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  . . . So that this I, that is to say the soul by which I am what I am, is entirely distinct from the body, is even easier to know than the body, and

  furthermore would not stop being what it is, even if the body did not exist.




  René Descartes




  Cogito, ergo sum – I think, therefore I am.




  René Descartes




  I think therefore am I?




  James True




  







  ‘It’s not that I’m afraid to die. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.’




  Woody Allen
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  I wasn’t there when I died.




  Really. I wasn’t. And finding my body dead came as a shock. Hell, I was horrified, lost, couldn’t understand what the fuck had happened.




  Because I’d been away, you see, away from my physical body. My mind – spirit, soul, psyche, consciousness, call it what you will – had been off on one of its occasional

  excursions, to find on its return that my body had become a corpse. A very bloody and mutilated corpse.




  It took me a long time to absorb what lay spread before me on the hotel’s blood-drenched bed – much longer, as you’ll come to appreciate – to get used to the idea.

  I was adrift, floating in the ether like some poor desolate ghost. Only I wasn’t a ghost. Was I? If that were the case, shouldn’t I have been on my way down some long black tunnel

  towards the light at the end? Shouldn’t my life have flashed before me, sins and all? Where was my personal Judgement Day?




  If I were dead why didn’t I feel dead?




  I could only stand – hover – over the empty shell that once was me and moan aloud.




  How did this come about? I’ll give no answers just yet, but instead will take you through a story of love, murder, betrayal and revelation, not quite all of it bad.




  It began with a hot potato . . .
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  I was six or seven years old at the time (I died aged thirty-three) and on holiday with my mother, having dinner in a Bournemouth boarding house. It was just the two of us

  because my dad had run out on us before I made my third birthday; I was told he’d gone off with another lady – my mother made no bones about it, despite my tender years I was always the

  sounding board for her vexations and rages, especially when they concerned my errant father. The nights were many when my bedtime story was a denunciation of marriage and cheap ‘tarts’.

  The topic of breakfast conversation often had a lot to do with the failings of men in general and the iniquities of wayward husbands in particular. I must have been at least ten before I realized

  that the equation ‘men = bad, women (specifically wives) = good but put-upon’, was a mother-generated myth, and that was only because I had several friends whose fathers were terrific

  to their sons and their sons’ friends, as well as loving towards their own wives. I got to know about marriages built on firm foundations and I have to admit to an envy of the other boys and

  girls who had normal home lives. Why did my dad betray me, why did he abandon us for this ‘tart’? It bugged me then, but now I understand. The icon of worship that was Mother eventually

  lost some of its shine. Yes, in later years I still loved her, but no, I didn’t turn into Norman Bates and murder Mother, stow her bones away in the fruit cellar. Let’s say my view of

  men in general, and my father in particular, became more balanced. Lord, in my teens I even began to understand how some wives – the nagging, abusive kind – could drive their husbands

  off. No disrespect, Mother, but you certainly had a mouth on you.




  Back to the potato.




  We’d had, my mother and I, a wet morning on the beach and a damp afternoon in the seaside town’s cinema. I rustled sweet papers and my mother wept her way through what must have been

  a matinee re-run of Love Story. Having only just got dry, we got wet again walking through the drizzle back to the boarding house. I remember how starved I was that evening when we sat down

  for dinner in the bright, yet inexplicably dreary dining room, the sweets during the film not enough to fill a growing boy’s belly (the burger was by now a mouth-watering memory), and I

  tucked into my meat, veg and potatoes without any of the normal blandishments or threats from my mother. The boiled potatoes were smallish but steamy hot and in my enthusiasm I forked a whole one

  into my mouth. I’d never realized until then that potatoes could get so scorching – that certainly wasn’t the way Mother served them up – and I burnt the roof of my mouth as

  well as my tongue on the blistering gob-stopper. Aware that spitting it out onto the plate in front of a room full of strangers would get me into a whole heap of trouble with Mother, who liked to

  maintain a ‘refined’ (one of her favourite words) demeanour in public, I swallowed.




  She looked up in surprise, then horror, as I sucked air to cool the potato, the horror having nothing to do with concern for her distressed son but because of the spectacle I was making of

  myself. Heads turned in our direction, forks froze mid-air, and the low buzz of conversation ceased as my breath squeezed through whatever vents it could find around the blockage in my throat.

  I’m pretty certain that my watery eyes were bulging and my face a torrid red. The noise I made was like a discordant flute played by some tone-deaf jackass, and when the offending vegetable

  was drawn further into my throat by air pressure the pitch became even higher, developing into a peculiar wheezing. I was panicking, the option of hawking out the obstruction already missed because

  it was now lodged just behind my tonsils. My only choice was to swallow and hope for the best.




  I could feel the lump searing its way down my gullet and I’m not sure which was worse, the agony or air deprivation. Anyway, I fainted. Just keeled off my chair, Mother liked to tell me

  for years afterwards in long-standing disapproving tones. One moment I was sitting opposite her and making funny sounds and even funnier faces – eyes popping, cheeks as red as red peppers,

  mouth thin-lipped oval as I tried to quaff air – then I was gone, vanished from view. There was little reaction from the other diners – they merely cranked their heads to look at my

  still body on the floor, because I’d passed out in a dead faint. Mother probably apologized to everyone present before running round the table to tend me. Fortunately, I was no longer

  choking; I’d swallowed the hot potato during my fall, or when I’d landed with a hard thump.




  Now this is what I remember about lying on the cheap lino flooring: I had found myself observing from above as my mother sank to her knees beside me and lifted my head onto her lap. She lightly

  slapped my cheek with four fingers, but I didn’t feel a thing, although I knew it was me stretched out there on the dining room floor, with six or seven pairs of strangers’ eyes paying

  attention as Mother frantically – and, it has to be said, with some embarrassment – tried to revive me. It was as if I were watching another unconscious person who just happened to look

  exactly like me.




  I recall that I enjoyed the sensation before I became frightened of it. Young as I was, I was aware that this self-observation and the floating above my own body was not the natural order of

  things; I soon began to wonder if I would be able to get back into myself. And as that anxiety occurred, I was inside my body once more, eyes flickering open, the burning deep down in my gullet now

  mellowed. Mother gave one small gasp of relief, then immediately began apologizing to the other diners, whose raised forks resumed the journey from plates to open mouths as if someone had switched

  their power back on. Dazed as I was I understood that all interest in me had been lost: the clatter of cutlery and mumble of conversation had resumed. Only Mother remained concerned, but even that

  was tempered by her flushed self-consciousness.




  She had helped me to my feet, and then rushed me to the communal bathroom upstairs to flannel my face with cold water. I was okay though: the potato had already cooled inside my belly. I was

  mystified and not a little excited about what had happened to me – not the fainting, but the floating near the ceiling above my own body. I tried to tell my mother of the experience, but she

  shushed me, saying it was all imagined, only a dream while I was insensible from eating too fast. I soon gave up trying to convince her, because she was getting more and more cross by the moment.

  As you’ll have gathered Mother didn’t like public scenes.




