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Before we start


Dying to Know is a factual account of my three-year quest to find personal evidence of the afterlife, and along the way I met many wonderful people and visited some interesting and rather creepy places.


However, due to the unusual and personal nature of the experiences I encountered, I’ve changed some names of the people and the identifying features of the places I visited to protect privacy.


And because lots of freaky shit happened in a seemingly random order, I’ve tried to put it in a sequence that would make sense to you, the reader, and condensed the timeline, so you don’t fall asleep reading the book over a three-year period.


Strap yourself in it’s going to be an interesting and bumpy ride.




I Am the Reaper


I am the Reaper.
 All things with heedful hook
 Silent I gather.
 Pale roses touched with the spring,
 Tall corn in summer,
 Fruits rich with autumn, and frail winter blossoms —
 Reaping, still reaping —
 All things with heedful hook
 Timely I gather. 


I am the Sower.
 All the unbodied life
 Runs through my seed-sheet.
 Atom with atom wed,
 Each quickening the other,
 Fall through my hands, ever changing, still changeless.
 Ceaselessly sowing,
 Life, incorruptible life,
 Flows from my seed-sheet.


Maker and breaker,
 I am the ebb and the flood,
 Here and Hereafter,
 Sped through the tangle and coil
 Of infinite nature,
 Viewless and soundless I fashion all being.
 Taker and giver,
 I am the womb and the grave,
 The Now and the Ever. 


William Ernest Henley (1849–1903)




Prologue


“Why am I in Greece?” 


I’m 13,000 kilometres away from home, sitting in a small villa on a Greek island drinking Greek coffee and I really have no idea of why I’m here. The coffee is good and well deserved as I’ve been travelling for four days, on various size planes. I stayed overnight in a very spartan hotel on Skiathos complete with broken shower, and then finally took a ferry to Skopelos. I feel somewhat at home even though I’ve never been here before. Everything is so Greek  — narrow laneways lined with bright geranium flowers and blue shutters, old men huddled around tables chain smoking and drinking Ouzo — and yet it doesn’t feel like a cliché when you see it with your own eyes. 


Our host for the stay is a delightful lady named Sofia, the haunting image of my Auntie Clare who passed a few years ago, with her boisterous banter, eccentricities and love for all things slightly bohemian. This is the same Clare who I want to get a message from. 


Everything felt slightly surreal, especially when Sofia showed us around town after we first arrived and I noticed a taverna with blue chairs and white tables scattered under the shade of a big tree and I knew I’d seen it before. Not in a book or glossy travel magazine; it had been in a dream I’d had a couple of years ago — the same chairs, the same tables, the same tree, the same feel. 


One of the mediums I’d had a reading with in September the previous year while researching for this book said that he felt I’d be going back to trace family roots and it would feel like going back home. The second medium said something similar; I would be heading overseas to somewhere that felt like home. 


Researching and writing this book has been far from straightforward; it’s been like putting a giant jigsaw puzzle together but without the original picture. I knew that finding personal evidence of the afterlife wasn’t going to be as simple as having a ghost jump out in front of me, even though that’s what I wanted, but I didn’t think it would be this bizarre and freaky. 


So why am I here in Greece? I’m not even Greek. 


A church bell rings in the distance. I start writing Dying to Know. 




Part 1


SETTING
the SCENE


What kind of strange guy wants to explore the afterlife? Who
 is he and why does he want to know so badly? Is it a condition that can be cured with some lotion and a good lie down?




Introduction


“Don’t mention death at dinner parties!” 


ASKING THE
BIG QUESTION


Have you ever wanted to know something so badly that you’d do anything to find out the answer? I’ve had a burning question raging inside me for nearly 15 years and it’s not a flippant question like ‘will blue be the new black this winter?’ It’s the simple age old question that everyone would like to know the answer to but refuses to actually ask: 


‘Is there life after death?’ 


That’s the question that has occupied most of my waking and non-waking life. It’s quite an innocent question really, but not to most people. I’ve nearly ruined perfectly good dinner parties by asking it of guests. Usually the conversation stops dead, followed by uncomfortable sounds of cutlery scattering across plates and a few awkward coughs from the end of the table, then the topic is quickly changed to something more acceptable, like politics or why on earth you would be a teacher in this day and age. 


While some people are fascinated by model aeroplanes, others with yoga or choral music from the 16th to 18th century, I have a fascination with death. My partner, Andy, lets me indulge my macabre fascination and doesn’t blink an eye when we go past a second-hand bookshop and I have to rush in to buy another book by a psychic or on near-death experiences. My bookshelves are loaded with them — every topic remotely to do with death and dying is covered and I think I’ve scraped the internet clean as well. 


