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  What people are saying about




  Shine On




  One of the most gripping accounts of a near-death experience that I have read. And I say that having interviewed, since 1965, thousands of people who described such experiences. [His] story also evokes... a primal horror of being dragged under and run over by a train! I still remember the chill that went down my spine.




  Dr. Raymond A. Moody, Jr., bestselling author of Life After Life




  Wonderful... Shine On is a fascinating account of an extraordinary experience and I recommend everyone read this book to understand the true importance and power of NDEs.




  Dr. Penny Sartori, author of The Wisdom of Near-Death Experiences




  Amazing, Amazing, beautiful book. I absolutely loved it. David’s miraculous and moving story reads like a novel that brings you to tears. He used his spiritual experience to truly look within and change the trajectory of his life... beautifully weaves together the importance of the intersection of psychology and spirituality.




  Dr Amy Robbins, Licensed Clinical Psychologist and Host of Life, Death and The Space Between Podcast




  Wow! Absolutely riveting! It’s so powerful and compelling! So impressed by the quality of the writing and the great story, and how real and grounded David comes across.




  Lisa Smartt, MA, author of Words at the Threshold: What We Say as We’re Nearing Death




  Shine On tells the story of David’s amazing experiences in an astute and very readable way. I can thoroughly recommend it.




  Dr. Melvyn J. Willin, Paramusicologist




  What an achievement this book is, I loved it and couldn’t put it down. Kept thinking of people I wanted to share it with.




  Stella Webster, International Remote Viewing Association UK Trainer
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Foreword





  David Ditchfield’s Shine On is one of the most gripping accounts of a near-death experience that I have read. And I say that having interviewed, since 1965, thousands of people who described such experiences.




  Mr. Ditchfield’s fascinating report also sheds light on relationships between near-death experiences and inspiration in the creative arts. For his close call with death awakened a talent for music that led to astonishing performances and compositions and fame as a musician.




  There have been other cases in which near-death experiences opened previously hidden ability in music or painting. Mr. Ditchfield’s encounter is similar to that of Dr. Anthony Ciccoria, a professor of orthopedic surgery at New York University.




  In 1996, Dr. Ciccoria left his body during a near-death experience when he was struck in the neck by lightning and suffered a cardiac arrest. After he was revived, he unaccountably developed an interest in the piano. Now, in addition to being a professor of orthopedic surgery, he is also an acclaimed concert pianist.




  I have also met several award-winning and respected painters whose talent followed on the heels of their near-death experiences. Mr. Ditchfield’s story also evokes what is, to me, and many others, a primal horror of being dragged under and run over by a train!




  Freud described an early memory of being in his mother’s arms as a train steamed into the station. Freud said he felt his mother unconsciously lean forward momentarily into the path of the train. I read Freud’s story when I was sixteen years old, and I still remember the chill that went down my spine.




  I am glad that Mr. Ditchfield survived his primal ordeal, and I hope to meet this fine man someday.




  Dr. Raymond A. Moody, Jr., author of the bestselling Life After Life
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  The Unfriendly Universe










   



  Chapter 1




  Falling Slowly




  You idiot. You bloody idiot.




  I knew I shouldn’t have let this happen. It was the middle of the night. We were both laying on my bed, fully clothed, in the dark. I was holding Anna in my arms, her chestnut brown hair lying across the pillow, her warm brown eyes still looking up at me as the hope inside them drained away. She looked so vulnerable, and I could tell she was trying hard not to cry and that made it all so much harder.




  I wanted to tell her the truth, tell her how much I liked her. In fact, more than that. I’d really fallen for her. But I couldn’t. It felt safer to keep her at arm’s length, because with Anna, if we got involved, I’d have to be real. She was the type that would hold me to it and I just couldn’t live up to that. Maybe once I would have tried. But not now. Not after everything that had happened.




  “It’s okay,” she said, sighing, “you don’t want to have a relationship with me, I get it.”




  She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but I could tell she was upset as she turned over and pressed her pale face into the pillow. I rolled onto my back, put my hands behind my head and stared up at the dark ceiling.




  We were friends, nothing more. I had to remind myself of that.




  “It’s not you. It’s me,” I heard myself say.




  “Your trouble is, you think too much,” she said, turning back to face me.




  “I can’t help the way I am.”




  “Why don’t you talk to––”




  “I told you. I don’t want to see a therapist.”




