belief in reincarnation used to be considered an oddity, confined to Eastern religions but not to be taken seriously in the West. Now a days, however, although it is still a difficult idea for many Westerners to accept, attitudes towards reincarnation are becoming more open and many people are reconsidering their ideas about death and the continuity of life. Popular television programmes have helped to spread the concept, and there is a growing body of serious research that suggests that reincarnation is a reality that can in some cases be proved. Not only do numbers of people remember their past lives, but on occasion their memories have been backed up by external evidence. The laws of nature tend to be consistent. Therefore, if there is sufficient evidence that some people remember past lives, it would be reasonable to believe that everyone has lived before.


There are two main ways of demonstrating the reality of reincarnation. One is when evidence can be found to support the accounts of people who have described past lives under hypnosis. The most convincing demonstration, however, is the increasing number of children who talk spontaneously about past-life memories from an early age, and are able to give specific details of those lives that can be checked out.


There are numerous documented cases of children whose descriptions of previous lives have been verified;a number of these children – many of them in India – have been able to contact and recognise their former families. Most of the work of research and documentation has been undertaken since 1960 by the late Professor Ian Stevenson of the University of Virginia, and in India since 1979 by Dr Satwant Pasricha, author of Claims of Reincarnation (1990). By the time of his death in 2007, Dr Stevenson had more than three thousand cases on his files.


In The Children That Time Forgot (1983), an Englishwoman, Mary Harrison, describes how she placed an advertisement in a women’s magazine asking for mothers to contact her if they had had any odd experiences with young children. Expecting to collect light-hearted anecdotes, she received hundreds of letters about children reporting details of previous lives. The most common phrase they used was ‘when I was here before’. The stories they told were consistent in their detail and unchanged with each retelling, despite the youth of the children concerned.


Although a detailed past-life memory is still not very common, most children have fragments of memory from their previous lives. The brainwaves of children under six are slightly different from those of older children and adults, and similar to those achieved through meditation. This may be why the recall is easier at that age, and also why small children are more likely to see spirits, often explained away as ‘imaginary friends’. But, whether the recall is vague or quite detailed, these memories almost universally fade as the child grows up, and by the age of seven are usually completely forgotten. I believe that this is how things are meant to be. We are not meant to remember our previous lives, but to live the current life to the full.


But this is not the case for everyone. A small but significant number of people never quite forget their past lives. I am one of these people. One reason children remember past lives has been brought to light in Dr Satwant Pasricha’s work: these memories are particularly likely to be recalled when the previous life ended early and suddenly, leaving behind unfinished business. In my own case, that is part of the answer: the two lives that have affected me most deeply both ended early, leaving me with a sense of guilt that I brought with me into this life. But it is not the whole answer. I was also a quiet, introspective child, coping with a difficult home life, and apparently I did not entirely relinquish the meditative state of mind when I grew beyond six years old.


My past-life memories are, on the whole, exactly the same in nature as any other memory. Though I recalled some particular events in dreams, this was not the case for most of my past-life knowledge. In the early days of my research I did find it easier to explain the memories in terms of dreams. Some people found this more acceptable and less disturbing than the truth, which is that on a day-to-day basis I had memories stretching back over many lives and thousands of years.


Although I could remember snatches of a number of lifetimes, there were four memories that predominated. One was very recent: my life as Mary Sutton, a young Irishwoman who died in childbirth in her thirties, which haunted me for many years. Next in importance was the life that I always knew was immediately prior to Mary’s, as a young girl in nineteenth-century Japan. Then there was a rather lonely life as Anna, a servant in eighteenth-century France. The last life that was important to me took place very long ago, as a young man in Neolithic times; this was a truly happy memory.


The most overwhelming of these was the life that ended twenty-one years before my birth: the life of Mary Sutton, who died in the 1930s shortly after giving birth to her eighth child. My long search for the children Mary left behind culminated in my finding her family, and is described in the first part of this book, based on my book Yesterday’s Children (Piatkus Books, 1993). At the time, seeking the identity of the person I had been in a previous life seemed a very strange task, yet, despite being beset by self-doubt, deep down I knew that the memories and emotions relating to that time were real.


The enthusiasm that greeted Yesterday’s Children took me aback, but justified all my hard work. Although my quest to find my past life was private and personal, my story resonated with many readers, who perhaps had had similar experiences that they found hard to talk about, and were reassured that they were not alone. For me, the cathartic effect of tracing my past-life family was like emerging into the light after years of walking in the shadows. It encouraged me to continue writing about my other experiences.


