
  [image: ]


  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  THE HEALER

  Simon Brown takes us on an intimate journey inside the body and soul of Adam Saunders, the Healer. Experiencing the world through this unique character is exciting, humbling, educational and richly sensory. Not to mention spirit-expanding. I feel moved.

  Jessica Porter, Author of The Hip Chicks Guide To Macrobiotics

  Simon G. Brown’s The Healer will captivate readers by introducing them to a circle of characters whose lives are transformed by their experiences with healing. Its compelling storytelling manages to combine several kinds of tale and in this respect it’s more than just a great novel. The fictional form allows the author to present the history and philosophy of the healing movement in a peculiarly intimate way, with an alternately raw and sensitive mix of emotional and spiritual reflections. Focused around the autobiographical meditations of its central character, The Healer at once tells a love story, a story of growth and transformation, a story about the writing of the story itself, and in the process gives lucid accounts of the philosophy of the healing movement, as well as the practical and emotional pitfalls, false moves and painful revelations it faces at every step of its journey.

  John William Phillips, Associate Professor at the National University of Singapore and author of Contested Knowledge: A Guide to Critical Theory

  Simon weaves a life changing philosophy into a colourful story with interesting characters who share enlightening insights and wisdom. Great read if you want to explore life in more depth.

  Boy George

  “I still cannot conceive what it would be like to turn my mind on to full power. The idea that within me lie hidden secrets that even I am not aware of intrigues me.” With these words Adam Saunders embarks on his own journey of self-discovery in Simon Brown’s latest book The Healer. The reader is soon pulled in to accompany him as the author deftly weaves through the narrative the beauty and essence of true healing. As the journey continues it volunteers how lifestyle and an open and inquisitive mind can lead the way to healing on every level, and our hero’s life unfolds in a dramatic fashion leading to a conclusive and satisfying ending. Ultimately, the message in The Healer's transformation is clear. The answers lie within, and each of us has the power to turn our lives around with every opportunity that comes our way. Magical. Empowering. Motivating. Inspirational. A great read and highly recommended!

  Teresa Bulpin, Journalist and writer
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  CHAPTER ONE

  “Adam, I’m here. Please get through this darling, do it for me and the children. Remember what we used to say to Matthew – don’t cry because it’s over, smile because it happened.”

  I wake with a mixture of fading warmth and growing sadness. She was with me, she came to my bed, ran her hand through my hair. Her palm rested on my forehead, as though checking my temperature. I felt the warmth of her hand, her breath kissed my neck. My emotions lifted as the chill in my chest warmed with the feelings we used to share. I open my eyes, the sadness returns – she’s not here.

  Through my cottage window I see Borth-y-guest. I was introduced to this land of Celtic wizards and dragons during a storm. Aaron drove us down the tree-lined lane to be greeted by waves crashing into the stones, shooting white spume into the air. Each new gust ruffled the surface of the waves, spreading the arching crests into the wind. Driving rain and spray drummed the car so loudly no-one spoke.

  Aaron parked by the harbour. We sat mesmerised. The weather mirrored my emotions; I felt an affinity to the rage. Wanting to be closer, I pushed the car door against the force of the wind and walked towards the waves, letting the piercing cold rip through me, welcoming the spray and rain as it washed my body. I had an urge to tear my clothes off, shout and scream, throw myself to the sea and let my evolutionary mother consume me. I wanted to feel clean again, rid myself of the self-disgust, dissolve the past, empty my poisoned blood into the wind and water.

  Aware of Matthew and Eleanor, I returned shivering and drenched. There were no words, their eyes spoke of the fear that they were witnessing their father slipping down into a breakdown. I gave them a smile, pulling myself back up the emotional hill.

  “Wow, that was amazing. You couldn’t pay to experience so much power and natural drama.”

  Aaron glared at me. “Why don’t you run round the village shouting your name? May I remind you, you’re in hiding.”

  “Do you think anyone saw me?”

  Aaron smiled at the absurdity of his outburst.

  “Adam can I ask you a question?”

  I looked up and met his gentle eyes. I nodded.

  “Do you remember a time when you once felt that everyone else was a figment of your imagination? That when we were not with you, we did not exist?”

  I smiled like an eight year old.

  “What if that were true, what if we are all still created out of your imagination? Ask yourself the question, why did I create these characters, why did I bring them into my life? Why did I make up the situations that have led me here? Perhaps in doing this you will let go of who everyone else is and what they have done. Give yourself the freedom to connect with your soul and find the real answers.”