  “But it might—”




  “Might what? You think by talking to someone, it’s possible to be happy all the time, because I don’t see you being happy all the time.”




  The words came out a little more aggressively than I’d intended.




  “That’s not what I’m saying,” she argued back, but her voice had no fight in it now.




  I hadn’t meant to sound so cynical. I was just angry, mainly with myself. After all, this was all my fault. As soon as she’d offered to visit, I knew that the question of where she was going to sleep would take us into dangerous territory. It was less complicated when we both lived in London; she had her flat, I had mine.




  I even told myself before she arrived, keep her at arm’s length, don’t get involved in that way. But as soon as she’d texted to say she wanted to come, I knew I was looking forward to seeing her again, and almost against my own will, a wave of longing reared up inside.




  Over the past few weeks since leaving London, I’d missed her even more than I thought I would and from the moment she stepped off the train, the whole day had felt so easy, spending a couple of hours in the local coffee shop, listening to her talk as she filled me in on what had happened in her life recently, then feeling comfortable with companionable silence as we walked around the town together. Finally, dinner and an evening sat talking about anything and everything, just like old times.




  It was when we came to sorting out the sleeping arrangements, that was when it happened. The moment of madness. I’d offered her my bed to sleep in and said I’d sleep on the floor. She was worried I’d be uncomfortable, but I told her I was a tough guy, and when I said that, we both laughed and that defused the awkwardness of the moment. A bit. But my heart started beating faster for some reason.




  “I’ve got a sleeping bag, I’ll be okay. I just need one of the pillows,” I said.




  “Here you go,” she replied, a flicker of nervousness unintentionally revealed in her voice as she picked one up and handed it to me.




  “Thanks.”




  “Goodnight then.”




  “Goodnight.”




  And that was the moment. Our hands briefly touched as I took the pillow off her and that was when I made the move. That was what the strange energy in the room was about.




  A thought flashed into my mind, one I didn’t want to have.




  Don’t do this. Don’t.




  As this thought took hold, I started to feel like an electric current was running throughout my body underneath my skin, and I couldn’t stand the tension of lying next to her any longer.




  “What’s the matter?” she asked, as I sat bolt upright and swung my legs off the bed.




  “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I’ll sleep on the floor.”




  And that was it. I got off the bed, threw a pillow down onto the floor, pulled out a sleeping bag from the bottom of the wardrobe, lay down, put my face into the pillow and shut my eyes to block everything out.




  In the dark and silent charged atmosphere of the room, I could hear her breathing softly. Then I heard her turn over and sigh deeply. Was she crying?




  After a while, she began to breathe more softly again, and my heart sank because I knew we had tomorrow morning to get through before she was due to get the afternoon train back to London. If only she’d bought an earlier train ticket.




  What was she thinking? What the hell was I thinking, inviting her here? Unable to sleep, I rolled over onto my back and stared into the blackness for what seemed like hours, trying to ignore the hardness of the floor. The last thing I remembered was gazing out of the bedroom window at the starlit sky outside and hearing the sound of a fox, calling out somewhere in the distance.




  Next morning, breakfast was awkward and quiet. The two of us tried to be polite with each other as we drank our coffee and she ate the food I cooked for her, but last night hung heavily in the air and it wasn’t easy for either of us to feign any kind of lightness to the conversation.




  But it wasn’t just the uncomfortableness of last night that unsettled me. As I stood by the sink, washing up the breakfast dishes, quite suddenly, a chilly breeze seemed to run down my spine, bringing in its wake an overwhelming feeling of foreboding. I couldn’t make sense of the feeling and shut the cutlery drawer a little too forcefully, as though to shake myself out of its strange cold grip.




  Anna looked up from the magazine she was reading. Her eyes looked red and I could tell she’d been crying, probably when she was alone in the bathroom. Trouble was, now she was no longer Anna, my friend. After last night, she was something else, although I wasn’t sure what. And I was now something else to her too.




  “Sorry, a bit clumsy this morning,” I said, secretly wishing it was time to leave for the station already.




  Huntingdon train station was, from the outside, a typical Cambridge Victorian municipal brick building, its grand front entrance and north and southbound platforms all canopied under a new flat roof. A large poster in the ticket hall proudly listed the times of the half-hourly service to London King’s Cross Station, a journey of just over an hour on weekdays and slightly longer at the weekend.




