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Introduction:


     Words of Wonder





    The quieter you become, the more you can hear.




    Ram Dass




    Yes, I believe in angels. I know they watch over me from above and speak to me on earth in countless different ways. I think we tend to dismiss a lot of incredible things that happen to us in our lives as mere chance, putting them down to coincidence or being in the right place at the right time, but if you have ever felt unexpected feelings of inspiration and love I believe this to be the voice of your guardian angel calling out to you. I also believe that celestial beings can talk to you through your dreams or through the spirits of departed loved ones. And sometimes they may choose to express themselves in the beauty and wonder of the natural world, or through other people who are consciously or unconsciously guided by those from the world of spirit.




    Things haven’t always had this clarity for me. Although I can’t remember a time when I haven’t been intrigued and enchanted by angels – because I was brought up in a family of psychics and spiritualists and talk of angels and spirits was the norm – I freely admit there have been many times in my life when I have seriously questioned their existence. I’m sure I’m not alone here. Perhaps you don’t think you have ever heard heaven speak. Perhaps you are drawn towards the idea of angels but don’t think you have seen or heard anything miraculous. Or perhaps you’ve experienced something that you thought was out of this world at the time it happened, but then doubted yourself and your experience afterwards.




    How can you ever be really sure if you are hearing the voice of an angel or not? This book is a collection of stories from ordinary people who have absolutely no doubt that an angel spoke clearly and eloquently to them. All their accounts demonstrate with refreshing honesty and clarity the many different ways heaven can dip into our lives and change them for ever by healing wounds, mending or saving lives and filling them with a sense of purpose, peace and love. It is my sincere wish that reading these deeply personal and heartfelt accounts will open your mind to the very real possibility that angels exist and that perhaps without realising it you may have already heard divine whispers. I hope what you read will help remind you that there is so much more to this life than you will ever know. I hope it will reassure you that in our often troubled and conflicted world angels are constantly sending us much needed messages of comfort, mercy, goodness and eternal love from heaven.




    For many years now I’ve been researching and writing about angels and the afterlife experiences of people of all ages and backgrounds, religions and walks of life. In that time I have not only come to the firm understanding that beings of light exist, but also to the realisation that everyone, whoever they are and wherever they come from, can if they open their heart and mind find their own unique and highly personal ways to see and hear the divine. I have also noticed that even though heavenly encounters can differ wildly in the details, and in the mediums the angels choose to manifest their loving presence, all of them are linked by the theme of heavenly helpers delivering messages, most typically messages of hope when all hope seems lost.




    Looking back on my own life, I can see that this ‘message of hope when all hope seems gone’ theme has often been the case for me, and never more so than the bitterly cold winter of 1990, when life really didn’t seem worth living any more.




    All by myself




    There was a time in my life, some twenty or so years ago now, when I felt utterly and completely alone. I’d felt lonely and abandoned before but never to the intense and soul-destroying degree I experienced back then. I still have my diary for that year and one entry date in particular, 25 December 1990, is a permanent reminder to me of just how bad things got. I’ve edited a lot of it down, because I wrote reams and reams, but here is some of it. I think you’ll get the gist . . .




    25 December 1990




    Christmas Day and I’m all alone in the world. Mum’s dead, my brother is travelling and I have no family, no partner, no one to call my own. I’m all alone on this ‘happy day’. Everyone is waking up to presents and laughter but there’s no reason for me even to get out of bed. It is so quiet. I can hear myself breathe. I do have friends, but I could never admit to them how lonely I feel. I would not want to burden them with that. Someone once said that loneliness is the worst form of poverty. They damn well got that right. I don’t know what to do any more. I am not in love with my life at all. I am so miserable. Sometimes I wish this would all just end. I’m 25, and should be at the height of my powers, but don’t feel my life has any value any more to anyone, not even to myself. My existence feels worse than death because death seems like a relief from loneliness. If there is an afterlife I will be with Mum and if there is nothing, well, at least it will be a relief from this curse of loneliness.




    I hadn’t planned to spend that Christmas Day all by myself. It just somehow ended up that way. I could have visited my brother but I didn’t get along with his friends. I could have spent the day with a girlfriend but didn’t want to feel like a charity case – besides, seeing her celebrating Christmas Day with her mum would have been overwhelming for me, as I was still raw from the loss of my mum. I could have done some volunteer work but just didn’t have the motivation. I could have done many things that day, but instead I chose to do nothing because I knew that wherever I went and whoever I spent time with I would still feel utterly and completely alone.




