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Introduction
Londoners will tell you how travelling to work by the underground is an overcrowded, uncomfortable and gruelling affair. They are packed in like sardines and for the length of the journey they are, by obvious necessity, very tolerant of their fellow travellers. Squashed to the point of impersonal intimacy, with body parts, cases and umbrellas sharing your personal space, it is amazing that so few people get to know the name of one who has spent at least half an hour rubbing more than just their shoulder against you.

For this reason I vowed that I would not work in the City if I could possibly help it. Occasionally, however, I have had to run the gauntlet. It was on one of these trips (the lady next me had my arm wedged between her ample bust while she examined anything and anywhere else but my reaction to it) that I wondered about the lives and stories that everyone in a single train carriage could tell.

It is a common saying that truth is stranger than fiction. Yet we often note this 'truth' in the isolation of a single event. The nature of communication, via mediums such as television and daily newspapers, has conditioned us to expect instant gratification. Consequently we take little time to examine anything more than a snapshot, an instance, in time. It is little wonder that so many people have no idea how they got to where they are today.

Perhaps it seems only natural that notable persons and celebrities write their memoirs. It is a way of telling the general public how they got to where they are. Sometimes the stories are interesting, entertaining and perhaps even shocking. Some people we may wish to emulate and to the antics of others we may enjoy sharing the moment but only from the safety of a book.

But what about those who are not famous? What of those who haven't got to where they would like to be? If they were to become famous it will not change their past. And yet in the writing of it they also cannot manipulate the story to 'where they are today'. I looked around at the faces of all those people in an underground train carriage and thought how interesting every life story would be.

So, I considered, what if I was to write my story now? Of course it would be nice to be famous (and may be I shall be some day) but why should the story of a face in the crowd - an ordinary person - not become famous in itself? Stranger things have happened… and that's the truth!

Conversely, it has never been my intention to become famous for my life story. As an author - yes. A composer of music - certainly. An astrologer - maybe. A poet - not particularly. And this demonstrates how we measure our success; it is not by the things we achieve but by the success of what we intend to achieve. I can recall a great many successes in my life. Some were intentional and others were merely incidental. But few of them account for the driving force to succeed in my chosen goals.

Therefore you will find that the writing of my memoirs has a purpose beyond the achievement of writing it. If it becomes a popular book I will be happy but not content. I believe that I do have a story to tell and one at times where 'truth' is far stranger than fiction. Hopefully there are people out there who will enjoy the reading of it.

So what is the purpose? Well actually there are a few. To begin with it is a legacy to my family. When my grandchildren have grandchildren they may want to know a little about what life was like for their great, great grandfather. Another reason is purely selfish. I, like many others, have asked the question as to how I arrived where I am today and the truth of it is somewhere in my past. In some ways it is an investigation into my own head and of the events I have encountered. Perhaps there are some answers to my many questions, like buried treasure in the sand-timer of my journey.

The last reason is a bit of an experiment. One that may, or may not, succeed but if it fails I have still achieved two of the three purposes.

'Where I am now' is still trying to be famous. It is an uncompromising drive that consumes my days and nights. It is a very specific drive towards books and music. Fame in another will not do. So the next question must be why do I want to be famous? The answer for me is quite clearly not for the fame - or indeed the money (which would be nice of course). The books that I have written so far are non-fiction. One book in particular, "The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century" took many years of life and research to produce. In some ways you could infer that this book is, in fact, the result of my experiences as much as it is in the study of others. I have two novels in progress. I am writing them purely for commercial entertainment but they are being written in an attempt to make me famous enough that people may buy this one other book. If I can share the knowledge in this book, then my life would have had a purpose.

I regard myself as a good composer. This is not a boast. And if it is then I make no apologies. My music is equally an important part of my life and one that I wish to share. It is irritating to note that Mozart was not the only poor composer who became famous only after he died. It is a trend I would dearly love to change and maybe the invention of the Internet holds the key.

I am placing my memoirs on the Internet with Authors Den, one chapter at a time. With each chapter I get a record of how many people have read it. As the readership grows, so I am encouraged to post a new chapter. In short it is a marketing ploy that advertises who I am and what I do now. You get my life story (for free) and I get recognition. Will it work? Well that's early days yet. I can only encourage those who read my stories to tell their friends to join in.

If I were to become famous there is a chance that I could make some money. This would allow me to write and compose full time. Then I would have the opportunity to reach my full potential. In the meantime I shall use every means to reach my chosen goal.

Chapter 1

Boiled Bacon and Peas Pudding

In Britain back in the 50s and 60s this was a combination no less common than roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. A hoc of Bacon so salty that it had to be soaked and drained at least twice before boiling. Several hours later the tough bacon would be tender enough to eat. Wrapped in a cloth and boiled to mush along with it was a few handfuls of yellow split peas. In the East End of London this was a handsome repast. Boiled bacon and peas pudding. My mother loved it!

The November nights of 1960 were cold and foreboding. They lived in a three-bedroom house and had paid the mortgage for only 5 years. £1,500 it was valued in 1955 and the monthly payments took over half of my father's weekly wage. This was the generation when the man was the breadwinner and the woman stayed at home. My father was a mechanical engineer by day and a pub music entertainer by night. Money was needed to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. Only one room in the house was heated and the toilet, typical of many houses at that time, lurked in the dark and cold wilderness of the back garden. In short, life was hard and every chunk of coal on the open fire was a luxury. But my mother was heavily pregnant and her 18-month-old baby had to keep warm.

My Grandfather was a master butcher by trade. You would think that he would turn up from time to time with a nice piece of fillet steak or a leg of lamb. Not a chance! I do not believe that my grandparents had ever blessed my mother's marriage; a point not without evidence in the fact that they were notably absent at my parent's wedding. Granddad Arthur was a typical East End lad who seemed to believe that his daughter had chosen her path in life and was not about to make it any easier. His best effort was to sell my mother the cuts of meat that were just on the turn. He taught her how to take the best bits and make a good meal. Neck of lamb stew was cheap and filling. Scrag end of beef or a nice piece of liver. Oh, and not least of all the cheapest bit of bacon that was edible if you could boil out the salt.

When you are poor and struggling, even the cheapest of meals can seem like a King's banquet. My mother had the fancy for boiled bacon and soaked the hoc in a large pot overnight. It had to be drained and soaked again in the morning so that by mid afternoon it would be ready to boil. Pressure cookers were still years away.

Dad came home from work at 6:00pm as usual. After kissing the wife and the baby he washed himself at the sink (too expensive for hot baths) and changed out of his work overalls. By the time he was cleaned up, dinner was dished up and ready to eat. In every way this was a normal Monday night but the new baby was overdue now by almost two weeks. But life carried on and by 7:30pm Dad was dressed into his entertainment clothes and, carrying his heavy accordion, kissed my mother goodbye before setting out to work another 4 hours.

It would be a few years from then before they bought their first ever black and white television. The entertainment of the time was either the radio or the gramophone. My mother's heartthrob was Mario Lanza, a singer of opera and popular songs. There were no friends for my mother and certainly no family. She stayed at home dutifully with a young baby and another almost due until my dad came home, which was usually after midnight.

Nighttime for my mother was uncomfortable. Perhaps she had eaten too much boiled bacon and peas pudding the night before. Dad was already up and getting ready for work. The whistle kettle was boiling as he placed three heaps of tealeaves into a teapot. (Tea bags were yet to arrive and even when they did it was considered too expensive).

Mum decided to brave the cold weather and visit the toilet. She opened the garden door and walked awkwardly to the outside loo. In such brisk conditions the journey down the alley to the back of the house felt twice and long. She made it to the toilet: a small wooden box with just a toilet pan in it. The door, just as the rest of the construction, made of tongue and groove wood timber but barely an adequate windbreaker against the chill morning air. Mum made herself comfortable and awaited on the natural process of life. Her stomachache was getting worse now.

…And then the waters broke. She had gone into labour and was having her baby! She was having me… in the loo! My first vision of life the dark ceramic contours of a toilet! What a great start to life!

My mother walked, nay waddled, back to the house calling for my father. Dad, now realising the event came to help her back to the bedroom upstairs. Eleven difficult steps to the top landing and another 4 steps after that. At the top of the final step my head was almost out. Later on my mother told me how fortunate it was that I had such a big head. She made it to the bed with only minutes to spare.

It was common in those days for women to have their children at home. The 18 month old baby, my elder sister, was born in hospital where the matron of the ward had been particularly nasty to my mother; an event that made her hate and fear hospitals for the rest of her life. She had determined to have any more children at home. And so, on 4th November 1960 at 7:30am precisely, I was born. I was to be the middle child of three and I lived where I had been born for 17 years.

My mother was an Alan Ladd fan. At only 5 feet 2 inches tall and standing alongside a much taller Ava Gardner, the film that was so highly acclaimed taunted my early years. Mum wanted to give me a name that was not common. My dad's name was John, which was probably the most common of names at the time. She wanted something a little up market like Quentin or Tarquin. Then again she wanted something that could not be shortened. Her name, Faith, was a family name inherited from her grandmother and subsequently passed to my older sister. It was only one syllable but she became annoyed when others tried to shorten it to Faye. So two syllables were out (thank heavens!).

And so I was named Shane after the film of the same name. What seemed to make it more appropriate was that the name was an Irish derivative of John, my father. But there was something else that I had inadvertently become associated with. My mother thought that my arrival was something else. So in my early years I was nick named boiled bacon and peas pudding. The strange thing was that out of all the meals my mother cooked - from conga eel to rabbit stew - the one meal I hated most was the meal my mother had the night before I was born.

…And it could have been worse when you think about it. I don't think I would like to have been associated with the likes of Armitage Shanks or Sankys! Better a hoc of bacon than a toilet pan!

Chapter II

Birthday Boys Don't Cry

Memories of early childhood are sketchy for the first few years, which is not uncommon. I have a one distinct memory of being breastfed and another vague recollection of being bathed in the kitchen sink when I was about 18 months old. Other than that it is all a bit of a foggy patchwork of undated recollections until I was 4.

During those years I lived in the upstairs part of my parent's house. Downstairs was rented until the birth of my younger brother created a bit of a space problem. As I recall, the downstairs was rented to members of the family: my father's parents and later to a man my father called a brother but I have no idea how he was related to the family.

With very little knowledge to compare my living conditions to anyone else, I believe that my early years were spent in happy oblivion. I presume I must have been fed and watered on a daily basis. I have some recollection of using a potty and a rather indulgent partiality towards Farley's Rusks.

My most vivid memories are smells and the activities around the kitchen. Well it was more of a kitchenette. Imagine one room about 12 feet by 10. In one corner there is a partitioned room of 8 feet by 6, containing a bath and a new indoor toilet. This left an L shape space containing a cooker, sink and cupboard along one section. This was the kitchen. The other section was called the scullery, which had a refrigerator and a small cupboard that stored the food. Incredibly that cupboard survives to this day and resides in my cellar.

In the living room there was a three-seater sofa, a collapsible white melamine dining table with four chairs, a radiogram and a strange small four-legged table with a single drawer that I only ever knew as a whatnot. Where the kitchen had linoleum the living room had carpet; not wall to wall mind you. In fact it seemed that no matter how the carpet was laid it would never seem to belong to the room. The reason became apparent to me later in life. The first four houses in my road were built before the others. When the rest of the houses got built, our house adjoined the last of those four but for some reason it was not built flush. I can only conclude that the houses were started at the other end of the road because by the time they got to our one they discovered that the row of houses were not square. Consequently there was not a single right-angled wall in the house. Everything was built in a sort of parallelogram.

Other than eating, sleeping and performing the required bodily functions, the only thing I can recall doing well is crying a lot. Undoubtedly a curious baby, I was up to all the sorts of stuff that a toddler would usually get up to. I don't remember feeling angry or resentful at the raft of smacked legs and hands that I received from my mother. Neither do I remember what I had done to deserve them. I only remember the sting and the shock. Sometimes the sting was so sharp that I cried until my lungs ran out of air. Next came an enormous gasp and a wail at the top of my voice. If I cried for too long my mother ordered me out of the room until I had stopped. This was particularly effective during the winter months because it was the only room with heating in it. Outside the living room door at the top of the stairs was a cold, draughty and lonely place to stay.

My sister, Faith, lived in the same house, of that I am certain, and yet I remember nothing of her at this time. My world was one of food, sleep and pain.

If one thinks back to events where a time can be established it is often a moment of trauma. People do tend to remember cataclysmic events far easier than happy times. In this it appears I am no exception, as it was just such an event that awakened me to the world on my 4th birthday.

That day is perhaps my first real memory of my mother's parents. 'Granddad Arthur' Townsend was a slim but smart figure in his three-piece suit, hunter pocket watch and round rimmed spectacles. He would sit in one of the hard chairs at the table, his thinning hair shiny and swept back, rolling cigarettes and placing them in a tobacco tin. Looking at his eyes through his glasses made it look as though they were bigger, staring at everything and everyone. It was a feature that I did not find comforting.

Nanny Win, No-one called her Winifred, was a hard faced and stocky woman with watery blue eyes and not-quite shoulder length hair fashioned by curlers. The two things I remember most about her at the time was: a laugh that you would only want to hear once and never invite back again, and an annoying propensity to say 'eh?' (Like an elongated letter A) at any question even if she had actually heard it. I cannot say that I ever liked my grandparents and the relationship was set to go downhill from there.

Other oddities about my Grandparents became more apparent as the years went by. They were, in many ways, typical of the working class - East End of London - folk. Both had a tendency to swear. This was nothing like the kind of swearing one hears today at the turn of the Millennium. In the 1960s the most commonly forms of profanity were words such as 'bloody' and 'gorblimey' (which my mother told me later was a shortened version of 'God blind me'). Neither of my parents swore. My father was almost puritanical about the use of bad language. He would have made an excellent Victorian. When my grandparents came to visit, however, he seemed to grit his false teeth and tolerate it.

The early part of my 4th birthday took place beyond the realms of my memory. Certainly there were people making a fuss of me but I did not grasp much of the significance of why. 'Birthday' seemed to be good because people were giving me presents to unwrap. In particular I had been collecting toy Matchbox cars. My father would buy me a car occasionally and I was starting to build up quite a collection. On this day, however, I got at least five! Looking back, this was the closest perspective I had to an ambition; I wanted lots of Matchbox cars.

About 6:00pm that evening, it was time to eat so I had to put my toys away. I carried my cars dutifully to the bedroom (one that I shared with my sister) and, dressed in my pyjamas, dressing gown and slippers, started to go back down the four steps in the landing to the living room. I am unsure how it happened but one of my soft rubber soul slippers must have caught the carpet and I fell, head long, down the four steps.

Falling was a bit of a shock but it was the landing that hurt. I was bumpy and sore but there was nothing broken. The trauma, however, was enough to make me bawl.

The first person to arrive at the living room door was Nanny Win. She picked me up in a business like manner, straightened me out and said without compassion, "Come on now. Birthday Boys don't cry". This was the first direct conversation I ever recall having with my grandmother. I think I was taken by surprise so much that I stopped crying almost immediately. I also remember feeling as though if I had continued to cry I was in some ways doing something wrong. In many ways one could say that this was the first time I recall becoming self-conscious about my actions. 

As I walked into the living room I noticed that everyone was looking at me. My first ever audience was watching me make a fool of myself. I felt quite uncomfortable for the remainder of the day, wishing to go to bed and be left alone.

The UK celebrates Guy Fawkes and the gunpowder plot every 5th November with fireworks. For me this meant that my birthday seemed to cover two days instead of one. In 1964 the rented section of our house had the garden. Outdoor fireworks were out of the question and I have no idea if firework displays occurred at that time. Even if they did my parents would never have wasted money on such an extravagance. There was such a thing, however, as indoor fireworks.

We sat around the dining room table. This is the first memory I can recall that I actually had a sister as she was there too. In front of my Dad there were various little cardboard items. As he set light to each one it either sent out tiny little fountains of bright colour or expanded into worms of ash at least three times bigger than it container. I remember one that was called after a volcano. When dad set light to it an ash worm spilled out all over the table. It was amazing how so much stuff came out of a tiny little cone. As far as I was concerned it was magic.

My interaction with the world had been awakened but by no means was I aware of it all. My world consisted of me at the centre and the house. Even then I had no understanding that my mum was pregnant and that eight weeks later I would have a baby brother - or how much it would change my world.

Chapter III

Nightmares and Nomenclatures

The tall black shape drifted into the bedroom, gliding slowly towards the bottom of my bed. There were no features to its face or body, just a pure black shape clearly silhouetted against the greyscale of night.

My heart raced with fear as the strange figure moved ever closer. It was the body of a human but the head was clearly that of a deer with branches of sharp antlers. The chill of the night air washed over my face as I lay there, covers pulled up so that only from my wide, horrified eyes and upward was visible. And then the figure moaned in a deep sonorous voice.

Frightened beyond reason, and with nowhere to run, I pulled the covers over my head. I wanted to believe that this was not real. It couldn't be! I waited under the security of my blankets, waiting for a movement - a sound - something. Almost a minute went by and nothing happened. Eventually I drew up enough courage to come out and have a look. It felt as thought my blood was running to the escape hatches and fighting for space in my legs as I looked fearfully over the horizon of my covers. The apparition had disappeared; vanished as silently as it had arrived.

This was my first nightmare. It was the summer of 1965 and I was sleeping on a mattress by the bottom of my grandparent's bed. They were fast asleep and had seen or heard nothing. I was frightened and alone in my personal world. In the morning I never thought of telling anyone.

Had I seen something really? Until this day I am quite convinced that I was awake. It certainly seemed real enough to me. And what about the sound it made? Did people hear when they dreamed? Could someone be awake and still dream? My adult mind tells me it was a nightmare but the four-year-old in me saw something that was both real and not of this world. Was this the awakening of my imagination?

Perhaps I started to have bad dreams because of the changes that occurred with the arrival of my baby brother Christopher. He was born the day after New Year at home. I remember being allowed to come in and have a look for a few minutes and then being ushered out again. There was no wonder, happiness or delight in my visitation. I simply accepted that I had another sibling and went back to my own world.

I failed to notice a number of things that year. I was not aware of the altercations my parents had with the lodgers when they were told they had to move out. It was a simple case of logistics; there were now three children and not enough space upstairs. Christopher was not a planned baby. His pending arrival implied that Dad would have to take responsibility for the entire mortgage. Money was going to be very tight. Dad would have to try and get more band work to keep us all fed and clothed.

We also needed more bedrooms. Consequently the upstairs living room, kitchenette and bathroom had to go. It was a lot of work that did not need two little children getting in the way. I was not informed about any of this. I was only a child. Therefore I didn't understand when Mum packed two suitcases for my sister and I and took us to a house near the coast.

I had no concept of the term 'holiday'. In fact I have no recollection of being told what it was that I going on. Even more unsettling was that I had no idea when, or indeed if, we were coming back! I had no name for this time away from my parents any more than I had a name for my nightmarish visitation.

Three things that I remember about my time at the house were the following: A bird table in the garden, a model Dinky toy of Thunderbird 2 and 5 beds in a loft room. I recall playing with toy cars in the garden both on and around the bird table. I remember nothing of the people or what my sister was doing.

My first night in a place full of strangers was surreal. Someone came into the room where five boys were about to go to sleep and offered us all one cuddly toy to take to bed with us. Mine was a knitted white poodle, apparently called 'Loppylugs'. Later on I renamed it 'Snowy' after the Tintin dog. I had no other cuddly toy for the rest of my childhood. Snowy was a constant companion and one that I turned to for comfort whenever I felt ill at ease or uncertain.