  It was bitterly cold as we waited on the London-bound platform. The rail track glistened in the low, harsh winter sunlight, as though it was coated with frost. We both started stamping our feet to keep warm, sheltering from the cold wind by the footbridge of the station platform, near to where two station CCTV cameras were mounted.




  I looked around to see what the time was. The digital station clock over the platform entrance displayed the time in hours and minutes. And if you looked really closely and could make out the figures in the glare of the harsh sunlight, seconds too.




  Anna rubbed her hands together to keep them warm as we waited. There were only two other people on the long station platform, a man and a woman waiting for the same train. They were kissing and holding each other, as though saying goodbye, and I felt guilty when I saw Anna glance over at them.




  If I was honest with myself, part of me couldn’t wait for her to go so that I didn’t have to feel so guilty, but another part of me wanted to tell her I’d made a stupid mistake, tell her she should stay, come back to the house so that we could climb into bed and hold onto each other and never let go. But I still couldn’t bring myself to say it and I couldn’t explain why.




  Finally, a metallic glint appeared in the distance, the London-bound train moving towards us. Within a few seconds, all four carriages come into view as the front engine pounded down the track towards the station.




  I looked over at Anna. She looked cold, her breath was freezing into little clouds of ice.




  “You’ll be warm soon.”




  “Good, I’m freezing,” she replied. Watching the approaching train, I pulled the collar of my coat around my neck, glad that I’d worn it. It was my warmest coat, three-quarter length, high quality, thick sheepskin with five brown buttons down the front and an inner fur lining that went all the way down the sleeves. I was wearing a thick jumper underneath, so the coat wasn’t easy to get on and off in a hurry, but I didn’t mind; it was cold waiting on the station platform, I had no intention of taking it off until I got home again.




  The big, dirty diesel engine and the massive, heavy metal wheels clunking on the track grew louder and louder as the train approached. Then, as it arrived in the station, the metal brakes screeched underneath as the train finally came to a standstill, followed by a small, violent jerk and a hiss along the entire length of the carriages as the brakes of the metal monster were applied.




  “This one looks okay,” I said, looking through the window of the nearest carriage, “there are empty seats in here.”




  The carriage had sets of double sliding doors at either end. We walked up to the nearest one. The button on the outside of the right-hand carriage door turned a bright flashing green color and I pushed it. The two doors slid open and Anna got onto the train. A few seconds later, I heard a beeping noise, a door closing warning alert.




  I stepped back from the open doorway. Anna was stood inside the carriage, but I knew we still had a few seconds left before the doors automatically closed. Enough time for a few last words. But what was I going to say?




  “Will you keep in touch? Let me know how things are going,” I asked before I could stop myself.




  “Of course I will,” she replied, in an overly bright tone. But I knew she wouldn’t. Not after last night.




  My hand rested on the outside of the door as I leaned over the threshold to say one last goodbye, to look at her face one last time, because I already knew, I’d really miss her.




  An urgent beeping noise indicated that the doors were about to close, so I took my hand away and shouted my last goodbye through the rapidly closing gap. Then both doors slammed together with a dull and heavy mechanical thud. At the same moment, I went to step back and realized something wasn’t quite right. For some reason, I couldn’t step back. And I couldn’t figure it out. Something seemed to be stopping me.




  I looked down.




  The edge of my sheepskin coat was clamped between the two sliding doors that had just slammed together. Just the edge of it. That was all.




  For a second, I thought everything would be okay, so I told myself not to panic, otherwise I’d look stupid in front of Anna. I told myself it would be okay, because train doors automatically opened when something was trapped in them. I’d seen it happen many times on the London Underground. Any second now, the doors would slide open again.




  Definitely.




  They would.




  Then I heard a noise that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. The train engine was revving up. My heart started pounding as the station clock reached the timetabled departure time.




  15.57:55... 56... 57.




  After another second, the engine sound increased in pitch. Adrenaline took over. I grabbed a fistful of the coat fabric and started tugging at the trapped corner stuck between the clamped doors, but it was no good. I couldn’t pull the coat fabric free.




  Look for the door button. The door release button. It says ‘press to open’ above the button. Hit it. Open the doors that way. Hit it again. Do it!




  15.58:03... 04... 05.




  No matter how hard I hit the button, the doors stayed shut. The control button didn’t work anymore. I had no idea that the door locks were controlled by the driver and that he’d disabled the control buttons on the outside of the carriages, now that he thought the train was clear and ready to depart. I just kept pounding the button in the hope that it would open the doors and couldn’t understand why it didn’t.