    I was fed up of never feeling truly understood; fed up of people not seeing the real me – they didn’t even seem to try to see the real me. At times it felt like the real ‘me’ wasn’t visible to anyone at all, and everyone had a different idea of who I was. I would spend time with people trying to connect but I felt they never ever got close to understanding me. I would feel so far away. The kind of loneliness I’m describing here is even lonelier than spending time alone. At least when I was alone I could feel like me, if that makes sense.




    So there I was crying tears of loneliness and self-pity on Christmas Day. It was one of the most pitiful times in my life. When I was not crying physical tears I was crying tears of the spirit. I’m ashamed to admit that my thoughts did wander to death and whether it would be easier for me leave this world behind. It seemed so cruel to be born into a world crowded with people and not to feel connected, deeply connected to anyone living. I didn’t think I could go on like this much longer and if my mother in spirit had appeared and offered to take me away I think I would gladly have followed her.




    And that is how I knew I had reached rock bottom. I was in a self-created hell and I couldn’t see a way out. When she was alive my mum often told me that heaven is a place you never want to leave and long to experience all your life, and so, I thought, hell must be a place where you always want to leave but never can. It’s a place more dark and terrible than the nothingness of death. And for me all those years ago, the loneliness I was cursed with was such a place. It was like hell, always wanting to escape but never finding a way out. Worst of all my hell was inside me and wherever I went I would carry it with me. I felt trapped for all eternity.




    I begged with every fibre of my being for a celestial being to come and save me. I did not know how to save myself. But no heavenly helper came. Nobody appeared. Nothing came to rescue me. Nobody came to sympathise or offer me hope. All that there seemed to be was me. I was completely alone. I was terrified. What I didn’t realise at the time, but do understand now with the hindsight that age brings, is that being alone in life is one of those experiences – if we survive them – that can bring us into the core of our very being, knowing ourselves better than we ever have before.




    With the world eerily silent on Christmas Day, I cried often and whiled away the long hours writing furiously in my journal. Sometimes it felt as if my hand could not keep up with the speed of my thoughts. There was, however, something compulsive but calming about pen and paper making contact. My thoughts were freed and my mind became more focused. Again, I did not realise it at the time but in the midst of my unhappiness, I was instinctively being drawn to the silent centre of my being. I think for the first time in my journal-writing life I started to be completely honest with myself. I felt there was nothing to gain from lying or pretending any more, and so I started to write down the kind of desperate stuff you read earlier. I felt like I was on a kind of spiritual quest. My soul was searching for truth. I had so many feelings to vent. I was in touch with myself. It was frightening facing ‘me’ like this but also strangely intoxicating. It was as if writing down my fears had begun the process of overcoming them.




    Eventually fatigue took over and I drifted off to sleep. When I woke up I saw pages and pages of my untidy writing around my bed. Each page was filled with my thoughts, my inner screams and my pain. I tried reading some of it, and although most of it was incomprehensible, one word did seem to stand out clearly and consistently, and give my ramblings the illusion of order. It was the word ‘angel’.




    I don’t know why but like a song you can’t get out of your head I kept repeating the word angel in my mind. Then something made me sit down and transfer my thoughts to paper. I wrote the word ‘angel’. I wrote it down again. Once I started I couldn’t stop. I wrote it many times and each time I wrote it down I felt like something was lighting up inside me. It was as though I was writing it for the first time. There was something tremendous in it, something eternal, and something utterly compelling and mysterious, but also something light and familiar and important in my life. It was like remembering an incredible secret, one that I had forgotten but should not have.




    It must have been five in the afternoon when I finally stopped writing. I could have gone on but my hands wouldn’t let me. I was also incredibly thirsty so I left my bedroom to get a drink of water. Clumsy with hunger and eyes sore from crying, I knocked into my bookcase on the way out and a book fell onto the floor, hitting my foot. I reached down to pick it up and noticed that it was The Diary of Anne Frank. I had never actually read it from cover to cover, but had kept it because it was the last book my mum had read before she died. I still had the bookmark in the place where she had left it for the last time. It was full of Mum’s characteristic page markings. She had a habit of underlining in pencil passages from books that spoke to her. I picked up the book and read that Anne called her diary Kitty. It was a gift, which she described as ‘possibly the nicest of all’, for her thirteenth birthday. It probably came to her at a moment when she needed it most.