  I knew this was Aaron’s way of getting me to claim my life back, to step into my own truth and take total responsibility for what had happened.

  By the time we had found the cottage and heaved our bags indoors, the storm collapsed allowing the occasional ray of sun to flit across the shiny charcoal streets.

  Walking back to the harbour with a black woollen hat pulled low over my forehead, I was amazed to see that the white caps had been replaced by a gentler swell.

  The small Welsh village was built around a sandy bay, the grey slate roofs contrasted with the brightly painted cottage walls. An odd assortment of dinghies, motor boats and small cabin craft bobbed on the grey water, held captive by green, slime covered chains. Layered onto canvas it made a picturesque setting to rebuild my life.

  Matthew and Eleanor ran through puddles imitating the storm. As we walked round the rocks at the end of the harbour, I could just see Harlech castle bathed in a ray of sunlight, marking the exit to the sea .

  The whistle of a steam train called out, I turned my head to see the cob drawing a line across the inner end of the estuary, underlining the mountain ranges of Snowdonia. A red narrow gauge steam engine pulled green carriages across, leaving childlike puffs of white steam floating in the foreground.

  I had not expected to drop into this scene. It was the most changeable environment I had ever witnessed. I experienced mist, heavy blowing rain, sun, soft showers and gales. In the space of a day the estuary swells with Irish Sea water. Thirty-foot tides transform the landscape, draining away to a small river, exposing a desert of sand.

  Even now I feel part of this changing environment. Have I become it or has it taken me? There is a wildness that pulls me back and forth so fiercely that it is impossible to stagnate. My moods change with the weather, jerking me into emotions I rarely experienced before. I throw these moods onto my canvas, not as a painter but a writer. The computer screen beckons, drawing out my experience. Writing is my therapy. I’m searching for redemption. I reach into the depths of my soul and retch them out onto this screen. It’s painful but a welcomed release.

  My English teacher guaranteed I would never write a book, too dyslexic to write my own name, yet here I am creating life with my words. I think of Sigeyo. Keep it simple – a clear sky, no clouds until I’m ready.

  Sometimes I find it hard to trust myself. What actually happened? Maybe I did go insane at the stadium. I need a witness, someone to help tear through the delusions. Aaron will arrive soon.

  Today I feel angry. My writing is poor. I resist the urge to throw things around the room. I hold onto my adult self for the sake of Matthew and Eleanor upstairs. My head pounds and then like the storm, the anger abates as I spiral into depression. A line hits my eye.

  “But Daddy you could have healed her with your special hands.”

  The words sting their way inward and tighten around my heart. I sense tears and I swallow them down. I need to wake the children. Self pity bounds in and I relish it for a moment. My energy’s draining away I must walk in the wind, blow out this damp heavy mood.

  Who will read this book? Will it make it to cult status among the spiritually aware? Probably not; much of it is too base and I’m too flawed. I think people look for someone to aspire to; a guru in white, dishing out words of wisdom, leading a life of purity.

  I know what I want but find myself struggling for the words that accurately describe my feelings. Right now I’m feeling clumsy and inarticulate. Oh Josephine why are you ignoring me? I need you here with your literary mind.

  I push back from the table and shout up the tiny stairs.

  “Eleanor! Matthew! Time for school.”


  CHAPTER TWO

  I tried fasting just before starting this book. I needed clarity on what I wanted to write. Drastically limiting my intake of calories precipitated such a state of oversensitivity that even miniscule details provoked emotional responses. A painful reminder of the first few days after the accident. It felt as though I was sucking all my vitality from the air rather than the small amount of grains and vegetables.

  I ended my fast after losing my temper with Matthew in Woolworth’s. The bright screaming lights invaded my search for my soul while he demanded a plastic battery operated warrior.

  This book was born standing on the top of Tryfan, Snowdonia. It was a clear day with a cold piercing wind that sliced into my being. I expanded to fill the immense vista around me and suddenly the idea for this book blew into me. I grabbed hold of phrases that flashed past. It would have been easy to write a self help book, a healing manual or cookery book, but I knew in that instance that this account will be all that and more, because this is my real life experience of living, alive instead of an abstract theory, pristine on glossy full colour pages.

  My philosophy is entwined with my experience of it. Just as you cannot separate time and space, all we think we know is ultimately subjective, caught in its culture and the moment. The purity of my philosophy has certainly been contaminated by events. Isn’t a dirty, used, battle scarred philosophy better than one that is clingfilm-wrapped and immaculate?