As well as my memories of the past, I had always had other psychic experiences – strong instances of telepathy, for example, and glimpses of the future, many of which came about. These sporadic visions made a sudden leap while I was still trying to trace Mary’s children, when I found myself having a totally clear sense of myself as a child in the next century. I knew that the future could not be ignored, that I had to look further into this extraordinary experience. In my explorations of the future, although they are hard to explain and verify, I found enough consistent features to be able to take an overall view from the available fragments. This view I was able to share in my second book, Past Lives, Future Lives (Piatkus Books, 1996), which I have also drawn from here.


In my teens I had a powerful premonition that there would be two important phases in my life; these would include troubles and difficulties, but would ultimately bring me greater peace of mind. The first phase coincided with my search for Mary Sutton’s family. The second, lasting between my forty-ninth and fifty-fourth years, has only recently ended. In 2002 I began the hard task of researching the life before Mary’s, a very different life as a young Japanese girl living and dying in the late nineteenth century. This story is told for the first time here.


I do not revel in public exposure, but at the same time I feel strongly that I can contribute to normalising the concept of reincarnation by sharing an accurate record of my own story. As a child I was shocked to discover that people saw reincarnation as simply a belief. For me it was the only explanation for my personal memories of past lives. However, the attitude of other people made me realise the necessity of tolerance towards different viewpoints.


It is not my object to change anyone’s beliefs. But I hope that, by demonstrating that my own memories are real, I can give reassurance to those of you who are perhaps troubled or confused by memories of past lives. If you doubt yourself, or have met with scepticism, I hope that this book will give you the confidence to trust in your own experience. You may also wish to explore your memories further; whether or not you take this course, I have found that, ultimately, we need to accept the past, learn from it what we need to, and move on to live life now to the full.


When answering people’s questions, I have always tried to present as clear and truthful a picture as possible; for me, information based on experience is worth a thousand theories. It is my personal story that I offer you. If there are any conclusions to be drawn from my experiences, the most important are that we are eternal, spiritual beings, for whom life is continuous, and that, at soul level, we are all connected parts of a greater whole.




CHAPTER 1


A Haunted Childhood


I grew up haunted by memories of the past and by the guilt and confusion that some of them carried with them. Some of these memories came to me in dreams, but most came in the same way as anyone remembers a past event, and I took them for granted – troubling though some of them were. I also had glimpses of the future, and could sense the feelings of others through telepathy. Until I was four I had no idea that these were not ordinary experiences.


My background was ordinary enough. I was born in Barnet, Hertfordshire, in 1953; a year later my family moved to a new housing area on the edge of St Albans. My father was a rising electronics engineer, my mother a housewife. It was not a happy household: my father’s dark moods and anger affected us all. I had two brothers, Michael, who was a year older than I was, and Alan who was four years younger. We enjoyed a semi-rural setting, as the estate nestled against open countryside and woodland, where I loved to walk. I also enjoyed watching the last steam trains from my window and their distant carriage lights outlining the dark horizon on winter nights. My pleasure in both the countryside and the trains was coloured by their echoes of earlier existences. I knew that I had lived in the countryside in several past lives and that my love of trains was linked to a memory of Ireland.


Somehow I have always felt certain of the period covered by my previous lives; in Mary Sutton’s case I knew that her life spanned a period roughly from 1898 to the 1930s, so that she would have died quite young. I also knew that she had lived and died in Ireland. My childhood dreams were swamped by memories of Mary’s death. I remembered being in a large room with white walls; a tall, multi-paned window almost opposite me let in a great deal of light. I knew that I had been ill for a while, possibly weeks, but by now the physical pain had become remote. I had difficulty breathing, though: each breath was an effort, which in itself induced panic. There was also a fever, which brought with it a distortion of thought and my perception of time. The only certainty was that I was alone and near death in a place that was not home.


All this, however, was unimportant beside my fear for the children I was leaving behind. I wanted to fight death, to avoid that final separation – but death came, inevitably and repeatedly, in my dreams, and I would wake in tears. It was too soon to go, much too soon to leave the children. And somehow I felt it was my fault. I knew I had escaped from a bad situation, through no fault of my own, but I had left the children behind and my sense of guilt was powerful. I was filled with a confusion of emotions that would have been difficult for an adult to cope with. But I kept my tears to myself; a rather withdrawn child, I felt that the grief was too private to speak of, even to my mother.