The journey home a week later was uneventful, however, I returned to new bedroom. The bathroom, kitchen and scullery were gone. So too had the living room. I had a bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe. The only problem that was to plague my younger brother as we got older was that there was only one light switch for two rooms. As I had to walk through Chris's room to get to mine it eventually became his job to turn the light out at bedtime (I even woke him up on occasion as wicked brothers are inclined to do).

Perhaps the one thing that took any excitement out of having a new bedroom was the new feature that took pride of place in the new downstairs living room. Sitting in a corner, on top of a dark wooden half cabinet was a brand new black and white television! From the very first cartoon I new I had begun a long love affair with this amazing piece of entertainment. Mornings were best with programmes like 'Andy Pandy', 'Bill and Ben the flowerpot men' and 'The Wooden Tops'. Then there were the cartoons of Mickey Mouse and Bugs Bunny. Suddenly the world for me had changed in a nice way.

My new bedroom had one annoying feature that was common to our house but uncommon to houses in the mid-sixties. Every ceiling in our house had a five-foot fluorescent strip light. There were no light bulbs with shades and we never had standing or table lamps. The subtlety of soft lighting did not exist. Any room with the light on was ablaze with an intransigent and blinding fluorescent illumination. It was only by the time I was 9 years old and started to visit friends in their houses that I began to realise how odd it actually was. It was also about that time that, when my brother wanted to go to sleep and I did not, one of the presents I really wanted for Christmas was not an Action Man or a Mechano set but a simple bedside lamp.

By the age of 4 I was reading and writing. My mother, for all of her other faults, ensured that her children were taught numbers and to read and write before we went to school. 1965 was the age of the comic book. My Christmas stocking took the guise of a pillowcase and in it I would usually find a comic album of 'Beano' or 'Dandy'. About two years later on I would enjoy mostly the books of 'Tintin', 'Thomas the Tank Engine' and 'Dr Seuss'. The first word I ever wrote of my own volition was 'King', for no other reason than because I liked the sound of it.

The nightmare reappeared in my new bedroom that year. There was a doorway but no door between my room and my brother's. The deer-headed figure simply stood there in that empty space. Blood drained from my veins faster than a bad case of the runs and my heart thumped at my ribcage in a desperate attempt to get the hell out of there. Every part of me did not have to know what this thing was called to realise that it was not good. My fear was perhaps greater than the first time I had seen it because I now recognised the apparition as danger. Survival depended on taking action, and I knew now that if I buried my head under the covers it would go away. I had never heard of names like 'nightmare' or even 'ghost', 'spectre' or 'phantom'. It would have been nice to give the dark shape a name but at the time it was simply comfort enough to know that I could make it had go away.

Another name, something called 'school', started to crop up in the late summer of 1965 that I had no understanding of.  In the second week of September, my mother and I walked the half a mile to George Tomlinson Primary School. I was dressed in grey shorts, a white shirt and wore a pair of black 'Vanguard' slip-on shoes (a type of shoe that I learned to hate some years later). I went there because, as far as I was concerned, my Mum had told me that I had to go. To do what exactly had never been discussed, so I wandered into this room full of children with no idea why I was there.

Social interaction, I soon discovered, was a whole new lesson in life. Up to now I had hardly been in contact with other children - and if I had it seems I probably ignored them. Whether or not my solitary activities were an inherent characteristic I could not say. Whatever the case, I spent the first year at school playing mostly by myself and dutifully undertook the lessons of the teachers.

Some people might regard my upbringing as a little strange. When I was living this 'strange' existence I had no other comparison to draw on and, naturally, knew no different. Having experienced the difference in later life I am inclined to agree that my upbringing bore no parity to 'normal'. The reasons for this were unclear for many years and most certainly unfathomable to the mind of a four-year-old.

The most evident explanation for my lack of social skills was clearly the dearth of contact with people outside of my family. Apart from the occasional 3-monthly visit from my grandparents, or even less frequently from my aunts and uncles, my parents never had visitors. My dad went out to work in the day and for at least three nights a week. My Mum stayed at home and looked after the house. Dad got to see people at work. Mum got to see no one. Ignorant of anything outside of my small world I had no reason to question the lifestyle of my parents or myself. Consequently as there were no visitors outside the family I had experienced little of interaction with people I did not know. I simply existed. My world consisted of Mum, Dad and a vague notion of a brother and sister. Little did I know the extent to which primary school was about to change my world forever.

Chapter IV

If I were a Rich Man

In 1966, Alfie Bass hit the UK charts with a song called 'If I were a Rich Man', from the musical 'Fiddler on the Roof'. My Dad bought a copy of the record - a vinyl record that played on the gramophone at 45RPM (revolutions per minute). He bought hit singles occasionally so that he could learn up to date songs to play in his band.

I sat down in the living room with him to listen to the song. It was a song unlike any I had heard - or even taken notice of. It started with a simple riff and accompanied Alfie speaking:

"Oh Lord, you made many, many poor people. I realise, of course, its no shame to be poor… but there's no great honour in it either. So what would be so terrible if I had but a small fortune"
I found myself entranced by the notion of this song. As a child I had been taught to say prayers before bedtime but this was the first time I knew of a grown up praying. And then Alfie Bass started singing, "If I were a rich man. Ayaba derba derba derba derba zerba derba der. All Day long I viddibiddibum. If I were a wealthy man…"
I listened intently to every word and tone. It was a wonderful song with silly sounding words.

When it finished I asked my Dad if I could play it again. On the second time round I checked with everything that I had heard. I listened to the power of his voice towards the end when he beseeches of God, "Lord who made the lion and the lamb. You decreed I should be what I am. Would it spoil some vast eternal plan!?…"
A plan! God. There was obviously more to this God thing than I knew about. The words burned into my head like a computer download. "If… I were a weal-thy… maaaaaaaaan!"
The arm lifted off of the record and clicked back onto its mounting. I got off the chair in the living room and walked the few steps to the kitchen where both Mum and Dad were and said, "Mum. I know the words to that record".

They looked at each other and stopped what they were doing. In front of them was a 5 year old boy who claimed to know all 3 verses, two choruses and a speech at either end of a five minute song after listening to it only twice!

Mum stood me on the single step at the passage leading into the kitchen. Dad took his accordion out of the case and started playing the beginning of the song. Dad could play by ear. He had no musical training but in his head he retained over 1000 songs. Mum sat down and listened to me perform the song word perfect. It is a feat that I have only ever performed once in my lifetime.

The following weekend I went with my parents to a working men's club for ex-services. This was a local, members only, club that my Dad and his band played in every weekend. My Mum had coached me to sing my song with all the actions and told me that, if I worked hard at learning how to deliver the song to an audience, I could sing it in front of the members in the club on Saturday night.

My brother, Chris, was two years old and my sister was seven. We sat with Mum near the stage drinking a bottle of Coca-Cola through a straw and eating a bag of crisps. I had to be careful not to get anything on my white shirt and I also had to resist playing with the bow tie that matched those of the band members. Dad played the piano with Freddie on the drums and Frank who alternated between saxophone and clarinet. The semicircular dance floor was empty but the rest of the club was packed out with around 300 members, chatting, laughing and to all intents and purposes ignoring the band completely. It was 8 o'clock.

By the end of the first medley there were a few claps and the compere, Bob, appeared to sing a few songs. A few more people started to join in the clapping and by about 9 o'clock there was much more interest. It was then generally the custom that either the band played requested songs or invited members of the audience to come up and sing. Someone in the audience shouted out "Mac the Knife!" and was soon joined by many others in agreement. After a moment a gentleman walked across the dance floor to the applause of the members. The man in question was clearly a regular singer of the song as the band struck up the introduction without preamble. Members clapped their appreciation at the end. Two more people came up to sing and the audience was now well and truly warmed up. I watched with fascination at the actions and reactions of everyone. This was my first exposition to show business.

Then the compere picked up the microphone and announced to everyone, "We have a special guest singer tonight. It's his first time on stage so please let's have the best of order. His name is Shane and he is going to sing Fiddler on the Roof".

My stomach fluttered as I realised that this was my queue to do my first ever performance in front of a packed hall full of strangers. I looked over to my Mum who returned my gaze with a sort of business like demeanour. In retrospect I can recall later how, behind her eyes, she was just as nervous as I was but she was determined not to show it. She gave me some last minute instructions, "Don't forget to look at the clock at the back of the hall so you won't get nervous. Hold the microphone a little bit away from your mouth. Remember all of the actions we practised at home".

It was only a few steps to the front of the stage but I recall the way it felt like I was walking into a huge arena of empty space. I took the microphone from Bob the compere and turned to face a sea of people crowding around the edge of the dance floor. I looked over to my Mum as she sat there with an impassive face, ready to give me any signs or prompting that I might need.

Dad was sat behind me with his accordion, just as we had rehearsed dozens of times over the last few days. He struck up the riff and I waited until he had played it 4 times. From the audience there came loads of shushing until the noisy 300-strong crowd was so silent I could almost hear my heart thumping. And then it was time to perform for real. I looked resolutely at the clock at the far end of the hall. I was not quite 9:30.  "Oh Lord you made many, many poor people…" I held the microphone in my left hand while my right hand extended to the heavens in supplication. The speech went without a hitch. Then came the first chorus, "If I were a rich man…" and on the next bit I had to wiggle my hips as I sang the 'Ayaba derba' bit. Those who could see at the front were laughing and others started to press forward for a better view. I could feel the heat on my face, as I became aware of hundreds of pairs of eyes watching my every move.

The first verse was a blur. Mentally I knew what I was singing but self-consciously I was trapped in a world where the only exit route was the end of the song. I could neither rush through it nor abandon it. I had to run the gauntlet.

And so I continued… "I see my yard full of chicks and turkeys and geese and ducks for the town to see and hear. Squawking just as noisily as they can" I did not feel too comfortable with the second verse as I had never managed to make my voice sound like the gruff Alfie Bass. If I were to make any mistakes at all it would be here. "And each call with a GEE, call with a GOO call with a GAIR call with a GOW! which sounds like a trumpet on the ear" The audience laughed and approved, giving me a little more confidence to tackle the last verse with a bit more flourish. "I see my wife, my golde, looking like a rich man's wife with a proper double chin", I sang, I tapping the back of my hand under my chin as we had rehearsed. More laughter and a little more confidence.

By the time I got to the last section of the song I had lost any fear of the audience. As my crystal treble voice gained in strength so my confidence swelled. "Lord who made the lion and the lamb. You decreed I should be what I am". By now there was just me, the band and the song. "WOULD IT SPOIL SOME VAST ETERNAL PLAN?" …and then a little pause, as per instruction. Then the big finale, "If I were a weal-thy maaaaaaan!" 

The audience erupted in a deafening sound of applause, cheers and whistles. By all accounts it was a total standing ovation. I was bathed in the enormity of my accomplishment. I had overcome fear and uncertainty for no other reason than I wanted to show other people what I could do. The feeling of that moment was the most indescribable feeling of pleasure and achievement. I did not forget to bow (as I had been instructed). Mum had told me that I was still working until I walked away from the stage. Then, while the clapping and the cheering started to subside, there came a sudden shower of coins cascading onto the dance floor. Everyone, it seemed, was throwing money at me. My Mum vary rarely showed me any affection but on this day she was welled up with so much pride that gave me a tremendous hug. It seemed I had done the family proud that night.

By the time I had picked up all the coins, my pockets were bulging. I had sung to a packed audience, made my Mum happy and earned a pocket full of money. I suppose one could say that on this night, if not for any other, I was indeed a wealthy man.

Chapter V

Shattered Bones and Egos

Within 5 minutes or so there must have been a dozen boys linked, arm over shoulders, marching in a row around the playground, all shouting, "We want men. We want men". In another 5 minutes we had about a band of twenty before one of the teachers came over to break it up.

Precisely what we were going to do after acquiring all these 'men' was never really discovered. The fun was in the recruiting. I had finally integrated into the human race in the last year of my Primary school. Gathering playground armies, however, was not the only band that I found myself a part of.

Due to my unqualified success as a singer I had somehow roped myself into becoming a star turn in my parent's band. My sister, Faith was also enlisted. In 1967 we sang duets such as "One More Dance" (Esther and Abi 1963) and later in 1968 "Cinderella Rockerfella" (Esther and Abi 1968).

Band work was exciting to begin with but it soon became a part of normal life. While other children watched football and went out to play at the weekends, we were rehearsing songs. I had no knowledge of England winning the World Cup in 1966 for example.

When my sister (8 years old) moved up into the George Tomlinson Junior school in 1967, it was she who walked with me to school. My mother did not get up in the morning until at least 11:00am. We would get up in the mornings, make our own breakfast and get ourselves ready. When we got home, Mum usually had a shopping list ready and we would have to trundle down to the shops to get it. The only time Mum went out, it seemed, was in the evenings either to do band work or to have a drink with Dad at the local club. After shopping I would be glued to the TV until dinner. After dinner the kids would have to wash the dishes. Then there would be more TV until bedtime. That was the general routine of my life.

In the summer term of 1967 I arrived at school as usual. The fastest runner in the school was challenging all comers to a race to the end of the playground and back. I was not a bad sprinter back then and the other kids encouraged me to have a go. I was given a 10 feet head start, just as the other challengers had. Someone did the "On your marks, get set - go", and I was away like the wind. The playground had a light downward slope so the journey to the bottom end was almost like flying. When I turned around to race back I noticed that my opponent had not caught up. If anything I had put some more distance between us. I was determined to win and put every ounce of energy into the return leg. As I neared the finish line I stole a glance behind me. My opponent was well beaten and he had given up about half way back. It was a glorious victory as I took the finish line. I was so pleased with myself that I completely failed to notice the idiot that stuck his leg out in front of me. With the momentum of my run and my attention elsewhere I fell heavily forward with my hands held out in front.

The pain in my right shoulder was excruciating. I vaguely recollect a whole bunch of kids crowded around me while I sat on the floor, cradling my right arm and screaming at the top of my lungs. Mrs Shepherd, the school secretary, took me into the school office and called for an ambulance.

You can't stick a plaster cast on a broken collarbone! What a swindle, I remember feeling. I had a battle wound and nothing to show for it but a silly cloth sling. Worse than that, I was right handed I had to stay at home for the next four weeks able to do virtually nothing.

The summer holidays passed in the normal way. My brother was starting to become more communicative and I would have played with him a little more often.

About two weeks into my last year in primary school I remember mucking about with some of my school friends by a large stand alone chalk board. Whatever I was laughing and joking about is lost but what happened next burned into my memory like a scar forever.

One of the girls in the class (who we were probably teasing at the time) turned to me with an angry look and said, "You're a big show off you!"

It is difficult to explain how much the world changed for me from the impact of those six small words. Until that point I had taken little notice of the world or my interaction with it. I had sung in front of hundreds of people as a matter of course and without concern. I had broken a bone that hurt so much and yet I felt little concern about it once the pain had died away. When I was 5 years old I recall telling my father to "Shut your mouth". For that he gave me a back handed slap across my mouth that made it bleed. After the event I forgot about it. My parents had smacked me a hundred times for something or another. Occasionally I would even get a stick across my hands with a two feet wooden batten from the airing cupboard. Of course I would cry and feel the pain and the next time I did something wrong I reacted with fear at the thought of the likely punishment. But whatever my misdemeanours, the pain and the shame subsided in a matter of hours.

I don't understand why this one single sentence hit me like a truck! I could not have felt worse if I had just been told that a member of my family had died. I have no recollection of the school kids around me. To be honest they didn't really matter. What mattered most was the sudden internal implosion that occurred in me from this single rebuke. I didn't want to be a show off and that was the accusation that laid my soul bare.

Devastated beyond reason I withdrew from social contact and deeper into myself. It was the first time I took a good look at who I was and, frankly, I had no idea. As far as I was concerned the world around me had changed but in reality it was my perception that had suddenly shifted from ignorance to awareness. This was the first time I discovered my ego and how easy it was to bruise.

It would have seemed to others that nothing had happened. I took part in the school Christmas play (Herod) but other people could not know that being on stage for me was no different to buying a loaf of bread at the shops. I did it all the time. I also continued to sing with the band at weekends. In private, however, I was nursing my shattered self-belief as much as I nursed my broken collarbone. The difference was that my bone healed within six weeks. My ego was not to heal for the next seven years!

Chapter VI

Altars and Altercations
I could do no wrong. I was mummies little blue eyed boy. The sun shone out of an unlikely area of my anatomy. Well that was my sister's opinion of me in 1968. Even today she truly believes that I fall in the soft and smelly and come up smelling of roses.

Eighteen months separated us. When I became an adult and then a father I retained the opinion that I really did not like girls when they reached the age of nine. We enjoyed a mutual hate / hate relationship for many years thereafter.

Whatever my sister's problems were I had no interest. I lived in my own head for much of the time and only came out to eat or play with my friends. What the world had to offer at this time in my life were filled with anger and conflict.

I don't think I could describe my parents as alcoholics. They were heavy and regular drinkers it is true but never during the day. By the time my brother Chris was 3 years old (1968), on weekday evenings, if they were not touting for band business, both Mum and Dad would go out for a drink at one of the local clubs. We knew which one they would be at and it was only 5 minutes away. Never the less we were left on our own. My sister was supposedly in charge but I was not inclined to submit to her alleged authority. We got on occasionally but this was an exception to the rule.

On one particular evening I did something silly that landed me in hospital. Rolf Harris advertised Cadbury's chocolate buttons by balancing one on the tip of his fingers and 'flipping' them into his mouth. It looked like fun but I did not have any chocolate buttons. Instead I used a three penny bit; this was a twelve sided brass coin of the UK imperial currency that was in existence before decimalization. There were 12 pennies to a shilling and 240 pennies to the pound. In 1970 I had saved up enough money to buy my first bicycle. It cost £21.19s.6d (Twenty one pounds, nineteen shillings and sixpence). Anyway, back to that night in 1968, I flipped the coin into my mouth and it lodged over my windpipe. I choked and gagged for a moment and then swallowed it. I spent two days in hospital.

I spent more and more time watching TV. It had almost taken over my existence. Life outside of it was not something that I wanted to be a part of. I don't remember exactly when I first became aware of the arguments between my parents. We were supposed to be in bed by 10:30 at the latest. Naturally we pushed the boundaries and occasionally we were caught. In general, however, mum and dad got home by 11:25, which we realised was just after closing time at the club. Consequently we raced to bed about 5 minutes before they came home.

It was one of those nights that we heard them open the front door and go into the kitchen. Compared to the kitchenette and scullery we had upstairs, the kitchen downstairs was pretty big. There was a cooker, crockery unit and sink on one side, a fridge freezer, food cupboard, dining table and airing cupboard on the other side. When we were not watching the TV, the rest of life revolved around this room.

If my mother was concerned about us being asleep she did not show it. At first all we could hear was a slightly raised voice. After a few moments it got louder and louder until all we could hear was mum screaming at dad. This carried on for at least 20 minutes. Eventually we could hear dad raise his voice. Mum would be in tears with anger and dad would be in a rage.

In general there were two possible outcomes. The first possibility had one amusing outcome; not that is was amusing per se but in a warped way we grew up with it and it became a point of interest. Mum had a tendency to faint if she became too worked up. Mum was not a small person and we could tell when she fainted by the thump that resonated through the house when she fell. At the age we were, if we went downstairs to see what was going on, dad would normally tell us to go back to bed. He would then spend the next half an hour or so talking gently to her and putting a little water to her lips to bring her back round. He would call her 'Angel pup', his term of endearment for her. Mum's term of endearment to my dad was 'Man face'.