    Flicking through the book, my eyes settled on three passages that Mum had heavily underlined:




    ‘I want to write, but more than that, I want to bring out all kinds of things that lie buried deep in . . . my heart . . . the reason for . . . my starting a diary: it is that I have no such real friend . . .




    ‘Oh, so many things bubble up inside me as I lie in bed, having to put up with people I’m fed up with, who always misinterpret . . . my intentions. That’s why in the end I always come back to . . . my diary. That is where I start and finish, because Kitty is always patient.




    ‘I want to go on living after . . . my death! And therefore I am grateful to God for giving me this gift, this possibility of developing myself and of writing, of expressing all that is in me. I can shake off everything if I write; . . . My sorrows disappear . . . My courage is reborn.’




    As I read these words of wonder my first instinct was shame. Here was I wallowing in self-pity and self-absorption but my situation was nothing compared to the hell that Anne Frank must have endured. At least I had choices. I could do something about my hell. Anne never had any choice. And it was this sudden and instant awareness that I really did have a choice that began to lift my darkness. Sure, I had not had an easy ride in life so far, but I wasn’t a helpless victim as Anne had been. I had options.




    I was quickly filled with a newfound sense of courage and awe. It was as if, through the words of Anne Frank, Mum was speaking to me from beyond the grave, giving me a sense of hope, purpose and direction. It was as if I was being given a nudge from the other side. It was all too much of a coincidence, the book falling down and me reading the passages just when I needed to read them the most. Trembling with excitement I had an overwhelming need for fresh air. I grabbed some clothes, gulped down some water and went outside.




    Clutching my woollen cardigan tightly to keep myself warm, breathing in deep gasps of icy air, I sat on a bench beside the River Thames and for the first time since Mum died I didn’t feel quite so alone. Yes, my day and much of my life so far had been agonisingly lonely but I wasn’t as weak or as worthless as I had thought I was. Today, I had found the courage to face my deepest fears, and in the darkness I had found a flicker of light. I was a survivor. In my despair I had prayed for a miracle and out of love my guardian angel had spoken to me and given me a spark of hope and optimism again. I had been to hell but with the help of my angels I had found a way to transform it to heaven. I hadn’t had a full-blown angel encounter, or sure-fire sign that my mum in spirit was watching over me, just a pen and paper and an open mind, but these had been enough to help me choose life instead of death.




    This was by no means the end of my struggles and my self-doubts, and there have been many more challenges on my spiritual journey, but it was one of the first of many important psychic breakthroughs. I had a lot more to learn and a whole lot more growing up to do – and completely letting go of morbid self-absorption and feelings of isolation and separation from others was still a way off – but now at least I could see a way forward. I could see an end to my loneliness. It was gradually becoming clear to me that angels might very well be the key not just to my life, but to everything.




    I’m in my mid-forties now and sometimes long to do a Peggy Sue and flit back in time to revisit my younger self. There is so much I would say to her. I would tell her that even when there seems no way out, there are always choices. I would tell her to make more mistakes and take more risks. I would tell her to not be afraid of opening up to others. I would tell her to laugh more. I would tell her that loneliness is simply a state of mind and in spirit we are never alone, but most of all I would tell her not to fear solitude. Being alone isn’t a curse – it can be one of life’s greatest joys. Don’t get me wrong, spending times with loved ones is among my favourite things in the world, but I also know that solitude, the ability to spend time happily by yourself, is crucial for spiritual growth because it is only when you are alone that you can truly reach into yourself and find truth, beauty and soul. It is only when you are alone that you can speak honestly and intimately to the angel within yourself, and find answers to questions your mind can otherwise never manage to ask.




    Finding moments of inner peace, love and joy is a starting point on the road to the divine and more often than not these moments can only be discovered in times of solitude and quiet reflection. I could have saved myself a whole lot of heartache if I had understood this earlier, but such insight tends to come with age and life experience. It doesn’t have to be the school of hard knocks for everyone though. There are gentler paths to enlightenment.