Happier memories of Mary’s life often came to me during the day. The strongest concerned the children. I could remember an older son who was perhaps thirteen and getting quite tall. He was a little soldier, confident, very open and straightforward, a good judge of situations and not afraid of being gentle. The oldest girl had long hair and a thick fringe; quiet at times, she was patient, willing and helpful – I remembered her going to fetch water from a pump or a spring – and she was clever, doing well at school. I felt particularly guilty about her, since she would have to look after the others after my death, which would mean giving up her school work.


Then there were at least two more boys. The elder was energetic with a relentless sense of humour, while his slightly younger brother was quieter, perhaps a little secretive. A younger girl, who I felt was no more than five, was very pretty and feminine, with blonde hair and blue eyes. And there was a very small boy who would run his hand absent-mindedly along the hem of his jacket, fidgeting with his clothes; he was very quiet, something of a loner. I felt he was a child one could not help but like, but who was uneasy with too much show of affection – I remembered wanting to hug him, but knowing that would make him feel smothered.


I felt that there was one younger child, and that there were seven or eight in all, though I was not certain about the details. But I must have remembered the blonde child in particular, for my favourite childhood doll had slightly curly blonde hair. It had an ingenious mechanism that enabled the eyes to change colour, but I always kept them at blue. This doll remains in my possession, dressed in baby clothes, to this day.


There was a sense of guilt, too, about my life in Japan. Like Mary’s life, this came to me in glimpses, less often than Mary’s, and it took me a while to build up a final picture. It seemed to have been a pleasant life, in a well-to-do family. We lived in a house with a veranda, overlooking the sea. I knew that I had died by drowning at the age of seventeen. I had fallen off a ferry on the way to marry the man my father had chosen for me and I felt some responsibility about this. I was brought up with the traditional Japanese woman’s sense of duty, and by my death I had let my father down, had failed in my duty to him, especially as I sensed there may have been something intentional about the manner of my death. There was sadness, too: I loved my home and did not want to leave it for marriage to a stranger. I wanted to be able to stand on the veranda once more looking out, preferably on a wet and stormy day when the wind blew and sea churned and I could feel full of life.


My past-life memories had an influence on my behaviour and activities. For example, when my older brother wanted me to play soldiers with him I would agree to join in only if he would let me be either Irish or Japanese. If I was being Japanese I felt I should be strong, loyal and reserved, which was how I remembered my father in that life. I would use a stick as a sword, rather than a gun. When my brother told me to hide and try to ambush him, I would refuse; I didn’t think my Japanese father was likely to hide – it seemed cowardly – and I refused to use a toy gun. In the end my brother would lose patience with me and play with my younger brother instead.


In fact, I wasn’t especially keen on childhood games. What I really enjoyed was cleaning and tidying. My toys were kept neatly in boxes, which I labelled as soon as I could write, and my clothes were always carefully folded and stacked. This was partly so that I would be ready to move out when my parents decided to separate – which I knew would happen at some point – but I also took pleasure in the act of cleaning itself. I liked sweeping the wooden floor of our garden shed with a broom, just as Mary would sweep her hard stone floor. This was not a game – I would do the job thoroughly, even when I was quite young. The activities of tidying and sweeping also resonated with my life in Japan, when I loved doing the chores in my ocean-side home, using a flat hand brush made of reeds attached in a fan shape.


I would get angry at my thick, bushy hair, which did not behave as it had in any past life I could remember, and I did not like it cut short. In Japan it had been sleek and long, and I thought that, if I grew it, it would become the right sort of hair, but my mother would not let me. Mary’s hair was also long, and seemed slightly wavy. I was at least school age before I realised that the hair I had was mine for this life, and wasn’t going to change!







Of the senses, one of the greatest aids to past-life memory is that of smell. This is likely to be because the area in the brain where smell is interpreted is next door to the area for memory, and there are a number of connections that go directly from one centre to the other without going through any conscious control. So strong is the connection that I am sure that many people would find it a useful trigger to past-life memory. If a particular smell kindles odd or unexpected feelings, it is worth making a note of and exploring those feelings.