Not all fainting fits were so silent. Mum said that she had learned a little Spanish at school but certainly not enough to explain the way in which she spoke it fluently when she was out cold. One night when we were older we waited for an argument simply to bring down a tape recorder in the hope that she could explain to us what she was saying. This might sound like a strange thing to do when your parents are fighting but after so many years we grew cavalier about it. It was such a regular thing. What started off as an event that worried and concerned us became so regular that if we were woken up by the shouting we would simply turn over and go back to sleep.

The second possibility to my parents arguing (and not remotely funny) is that my dad would lose the plot and beat mum to the ground.

Fist fights happened about once a month and it was not always dad who threw the first punch. There were times when we were woken up at two or three in the morning. Mum told us to get up and took us out of the house in our pyjamas and dressing gowns. We didn't go very far. Generally we never left our road. Mum would be crying with angry tears that she was going to leave dad but she had nowhere else to go. She had no friends or family to turn to. Then dad would come out and make some placatory remarks before we would all traipse back into the house and try to get back to sleep.

One particularly scary night was when dad, eyes ablaze, burst into our room, switched on the light and pointed angrily to the blood oozing from his neck where mum had just clawed at it. "Do you see what your mum's done to me?" he hollered. Mum came following quickly after and there ensued a fight in our bedroom that suggested we were unlikely to get any more sleep. Mum fainted a few moments after and fell backwards halfway down the stairs.

In the mornings (or in many cases the early afternoon) mum would get up red eyed and ashen. Dad would normally be working somewhere, including most weekends. This generally meant that we would have to tread carefully and be quiet.

I cannot explain adequately how much these continuous altercations affected the development of children. I can speak of my own feelings, of course, but I am aware that my sister has no recollection of her childhood until about the age of 14. My brother is unable to deal effectively with conflict and finds personal communication difficult.

The effect on me was one of deep emotional repression. There was no room in the family for me to have feelings. Mum was married to a man who worked seven days a week. She had no friends or family and no one to talk to. She did not get on well with other women. She did get on well with men. You can imagine that my dad was outrageously jealous. He had beaten and scared mum so badly one day that she called the police. Dad answered the door and said that it was all right. It was just a domestic dispute. Mum was forced to nod her acceptance of the explanation and the police went away. As soon as the door was shut, dad smacked mum to the ground until she begged for mercy. He did have a vicious temper.

How could I have feelings or needs after that? Dad was working every day to pay the mortgage and keep a roof over our heads. Mum made sure we were fed and clothed. Life was laid out on a table of simple necessity.

In the summer of 1968, my sister, and I were entered into the local council talent competition. I sang "If I were a Rich Man", as I had done countless times before. My sister sang but I cannot remember what. The result was that I came first and my sister got second. While it was a great result for me, with a picture in the local newspaper, it did not bode well for sibling rivalry. She was already having a bad time of things at home and my beating her at this competition merely served to fuel her opinion of my charmed life and her status as a second class citizen. Mum's inability to get on with women also seemed to reflect on her relationship with her daughter. As the first born, Mum had my sister in hospital. Her experience with the nurses was so bad she hated hospitals for the rest of her life. My sister felt that, because she was not a boy, my mother didn't really want her. My sister's reaction was to rebel and through a number of actions placed a greater strain on the family structure.

It was a hot summer afternoon in late August. I was playing with my brother and some local children who lived just around the corner from my house. As with all children at that age the games were short and involved lots of shouting and arguing. In addition, as children are inclined to be when unsupervised, we were swearing like troopers.

Swearing was not part of our family upbringing. My Dad had a very Victorian attitude. He did not swear, tell rude stories or find anything to do with vulgarity remotely amusing. The most I ever heard him come close to swearing was when he hit his thumb with a hammer. Most people would let out some kind of crude expletive but even under this duress the most he would allow himself to say was. 'Blood and sand!'

I, on the other hand, was not predisposed to follow in my father's footsteps. At this age I could bellow out the F-word with the best of my fellow peers. Unfortunately on this occasion I said it just as my mother appeared to call us in for dinner. The look on her face was enough to make me fear that I was in a little bit of trouble. I waited for a smack round the legs or to be ordered in to have my mouth washed out with soap. The fact that neither of them happened may have made me listen more closely to what my mother said.

'There are more words in the English dictionary than having to resort to that kind of language', she hollered.

I was embarrassed and dumbstruck but somewhere in the back of my head the word 'dictionary' lodged itself. That evening I asked if we had a dictionary. Dad had one close to hand and told me that he used to open the dictionary at random, pick out a word and then learn it. Over the next few years I started to pick up the habit.

 In 1968 I was made to go to Sunday school at the local church. Neither of my parents were church going folk. Mum claimed to have some belief but Dad was a confirmed atheist. A few years later I realised that the insistence of having the children go to church on Sunday morning was to allow the parents some privacy and intimacy. Never the less I hated it, so it was fortunate that after only a few weeks I heard that the church was recruiting for new choir members. I wanted to buy a bicycle and it transpired that if you joined the choir, not only did you get paid once every three months but you also got paid for every wedding you attended on a Saturday. When you consider that I had been singing for over two years for a bottle of Coke and packet of crisps, this was money for old rope! So I turned up the next Tuesday evening for choir practice.

Mr Andrews was an elderly gentleman, in my opinion at such a young age, with chubby cheeks. His bulbous red nose had white hairs sprouting out the top of it almost like winter trees on a hill. He was immaculately dressed in his blazer and tie and as I stood close by the piano for my singing audition I could smell that distinct odour of carbolic soap. Mr Andrews played odd notes at random and asked me to sing them. Once I had satisfied him that I had an ear for music that was it - I was in!

For the next seven years I went to choir practice on Tuesday and Friday evenings, church services twice on Sundays and anything from one to five weddings on a Saturday. I also joined the cub-scouts on a Monday evening, which left only Thursday at home. For me, anything was better than being at home.

Arguments and fights between my parents continued unabated. The choir became the focus of my attention as I found a way to express my emotions through music. I had a few favourite hymns that I liked to sing, sometimes for the music and other times for the odd naughty word (or alternative version) that cropped up. One hymn, for example started with 'Just as I am with but one plea'. Lose the letter L in plea and the sentence was quite funny. There was also a canticle, sung only in the evening, that started, 'Lord now letest thou thy servant depart in peace'. We changed it to, 'Lord now letest thou thy servant depart tinned peas'. The Lord's prayer was fair game too. 'Our Father, who art in Heaven. Harold be thy name…  …and lead us not into Thames Station… and so on.

Choir was OK for things like that but the real difference that it made to my life was when we started to sing anthems. Songs such as Hubert Parry's 'I Was Glad', the Magnificat and Nunc Dimitis by T Tertius Noble, Blake's 'Jerusalem' and a whole host of others, backed up by a 32 feet, three manual pipe organ, 8-part harmony in some cases and the sheer power of a 30-piece choir was enough to make me a devout follower of choral music. I had no interest in God, or anything of a religious nature. I simply fell in love with church music. This was the start of a great adventure and also an encounter with an unscrupulous villain - but that is a story for a later chapter.

Chapter VII

Fights and Fantasies
"Come over here. I've got something to show you", said the boy standing by a tree about 10 yards from the pond.

It was the late summer of 1968. My sister and I were fishing with nets for tadpoles, minnows and sticklebacks when the three boys beckoned us over with enthusiasm. Without thought I went to see what was so interesting behind the tree. What I found was three boys, much bigger than I. At the age of seven I got mugged!

I was gullible and very impressionable. I always did as I was told and, it appeared, there was no discrimination between those who were in authority and those who were not. I remember the walk home was silent. Back then I could not describe how I felt - and this became a long-term weakness in my character. Now I realise that what I felt was embarrassment, shame and violation. I had just been robbed and I didn't even put up a fight!

Many kids relate to superheroes. Certainly in 1968 there were many to choose from. Superman, Batman, Spiderman and the Fantastic 4 was comic book heaven for boys. But comic books were expensive and I was saving up for a bicycle - so I invented a superhero of my own.

Johnny Eagle could fly! Above all else this was the most important attribute a super hero could have. He lived on an island in the middle of nowhere. The house had all the important things that a super hero needed: a games room and a swimming pool. There were mountains either side of the house and a beach. When called to action, Johnny Eagle donned his super hero garb, consisting of white top and leggings, black overpants, black boots and the essential white cape with the head in profile of an eagle in black.

Christopher, my brother was 3 years old by then. As he wanted to join my fantasy game I invented Simon eagle with a similar costume but with all the colours reversed. Mum got to hear of this game and while she was making drum covers for the band (The band had started to become known in East London as "Easy Rhythm") she made capes for us as Christmas presents.

For a while it was OK to jump off chairs and run around with arms aloft, pretending to fly but it never felt quite like the real thing. The freedom to soar high above the ground was, perhaps, the most important feeling in my fantasy. The need to escape from the restriction of my life and into a world where I had the power to do whatever I wished.

The strength of this feeling made its way into my dreams. At night, as I lay waiting for sleep, I imagined flying over land and sea with the wind pushing back my hair and whipping at my cape. Sometimes I would fly out of the atmosphere and into space. My dreams were not always successful to begin with. Among most frustrating of dreams were the ones where I failed to notice the telephone wires as I pushed off from the ground. It was also difficult to imagine speed. You know the kind of dreams I am talking about where you are trying to run but you are in slow motion. Another difficult aspect was to visualise the scenery from an aerial perspective. Sometimes it was easier to fly just a few feet from the ground in familiar territory. The world inside my head was safe and I developed my dream world with persistence and determination.

By the spring of 1969 I was knee deep in fantasy. The teacher read The Hobbit at school reading session. No other book had captured my imagination as much as the exploits of Bilbo Baggins. I looked for more material of this nature and suddenly I discovered a whole new world full of fairies and goblins. Magic and wizards, witches and sorcerers. Peter Pan could fly and he would always be 12 years old. Perhaps Peter Pan was my first real hero and may well have been the reason why I looked forward to reaching the age of twelve.

Embroiled in so much fantasy I wrote my first book. Well, it was a short story really but the teacher thought it was marvellous and helped me to put the typed pages into a cover. "The Three Inquisitive Explorers" by Shane Ward, age 8, took pride of place at the next parents evening.

Mum and Dad never went to parent's evenings. They were either working or too busy.

What with the band, the choir, cubs and so on, I knew little of the things that other boys knew about - like cars and football. Maybe I would have liked football more if it were part of my life but on the school playground it was the only game in town. And I loved it.

On the pitch was where one saw the leaders from the followers. The leaders were the ones who picked the teams and kicked off the match. As much as I felt I wanted to be part of it I remained wary of the 'show off' allegation that remained with me still. On this particular day, however, I had an axe to grind. On this day, I wanted to kick off.

My challenger for this honour, curiously enough, was the boy who caused me to break my collarbone. He was taller than I, skinny and snotty nosed and at this point in time I was in no mood to give ground to him. The boy insisted that he was kicking off and as if I was insignificant he pushed me away from the centre circle. I walked away, hurt, embarrassed and shamed.

And then came the anger. Why should I not be the one to start the match? Why am I not entitled to lead the game? Who the hell does he think he is? The snotty nosed little twerp! So I turned around and walked straight back, heart thumping and adrenaline doing somersaults in my stomach. The boy stood there in defiance and all around me watched. I looked him in the eye. He looked straight back. I said nothing. Then I punched him straight on his snotty nose!

For the next thirty seconds I kept my head down but my fists were flying punch after punch. Most of them hit nothing but air but I was going to keep punching until I won. The first punch had really done it. It was a corker that hit right on the button and makes your eyes water. I was absolutely hopeless at fighting but what I lacked in grace I made up for in sheer dogged determination. The boy gave up and walked away in tears with his hand holding his squashed snotty nose. To my surprise there were other boys who felt I had been right to challenge him and congratulated me.

Inside I felt vindicated. Years of backing away from conflict, pent up emotions and unspent aggression came out that day and I felt good. I still didn't kick off but after the fight it no longer seemed to matter.

Somewhere inside me had started to rebel and it was around this time that I collaborated with a school friend to steal sweets from a local supermarket.

Of course I knew it was wrong but the reward of chocolate that I could not afford otherwise led me to do it once, then twice until I was stealing almost every school day.

Eventually I got caught but not for almost three months. My mother was absolutely furious! From the time I walked through the front door she slapped me - on the head, arms, legs - in fact anywhere that I was within arms reach. And it did not stop. I ran into the kitchen and she followed me slapping and slapping. No holds barred. She chased me upstairs until I was cornered in her bedroom, huddled against the floor with my hands over my head and she continued on and on….

It was only when she could slap me no longer that she finally stopped and left me in a slobbering heap with the notion that I should never, ever steal again. Funnily enough I never ever stole again.

At the end of the summer term of 1969, my church choirmaster arranged for me to attend a two-week choir school at the Royal School of Church Music in Addington Palace. It was a superb 19th century mansion with sprawling gardens, ancient cedar trees and backed onto a golf course. Only those choirboys with talent were invited and I was among the elite. Not only were we tutored by some of the most eminent of choirmasters but also we had tea with some of the most eminent bishops in the country. Over the next few years I was destined to converse with many bishops. 

BBC radio 4 hosted an even song session while I was there and thus became my first live performance on radio. We sang a great many anthems from the greats such as Bach and Handel to the lesser-known composers. From here my love of music blossomed and primarily contributed to my interest in composing music.

My mother noted that after only two weeks in this environment I was speaking with 'a plum in my mouth'. My East End London accent, albeit that it was never pronounced to begin with, was gone - replaced with something one might expect as the result of attending a snooty public school.

During the school holidays my parents took the family to the science and natural history museum. Without doubt my favourite place was the hall of dinosaurs. In my fantasy world I now had monsters that, millions of years ago, had been real. My parents wandered off into other parts of the museum when, after about half an hour they realised I was not with them. I had been so mesmerised by a pile of old bones that everything else paled into insignificance. After looking for me three times my parents eventually left me where I wanted to be, knowing that I was always going to make my way back to look at the diplodocus and the triceratops.

In the science museum my world expanded to include the entire solar system. All of a sudden my education leapt beyond the school curriculum to personal interest. The summer holidays were filled with books and learning about dinosaurs and planets.

Johnny Eagle remained with me at least in mind. And as the "Eagle" landed on the Moon in the guise of the famous Apollo 11 mission in the July of that year, my super hero took my dreams into outer space, to the planets, the asteroids and beyond.

Chapter VIII

Haves and Have Nots
I was eight years old when I got married for the first time. You might say it was an arranged marriage. My bride to be suggested that we should get married in her back garden at the weekend, I said yes and she arranged it!

The weather was glorious. A warm August in the summer holidays where you could feel the heat on the back of your neck, the pollution hung heavy on the still London air and the red roses that I picked out of someone's front garden I soon discovered were alive with hundreds of aphid.

If I had ever said more than four words to Lindsey Smith I cannot recall them. Her best friend was a Miss Janet Jones. Unfortunately for them there was a TV programme, starring Pete Duel and Ben Murphy called 'Alias Smith and Jones'…  and they were the four words I remember saying to Lindsey.

My sister attended the wedding but I don't recall how she wangled an invite. We were both smartly dressed. Apparently I wore a wainscot and a yellow bow tie.

Lindsey's mum answered the door and led us through into the back garden. After a few minutes Lindsey arrived in full bridal costume with a relative as brides maid. Was she beautiful? To most people I suppose she would have looked radiant. To an eight-year-old boy, with about as much diplomacy and conscious awareness as lump of earwax, she looked like an eight-year-old girl dressed in a bride's costume.

Still it was Lindsey's show and she direct where we should be, where the aisle was that we had to walk down, what everyone should be doing and how the ceremony should take place. I was not completely insensitive to the occasion I should tell you. I had asked my mum if I could borrow a brass curtain ring.

After the ceremony I believe we had something to eat and played on the swings. When it got to about six o'clock it was time to go home and I made my goodbyes. To my knowledge we never kissed.

Not only did I ever visit Lindsey again but our marriage had not changed our relationship at school - which was non existent. When we left the junior school it would be another 29 years before Lindsey contacted me through the website friendsreunited.com - and that was to complain that our wedding was not in my biography!

Lindsey married a Mr Smith. Janet did not marry a Mr Jones. Then Janet got divorced and married again to - you guessed it - a Mr Jones.

My brother, Chris joined the choir in November 1969. It was a Tuesday night and a blizzard was in full force. Home was only 5 minutes away but between us and the warmth of a real open coke fire was a treacherous footbridge.

This new bridge had been built in 1968 at the end of our road. It did not have stairs and it did not have a ramp. It was sort of a cross between the two; sections of ramp interspersed with small steps. On this cold and windy windswept night it was a metal mountain. The fresh snow covered the ice and the wind was driving. As we walked carefully up the bridge it was I who found the slippery bits. I fell three times on that bridge. My hands were frozen and my limbs bruised. Naturally I cried like a baby. My brother didn't fall once! When we got home I made straight for the fire, which was a mistake, and within a few minutes my hands were throbbing with pain. I formed the opinion then that it should only snow when one is inside the house.

The latter part of 1969 saw the gradual introduction of decimalization. The 'ten bob note' (ten shillings) was being phased out and being replaced by the 50 pence piece. Every weekday there were 5 minute programmes telling people about the conversions. There would be 100 new pence in the pound instead of 240. So a new 5 pence piece would be the equivalent of 12 old pennies (or one shilling). A little jingle played on the TV at this announcement, repeating the phrase 'Use your old pennies in sixpenny lots". Then another jingle sang 'Sixpence is two and a half new pence". The new currency was dead easy to understand. The difficulty was converting the prices of everyday items to find out if we were being ripped off.

Full decimal conversion was to take place over the next year but not before I had saved enough money to buy my first real bicycle. I knew exactly which one I wanted when I walked into the bicycle shop. It was red and gold with a comfortable saddle and saddlebag attached. It took more than a year to save for it but I finally had enough money. The cost of the bicycle was £21.19s.6d, or 21 pounds, 19 shillings and sixpence. In decimal terms this works out to 21 pounds and 97 and a half pence.

An important point to make here is that I did not save the money myself. Most of my earnings came from singing at weddings. I was allowed to keep a certain amount for myself and I had to give the rest to my mum. She saved the money, not me. Perhaps she was trying to teach me the value of money. We were never well off it was true. But although I learned the value of saving money I failed to learn the discipline, the responsibility and the physical effort of saving money. In later years I failed in those areas. I was great with other people's money and working with money in books but I became hopeless with my own.

My new bicycle gave me the freedom of the road. Within 6 weeks I passed my cycling proficiency test and headed off into unknown territory (about 5 miles away). It was the first thing of value that was mine alone. I looked after it with pride.

Winter turned to spring and then to summer. Life went on pretty much as usual. Unbeknown to me, my church choirmaster had registered me for a two-week residential singing visit to Kings College in Taunton. I was the only choirboy to be nominated. I really wanted to go but there was a question of money.

The children of my household never attended school field trips. We never went on holiday because there was never any money. If I wanted to go on this course I would have to save my own spending money.

Suffice it to say that I raised the money to go to Taunton. It was different to Addington Palace in the sense that all services were conducted in the great chapel. Within these opulent surroundings it was difficult not to feel a certain sense of occasion at every service. In the first week, however, one service was more eventful than the others for all the wrong reasons.

We were informed later that it was a bug that swept through the attendees of the course. People started to feel nauseous. Our daily evensong was underway by only five minutes when suddenly a young lad produced a spectacular technicolour yawn from one side of the aisle to the other. Like professionals the rest of us carried on singing as though nothing happened.