    For instance, all of us at some point in our lives will have heard or read words of incredible wisdom, be they in the form of poetry, religious texts, inspirational books or from a wise and insightful relative, friend or teacher. Sadly, the hustle and bustle of daily life often stops us from fully absorbing these words into our souls. It doesn’t have to be that way though, if we can just pause for a while to reflect and let the words sink into our hearts, because our hearts will instantly recognise them to be words of wonder that can shoot through the dilemmas of our daily lives to the place where angels dwell.




    For me, the well-known but forever current text below always has the feel of an open door to heaven. You’ve probably heard it before but I urge you to read it here again, preferably when you are by yourself; really give your heart a chance to drink it all in.




    Desiderata




    Go placidly amid the noise and haste, and remember what peace there may be in silence.




    As far as possible, without surrender, be on good terms with all persons. Speak your truth quietly and clearly; and listen to others, even to the dull and the ignorant, they too have their story. Avoid loud and aggressive persons, they are vexations to the spirit.




    If you compare yourself with others, you may become vain and bitter; for always there will be greater and lesser persons than yourself. Enjoy your achievements as well as your plans. Keep interested in your own career, however humble; it is a real possession in the changing fortunes of time.




    Exercise caution in your business affairs, for the world is full of trickery. But let this not blind you to what virtue there is; many persons strive for high ideals, and everywhere life is full of heroism. Be yourself. Especially, do not feign affection. Neither be cynical about love, for in the face of all aridity and disenchantment it is perennial as the grass.




    Take kindly to the counsel of the years, gracefully surrendering the things of youth. Nurture strength of spirit to shield you in sudden misfortune. But do not distress yourself with imaginings. Many fears are born of fatigue and loneliness.




    Beyond a wholesome discipline, be gentle with yourself. You are a child of the universe, no less than the trees and the stars; you have a right to be here. And whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.




    Therefore be at peace with God, whatever you conceive Him to be, and whatever your labours and aspirations, in the noisy confusion of life, keep peace in your soul.




    With all its sham, drudgery and broken dreams, it is still a beautiful world.




    Be cheerful. Strive to be happy.




    Max Ehrmann c.1920




    I was first introduced to the Desiderata when I was sixteen. I was asked to read it out loud at a school assembly, but sadly at the time I wasn’t ready to understand this heaven-sent opportunity. My heart and my mind were just not ready. I needed to learn to get a handle on my nerves and grow in confidence and self-understanding first. After Christmas Day 1990, however, I have often found myself returning to it. Each time I read it I find something new to inspire and guide me and to remind me once again that when we are ‘open’ to angels, when we take a moment alone to pause and reflect and choose love and joy, all good things will come to us.




    Perhaps you have some words of wonder that help you see the light, or help you feel protected and watched over or remind you that the forces of light will always be more powerful than the forces of darkness. If you don’t think you have, perhaps this book will be like your pointer to heaven, a reminder of the enduring loving presence of angels in your life. Use it for strength, guidance and encouragement and whenever you feel alone. It is a beautiful world, but it can also be a painful, frightening and sometimes very lonely world. As the stories you read here will show you, it can be very inspiring to know that however tough your life gets your angels are always talking to you and sending you their messages of hope and love. They are always walking beside you, watching over you and waiting for you to open your heart and accept that they are on your side.




    So accept that your angels are always within and around you. Accept that you are never alone. Believe that you can always hear their words of wonder. Allow their messages of comfort and hope to help you see the light. Let their whispers awaken your dreams. Let their voices give your spirit wings.




    About angels




    As an established angel author I’m often asked what an angel is. Typically, I’m reluctant to answer this profound question because in this life we can never fully know what they are, and every person will define angels in their own unique way, but for me an angel is a spiritual being that acts as a messenger between this world and the next. (The word angel actually means ‘messenger’ in Hebrew.) Angels exist both within and all around us whether we believe in them or not. They reveal themselves to the spiritual side of our nature, or as I like to call it the aspiring angel within each one of us, and from the moment we are born, perhaps even before, they are bound to us in ways we will never understand. It’s possible they see us as children in need of support and guidance, but whatever the truth it is clear that they can speak to us both directly and indirectly, and sometimes they can intervene in our lives.