However, this book is not about gaining more knowledge about the afterlife; it’s about trying to get personal experience of it. Because without personal experience of something it’s just intellectual knowing, not ‘real’ knowing. So you’re going to follow me on a journey to places that most people are too afraid to go, and ask the questions we’re all too afraid to ask. Together we’ll venture into the dark realms that would scare even the devil himself, we’ll journey to the edge of consciousness and peer over the side and jump head first into a world that’s normally off limits to most of modern western society. 


Finally I get to ask the question aloud in public, instead of the usual hushed whisper, and we both can get to experience the answer first hand. 


I’ve had two close family members pass away soon after each other and all my reading and knowledge about dying didn’t help me cope one bit. I would have liked to offer comfort to those left behind, but I was left numb myself. I was in an uncomfortable paradox; I could recite books which describe the ‘crossing over process’ and what the person is doing and where they’re going, but when I looked around me it was like the person had just disappeared off the face of the earth and they’d gone forever. 


One of the people who’d passed away was my Auntie Clare, who also was well versed in afterlife literature and very confident she knew what was going to happen to her when she died and where she would be going. I waited for a message or a sign that she’d made it to the other side but I didn’t get anything. I thought at her funeral she would drop by to see who’d turned up and maybe let me know she was there in some way, but there was only a gold coffin at the front of the chapel and tears of sadness. 


The gulf between my intellectual knowledge of the afterlife and a deep knowing of it needs to be traversed and this is the perfect way to start. So I’m going to subject myself to a barrage of strange, freakish and outright scary experiences to try to get the proof I want. (Yes, I’m slightly mad!) 


However, there’s something niggling away inside of me, making me feel slightly uncomfortable and it disturbs me greatly. You could be feeling it too and it’s the very reason why you’re reading this book. 
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“Why no-one is telling the truth about death”


WHAT REALLY HAPPENED TO NANNA?


Every one of us is going die, so why don’t we know more about it? It’s like the elephant in the room that no-one wants to admit is there. ‘Don’t talk about death, darling, it’s so unattractive’ is the feeling I get from most people as they continue to stick their heads in the sand. But damn it, we should be talking about it! I want to rock the boat, shake death from the tree, have it land at everyone’s feet so we have to pick it up, look it and have a conversation about it; maybe even a round table discussion because I like round table discussions.


Imagine you’re at your Nanna’s funeral and for the life of you (no pun intended) she’s gone, doesn’t exist, can’t be seen anywhere, so you ask the priest where Nanna is and he says she’s resting and with God now. But from all the research I’ve done there’s more to it than that — much more — so why don’t we know what it is?


Why isn’t modern science dedicating billions of dollars to spend on research to find out what happens? Think about how much is spent on space travel and research and yet only a handful of people will ever experience it. On the other hand everyone will experience dying.


I know there are several organisations on the frontier of survival of consciousness research, including the Monroe Institute, the Institute of Noetic Sciences and other such organisations, but why should it be left up to a fringe few to explore something that everyone will have to encounter?


You don’t have to be a sceptic or a believer when it comes to this topic; it’s purely about human curiosity. Curiosity is what drove people like Galileo, Columbus, Magellan, Shackleton, Armstrong and all the other great adventurers and explorers to go beyond the accepted truth of the day and find personal evidence and experience. While Eratosthenes calculated the world was round in 200BC, it took Columbus to risk ‘falling off the edge’ to really prove it. Humanity would be nowhere if it weren’t for curiosity and a sense of adventure, otherwise we’d still be trapped in primitive religious thinking; celebrating the naysayers and the conformists instead of encouraging people to think for themselves and question authority.


I was never inspired by the saying ‘curiosity killed the cat’ - I’m sure whoever came up with it most probably never experimented in the bedroom or tried chilli sauce on their chips. I always change it to ‘curiosity didn’t kill the cat; it’s how it became enlightened’, meaning that we have to personally challenge ourselves about what we’re being told or not being told.


The world is full of mysteries and wonders too numerous to mention. But so many people are quick to dismiss many of them as wishful thinking, imagination or hallucination; if that’s the case in regards to things like ghosts then there are some serious mass hallucinations going on!


There are many mysteries and we can’t simply say they’re all made up and are just an overloaded imagination. With the biggest mystery of all ‘is there life after death?’ it seems that everyone is remaining tight lipped or maybe the curiosity cat has got their tongue? Let’s open Pandora’s Box and see if there’s more than hope left, because I’d like to know the answer. Wouldn’t you?