  So that was the very beginning of my out-of-body experiences – OBEs, as they are generally referred to.




  Of course, it’s not something that most sensible people can believe in.
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  I didn’t have another OBE for a good few years and by the time I was in my teens – I was seventeen, to be precise – I had all but forgotten about it. I

  suppose I eventually had come to believe that it had been a dream as Mother had said, so it played no important part in my thinking as I grew up; I didn’t quite forget about the

  experience, because when it happened again I immediately related the two events. This time the circumstances were far more serious.




  As a kid I’d always loved drawing and painting1 – drawing in pencil or pen and ink mainly, because tubes of paint were a bit expensive for a

  single-parent family (and, being dead, my father discontinued the alimony payments, which were never official anyway because my parents hadn’t actually divorced. Apparently, he’d died

  – I don’t know what killed him – when I was twelve years old, but I didn’t learn about it until a couple of years later). I’d spend most of my free time sketching,

  even creating my own comic books – graphic novels, as they’re grandly called nowadays – writing my own adventures to go with the action frames. Some of those comics were not so

  bad, unless my memory is gilding them a little; I’ll never know anyway, because Momma Dearest threw away the big cardboard box I’d kept them in, along with the few paintings I’d

  done and short stories I’d written, when we downgraded and moved to a poky flat in a less reputable part of town. No room here for all that junk, she’d told me when I complained that my

  box of valuables hadn’t turned up. I could appreciate the problem, but it would have been nice to be consulted. Maybe then I could have at least saved some of my favourite stuff. Pointless to

  blame her – she had enough worries coping with life itself and the day-to-day expense of existing.




  She used to take in sewing at home and was pretty good at it too, until too much working in inadequate lighting ruined her eyes. She received some income support, although it wasn’t much,

  and the old man had a small life insurance policy, which she claimed as they were still legally married. It wasn’t a lot, but I’m sure it helped a little, and I suppose it was the best

  thing my father had done for us. As soon as I was old enough I got a job stacking shelves in a local supermarket and collecting wayward wire trolleys from nearby streets and car parks – they

  might escape the store’s boundary but they couldn’t run forever. Another problem with Mother was that the more she worked alone, often through the night, the more neurotic she became

  about people. I think she became a bit agoraphobic – she was, and still is, something of a recluse. She began to stay at home all the time, weekdays and weekends. The clothes stitching and

  repairs she did for chainstore tailors was delivered and collected, and by the age of eleven I was doing most of the shopping. Two summers before that was the last time we took our annual holiday

  at the same old boarding house (the proprietors of which had never forgotten my fainting spell over dinner and liked to remind me affectionately of it the moment we arrived). Partly it was because

  Mother could no longer afford it, but mostly because she couldn’t handle people anymore. Everyone, she maintained, was out to cheat her, from the milkman to the employers who used her sewing

  skills. According to her, all men were like my father, undependable, had questionable habits, and were not very nice. Regarding this last judgement, I guess the bad poison worked on me, for I never

  had the least curiosity about my dad, and certainly no desire ever to meet him. At least, not until later in life, when curiosity did finally kick in; before that he was just a cold-hearted bastard

  who had no love for me and Mother, just as I had no interest in him.




  Eventually I managed to get a smallish grant that would allow me to go to art college and study graphic design (I never had the luxury of studying fine art like many of the students who had nice

  rich daddies – my sole aim was to get all the training I could for a career in advertising) as long as I had a proper weekend job and could pick up the occasional evening work. God bless

  supermarkets, bars and restaurants – there’s always employment out there if you’re able and willing, most of it paying cash-in-hand.




  At art college I learned about photography, printing, model-making, typography and design itself – news and magazine ads, posters, brochures, that kind of thing – and I met and mixed

  with some good people from varied backgrounds (not all had rich daddies). There were also plenty of attractive girls around, many of whom were pioneers of free spirit living – and,

  importantly (to us boys), free loving. I had one or two girlfriends during my time at the place and there were no hassles when we broke up; the barrel was too full to get heavily involved with just

  one person, and that applied to both sides. My only problem – my only big problem, that is – was transport.




  The art college was on the other side of London and the daily journey by tube and bus was eating away at both my grant money and earnings from those weekend and late-night shifts. So, ignoring

  near-hysterical objections from Mother – those machines are deathtraps, you’ll kill yourself within a week – I bought myself an old second-hand Yamaha 200cc motorbike. Not

  much of a machine really – a mean machine by no means – but good enough to get me from A to B, and cheap to run too. I’d had to save and scrape together every penny I made,

  working double-shifts most weekends, but because of that labour I cherished the old two-wheeled hornet even more. Trouble is, Mother was almost right.




  I’d moved away from home – I admit it: Mother, who had become a little crazy by then, was driving me crazy too – and into a run-down apartment with three fellow students, two

  guys and a girl. It was closer to the art college and saved me a small fortune on tube and bus fares. I still needed the bike though for buzzing around town.




  The accident happened on a wet, drizzly day, a typical winter city day, and the air was chilled, the streets greasy. I’d skipped a model-making class (it was an unnecessary part of the

  curriculum as far as I was concerned: I had no intention of making a career out of fiddling with glue and little sticks of wood and cardboard) so it was late afternoon, four o’clockish. The

  kids were coming out of school, mothers collecting them in four-wheel-drives and hatchbacks. Aware there were school gates up ahead, I’d slowed down considerably (and thank God for that), but

  as I said, the street surface was slippery and visibility in the early winter evening none too good. I was about to pass a parked Range Rover when a kid of about five or six ran out from behind it.

  I learned later that the boy had seen his mother parked on the other side of the road and, in his eagerness to get to her (her and the little white Scottie yapping in the back of the car), he had

  raced out without looking.




  I remember I had two choices, but nothing at all after that: I could run straight into him, or swerve to my right, across to the other side of the road. The only trouble with the second option

  was that there was a van coming from the opposite direction.




  I liked to think afterwards that I made the decision quickly and rationally, but it could be it was merely a reflex action. I steered to the right, the machine began to slide under me on the

  slippery tarmac (so I was told later) and headed into the path of the oncoming van. It seemed the van was braking hard already, because the driver had seen the boy about the same time as I had and

  had guessed he might run out. But of course, the wheels beneath him had trouble with the road surface too and both van and motorcycle slithered towards each other.




  It was fortunate that the van had also reduced speed, otherwise the crash would probably have been lethal to me. As it was, the impact was hard enough to break one of my legs and send me

  skittering across the road using my helmet as a skateboard. As well as the damaged limb, I sustained massive bruising and a hairline fracture of the skull – the crash helmet saved it from

  cracking like an egg.




  The kid’s sunny little face, blue eyes sparkling as he ran towards the yapping dog in the car, blond curls peeking out from beneath his infant school cap, the bright blazer two sizes too

  big for him, is still imprinted on my mind as if the accident occurred only yesterday, even though the resulting crash was a complete blank to me. I just know that if I’d injured that small

  boy – or, God forbid, if I’d killed him – then I would never have forgiven myself.