    The traditional image of an angel is of a winged creature with flowing robes but I must stress that full-blown angel encounters of this kind are extremely rare. From my experience and research I have found that the form angels take will vary widely. They can choose to be visible or invisible. The possibilities for eternal goodness and love to manifest in this world are endless. To those with an open mind they can reveal their spiritual nature through coincidences, dreams, a sudden flash of intuition and the sensation of a magical loving presence around you. They can be found in the lyrics of a song, a hug, a smile or in anything or anyone that inspires or uplifts you. They can reveal themselves through any number of calling cards – white feathers, clouds, coins and rainbows being some of the most well known. Consciously or unconsciously they may also reveal themselves through other people, the natural world around us and last, but by no means least, the spirits of departed loved ones.




    Many people think we become angels when we die. Strictly speaking this is a misunderstanding because angels are distinct kinds of spiritual beings that have never lived on earth, but from my research it is clear that angels can and do choose to manifest themselves through the spirits of departed loved ones.




    I’m well aware that many people will find logical or psychological explanations for angel stories, but to those who have experienced them no amount of scepticism or explanation will ever have the power of their personal belief. (After all, isn’t the definition of faith belief without the need for explanation or proof?) And to all those who doubt, or crave proof or evidence, I want to point to the hundreds of thousands of angel accounts that have been gathered over the centuries. The only logical conclusion for me, with so many trustworthy witness statements readily available, is that the angelic realm has always been and will always be all around us. There is a spiritual plane that intermingles with the physical world. People do not encounter angels because of their religion, their beliefs or even their desire or need; they meet them because the time is right for angels to make themselves known to them.




    If desire or need, or the so-called right training or background, was a prerequisite for angel encounters then surely I, with my spiritualist upbringing, should have heard the voices of angels from an early age? This couldn’t have been further from the truth. When I was growing up in a household of psychics I often felt frustrated and inadequate because I hadn’t inherited the gift. I longed to see angels like my mother could. I attended many psychic development workshops and classes where fellow students could hear divine voices and see visions of heavenly beauty. I just sat in darkness, seeing and hearing nothing. Although there were glimmers of hope along the way, it wasn’t really until I was in my late thirties/early forties that these channels gradually began to open up for me.




    I’ve made huge progress but even today, much as I would like to, I still can’t see or hear angels like a seasoned psychic can. Somehow though this doesn’t matter to me any more, because I have finally learned that, like everyone else, I can and do hear angels in my own unique way. And looking back on my life I have also learned that all along they were speaking to me, I was just too full of fear and self-doubt to listen. Fear and self-doubt are natural predators of the angels.




    It is a hugely encouraging sign today that ever-increasing numbers of people are moving beyond their fears and self-doubts and welcoming angels into their hearts and their lives. It seems that our divine helpers are revealing themselves as never before. Angels really do seem to be all around. There are countless sites on the internet devoted to them and countless books as well as magazines, newsletters and memorabilia. The very fact that I am writing this book is a fantastic sign because five or ten years ago publishers would never have thought that there would be the readership out there, but with several of my books charting in the top ten of the Sunday Times bestsellers list in recent years, it is clear that angels are being taken into people’s homes and hearts all over the world.




    Even though angels seem to be emerging everywhere these days, it is a sad reality that poverty, violence, injustice, pain, misfortune, suffering and natural and man-made disasters also seem to be everywhere. I’m constantly being asked why, if angels exist, they allow all this to continue. How they can let an innocent child starve to death and a murderer escape justice? How they can save one life and not another? Where were our angels on 9/11 and 7/7?




    I find such cruel injustices as hard to understand and accept as anyone else, but I have come to accept that there are some things in this life we will never understand until we pass to the other side and can see the bigger picture. I don’t claim to know the answers to those big ‘why’ questions, but one thing I do know and that is this: we need our heavenly helpers as never before. It is critical now for us to believe in the love and goodness that exists in and around us and it is critical for us to trust that this love and goodness will always be stronger than the forces of darkness, pain and helplessness in the world. That’s why there can be no better time for this book to be published so yet another voice can join the ever-increasing chorus of those who believe in angels.




    About this book




    Ever since I first started writing about the psychic world – which is some twenty or so years now – I have been astonished and delighted by the vast number of communications I have received about angels and spirits via letter, and now most typically by email, from people around the world. It is a privilege and an honour for me to be able to gather these stories together and share them with a wide readership. Punctuated with my own experiences and insights you’ll find a selection of these amazing stories here in this book. In some cases names and details have been changed to protect identity, or edited down for clarity, but all the people who were generous enough to contribute their stories touched me greatly with their truth and honesty, and I have no reason to doubt their integrity.