I’ve always been inspired by what I’ve read or have discovered about the afterlife and there are some fascinating themes that are similar across a wide range of seemingly unrelated subjects. I see similar words, similar concepts, similar phrasing, similar ‘laws’, similar theories and similar stories coming from near-death experiences, the great and not-so-great religions, quantum physics, new age subjects, metaphysics, self-help books, philosophy and hypnotherapy.


Here are a few examples: the same Buddhist theory on reincarnation is reflected in many other religions, even early Christianity; and karma pops up in modern day interpretations of the law of attraction in The Secret. Buddhist monks knew 2000 years ago  what modern physics has only just discovered — that everything is energy, even thought. Concepts ‘channelled’ by alien beings reflect exactly what Eckhart Tolle talks about in The Power of Now, which is just a modern interpretation of Zen Buddhism. Patients that come back after returning from a near-death experience tell remarkably similar stories of the afterlife to those who have gone under past-life and between-lives hypnotherapy.


All this stuff gives me little heart palpitations of excitement, and what makes my heart beat even faster is that I’m about to jump into testing some of these theories for myself.


For me, there seems to be so much more to it than ‘Nanna’s gone to Heaven and is with God’ and I want to get to the bottom of it. I like to know things and dying is the ONE big thing I want to know about. It’s not that I can avoid it, I just want to know what I’m going to be in for, if I’m in for anything at all. What’s wrong with being prepared, having a bit of forehand knowledge, having a sort of mud map? And if it is the case that after my exploration, I find nothing, indicating that we simply blink out of existence, then so be it; at least I can live a full life here and now.


So it remains: why is the biggest thing we’re all going to face still such a mystery? After thousands of years, thousands of gurus, thousands of religious leaders, hundreds of philosophers and countless more writers, stories and tales, I can sit here in my home in a first world country and still have no clue about what happens when I die? Did I miss something? Was I too busy watching The Simpsons when the answer was announced at a joint press conference? I mean, why are funeral directors so tight lipped? Surely they must know something?


I know I sound slightly indignant about it all, but I reckon I have every right to be and if I spur someone to take a stand and say, ‘Hold that cafe latte and blueberry muffin; I’m off to go explore the afterlife’, then that can only be a good thing.


Now let me tell you about my crazy plan for getting that evidence.
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“Looking for answers and proof of the afterlife”


MY CRAZY PLAN


When I sat down to decide what experiences I wanted to have, I suddenly felt like a kid in a lolly shop. However, I soon realised I couldn’t have the experiences that would give me the absolute confirmation I needed. I had to rule out death itself (as there was no coming back to write a book about that one), I ruled out having a near-death experience as it could be too painful (and I hate pain) and there’s already hundreds of books on that subject, and I also ruled out sitting in a cave meditating for 12 years as my publisher wouldn’t be too impressed.


But I realised there were plenty of other ways to find answers to the big question, and settled on the following:


•  Go behind the closed doors of a crematorium and a funeral home. My theory is that the venerated people who tend to the newly deceased, and those who work behind the black curtain, surely must know something. And who wouldn’t want the chance to see what goes on behind the ‘black curtain’ in a crematorium?


•  Get hypnotised for a past life regression by a qualified hypnotherapist. Many religions, including early Christian, Buddhism, Hinduism new age thought and modern hypnotherapy practices, claim that we all reincarnate into different lives over and over. If that’s true, then I should be able to find out something about my past lives.


•  Have readings done by several mediums (well-known and not so well known). It would be interesting to see who comes through for a chat and if I can correlate any information between the different mediums. I was also interested if Auntie Clare would come through with any messages and indication that she’s still around?


•  Get all happy at a spiritualist church. The unique aspect of these ‘churches’ is that they’re not religious-based. The main feature of the service is a reading by a guest medium to the congregation to provide evidence that loved ones do live on ... and they sing happy songs!


•  Scare the bejesus out of myself on a ghost hunt. I find the idea of a ghost hunt more exhilarating than jumping out of a plane (not that I’ve done that); it probably stems from my experiences as a young boy, which you’ll read about in Chapter 4.


•  Attempt altered states of consciousness including out-of-body experiences and astral travel (not by taking LSD or other mind-altering substances), which will also include a course at the Monroe Institute.
 For hundreds of years people have claimed to ‘leave their body’ and look down on themselves sleeping, or travel to different dimensions, which has left them without a fear of dying as they know they are ‘more than their physical body’. I don’t know how hard it is to do, but I’m definitely going to give it a red hot go. 


