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INTRODUCTION


Where is heaven?




Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.


Martin Luther King







•  You are a spiritual being having a human experience, not a human being having a spiritual experience.


•  Heaven is a reality and can be found right here, right now, on earth as well as in the next life.





I’m not asking you to agree with these two statements. I would just like you to ponder them as you read the pages that follow. Then at the end of the book feel free to get in touch and let me know if what you have read has compelled you to agree or disagree. I would love to hear from you, as reading your reactions to what I say, as well as your insights, stories and experiences, is what I enjoy most about being a spiritual writer. (Details about how to contact me if you feel inspired can be found on here.)


I truly believe that the more people like us think and talk about heaven, the more real and the closer to earth it becomes. In the decades I have been writing about heaven my aim has always been to encourage more talk about what really matters in life. To keep the debate about the big questions – Why are we here? Is there an afterlife? What is the meaning of my life? Where is heaven? How can I find it? – alive and current and, most important of all, relevant to the world as it is today, not as it was two thousand years ago.


I’m not asking you to agree with me; all I am asking is that you open your mind to the very real possibility that the afterlife exists – and can be found not just ‘out there’ in some higher realm of existence, but also all around and within you at any moment. My effort is to help clear away the doubts, fears and other rubbish that can pollute your heart and close your mind to an eternal realm of infinite possibilities. If I can provide you with a clean slate my work is done, because I know that an uncluttered and curious mind has a magic and power all of its own. The seed has been sown. The spirit within you has awakened and will immediately seek out and attract to you what is mysterious, magical and not of this world. Exciting times lie ahead . . .


About this book


According to recent polls, as many as two-thirds of us believe in the promise of heaven, or an afterlife. But what exactly is heaven and how can you find it? Why, in an increasingly secular world with religion steadily on the decline, is belief in heaven increasing? Is there proof that heaven exists? Is it possible to talk to departed loved ones? In short, is it possible to find heaven on earth?


In this book my aim is to answer as many of these questions as possible and, by so doing, bring the age-old search for the meaning of life bang up to date. Drawing on all the knowledge and experience I’ve gained over the last thirty years researching and writing extensively about religion, spirituality and the paranormal, I will share what I have discovered about recognising the presence of heaven and departed loved ones in everyday life.


As I worked on this project I was fully, deeply aware of the conflicted world we live in today. You just need to read newspapers or go online to be reminded constantly of the intolerable and often senseless suffering, violence, poverty, injustice, cruelty and despair that seem to be everywhere. Some of this suffering is down to natural disasters or accidents, but an ever-increasing number are caused by our inability to relate to each other in a humane way, most especially when there are religious, economic or political differences.


Many times in my writing career I’ve banged my head and my keyboard in frustration at the sorry state of the world. Many times I’ve felt despondent and wondered if I am fighting a losing battle. A sense of futility would overcome me. How, for example, can you tell the family of a murdered loved one that heaven exists? How can you tell an innocent child who has lost everyone they love and everything they know to a brutal war they don’t understand that there is beauty, wisdom and magic in the world? How can you convince people who have suffered unimaginable cruelty, injustice, pain and loss that love is stronger than death and is all that really matters in this life and the next?


How indeed.


And who am I to be writing a book like this? Am I truly the right person to put forward the case for heaven when I clearly see how the harsh injustices of life point to the contrary?


Often – sometimes because life dealt me or those I care about a blow and sometimes for no reason at all – I’ve lost conviction and suffered incredible and extreme doubt. It even happened again when I was working on my first draft of this book.


My closest and oldest friend – a lovely person with the kindest and most honest heart – had devoted the last ten years of her life to starting her own photography business, alongside caring for her sick mother and her family. In the male-dominated photography world her task was not easy, and she encountered many frustrations in her struggle to build up a client base, but finally in the last few years exciting jobs and contracts were coming her way. And then one day she came back from a walk in the park with her children to find that thieves had broken into her house and stolen all her electronic and photographic equipment. The shock and sense of violation that someone had been in her home – even her children’s rooms – was unbearable to her. She also knew that she would not be able to fulfil work waiting to be delivered, clients would be disappointed; and, in her line of work where there is so much competition, that was a disaster. In less than an hour these thieves had destroyed years of honest hard work. Where is the justice in that?


I spoke to my friend soon after the burglary and her normally strong, warm voice sounded weak and thin. I instinctively knew that if ever there was a moment for me to offer spiritual support now was it, and I tried to tell her that things happen for a reason and she should feel sorry for the people who had committed the crime and so on, but my words felt hollow. Even I didn’t believe them at the time. I was angry and upset for her, so I stopped talking about there being a purpose and offered her my practical support and help instead.