  But here’s the thing of it: although hitting the van and its immediate aftermath have no place in my memory bank, the moments that followed are still very vivid to me, because I left my

  body for the second time, and on this occasion it was for a lot longer. It was as if my other side, my mind, my consciousness, my spirit – I had no idea what it was at the time – had

  been jolted from my physical form by the van’s impact. As if the psyche, or whatever, had taken a leap from its host.




  No doubt you’ve heard or read about the debates concerning whether the human body is merely the shell that contains the soul, but hell, I was just a teenager at that time, a callow youth

  who was fairly lucky with the girls, was reasonably good-looking, was healthy, and loved what I was studying and looking forward to a successful career because of it; what did I care for spiritual

  and religious concepts and theories? I’d hardly given the conundrum a second thought. I have now though. I’ve given it a lot of thought now.




  I suddenly found myself standing by the roadside, on the pavement. And I was looking down at my own body, which had ended up in the gutter by my feet. For a few moments, nobody moved; everything

  was eerily silent. Then the little boy I’d just avoided knocking down began to bawl. His distraught mother left her car and ran across the road to him, gathering him up in her arms and

  squeezing him tight. When she whirled around to look at my motionless body in the gutter, her son’s head buried into her shoulder, I saw her face was white with shock. I could only imagine

  the emotions she was going through, the relief mixed with the fear and concern for the unmoving body lying a few metres away, one leg sticking out from the knee at a ludicrous angle, a trickle of

  dark blood seeping out from beneath the bashed crash helmet. Other kids, tiny boys and girls in scarlet and green blazers, who had witnessed the accident, began to wail and clutch their mummies, a

  daddy or two also comforting their offspring. The van driver was still sitting in his van, a dull look of incomprehension on his moon-shaped face.




  As for me, well, I was no longer me, but something aloof from my own self. I felt no pain whatsoever and, for the moment, no confusion either. I was just there, looking down at myself,

  completely emotionless right then. Soon though, very soon, reason began to kick in.




  Although there was not yet fear, I became curious, then anxious. Was I dead? Was I now in the state that followed death? What was I supposed to do? Hang around, wait for someone –

  something – to come and fetch me? If so, where was I going? And how would I explain this to Mother? Shit, she’d be cross.




  I bent down to get a better look at myself. My body was lying face up and I appeared quite peaceful, almost serene, as if I were taking a nap. The only thing that spoiled the picture was the

  awkward-angled leg and that thin trail of blood seeping from beneath the yellow crash helmet and forming a puddle on the hard grey surface of the road. I felt no alarm, unlike the majority of the

  onlookers, the kids and their mums, maybe a teacher or two, but I was surprised. And did I say curious? Yeah, I was very curious.




  How could this be? Why was I suddenly two persons? I had divided into two, hadn’t I? Something caught my eye. The fingers of one of my hands were twitching, so there was some kind

  of reaction, if not life itself, still going on. I don’t know why but the movement caused me to examine the hand attached to whatever I had become.




  And I could see it, just as if it was properly made of flesh and blood.




  I wriggled my fingers, a more vigorous effort than those other twitching fingers in the road, and was satisfied that I could both see myself and move myself. My head snapped up as onlookers

  hesitantly approached the unconscious other me – the real me – as if I were a bomb that might explode at any moment and I was disappointed when no one seemed to notice the other

  self, the upright one who could wriggle his fingers at will, not by reflex.




  I said something, I don’t know what – maybe I was telling them that I really was all right – but none of them so much as glanced my way. Their attention was directed entirely

  towards the damaged figure lying in the gutter.




  They gathered round so that my body was blocked from view and I spoke again, but was ignored as before. Then a weird thing happened – well, something peculiar on peculiar: I began to float

  in the air.




  It was an easy, fluid rise and, or so I thought at the time, completely unintentional. I found myself hovering over the gathering crowd, my own crumpled figure coming into view once more.

  (Later, I came to realize – once I’d begun to get used to this strange state that is – that the floating had, in fact, been quite deliberate: subconsciously I was afraid of losing

  sight of my own body even for a moment, probably because I sensed it was my only anchor to reality and normal earthbound life.) I could hear the people murmuring, someone shouting for an ambulance,

  a man kneeling beside my body, the van driver lurching unsteadily towards the crowd to see the damage, all the while saying over and over again like a mantra to anyone who would listen, ‘It

  wasn’t my fault, it wasn’t my fault, he came straight at me . . .’




  And curiouser and curiouser, there were filmy shapes on the edge of the crowd, human figures that were not quite focused (not to me anyway), forms that you could see right through and which

  shimmered occasionally like unsettled holograms. They were just standing by watching the action, no different from the other onlookers except they were transparent. One looked up at me – I

  was pretty sure it was a man, although the shape was difficult to define – and he opened his mouth as if speaking to me. I heard nothing though, apart from the anxious mumbles of the real

  crowd. But there was something familiar about the spectral man and I didn’t know why. Something . . . No, I had no idea. There was something benevolent about him though.




  Often in dreams one situation can swiftly and easily meld into another, the shift seamless but illogical in the cold light of dawn. Well, that’s how it seemed to me.




  From floating above the scene, I was suddenly and fluidly inside an ambulance where my physical body was strapped to a cot and covered by a red blanket, an ambulance man (who would be called a

  paramedic these days) easing off my battered helmet to examine the wound in my skull. This, quickly and fluidly again, changed into a hospital emergency theatre where people in white gowns and

  masks calmly tended my body. I assumed my head and other parts had been X-rayed before the surgeon got to work on me, but I must have missed that bit because I have no recollection of it at all. I

  hung around the ceiling of the operating room for a time, watching over the medics with concern: if I wasn’t dead already, then I certainly didn’t want to be. Too young to die, I

  assured myself.




  Next thing I knew I was in an intensive care unit, standing by a bed in which I lay unconscious with a swathe of bandages around the top part of my head. There were three other beds around the

  room, these filled with patients fitted with IVs and tubes and wires hooked up to little machines. Fade into Mother weeping at my bedside. A nurse lifting an eyelid to check my pupil. A doctor

  giving me the once-over. My mother again, weeping as before. Then complete fade-out until I woke up.




  I think what had actually happened during this, my second out-of-body experience, is that the other me, the one with no flesh and blood form, had returned to my body from time to time. To my

  unconscious body, that is. And because I was in a coma for a couple of days, with no conscious thought, I had no natural memories of that period.




  When I finally came round, much to the relief of my mother and my friends, I kept quiet about the odd experiences, a) because I didn’t understand them myself and b) because I didn’t

  want everybody to think the head trauma had short-circuited the wires in my brain.




  I recovered quickly, you do when you’re young. My leg took a little while to mend (still had the occasional twinge up until my death), but the hairline fracture in my skull soon healed

  with due care and attention of the medics and nurses (I dated one of the nurses for a while when I got out, a pretty redhead of Irish descent but no accent). Despite heavy bruising there was no

  internal damage. In short, I’d been bloody lucky; and so had that little boy, thank God.