  I rushed home from the mountain feeling enthused, motivated, excited and drew up an outline. But when I opened my computer I found I had no beginning. I tried to relax, to open up. I realised there is no need to write in chronological order; I can start anywhere, just flesh out whichever bones I choose.

  For now I want to write about the shiatsu class. It was a time when I was drifting through life with no purpose. I had no idea where it would take me. I was a clean canvas ready to accept any form, colour and texture that life could offer me.

  Having finally arrived at the point where I could move forward, I needed some wind in my sails. I needed some purchase on my rudder, to point myself towards a distant port. I thought of the advice from Think and Grow Rich and relaxed, with my mind as open as possible.

  It happened when I had another shiatsu. Nirmala didn’t say anything, the idea just crept into my head.

  I listened to myself and splashed some colour on my barren background by enrolling on a shiatsu course. I took the train into London and turned up at the Primrose Shiatsu Centre. The building looked a bit tired and the inside showed early signs of flaking and peeling. The plant in the reception area was yellowing and wilting; I had an overwhelming desire to water it. I went to pay the balance of my fee. The receptionist spoke with a strong eastern European accent. There was some confusion over my name, which annoyed her. I felt like a nuisance, having apparently conspired to mess up her registration system.

  As I took my trainers off, a tall slim man bounded into the room. “Hello, I’m Stephen. Stephen Jacobs.”

  I recognised the little trick Stephen had picked up, which allowed him to say his first name twice. Stephen was dressed from head to toe in white. He had a shaven head and nicotine smoke stained teeth. It was very hard to place his age, forty perhaps. He was wiry with highly taut neck muscles giving him the appearance of a high-energy person who was struggling to stop himself from slipping over the edge.

  “My commitment to you is to take you all to the point where you can go home and give a shiatsu.”

  He looked at each person in the room, making eye contact with each of us in turn. There were twelve of us. I sat on a futon next to a middle-aged, middle-sized, middle-class, middle-of-the-road, sort of woman.

  “Please introduce yourself, tell me one interesting thing about yourself, and tell me what you want from this course. The more specific you are the easier it will be to achieve your goals. Let’s start with you.”

  I realised from Stephen’s accent that he must be Australian.

  “Um, my name is Josephine. I live in Chalk Farm. And I, um, can’t think of anything interesting about myself right now. I work in a bookshop at the moment. Oh yes, what do I want? Um, I don’t know really.”

  Josephine was young, thin, pale, and limp.

  “Well why did you pay the money to come? You have paid, I presume.”

  Josephine reddened and nodded. Stephen added that he never knew who had paid when Anouska was registering students.

  “All right Josephine, imagine that it is five o’clock on the last day of the course. You are leaving to go home.”

  Josephine nodded. For a moment I thought she was going to stand up and leave.

  “Good. Now how do you want to feel as you leave that door?”

  “Um, happy I suppose.”

  “Excellent! Now what would make you happy? I mean, in my experience it is rarely learning shiatsu. A wonderful new loving relationship with an all-accepting, new age, caring, sharing man, friendship, something to tell your friends about, a new skill to help you feel more spiritual?”

  If it was a new man she wanted, she was in for a disappointment. I was the only male on the course.

  “Um, well I’m not sure. Learning something new?”

  “Come on Josephine. You’re walking through that door feeling happy. Are you there?”

  “Yes.”

  “Good. Now why are you happy?”

  “Because I feel closer to people.”

  “Thank you Josephine. No problem. That’s a realistic goal. We all put a lot of energy into communicating by talking, but very little through touch. It is something I think people are not comfortable with in England.”

  Anouska nodded solemnly.

  “By the end of this course I assure you, Josephine, you will be very good at touching people. And you know what. I think the more confident you become at communicating through touch, the better you will be at communicating on all levels.”

  Josephine flicked her eyes around the room in an embarrassed way as if to check if anyone had noticed her. As she did this, our eyes met and I felt a flash of recognition before she looked down. I knew we had not met before but there was something familiar. It took me back to the accident, to a flashback I had whilst dying, a moment that unblocked a distant memory I had locked away.

  


  I was there again holding Mrs Wadkins’ hand again while she lay dying in the street, feeling the life drain out of her palm as she looked into my eyes. She held my hand so tightly that I had to kneel next to her, feeling her last long breath leave her plump body.

  Stephen nodded to the next student.

  “Hello Stephen. My name is Wendy, I live in Hampstead, and I work as a healer. I’m interesting because I’m me! I’m very, very, very spiritual, and my goal is to be able to channel my magical healing energies more effectively.”