    Like me, the people whose stories you will read here are not mediums, psychics or ‘new agers’, but ordinary people leading ordinary lives. Some of them believed in angels before their experience but others did not and would even have scoffed at the very idea before heaven dipped into their lives and transformed everything. Some of them were religious, but many more were not. Like increasing numbers of people today they believed in something but were not sure what. All this has confirmed my conviction that in an increasingly divided world angels are a much needed uniting force that can cut across all creeds, religions, cultures and belief systems.




    The focus of this book is the way that angels speak to us from heaven. Because of space limitations I wasn’t able to include every story I wanted to – so apologies if you have sent me a story and it isn’t included here; perhaps next time – but I hope the accounts that you find here will give you a full and radiant picture of the many different ways messages can be sent from heaven. I hope you will find the stories as profound and inspiring as they never fail to be for me. But before I share these true stories with you, as I always do in my books, in chapter one I’d like to share some more of my spiritual journey with you. I’m hoping this will help you get to know me better and also underline heavily my point that, like most of the people who contributed their stories to this book, I’m an ordinary person with no special psychic or mediumistic powers, but this hasn’t stopped magical things happening to me.




    Finally, before you plunge in I’d just like to thank you for picking up this book and joining the growing numbers of people around the world who long to hear the voices of angels in their everyday lives. As you read, may you recognise yourself in these stories many, many times over.




    May you wake up one day and hear angels calling your name.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER 1




    Angels Calling My Name




    Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.




    Aristotle




    ‘You’re just too sensitive for your own good.’




    ‘You’ve really got to toughen up.’




    ‘Stop being such a cry-baby.’




    ‘Scaredy-cat.’




    I heard this said a lot to me when I was growing up. It always made me feel like there was something very weak and inadequate about me. I was convinced that I had a fatal flaw and that I had to hide it as best I could. I believed there was something wrong with me.




    One memory stands out in particular. I must have been about nine years old at the time and I was on the bus to school. I was feeling very pleased with myself because I had finally mustered up the courage to climb the stairs and get a seat upstairs, but I didn’t have just any seat, I had the front seat. It felt wonderful seeing the world from such a height. I felt invincible. Then in an instant my elation and sense of freedom turned to trauma as a bird smacked into the window and then slid down the pane and under the wheels of the bus.




    A couple of boys sitting in the seat next to me found the whole thing very exciting, but the violent end of that bird seemed to penetrate far into my being. Tears filled my eyes and the laughter and chatter of the boys was intolerable. I heard one of them say that the bird was probably stuck to the wheels of the bus going round and round. Another said that it was probably wandering about beside the road with its head on back to front. The rest of the journey to school was pure torment for me as, seeing my distress, the boys took great delight in discussing every gruesome possibility. Fighting back tears, I couldn’t concentrate at school for thinking about what might have happened to the bird.




    After school on the way home I sat downstairs on the bus, hardly daring to look out of the window, but unable to stop myself. When the bus got close to the spot where the bird had hit the window, I looked out and saw it lying in a heap of red feathers on the side of the road. It was like an arrow to my heart. Tears drenched my face. For the next few days, weeks even, I could not tear my thoughts away from the suffering and lonely death of that bird. For the next year I wouldn’t ride on the upper deck of a bus.




    This incident wasn’t an isolated one. At school I was often teased for crying or overreacting to things. If I didn’t understand something the teacher was trying to tell me, my eyes would well up. If friends didn’t want to play with me I would blubber. I would over-analyse everything that was said to me. Small wonder really that I didn’t have many friends as a child. It must have been like walking on eggshells for them. At night my mum would hold me in her arms as I sobbed out my hurt feelings. She would tell me over and over again that I needed to stop taking everything so personally. She tried to teach me simple calming meditation exercises, like imagining a protective bubble around me, but nothing worked. I couldn’t distance myself from anyone or anything.




    Not surprisingly given my nervous disposition, fitting in was an issue when I was growing up in the loud and colourful 1970s. I was painfully shy. I remember many an excruciating school lunchtime clutching my blue plastic tray and wondering if anyone would let me sit by them. I remember many a painful PE session when team leaders picked everyone but me for their team. I remember many an anxious lesson sitting on a table by myself and many a fearful playtime hiding away from the fun.