  The next moment, I heard a new noise. The engine sound changed. It became even higher, more intense. That was the moment I knew the train was about to move and it felt like the air had suddenly frozen in my lungs.




  Then, with a small jolt, the train wheels started inching forward. One inch. Then a few inches. Then a few more. Then a foot. Then even more as the dirty metal wheels rolled over and over on the oily track. I could see the huge wheels through the tiny gap between the train and the platform, in the black and oily pit below. It was like looking down into hell.




  Without even thinking, I began walking quickly because I had no choice; because if I didn’t, I knew I’d be dragged under the train.




  15.58:14... 15... 16.




  Come on. Think. Just keep moving. That’s it. Keep up. You’ll be okay. Someone will do something.




  15.58:30... 31... 33.




  Then increasing acceleration underfoot, forcing me to start running.




  Have to go faster now – don’t trip up – you can do this – people – there – inside the carriage – maybe they can help.




  Running faster now, I heard myself shout, “HHHHEEEEEEELLLLLLPPPP.”




  I could feel the impact on my fist as I banged on the glass window of the carriage doors and I could see Anna standing there on the other side of the glass, and for a moment, we looked directly into each other’s eyes, a look of absolute horror on her face.




  15.58:37... 38... 39.




  Pace picking up – have to – run now – harder to catch – breath – maybe someone – will see me – stop the train.




  Then I remembered, the platform was empty except for the other man who’d been kissing the girl. He would be the last person to see me alive and I didn’t even know his name. As I passed him, he began frantically shouting, “Take your jacket off, take it off. TAAAAKKKKKEEEE IT OFFFFFFFFF.”




  But it was no good and I knew I didn’t have enough time to turn myself into a position where I could slip my arms out from the tight fur-lined sleeves in the last few seconds I had left before I got dragged under. And I knew I was really in trouble now. I really was.




  Through the glass, I could see Anna’s mouth was open and she looked like she was screaming although I couldn’t hear her as the engine noise was so loud. Some of the other passengers appeared at the doorway and I could see through the glass that they were trying to help, but there seemed to be lots of confusion and panic inside the carriage.




  I couldn’t tell who was doing what, but it looked like several people were trying to find the emergency stop button, and I could see it all and it all looked very confusing because everyone was panicking. Even though half a dozen people were frantically trying to help me, I could see that no one knew what to do.




  And that was when I knew I was about to be pulled under the train.




  This is it. I’m going to die.










 Nine Months Earlier




   



  Chapter 2




  The Great Silence




  The luminous face of the digital alarm clock said 4.24am as the voice on the bedside radio announced that in the next program Professor Brian McKay would discuss the latest findings in the search for alien life. Rubbing my eyes, I threw the quilt back, and without switching on the bedside light, got up and walked down the familiar dark hallway into the tiny bathroom.




  As I peed, I could hear the professor talking, his vowels sufficiently ironed out so that there was no trace of his background revealed in his reassuring, melodious and unhurried radio-friendly voice.




  “In 1974, the most powerful message ever broadcast into space was sent from the giant Arecibo Radio Telescope. The message was sent in the direction of a nearby galaxy called M31, 25,000 light years away on the edge of the Milky Way. This particular galaxy was picked because it was the closest one in the sky at the time and was the first ever attempt by humans to make contact with alien intelligent life. No one knows if there is anyone out there to hear it, all we can do is wait and hope for a reply.”




  Normally, the deep and calm, measured tone of his voice would have been a reassuring presence in the dark, but not tonight. Above the sink in the small bathroom was a mirror and I felt a prickling on the back of my neck as I turned to look. In it, I saw someone listening to the radio, wondering what lay ahead in his life. A ghostly face, its gloomy expression bleached amber yellow from the shaft of street light that came in through the frosted glass of the bathroom window from the lamppost outside.




  I looked at the mirror more closely. The funny thing was, the reflection staring back didn’t look like me at all. I recognized the family cheekbones and the hair, mousy brown, needing a comb. But it was the eyes that were different, dark circles weighed down underneath them. I leaned closer to the glass, trying to see what was wrong with them; I was sure they never looked like this before.