  All this was said in a loud clear voice with particular emphasis on the consonants at the end of each word. Wendy accompanied this with a confident smile. Once her speech was completed she looked around for approval. Everyone except Anouska smiled back at her.

  Wendy threw a vision of her childhood into my head. I imagined her being taken to ballet classes, going to elocution lessons, throwing tantrums for attention. She irritated me because I knew I would be taken in by her theatrics. It was all about her. She commanded a reaction. Despite being so superficial, I found her more compelling than someone wearing a suit of solemn integrity.

  “I’m sure we can do that, Wendy,” Stephen added flatly.

  “Hi everyone, I’m Jane from Bury St Edmunds. I came up this morning with my friend Sarah. We both work in a bank. Let’s see what’s interesting about me. Well, I have three cats. Joey, Mouser and Miffy. And I have a great big dog called Biff.”

  My stomach tightened, I couldn’t believe I was hearing this.

  “My friend Sarah asked me to come, and I thought well, why not, it can’t do any harm, can it? What would I like to achieve?”

  The ability to shut up.

  “Well to be honest I want to be able to give my husband, Roger, a good going over. He’s the manager at a building society and honestly, Stephen, he is so stressed I don’t know how he survives. He’s a big bag of aches and pains. Headaches, constipation, bad back, you name it, he has it. What can I do? This is my last hope.”

  “What else have you tried?”

  “Well, nothing. Not yet. Do you really think this shitsu stuff will be of any use?”

  “It’s pronounced she-at-su. It’s up to you.”

  I tried to imagine Jane giving her husband any kind of going over. Her manner was too irritating and her appearance too synthetic to even imagine her naked.

  In a moment of synchronicity she cleared her throat, looked around the room and then lowered her voice.

  “Just between you and me, Stephen, things have not been going well,” Jane’s face reddened. “You know, between the sheets. Roger seems to have lost some…” She left the sentence unfinished.

  Stephen looked out of the window distractedly, his face lost some colour and his lips became thinner, Jane’s revelation seemed to have triggered off other thoughts. Then he nodded at me.

  I became aware of everyone’s eyes staring back. I stiffened slightly and felt self-conscious. Jane’s expectant smile made it worse. An irrational fear that she would hold my hand to help me through my speech was enough to launch me off. I kept my introduction as brief as possible, just outlining the benefits I had experienced with my shiatsu from Nirmala. I didn’t want to go into the accident and all that followed.

  As we carried on through the rest of the students I felt increasingly out of place. These were not the kind of people I would normally associate with. Where was the hard-edged, pioneering, martial arts kind of experience I had imagined?

  “This is your course. Each of you has paid to be here. So make the most of every penny and get all you can out of it.”

  Stephen took us through an exercise routine. We stretched, jumped, rolled on the floor until even Josephine had a glow to her face.

  “Right, let me explain the basic principles behind shiatsu. It’s based on the idea of ‘ki’. This subtle electromagnetic energy flows through the universe carrying information from one entity to another. We can define this energy in terms of yin and yang. Let me give you an example. At the time of a full moon we become more yang. This means we are more active, outgoing, and generally more crazy. Now ask any insurance company and they will tell you there are more car accidents at the full moon, we also know the crime rate goes up and admissions to casualty wards increases. Some doctors are even reluctant to operate then as patients bleed more.”

  “Do you know, I think I have intuitively known that all along, Stephen.”

  Oh please, Wendy, get off it. Stephen continued without even sparing her a glance.

  “During the new moon, the ambient energy becomes more yin, making it easier to meditate, be spiritual and look at our lives in more depth. So, armed with this simple piece of yin / yang information, when would be best to hold a wild party?”

  “The full moon of course,” replied Wendy smartly.

  Stephen moved on quickly before Wendy had time to continue.

  “The point of my speech is: Why be the sort of person who holds a party on a new moon, puts a lot of time and effort into it, only to find that less people turn up and then sit around talking about themselves. What if the host feels depressed, thinking he or she can’t organise a decent event when all it was, was bad timing.”

  He had us. We were all looking at Stephen with greater interest.

  “If by the end of the course you cannot give a decent shiatsu, you will at least know when to hold parties.” Wendy laughed the loudest.

  Stephen walked over to the blackboard and with the aid of frantic hand drawn sketches demonstrated how ki coursed through seven energy centres – chakras – and then branched out into fourteen paths called meridians. Along these meridians were numerous points, called ‘tsubos’, where ki could be changed more easily.