    My family’s alternative lifestyle didn’t help matters much when it came to fitting in. You see, I grew up in a family of psychics and spiritualists and nobody really understood what all that was about. Mum earned her living as a psychic counsellor, which basically meant that we had very little money and lived a gypsy-like lifestyle, forever on the move. We never seemed to settle in one place long enough to call it home, so even if I did start making a friend or two soon it was time for us to move and I had to start all over again. And then things took another turn for the worse when my parents separated. I’d never had a close relationship with my father, but when he left us a part of me felt even more rejected and isolated.




    As a teenager my sensitivity just deepened. Bright lights, loud noises, strong smells and crowds had now become exhausting and overwhelming ordeals for me. I also developed an intense craving for solitude. Time alone to regroup after any kind of stimulation was as essential for me as food and drink. Like a character in a Jane Austen novel I needed periods of reflection and withdrawal. Hardest of all to deal with, though, was my habit of breaking into spontaneous tears and my tendency to run away from situations that made me feel exposed. To give just one of many examples, I remember being at the dentist’s surgery once for a check-up. I must have been about fifteen at the time. I was thirsty and went to the water cooler for a drink. I grabbed a cup and just as I did my name was called out. Stressed, I pulled the water lever down without putting the cup in position and water splashed all over the floor. Everybody in the surgery was looking at me and I was mortified. Tears stinging my eyes, I could only think of one thing, leaving instantly. I grabbed my bag and ran out immediately, missing my appointment.




    Being sensitive to large numbers of people, life at a huge and under-performing girls’ comprehensive school was pure torture for me, so I left as soon as I could at the age of sixteen with a very poor set of qualifications. It’s not that I was lazy, unable or didn’t want to learn, I just couldn’t concentrate in class. There was always so much noise and distraction. My end-of-school report was dismal. My school had clearly given up on me and didn’t see much future ahead. I still wanted to learn though so I got a weekend job as a care assistant in an old people’s home to help Mum with the finances and carried on with my A-level education at home via a correspondence course.




    You might think this was a bizarre lifestyle choice for a young girl, and plenty of people told me I was being ridiculous and would need therapy sooner or later, but it worked for me. The nursing home was quiet, and now Dad and Mum had separated and my brother was at college, life at home with Mum was very quiet and conducive to studying. So, for the next two years, apart from Mum and a handful of elderly residents, I didn’t really have much to do with anyone. My teenage years were unusual to say the least.




    And all that quiet time paid off because much to my surprise – and the shock of my former schoolteachers – I gained the necessary results for a place at Cambridge University, reading Theology and English. Sure, there were jubilations, but as time wore on my anxieties returned. How was I ever going to fit in? Although I loved being a university student, it was obvious very early on that I was never going to belong there either. I just didn’t have the financial background or social connections and ‘know-how’ to keep up with the privately educated and, in those days, male-dominated ‘elite’ I found myself thrown in with. In short, I was once again the complete outsider, the square peg in a round hole.




    At times, I felt like the university’s social experiment. I remember often locking myself in my room, terrified of going into the magnificent dining hall. It was just too overwhelming and I didn’t feel I had any right to be there. Instead I would sit in my room with a packet of crisps and a bottle of water, only venturing out when I had lectures or tutorials to attend. I didn’t join in with university social life at all. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to. It was simply that I didn’t know how. I remembered all those times at junior school the other children had called me weird. I had taken all their taunting personally and deep down was convinced that nobody liked me. I would never belong. I was the social outcast. I kept this up for three years, failing even to attend my graduation. I got my degree but I was the invisible student.




    With such low levels of confidence I was woefully ill equipped to deal with life in the real world. I was an accident waiting to happen and made some terrible career and relationship choices when I left university. Instead of using my degree to get job satisfaction, my low self-esteem stopped me applying for jobs that suited me. Instead of going out with men who treated me as an equal, I went out with men who used and abused me because I didn’t think I deserved any better. This nomadic, confused and rather sad existence went on for several years. Sometimes it really did feel as if I couldn’t cope with everyday life. My best and only friend was my mum, which meant that the pain of losing her to cancer when I was in my mid-twenties was unbearable. My life was broken and my heart was broken.
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