That was not an isolated incident. Throughout my life, on the numerous occasions when I’ve faced horrific setbacks or lost someone I love, I’ve felt confused and angry and despairing. These should have been the moments when my belief in spirit should have given me the greatest strength, but it didn’t. Many times I’ve sincerely doubted that heaven exists. Many times I’ve looked up to the skies and seen only darkness and emptiness, and not light or possibility. I truly admire people who have rock-solid faith during times of hardship and injustice – but will openly admit I am not one of them. I was named after an incredible woman – Mother Teresa – but I lack her courage, her humility, her selflessness and her deep faith. I have been a coward frequently in my life. I often get puffed up in my own self-importance. I try not to be selfish but I know I am, and my natural instinct is to doubt – not just the existence of heaven, but even myself and my credentials to talk and write about heaven. Mother Teresa I most certainly am not!


So you see, writing this book has been an almighty struggle – and I’ve been plagued with self-doubt. But rightly so, as I believe it to be perhaps the most important and honest spiritual book I’ve ever written – and if you are familiar with me as an author, you will know that I’ve written a fair few books and been honest in all of them. Originally, How to Find Heaven was intended to be a How to . . . companion volume to How to See Your Angels, where I would answer questions about the afterlife and offer practical and straightforward advice on how to see the spirits of departed loved ones and communicate with them, but it turned into far more than that. Writing it became a truly cathartic experience and in the process I found what I believe to be my own path to heaven. It is my sincere hope that as you read it, you will be inspired to rediscover the true meaning of your life.


That’s why I decided to start the book with my own spiritual journey and chapter 1 is personal. I want you to get to know who I am. I want you to see that I’m not a saint or a mystic or a psychic – contrary to what you may read about me in the press. I am an ordinary woman with flaws and many, many of them. I will discuss some of the roads to heaven I’ve travelled down in my life, and how each one frustrated and disappointed me in some way until I had one of those ‘aha’ moments when all the scattered pieces of my life suddenly formed a bigger picture.


Chapter 2 will take you on a guided tour of some very well-travelled routes to heaven, bliss, salvation, the afterlife, spirit or whatever word you want to use. I will discuss the world’s major religions – Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism among others – and the directives they give about finding heaven. I’ll also take a look at lesser-known paths, such as scientology and even the atheist movement. You’ll see that each religion or movement presents convincing, powerful and often profound routes to fulfilment, and you may find that you want to travel down one of these roads. However, there are also strong arguments against following any group or movement and I will offer those too so you can see both sides – and decide for yourself.


Chapter 3 moves beyond religion and takes you down a road that is less travelled – and often travelled alone rather than in a group. It discusses the current increase in belief in the world of spirit and an individual relationship with the divine, and how modern science, the internet and religious extremism and disillusionment have all contributed to this phenomenon. It also answers in clear and simple language the most frequently asked questions about the afterlife, and offers direct ‘proof’ of the existence of heaven with true accounts of lives transformed by glimpses of heaven on earth.


Chapters 4 and 5 show that heaven isn’t just ‘out there’; it can also be discovered within. Indeed, the journey within is the fastest route to heaven on earth and this section will help you discover heaven from the inside out. There will also be advice on spiritual awakening, or knowing when the time is right for you to find your own path to heaven, as well as how to actually see, hear or sense spirit and departed loved ones yourself. The book concludes with some divine insights that you can dip into anytime you need help, guidance, healing and reassurance that heaven is real and you can find your unique path to it, right here, right now.


Throughout, my aim is to present the search for bliss like the search for hidden treasure – easier to discover if you have the right map or route guidance. However, these directions will not be written in stone and they will not point to one specific path or route. That would be taking away your freedom of choice and your ability to think for yourself and grow spiritually.


In other words, what you read will not be instructions or commandments but rather suggestions or guidelines to help you find your own way to heaven. I will always encourage you to look deep within, listen to your heart and trust it to find your path. This book is about many things but above all it is about you and your completely unique spiritual journey.


Sprinkled like stardust in the book you’ll also find a handful of stories from ordinary people who suddenly had an extraordinary experience they could not explain and which transformed their lives forever. I included them because I didn’t want you to make the mistake of thinking that only special, spiritually or psychically gifted people are able to find or see heaven. Their stories will show that anyone, whatever age they are and whatever their background or culture or education, can journey to the other side.


As I repeatedly say in all my books there is nothing special about me. I am an ordinary fortysomething mother of two – my son is sixteen and my daughter fifteen – and although incredible, astonishing things have happened to me in my life and I long for them to continue to happen, as nothing would give me more inspiration – I am not a psychic, a medium, a mystic or a guru. I do know, however, that we are all born with the map to heaven encoded within our heart, but as we grow up we lose our sense of direction and need to rediscover the secret route we once knew but have somehow forgotten along the way.