•  See dead people move things at a physical mediumship demonstration. Unlike normal mediumship, where the person seems to communicate through thought with someone on the other side, with physical mediumship, spirits are said to be able manipulate physical objects, and voices can be heard during a séance. Now if that doesn’t give me the proof I need (and scare me witless), I’ll eat my hat! 


•  Participate in a group meditation class/psychic circle. I’ve heard that these particular groups can contact spirits via a device called a ‘transfiguration box’, and participants even take on the appearance of the spirits. That’s going to be creepy!
 

•  Attempt afterlife communication through meditation to see if I can personally contact a deceased person and verify the evidence. This could be the game changer: if I can personally communicate with someone dead and verify the information, then I know there’s more to this story than meets the eye. This could be my chance to talk directly to Auntie Clare and if so that would be incredible. 


The most important things to have when undertaking a journey like this are to have an open mind, a bucketload of curiosity, a good bullshit detector, and a mild disdain for authority otherwise you’ll end up believing any old story dished out to you. I need to trust in my own intuition and allow the journey to unfold naturally.


This certainly is not a scientific study, research paper or dry and boring essay; it’s merely my own personal account of a journey to find out the answer to the question ‘is there life after death?’ So it’s all subjective and nothing is going to be clear cut and dried; however, it’s going to be very interesting and possibly life changing.


But before we start, there’s something you should know about me.
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“From bone collecting to advertising happiness”


MY STORY


While most kids grew up playing with toy cars and trucks, I remember playing with my mum’s skull. I’d make the lower jaw move and pretend it was talking like a ventriloquist dummy, I would then hold conversations with it. When friends would come over I’d hand them the skull and usually they’d freak out and say ‘Who’s is that?’ to which I always replied, ‘My mum’s’, and they would freak out even more and toss it back to me.


My mum had a medical skeleton from her student physiotherapy days which had two skulls included in the box of bones. I don’t know why, but I quickly adopted one. I was even more curious when it was revealed that the skeleton could have been one of the ‘illegal’ ones from India — someone kidnapped off the street and their bones and body parts sold on the black market.


I’d also collect sheep bones and rams’ skulls complete with horns while on family camping trips and my bedroom ended up resembling a long lost crypt or the site of an ancient animal sacrifice! Luckily I grew out of my ‘bones’ stage by my early teens; if it had carried on any longer it would been hard to explain the pile of femurs and jaw bones to any prospective date invited over for a romantic interlude.


I was always a naturally curious person, poking sticks down ant holes when I was young to see what happened, crawling through fences to see what was on the other side and pestering my mum with questions about why there were so many stars in the night sky. However, it was still a pretty normal upbringing in a typically dysfunctional middle class way.


Even though my dad was a lapsed Anglican and my mum Jewish, my religious instruction lasted about as long as my liking for lavash bread did — not long at all — so I was free to develop an open mind and healthy curiosity about life. I also remember there wasn’t any mention of God or spirituality or anything like that in the family home; I guess my parents were just getting down to the job of working hard, making a living, raising a family then going through the obligatory midlife crisis and eventual marriage breakdown. Standard stuff really.


After several failed attempts to pass high school and get into university, and a rather longer than expected stint at unemployment, I managed to start a successful radio advertising career, which I still enjoy now.


So while my day job entailed encouraging people to buy things in the belief it would make them happy, I’d follow my partner, Andy, in the evenings to Buddhist teachings a few suburbs away to learn that happiness was only found on the inside. While we both were more interested in the philosophy of Buddhism than the religiosity, it opened me up to new ways of thinking and inner exploration, including meditation.


After a few years, I stopped going to the teachings but kept on with the search for a deeper meaning about life and delving deeper into the question ‘is there life after death?’. Sure Buddhism had its own theory, but it was running contrary to what I was reading about near-death experiences and it only made me more curious to find out the truth. It wasn’t until much later that I found that there were similarities; I was just looking in the wrong places.


I craved to have a personal experience of the afterlife. It seemed that everybody else was having experiences except me, whether it was a ghostly encounter, having conversations with the dead or experiencing contact from a loved one who had recently died. However, while researching for Dying to Know, I discovered I actually did have personal experience of the afterlife but due to the fear it must have created in me, I had buried it deep and had been unable to remember much of it.


So the search for personal evidence of the afterlife started uncannily close to home; in fact, the family home I grew up in.
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“My first experiences of paranormal activity”
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