  Do-In, a Japanese self-massage exercises came next. Stephen showed us how to generate a stronger flow of ki between our hands. Amazingly, I felt a magnetic sensation between my palms. There was a warmth as they came closer together and I could expand this heat field as I moved my hands apart. The strange tingling sensation I had experienced after the accident returned briefly. We then worked on tsubos on our own bodies, feeding them with ki. Towards the end I felt an emotional calmness wash through my body whilst simultaneously experiencing a buzz of physical energy, a combination I had not experienced before.

  We learnt the basic shiatsu techniques over the initial days. Jane turned out to have a very good, strong, natural touch. Stephen had banned us from wearing synthetic fabrics as they pick up static electricity interfering with our healing energy. Jane benefited twice from this ruling as it also made her look better. Lying on a futon whilst she worked on my back felt good, not as polished or as adventurous as Nirmala’s treatments but she left me feeling distinctly better.

  About five days into the course I worked on Josephine and whilst resting my hands behind her lungs and following her breathing, a feeling floated into my chest. I felt a heavy empty space, rather lonely and sad. I could feel myself struggling to keep pace with her breathing and then realised she was sobbing like a little girl. Somehow I managed to resist the impulse to pull away and see what the matter was. The feeling I drew in intrigued me. For a moment I tried to analyse what I felt and in the process it was lost. Returning to a kind of empty mind, just focusing on my breathing, I sensed a re-connection. The feeling returned to my lungs, bringing with it an over-riding sense of loss. The power of the emotion became too strong and I consciously tried to feed back an image of me hugging her, bathing her in warmth. I needed to breathe more deeply and I was interested to see that Josephine’s breathing followed mine. The strength of the connection and a kind of emotional mixing created an ebb and flow of emotional energy between us that was enough to feel a glimpse of what it was like to be Josephine.

  Stephen encouraged us to finish our treatments. I opened my mouth to tell Josephine how I sensed a kind of loneliness and loss when I heard Wendy say, “You know, I really sensed a lot a deep anger in you,” to her partner. She epitomised everything I hate about new age conversations, I was horrified that I had almost slipped into the same pit.

  After the class, I nonchalantly invited Josephine to have a cup of herbal tea in the village. With some careful probing I found out that her parents had died in a car accident when she was eight and she was brought up by her uncle and his family. She confided that somewhere in the process she felt she had lost the ability to receive and give love, leaving her insular and withdrawn. Josephine had been seeing a therapist for a year and she suggested trying a massage course. Shiatsu appealed to her because this sort of massage was performed fully clothed.

  I resisted claiming to have felt some of this but felt reassured in my own mind. As we parted she said softly, “I felt your warmth, even a kindness during the treatment. It’s been a long time since I experienced those feelings. Do you understand, Adam?”

  I nodded. She turned with a shy wave. I felt a breath of emotion stir, urging me to run and hold her. Instead I stayed rooted, staring after her fading image.

  I reflected on the course. My original impressions of my fellow students looked shallow, arrogant and misjudged. After what had just happened with Josephine there was absolutely nothing superficial about our training.

  My mind returned to Mrs Wadkins. Now I could remember her talking to my mother, patting me on the head and giving me the occasional sweet from behind the counter. She always took a special interest in me. After she died, the subject of Anne Wadkins must have become taboo because I never heard her mentioned again.

  She had been walking down the street towards me with a smile and had suddenly doubled up, holding onto a red post box for support. By the time I reached her she had collapsed. When she held out her hand, I took it. She pulled me close and I knelt next to her mauve cardigan, feeling the rough stone pavement on my bare knees. I thought she wanted to give me a message. I remained silent. There was a big commotion, help was being summoned, the distant wail of approaching sirens. I was mostly oblivious to it all, staring into her eyes, looking for a sign as she passed from this world.

  “Come on lad, let go, she is gone now. Let her rest in peace.”

  But I couldn’t, I could not let go or stop looking into her eyes. Those eyes came back to haunt me softly as I walked to the station.

  On day six Stephen taught us the value of using the abdomen, or ‘hara’ in Japanese, for sensing our partner’s ki. He called Mandy up to demonstrate his method. I noticed he tended to home in on the three most attractive women. Mandy had a naked midriff, her short pale blue tube top stretched over her eye-catching breasts.

  Anouska sat in my eye line behind Stephen. Her face looked dark and menacing. I noticed her jaw tense as Stephen pulled Mandy’s tracksuit bottoms down to the edge of her pubic bone. I guessed Anouska was here because of Stephen rather than to help us explore each other’s energy.