  Physically, I was soon back to normal. Mentally? That was something else.




  Oh, and the motorbike was wrecked, by the way, and I never bought another one. Death or injury comes too easily on those things.
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  Figure this . . .




  A woman walks into a London police station, her step awkward, slow, kind of stiff. Much of her face is covered with dark drying blood. Blood also ruins her blouse and jacket just below her left

  breast.




  In faltering words, she speaks to the duty sergeant, who is more than a little surprised, maybe nervous too – the visitor’s face (the part that could be seen) is chalky white in

  stark contrast to the burnt umber bloodstains. And her clothes are a mess, stockings or tights laddered, dirt on her knees and hands. She is wearing no shoes.




  The woman’s voice is somewhat forced and gargled, as if internal blood has risen and is congealing inside her throat, and the policeman struggles to make out the words she says. But he

  understands enough to catch the meaning.




  The deathly pale woman is telling him that she wishes to report a murder. Her own. A name is almost spat out, but it is coherent. Then the woman drops dead. Or so the policeman thinks.




  A police doctor is called, who quickly examines the body and asserts that the woman is, indeed, dead. But the doctor is puzzled and adds another diagnosis.




  The corpse is taken away and because there is some confusion, if not mystery, about her condition, a postmortem is swiftly carried out.




  The pathologist confirms the doctor’s first conclusion: at the time the woman had walked into the police station, her body was already in the first stages of rigor mortis, indicating she

  had been dead for at least forty-five minutes.




  How so? Later.
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  I continued to have those OBEs. Sometimes they were vague, like a partially remembered dream, while at other times they were perfectly clear yet somewhat unreal in their flow,

  like movies that have been badly producer-edited. There were gaps in the order, you see, as if I’d reverted to my sleeping body for a while where even my subconscious seemed to be in

  repose.




  The thing is, they no longer needed to be sparked off by any sort of trauma, they started to happen of their own volition when I was near to sleep, body and mind completely relaxed. They

  occurred only perhaps once or twice a year at first, but then I began to control them – at least, I tried to control them. I’d lie in bed alone and concentrate on leaving my body

  at will, but nothing transpired at those first clumsy attempts, either because I wasn’t relaxed enough, or was trying too hard. I learned that OBEs are not something that can be

  controlled entirely at will.




  I also realized that between the hot potato incident when I was seven and the motorbike accident when I was seventeen, there had, in fact, been a few other OBEs, when I’d wandered through

  empty darkened school classrooms, visiting my own desk, or flights when I seemed to be high over the city, with thousands of lights below, many of them moving traffic headlights. I’d put

  these down to dreams, very, very clear dreams. What did I know? I was just a kid. But dreams always fade with time, if not on awakening, and these excursions or ‘flights’ never did. I

  nearly always remembered them.




  As I got older I began trying consciously to put myself into the OBE state, lying in bed at night and imagining I was looking down at myself from a corner of the ceiling. At first, I’d

  choose a point above me, think of a small bright light glowing there, then I’d will myself to join it. Nothing really happened though, at least not for a long while. I even used dope –

  marijuana only, nothing hard – to see if it would help, you know, put me into a relaxed state, free my mind, transcend the norm, but it never worked. I almost gave up until one day in my last

  year at art college I was bored and listless – a hand-lettering class, I seem to remember, always a drag for me – when suddenly and without warning I was gone.




  This was a weird phenomenon (I agree, it must always sound weird to anyone – which means most people – who has never been through it themselves) because it was daytime, the sun

  shining gloriously through a window – maybe its warmth enhanced my drowsiness – and nothing physical had jolted me; no trauma and certainly no accident. One moment I was trying to get

  the curve on a Century Old Style cap ‘S’ right with my 3A sable paintbrush, next I felt a kind of shifting within me, as if I were being gently hoovered out of my skin, and then I was

  floating above my own head.




  Now on this occasion and after the initial surprise – oddly, there was no apprehensive shock involved – I decided I was going to examine the experience rather than just live it. It

  was as calculating as that. No alarm, no concern that I might not be able to re-enter my body again, no panicky thoughts about death. I could see myself with exquisite clarity, my figure and

  everything around it finely defined. I noticed the tip of my paint-brush was poised about a millimetre above the letter ‘S’ and my arm – my whole body, in fact – was

  perfectly still, as if I’d been frozen there. Other people in the artroom were moving: the girl student next to me was wiping her T-square with a clean rag, while on another table, a friend

  of mine was carefully dipping his brush into an inkpot as our tutor, a thin dandified Swiss with a wispy blond moustache and slicked-back hair, was turning the page of a typeface book opened out

  before him on the desk top, unconsciously tucking an over-spilling cream handkerchief back into his breast pocket with his free hand as he did so. A round clock with a dark-wood frame ticked on the

  wall. Someone sneezed. Someone else said, ‘Bless you.’ A putty rubber fell off a table and a student bent to retrieve it. All was normal. No one was taking any notice of me.




  I wasn’t scared. I guess I was too curious for that. I just felt cool about the whole situation. And because of that lack of anxiety I was able to examine my situation calmly.




  I decided to see if I could move about and instantly I could. Just by willing myself I floated to the other side of the artroom, observing the heads and hunched shoulders of the students at work

  as I did so. I half-expected some of them to look up as I passed over, perhaps disturbed by the breeze I must be creating, skimming along like that. I thought my tutor might bark, ‘You there,

  True, come down from zat ceiling and get back to your pless!’ in that prissy accent of his, but he continued to study his book, one finger of his hand dipped deeply into his breast

  pocket as he settled the silk hanky. I could see myself – I’d stretched both hands out in front of me like some ethereal Superman and they were plainly visible – so why

  couldn’t the teacher and students see me? (At that time, of course, I hadn’t yet come to understand that it was my mind filling in what it expected to see.)




  Hovering over a bright window, I turned back to the class. The notion of passing through the window glass had occurred to me, but while remaining perfectly levelheaded, I was a little anxious

  about wandering too far from my natural body. I really did not want to lose sight of it, and I think that was quite reasonable. What if I got lost outside? What if there was a point where the

  spirit (or whatever I was up there, hovering inches away from the ceiling) became too separated from the physical body and something, some invisible connection, snapped, making re-entry

  impossible?




  Anyway, during that time in the artroom I was, as mentioned, pretty cool about the situation, even if I was reluctant to let my material self out of sight. I looked around, took notice of

  things, considered how I felt about my condition, then, and only after several minutes, I became eager to get back into my body. (It was like resisting one last chocolate from the box because

  you’ve already had too many.) And the moment I felt that way I was back.




  I don’t recall any journey across the room, nor dipping myself into my natural form; I was just there, looking at the world through my physical eyes once more. Only then did I begin to

  feel some panic, but it was mild. I think I was too stunned to experience overwhelming anxiety. Soon I was plain curious as well as elated. I’d gone through something rare – at least I

  thought it was rare, because I’d never heard of this sort of thing happening to anyone on a regular basis, although I’d read of one-off dream-flying and of survivors who claimed they

  had left their bodies while close to death.