  The cheap, badly-laid laminate flooring of the bathroom started to feel cold underfoot, so hardly aware that I’d walked back along the hallway, I found myself in the kitchen looking at the table. It was only just beginning to get light in the east, but I could still see the letter, exactly where I’d left it last night, laid out flat on the table top next to the torn envelope and the empty beer bottles.






   Dear Sir




  We are writing to advise you that your rent is overdue by the following amount:




  Outstanding rent: £1445.




  We would therefore request that you settle the outstanding balance immediately and ensure that all future monthly rental payments are made in full on or before the due date, in order to avoid eviction.




  We also remind you that if you remain in arrears, this could result in court action being taken against you, the costs, for which, you would be liable.




  If you would like to discuss this matter further or arrange a payment plan, please do not hesitate to contact the office at the above telephone number.




  Yours sincerely,




  Henry Harlston-Smythe




  Rental Property Manager, North London Office, UK Division







  There was no sound anywhere except for the lone, disembodied voice, still talking about the search for alien life. Exhaustion was kicking in and I was getting to the stage where my eyes were starting to feel gritty and my muscles twitchy with tiredness, so I walked along the dark hallway back into the bedroom, got back into bed, pulled the duvet up over my head and tried to fall asleep again.




  A little while later, a car alarm went off somewhere nearby and the accompanying sound of traffic from the nearby Highgate Hill confirmed it was mid-morning. The gnawing, hollow sensation nagging away in my stomach meant I had no choice. I had to open my eyes and get out of bed. I could avoid my life no more.




  The bedroom was cold, so I pulled on my blue jumper over my T-shirt and the one clean pair of jeans I could find, and went into the small, cramped kitchen. Needing coffee, I looked in the fridge in the hope that I might find some milk, but it was empty apart from an unopened bottle of beer, the last one left from the four-pack I’d picked up on the way home last night.




  I reached in for the bottle. I knew it was far too early in the day to drink, but the idea of the cold, fresh bite of the beer was strong. Just one mouthful, I told myself. It wouldn’t hurt. Once the beer hit the back of my throat, I knew I’d be able to numb myself to the fact that my debts were spiraling and there was nothing I could do about it.




  Just when I’d got the bottle opener positioned under the serrated edge of the lid, my mobile phone text message alert sounded. The phone was lying on the kitchen worktop next to the fridge and I could read the message on the backlit screen from where I was stood.




 

    How are you today? Janet x


 




  I needed that beer so much, I didn’t care what time of day it was, but getting a text message from my younger sister filled me with shame for wanting it so desperately. For a few seconds, I stared at the bottle as an uncomfortable image came to mind. Me, slightly drunk, a bit too early in the day.




  It’s not that bad, I told myself, sighing heavily. Nothing like that. I just needed a bit of help when I felt under pressure and I was under pressure right now. It was the rent situation, that was all. If things got better, then I’d stop drinking, of course I would.




  The image refused to go away, and a wave of self-loathing rose up inside, so I put the unopened bottle back in the fridge, slammed the fridge door shut, picked up the phone and texted her back.






    I’m good, thanks. Just off out, so speak later x


 




  When I first told Janet that I wanted to move to Highgate she said it wouldn’t be easy and she was right. As she pointed out, it was one of the most expensive property areas in North London. She looked it up on Wikipedia and said it was all Georgian town houses with big gardens in tidy, residential streets, exclusive golf clubs and a posh bit at one end, Bishops Avenue, known locally as billionaires’ row, where the mega-rich lived in huge, security-gated mansions.




  Even when I showed her the advert for my flat on the property agency website, she still wasn’t convinced. She said the flat looked run-down in the photos and although I didn’t want to admit it at the time, it was. A one-bedroomed flat on the ground floor of a grim, three-story ex-council block, tucked away out of sight of the rest of the surrounding well-to-do area.




  At the time I didn’t care about the expensive rent, or the fact that the flat hadn’t been redecorated in years. Instead, I felt brave and reckless, as though it was going to be a whole new chapter in my life when I moved to London. I imagined a life where who I was would finally make sense; I would finally fit in somewhere, as though some great transformation would happen, simply by living here.




  How wrong I was. I didn’t feel any different to how I did before, back at home. Things were still not going my way, only now I was a lot poorer and London could be brutal if you didn’t earn enough.




  You could try as hard as you like, do everything you could to earn enough money, but none of this altered the fact that unless you came from the right background, unless you were part of the right set with the right education, London was just too expensive to live in. I’d tried my best, even starting up my own treehouse business when nothing else paid enough, but even that had gone quiet lately.