A few minutes later someone made a fast exit with their hand clamped firmly across their mouth. Then a few more succumbed to the bug until finally one of the older attendees, in an attempt to stifle displaying the contents of his stomach, sprayed the entire front row on both sides with a spectacular explosion of thick yellow vomit.

The choir continued to sing unabated but dripping. The music may have been sweet but the smell in the chapel was decidedly otherwise!

I attended one more Cathedral course in Exeter in 1970. My church choirmaster obviously felt that my singing voice was good enough to take me further than a Parish church. So it was in the late spring of 1971, at age 10 and a half, that I auditioned for the London Temple choir.

The Temple Church in London was consecrated in 1185 and was built by the Knight Templars. By 1350 it became a home for lawyers. James 1 granted the temple to two of the "Inns" (there are four in total) to which every Barrister in England and Wales now belong. It remains today a private chapel that is inexorably tied with the British legal system.

Eminent composers such as the Charles's Wood, Stanford and Parry (Parry wrote the tune to William Blake's 'Jerusalem') had been products of this establishment. To be accepted into the choir was not easy. Here are some notes about entry auditions on the Temple choir website in 2004:

"This is usually held around a boy’s 7th Birthday although the upper age limit is 10. (It would be an exceptional voice that would pass the voice trial at the rather late age of 10.) If the Director of Music accepts the boy at the Voice Trial, he usually becomes a Pre-Probationer almost immediately."

Dr George Thalben-Ball (knighted in 1982) took my audition. He scrutinised my abilities through a rigorous series of tests. He asked me to sing the lower of two notes. This was easy. So easy in fact that he challenged me to identify the middle of three, the second of four until he could go no further than try me with the middle note of five within a discord. I sang part of an anthem and site read a piece of music that I had not seen before. Dr Thalben-Ball told me from the onset that it was unusual to audition boys past the age of 10 (it would be an exceptional voice).

A few days later I received notification that, against all the odds, I passed the audition.

My mother burst with pride at my achievement. Only the crème de la crème of choral voices made the grade at the Temple Church. The son of a humble East End family had beaten numerous candidates to win a place at an elite school.

Strangely enough it did not seem to matter to me at the time when, after all the effort that it took to get me accepted into the choir, my local council were not prepared to fund my place. As far as I was concerned, the chance to sing anywhere was good but the bigger the music the happier I was. I had no aspirations, at the age of 10, to become a composer of music. That was still a couple of years away.

My parents were never going to be in a position to pay the fees for my tuition and nor was anyone else. Exceptional talent, it seemed, was not a sufficient reason to invest money. Those with less talent but who had money were destined to take the place I had won. The people who had money would always benefit by opportunities denied to those who had not.

Perhaps my blissful ignorance allowed me to carry on as usual without the slightest hint of disappointment. In hindsight I realised, of course, how different my opportunities would have been had I attended such an elite fee paying school. Yet it could be argued that even if I had known at the time, and experienced the frustration and disappointment, the result would have remained the same. Without the money to invest in my education my talent was wasted. My family were poor and the 'have nots', it was clear, did not get to compete with the 'haves' - regardless of ability.

The years at George Tomlinson junior school were about to end. Most of the children there, my school friends, were to go to Norlington school for boys and Connaught school for girls. My mother insisted that I should go to a comprehensive (mixed) school, which was strange as the Temple choir school was strictly for boys. Never the less she had her way and I found myself in the September of 1971, instead of going to an elite school for boys with exceptional singing talent, going to a state comprehensive junior high school called Ruckholt.

Chapter IX

Reputations
"I hear that you're a bit of a hard nut", said one of two boys standing in front of me in the playground area. It was hardly the first words I had expected to hear at a new school. What made it more bizarre was that I was the only person from my school to attend Ruckholt Junior High. Perhaps the boy in front of me had just made it up to see what reaction he got.

"Not me", I said - and that seemingly was the end of the conversation. I had a habit of making one and two-word statements. It was not in my nature to hold lengthy conversations with anyone. My knowledge of the world covered music of the choral, classical and light entertainment of the early 1900s through to about 1950. Most other people my age debated about cars, football and current pop music. In short it appeared I had little in common with my peers.

When I first went to my infant school I was probably too young to appreciate the strangeness of entering a new building. At Ruckholt I was alone. There were none of my old school friends there. My sister was in the year above me but as soon as we arrived at the school gates I was, by and large, treated by her as though I had leprosy. Not that I minded it too much as the feeling was largely mutual.

The morning passed uneventfully and the school bell sounded for lunch. I, like many others, found the rules and regulations for lunch to be a relatively simple matter of standing in a queue until it was your turn to be served.

As I stood in line patiently waiting my turn, a boy in my year raced into the dining area and plonked himself right in front of me. There were at least 25 people in the queue. I was maybe half way between front and back but for some reason this kid decided to jump the queue directly in front of me.

There was no thinking involved in my next action. I simply grabbed this unknown boy by the elbows, lifted him bodily from the floor and dumped him back out of the queue. The boy looked at me with thunder in his eyes. I looked straight back at him and said, "The end of the queue is back that way". He stood there and looked at me. I stood there and looked back. The rest of the queue stood there waiting to see what would happen next. It was a rather tense moment.

The seconds dragged slowly by until the boy turned eventually and walked to the back of the queue. I had denied only that morning that I was a bit of a hard nut. In all honesty I was far from it. It was only later that afternoon that I found out that the kid I just dumped out of the lunch queue was really the hardest nut in the school!

The mid-afternoon playtime continued the drama. It had become quite obvious that my actions had caused quite a stir among those who knew the other boy and what would happen next. I, on the other hand, had no idea of the reputation the boy had and thought nothing more of it. That was until he approached me in the playground. We squared up for a second time that day.

The boy introduced himself and said that he had been in a lot of trouble recently and didn't want to get into any more. This suited me just fine and we shook hands in agreement. Onlookers who may have been expecting a fight were very disappointed but the meeting went far from unnoticed.

When he walked away I was approached by some other boys who explained precisely who I had just mixed with. Inside I felt quietly relieved but on the outside I showed little emotion. I simply acknowledged what they had said. And it was in this relatively tense confrontation that I made new friends and formed a bit of a reputation. If there were any bullies at the school they were not going to pick on the new kid because he just stood up to the hardest kid there.

Consequently there were no problems in the first academic year. I enjoyed most of the lessons and started to form associations. About halfway through the year there was a newcomer to the school. John Beardsmore remembered me from George Tomlinson and by this simple association we struck up a firm friendship that was to last for the whole of our stay at Ruckholt.

The music lessons were a bit basic for me and I recall getting quite bored. The art lessons, on the other hand, were very interesting. I used to draw quite a lot as a child but not in a way that was disciplined or tutored. In physical education I was promising as a gymnast, able to do somersaults and vaulting. In the more academic subjects I excelled at English and French. Maths was not too bad but I have to admit I was an average student.

About half way through the first year I had the opportunity to learn the violin. Most students either blew artless tunes from a recorder or wanted to play guitars. Here was an opportunity to learn one of the most difficult of instruments and I took it without hesitation.

By the summer I was focused on playing violin, singing in the church choir, singing with my parent's band and drawing. Although I had made some friends at school I did not see them during the term breaks. I was far too busy.

There was one exception and that was a trip with John Beardsmore to a London comic mart. Both he and I were avid fans of Marvel comics. We collected them and debated the lives of the Incredible Hulk, Spiderman and the Fantastic Four. As a result of this interest I began to copy draw many of the characters. Indeed my bedroom wall was a shrine to Marvel comics. During the summer of 1972 my brother, sister and I painted our cellar at home. Most of the cellar was panelled hardboard, which to me was no different to a blank canvass. My enlarged pictures of the Incredible Hulk, Captain America and the Silver Surfer survived in the cellar for over 30 years.

Family holidays consisted of day trips to the seaside, museums and parks. In general they were the cheap options that one could enjoy without spending lots of money. The summer of 1972 was not so bad as I now had a bicycle that I could ride wherever I wanted to go.

When my parents first got married they lived for a while in a farm. My mother had a dog and even some chickens in the back garden. One particular chicken she became very fond of.

I never found out the reason why they kept chickens but as my grandfather was a master butcher, and money was in short supply, it seemed inevitable that the chickens were not destined to live long lives. My Grandfather had no such sentimentality over the chickens neither did he consider my mother's fondness for one of them. It is perhaps a testament to his insensitivity that one day he pick up my mother's favourite chicken and throttled it in front of her for their Sunday lunch!

With the birth of my sister it was clear that pets were out of the question, partly due to the safety of the baby and partly due to the expense. So it was a bit of a novelty that, in the summer of 1972, we looked after a friend's dog for a few days. I use the term 'friend' very loosely. It was someone who my parents knew at their local social club and that was as far as the friendship went. If anything I feel that my mother accepted the responsibility for companionship.

It was great having the dog for a few days until I opened the door and the dog ran out and started going down the road. I was panicked! What were we going to tell the owner? It was my fault that I let the dog out and as much as I called for it to come back it wasn't listening.

I went out to try to get the dog back. My mother called for me to come back but I was determined that I would not return without the dog. Every time I got close, so it would run off again. Little did I consider that the dog was quite happy for me to tag along until it found its way to the open grass fields about a quarter of a mile away. Wherever the dog went so I followed. For two hours I followed, tears of worry and frustration flowing down my dirty cheeks. The sun was hot and I was tired and thirsty.

My saviour came in the form of a stranger who was out walking with his son. He saw what was going on and managed to entice the dog over and put a piece of string round its neck. He managed to get it into his car and took me, with the dog, back home.

My mother was absolutely furious. She had told me to come back and I just didn't listen. Had I not followed after it, she opined, the dog would have returned instead of running off. Personally I said nothing but at the time I didn't believe that she was right. My punishment for that day was to clean up what was now one dirty dog. Somewhere along the way it had managed to roll in a fresh cow pat and it stank! It was a punishment that I had no argument with. I was simply glad that the dog was back where it belonged.

In September 1972 the new school term started with a bang - literally. My timetable told me that I had games so I took my football boots out of the wardrobe. I was going to be late for school and I could not find my rucksack. This was not unusual, as my room was never what you might call tidy. In fact it was not unusual for me to return home from school to find that my mother, who demanded on many occasion that the bedrooms be tidied, had taken everything left on the floor and thrown it out of the window. On occasion this included the bed mattress as well!

My rucksack was nowhere to be seen, so in desperation I plunged my boots into a plastic shopping bag, grabbed my bicycle and started off for school.

It wasn't a particularly windy day but there was the occasional gust that blew in from the side streets as I peddled furiously the two miles to school. With just two minutes before the start of school I knew it was going to be close. I was no more than half a mile away when disaster happened.

The side street in question was quite wide and the wind as it gusted into the main road was particularly fierce. I did not think about the football boots in a plastic bag, dangling dangerously close to the front wheel of my bicycle. What happened next was over in almost a second.

I did not see the bag catch the front wheel. All I remember it a sudden jolt and the ground coming up to meet me. Before I hit the road with my head the world simply blacked out. I didn't feel a thing.

Minutes later I remember being walked towards a shop by the driver who had been behind me. Apparently he missed running me over by inches. It took a few more minutes for me to become a little more conscious. In the back of the small shop there was a small shaving mirror. I peered into it to see what I had done to myself. My left eye was completely shut. The swelling had reached the size of a golf ball. My left eyebrow was gashed. My left index finger also hurt quite badly but on the whole it seemed to me that it could have been a lot worse, especially when I had just head butted the road at 20 miles an hour!

The driver who picked me up took my bicycle and I back home. I don't remember him at all as I was far too groggy. Back home my mother was still in bed. She rarely surfaced until at least 11 o'clock. I told her that I had had a bit of an accident and that someone had brought me home. Rather sleepily she suggested that I make him a cup of tea. So I went back downstairs and thanked the man for bringing me home, however, I did not invite him in for tea. I had started to feel a bit sick and wanted to lie down for a while.

My mother got up eventually. She seemed to recall some information that morning about me having an accident of sorts. When she looked at me my swollen eye had shut so much that the eyelashes had disappeared. "Let me look at your eye" she said and examined it critically from side to side. Then she turned away towards the bathroom where she promptly fainted collapsing like a sack of spuds into the nearby vegetable rack!

Even in a state of unconsciousness it was clear that she had hurt her back in the fall. Without hesitation I ran to the next door neighbour for help. My neighbour (one of whom we were never really that friendly with) opened the door and exclaimed, "What in heaven's name have you done to your eye?"

I replied, "Never mind about me. My mum's just fainted and hurt her back!"

About 15 minutes later an ambulance arrived. My mother was resuscitated and coaxed to go to the hospital for a check up. The ambulance driver took one look at my eye and said, "I think you had better come too".

So there we were half an hour later; mother and son flat out on two beds in a hospital cubicle. It was quite funny to recall that moment many years later but the result was that my mother was allowed home and I got two days in hospital for observation.

After a few days the swelling in my eye had diminished to be replaced with glorious reds, purples and oranges. As far as shiners go it was a beauty! Although it was nice to have the rest I would have traded a few days off simply to go into school and display the most spectacular of black eyes. As it goes there was still plenty of colour by the time I returned to school. It was quite amazing how much curiosity gets one noticed, particularly - and this was a strange thought at the time - from the girls. Did I enjoy the attention? You bet!

Chapter X

Towers and Terrors
This is maybe one of the most difficult chapters that I have to write. The year of 1973 could easily be buried among the many other stories of my past. Yet it is a part of me and events occurred that I cannot, in good conscience, deny happened.

In my adult life I challenged myself to cast out the skeletons in the closet of my past. To move forward in life I had to acknowledge both the good and the not so good - both within character and my experiences. If I could not be honest to myself it would have been hypocritical to expect honesty elsewhere. If I could not explore the darkest aspects of my life with reality and truth, how could I explore any aspect of life with a fair degree of objectivity?

Within this chapter lies an event of such deep emotional trauma that decades later I still experience flashbacks. Perhaps the reason that I include this as a recorded part of my autobiography is to empower others to face their personal demons in order to grow in spirit and self-belief. Fear and shame are powerful inhibitors to personal growth. I learned how to overcome them but not before I experienced the result of how they worked like a cancer to erode my psychological and emotional well being. 

…But this part of the story occurs a few months after another symbolic moment.

For years I looked forward to reaching the age of twelve. Maybe the idea stemmed from my belief that Peter Pan was twelve. He could fly. It was a magical age to me and I wondered if, at the age of twelve I would suddenly learn how to fly also. There was a part of me that told me I was thinking nonsense but another part of me so desperately wanted to change the harshness of the mundane world and turn it into a magical fairytale.

On the morning of my twelfth birthday I got up full of expectation. This was the day that I had looked forward to for years. It was meant to be a landmark year when everything in my life changed for the better.

As the day wore progressively onward I started to realise that nothing spectacular was going to happen. I even tried to negotiate with my disappointment that perhaps I had got my timing wrong and that things would not happen straight away but gradually. When I took myself to bed that night I presumed that something still might happen to make my expectations real. When I woke up the following morning it was not surprising to many rational thinking people that nothing had changed at all.

Actually that was not strictly true. Something had changed but nothing in the way I had expected it to. The disappointment that I felt was almost tangible. In realising that I had more or less fooled myself into believing a fantasy, the age of twelve became the year that I restructured my view of the world. I threw away many dreams and discarded illusions. The real world was not attractive but it was the one that I had to learn to live within. In many ways this was the year that I started to grow up.

The old church choirmaster had retired. The new choirmaster was a much younger gentleman with fresh ideas. He was also an extremely good organist. Choir practices became more fun as we rehearsed our voices with curious little ditties - starting from one scale and climbing incrementally to as high as we could go. It was a great way to warm the vocal chords. The choristers were enthused with new challenges and new ideas.

More anthems from the church library were sung, including an incredible eight-part harmony version of the Magnificat by T. Tertius Noble. In addition to this there were four of us nominated to sing in the special choir at Westminster Abbey. A curious point to this event (but of no particular importance) was the names of the boys that went to Westminster Abbey that year. They were Richard, Shane (me), Chris (my brother) and Marvyn. The initials of RSCM were not only our names but also the acronym for the Royal School of Church Music. As I said, nothing important but a curious fact.

In musical terms, life for me was busy. I took my grade V in violin, played in a local orchestra, singing with the band was sometimes twice a week and the church was heaving with Saturday weddings - sometimes five in one day. I spent what was left of my evenings free drawing pictures and school pretty much covered the rest of my time. Somewhere in the middle of all this my parents still fought like cat and dog but the screaming in the middle of the night had almost become an irritation rather than one of concern. In effect we had grown up with it for so many years that it was part of normal life. It became easier over time to blot out some of the unpleasant realities of my life.

The moment that made this part of my life so eventful happened when I was browsing through the music library at the church. The choirmaster came into the practice room and we started chatting about music. As he spoke to me about various musical works his hand wandered down to my trousers and he placed his hand on my genitals.

In psychology it is described as 'frightened rabbit' syndrome. I froze in a complete state of shock. This was supposed to be a place of safety. I was in a church, in the house of God, in the choir practice room that I had known for five years, with the choirmaster who was in the process of sexually assaulting me!

After the incident I practically convinced myself that it did not happen. I had imagined it. A small voice in my head told me that it had indeed happened but I was now quickly changing my head from one of shock to complete denial. As stated only a few paragraphs before, it had become easier over time to blot out some of the unpleasant realities of my life. Consequently I told no one of the incident.

About a month later the choirmaster proposed that he would take my brother and I around the country to visit as many Cathedrals as possible. Having visited quite a few Cathedrals so far it had become quite a passion of mine. My brother was coming with me so nothing bad could possibly happen. I believed - No. I convinced myself - that nothing could happen.

I was, of course, wrong.

After a week of nightly assaults I almost came to believe that I had deliberately prostituted myself for a chance to see some of the most spectacular architecture in England. York Minster had the highest nave of 104 feet, Winchester was longest Cathedral, Salisbury had the tallest spire, and Rippon was a tiny Cathedral with amazing stone work. Lincoln was hardly decorated at all but its simplicity alone made it an impressive sight. My imagination soared with the magnificence of towers and then screamed silently at the nocturnal nightmare of mellifluent terrors

Under cover of darkness I endured in shameful silence the probing hands and unwanted advances. I did not even know the term of paedophile let alone that this sort of thing could happen. I always made sure that I was between the monster and my younger brother. Each night I feigned sleep but every moment, every touch burned into my shame like a branding iron. The rule of my father was clear on the matter. One respected one's elders and one did not question their authority. I felt alone and many miles from home… and I was a helpless child, powerless to stop the malicious activity of a pervert.

That dreadful week, a juxtaposition of wonders and horrors, mercifully ended. Physically my bed was my own but my memories were violated with constant reruns of what I had endured. There was no anger, fear or any other emotional relief from my ordeal. There was just an empty theatre in my head where the cinema screen played the same terrible event over and over. I was numbed into submission, hopelessly adrift in an ocean of confused thoughts.

It was almost two days before I told my mother what had happened. Her face was one of seriousness but not the slightest signs of shock or horror. I didn't know what I expected her reaction to be. Perhaps it might have been a little easier if I had seen some sort of reaction. By the end of the week I had recounted the story to my father and also to the church vicar. It was not an easy story to tell and with each telling I could feel the burning of shame and embarrassment rising to fill the numbed gap in my emotional void.

After a short investigation the choirmaster resigned. There was no fuss, no police and no vengeance. It was buried as though nothing had ever happened. No one ever spoke to me about the incident. There were no counsellors or any other sort of support. Normal life just picked up where it had left off, except it was different for me.