And finally, please don’t feel despondent if you don’t think you have ever had anything magical or extraordinary occur in your life. I simply included these stories because I hoped they would encourage you to keep an open mind – because a closed mind, a mind that does not ask ‘what if’or what ‘could be’, will almost certainly block your path to spiritual growth.


A closed mind cannot grow or change. An open mind, on the other hand, is a transformative mind that can cross the bridge between this life and the next, where time does not exist and life does not end in death. An open mind will also help you to see the world around you in a different, more magical way – because when you start to see the world in this way, start to think that anything is possible and nothing is ever what it seems, including yourself, I promise you that heaven will seek you out. You will see signposts put in your path and hear the messages being conveyed to you, just like the people in the stories. You may also start to look back on your life and see how, in hindsight, the hand of heaven has always been there, gently shaping your life in mysterious ways without you even realising it.


Heaven is shaping your life now – as you read this book.


I sincerely hope that anyone who longs for spiritual guidance (with or without religion) will find this book a source of nourishment and inspiration. Think of it as your guide to heaven, pointing the way and providing direction, a reminder of the constant presence of the divine in your life from cradle to beyond the grave. Use it for strength, guidance and encouragement whenever, during periods of darkness and doubt, you feel in need of comfort, hope and love; whenever you long for a sense of closeness with departed loved ones; whenever you need reminding that heaven exists and you can find it anytime you want, right here and right now.


And so, if you are ready to open your mind, eyes, ears and hearts so that you can begin the most important journey you will ever take in this life – your journey to heaven – read on . . .




Heaven is not the end – it is only the beginning.


David Brandt Berg





CHAPTER ONE


Seeker of the truth




What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it. You’ve felt it your entire life, that there’s something wrong with the world. You don’t know what it is, but it’s there, like a splinter in your mind, driving you mad.


Morpheus, The Matrix




The search for heaven, understanding the meaning and purpose of my life, has always been my driving force. I would not have it any other way. Life without that search would feel utterly meaningless and mundane. I suspect you feel the same way. I know you are a fellow seeker of the truth. How do I know?


I know because you are holding this book in your hand and your spiritual hunger drew you to it because of its title – even if you picked it up in a moment of idle curiosity or because you wanted to find ways to disagree. You were meant to read it, as nothing in our lives is truly random.


Think about how you came across this book. Perhaps your spirit sought it out directly because you have read my books or other books of this nature before? Perhaps you came across it by chance? Did a friend lend it to you? Did it catch your eye in a library, bookstore or waiting room, or did you just find it lying there? I have had so many incredible letters and emails from people all over the world who have told me about the remarkable coincidences that drew them to one of my books and made them feel as if they were meant to read it. But however you came across it, the fact that you are reading it right now tells me that searching for heaven – or, if you don’t like using the term heaven, a sense of meaning and magic, or infinite happiness and possibility – is the driving force of your life.


I’m also guessing that, like me, you will have already tried to find your heaven in a number of different ways. Maybe some of these ways gave you more hope than others, or perhaps none gave you hope or reason to trust in something higher at all and you are disillusioned. Either way I know that you, like me, still long to find heaven on earth.


It might help at this stage if I share with you some of the spiritual paths that I’ve experimented with or been strongly influenced by in my life. I hope that sharing some of my experiences will help you to take a look back on your life and reflect on the motivations for all the life choices you have made. I’m convinced that if you do, you will realise that everything you have ever done – even if there was no obvious spiritual dimension to it – has consciously or unconsciously been for the same simple and obvious reason – you thought it would make you feel happy or fulfilled in some way. In other words, you thought it would bring you closer to a state of bliss, closer to glimpsing the possibility of heaven on earth.


Wasted


As I approach the big Five-O, I often reflect on my life so far and can’t help but smile and think of that famous quote from Oscar Wilde: ‘Youth is wasted on the young.’ I look at photographs of myself aged sixteen and see an intense, slender and, if I can say so myself, rather lovely, earnest-looking young girl. But then I go back in time and place myself in the body and mind of that young girl, and she is deeply unhappy and full of self-loathing for her body. She has one obsessive thought running through her mind over and over again: I need to be slimmer. If I am slimmer, I will feel happier, cleaner, purer – closer to spirit, closer to heaven.


Anorexia is a body-, mind- and spirit-crushing condition. Many people think it’s about conforming to the waif-like model ideal circulated in the media. For me, it wasn’t just about social expectations and I can see in hindsight that there were other motivations. The first was about taking control. I guess at the time there were a lot of things going on in my life – my mother’s depression and then cancer diagnosis, my father’s disability and mildly autistic traits, our unconventional, poverty-stricken lifestyle as a family of travelling spiritualists, to name just a few – that felt out of my control. My body was, however, something I could control, so control it I did and to an obsessive degree.