  People always did a double-take when I told them I built treehouses for a living. It wasn’t exactly what I planned to do when I first moved to London, but there was a market for them in Highgate.




  The local estate agents reckoned they added value to a property by providing extra play space for kids and, luckily for me, most of the people buying up the large Georgian villas in the area were professional types, accountants and lawyers who couldn’t even knock a nail in straight, which is where I came in.




  But now autumn was on the horizon, no one wanted to think about treehouses, so commissions had dried up. The only other option I had for earning money was trying to get cash-in-hand work on building sites.




  Stifling a huge yawn, I closed my eyes and let my head sink down onto the table to rest on my crossed arms.




  It’s not your fault, I forced myself to acknowledge. Just give it time. Things will get better.




  Just as I was on the verge of falling asleep, the mobile phone text message alert sounded again.






    Do you want to come over for the weekend? Charlie cooking lunch & boys would love to see you. Janet x


 




  I never thought I’d end up looking forward to homely dinners and watching family television in the St. Ives suburbs of Cambridgeshire with Janet and her husband Charlie. But now I did, even if I had to fake confidence about how things were going in my life, especially as Charlie was so successful in his career. Janet once said that Charlie thought I could have done more with my life and it was the truth, because it wasn’t exactly what my family hoped for me either, me ending up like this.




  It wasn’t like I didn’t try hard at school. In my own way, I did. But the teachers didn’t understand dyslexia back then; in fact at that time, no one did. Everyone thought I was being lazy when I couldn’t keep up with the rest of the class, and in the end, I was left to stare out of the classroom window while the other kids got on with their lessons. I’d learned to deal with the consequences ever since, avoiding any work that involved reading or writing, which is why the treehouse job seemed like a good option at the time.




  My older brother Ian was the complete opposite to me. He won a scholarship to a good school, got French horn lessons from the music teacher and ended up studying music at university, the first in our family to get a degree. Dad worked in a factory all his life, so it was a big deal at the time, and my life sometimes felt like the failure by which his success was measured.




  I reread Janet’s text message. It wasn’t a hard decision to make, a choice between a cold depressing flat in Highgate and a warm family home. It took me less than five minutes to get ready, and within the hour, I’d taken the Tube to King’s Cross Station and caught the next train heading out on the East Coast railway line to Huntingdon station, the nearest one to Janet and Charlie’s place, my ticket paid for by my ever-increasing overdraft.




  Even though it was a weekend, the train was busy and the only empty seat I could find was one of four seats around a table. The opposite seats were taken by an elderly couple. The man was reading a newspaper and the woman was staring at the list of train stations on the route map above the carriage window.




  I took off my jacket and sat next to the window, so that I could watch the London suburbs speeding past. After a couple of minutes, I had the feeling someone was watching me, so I turned my gaze back from the window and noticed the elderly woman sat opposite, staring straight at me.




  “Excuse me, is this the right train for St. Ives?” she asked, leaning forward. “Only we can’t see it on the list of stations, but the ticket man told us this was the right train to get.”




  “Yes, it is. Just get off at Huntingdon station and catch the number 23 bus to St. Ives. Takes around ten minutes.”




  “Thanks, love. Only we’re going to see the medium, Julia Knight, she’s doing a demonstration tonight in St. Ives and we wouldn’t want to get off at the wrong station and miss it,” she said in a conversational tone of voice.




  I didn’t respond so she spoke again.




  “She’s very well known, in the medium world, although she doesn’t do it to be famous. She’s what you call a bit of a hidden gem, just tries to help people. We think she’s very good, don’t we, George?”




  The elderly, thin man sat next to her, George I guessed, nodded and went back to reading his newspaper as she picked her bag up from underneath her seat, pulled out a crumpled flyer and handed it to me.






   THE ST. IVES SPIRITUALIST CHURCH




  DEMONSTRATION OF MEDIUMSHIP




  An evening with




  JULIA KNIGHT, MEDIUM




  7.30 pm







  “So, what does a medium do exactly?” I knew I shouldn’t have asked but I couldn’t help myself, mild curiosity taking over.




  “They get messages from people who have passed over,” she replied matter-of-factly.




  “Passed over?”




  “Passed on. Died, dear.”




  “Oh.”