  I sat there bemused, worrying that my cracked skull had its aftermath, that the impact had messed with my brain and was creating hallucinations, fantasy trips. But I’d been too passive

  during the experience and observed too much too clearly for this to have been an illusion. Besides, everything else in the room had been quite ordinary and the other students’ behaviour

  perfectly normal.




  Laying my paintbrush down, I sank back into my chair. What the hell was going on? I remembered the hot potato incident, then the immediate consequences of the motorcycle accident. I’d told

  the doctors of my out-of-body experience and they’d just smiled benevolently and explained that when the head – the brain, more specifically – took such a hard knock, it often

  went into some kind of seizure, perhaps losing control for a short time, so that visions in the unconscious state might seem like reality. Nothing to worry about, but a few tests would be in

  order.




  Scans showed nothing amiss as far as my head was concerned; fortunately, the fracture had been minimal, the bone barely penetrated, and the brain itself revealed no evidence of swelling or

  injury. Rest up, give yourself time for the leg to heal and the skull’s light fracture to knit together. Any trauma to the head could be dangerous and cause concern, no matter how light the

  blow, but in this case, there appeared to be no such problem. A little surgery on the leg was all that was required.




  It was some months after the artroom OBE that I began to think back and re-examine some of the ‘dreams’ I’d had from the age of seven onwards, dreams that had not gradually

  faded from memory as they were supposed to, those that had lingered in my thoughts because of their extreme clarity and almost rational content. In them, I’d visited places I’d only

  heard or read about, art galleries (paintings and sculptures had fascinated me from an early age), playgrounds, and homes of schoolfriends. I’d spied on my mother as she sewed the lapels of

  handmade suits while pausing every so often to watch her precious soaps and game shows on the small television we owned and which lit up an otherwise dreary corner of the room. There was no sense

  of adventure with these dream excursions, nothing exciting about them at all really, and this was what eventually made me realize they were something other than natural dreams.




  That’s when I started reading up on the phenomenon and discovered it was more common than I had first thought. I learned that certain curious and dedicated people had achieved by research

  and perseverance what came naturally to me. Even so, nothing I read compared exactly to my own experiences. Others, apparently, had not attained such clearness of vision or logical continuity;

  their OBEs were more dreamlike and lacked control, and generally were broken up by blank periods of unconsciousness so that their flow was interrupted, to be remembered later only in vague

  episodes. However, I did pick up some useful techniques for putting myself into a receptive state, not quite a trance-like mode, but a kind of open responsiveness that encouraged the phenomenon to

  occur. Things like alert relaxation, where the body is in repose, but the mind is acutely aware of itself rather than the physical body; or the method of loosening the body completely,

  resting it limb by limb, piece by piece from head to toe; or the perception of outside from within, as if my eyes were merely portals through which I could observe the outer world; or shrinking

  inside myself, so that my skin and flesh were like an ill-fitting suit, loose enough to escape from. Then there was the mirror image method, whereby a person thinks of themselves floating about

  their own body, just a foot or two away; the image is clear, an exact replica of himself or herself wearing the same clothes, sporting the same five-o’clock shadow or make-up; the person then

  imagines he or she is now looking down at their own body from above, that now it’s the physical self that is being viewed. It’s supposed to make the transition easier, but it

  never worked for me.




  In fact, all I had to do was make myself as relaxed as possible, relieve my mind of extraneous thoughts, and will myself to leave my body, sometimes looking at some particular spot on the

  ceiling or far corner of the room so that my ‘spirit’ had a destination. Then I’d wait for it to happen.




  Which it didn’t, more often than not. But sometimes I was successful and the more I was, the more I started to control my ‘flight’. Initially, I never left the room I occupied,

  but gradually I began to venture further to other rooms in the flat, cautiously graduating to outside locations, so that ultimately I was able to fly above rooftops, explore places I’d never

  physically visited – Buckingham Palace was dull, while the homes of some complete strangers could be interesting, even scary. It seemed I was limited only by my own boldness (I have to admit

  that in those early days I was somewhat timid; the fear of being unable to find my way back to my body was too strong. I was also afraid that the further afield I travelled, the easier it would be

  to break the psychic link to my physical self).




  I slowly learned though that I only had to think of myself back inside my flesh and blood form for it to be so. It would happen in a rush, a dizzying race through space that took no longer than

  a second or so, and always I’d arrive back safely, with no hitches whatsoever.




  I can’t say that I explored this thrilling new state to the full. For one, it didn’t work every time, and for two, after the original excitement, I began to lose interest. I

  don’t know why, it was just the way it was. Maybe deep down I was really afraid of the capability, some part of my subconscious feeling it was an unnatural state to be in, and that sooner or

  later something would go wrong, and I’d be punished.




  In a way, I was right.
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  Did I ever tell anyone about these OBEs? And if I didn’t, then why not?




  Simple answer is, no, I didn’t tell a soul. The reason why is not quite that simple, but you’ve a right to know.




  I’ve always been a private person, never one for sharing all my deep-seated angst or emotions. Something I learned from Mother, I guess.




  She brought me up to hide my feelings, to put on a face in front of others, particularly strangers. It was all to do with her pride and her shame at being deserted by her husband. Our reduced

  circumstances embarrassed her and when we moved into our little flat on the rougher side of London, she cut off all contact with friends and acquaintances. You know, I never knew if I had any other

  living relatives when I was growing up and eventually it didn’t matter to me anyway; Mother and me, we kept to ourselves. I was content enough. I spent most of my time drawing, sometimes

  painting (when I had the paints, which were usually Christmas or birthday gifts), writing little stories, and reading – God, I’d read anything that came my way, from comics to books to

  the back of cornflake packets. I loved movies too, and Mother and I went at least twice a week, sometimes twice in one day. For me it was all escapism, I suppose, all these things taking me out of

  both my environment and my circumstances; it must have been the same for Mother as far as the movies and TV soaps were concerned.




  I think that in her mind she lived in some kind of dream world, a place the ugly realities of life could not touch. She was fooling herself, of course, life itself isn’t that easy to shut

  out.




  Now you might imagine that all this would have turned me into a mother’s boy, but nothing could have been further from the truth. I was always independent as a kid, self-contained you

  might say; I loved my mother, but I could never understand her, couldn’t be the doting son she so much wanted. Just as she disappeared into her film world where everything had a tendency to

  turn out okay in the end (there were romantic magazines and novels also to keep her dreams occupied), so I retreated into my own small planet, which was a whole deal more exciting than the real

  one. Although I could never bring them home because of Mother’s strict rule that outsiders were never welcome, never allowed to be ‘insiders’, I had many good friends at school

  and later at art college, and as soon as I realized I was capable of taking care of myself I was rarely at home, despite Mother’s accusatory pleas to stay with her. I was no rebel, but I was

  aware that there was something more, and something better, going on out there and I wanted some of it for myself. Guilt always dogged me though – I did truly love my mother – but I soon

  learned to accommodate it. Besides, I’d discovered football, which I became pretty good at, and not too long after that, I discovered girls.