The second reason was my complete lack of self-confidence. I had no idea who I was or who I wanted to be. I did believe in a world of spirit because that is what I had been taught to believe from as young as I can remember, but I also felt a complete disappointment as I’d never had any direct proof of heaven myself. Talk of seeing spirits was a totally natural thing in a family like mine but I clearly had not inherited the gift. I had inherited a curious mind and a passion for learning about the paranormal but I couldn’t actually see, hear or sense spirit. I longed to see dead people like the little boy in the movie The Sixth Sense, or to have the power to read minds, but I saw nothing – absolutely nothing. I knew a lot about the paranormal but didn’t experience it.


In other words, I could talk the talk but I couldn’t walk the walk. Deep down, this made me feel like a failure. I was born into a family of spiritualists but, without inheriting the sight, what was my identity? Who was I? I was a spiritualist who couldn’t see spirit.


I probably wasn’t fully aware of it at the time but there may have been a spiritual dimension to my eating disorder. Feelings of disconnection from my body also triggered my condition. I wanted to feel free, to become so light I could float rather than walk. It’s hard to explain but my body felt heavy and dirty, as if flesh weighed me down. I wanted to feel pure and cleansed and airborne – like spirit. Fasting is a common practice in many religions and if you have ever gone on a fast you will know that for brief periods of time abstinence from food can make you feel cleansed, energised and renewed. Instead of food, I devoured books about great saints and mystics who had fasted for forty days and forty nights (impossible and very unhealthy) and recklessly thought I had to follow suit. I can see now that I was in some way searching for heaven by trying to become as close to resembling spirit as possible. I was misguided and foolhardly but, at the time, thought I was on the right path. It is only now I can see that I was on a path to nowhere but an unhappy life or an early grave.


Mercifully, I was able to pull through my eating disorder without being admitted to hospital. Heaven intervened. However, because my ‘healing’ wasn’t dramatic but, as you will see below, could also be explained psychologically or as a coincidence, I didn’t recognise it for the miracle that it was at the time. Only now, as I reflect on a significant turning point in my young life, when darkness turned to light, can I see that divine forces were at work.


I remember the day clearly when anorexia began to lose its control over me. It was in the middle of summer and I woke with foul pains in my head. For five long days I had abstained from any food or drink apart from apples and black coffee. The destructive and overwhelming voice of anorexia switched on the moment I opened my eyes, as it had done relentlessly for the previous three years. Anorexia would tell me to do something and I would have to listen. It didn’t matter what it was that I had to do, anorexia was going to provide the solution – or so I thought. This particular morning it told me to keep going with my apples and black coffee routine, but to no longer eat the skins of the apples.


Painfully, I pushed myself into a sitting position and swung my legs over the side of the bed. My hip bones felt sharp and tight and this comforted me. I noticed immediately that for some inexplicable reason the curtains were not drawn and the window was wide open. This was highly unusual as I suffered from hay fever and always closed my windows and curtains at night and often during the day – the obsessive-compulsive voice in my head would never let me forget to do that. I wondered if my mother had perhaps come in during the night and opened the window, but then I remembered that she was away, staying with friends. It was just me in the house.


Wearily, I dragged myself towards the window to shut it and pull the curtains across. Sunlight hit my eyes directly and I squinted. I tried to draw the curtains but just couldn’t! My arms would not move. It was like someone stronger than me was standing in front of me and pinning my arms to the sides of my body, gently but firmly. I relaxed, took a deep breath and tried again. The same thing happened. I could not move my arms. I tried to go back to my bed but my feet wouldn’t move either. I could not move an inch. It felt like something was forcing me to stand still and face the sunlight.


Time stood still, so I am not sure how long I was frozen to the spot but am guessing around twenty minutes to half an hour. For the first ten minutes I struggled a lot, but then when I realised this was useless I stopped fighting and just stood there, letting the sunshine pour itself all over me. Then, as the warmth wrapped itself around my body, a sudden, sharp clarity came to me. I realised in that moment that if I continued my extreme behaviour anorexia would eventually kill me. I didn’t want to die and the instant I made the decision to live I was able to move again. My arms were no longer trapped and my feet could move. Something had let me go!


My recovery was gradual but steady from that day onwards. Standing there in the sunlight I had chosen life and not death. It took a while, but eventually mealtimes were no longer a battleground. My mum said that she thought a spirit had drawn my curtains back, opened my window and wrapped its arms around me, but although I wanted to believe it, I couldn’t quite. My doubting mind told me that I had simply forgotten to draw the curtains the night before and that food deprivation had made me too weak to lift my arms. My anxiety and fear told me that I wasn’t special or psychic enough for something miraculous like that to happen to me.