All four of my strongest past-life memories were linked to the smell of the sea. Mary Sutton lived a few hundred yards from an estuary mouth; Anna, the French servant, lived mostly in a port town, and the pre-Celtic life took place within walking distance of the coast. Often in the evening I would gaze out of my bedroom window for hours at the countryside beyond the rooftops. In stormy weather, when water ran down the road outside in torrents, I would imagine I was looking out at the wild sea from the veranda of my Japanese home.


All through my childhood I would try hard to see views like those I had seen before, and, partly for that reason, I especially liked trips to the seaside. Yet, although I enjoyed paddling, I was very nervous about learning to swim; I was terrified of getting out of my depth or getting my face wet. Water reminded me of my drowning; if my face went under I would panic and imagine I could see frightened faces above, trying to reach for me as I spiralled downward.


I did learn to swim eventually, but only because when I was ten my father dug a small swimming pool in the garden for us to play in, so that he didn’t have to take us on holiday. I could go in at five or six on a summer morning, when I could be alone in the icy water with no other children to splash me. The water was very shallow, and the pool was small, so I learned to swim without getting my face wet or getting out of my depth. But I never completely got over my fear, and hated having my head completely covered by water, which gave my mother quite a problem when she had to wash my hair.


Some of my difficulties arose from a combination of my many memories. For example, I never felt comfortable in any of my clothes. I had never worn short skirts in any previous life, and they always felt wrong. However, I loved the freedom of wearing trousers. It reminded me of the oldest of my memories, of being a Neolithic hunter on his first lone hunt, which was a rite of passage for accession to manhood. The memories from that life had a sense of freedom and adventure that I was happy to allow to spill over into the present. I would dress in scruffy, boyish attire and tramp through woodland, taking the spirit of my life as a hunter with me. I would reach the old pond on the other side and hunt for wildlife in its muddy banks, happy if I found only a few insects or a frog.


The joy of that Neolithic memory remained a part of my present personality from childhood on. Whenever I needed courage and energy, I could draw on that life for physical challenges; I would always equate energetic enthusiasm with the sense of inner calm and freedom I experienced then, thousands of years ago.


I had no cause to doubt that my memories were real and I assumed that everyone had similar experiences. The first time I had any idea that my view of reality was different from other people’s was when I started going to Sunday school with my older brother. I was nearly four, not yet at day school, and had as yet no real understanding of life outside my home. It felt strange sitting on the floor at the front of a crowd of children in the old Scout hut, a musty-smelling building that lacked proper heating. Here I daydreamed, taking in my surroundings rather than listening to what was going on.


I did prick up my ears one day, however, when someone began talking to us about death and what happened afterwards. Miss Barrand, the district nurse who ran the Sunday school, had introduced a solidly built man in a suit who was talking about heaven. I was very concerned that he made no mention of past lives. Assuming that such memories were common, I had already begun to wonder why nobody ever mentioned them. I couldn’t understand how this man could talk about subjects like death and heaven without including other lives, past or future.


Afterwards, I sat on the tall stool in the kitchen, talking with my mother. She asked me if I had enjoyed it: I had – there was a comforting feeling about the singing and the earnest discussion. But I told her I couldn’t understand why they never mentioned past lives. Although at the time my mother didn’t believe in life after death, she showed no surprise or disbelief; she responded carefully, explaining that reincarnation was a belief, not an accepted fact. She always respected my individuality, and her considerate attitude was a great support to me during the rest of my childhood. Nevertheless, this revelation was a shock to me, causing me to worry and constantly question myself. Adults generally knew more than children, and I didn’t want to be wrong. Soon afterwards I found out that other people, particularly other children, were disbelieving or at least puzzled when I talked about past lives.


It was some years later, when I was about eight, that I discovered that I was different in other ways. Most people, it seemed, did not dream about events before they happened, as I did. Again, I thought premonition was normal, and I had no doubts about it because very often my premonitions were confirmed within a few weeks. From that point on I decided that adults were not always right, and I would not allow other people’s views to create doubts in my mind about things I knew to be real. Nonetheless, I learned to be careful about whom I talked to of these experiences, and to keep some things to myself. I would discuss ‘unusual’ things only with my mother, whom I could trust. As a result I became rather introverted.