  One highlight was giving each other a treatment blindfolded. I partnered Jane and it fascinated me to see how much more aware I became of the quality of touching. I was able to focus more intently on the point of contact with Jane’s body. Stephen pointed out that in Japan traditionally many blind people are trained to give shiatsu because without all the distraction of visual mental pollution they could develop amazing healing powers in their hands.

  I noticed Stephen held onto romantic notions of what people could do with the power of their ki. He was convinced samurai were able to jump over houses, throw people down without making contact and bring people back from certain death by using their spiritual power. It made him seem rather naive in an endearing way. He obviously believed it. But then, I believed Matthew and Eleanor had brought me back from death. The difference was that I had had an experience that touched my soul. I still did not feel comfortable about it. I did not enthuse publicly or use it to justify my theories.

  When Jane started to work on me, I felt a warmer, stronger connection and her presence enveloped me. I felt comforted, as though suspended in a soft invisible hammock. She obviously became disoriented and ended up working along my liver meridian, up the inside of my leg and straight across my genitals. When this happened again while massaging my other leg, she burst into a fit of giggles. Her hands bubbled with laughter. I let her amusement transport my energy, melting the more serious, uptight corners of my being. For some time afterwards I floated on her joy.

  Still feeling spaced out, I was the last to leave at the end of our class. On the way out I heard an angry restrained voice that I recognised as Anouska’s.

  “Why you put your hands on so many girls when you love me? How come you want to when you still can’t get big with me?”

  I paused and heard Stephen speak slowly in a tone stressing a patient calm.

  “I’ve explained this to you so many times. I’m just a bit too yin at the moment, my ki is too weak. It’ll come back. You know I have to demonstrate and I want the student to feel my…”

  As I turned to leave, my backpack caught a vase on the shelf sending it smashing to the floor. Daffodils lay among the shards of broken glass and water. Stephen sprang out of his office and tried to effect a martial arts stance whilst hauling his trousers up with one hand. Anouska stood in the doorway. Her face was puffy and flushed.

  “Oh, it’s you. Don’t worry about the mess. I will take care of it. See you tomorrow.”

  I realised I had elevated Stephen to spiritual purity. This gritty domestic realism came as a fleeting disappointment. I felt stupid for being so naive.

  Towards the end of the course Stephen showed us how to sense ki in another person. He chose Jane for the first time. Amazingly it was possible to feel whether my partner was thinking about the past or future just by feeling the way a hot spot of energy on the top of the head moved. Next, I tried to feel the emotions in Wendy’s abdomen. It was hard to assess the accuracy of this but more importantly than trying to double-guess, I definitely could feel the energy of her ki.


  CHAPTER THREE

  Through Matthew and Eleanor I relive my childhood here in Wales. I can play again and try to push back those walls to the mental freedom Aaron and I discussed all that time ago. I am able to go back and complete parts of myself that were left undeveloped. I know this is dangerous territory as I don’t want to use my children to fix my own problems but there are lots of activities we can do together that fill the empty holes that were left out in my growing years.

  Observing them, I am fascinated by how they make up games. What are the rules? “You’re cheating! You have to count to ten first.” Is childhood learning how to play in preparation for the big game ahead? Am I now playing my game? Do all the people around me also have rules, frantically playing their game of life? I suppose the prize is financial success, a big house, travel to sunny beaches. Others might play for a new skill, a beautiful lover, a feeling of superiority.

  What am I playing for? How do I know when I have won? It used to be a fast motorcycle, a sexy girlfriend and an active social life. Now I don’t really know. What makes me get out of bed in the morning? The awful reality could be that I am simply on autopilot, mindlessly playing an old game with prizes I am no longer interested in.

  The rules have changed so much I just can’t orientate myself any more. Perhaps I’ve seen the rules for what they are and started living outside the game. I sound like Marlon Brando in Apocalypse Now.

  It was through my playground interactions that I formed my successful strategies. I learnt social survival. I still have those character traits and even though I now dislike some of them, deep down I am afraid to experiment with another strategy. I see the same happening with Matthew and Eleanor and want to stop them. I wish I could encourage them to leave open the opportunity for other ways to succeed but it is too frantic, they are moving too fast, it becomes instinctive.

  Thinking of school I want to touch on a period of my life I still feel ashamed of. Aaron and Emily’s talk on karma in the shady woods near my old home during my recovery from the accident must have affected me because I found myself assessing my history, resolving to correct the actions I felt guilty about. I now wanted my near death experience to be a defining point in my life. If I was going to make a new start in life, I didn’t want feelings of shame from the old one making unexpected appearances. The thought of cleaning up my past became an obsession.