However, even though doubt and lack of self-belief still plagued me, something happened that day to clear my mind. There wasn’t room for the voice of anorexia in my head any more. I started taking better care of myself and gave myself permission to eat. There was a huge amount of work to do in terms of building my self-awareness and self-esteem, but in hindsight I see that day as the moment my spiritual journey began in earnest. My mum, who saw spirits and spoke to spirits all her life, told me that when I was ready to open my heart and my life to heaven it would appear. I doubted her. I wanted to believe her so much but I doubted her.


Born again


With my insatiable hunger for spiritual understanding it is hardly surprising that as I approached my twenties I was drawn to religion. The natural choice for me was Christianity, as it is what I had been taught at school. I was convinced I would find all the answers I needed there. My spiritualist family was not Christian and I was not baptised, but this did not bother me in the slightest. Perhaps this was my destiny and the reason I had not inherited the gift of seeing spirits like my mother and grandmother had? Perhaps this was where I truly belonged? Perhaps Christ was calling me? To have a faith so strong, proof was not needed. Perhaps this was my destiny.


Also, the Church can be wonderfully welcoming to any that come with a humble and earnest desire to learn and join in. Indeed, feeling a bit of an outsider in my own family, and in life generally, suddenly I belonged somewhere. My peer group tended to be interested in dating, parties, pop music and fashion but none of that had any appeal to me at all. I was always hunting for something deeper. I wanted to learn and grow spiritually, and to live a life that had meaning, deep, spiritual meaning.


For two years I devoured every book I could on Christianity, went to church religiously (forgive the pun) and was baptised and confirmed. I devoted hours of my time to charity work and good causes. I attended classes and went on a week’s retreat of complete silence. That was a sensational experience. To escape the incessant and unnecessary chatter that goes on and be able to focus only on what is deep and meaningful in beautiful silence is pure bliss.


The Christian message of a loving God sacrificing his only son to wash away our sins so we could start a new life in Christ was beautiful and simple but powerful, and made complete sense to me. The people I met were warm and supportive; I felt like I belonged to a family at last, so for a while I was convinced this was my answer – the eternal answer. I even had vague fantasies about becoming the first female priest for the Church of England or joining a nunnery.


Eternity may have been a bit of an ambitious prediction – I was a committed Christian for just two years. And the reason for my fall from grace was further study. When I was nineteen, to the astonishment and shock of everyone, including myself, I was offered a place at King’s College, Cambridge to read Theology and English. To say it was a surprise is an understatement, as I left school at sixteen with very poor grades.


To this day I don’t know what possessed me to apply to Cambridge University of all places. I was born into poverty and nobody in my family had any academic aspirations for me. I had been in the bottom sets for most subjects at school and hated everything about the place. Teachers had clearly written me off. However, when I started to study for my A levels – religious studies, English and history – by myself at home (combining it with paid work in a care home) I discovered a thirst for knowledge that I did not realise I had, and this evidentially showed in the top grades I managed to achieve. In a moment of recklessness I applied to Cambridge, believing that the only realistic chance I stood of being accepted was at my other choice universities. Incredibly, it was only Cambridge that offered me an interview. All the other universities rejected me because home study was extremely unconventional at the time and gathering proper academic references virtually impossible. In the end, one of my referees was my mother’s therapist! But it didn’t seem to faze Cambridge, as they looked at who I was, invited me for an interview and must have liked what they heard because they offered me an unconditional place.


To be offered a place at Cambridge having come from an underprivileged background like mine was mind-blowing. To this day I am eternally grateful for their willingness to take a risk and give an outsider like me, someone who had dropped out of the school system, a chance to prove myself. I went to Cambridge fired up with feelings of gratitude and excitement and eager to learn everything!


It is often said that the more you learn the more you realise how little you actually know, and this was certainly true of my time at Cambridge. And the first casualty of my increasing knowledge base was my Christian faith. Instead of feeling like the answer to all my questions, or the destination of my search for heaven, my Christian belief began to feel restrictive.


You see, at Cambridge I also studied in great depth the other major religions of the world – Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Islam and so on – and, as I researched them, I found profundity and power in each. The idea of committing myself exclusively to one religion seemed limiting. I can understand, and I certainly cannot condemn, anyone who commits themselves to one religion as long as that faith brings them happiness and encourages them to be respectful and kind to others. However, for me personally, I found that as I studied each religion I lost myself in the profound beauty of that particular faith. I believed and saw glimpses of heaven in each one. I could see myself following the rules, and beliefs, of all. I saw them all as paths to bliss and therefore could not commit myself exclusively to one faith in particular.