The nightmares came almost without warning. I soon came to recognise that point between wakefulness and sleep when my ears filled with a deafening buzz that gently submerged me into a world of terror. Forms of human monsters designed to inspire fear rambled towards me like zombies. Night after night I struggled to wake up, every ounce of mental strength willing my limbs into conscious defiance. At last I would wake up drenched in sweat and afraid to go back to sleep.

The nightmares became so frequent that I started to grow weary of the same nightly theme. In a way I had become battle weary. Then one night, as the buzzing in my ears heralded yet another bad dream, I decided that I had had enough and placed a conscious thread of my imagination into my subconscious world. I forced my demon tormentors to wear funny ears and dance the can-can. It was a curious notion that I had somehow tapped into myself to direct my own dream world. Having conquered my demons I changed the dream to cars; this being the first thing that entered my head. I stood at a crossroads with cars whizzing passed at speed. There was no way to get across but as I worked to find a solution the effort brought me back to the conscious world.

I woke almost peacefully for the first time in weeks. In my head I had beaten off the demons. If I could do it once I could do it again. If I could control nothing else in my life I was sure as hell going to be in control of my head!

For the next few years I commanded the strange ability to dream exactly what I wanted to. If I ever became aware of dreaming something that I didn't like or understand I simply changed it. My favourite dream, of course, was flying. With my conscious mind at the helm I discovered a world where not only could I see myself flying but at a speed where I could almost feel the wind in my hair and the sensation of rising and falling. If ever I dreamt of falling from a great height, I simply spread my arms and swooped over the ground - or just slowed myself down so that I could step gently on the ground.

With my newly found skill the nightmares disappeared into obscurity. The memories of my attack were stored what one psychologist referred to as Frankenstein's Castle. In a dark corner of my mind there now existed a tower that I did not want to visit.

I feel it would be wrong to leave the consequences of this chapter unresolved. My experiences at the hands of a paedophile are not unique. Nowadays there are avenues for counselling and therapy - both of which could be useful for people who want to sort out their feelings. I have used counselling for other issues and talking things out helped to straighten certain issues in my own mind. Therapy did not necessarily give me answers but it did give me the chance to ask the right questions.

Looking back on this episode in my life has not been an easy task. In many ways it involved reliving some particularly bad experiences. The difference between now and then is that I realise I was a child. It doesn't change the fact that it happened and it doesn't change the memories. Like a deep scar it is something that one carries forever.

The real difference is that I have absolved myself of any shame or embarrassment. I was a victim to a terrible crime but I soon learned that I would never get over it if I spent the rest of my life behaving like a victim. It will never be a great conversation piece at a social gathering but neither is it a taboo subject. I have learned to draw strength from the pure honesty of admission. It happened and that's a fact. I can do nothing to change my past but today I can change my future.

Within this simple transaction I have learned to use the lessons of my experiences as tools for self-development. I faced my demons to take back ownership of my life. In doing so I was able to move on and build happier memories. It was not an easy thing to do but then again, nothing of value is ever easy to achieve.

Chapter XI

Puberty and Passion
Awareness of ones self can be a gradual process. Just when you think you have your life heading in a direction of choice, along comes something that challenges your perception.

My sister's departure from our house was quite abrupt. She was 14 and had, for many years, been at loggerheads with my parents. Not that her defiance was ever tolerated in an open manner but in any possible way that she could, my sister rebelled against the restrictions my parents imposed. What she expressed emotionally was, perhaps, everything that I had denied for myself. Living for much of my life with my parents' emotions highly charged I had become emotionally repressed. It seemed the only sensible thing to do at the time. Little did I realise what the cost would be.

It was quite an upsetting day all round. My mother was in tears; my father was resolutely hardened to the circumstances. My brother and I simply took it as yet another day at war. My sister was not to return to the family home for almost two years.

Meanwhile, the precipitous demise of the choirmaster left a void in the church music arrangements. In a way I suppose I felt some responsibility for this. It was a foolish notion, surely, but one that may have contributed to the fact that both the head chorister, Richard, and I (as the deputy head) decided to take the matter into our own hands.

Richard could play the piano and I knew enough about church psalms and hymns to lead the boys (girls were not allowed in the church choir you understand). In essence, Richard became the organist and I became the choirmaster. At 13 years old we were most likely the youngest holders of our respective posts in the country. Neither of us sought remuneration for our efforts. It was simply the right thing to do to ensure the continued survival of the choir. This arrangement continued for two years.

I had watched my father play the piano thousands of times. My interest up to this point had remained with the violin. At 13 I had reached grade five and was practising for grade six (which I passed the following year). Then one evening before choir practice, Richard played a piece of music by Debussy that captured my imagination. Instantly I wanted to be able to play that piece of music!

After choir practice I asked Richard to play the first few bars of the song again. For the next few days I practised the first run of notes until I had it right. At the next choir practice I asked Richard to play the next bit. I went away and practised that bit. And so it went on for about two months, bit by bit I put the song together until I was able to play the whole song.

Suddenly the piano was a whole new world of exploration. I was already able to read music from singing and playing violin so it was not so difficult to transfer these skills to a keyboard. What excited me even more was that when, a few months later, my parents bought a second hand piano. The moment I heard that one piece of classical music I knew I had to play the piano. There was no question about it and the passion that I felt then grew to bigger and better things.

Meanwhile there were other things that I gave up. Among the more notable was my interest in gymnastics. There were no tutors at my school or at the scout hall (I had been in the sea scouts for about two years) but wherever there was an opportunity to vault a horse I was there. Some of my acrobatic skills were practised from the local swimming pool diving boards. It is a testimony to that particular passion that I learned to dive before I could swim. In reality I may have subconsciously attempted to externalise my dreams of flying but that is pure speculation on my part. One might say it was a little reckless to perform somersaults from a six-foot springboard into twelve feet of water when you could not swim a stroke. That, however, is what I did for almost three months before swimming lessons at school made it possible for me to learn.

It was at the scout hall that my gymnastics aspirations perished. I had marvelled at the 1972 Olympic Games and noted avidly the twists and turns of the athletes as they vaulted. Being fairly competent at forward somersaults I had determined to learn how to twist onto the vault and perform a somersault backwards.

It took several attempts and not just a few bruises to get the approach right. When I succeeded I was committed to the complete routine - all the while having the visualisation of the motions firmly fixed in my head. I had enough momentum to complete the roll. I swung my legs for rotation and tucked them up tight, then extending them as I sensed the gravity of my descent. The technique was all there and I knew that I would land on my feet rather than my head.

As soon as my hands had left the vault, however, I was conscious that my initial twist had been a little too aggressive. I was unable to stop the sideways motion and as I landed I twisted my knee quite severely. To begin with I took little notice. I had just performed a backward somersault and was elated at the achievement. It was only when I got home that my knee started to throb. The swelling went down eventually but my knee was never the same again.

Another pain I could never get to grips with involved the chin rest on my violin. No matter how I held it I would end up trapping a nerve under my jaw. I continued to play until I was 14 but after reaching grade six I knew that I would never be a great player. Although there were other reasons to take into account, it was for this point mainly that I found it easy to give up playing the violin.

My bad knee effectively ended my association with the sea scouts. Six months is a long enough time to replace one activity with another. Forced into less active pursuits, I concentrated more on drawing and painting. For the most part I drew marvel characters at home but I also enjoyed the more complex versions of painting by numbers. For a while I was fascinated by old sailing ships and used to take pictures of them from the back of matchboxes and blow them up into A4 size replicas. I wasn't too bad at drawing even if I say so myself.

I also drew from real life and one particular project, undertaken with my friend at school, John Beardsmore, was a still life picture of a local shunting yard near the school. There were rows of open trucks filled with ore, an underground train beyond and a backdrop of terraced housing that snaked into the distance towards the City of London. The sixteen A3 sheets it took to create the picture looked so good (according to those who saw it) that it spent many years on display in the local Town Hall. Since then the shunting yard has gone - replaced by a shopping centre. So the picture is now a lasting memory of a small piece of local history.

Much of this activity, the sports, drawing, music, family hell bent on self destruction etc, occurred as I started to take a greater interest in the other half of the human race. Girls held very little interest to me until I reached the second year of junior high school. In September 1973 Glam Rock dominated the pop charts. Kids started to wear trousers with more flare at the bottom, boys hair became longer, the heels on shoes got bigger and the tank-top jumper looked cool!

I was into none of the above but then I found myself attracted to some of the girls in my class in such a strange way that I was compelled to join the rest of the human race. But there was a part of me that was absolutely terrified of girls. After all it was one girl who, years ago, had zapped my ego with a single sentence! My social circle was a small one; it related to the church, to music and comic books. Girls, on the other hand, were into the Osmonds, T Rex, Gary Glitter and… who knows? I certainly didn't. What on earth was I supposed to do?

It was probably the first time in my life that I stood in front of a mirror to consider if I was good looking. My physique was apparently changing. I was reasonably well built but certainly not in an athletic way. My hair was parted on the left and quite short - and this was certainly out of fashion. My nose was big. Years ago, at a choir course, one boy nick-named me 'Parrot'. Fortunately the course only lasted two weeks and the name went no further. I did, however, have to admit that I had quite a beak on me. As my brother got older and reached me in height and stature we have vied fiercely over who had the biggest nose (my brother of course!). In 1973 he was only 8 years old so I had no real competition then. What I scrutinised in the mirror did not encourage me toward vanity. Even if I had the looks I was about as confident of my abilities to attract girls as a parent is trying to tempt their child to eat a Brussels sprout.

Becoming image conscious is not just an outward thing. Internal changes drive you to alter not only your appearance but also your inner sense of self. Not that I noticed this at all. I was focused intently and solely on the physical. My hair was the first thing to change. It took ages to train it to go into a centre parting but as it grew longer it started to stay. Then I had to train it sit back but most of the time my hair ended up looking like a pair of curtains. The early 1970s was also the height of kung fu fever, with Bruce Lee dominating the martial art film circuit. So I started a bodybuilding programme doing at least 100 press-ups and 100 sit-ups a day. I tried for months to put some muscle into my arms and chest. I also ate meals big enough for two adults!

So focused was I on my self image that I remember how pleased I was to find just one rogue hair that signalled the start of puberty. It didn't occur to me at all that my 'exceptional singing voice' was about to plummet from a clear angelic treble to a deep bass. No, I was simply pleased that I was about to leave boyhood behind. There were already other boys who had developed earlier. I was by no means the latest but it seemed important to me at the time that I started to grow. I certainly grew in height by almost 5 inches within a year.

By November I was old enough to start a paper round. I still had my bicycle and got up each morning at 6:30am. Actually that's not strictly true. I started getting up at 6:30am but as time went on I got up later and later. Eventually I would be dashing in at about 7:15am. This was when I discovered that I was not going to be a morning person. I also realised that I needed to find another job with better hours.

The winter of 1973 I was still singing with the Westminster Abbey Special Choir. The special choir was used to reinforce the regular Westminster Abbey Choir during big performances. At Easter there was Bach's Matthew Passion and Christmas was Handel's Messiah.

This particular rendition of Handel's Messiah was sung in front of Elizabeth the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret. It was probably the only time I saw either of them in the flesh but I felt nothing about it. I was simply glad to be a part of the music and singing at the Abbey. For those who have not experienced being a part of something so beautiful, it is difficult to explain the sheer elation to sing such beautiful music with joy and passion. It is a moment in time that one never forgets. It also proved to be my last performance at Westminster Abbey.

It has always been unclear how the school gang started but in January of 1974 I was hanging around with a group of 2 other boys and 3 girls. There was no name for the gang. We simply did everything together: break times we were together and we dawdled down the road after school and stood chatting and mucking about for at least an hour each day. My best friend, John Beardsmore, was part of that gang but my main interest in the gang was with one of the girls.

Her name was Susan. She was generally a quiet girl but she also had a sense of fun and an infectious laugh that occasionally ended up sounding like a snorting pig. He light brown mousy hair was cut to shoulder length that complemented the contours of her face.. She was already flowering into womanhood in the most wonderfully distracting ways any red-blooded male could appreciate. She had blue eyes that shone wide with innocence and within her gaze I was hopelessly captivated.

I had noticed Susan at school before but had paid little attention to her until the forming of this gang prompted more social interaction from myself. It was only then that the very centre of my being focused entirely on her. One of the songs at the time, "My eyes adored you" by Frankie Valli, spoke many of the words I wanted to say but could not… dare not. I adored Susan, just as the song went. There were times when I sat next to her that I lived the phrase of "so close and yet so far". Ironically, in time, most of the remaining lyrics also became prophetic.

Susan became my whole world. Not that she knew it. It was a secret world, a fantasy, but as much as I wanted to make it real I found that I lacked many of the common skills for social interaction. While other boys around me were happily 'chatting up' the girls, I was lost in the misery of wanting so desperately to be with a person who I saw every day but had nothing to say. No. That's not right. I had everything to say - all the things that screamed inside my head but didn't make sense.

What I needed most of all were words. Words that encouraged conversation, words that were light hearted and meaningless, words that came straight from the heart. I knew lots of single words - long words like 'antidisestablishmentarianism' and short words like 'id'. What I was incapable of was stringing a sentence of normal words together.

What I really wanted to say was that I was totally in love with her. I was so obsessed that every part of me wanted her and needed to be with her. Just to be near her stirred my senses and churned my insides. I so desperately wanted to tell her how I felt but could not begin to explain my feelings with sensible words, yet just to be with her was worth the torment.

The gang were always laughing and joking. It was a good crowd. We were never rowdy - and yeah, ok, we once sat on a gate belonging to a bank and the weight of us brought down half the brick wall it was attached to (and we went in an owned up to it) - but we had some laughs. The gang stuck together right through our last year at Ruckholt School. But somehow I managed, at times, to stand on the periphery of it all. I was considered to be the 'strong and silent' type - and in some ways it was easier to live up to that reputation.

I played 'The Theme from Exodus' on the piano, along with the record, to the entire assembly that year. My piano playing had come on in leaps and bounds. It was strange to play in front of people my own age and although I had performed a thousand times, this particular event made me nervous. But music was everything that my conversation was not. It was expressive and full of passion. It spoke volumes inside my head but to my audience it was likely just a good tune. Music was my passion personified. If only Susan knew… but I doubt she ever did.

I made several very clumsy attempts to ask her to go out with me. When I say 'ask her go out' it was never that obvious - except once and then she said no. For all the emphasis paid to how we looked it is funny to recall that we all had acne to some degree. I would spend about half an hour daily squeezing spots in front of a mirror. Susan had them too but it didn't matter to me. She was a Goddess as far as I was concerned. In her presence I felt unworthy but I hoped with all my heart that somehow she would notice me as more than just a member of the gang. I would have done absolutely anything to win her affection but I did not have the foggiest idea what.

The last day at Ruckholt School was to finish with a school disco. Everyone looked forward to celebrating the last day. For me it was possibly the last day of my life. If I could not - somehow - make Susan see how I felt I knew I would lose her forever. It is hard to describe the intensity of emotion that had built up for almost a year. Susan was all I could think about. She consumed my every moment and yet, if I tried to talk to her about anything, there was nothing I could find to say.

Small talk was alien to me and it felt like I had nothing in common with the real world. How I wished later that I had done things differently but both age and wisdom in hindsight were not mine to possess back then. At 13 I was a volcano of bubbling hormones with no outlet.

My reputation was that of 'strong and silent' but I knew it to be a lie. If anything I had tried to be someone that I was not, just for acceptance. I was not the person that everyone thought I was. If the truth were known I felt that I was more 'fearful and ineffective'. I was a 'show off' who had been effectively gagged many years before. I was afraid of rejection so much that I might have waited too long. If someone had asked me to climb Mount Everest I would have done it. So why was it so difficult to find the words to express to Susan how I felt about her?

How strange it was that, when everyone else was happy and excited, that I walked into the school disco feeling like the proverbial condemned man. It might also seem strange to believe that someone surrounded by music was a hopeless wallflower when it came to pop music and dancing. But as a wallflower I stood, in what I recall was probably my first social gathering that played music mostly older than 1950.

The gang spent some time together during the evening but both the other two boys and girls had coupled off and went away to create their lasting memories. And while the gang looked at Susan as being 'my girl' it was clearly not the case. In my own mind, Susan was the only girl I ever wanted. In my own heart I felt the same. In my own actions I was completely incompetent.

Time was running out but the music was loud, making it difficult to talk. How could I possibly create the right mood when Gary Glitter was yelling "Come on, come on"? Did those words push me to find a way? I was hoping that something would happen to give me the opportunity to finally talk to her properly. Feeling both fear and anxiety I told myself that I was waiting for the 'right time'. And the evening carried on and the time ticked by until, before I knew it, we were heading for the end of the evening. Susan had disappeared and I looked frantically as the slow dances started.

The last few grains of sand were tumbling through the glass timer. I never once considered that there might have never been a 'right time'. The lights were dimmed and couples embraced. There were hundreds of girls but I had eyes only for one. Suddenly I found her just a short distance away. I bit back the fear and blurted out something to do with dancing. I thought maybe that at some point during the dance I would be able to bear my soul. It would be my one and only chance.

It was a chance I did not get. Susan declined my request and wandered off to talk with some other girls. How she declined I cannot recall. My head was already awash with fear and adrenaline. All I can recall was standing where she left me, unable to move.

And that is how my world came to an end. There was nothing explosive or spectacular. In fact 'nothing' was the best description for the hollowness I felt inside. There were no words, anger or frustration. I had finally become how I felt. I was nothing!

I had lived my life in a house where my personal feelings were not important enough to express. What with my parents constantly at odds with each other there just simply had not been the room. I had learned to bury my feelings so well that when the time came for the need to express them - there were no words. I had repressed my emotions so often that when I wanted to share them I couldn't.

Some people may like to think that teenagers of 13 have what is termed as 'puppy love' relationships. It is a crush that, as resilient as teenagers are, they will get over it. Many 'grown ups' dismiss the feelings of their young adults as nothing more than an infatuation. But there is little comfort to be gained out of platitudes such as 'there are plenty more fish in the sea' and their feelings are every bit as real as older folk.

Maybe it is worth pointing out that, at the time of writing this chapter, I have lived the benefit of more than 30 years past the age of 13. I have loved and lost and loved again. Life does move on and there were indeed more fish. Yet nothing has erased the memory or compensated for that first love lost, scarred indelibly like a branding iron burned into in my heart. And when, perchance I turn on the radio and hear the song by 10cc, "I'm Not in Love", my mind drifts back to that night in the school disco when it played as I, alone and torn apart, left Ruckholt school, and my first true love, forever.

Chapter XII

Broken Hearts and Voices
The strength we gain from a bad experience can make us better people if we choose to learn from them. I would have liked someone to have told me that when I shut myself off to the world to contemplate the shattered remains of my life.

A lot of people would say that I was just feeling sorry for myself but it was so much more than that. It felt like the worst form of betrayal. My dream for the future was so real in my head that it had taken on a life of its on. And then it died. I was grieving for a life lost as if it were a real person.

A part of me refused to accept that I had lost Susan forever. As far as my family were concerned they notice nothing particularly different, although I have to admit that I had 'performed' in front of so many people - on stage and off - that it was second nature to put on an act.

And so as I carried this awful hurt around with me the rest of my existence carried on as normal. I continued to sing at church and with my parent's band. I continued to bully my brother into turning the bedroom light off even if he was asleep. I continued to draw and play the piano.