When I was nine, as well as going to Sunday school I began to attend Bible-study classes with my older brother and a friend. I soon became disenchanted with the conventional religious ideas we were taught. I had very clear ideas of my own and felt unable to compromise. Later, I looked into other religions and was delighted when the school curriculum was altered to include comparative religion. But, although I found more in Eastern beliefs to match my views, I still found all religious teaching constricting. I could not see God as a separate, overseeing entity. My idea of ‘God’ was – and still is – more like an energy that includes all living things and of which we are all a part.


Although I was quiet, I made friends fairly easily at school, but was never one of the gang and tended to spend much time alone. However, until I was seven, the people I regarded as my closest friends were quite different. Many children have imaginary friends; but my ‘imaginary friends’ were totally real to me, although no one else could see them. They looked quite solid and talked with me; I knew they were people who had actually lived, though I never thought of them as ghosts. When I wanted them to be with me, I was able to go into an altered state of consciousness, a kind of trance, and they would appear.


They were friends, and I felt they had been friends in past lives. One was a young man, perhaps in his early twenties, wearing army uniform from the Second World War. His constant talking and joking could at times be irritating, and I preferred to talk with his companion, an older, quieter man, with a deep, soft voice and a lot of patience. We regularly held long conversations, communicating mentally, and although I don’t remember our talks in detail they were very comforting and important. Best of all, they listened to me. We spoke of feelings and matters of a more spiritual nature; the older man would advise me on how to be true to myself, and not let others try to change the person inside.


I was very upset when one day my friends told me they would not be able to return. We were in the playground at primary school, and were all three sitting on a wall surrounding a small planted patch of ground. When I asked them why, they said something about its being time to move on and for me to grow up some more, which I didn’t really understand. The teacher blew the whistle, and they were still there as I looked back while we filed into the classroom. That was my last sight of them, sitting on the wall, waving and smiling.


I missed them deeply. It was the first time I had experienced any sort of loss or grief in my present life, and I tried to call them back a few times without success. After that I did begin to grow up a bit; I spent less time in a state of trance and concentrated more on the world that everybody could see.


Even as a small child I would spend some time each day in a withdrawn, meditative state. This was more than childish daydreaming: it was my gateway to a spiritual and psychic awareness that I continued to think of as perfectly normal. It also became my escape mechanism from stress at home, which was not a happy place. There was an impossible tension between my parents, and life was often darkened by my father’s moods.


My father was a fit, imposing giant of a man. He was very quiet most of the time, though when he felt communicative he had a knack of explaining complex ideas in a few succinct words. Sometimes he would be troubled and moody for long spells, and his anger could be terrifying. My brothers, my mother and I learned to cope by avoidance, and my later childhood years, particularly between eight and thirteen, have been partially suppressed. I do remember my older brother Michael receiving a number of severe beatings, as did my younger brother Alan on occasion.


Perhaps the atmosphere at home caused me to immerse myself in my memories of Mary, though it is impossible to know which was the greater: the fear within family life, or the torment of the dream and dying over and over again, knowing that I was deserting the children. I once tried to change the ending of the dream, as one might an ordinary nightmare, but I knew I could not change something that was already history. I woke that night in floods of tears, and an even greater awareness of the reality of that dream.


I was a child with the feelings of both a child and an adult, and this made enormous demands on my emotions. Rendered even more vulnerable by the aggression at home, I would dream even in the classroom. When Michael started school his teacher was worried because he was so far ahead of the rest of his class, and in common with several of our relatives he was found to have a genius-level IQ. My teachers, by contrast, were concerned because I appeared to be slow or lazy. No one seemed to consider changing those labels to read ‘highly stressed’ or to investigate what was going on. I was easily upset; I feared punishment if I made a mistake and was terrified if the teachers shouted at anyone.


When I was eight a routine IQ test showed that I was actually much brighter than my school work had led everyone to believe. I was moved into a top group, but was so afraid of getting things wrong that I would compulsively check my answers again and again, which of course slowed me down. It is only quite recently that I discovered that I have a form of dyslexia, which cannot have helped.


I sometimes wonder how many people forget their past lives. If I had not repeatedly looked at my memories and kept them clear, might they all have faded, leaving behind only the feelings of guilt? Or was my daydreaming as much to do with the need to remember as with the avoidance of my present life? Perhaps the two were interrelated. Perhaps, too, my constant focus on thoughts of the past helped to preserve them. I felt I had to hold onto my memories of Mary in the secret hope that one day I might be able to resolve my torment about the children.