So, Christianity wasn’t my calling after all . . .


Eternal student


Liberated from adherence to one religion, I went full circle in my spiritual journey and returned to the path my mother had set me on as I was growing up. She always told me that religion and spirituality were not one and the same. Although religion could be a valid and worthy path to heaven, it was not the only path to heaven and certainly not an essential requirement for finding heaven. In other words, you do not need to be religious to be spiritual.


At its best, religion is designed to be a source of spiritual comfort and moral guidance. It can also provide a caring family of like-minded people who help others in need. We all need to feel we belong and at times the power of a group speaks louder than the power of an individual. But religion can also be the cause of war, discrimination, suffering and pain – all of which are a world away from spiritual tenets of compassion, love, comfort and kindness.


Religion is defined by teaching and tradition. Spirituality, on the other hand, emanates from an inner search, the quest to find your own truth. While religion tends to have an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality, spirituality sees all people as equal. We are all spiritual beings whose purpose is to discover our own heaven. From my study of religion, it was obvious to me that Jesus wasn’t a Christian and Buddha wasn’t a Buddhist. These great and inspiring men didn’t set out to create a religion; they just encouraged others to look deep within themselves for answers. They saw that eternal truth is always there, but often hidden because our minds are polluted by prejudice, fear, guilt, doubt.


I still recall this eureka moment of understanding, and it had strong echoes of my earlier experience at the window when I saw the light and my eating disorder lost its control over me. I was gathering notes for an essay and poring over the Old Testament book of Job, wondering why on earth a loving God would inflict such pain on someone who had done nothing but have complete trust and faith. The library was very dark and musty but then a shaft of light came in from the window and hit me square between the eyes. For a moment I was dazzled and couldn’t see my work, so I closed my eyes.


I can’t explain it but when I opened my eyes I felt completely energised, as if I had swallowed a piece of heaven. I realised in that moment that I wouldn’t find eternity in old books or ancient traditions or even religions. Heaven wasn’t something that was out there, to be witnessed only after death. Heaven was right here. Heaven was the spirit within me and all around me. It was not so much a place but a system of energies that sustains and nourishes us in both this life and the next.


After that lightbulb moment I became, in my typically eager fashion, an obsessive seeker of spiritual truth and awakening. First, I strived to connect with my higher self through dream interpretation and meditation. Then I explored every area of spiritual and esoteric growth that I could discover. I studied the dreaming mind in depth, hunting for hidden messages and clues to greater self-awareness and connection to spirit. As I researched I discovered that when we dream we melt into a land of symbolism, which is the hidden language of spirit. Not only can dreams give us clues to issues in our waking lives, but they are also a place where past, present and future collide and where we can catch a glimpse of deceased family members. Dream interpretation can help bring the workings of heaven into our consciousness.


Meditation is a wonderful tool that can help us to become aware of the endless possibilities heaven or spirit can bring, but this was an area of spiritual development at which I failed woefully. I found it impossible to meditate, unable to clear my mind and frequently falling asleep.


I had more success with my study of the esoteric arts. Blessed with a photographic memory, I mastered the basics of astrology, tarot, numerology, I Ching and colour therapy, and even found I could earn a bit of money doing private and public readings. I also attended countless séances and psychic development courses, hoping that finally the veil between this life and the next would be lifted and I would actually see spirit at long last.


Although I may have had sudden bursts of inspiration now and again which filled me with a sense of awe – and delving into the psychic arts was exciting and, dare I say it, fun – to be honest I didn’t really make as much progress as I would have liked. It seemed that the more knowledge I gathered and the harder I tried to find heaven, the less I saw. It was so frustrating. I longed for heaven so much. I had an encyclopaedic knowledge of matters spiritual, but no personal proof to point me in the right direction and give me the absolute conviction I craved.


And then my mother died . . . and heaven seemed further away than ever before. If ever there was a time for spirit to reveal itself to me, surely that had to be the moment? Surely my mum, who believed so passionately in life after death, would find a way to reach out to me? I expected a sign from her. I longed for a sign from her – but I didn’t get one.


All I got was silence.


Black hole


The more I begged, the more I looked for signs, the more I pleaded, the louder the silence became. And the louder the silence, the more life started to spin around me. Strange impulses I didn’t understand began to take over. I would find myself laughing when people cried and crying when they laughed. I would forget what day or even month it was, or even on one occasion where I lived. Each day became harder and harder to navigate, as bit by bit my life just stopped making sense.