  “You should try it. You might even get a message yourself. We’ve never had one, even though we’ve seen her three times now, haven’t we, George? She really is very good.”




  The man nodded again and continued reading his paper. I went to hand back the flyer, but she put her hand up to refuse.




  “You keep it. I’ve got another one in my bag.”




  I folded the flyer up and put it in my jacket pocket. I wasn’t sure why I did, but I did. I had no idea why she’d decided to invite me. Was she some kind of eccentric, harmless woman who talked to anyone she thought might listen? Or could she see me as I really was, someone whose life was spiraling towards catastrophe?




  Whatever she was, I didn’t want to spend the rest of the journey talking to her, so I thanked her for the flyer and made a point of shutting my eyes and turning my head back towards the window to pretend I wanted to sleep. That gave me time to think.




  As I felt the rhythmic clackety-clack of the speeding train carriage and the bright, cold sunlight flashed in and out of the tall trees at the side of the track, I started toying with the idea of going. After all, what harm could it do? If this medium was as good as the woman said she was, I might even get a message about my future, maybe even a positive message. That would be worth going for, because right now, I really needed it.




  That thought made me open my eyes, and when I saw my reflection staring back at me in the train window and my breath forming a small patch of mist on the greasy, smudged glass, a wave of curious optimism rose up inside.







   



  Chapter 3




  First Contact




  Just as I had expected, Charlie was his usual skeptical self when I mentioned I was thinking of going.




  “You can’t be serious? A medium? Really?” he said, smirking. The look on his face as he read the crumpled flyer I’d just handed to him at the lunch table said it all and I went on the defensive.




  “It’s good to be open-minded about these things.” But as soon as I’d said that, I knew it wasn’t the best thing to say to someone like Charlie. He didn’t do mystery. He needed to find a way to solve anything he didn’t understand. That was why he was such a successful software programmer, and that was why I usually didn’t try to outsmart him.




  “Rubbish. Mediums can’t predict the future or talk to the dead. No one can,” he said, handing the flyer back.




  “The woman on the train seemed pretty convinced she was good,” I said, feeling a bit foolish in the full glare of Charlie’s skepticism.




  “It’s just cold reading and generalized guesses that desperate people are desperate enough to believe. Mediums know that most people go to see them when they have money problems or health worries or relationship issues, and they know if they make vague enough statements, something’s bound to stick. If people are desperate enough, they hear what they want to hear.”




  “If he wants to go, there’s no harm in it,” said Janet, shaking her head at Charlie. But even though she meant well, I felt a stab of shame and hoped it didn’t show in my expression. He’d just neatly summed up all the reasons why I wanted to go, and part of me knew he was right. Of course it was all rubbish. Of course people who went to see mediums were desperate and gullible. But it was easy for him to say that, his life was on track. Mine wasn’t.




  I thought about it for the rest of the afternoon, but I couldn’t figure out exactly why I wanted to go, I just knew I did. Maybe I wanted someone to tell me that things were going to get better in the future. After all, what harm could it do? At the very worst, I’d waste a couple of hours, but I had nothing else to do apart from watching television with Janet and the boys.




  Whatever it was, by 7pm I was ready to leave, and I ignored the smug look on Charlie’s face when I put my coat on to go.




  “Bye, David. Hope you enjoy it,” said Janet with an encouraging smile on her face as I walked out the front door to begin the short walk into St. Ives town center.




  The Spiritualist Church wasn’t actually a proper church building at all. When I finally found it, tucked away in a small Victorian passageway, it took me two walks along the passage to recognize that the green front door of the former Literary Institute Building was now the entrance to the St. Ives Spiritualist Church.




  Inside the main hall, the seating was arranged in rows. Plain wooden seats facing a small stage at the front. A dark wooden bookcase stood against the back wall of the hall, its shelves filled with books.




  On first glance, it looked like every seat in the hall was taken. I recognized the woman from the train waving excitedly in my direction from the other side of the room. Luckily, her row was full, but then I spotted a single empty seat on the second row. People muttered and moved their bags and coats to allow me to squeeze past, and just as I reached my seat, the lights in the hall dimmed, and a man and a woman walked onto the stage.




  The man spoke first. He introduced himself as Ray, chair of the Spiritualist Church committee and organizer of tonight’s event. Then he introduced the woman stood next to him. It was Julia Knight, the medium. She was middle-aged and smartly dressed in a plum-colored trouser suit. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but I guess I just wasn’t expecting her to look so normal.