  But still, the growing-up years are always influenced by your parents and home background, so Mother’s insistence on privacy where all things personal were concerned stuck with me. By the

  time I was twelve, I couldn’t even tell her things; I’d learned from her to keep my thoughts and emotions to myself and I think, ultimately, she was kind of pleased about that

  herself – other people’s emotions (yes, even her son’s) could be a ‘rotten nuisance’. She was complex: she wanted me to love her and be her ‘best friend in all

  the wide world’, but she’d been too badly hurt by my father’s desertion to trust any other man, perhaps even any other person; she didn’t really want to hear my troubles or

  concerns, because that always brought her back to the real world, and the real world had let her down badly. I can admit it now, and I half-knew it then: Mother was a little screwy. If I did upset

  her by, say, coming home late, or deliberately disobeying her wishes (I can’t say orders, because she was never strong enough to give orders as such – they were always suggestions and

  sometimes pleadings, rather than dictates), she would regale me with the sins of my father, how he’d left us, been untrue to both of us, run off with some floozy, didn’t care if we

  starved to death, or were put out on the streets. Eventually, I closed my mind to all this, but even so, the guilt somehow transferred itself to me.




  There I go getting off the point. The thing of it is, I’d learned from an early age to keep personal matters to myself, initially because that was the way Mother wanted it, and ultimately,

  perhaps inevitably, I became embarrassed about life with Mother. In some ways it worked well for me when I reached my older teens, because the girls seem to like that slight air of mystery that

  hung on me like a dark cloak, made me seem deeper than probably I was. It was something I used to my advantage anyway.




  So, enough of all that. I’m still uncomfortable about our mother–son relationship, but it just might help explain why I kept quiet about the OBEs. I’d learned to keep such

  things to myself.




  Another reason was that I was scared of being laughed at. Or misunderstood, thought to be out of my skull. The pragmatic side of my nature also figured: easier for me to put the experiences down

  to lurid dreaming, no matter how real they seemed to be. By talking about them, I was admitting their fundamental reality to myself and, frankly, they were a distraction I didn’t need in my

  life. Besides, the OBEs were infrequent enough not to be a problem.




  One more reason, and I think this was as important as the others in its way. Say you were a friend of mine – or, maybe even more significantly, a girlfriend of mine – and I told you

  I could travel invisibly sometimes, mostly at night when my body was totally relaxed, that my mind could leave my body to go on excursions. Say I told you that and you didn’t think I was

  totally crazy, you half-believed me. How would you feel about me being able to spy on you at any time, that I could be watching you in your most private moments? You wouldn’t like the

  idea. In fact, I don’t think you’d ever trust me again. Everyone needs their privacy, their own space. It’s what makes us civilized.




  Now and again, I felt the overwhelming need to confide in a close friend or special girl, but common sense always prevailed, something – call it instinct, if you like – always shut

  me up before I said too much. Later, even marriage could not persuade me to disclose my little secret; maybe I’d kept it to myself so long it had become unimportant.




  In truth though, it was never an issue.
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  Something else for you to consider:




  You’re physically near to someone, a person you love more than any other in the world, more than life itself. That person is about to be murdered.




  That person you love so much is helpless.




  And so are you, even though you’re present at the scene and you’re free to move around. You cannot protect your loved one no matter how hard you try.




  You have to watch as death slowly, and oh so painfully, begins to claim its victim.
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  My name is – was – James True. Anyone who knew me called me Jim: James was just for passports and tax returns. I was pretty average, five-eleven tall,

  slimmish, good mid-brown hair, blue eyes, not bad-looking. Like I said, average, quite ordinary. I did have a lively imagination though, which was just as well given the career choice I’d

  made at an early age.




  I dreamt a lot. I don’t mean daydreams, reveries; I mean sleep dreams. Always lucid, full colour, Dolby sound. Reality dreams, but not too logical. Busy, wear-you-down dreams. The medical

  profession deny the possibility, but often I wake mornings more exhausted than when I’ve gone to sleep. Hard day’s night, and all that. I always figured I was putting in another seven

  or eight hours’ labour when I slumbered.




  Content was anything from fantasy to mundane everyday stuff. Usually a fair bit of angst in most of them. I’d lose something, couldn’t quite reach something, would be placed in an

  embarrassing situation – you know the kind: in a crowded room or at a bus stop wearing only my vest. Nothing abnormal though, nothing any different from the dreams of other dreamers; it was

  their lucidity, I suppose, that made them special, plus the fact that I could always remember them. I’ve no idea if any had particular significance, because I rarely tried to analyse them.

  Except for one that was recurring.




  In this dream, which came maybe once or twice a year, I could kind of fly. I say kind of, because it was more like long floating hops: I could rise from the ground, sometimes high over

  buildings, or zoom along several feet above the surface, pushing myself off with my hands every fifty yards or so, gaining altitude whenever it was necessary to rise above people or obstructions. I

  always thought that these particular dreams were informing me that I was a dreamer, that I had high expectations, perhaps wanted to break away from reality, aspired to things that could only

  be fantasy, that my own pragmatism, which was tempered by the realities of life itself, unfailingly brought me back down to earth – literally, in the dreams. The way I saw it this was no bad

  thing. It meant I was grounded. And that was a plus in my eventual profession, where the ideal was advanced – the best soap powder, the finest lager, the greatest value – all of

  which claims had to stay within the realms of possibility and true to the advertising standards code (I admit that often – no, most times – we pushed those selling virtues to the limit,

  but we never quite lied).




  I soon got over my motorbike accident at seventeen – the hairline skull fracture had been caused by my crash helmet having been dented by the edge of the kerb, but it was one of those

  lucky fractures (if such a break could ever be deemed lucky) that cause no pressure on the brain and it healed itself within weeks. No surgery was required. Headaches for a few weeks afterwards

  were the only penalty, and mercifully even these were not severe. My broken leg took longer to mend and I hobbled into college on crutches for a couple of months, but there were no long-lasting

  effects, no permanent limp, just those periodic twinges.




  Because my bike was wrecked I had to stick to London Transport after that, despite high fares and shit services. At least Mother was relieved. It was a drain on my cash, but it only made me take

  on more evening and weekend work. In fact, day college became a bit of a rest period until my principal hauled me into his office and threatened expulsion if I didn’t get my act together

  again. Fortunately, one of my flatmates was given the money by his father to buy a second-hand car, which turned out to be an old American army Jeep that we all loved – it might have been

  cold in winter, because it had no canvas top, but boy, the Jeep gave us great kudos at the college when we rode in together. Despite its lack of comfort, it was babe bait, and we took full

  advantage.




  After completing the three-year course and gaining my national diploma in design, I started looking for a job in advertising. It took me a year of living on social security, hawking my work

  round one agency after another (same excuse always: come back when you’ve had more experience. So how the hell do you gain experience if nobody’s willing to take you on?). Anyway, I

  finally struck lucky – if you could call it that – by getting a job with a finished art studio and minor agency. I started as a paint-pot washer, coffee maker, errand runner, art filer

  – all this after three years art school training – but I was glad to be employed and I made the most of it. It took a while to work my way up to the drawing board, but once there, my

  training finally kicked in. It was a cheapskate company though and once I felt I’d gained the initially elusive and hard-earned experience, I moved on to a big advertising agency.