  I tracked down and phoned Justin Brooks, the boy I had bullied at school. He was living with his mother in a flat near our old school. He began to stutter when he heard my voice. I persuaded him to meet me for tea in Hitchin.

  When I arrived I could not recognise Justin among the café society until a man in a black duffle coat started to rise and gave me a half-hearted wave. He had put on weight, wore thick black glasses and attempted to hide a bald patch by combing long oily black hair across it.

  “How fantastic to see you again Justin, it must be a good fourteen years.”

  Justin started to stammer so much it was painful waiting for him to spit the words out. Instinctively I reached out and put my hand on his back, and once I realised what I had done I couldn’t retract it again. I could feel the stuttering vibrations of his voice through his ribs and hoped my tranquil mood would be infectious. He managed to reply and I took my hand away feeling self-conscious.

  I discovered he was looking after his mother and working at an insurance company. He had no girlfriend, wife or children. When he mentioned his mother I had a flashback to an incident at school when I punched him in the face causing him to cry. He pulled out a pressed handkerchief from his pocket and at that moment I imagined his mother lovingly ironing it into a neat square and popping it into his pocket with a kiss as he left for school, unaware of the horrors she was sending him to. That thought made me feel guilty at the time and now I felt an even greater pang in my chest.

  I tightened inwardly remembering how short-lived that guilt was. How quickly I recovered from my emotional stumble and reasserted myself as a grim faced rough child. I now know I could have used my influence to stop the bullying, to protect Justin, but I was too frightened of isolation. I had stumbled upon a formula that worked. Going around punching boys like Justin guaranteed me a group of friends and respect.

  I did not know how to finish our time together as the small talk dried up. I certainly had not resolved anything so I blurted out how sorry I was at the way I had treated him at school. Justin looked stunned; perhaps I had transgressed some taboo – never mention school? He started stuttering badly and all I could do was give him a squeeze on the shoulder. I left saying I would give him a call and suggested he came over and meet the family. On the way home I realised I had rushed off without paying.

  Justin did come round. He had a dry sarcastic sense of humour and by issuing a running commentary on our card games he made us laugh. When he wasn’t talking directly to me his stammer became manageable. It was terrible to think how badly I had scarred him. In the evening I walked him out to his car. I hated the feeling that if I raised my hand to scratch my head, Justin would flinch, that he was just here so he could be my good deed for the day, that a bit of time together would somehow repair all those years when I launched the systematic destruction of his self-esteem and self-respect.

  “I really am sorry about school. I can’t find the words to express how badly I feel about the way I treated you, but I’m not just doing this so I can make myself feel better. I would like to be your friend, I want to know you better. But if you are not enjoying this, please don’t do it for me. Tell me to get lost and I promise you, I’ll understand.”

  “Same time next week?”

  I smiled and slowly lifted my hand bringing it to rest gently on his shoulder.


  CHAPTER FOUR

  Although no interaction as dramatic as my exchange with Josephine occurred again, I was finding it easier to connect with each person I treated and I sensed I was gaining a reputation.

  Stephen had asked us to bring in a friend on the next to last day so we could give a complete shiatsu under his critical gaze. I brought Justin thinking he might like to experience a shiatsu course himself.

  “Please sit in a circle, place your hands in the prayer position and let’s centre ourselves by chanting aah, ooo, mmm. Breathe in.”

  We completed one sequence and then in the silence whilst everyone breathed in, Justin let out a loud snort. His shoulders shook and he slumped up against me. Everyone looked on in silence. I felt my face flush and jabbed my elbow into his ribs. Justin tried to speak but exploded, spraying saliva across the room. He buried his head into my lap leaving me feeling exposed. Jane tried to help.

  “Ha ha, the same thing happened with Roger. It’s all a bit weird and wacky at first.”

  “Perhaps it’s just a release, Stephen. You know how chanting breaks up deep stagnation.” Wendy looked at Stephen for agreement.

  Justin proved impossible to work with. He stiffened up at every stretch, was uncontrollably ticklish and breathed too erratically for me to find my rhythm. At the end I felt deflated. In class we were all so used to giving and receiving shiatsu it felt like a pair of dancers working in unison. Throw in Justin and it degenerated into a wrestling match.

  On the last day we each gave Stephen a shiatsu so that he could feel our technique for himself. I caught him loosening his trousers and pulling them low when Wendy massaged his hara. I looked over to Anoushka, our eyes flashed into each other’s before she stood up and left the room. I took my turn last.

  “Promise me one thing, Adam.”

  “Yes?”