Throughout my childhood I would escape into my recollections of Mary’s children and our home in Ireland. I had vivid memories of our cottage and of walking along the lane next to it. The cottage was small, built of buff-coloured stone. Above the solid wooden door, the roof – which was possibly slate – sagged noticeably and the few small windows did not let in much light. There were no stairs, so I assumed it was single-storey, and although there were very few rooms I remember one or two small attached outbuildings.


The kitchen, running the depth of the cottage from front to back, was very cramped and dark. Mary spent much of her time here cooking, which seemed to involve a lot of boiling on something completely unfamiliar to me as a child – a kitchen range of a type I did not see until adulthood. She also regularly made round flat loaves, mixing flour with her hands. I would echo this in childhood play, mixing grass seeds with water.


Mary’s cottage marked the beginning of a small hamlet of perhaps ten to twelve homes, mainly strung along the same side of the lane – most of the other side consisted of boggy meadows unsuitable for building on. To the rear, beyond a small vegetable patch, was woodland. I loved the rural environment and that love spilled over from one life to the next; my childhood was filled with woodland walks. I often sought out free and wild places.


The nearby village I remembered in detail. We always went there on foot; as Mary, I remember walking with the children to church, and alone when going shopping. I felt there were shops on a north-to-south road in the middle of the village, where there was also a small church. From this road it was possible to see a large pair of wooden gates on the opposite side of the main road and to the right of the junction; these had some significance. The railway station was set back from the main road, which ran along the top of the village in an arc. Mary had some interest in steam trains – I didn’t know why – and I often dreamed about them, but couldn’t remember travelling on them. I knew that the village lay north of a major city that was probably too far to walk to.


I always felt that Mary was Catholic. Although there were occasional trips to the city without the children, and others in the opposite direction, the main outings were to church. At least I presumed they were to church, because the whole family were present and dressed in Sunday best. (When I myself was young I used to dress up on Sundays. When asked why, I would simply say, ‘Because it’s Sunday.’ This made perfect sense to me, even though my family were not churchgoers.) Some other adults came too, including a female friend who seemed to be close. She used to stand and talk as Mary worked in the kitchen – she talked a lot! At some point in time the name of Molly, or something similar, became attached to the memory of this friend.


It took me years to realise that Mary’s husband was present on these outings to church. He seemed to be a taciturn man, seldom around, although there were flashes of a younger and happier person, who was very important to Mary. But my memories of him were unclear, shifting from one vague picture to another, almost as though I was trying to block them out.


At lot of the remembering came in isolated fragments and sometimes I would have difficulty making sense of them. Other parts were complete and very detailed. It was something like a jigsaw, with certain pieces faded and others mislaid, but enough of them present and clear enough to give a fair overall whole. Memories of the children predominated, as did the cottage and its setting; other places and people were less precise. There was a smallish black dog, for instance, which must have belonged to the children, since I don’t remember walking it. There were farm animals near the cottage, and I seemed to remember an animal that was trapped.


Among other, smaller, fragmented memories that were hard to place in time was one of myself as Mary, standing on a small wooden jetty at dusk, waiting for a boat to come – though whom I was waiting for I could never remember. I wore a dark shawl, which failed to keep out the cold wind.


There were also thoughts about Mary’s father and two older brothers, who seemed to have gone away. Her relationship with her father was warm. A gentle, humorous man, he dressed untidily in old clothes, and I felt that some of his work involved looking after the fields. My memory of and feelings about Mary’s mother were vaguer and less powerful. The older brother was gentle, with a deep soft voice. The younger had a wiry build and endless energy; he was always joking and smiling. It was not until my late teens that I connected them with my two childhood friends; their characters were very similar.


Perhaps not surprisingly, I still find it hard to see Mary herself, but I feel her personality and remember her clothes. She had a preference for blouses with sleeves gathered into a band just below the elbow – I still find myself rolling up my shirt sleeves, or actually sewing up the wrist bands of blouses – and I recall a long, dark, woollen skirt. When I was a child, my skirts always felt too short for comfort, and the fabric was too light.