It was at night that I reserved the time to indulge unabashed misery. It wasn't by choice. It was simply that I had ceased to occupy my time with activity. My dreams focused, unbidden, on one subject. She tormented me in sleep every bit as much as she had when I was privileged enough to be in her company. Before Susan rejected me my dreams were full of the warmth and passion that I so dearly wished to possess. She was my reason to be and every day with her was a pleasure. After that crushing blow my dreams were exactly the same but instead of pleasure I now mourned the loss. There were no tears, no self-pity. Yes I felt sorry for myself but there was no pity. Instead there was a space in my head that had no questions or answers. It was like a big empty hall with the lights out. If I screamed in rage no one would hear. I was so stunned into inertia that I could not even begin to formulate the simple questions of 'why' and 'what went wrong'?

My medical knowledge was very limited. If I banged my head or my leg I knew it would hurt. If I caught a cold I would feel a bit rotten for a few days. I didn't understand things like depression. It was a word that I could not imagine in terms of what it was like. If I was depressed now I didn't know it and neither did I care.

I went to one more Cathedral to sing for two weeks. Exeter Cathedral had no immense spires or huge towers but the stained glass windows were amazing. Playing music could make me feel happy or sad but singing in a Cathedral always made me happy whatever we sang. I almost forgot about Susan for two whole weeks.

About midway through the week I thought that I was catching laryngitis. My throat felt OK but I suddenly lost the ability to sing middle C. After three days I found myself talking high one minute and then low the next. I could sing as high as ever but now I could sing very low as well… but still not middle C. Of course it was recognised almost straight away that my voice had started to break. By the time I started at my senior school, Tom Hood, my voice was a deep shade of bass.

There were still a few weeks to go between Exeter Cathedral and my new school. The singing had been a pleasant distraction but back home I was free to return to the darkness of my thoughts. Time enough had passed, however, that I was now able to ask myself a few simple questions. What had I done wrong? Why could I not let go? These were big enough questions to get on with and I was nowhere near the idea of what did I do next?

I knew that I had done something wrong. It was all there in my head but I could not for the life of me put it into words. The problem I had was being able to identify the feeling I had. This incredible reaching from inside that wanted to do things that neither my conscious self or my physical body was able to recognise. Night after night I puzzled my way through those feelings, trying to pin a label on what they were. They were the driving forces behind my obsession but it seemed meaningless to any other part that was me.

Consequently I hardly noticed much about the first year of Tom Hood. Once again I attended a school that many of my former classmates did not. There were a few, however, and Susan was one of them. This time we were in different classes and, to all intents and purposes, we may as well have been in different worlds. Whenever I saw her, in the school hallway or out in the playground, the feelings of sadness at what might have been was too much to dwell on. It was not long after that I avoided her altogether.

There were some very pretty girls at Tom Hood. My head was attracted to many but there was still a huge chasm where my heart should have been and, even though I had now accepted the loss, no other girl could compare to the girl that I still loved.

School had some welcome distractions. At Tom Hood we were able to select our chosen subjects. Music was on the top of the list, naturally. In order to take the exam I had to have grade 5 in a musical instrument. By that time I had grade 6 in violin and 5 in piano. Later that year I passed grade 6 in piano also. I would have liked to include French on my list but the subject clashed with music (no contest). English and maths were compulsory, as was physical education. In addition I took art, technical drawing, woodwork and chemistry. Although I could no longer take the strains of gymnastics I was still keeping fit. At lunch times there was a weight training session and I attended it religiously for the entire year.

The 'gang' of Ruckholt School had broken apart. Some of the gang went to different schools and the rest of us had no desire to keep it going. So after school I simply went home - except for Wednesdays.

Richard, the head chorister and I had shared the duties of choirmaster and organist at St John's Parish Church in Leytonstone for over a year. Every Wednesday afternoon, at 4:30pm, we were granted the use of a separate hall for a choir sports club. The choirboys attended to play games like badminton, table tennis and indoors five-aside soccer. With their subs money we kept a good supply of fruit juice and biscuits.

Richard's house was on the way to the hall from school. He attended Tom Hood also but in the year above me. So on a Wednesday it almost became a ritual that I would accompany Richard home before going to the hall.

On the first of these occasions I recall walking into the house via the small shop owned by his parents; they sold wool and baby clothes I think. The kitchen out the back was a very homely affair, filled with warmth and the evidence of frequent use. Almost as soon as we arrived, Richard's mother would make a cup of tea and toast some bread to eat with jam or honey. For me this was a treat. When I went home from school I had nothing to eat until dinner at about 7:00pm.

Richard's older brother (who sang in the men's section of the choir) I already knew and his sister, Richard introduced to me, was known as 'blubberlub'. She swiped a hand at him, of course, but it didn't stop him from telling me that whenever she removed her corset her belly went 'blubberluberlub!" I laughed so much I am afraid I never remembered her real name.

Both Richard's mother and father attended the church so I already knew them well but I had never seen all of them together as a family. I observed the patterns of their behaviour as they went about the ordinary business of living. There was a peaceful cordiality that permeated throughout the house. The conversation was light hearted and mundane but none the less it gave out a feeling of friendliness and love.

What made my first visit to this family so memorable was twofold: First is the fact that this was the first family I had observed - ever. For 14 years I had never visited a friend's house - or perhaps I had but never with my eyes open and my brain in gear. This was my first comparison of one family compared to my own. Secondly was the amazement of how different this family behaved towards each other. I admit that I thought Richard's brother was a bit of a pompous ass but even he had a part to play in the way that this family simply 'got along together'.

And slowly my perception of the world began to change a bit more. My family life was far from ordinary. At least it was very different to the one I observed at Richard's house. At my house there was no outward displays of affection, no nurture, no fun, no connection with each other. It was almost as though my family were 5 single people that just happened to live in the same house (although my sister did not live there at this particular time). It is difficult to describe how my first visit to the home of a friend had made such a profound impact on my view of life. That evening when I got home I observed my family life with a different pair of eyes.

Having to write basic music at school was a chore. So much of my life had revolved around music that I felt as though I was being taught to read all over again. The teacher presented us with two bars of music and challenged us to compose a reply, taking us back to the tonic. As others struggled to complete the task I took half the time to compose a reply and fill it out with four-part harmony. In short it was boring.

But perhaps it was this that spurred me into composing my first real piece of music. 'Ward's Magnificat and Nunc Dimitis in G Minor was complete in about two weeks. There were no such things as computers in those days; in fact we had only just been introduced to the amazing technology of the calculator and the digital watch. Bar coding was hailed as the next revolution in supermarket shopping and no one had even begun to understand the concept of the microwave oven.

The actual composition took about a week but the scoring took almost two days! The harmony was pretty good but in hindsight I have to admit that the piano accompaniment plonked along in a frumpy, stodgy sort of way. Unfortunately it was never performed but the act of composing had awakened a light in my head. I had created something from nothing and, with a bit of practice, there was no reason why I could not do more.

In some ways 1974 was quite a busy year but for the most part I spent it in deep thought. I saw very little of the football World Cup and took little interest in small affairs - like President Nixon resigning. I had a lot of my own to think about. I knew very little about my own emotions for a start and if that was the case, then who was I? Whoever I had been over the last year or so was not the person I seemed to be.

Had I spent so long trying to be what everyone else wanted me to be? Perhaps I had. From the moment I sang my first song at the age of five I was part of my parent's band. My mother had moulded me into what she wanted me to be. Perhaps knowing no different I had subconsciously allowed myself to become that which my school friends wanted me to be. The remainder of my life was a set structure of music, church, school, clubs and organised activity. Where was 'Me' in all of this?

And when the central focus of my life had been ripped apart, what was I left with? A broken heart and a broken voice. Of course the broken voice meant that I had to stop singing in the band for a while but I still had to go to church because of my responsibilities there. Even so, what did I do that was truly me? My music was certainly me. Then there was my artwork and also my avid enthusiasm for marvel comics. I could lay claim to nothing else. And as I worked through the changes in my perception, without realising it, I eventually came up with the one question that I needed to ask myself first  - who am I?

I had spent a long time running through a list of who I was not. By the time I had exhausted the list, what I was left with was very little. In many ways I began to realise how little I had that I controlled. There had been no room, or indeed opportunity, in my life for self exploration. It was almost as though I had been given no time to think or question.

Perhaps Susan never really got to see who I was. I mean, how could she if I had never seen myself? If I didn't know who I was how could anyone else? It was a bitter blow to realise that I had unwittingly orchestrated my own downfall. Perhaps the most terrible realisation was that even now if I had the ability to go back in time I would have been no better off. I needed to understand myself first.

For a 14 year old to work through this process alone was quite daunting. In the meantime the world continued and I had to find a new job. Getting up in the morning was definitely not me! There were three newsagents nearby who used paperboys and I had now been fired by all of them for getting in late. My mother was disappointed when I lost my job and rebuked me for not going to bed early enough. I couldn't tell her why I went to bed late. Part of it was a personal battle and the other part was that she and my father argued too often. Aside from the truth of the matter I was struggling with the concept of responsibility. It was easy to blame everyone else for anything but as I had suddenly stumbled on some of my own shortcomings I began to wonder if everything that went wrong for me was my fault.

In the summer of 1975 I heard that Woolworths was looking for stockroom boys. The hours were after school and on a Saturday. So I took myself off to see the manager. "You have to be at least 15 and a quarter before I can take you on", he said. That was almost 5 months away but I made a mental note that as soon as I was old enough I would go back.

During the summer holidays the family usually went out on day trips to places like London Zoo, the beach at Southend or Canvey Island, museums or parks like Kew Gardens. This year we were actually going to go on holiday! I had never been on a real holiday before. What was more my sister, who had not lived with us for some time, was going also. My parents had rented a small chalet right on the beach at West Bay in Dorset.

We took the train from London to Bridport and then a bus to the coast. The chalet was basic and the entertainment was minimal. The beach was shingle and lay between to large cliffs over 100 feet high. When we climbed the hill of the East cliff it was a one mile trek to a place called Freshwater. A little further inland there was a pub where I had my first taste of real scrumpy. Climbing the West cliff we came to a little teashop near a village called Eype, where we had tea and scones with jam and West Country style clotted cream.

It was a week of activity and, dare I say it, fun. There were virtually no arguments between my parents, which was saying something. In fact I think it was only until the end of the week that they started getting testy with each other. We all got sunburned and mum smothered us in calamine lotion for a couple of days.

It was around the time I returned home from holiday that I decided to give up the violin. As I worked through the tough question of 'who am I?' I started to discard a lot of who I was not. I spent many hours alone in thought, occasionally dragged back to my loss of the year before. To help me put things into words I spent more time writing poetry, song lyrics and simply putting my thoughts onto paper. It was a useful therapy that helped me to resolve some of the issues and feelings that I struggled with. By the time of my second year at Tom Hood I was no nearer to the answer I needed.

Life with my parents had changed very little despite their best behaviour on holiday. The arguments had lessened a little but this had the effect of making the ones that they did have extremely irritating. I was now old enough, and interested enough, to take a little more notice of what it was they were arguing about.

Money was a big issue. In short there wasn't enough. Relationships was an issue. Their personal life had always taken second place to work. Friends was an issue. They didn't have any. Family was an issue. What little they saw of them was hardly worth it. As I recall I hadn't seen my mothers parents for quite a few years. Apparently my parents fell out with them over money. My grandparents wanted to give them money and, on principle, they refused.

The word 'principle' seemed to play a big part in my parent's philosophy. They were proud to the point of stubbornness. They had worked all their lives for what they had. When they got married there was no one in the family who wanted to help them get on their feet. Years ago they decided that they didn't want anyone's help. They didn't take any money then and they certainly weren't going to take any money now. As a result my mother's grandparents, who were equally stubborn and proud, disowned them for the next 15 years.

The children were also an issue. How long would it be before my sister returned home? Could she return? Would she behave any different? Might she have changed so much that they would be strangers?

I listened to many arguments between my parents. On one of many occasions when the rowing got out of hand, probably due to the both of them having drunk too much, and they started hitting each other, It was the first time that I physically intervened. As I came down the stairs I heard chairs overturned and the toppling of loose kitchen objects. There was less talk and more scuffling. I opened the door to find my mother trying to hit my father. He in return was in no mood to take that sort of abuse and was pushing back. The looks on their faces were filled with anger and spite. They ignored me completely - intent only on hurting each other. Somewhere within my deeply repressed emotional mechanism a flash of anger emerged. I paced over to them and physically pushed them apart! "End of round one", I hollered. "What the hell is going on?"

Whatever the argument was about became largely irrelevant as my mother, and it happened too often to count, keeled over in a dead faint. This act normally cooled the situation down but the sheer frequency of the rows meant that no one ever got to sleep before about 3:00am if we were lucky. Perhaps it was not surprising that I could not get up for a paper round.

By the September of 1974 I was mentally and emotionally exhausted. Not only was I trying to work out who I was and coming to terms with the loss of my first love, I also had to contend with the constant fractious behaviour of my parents.

Over the next 3 months I spent most of my days in bed. I should have been at school but I no longer cared. My Parents never knew, even though they lived in the same house. My father went to work at 7:30 and my mother didn't get up until way after 11:00am. During the day I lay awake and quiet. Mum rarely came into the bedroom and on the days that she did I just said I didn't feel well. Of the remaining days I crept downstairs at the time my mother thought I would be coming home and walked into the kitchen as if I had returned home from school.

It was only when the school wrote to my parents that they realised I had not been going. 106 half days absent from a possible 134. My father took me in for an interview with the head teacher of my year. My mother never attended these sorts of events. She could act outrageously on stage but speaking one-to-one with anyone frightened her. Being in front of a crowd was fine. Being in a crowd was not. She was frightened of tunnels, bridges and other women. Planes were certainly out of the question. Neither of my parents ever attended parent evening as they were always 'too busy'.

The head of year asked me what was wrong? Oh yeah! Like I was going to tell him how I had lost the love of my life, found out that I had no idea who I was and that my parents threw punches at each other in the middle of the night! Instead, like any sensible person, I simply shrugged my shoulders. But perhaps this intervention from school was something that I needed to bring me back into the real world. I still had a lot of things to solve in my own mind but I also had to get on with normal everyday living.

Going back to school, having been absent for so long, was a bit scary. It was almost as if I didn't know anyone anymore. Those people who were my friends had probably teamed up with others so I was going to be a bit of a loner. It was as though I was about to go somewhere that I didn't belong.

The first day back was truly uncomfortable. No one really paid any special attention to me, which was fine. I didn't really want to be singled out. On the other hand there were times when I felt like I didn't exist. I was there in person but it felt like I was an observer looking in on what others were doing.

I was still no closer to the answer of who I was. One night, not long after returning to school I decided something significant. As had become the custom for quite some time, I laid in bed trying to work out the answer as to who I really was. I had stripped myself of the notion of everything that I was not, which left not a lot, and considered this according the impressions and feelings I got from going back to school. The thought seemed to come from nowhere but something inside me changed. I said to myself that for now, 'I am who I want to be. If I can be what everyone else wants me to be why can't I be who I want to be?'

It was a simple decision, sudden and sure but it was at that precise point that my feelings of worthlessness diminished. I had spent my entire life measuring my values and worth by what other people thought. From now on, I determined, I was going to measure my values by what I thought! Within the dark clouds of my mind there appeared a small shaft of pale light. When I woke up the following morning I felt alive and refreshed. For the first time in a very long while I found that I was actually looking forward to the day.

Chapter XIII

Parties and Performances
The difference was amazing! One minute I was so depressed I didn't want to face the day and the next I didn't care what anyone thought. Being myself was so much easier that being somebody else. I had no idea how I would react to any given situation. It was like everything was brand new and I had to find out by trial and error.

Of course it wasn't like the rest of my life had never happened. Some experiences are too profound to ever leave you completely and even if one turns over a new leaf they remain part of who you are. The difference is what you do with the memories and the experiences. At this point in my life I treated everything in the past as something I could do nothing about. My experience of trying to live in the future had been a complete disaster so for now I was quite content to live for today.

Other people must have noticed the difference too as I had friends who wanted me to join in with their conversation. There were still dark clouds in my head but I was no longer so willing to spend every moment of my time in their company. It was nice to be happy for a change.

Officially I was within the school leaving year, however, I had already decided to stay on and take further exams. This year's exams were still to come but before that there was a school play being organised.

'Jerusalem Joy' was a musical of Christ's Passion written by a gentleman from Birmingham named Roger Jones. The Tom Hood music department was looking for singers. Both my sister, who was now living with us again, and I auditioned. There were a number of singing parts but the main character, naturally, was Jesus. That was the part I wanted to play and there were no complaints from anyone else.

Not everything was sung. There were some small speaking parts. During rehearsals we re-enacted the scene at the Temple where Jesus gets angry at the moneychangers. I was supposed to say "This is the House of God, but you have turned it into a den of thieves". It was an easy enough line but I had also heard another version of this line at church, which went, 'This is the House of God, but you have turned it into a robbers cave'. It was the only line I muffed in rehearsals but it was incredibly funny at the time. I took up my mantle of fury, stormed onto the stage, sent a table flying across it and shouted. "This is the House of God, but you have turned it into a den of caves!"

After several attempts to stop the laughing we gave up rehearsals until the next day.

Morning and afternoon breaks at school suddenly became very pleasurable. My friends and I would always stand at a particular spot in the dining hall. Likewise there were a group of girls who stood nearby. I didn't pay much attention to them really until one girl stepped a bit too close until we were touching back-to-back. I had expected here to move forward at the contact, as is usually the case when someone accidentally impinges on another person's personal space. She did not, however, and I did not move either. At the next tea break it happened again. This time I discovered who it was and she was a girl who was also in the school play. She was a year older than I but she was also quite good looking.

For the next few weeks this standing back to back became a bit of a ritual. The funny thing was that I had never spoken to the girl and still did not. Out of curiosity I did find out her name.

Where I used to earn money singing at weddings in the church choir, my voice had broken and I could no longer hit the high notes. While I had managed to get by up the end of the previous year it was clear that this source of income would soon disappear. So I had gone into Woolworths to see if I could get a job there and was told that I had to be 15 and a quarter for them to employ me. 

On the very day I qualified I went in to see the manager. As I walked up to him he looked at me as though he had remembered me from the year before. "I'm 15 and a quarter today", I said to him. The manager smiled at me and told me that there were no vacancies at the moment but to try again in another time. If I took a particular route home I would pass the shop. Every so often I made a point of going in and asking. After the 6th or 7th time, as I walked down one of the aisles, the manager spotted me some 20 feet away and simply shook his head; to which I just nodded and went away. I still went back, however, until after about the 15th time he said yes. So I started working for Woolworths two days after school and on Saturdays.

Back at the school play, it was coming towards the end of term and the Easter break. We were now into the last rehearsal. There would be two performances of the play - one for the school children and the other for parents. The costumes were to be T-shirts and Jeans; just like the play 'Jesus Christ Superstar' that had opened recently in the West End. For my part I had to wear all white, which was supplied by the school. The history teacher was the costume fitter and she was also very good looking. As she fussed around the jeans I was wearing it was all I could do to concentrate on anything dull and uninteresting.

My voice had not quite settled into the bass that it would become and during the dress rehearsal it warbled a couple of times. I was glad of the voice training that I gained over the years as I fought to master the notes above the protest of my vocal chords. As most dress rehearsals tend to be disasters this one didn't go too bad. On the very next afternoon we would be performing for real.

Many years before, when I was in the junior school, I was involved in at least two school plays. In one of them I played a singing part for King Herod. I remember the audience laughing at the scowl I put on when I was disparaging the rumours of the birth of a King.

My sister and I were still - well, brother and sister. We fought the same way that all brothers and sisters do. She told me after the performance of 'Jerusalem Joy' how much she enjoyed the part of Caiaphas. It was the only chance she had to condemn me to death and she could do it twice in one day!