  “You will use that energy in your hands. You have a special strength there. I cannot remember feeling such a powerful touch.” He sprang up and shook himself like a dog. “Fantastic! I feel gooooooood!”

  Wendy was standing nearby and turned to Stephen.

  “I think Adam should see Sigeyo,” she turned to me. “Sigeyo is this amazing Japanese healer I do some work for in return for treatments. You really should meet.”

  I felt quite emotional when the course ended. We had grown to be a temporary family and I had become fond of the others. I looked forward to their daily news, to working together, exchanging their energy with mine. That night I felt emotionally flat as I lay in bed. The thought of meeting Sigeyo kept a flame alight in my heart. I didn’t want my new direction in life to peter out so soon, I needed to keep the wind in my sails.

  I noticed a steady improvement in the movement of my arms. With the exception of a few difficult shoulder stretches, I felt virtually back to normal.

  After the course I still felt incomplete about my encounter with Josephine. A few days later I arranged to meet up at her flat in Chalk Farm to practice our shiatsu. Her lack of enthusiasm was slightly disturbing, but I persevered.

  We met in Primrose Hill village for tea and then she took me back to her studio flat. She seemed a bit stiff and self-conscious when we entered her domain. The room was bare save for essentials. There were no DVDs, no CDs, no pictures, art or any of the items on show that give you clues to the character of the person inhabiting a space, just several piles of books in the corner.

  I suggested that Josephine give me a shiatsu first. She began tentatively and initially it all felt weak and slow but then as she progressed I felt a greater warmth and energy in her hands. When it was my turn, I again felt a strong connection but not the same intensity of sadness. Josephine did not talk much but I found that the little she said had a profound quality. Perhaps it was just a case of placing a greater worth on her words for their rarity value.

  “Adam, apart from the shiatsu in the class, I have had reiki and reflexology from professional practitioners, but none change my energy like you. Just imagine what you could do with more experience.”

  I hope I did not fool myself into thinking Josephine smiled more and was a little more open as I left. I would like to think she had found some of that closeness she craved at the beginning of our course.


  CHAPTER FIVE

  The weather is grey, cold and wet and as I walk down Porthmadoc’s high street, I find myself enticed by the smell of coffee. Moments later I am drinking a strong espresso and filling my mouth with the creamiest cake on display. This is my first coffee for over a year. Soon after my heartbeat races and I feel slightly dizzy.

  One question enters my caffeine driven head. How do I want you to feel when you have finished reading this book? I would like to alter your perception of yourself and the world you live in. Not a philosophy prescribed by me but to give you the freedom to explore your own unique take on your universe. I hope to arouse your curiosity, to inspire you to go beyond your normal boundaries in search of new ways to perceive the relationship you have with your world.

  Fourteen hours later I am lying in my wooden cottage bed with my head splitting with ideas. My skin is clammy and I cannot sleep.

  My mind races ahead. I am looking at the stars through my bedroom window. I am thinking no two people can ever see exactly the same view at the same time. It is physically impossible. Even if our eyes are separated by a few inches, our views will differ. I open one eye and then the other to see my perspective of the room change subtly. I suppose the same happens with my ears and less obviously with my other senses. The thought that I am totally alone sends a chill through my chest. No one else will ever share precisely the same experience.

  Ideas are pouring through my cells far too quickly. I reach for the bedside light and find a note pad to try and hold onto a few strands of my argument.

  Reality is what most people in a community agree on. If we all agree on a certain religious belief and follow it, it becomes our reality. Similarly if we all agree to use simple maths it is real to us.

  I use many concepts, and still do, but ever since Sigeyo explained her ideas on conceptual thinking I am clearer in my own mind they are not reality. Take a concept as simple as addition. Two plus two equals four. But when you add two drops of water to another two drops of water you end up with one. Even if you try to do it by weight the drops will be evaporating, collecting dust and the weighing machine itself will be expanding or contracting, so it is only possible to say you have measured the weight of the four drops of water plus or minus a certain percentage. The concept does not match reality. Even one as beautiful as simple maths is an approximation that only works in certain situations. The more complex the concept, the more layers and variables distort the connection with reality. I no longer believe any concept accurately describes reality. Concepts are our clumsy attempts to explain the world we live in, reality is our unique personal experience of life.

  For me observations are different. We observe things like the weather, nature or human behaviour and these are true for us; it is only when we try extrapolating our observations out into a general theory of life that we undermine ourselves. The human mind is lazy and because of this we find it easier to take an event that happens a few times and then expect the same results in every situation than to try constantly to deal with the unknown.
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