There were worries, too. There never seemed to be enough money to buy much food, and although vegetables may have been grown in the patch next to the cottage, I felt that either the vegetables or the patch in some sense did not belong to us. I also associated shopping with market stalls down one side of a cobbled street that ended with a postbox on the corner. Behind the stalls were shops, much too expensive to buy goods from. The market stalls sold a variety of goods, including vegetables, fresh fish and sometimes meat. Some sold clothing, which may have been second-hand, and there were one or two selling household items. The whole scene was busy, and the point of being there was to find bargains. I don’t remember actually buying very much. What was confusing, though, was that this market did not seem to be in the village, however hard I tried to place it there.
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Map of Mary’s village, first drawn in childhood





I was fairly good at drawing, and would repeatedly draw rough maps of Mary’s village, marking the shops, the main roads, the station and her home. I started making these maps around the age of eight or nine while at junior school, pretty much as soon as I could understand what maps were about. Sometimes, other remembered landmarks would appear, but my maps were remarkably consistent over the years.


One day, I decided that, if I could look at a map of Ireland, I would know where Mary’s village was located, and would be able to match it with my own maps. The only map I could find was in my school atlas, with the whole of Ireland on just one page, so it was unlikely that I would be able to find a match. I decided to try anyway. I sat with the atlas page in front of me, then shut my eyes for a few moments to let memory take over. I tried this several times, and each time I was drawn back to the same spot. Mary, I felt sure, must have seen maps, or I would not have been able to draw my own. The place I was being drawn to was called Malahide, and it was just north of Dublin. I drew these maps out of the need to know where I had lived, as I was certain that one day I would go back there – although at the time I had no idea how.




CHAPTER 2


Growing Up


At home, things did not improve. Despite our careful behaviour, my brothers and I were constantly attracting our father’s wrath. We would be lined up after any minor misdemeanour and questioned in turn, though we were usually too terrified to speak. My father would then decide who was guilty, and beat the selected culprit. One of the worst times was when I ate five marshmallows from an open packet and my father decided that Michael was responsible. I felt terribly guilty about the beating that should have come to me. I tried to apologise to Michael as he lay writhing on his bed in tears; we had been very close until then, but this event strained our relationship severely for a long time to come.


Some people could sense my fear and recognised me as a potential victim, and I became a target for bullying at school, but by the age of ten I was learning how to fight back. At home I was helpless, but I was not going to let anyone outside frighten me. I also tried to protect my brothers. I took part in a series of mock fights with boys from among my friends, one of them culminating in a bleeding nose for my opponent. As a result, I gained a reputation for toughness, and my presence alone was enough to protect my brothers.


My school work improved as I began to be more awake to the present, and I gained a place at grammar school. But I did not begin to achieve anything like my full potential until I was thirteen, when my parents finally separated. Until then I was still dreaming, sometimes about the past – almost always about Mary and Ireland – sometimes about the future. I had always known that my parents would separate, and had packed and repacked my belongings for departure many times, so when it happened I was not surprised. But, although it was a huge relief, by the time my mother, brothers and I moved out, I had fallen into a pattern of regular deep depressions. There would be months on end when I found it hard to concentrate, alternating with bouts of almost obsessive enthusiasm, usually for a creative or artistic project.


We left with virtually nothing and had to stay for a while with family friends. Despite this, my school work continued to improve and I began to find it easier to be sociable. For a year or so there was little time to spend alone thinking, and Mary took a back seat in my mind. Then my mother was given two rooms in a large house with a job as housekeeper which she somehow combined with full-time adult education. By the time I was fifteen, she had managed to raise a private mortgage on a large, decrepit old house. We acquired a lodger and at last embarked on a life that felt worth living. The house was always full of people, and it was a happy time.


Although I was unhappy and isolated at secondary school, I began to develop a full social life outside. I joined youth groups and a folk-dance group; I enjoyed anything to do with the countryside and exercise, from charity walks to canoeing and camping trips.


Now that I was more settled, I was able once again to think about Mary and the children, and found that somehow my desperation had changed to optimism. This was the 1960s, when people were becoming more open-minded, and I found it easier to talk openly about psychic matters, and about Mary. I needed to externalise and face some of my suppressed emotions – though just how much emotion had been suppressed I did not yet realise. I was able to confide my fears about the children, and the positive reactions of my friends gave me confidence. I began to see my tentative thoughts of proving my memories of Mary to be true as a quest to be fulfilled.


With limited money and no car, I knew this quest would have to wait. I also knew that I needed first to understand myself and my feelings. For I would still drift off into my private trance world, and was still subject to the dark depression that would grip me with no apparent cause. (Later this was diagnosed as a metabolic problem that I may have inherited from my father.)
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