Again with the benefit of hindsight what I was experiencing was the acute pain and confusion of grief, but I didn’t accept that at the time. I truly thought I should have been able to cope better than most with the death of a loved one because of my belief in life after death. However, my belief didn’t seem to offer any comfort at all. Often, I would find myself overcome with a desperate need to see or touch something that had belonged to my mum, like her spectacles or her favourite pen. I was terrified that I might forget what she looked like, so I carried a picture of her everywhere and would obsessively check it was still in my pocket or purse every few minutes. I needed to know that she had been real. I would stare at the few precious possessions I had left of her and grief would rip my heart apart.


Like a hammer hitting a bruise, the fact that I would never see or touch her again in this life was excruciatingly painful. I was never going to be able to talk to her or hear her cry or laugh again. My spiritualist friends told me that she was alive in spirit, but I didn’t want to hear about spirit. I wanted to hear about the here and right now. I was going to have to carry on without her and I didn’t know how. I would cry for hours at a time, and then when I was exhausted and thought there were no more tears left, the pain and tears would hit me again. And all the while in my heart I would still beg for some sign from my mother to ease my suffering. There was some weird logic to it all. It was almost as if the more I suffered and the more I cried, the more I felt I deserved a sign. Surely my mum would take pity on me? All I wanted was something small to reassure me that she was close by and watching over me from the other side. All I got was quiet and emptiness. All I heard was the beating of my own heart.


Living in a state of grief, confusion, longing and exhaustion eventually took its toll and, before I could do anything to stop it, full-blown depression took over. Depression, for those who have not experienced it, is like your heart and your mind are breaking and all the goodness has been sucked out of you. For me, it was like living in a fog all the time – there was no colour in the world around me. Even when I was with people I felt alone. I lost my ability to connect with any of the things that used to make me feel good about myself and life. I was stuck in a meaningless, dark void or pit of despair. My face began to tell the story of my inner world. I would look in the mirror and see a corpse, because I could not muster the energy to move any facial muscles. My eyes were dead, like pools of vacant darkness. I would wonder how I existed from day to day. So, as well as grieving the death of my mother, I now grieved the loss of someone else close to me – myself.


In short, depression is like a thief: it takes everything away from you that has meaning and leaves only sadness and emptiness in its place. It is a black hole that sucks up all your life force so there is nothing left. I was the living dead and felt like my spirit was rotting away. I didn’t have any joy, energy or desire, and sometimes when I woke up in the morning I wished I’d died in my sleep. I did somehow carry on with my work as a teacher and writer, as the routine probably kept me from losing it altogether, and when I was with people I hid my pain as best I could. I was a bit like a robot, but there were many times when I could not even face that routine and I would call in sick and spend days on end curled in a ball in my bed.


I stumbled through this excuse for an existence for close to a year. I did want to get better but just couldn’t, I didn’t know how to, and because I was too ashamed to tell anyone my sense of isolation was extreme.


Lights in the darkness


And then, like the appearance of a rainbow after a storm, I had a visitation from my mother, not in spirit form but in my dreams. Nothing dramatic or sensational happened in my dream. My mother simply came into my room and started tidying it as she used to when I was a teenager. I saw her pick up some discarded clothes from the floor and place them on a chair. I saw her put bags and books away in my cupboard. I tried to call out to my mum but she didn’t seem to see me. I noticed that she looked radiant and full of life and so unlike the fragile person cancer had reduced her to in the last year of her life. The dream felt so real that, when I woke up, for a few wonderful minutes I was convinced that I would hear Mum calling me down for a cup of tea like she used to.


Of course, I never heard Mum call my name but I do believe I had felt her spirit reach out to me. It had been more than a dream – I just knew that instinctively. It gave me great comfort and was the first of many reassuring dreams, sudden hunches and coincidences that brought tiny rays of comfort back into my life. I may not have realised it fully then but each one gave me a burst of energy and the strength to do something life-enhancing for myself – even if it was relatively trivial like going for a walk or booking an appointment at the hairdresser’s. At the time I put my gradual improvement in mood down to the passage of time, but again I was wrong, as dreams, along with coincidences and sparks of intuition, are often the first and gentlest arrows pointing the way to heaven. This is because they are the form of communication least likely to cause alarm or concern. I was in such a fragile emotional state I simply would not have been able to cope with anything more intense.


So, to recap, in the years following my mother’s death I went from complete despair and doubt that the afterlife existed, to tentative optimism based on dreams and coincidences and other subtle signs that felt like they were heaven-inspired.