  Ray thanked everyone for coming and said how pleased they were to have such a talented medium performing this evening, and he hoped everyone who needed a message would get one. Then he left her alone on the stage.




  She walked to the center of the stage and addressed the audience in a clear, confident voice. She said that the purpose of her mediumship ability was to provide proof that life continued on after death. She said that the proof she offered came in the form of messages from those in the spirit world, meant for specific people in the audience. She said that her job as a medium was to try to identify the people in the audience that the messages were meant for, as these messages were meant to help us. Then she fell silent.




  At first, she didn’t say anything, she just stood still, staring ahead at nothing in particular. She looked like she was listening to someone stood next to her. Only there was no one. She nodded her head and muttered something under her breath, and then nodded again. And then she started the demonstration.




  “I have a message for the woman in the pink sweatshirt. Yes, you. I have your grandfather here. He says his name is George. He wants to know why you were looking at his medals before you came here tonight?”




  I heard a gasp, then, “Oh my God,” and like everyone else in the room, spun around to see who had responded.




  “Can you take this?” Julia asked a woman sat near the back, wearing a pink sweatshirt.




  “Yes, yes I can. I was looking at Granddad’s medals earlier today. I can’t believe it. He passed last year.”




  “He says he passed over quickly. Something to do with his heart.”




  “Yes, it was. Heart attack.”




  “He says not to worry. He didn’t feel anything, it all happened too quickly. He’s very happy over on the other side. He says he’s with Elsie now. Does that name mean anything to you?”




  With that, the woman started crying. “It’s my grandmother. She passed ten years ago. Granddad never got over it.”




  “They are together now and very happy. He says you shouldn’t worry so much about your son. He says your son will get back on the straight and narrow. It’s just a blip. That’s the word he’s using. Blip. He’s giving me the name Peter. No, it’s Phil. Does the name Phil mean anything to you?”




  “Yes, yes it does. My son is called Phillip. I can take that.”




  “He says your husband is worried about his health too. His lungs. He gets short of breath sometimes.”




  “Yes, he’s worried it’s something serious.”




  “Your granddad says not to worry. It isn’t. But he needs to slow down a bit, make more time for himself. But he says you have been worried too. A bit down recently. Can you take that?”




  “Yes.”




  “He says you shouldn’t worry. The business will be okay. You’ll struggle to make ends meet for a while, but things will turn out okay. I’m getting overseas. He is saying new opportunities will come from overseas. Germany? No, not Germany, it’s Holland. That’s it. Holland, I’m seeing tulips. Definitely Holland. Can you take any of this?”




  “Yes, yes I can. I import hair accessories. I’m talking to a new supplier in Amsterdam. Oh my God. Is it really Granddad?”




  “He’s here, but I’m losing him. He’s going now. Sometimes it’s hard for them to keep the connection open. I’m sorry. I’m losing him, but he sends all his love and he wants you to know that he watches over you, always.”




  “Thank you, thank you,” said the woman, still crying. “Thank you so much.”




  And so it went on. The medium would point to someone, ask them to take a name, and I had to admit, the old woman on the train was right. The level of detail in the messages was convincing, not just general guesses, at least that was what the audience responses suggested. I wondered how Charlie would explain all this away if he’d seen it firsthand.




  Then, quite unexpectedly, she came to me.




  About twenty minutes into the demonstration, I was suddenly overcome with the strangest feeling that she was about to focus on me, and right at that moment, she suddenly turned and pointed in my direction.




  “I have a message for you in the blue jumper. Yes, you, on the second row.”




  I looked around at the people nearby. I was definitely the only one wearing a blue jumper. The people in the front row turned around to look at me and so did the people either side of me. Then I felt the strangest sensation, as though I’d been taken out of time, as though the medium and I had suddenly left the cozy municipal surroundings of the church hall and were somewhere else, some other place, just the two of us, standing alone.




  What she said next was unlike any of the messages she had offered to everyone else. This one wasn’t a message from a long-lost relative coming back to offer consolation. It was short and to the point, and delivered in a loud, clear voice. A different kind of voice entirely, so strange, so powerful, that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as she spoke the words.




  “Your life is going to change dramatically.”




  Transfixed and now unaware of my surroundings, my focus was entirely on her as she spoke again.




  “They are telling me. It’s going to be a big change.”
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