The first performance is always the worst. That it was to be performed in front of the school was even more scary. It seemed to me that I was about to go from being no one in particular, just a face in the crowd, to becoming one of the most well known pupils in the school. Would I do well? Would they laugh at me? But then I remembered that I am who I want to be and it didn't matter what anyone else thought. With this my stage fright simply disappeared.

I remembered to say 'den of thieves' but I still had to suppress a smile. I was crucified but not by the audience. …and much to my sister's annoyance I came back from the dead. The applause reminded me of the very first time I picked up a microphone at the age of 5 and sang in a workingmen's club. As we each took a bow there were cheers and whistles. As the 'star' I had to walk on last and I can only say that by the deafening noise they all approved.

And then we had to do it all over again.

Perhaps it was not strange that our second performance went better than the first. The audience appreciation was every bit as good as the first. Having acquitted ourselves well it was such a good feeling to have been involved in a little 'spectacular' once again. When I looked back on that day, many years later, I wished my parents had been there to see it - but as usual they were too busy.

Later that week, the staff took the cast to see 'Jesus Christ Superstar' in the West End of London. I sat with the girl with whom I had shared intimately our break times. I had been to a pantomime once but this was the first real theatre show that I had seen. Everyone thought it was a good show and in some ways it made the end of that school term a pretty good memory.

We journeyed home on the underground train. I had spent most of my time in the company of this girl but, as was usually the case with me, I had made little attempt at conversation. I just didn't do small talk. I wouldn't have known light conversation if it had come up to me and smacked me in the face. Consequently, with nothing particular to say, I said next to nothing.

I watched the girl start making her way home, when one of the teachers came up to me and said "Why are you letting her go home on her own, you idiot. Don't you realise she fancies you like mad?"

And the truth of the matter was that I didn't. I was that idiot! I was 15 years old and where relationships or girls were concerned I had cotton wool for brains.

I raced after the girl and walked her home. We talked about anything that I could think of, which was not very much. Perhaps at some point during the walk I should have asked her out but the memories of the last time I tried something like that was not very pleasant. Instead we swapped phone numbers and I said goodbye. As I cursed myself all the way home for my cowardice I knew how much of an idiot I was.

I resolved to change my fortunes at the weekend. I used the phone number and called her. It was not the most eloquent of presentations but she said yes. The next question was where to go?

I had just started working again but I was by no means rich. The money I had was not enough to sustain expensive nights out.

When I was with the 'gang' from school we rarely went anywhere. We went to the cinema once, when 'The Love Bug' was a new film (a story involving a Volkswagen Beetle called 'Herbie'). We all mucked about and even played a kissing game during the film. We missed so much of the film we stayed in to watch it again but got thrown out after half an hour.

It suddenly dawned on me that this was really going to be my first real date. Having no idea what to do, it was agreed that I would go to the girl's house and we could discuss the matter. Her parents left us alone for most of the evening but I thought they were just in another room. For the entire evening I behaved like the perfect gentleman and I suspect that this was something of a mistake. We kissed on the doorstep (for quite some time actually) before I really had to go.

Personally, I didn't care where we went but for some reason I felt that it was my problem to sort out somewhere. We had decided, as it was the school holidays, to go to London Zoo for the day. When I told my mother where we were going she threw a big spanner in the works. To start with, why go by train when the bus was cheaper and second I could take my younger brother with us!

This was not what I had planned at all but I seemed powerless to stop it from happening. I felt a bit silly phoning the girl and telling her about the change in plan. My mother made some sandwiches (something else I had not wanted) and on the day in question I walked to the girls house with my brother, dressed in an all in one cat suit that was only fleetingly fashionable, in tow.

I suppose it didn't surprise me when her mother answered the door and said that the girl didn't feel very well and was unable to go. Perhaps I was an idiot, thick witted and naïve but I wasn't totally dense. My brother, of course, had no problem with the arrangement but somehow if I was not going out with a girl the idea of traipsing all the way into London had lost its appeal.

It was a date that never happened. My first 'real' girlfriend and I blew it at the first attempt. Admittedly I felt that my family had played some part in my demise but it was my responsibility to set the boundaries. Instinctively I knew that the blame was mine and mine alone, and it rankled.

I have to confess that I sulked about it for while and I tried to associate it with the feelings I had from the loss of my first love. It was not the same, however, and I soon forgot about it. A few weeks later I heard a report that the same girl had attended a party and was 'making out' with the son of a vicar! I realised that I had obviously been too much of a gentleman regardless of the spectacular foul-up I had made of our date.

Affairs of the heart gave way to affairs of the mind as I went back to school for the exam season. I had a lot of catching up to do where I had missed so many lessons and I tried my best to apply myself to study. Maths was a bit of a problem as I tried to understand the concept of things like logarithms and tangents. When I asked the teacher to explain how they applied to the real world he just replied that it was 'part of the curriculum'. I was not happy with the answer and so I paid little attention to them, which was a pity because when I eventually found out what they were for they would have been useful to understand properly. I could have achieved a better result - as I could have with all of my exams - but I still managed to pass them all.

For English I had to study Ernest Hemmingway. Now here was a guy who knew all about depression and it came through in his books far too much for my liking. I had already spent long enough feeling like that myself without being reminded of it.

Music, on the other hand, was a revelation. I knew of Henry Purcell and his religious works through church but this was the first time I heard his opera 'Dido and Aneus'. What made it better was that it was in English so we could understand what was being sung. I was particularly impressed, though, by the overture. I did like some baroque music but I had probably been overdosed on Bach over the years. Purcell was different. His music was innovative in the way that he syncopated rhythms and strayed away from the rules. Bach was clever, especially in some of his fugues but being technically clever can be good but boring.

In the meantime I became involved in a Rock Band. My parents had bought me an electric piano for Christmas and this opened up possibilities to explore more modern music. I knew little of groups such as Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple, David Bowie and Black Sabbath and here was a chance to understand music that other people knew.

There were five of us: a singer who also played rhythm guitar, a drummer, a lead and a bass guitarist and myself on the keyboard. With my instrument it was possible to play things like 'Smoke on the water' and 'Bennie and the Jets'. We hired a studio and rehearsed almost every week.

Towards the end of the school term we had the opportunity to play at a party. The children were aged somewhere between 9 and 13. As we set up there were kids running around all over the place and I started to doubt that what we had in store for them was going to be to their liking.

I think we made it through at least two songs before the kids started complaining and the neighbours requested that we turn the music down. Ah well, there was no accounting for taste but even though the audience didn't like it we did play reasonably well. Sadly, however, a few jealousies crept in and the band folded within a year.

After the exams were over the school held a party. Some of the students, like myself, were going to stay for another year but for many it was the end of compulsory education. By now my interest in girls was proportionately normal but my abilities to overcome my personal awkwardness remained. Like many boys of that age I was interested mostly with what I could get my hands on. The concept of sex was a powerful driving force that pushed one into the games of courtship. For me, however, there were barriers to this most complicated of rituals.

I had three categories of women in my life: there were girls, girls I liked and my sister. Mum didn't count. Girls that I knew but didn't fancy were simply people with whom I would talk to if necessary. Sisters were nature's way of demonstrating everything that a girl should not be. Girls that I fancied, however, were suddenly elevated to the level of deities. As soon as I went near a girl that I liked I became very self-conscious of my every move. My mouth went dry and felt as if it were filled with something furry. In short I was hopelessly inept. It would have been easier if a girl had wandered over to talk to me but not by much. The thought of me going over to talk to a girl, that I liked, filled me with dread. My list of chat up lines - aside from those that were so corny they would disgrace a Christmas cracker - I could count on the fingers of an amputated hand.

After the school party there were also a series of house parties. There was a pop song that came out in 1980, by Jona Lewie, called "You'll always find me in the kitchen at parties" to which, later on, I could totally relate to. As much as I tried to keep up with the latest pop music it was just not a part of my world.

Perhaps I shared my father's perception of pop music, which he described as 'a load of noise that was so loud you couldn't hear the lyrics'. I certainly found that to be true on a number of occasions. I remember hearing one particular song back in 1973 that I tried to sing along with at the school disco. Everyone else was singing it but the music was so loud I couldn't hear them. It was only years later that I discovered what I though was 'Bambi you're a whopper' was actually 'Remember you're a Womble!' Well anyone can make a mistake. My version of the lyrics was not stranger than some. There was, for example, 'Taumatawhakatangihangakoayauo-' ('The Lone Ranger' by Quantum Leap).

I attended parties because there were girls. And when I got to those parties I hardly went near them. Invariably I was out in the kitchen talking with the boys who, I presume, either had no interest in girls or were as incompetent as I. Dancing was completely out of the question. I had a great sense of rhythm but when I danced I looked and felt stupid. It would have been easier to make girls laugh than to impress them with my two left feet. Needless to say I often went home alone and disappointed.

I also attended an end of term party at another school. The route by which I got there, however, was a little bizarre. I still attended church on Sundays, both morning and afternoon and at the end of the service on one particular day as I made my way home, two girls came up to me, gave me a letter and ran away. I have to say that I was surprised but I waited until I got home before opening it. Taking the letter upstairs to the privacy of my bedroom I opened it. The envelope reeked of perfume and the words that were cut out of newspaper and magazine clippings said simply, "We love you".

It was just like the London buses. You could wait for ages and nothing would come along and then two turned up at once! I had no idea that I had attracted some admirers, especially at church, but I enjoyed the moment as I realised that some people did like me.

On the next Sunday the girls approached me to ask if I would take one of the out. Both had their own good points but in my heart I didn't fancy either of them. I tried to be nice to them by saying that it would be difficult to make a choice there and then. But instead of giving me time to think they asked what they should do to help me decide. I could think of nothing more than to ask them to write me individual letters.

Within a week the letters were duly dispatched. One was full of so many clichés it portrayed the imagination of a tax return. The other one twittered, like a tree full of birds, about nothing.

I met them again on the next Sunday. I suppose I favoured the looks of the girl without much imagination but it was still too close to call. I suppose what made it difficult was that I actually fancied neither of them but I didn't want to upset them. I said that I was still unable to decide. It seemed the fairest thing to do. But instead of that being the end of it they gave me an invitation to a school disco and told me that I might better be able to choose then.

Perhaps the best course of events would have been not to go but that would only mean inviting trouble at the church. So I went.

The school party was like any other: soft drinks, pop music and chaperones. I found my admirers with a group of other friends. I made some attempts to dance but my heart really was not in the game. Then I discovered that the two girls - these two rivals - had made a bet on who I was going to ask to dance first. For some reason this made me feel angry that I was the object of a bet. I was so incensed that when the slow dances did come on I asked one of their friends instead.

Now the friend was a really nice girl. Somewhere within the dance I felt that she was happy to be dancing with me. It became apparent that when the dance finished and the next song started she did not go away. We stayed together. My heart was leaping as the moment of something mysterious and wonderful evolved. We danced to four songs in all - and then, unfortunately, her father arrived to take her home. I said to her that I would like to see her again and she agreed. Had I finally found a way around my silent tongue?

After she went I saw no reason to stay longer. As I made my way to get my jacket one of the love-letter girls stormed up to me and demanded that I should be dancing with her. The music was loud but I made sure that she heard the two things I needed to say to end the matter: first I fancied neither of them and secondly I was not the kind of person to like being the object of a bet. I walked away from her without looking back. 

I tried to get in touch with the other girl a couple of days later. It was a friend that told me that the girl could not go out with me because it would upset her friends. I was beginning to wonder what it took to find a simple and uncomplicated relationship.

In the summer break of 1975 I worked as often as I could at Woolworths. Partly it got me out of the house but mostly there was money to be earned. The shop staff were virtually all women but there were a few that were nearer my age - albeit a gap of at least 5 years. On Saturdays, of course, there were staff much nearer my age. One or two were nice and I think I even tried to ask one of the girls out on a date. Still no luck though.

It was on a Saturday that a younger sister of one of the staff apparently took a shine to me. The staff member called to me as I went past her till and then said nothing. The girl next to her was very nice looking. I found out later that she liked me too and had invited me to a party at her house. I was a little taken aback but then who says that it should always be the bloke that asks the girl out?

I attended the party at the time stated. Not many people had arrived at that time and the girl who had invited me was in the living room. She got me a drink and at that time I had every opportunity to get to know her. Many years later I realised that it would have been a good idea to ask her a little bit about herself, find out what she liked and disliked and all sorts of other stuff. Typically of me, however, my conversation was zero. Not only did I have nothing to say I could think of nothing to say. The hardest part for me was just to initiate some sort of conversation. As the night went on I seemed to see less and less of this girl. When the opportunity came to dance I found her dancing with someone else and giving him what appeared to be a love bite on the neck.

Obviously I had learned nothing from my previous experiences. I suddenly felt like a fish out of water. Once again by my own stupidity I had suffered rejection. This time, however, it was live and in my face. It wasn't the same as it had been with Susan but my confidence nose-dived at the sudden realisation of a long string of failures.

After half an hour of dithering around I decided that all I wanted to do was go home. Someone who I didn't know was apparently going in my direction so I gratefully accepted a lift. When I got into the car I was joined by a few other young lads, one of whom was the guy that this girl had been dancing with. A large love bite showed on the side of his neck like a trophy.

This was the ultimate embarrassment, to share a lift with a guy who had won the affections of a girl that I was supposed to date. Not that he seemed to know this and for that I was thankful. Never the less it was a terribly uncomfortable ride. I felt like this was all a cruel joke. Perhaps I was a fool to think that anyone would ever fancy an idiot like me. There was obviously a secret to a happy life and I didn't know the rules. For all my efforts to be myself I discovered that night that what I was simply wasn't enough. Then again I was at least on familiar territory as, once again, I was alone and miserable.

Chapter XIV

Truth and Triumph
I had lost the girl again! It was becoming a bit repetitive. It also wasn't entirely truthful. I had never had the girl in the first place! So what was wrong with me?

I had no conversation, I knew that much to be true and maybe that's all it was. Or maybe after all this time I had still been unable to get over Susan. It seemed to me that she was there in my head after every party and every failure. It was almost as if I had an addiction that I stopped taking but the craving would not go away.

Another thing that became very apparent was how every girl I met had to pass the Susan test. For many boys of my age the world of girls was about sex and conquest. For that reason any girl would do. Some girls got the reputation of being local bikes; basically anyone could ride them. The idea fascinated me but the ideal repulsed me. I realised that I was very choosy about the girls I wanted to know.

I went back to school for my final year. My mood was dark and intense to the point that I found my own company preferable to others. My perception had changed again of the world that I lived in. It was a place that I knew too little about and at every given opportunity it would hurt me somehow. Consequently I was much more guarded about what I did and who I spoke to.

There was more to it than that though. The difficulty in explaining it was that I could not explain something that I didn't understand myself. I was unhappy but I could not explain why. There was nobody to discuss my feelings with and even if there were I doubt that I would trust them. And even if I could trust someone with my feelings I am not sure I could explain them anyway - other than the obvious notion that I was unhappy.

Some of this mood reflected in the work I did at school. My art drawings were either macabre or melancholy; my creative English was laden with death. Music had even lost its joy for that period as I tried to find a ray of hope in the cloying confusion of despondency in my head.

I had spent nearly eight years going to church at least four times a week - including at least twice on Christmas Day. By the time one threw in weddings and funerals I had been to church over 2500 times. The music was a big attraction, of course, but I had still sat through at least 800 sermons and 1600 readings. While most people struggled to remember the Lord's Prayer I was fluent in the Apostles Creed, the canticles, psalms and confirmations. I had also read the bible. On the strength of this devotion I would say that I knew a little bit about the Christian religion.

It was a Sunday evening service that a seemingly small but extremely significant event occurred. When I was a lot younger I cannot say with my hand on my heart that I actually listened to every sermon. Those sermons that I did hear I sometimes questioned the vicar afterwards if I didn't understand. On this particular Sunday, however, the sermon made me question the entire religion.

I was blind to many things in life including the reports of world affairs. Yet being oblivious to the details of events did not mean that I was unaware of the effects. My father always watched the news on TV. It was, to me, a programme full of dull and depressing events. People were being killed or were dying of starvation and yet the vicar was speaking of God's love and how those who believed in him - and Jesus of course - would live in a paradise in heaven.

So what was he saying here? That we should live a life of misery and torment so that when we died, God could pat us on the head and say 'There there, it's all better now'! If that were true then what was the point of being alive in the first place?

Suddenly nothing made sense anymore. If God loved the world why were people hurt so often? If Jesus died for our sins, why did so many other people die for nothing? Why were people killed, raped, maimed, disabled, born with mental health problems, cast out on the street to live as beggars? Why were children killed or abused? Why did people get killed in the name of God? Where, in short, was God in all of this?

Even the bible was contradictory. The Old Testament said that God was a jealous God. Jealous of what? If God were the only true God then why would he be jealous of false Gods or anything else? More than that, how could a perfect being have the human curse of jealousy? The bible told us to fear God, then to love God. What did that mean? Should we love God out of fear? Wasn't that called bullying? God seemed to have smote so many people that he didn't practice what he preached.

The New Testament was just as confusing. According to one story Jesus was born in a stable and was visited by three wise men (Astrologers no less). In another he was born in a stable and visited by three shepherds. Another example was that Jesus said, "I come not to bring peace but a sword". And maybe this was true as it seems odd that at least one supposedly gentle disciple had a sword in the garden of Gethsemane. Why would the Son of God have armed guards?

And then, of course, there was that old chestnut of 'God moves in mysterious ways'. What a cop out! So in other words you don't know.

I was aware that the Church of England was a product of Henry VIII but I had never really though about why there were also Catholics, Protestants, Presbyterians, Quakers, Puritans, Baptists, Methodists, Seventh Day Adventists, Evangelists, Mormons and Born again Christians. …and that was just the so-called Christian religion.

Then there were Moslems, Hindus, Bhuddists, Shintos, Jews and others that I did not know. My mother said that she was 'High Church' (there's another denomination) and my father claimed to be a confirmed atheist. So why had I spent the last eight years in a Christian Parish Church?

Simply put, it was my mother who sent me to church, although she never went herself. "You don't have to go to church to believe in God", she would say. My mother was Church of England so I was too. But was I? What if I had been born an Eskimo? Would I still have been Church of England? And that was a problem for me. How could I believe in something because someone else decided that I should? For years I had attended church unquestioningly. Admittedly it was the music that captured my attention even then but the religion itself seemed wrong.

As I stared out into the congregation I could count about 30 people in a church that could hold over 400. Rows upon rows of empty pews meant that the acoustics of the building was brilliant for a rousing descant in the final hymn. The vicar took his usual position at the front of the altar. "And the blessing of God almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit be among you now and always".

"Amen" signalled the end of the service. 'Amen'. 'So be it', was the English translation. As if to say that if we prayed so it would be. We had prayed for starving people in Africa and yet they still died. We prayed for those who were suffering and yet they still suffered. We prayed for the homeless and they remained homeless. What, in God's name, was the point? None that I could see.

After the service I spoke to the vicar about some of the questions his sermon raised for me. I heard some platitudes about a 'question of faith', the need to keep the love of God in our hearts and  - wait for it - 'God moves in mysterious ways!'

It was on that day that, symbolically, I left the church. I did, in reality, continue to attend for a little while longer because there was still the music and the choir to maintain. Yet here was another shift in my perception of the world that motivated me towards the still nagging question of who I was. The church - or at least the question of my belief - was another part of who I was not.

So what did I believe? There were all these other religions that I knew nothing about. I could hardly walk into a mosque and inquire if I could try being Moslem for a while. I needed to know a lot more about the origins of everything. Where did religion start? How far back could I go in time to understand how a belief in God started?