The problem was that each experience, as life-enhancing as it was at the time, never seemed quite enough. It did not take long for the voices of doubt in my head to question and second-guess everything again. I was so ready to believe in heaven, so longing to see it in the world around me, but, like a distant peak, the closer I thought I was getting, the further away it seemed to be. Dreams were not nearly enough for me. I wanted to see and hear my mother with my eyes open not closed. I needed some real proof, not something that psychologists could explain away as the product of a grieving mind trying to find relief from the pain of losing someone. So my search for heaven began once again. This time, though, instead of looking in books or in the clouds for answers, I searched for heaven in human form.


Connecting


Somewhere deep down I always knew that the answer to all my questions had something to do with feelings of love, so not surprisingly after my mother’s death I looked for a sense of completion in my relationships. I craved connection – the idea of a soulmate to complete me, a spiritual union. Perhaps this was my path to heaven?


My heart was broken many times, and I wish that in my day there had been a self-help book like The Rules telling me how not to scare the life out of a man or become the living embodiment of Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction! However, when I look back now, as painful and humiliating as every break-up was, each one showed me two very important things. First, that my heart was open and ready to love; and second, that I needed to love myself before I could love someone else fully.


One incident stands out. I was on a tube train one day, trying not to cry and resisting an irrational and dangerous urge to end all my pain and torment by harming myself in some way. The reason I was tearful and anxious was that I had just sunk to a new low both emotionally and physically, when I’d found myself kneeling on the patio and shouting through the letterbox of my boyfriend’s flat – or, to be correct, I should say ex-boyfriend.


My boyfriend had been the centre of my world for the last two years. I thought he was my soulmate and we were destined for each other. I didn’t think I could live without him and I didn’t think he could live without me. But clearly he could live without me because he had walked away from me and towards another woman. I had heard her voice in the flat as I shouted through the letterbox, begging my boyfriend to take me back. I warned you I’d sunk to a new low!


My ex never answered the door that day and it is hardly surprising. When we’d first met, though, it had all been so different. He’d done all the chasing and would not take no for an answer. I was swept off my feet and, as lovers do, we were inseparable, talking for hours about anything and everything. Being in love is intoxicating, almost like a drug, and for a while at least I thought I had found heaven. I was in love and heaven was gazing into his eyes.


It wasn’t long before my whole life was wrapped around my boyfriend. My identity merged into his and making him happy was all I cared about. He was my life and I thought this was going to last for life. It lasted around two years, but in those two years I lived my life around my boyfriend’s every mood and whim – even if that whim was to be abusive emotionally and physically towards me. When it happened I should have left but I wanted to help him. I wanted to show him that I loved the bad and the good in him. I thought my love for him would transform him. I became attuned to his every need, constantly trying to prove my love to him. I wanted to be everything to him – to make myself needed and indispensable.


This wasn’t the first relationship that was defined by my eagerness to please and tendency to put the needs of others before my own. More often than not my identity was defined by what others thought of me. If my friends were bored, it was because I was boring. If my peers didn’t have time for me, it was because I didn’t matter. If my boyfriend appreciated me, I felt good about myself. If I couldn’t match someone’s need or mood, I was terrified they wouldn’t like me, and not being liked felt like a living death. I was making my life impossible, because the harder I tried to win someone’s respect, friendship or love, the more I lost touch with who I was or what my needs were and the deeper my feelings of doubt became.


Rewinding to the tube train and my realisation that I had become little more than a stalker . . . When my boyfriend didn’t answer the door I hid for over two hours close to his dustbins, and then followed him and his new girlfriend as he took her to exactly the same place for coffee he’d once taken me. I watched him laugh in the same way he used to laugh when he was with me. I saw him order the same drink. It was the most exquisite torture to watch, but I couldn’t tear myself away. Finally, fatigue took over and I had to make my way home. I had given everything to this relationship but it had not been good enough. Being attuned to the needs of others was the only way I knew how to be with people. I was dependent on their approval, but even giving everything I had wasn’t enough for them to stay with me. Perhaps I just wasn’t worth staying with?


Clearly heaven thought I was worth something because as I sat there on the tube, eyes red and full of tears, I got exactly the advice I needed at exactly the right time. Call it coincidence but for me that day it felt like the voice of heaven. The lady asked me if I was okay. I nodded but she could see I was lying. She said she would hazard a guess, based on her experience as a mother with daughters and granddaughters, that I was crying over a guy. She told me what she always told them and that was not to go crying over someone who isn’t going to cry over you. I deserved better than that.


As she spoke those words I felt a subtle ripple of power pass though me, as if my spirit was forcing me to listen and take notice. I had this quiet feeling of comfort and calm, the sense that I was destined to hear this lady’s advice, because it suddenly became clear to me in a way it never had before that I was crying over someone who didn’t feel the same way about me. I had given the relationship everything but he had not committed himself in the same way. Why was I crying over someone who didn’t want to make an effort for me?
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