  Employed at first as a typographer because I’d exaggerated my qualifications a little, I quickly worked my way up to art director on some pretty big accounts. I was used to the work ethic,

  you see; all those years working through art college as well as evenings and weekends had instilled in me a discipline that could only be for the good. I enjoyed hard work and now, when it was

  bringing with it substantial financial reward, I found my enthusiasm for the job was even greater. You’re under great pressure in advertising because of its high turnover of fresh ideas,

  campaigns and ads always wanted yesterday, constant meetings both internal and with clients, briefings from clients, your own briefings to photographers, artists and commercials directors and

  producers. Long working weekends again, late nights too. Then there’s the social side of the business. Smart, attractive girls, intelligent colleagues, long, boozy lunches balanced out with

  long and sober bouts of overtime. Add the humour. There’s a lot of humour in advertising, a lot of wit, much of it against the client, although they could never be aware of that. And

  to top it all, there are the politics. Outside politics itself, the advertising game must be the most political business of all. Unless you can avoid it, it’s dog-eat-dog, all inspired by

  vanity and insecurity in equal doses, envy, ambition, suspicion, and the quest for money and power.




  I always tried to steer clear of it, mainly because it was all too time-consuming and petty; but that didn’t mean I didn’t have to watch my back. Some knives were pretty lethal. The

  two good things I had going for me were ability (to get on with the work) and talent.




  Lucky happenstance brought me in contact with a dream copywriter. Oliver Guinane was brilliant with words and ideas, totally secure in himself, and he loved to work as a team. We were around the

  same age, had the same enthusiasm for the job, agreed on what was ‘in’, what was ‘out’, and what was plain garbage. Best of all, we admired and appreciated each

  other’s flair for the job.




  I’m not sure that in the correct order of things I would have chosen Oliver as a best buddy – he was a little bit brash for me and didn’t always treat everyone as an equal; but

  he had many other qualities that more than made up for the, well, the deficiencies. Oliver was generous to a fault, had great charm and wit, frequently produced wonderful copy and ideas, and was

  unselfish with the latter; he also had great energy. With his handsome face, light-brown eyes and full reddish-brown hair that curled around his ears and over his brow, he was also a female magnet,

  much like that old Jeep, which often meant that I could leave him to the chat-lines while I played the quiet interesting one. Occasionally we’d switch and I’d take on the gregarious

  role, but Oliver could never stay quiet and interesting for long; his natural boisterousness – and vanity – would eventually take over. He was no good playing stooge. Didn’t

  matter though, we were a great team both professionally and socially.




  We had good times together and through our teamwork we produced some memorable campaigns for accounts as diverse as banking and hair products, alcohol and automobiles. Our reputation grew, as

  did our salaries, and soon we were being headhunted by other reputable agencies.




  We only moved twice though, once to J. Walter Thompson, then to Saatchi & Saatchi, as it was then called. After that, with quite a bit of soul-searching, some sleepless nights and earnest

  debates (with Oliver as the prime mover in this new and risky plan), we took the plunge and started up our own outfit.




  We were lucky. The economy was healthy, house prices were booming, and a lot of money was coming in from abroad. Bank managers (as they still were at the time) were not quite throwing money at

  business-men who wanted to expand or start up new companies but, encouraged by their own banking grandees, were generous towards new ventures that had legs. Oliver and I gave a polished

  presentation to our friendly city bank manager, as if we were pitching for a new account, with my copywriter doing most of the talking while I showed some of our better award-winning work (yep, we

  were that good) and the manager bought it all.




  We approached an excellent account director we knew from another agency and poached a good fresh junior copywriter and art director from Saatchi’s. Oliver had a girlfriend at that time

  (foolishly, I’d introduced her to him at the old agency) who was a rep for a high-blown and high-priced photographer whose food and product stills were as good as his people work. She was a

  clever, beautiful brunette, fashionable, and keen with big brown eyes and a slim, leggy body most women would die for and most men would kill for. Her name was Andrea Dodds and eventually I married

  her. But now’s not the time to go into that. We hired Andrea to be our office manager and second to Sydney Presswell, our financial manager and third partner, who looked after the business

  side of things (he was the account director we picked up from another agency). She was presentable, good at handling clients (I used to be one of her clients), and stood no bullshit. Did I

  say she was beautiful? Well, she was – and still is.




  We took on just one secretary, Lynda, to begin with, who also acted as receptionist and telephone operator; a run-around junior, a young kid named Raymond who aspired to be an art director, but

  who’d had no art school training; a typographer called Peter and the young creative team I mentioned, Paul and Mark. Finding the right premises wasn’t that easy, but after a lot of

  searching and a lot of rejections, we stumbled upon premises with two vacant floors slap in the middle of Covent Garden. It had just come on the market and it was pricey – actually, too

  pricey for us – but we knew instantly it was exactly what we were looking for.




  We set about the hardest part of the whole venture: acquiring clients. Legally we had contracts with our ex-employers which forbade Oliver and I approaching our existing clients for the next

  three years. Of course, that did not prevent those clients approaching us once the news got out that we were quitting and branching out on our own. So one or two who trusted our abilities

  solicited us instead. We gained two quite big accounts that way, but we needed a third large one to make us viable.




  We went after new business with a passion, toiling day and night to come up with outstanding presentations and better marketing strategies than the companies already had. Media buying was

  handled by Sydney for a while, until we were established enough to bring someone in on a full-time basis. We ruthlessly targeted any business that we felt was right for us and whom we considered

  was receiving less than perfect service – mediocre advertising, poor media choices, etc. – from their existing agency, and we failed to win them over more times than we succeeded.

  Nevertheless, through sheer nerve, perseverance and, I like to think, talent, we gained three new clients, one medium-sized and two smaller, but easily making up for the third biggie we thought we

  needed. Heady days, and you know what? I miss them. Yeah, I miss a lot of things . . . We called it gtp in the fashion of the day, the acronym for Guinane, True, Presswell, of course, set in

  Baskerville lower case, letters touching. It looked pretty cool.




  The agency did take off. Around town we became known as a creative hot shop and we began pitching for and acquiring more and more accounts, some blue chip but mainly clients

  who wanted that little bit of extra creativity in selling their products, clients who were not afraid to take fresh marketing leaps that would not go unnoticed by the public or the trade.

  You’d be surprised how many big budget spenders could only live with the known, concepts without risk, strategies that dared not stray from formula or jeopardize the marketing manager’s

  position. Internal politics are always rife in both small corporations and big ones (the bigger the worse, in fact) and they’re third only to advertising, which, as I’ve said, is second

  only to politics itself.




  The companies that came to us were already aware of our reputation for risk taking and they were usually primed for something different. Maybe nothing truly off the wall, but at least something

  individual. We didn’t win everything we pitched for by any means – easy to say you’re looking for something ‘different’, but not always easy to go with it once

  it’s presented – but we acquired enough business to expand our offices and staff. We even managed to win a few advertising awards along the way, all voted for by our peers in the

  industry itself.2




  Oliver and I were in our element, working like dogs, our enthusiasm never diminishing. Often we’d book a hotel suite for a weekend and work day and night to produce a fresh and sometimes

  even original advertising campaign. We used hotel rooms because now and again we needed new surroundings, different venues somehow helping with an objective approach to the brief. Frankly,

  it’s not unknown in the business for some agencies to lock their creative team away in a five-star hotel for a couple of nights and feed them cocaine for inspiration and to keep them going.

  It isn’t standard practice, but it does happen sometimes when agencies are desperate, out of time, and the great ideas aren’t coming. We didn’t do that though, because I

  for one just couldn’t get into drugs of any sort. Sure, I did some hash at art college, and later, when finances started to allow, I tried coke, but it never seemed to work for me, only made

  me hyper-tense. Same with alcohol to some extent; it took a lot to get me smashed. I don’t know why – something in my metabolism, I suppose – but I was glad. Drugs are bad news,

  as I later found out. Besides, I didn’t need any chemical substances to stimulate my imagination; that could take care of itself, and anyway, there’s nothing quite like the high you get

  through creative brainstorms.




  Maybe we worked too hard in those early years, took too much on, but Oliver and I, and to some extent Sydney, were overly ambitious and we ran on adrenaline. We seemed to have unlimited

  energy – although when we crashed we really crashed – which is great to begin with, but too much of it could easily have led to early burn-out. As well as producing the creative work,

  we had the responsibility – the burden – of running our own company even though Sydney took much of the administration side of things onto his own shoulders. We still had to

  attend too many meetings, many with clients – oh God, those bloody long lunches – but we always made important decisions as a threesome.




  So, we worked hard and we played hard, and possibly it was the pressure of both that instigated the first cracks in the partnership. The fact that I stole Oliver’s live-in lover

  didn’t help either.
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  I’d known Andrea Dodds for several months before I introduced her to Oliver, because I’d worked with two of her lensmen on a couple of jobs. She was tallish, slim

  and, as I told you earlier, had fantastic legs. At that time she wore her dark-brown hair long and straight so that it fell over her narrow shoulders (these days she has it cut short, urchin-style,

  the sides flicked away from her face). I’d learned that she was single, had no current man in her life, lived in a tiny flat near Dolphin Square, Pimlico, and I was just priming myself to

  make a move on her. It wouldn’t usually have taken me so long to ask her out – it certainly didn’t with other girls – but Andrea was an exception. Why? Because I’d

  already half-fallen in love with her and I was terrified of rejection. Funny how easily you can lose your confidence when something matters too much. Of course, Oliver’s charm antenna was at

  full alert the moment he spotted her talking to our art buyer in the corridor of our old agency. He asked me who she was and, stupidly, I hauled her in to our office to make introductions.




  I groaned inwardly as soon as I saw his eyes light up and he held onto her hand for much too long. I knew I was whipped before I’d even started, but I bore no grudges. It served me right

  for being so boneless.




  Soon she had moved in with him. So soon, in fact, that I was stunned. I hadn’t quite given up hope for myself as far as she was concerned, because there still seemed to be something going

  on whenever she and I made eye contact. Andrea was no flirt, but she made me feel special when we spoke together or arranged times and dates for photography. She could have merely been doing her

  job, massaging the ego of an important client, but I didn’t think so; there was something incredibly sincere about her, and something very, very sweet.




  Still, I had to accept the situation and I couldn’t be mad at Oliver for having the boldness to jump in first whereas, like some lame fool, I’d hung back, too cautious to make my

  move.




  Ollie and Andrea. They made a hot couple. I couldn’t begrudge him, even though secretly I continued to pine for her. Get over it, I eventually told myself. Oliver was more her league.

  Besides, there were plenty of other fish, so go fish. And I did for a while, but I never quite got over my original crush. It was when Oliver and I were in the first exciting but anxious throes of

  setting up our own agency that he suggested bringing Andrea on board as an account manager and assistant to Sydney.




  It took me all of two seconds to agree: from experience I knew she was more than just competent and I had no doubt she’d be an asset to our fledgling company; she might have been soft in

  the looks and attitude department, but believe me, she was shrewd as far as business was concerned and had always driven a hard bargain for the photographers she represented (and I was no pushover

  – I always treated my clients’ money as if it were my own).




  So, initially on a lowish salary but with the promise it would grow as quickly as the agency itself – we were all working on spec those days – she joined gtp. And took to it like a

  duck might take to Evian, charming both prospective and existing clients, selling our talents as passionately as she’d previously sold the skills of her photographers.




  Our team expanded as the client list grew and all seemed well but, like I said, maybe we worked and played a little too hard, because eventually the cracks began to appear. And most of the

  problems were to do with Oliver.




  We’d both stretched ourselves to the limit, Ollie and I, but the relentless grind took a greater toll on my friend and colleague than me. After a while he seemed to be running on empty,

  becoming irritable with staff members (especially Sydney, who did his best to keep us all sane), going to the edge with clients (most of whom were good and intelligent people – although even

  those who were not had to be treated with a modicum of respect). Sydney Presswell came into his own on such occasions, smoothing things over, turning any acid observations Oliver might have made

  into nothing more than humorous banter.




  Nevertheless, the work was always good; Oliver never let the agency down on that score. He usually managed to pull some little creative gem out of the bag at the last possible moment, when

  timing was crucial and we had to present an ad or campaign that the client could run with. And if he didn’t, then I did. We were still a great team, but I was beginning to grow anxious about

  my buddy. Couple of times I took Oliver aside and told him of my concerns – you’re cracking, pal, you’ve got to ease up on the playtime, grab a break, somewhere warm and sunny,

  pay Andrea a bit more attention maybe . . . He just shrugged it off, gave me the Ollie-grin that said everything was cool. He wasn’t sleeping too well lately, he would indeed cut out

  extra-curricular activities, and anyway, mood swings were part of his nature. Often on these occasions, he would also remind me that it was his creative input that had won us many clients, a fact I

  couldn’t deny. Sure, I told him, but we’re more worried about your health nowadays, not your input. You don’t look good, sport, and those mood swings are affecting Andrea in a bad

  way.




  Shouldn’t have said it. Oliver exploded, told me to keep my nose out of his personal business, then stormed out of the office we shared. We didn’t see him for the rest of the day and

  I regretted having spoken out. Still, it seemed to do the trick – for a while, at least. Ollie arrived back at the agency early the next day, bright and shiny and with a box of expensive

  cigars as a gift for me. Andrea, who had looked a little flaky for some time now, was with him and she seemed almost as chirpy as he was. I assumed they’d had a heart-to-heart and a new leaf

  had been turned by Oliver. Both looked refreshed, as if they’d had a good night’s sleep, hopefully in each other’s arms.
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