Science told me that, if God created the world in six days they would have to have been pretty long days to have the dinosaurs up and running by Thursday and early man on a Friday. Further more it was strange that Adam and Eve had two sons. Who were their wives? In short, the bible would give me no clues to the origins of religion.

My search took me to the library, where I tried to go back in time. I discovered the Zoroastrians, the Aryans and the Gods of the Greeks, Romans and Egyptians. I noted that Wednesday in England came from Woden, the Norse Father of the Viking Gods but in France, Mercredi was so named after Mercury, the Roman messenger God. There was so much information to peruse that in a short space of time I could go back to 5,000BC. The answers I was looking for, however, just had to go further back than even the Egyptian Gods and this is where the literature started to dry up.

My last year at school was quite a disaster. I was not concentrating on my work and barely scraping pass marks. It hardly seemed to matter much as I would not be going to either College or University. My parents could not afford for me to continue in education any longer and I had to get a job so what was the point?

I had one session with a career's advisor who asked me what I wanted to do when I left school. The fact is that I had not thought about work at all. I hadn't a clue what I wanted to do. I had toyed with the idea of being a draftsman but the school lost its technical drawing teacher and he was never replaced. Leaving school, however, was months away so maybe I would think of something.

As the shops geared up for Christmas I was asked to work more shifts at Woolworth. The lessons I had did not take up a whole day so I was often able to get away early. I had started to get friendly with one of the full time girls there. I say girl but she was seven years older than I. She was not the brightest of girls but we seemed to have some fun in all the misery that I had experienced. Occasionally I would chase her around the stockroom under the store in a 'kiss chase' sort of way. As the relationship developed the horseplay became a little more physical.

We were close enough that when my birthday arrived in November she bought me a card and we arranged that I would see her at her flat a couple of days later. I had been there once before where we started to become intimate. There was no real bond between us and I had no intentions of committing myself to a meaningful relationship. This was purely a physical exploration. Two days after my 16th birthday I lost my innocence.

To say that this was a brief performance would be an understatement. What was supposed to have been a moment of triumph took a damn sight quicker than filling a kettle. It seemed to me that it was yet another demonstration of my inadequacy. She tried to reassure me that it was all right but I was inconsolable. I had taken a girl to bed and yet the end result seemed such a hollow victory.

In the nature of the retail industry it was customary for the Woolworth store to hold a Christmas party. It was a well attended affair in general and I had the task of playing doorman for a couple of hours. When everyone had arrived I had indulged in just a couple of lagers. Christmas was a time when people should be happy. I was not one of them.

I had got myself a little bit drunk before but nothing like the way I did that night. When I was singing in my parent's band I often drank a couple of pints of lager but as my taste had changed I found that I really didn't like it that much. So when I joined the party I though about trying some of the spirits. During the course of the evening I drank half a bottle of white rum, half a bottle of vodka and half a bottle of whisky. When it was time to take my girlfriend home I was totally sozzled.

Walking the girl home, I hoped, might sober me up a bit. It was just over a mile walk and the night air was cold enough to see our breath. When we got to her flat I made a pass at her with the intention of putting right the lousy performance I had accomplished only a few weeks before. It was a pitiful attempt as I soon realise how much excess alcohol made it impossible to rise up to the aspirations of the mind.

Acknowledging defeat I made my goodnights to her and started walking back home. The road must have been all of 25 feet wide but it hardly seemed big enough. I must have walked about three miles in that one mile journey. Somehow I got home. I fumbled my pockets for a door key and tried desperately to insert it into the doorbell. It took a moment to realise my mistake and focused my attention on the keyhole. No matter how hard I tried the key simply would not go in. Eventually I thought about it and decided to try putting the key in the lock the right way up. I tried turning the key and it worked. When I finished double locking the door I turned the key the other way. This time the door opened. Five minutes later I managed to get the key out of the door.

The passageway was not very wide. It was certainly a lot thinner than when I had left for the party that evening. My shoulders buffeted the walls as I tried to make my way towards the kitchen. I tried pushing the sliding door open a few times until I remembered that it was a sliding door. As I slid the door open wide enough I almost fell into the kitchen. The bathroom was just beyond that and all I wanted to do was make it to the sink. I really did feel quite ill now. The room danced a carousel in my head as I aimed for the bathroom door.

I made it. I was sure that I was going to be sick. For twenty minutes I leaned over the sink, trying to keep the world upright. Nothing happened and now I was feeling very tired. So I managed to get myself upstairs to my bedroom. I didn't even try to take my clothes off but was merely grateful for the prospects of sleep. My head touched the pillow followed by the rest of my head as it tried to keep itself altogether. Once I was still and relatively comfortable it took only two minutes to throw up all over the side of the bed.

Sunday morning was cold but bright. It was time to go to church and my head was thumping like mad. My bedroom stank of sick. I was not a pretty sight. I was going to be late for church so I forced myself to get ready and out I went. We were only one hymn into the service when I realised that I hadn't finished what I had started the night before. I just managed to exit the church before being sick again. After that I just when home.

Strangely enough there was no sympathy for my condition. Not only that but there was the matter of cleaning up the mess in my room. I remember thinking at the time that I would never, ever, get that drunk again.

Simon May brought out the chart song 'Summer of my Life' in 1976. The nostalgia of the song talks about love lost and it had a beautiful piano arrangement. In every way it suited my melancholy mood. The summer of my life had been Susan. Since she no longer figured in my life I seemed to stumble through perpetual winter. It seemed that as much as tried to let go of the past there was nothing in the future that I could look forward to.

My schoolwork was poor. I was informed by the head of my year that if I didn't pick up I would fail any exam. It was so serious that if I really wanted to take the exams I would have to pay for them. I did pay for them and I passed but not with great grades.

Despite my alarmingly brief conquest with a girl the year before I continued to be dense. There was another girl at Woolworth with whom I enjoyed a brief flirtation. It could have been more but my thick witted understanding of language foiled me yet again. Nothing in the world made any sense to me at all. The only time that I was on familiar territory was when I ended up losing something.

The occasional Astrology magazine floated my way. I was a Scorpio: powerful, secretive, sexual and magnetic. Yeah right! Power and sex were straight out. I could be secretive although the only things I seemed to attract like a magnate was failure. The main themes in these magazines were Love Money and Luck. Love for me was a non-starter, money had prevented me from taking up a number of opportunities and would now prevent me from further education and luck I had in plenty… all of it bad!

There were some articles, however, that piqued my interest. There were articles on witchcraft, paganism, tarot and spiritualism. I hadn't really considered the occult realms in my study on religion. Perhaps some of the religious aspects of some of these subjects would go back earlier than the Egyptians. It was just a thought that I did not pursue at the time.

Just before I took my exams I came home one day to find my parents arguing (again). This one, however, was on the verge of a physical punch up. From what I heard it was my father that made the threats. They ignored me during their spat until my father made a threatening move towards my mother.

Without thought I stood in front of my mother and faced my father. I was now just a little taller than he and I had filled out quite a lot in my arms and chest. In other words he was not just going to brush me aside. He looked at me and smiled. "Do you think you can take me on?" he inquired in a quiet and curious voice. I said nothing but I did not move an inch. My mother sensed that neither of us were likely to back down and she encouraged me to come away and that it would be all right. Would I have 'taken him on'? Probably. Would I have won? I have no idea. But I think in my father's eyes that day he realised that his eldest son had just grown up.

An Easter party was held in a church hall not far from my old school, Ruckholt. There were going to be a number of people there that I hadn't seen for quite a while. As I went to the party I had mixed feelings. Some of the people who were likely to be there were people who I didn't particularly want to see. The memories had been painful enough already without opening old wounds. Then again my life at home wasn't much better and anywhere that was out was better than staying in.

I was feeling rebellious and was still trying to work out who the hell I was. By now I was my own person and at 16 I could do a number of things that were now legal. One of them I decided I would try that night. I walked into a shop and purchased my first packet of cigarettes. They tasted horrible but I persisted as I was determined to get used to them. By the time I reached the party I was a little light headed.

As far as parties go this one was average. One of the reasons that I did not want to go was because Susan might be there. Conversely, one of the reasons that I had to go was because Susan might be there. When I walked in the party was well underway. There were some snacks in one of the side rooms to the hall and drinks in another. ..And yes, Susan was there.

All the old feelings came back as though they had never gone away. It was crazy that after all this time I had tried simply to brush the emotions to the back of my mind. I had neither dealt with them nor come to terms with them. She saw me but made no attempt to acknowledge that I was there. And that was it as far as I was concerned. Unhappy about it or not I had to get over it and move on.

The rest of the evening was not tremendous fun. I was done with girls and even trying to understand the game. I loitered without a clue, let alone intent, for a little while before I made up my mind to leave the party before it ended. As I threaded my way through the dancing people there was a girl, clearly drunk, who opened her arms wide and flung them around my shoulders. In her condition she was mine on a plate! I looked into her eyes and she grinned inanely back at me. She wasn't bad looking and I could have had a partner at least for one night.

But she was drunk. I had high standards and principles drummed into me from a very early age. It would have been wrong to take advantage of a girl who was so drunk. If she had not been so drunk would she now be lolling so amorously against me? If I stayed and danced with her, would I get any sense out of her or would she simply throw up all over me? There was a part of me that would have loved to take advantage of the situation but my morals and principles far outweighed the opportunity. Without hesitation I removed the girl's arms from my neck and left the party.

I swotted heavily for a few weeks before the exams. In some ways it was worth the effort, as I really did want to pass. In the meantime my sister's boyfriend informed me that there was a vacancy for a job at his workplace. It was an optical factory that made spectacles by order from opticians. It was a job and I still had no idea what I was going to do after school so I applied. I got the job. My last exam was on 22nd June 1977. On 23rd of June 1977 I went to work.
Chapter XV

Lectures and Lies
There were no goodbyes or tearful farewells. All those people in school with whom I had associated just ceased to become a part of my life. Not that I had much time to dwell on it because at 8:00am the very next morning I started full time work.

Executive Optics Ltd was a factory in Walthamstow not far from Blackhorse Road Station. It was a single story building hidden down an alleyway with grey stone walls and barred windows. It was to be my place of work for the next 14 months.

My first job was in the prescriptions department. An optician would test a patient's eyes, write a prescription and send it to the manufacturer. My job was to translate that information into the precise cut of a piece of glass. Let us say, for example that someone had perfect vision in one eye but not the other. Most glasses are made with a convex curve on the outside, so if the lens I was given had a plus 5 convex curve, the cutter would have to cut a minus 5 curve on the inside. If the other eye was deficient by one diopter (in other words a bit short sighted) the inside cut would be only minus 4 - thus magnifying the lens by the required degree.

Primarily it was basic mathematics but the skill that needed to be learned was to understand the decentration required to match a person's eyes to the size of the lens and how to use prisms to cut down the severity of a prescription.

It was interesting enough work at the time and my future brother in law to be was there to keep me company. In time I got to know my fellow workers and I settled into a life of work.

My first wage packet arrived after two weeks (I had to work a week in hand). As a trainee it was hardly a fortune but £17:00 was still a week's work. As a worker I was entitled on a Friday night to have a few drinks at the local pub.

The pub was better than going home but only just. At home there was nothing but problems and I was fed up with it. At the pub there was just nothing. I had not friends. I drank alone. Boredom quickly set in and I started playing on the gaming machines. As I won and lost I started to lose count of what I had actually spent. By closing time I realised to my horror that I had spent my entire weeks wages!

Obviously I had to get to work the next week. Having to confess the dilemma to my mother was an episode that I never wanted to repeat. Yes I had been irresponsible and stupid. No I won't do it again. Mother bailed me out for a week.

My sister's fiancée was the new drummer in my parent's band. He was quite a short wiry looking man with frizzy dark hair and rather dodgy teeth. I got on with him in a way but we were never going to be the best of buddies.

The first working year of my life had little else in it but work. I often worked on Saturday mornings, which left little time left for anything else. At weekends I went out to the pub and bought takeaways to stay out. In the evenings during weekdays I vegetated in front of the TV.

Perhaps the only event that marked 1977 was the Queen's silver jubilee. Street parties were organised all over the country and I took part by making banners for the front of our house.

My mother was the house decorator for the family. I used to watch her hang wallpaper and wanted to know how it was done. She taught me about paper hanging and allowed me to do the next room under her supervision. The walls in our house were old. The plaster stayed on the wall by sheer determination and the angle of one wall to the other was any angle except 90 degrees. The surfaces were also bumpy so no piece of paper ever hung easily. It was a great training ground and I learned a skill that held me in good stead for years to come.

After about three months one of the girls at work started to become a little more familiar. At first it was just a playful nudge or a light slap within the general banter of the office. Then she started to get bolder and would pinch my derriere when she thought that no one else was looking.

I have to say that I enjoyed the attention and soon we started seeing each other. My parents were not going to like it I knew. This girl was dark skinned and of Indian origin from Mauritius. Regardless of what else she was like they would have expressed a typical prejudice of the times. Racial prejudice was still widely promoted, especially in comedy. The whites and the blacks were tolerant of each other but segregated in many ways.

Obviously I was not the first white man ever to go out with a black girl. In fact I had quite liked a number of black girls at school. To me this girl was just a girl and the dark skin was an added bonus.

It turned out that she wasn't quite as young as I - in fact she was 23. It seemed strange to consider that I was more popular - and more successful - with older women. Not that I was any different in the way that I approached females. I was still hopeless at small talk and chat up lines but it seemed in this case that I needed neither. She lived on the other side of London but we still developed a relationship by me riding on the train to her station (about half and hour away) and then come all the way back.

I learned to look after my money better. I still went to the pub but I practised playing pool. The better I got the less money I spent until one night I stayed on the table all night. I didn't know at the time that I had just thrashed the entire pub pool team. I simply enjoyed the game. But it wasn't just a game. If I was going to play I wanted to play well. That usually meant that I won but it wasn't about the winning. If someone who was a lot better than I beat me, I would be only too happy to shake his hand. If I had lost because I played badly I berated myself. My brother used to complain that he didn't win when he played any game against me. I didn't see it that way. It wasn't that he didn't win… it was that I didn't lose.

I received an official letter at work from the managing director. It was a notification that the company was about to start an apprenticeship scheme. As I read through the document I noticed that the wage structure over time was quite rigid. I had no intentions of staying on a low wage for so long. To put the record straight I asked to see the managing director.

At the appointed time I knocked on the MD's office door and waited to be called in. The MD invited me to sit down and asked what he could do for me. I said, "There's something in this document that I don't like…"

"Let me stop you there" the MD interrupted. "What you should have said to me was that there is something in this document that I don't understand".

I gave no thought at all to what he had just said to me at the time. I replied, "Oh, I understand it perfectly well. I just don't like it".

Needless to say the conversation went downhill like a lead balloon. I had lost before I had even started. For years I was told the importance of honesty. What the MD suggested that I say to him was an outright lie. It took at least another year or so before I understood my first lesson in diplomacy.

In the meantime I left his office feeling very dissatisfied. I had the option to join the apprenticeship scheme but decided that I could learn the trade an awful lot faster than this scheme timetable.

A few more months went by. I had to plead with my mother not to give me any more Spam sandwiches for lunch. When I first started work it was tolerable but the same thing almost every day put me off Spam for life.

Not only was I not in the MD's good books. It seemed that I was not in my parent's good books either. Apparently I was lazy, inconsiderate and moody. This I learned from my sister's fiancé on more than one occasion at work. My parents on the other hand found out that I had turned up late for work and was not in the MD's good books. Consequently when I got into work I was berated for things at home and when I got home I was berated for things at work. There was no space that I could say was mine. Day after day no matter where I was I got a lecture from someone.

What was it they wanted me to be? I was tearing my hair out. Apparently everyone else knew better and they all wanted me to be something I was not. That was precisely how I got into a mess in the first place!  To be brow beaten wherever I went was neither right nor acceptable. I needed a plan to stop it.

One weeknight I came home very late. I had been wandering the streets trying to make sense of my life - again. Surely I was not such a bad person that I deserved to be picked on every day? Why did nothing make sense? Was I living a lie? If I knew what the hell it was I was doing wrong did they not think I would put it right? - even if it were just for the chance of a quiet life! When I got home in the early hours of the morning my parents were still up. "Where have you been?" my mother asked.

Perhaps it had been there for years, pushing behind a solid wall, waiting to find a weak spot to come pouring out. I had not cried since the age of 12 and there I was now, aged 17, and I wept like a baby. My mother put her arms around me and asked what was wrong. To be truthful I really did not know. I had been so unhappy for so long it was perhaps an accumulation of everything: The loss of my first love, being incapable of saying how I felt, not knowing who I was let alone where I was going. All of them and maybe none of them. At that point I was just desperately alone and unhappy. In that one point in time I let it all out.

It was the last time I ever cried.

In the August of 1977 I was working alongside one of the apprentices. I taught him how to cut glass on a semi automatic cutting machine. During our conversations I discovered that he was earning more than I was and I knew exactly why. My previous conversation with the MD had not gone down well and this was his way to teach me a lesson.

I approached my foreman and expressed my deep unhappiness at the situation. Surely if I was teaching an apprentice earning X amount of money I should be earning more than him. The foreman told me to leave it with him and came back later in the day with an offer of a pay rise. It was nowhere near what I though was fair and decided it was time to teach the MD a lesson. I turned the rise down and said that if the MD didn't think I was worth more I would go and find a job elsewhere.

I talked it out with my girlfriend. I wanted to be my own person. I wasn't lazy and I wasn't stupid. Everyone was trying to get a piece of me to mould into their likeness and I wanted none of it. My girlfriend suggested that I should go and live in her neck of the woods. Well why not? I thought. I was 17 and would be 18 in a few months. Why not move out and get a place of my own?

At the end of the week my girlfriend brought a local paper with her. There were jobs being advertised in a local bingo hall. I knew the game of bingo but that was about it but it was part of the entertainment industry and the money was better than I was getting at the optical factory. So I applied for the job.

At the weekend I walked into the bingo hall in South West London some 20 miles from my house in East London. A lady gave me an application form, which I filled in immediately. When I handed her back the form she said, "When can you start?" I was taken aback by the sudden offer and said, "Do I not go for an interview then?" The woman leaned forward slightly and replied, "To be honest, at the moment if you have two arms, two legs and can speak English - you've got the job".

In the first week of September 1978 I handed in my resignation at Executive Optics Ltd. The foreman came up to me later and offered me more money to stay. I liked the foreman but I thought that the MD was a liar and a crook. In the nicest possible way I informed the foreman that the MD could keep his lousy money. My new job paid more than he was offering.

About 18 months later, Executive Optics Ltd closed down. Much of the money belonging to the company had been transferred to the MD's wife's bank account in Spain and half of the staff found out later that their Employers National Insurance Contributions had not been paid for two years. Perhaps as naïve as I was I was not such a bad judge of character.

I kept my resignation quiet. If my sister's fiancé found out before I could tell my mother he surely would have. When the news could no longer wait I told my mother that I had some bad news. "What? You're leaving home?" she said in a way that she didn't really think it would be that. I simply replied, "Yes".

Mum was at the kitchen sink and I could see her hands freeze. She didn't look at me but asked, "When?" I said it would be by next week. I was going to work for a week commuting until I found a bed-sit. Then I would move over there.

The next question was more difficult. She said to me, "Why?" For everything that my parents had done I could not be unkind. I wanted a place where there were no arguments. I wanted a place where I didn't feel as though I was being spied on night and day. I needed to find a place to be me and find out who I was. I would never be free to explore this and other things at home. Instead of that I told her, "Mum, I'm 17 and nearly 18. I feel the need to become independent. I want to be able to stand on my own two feet and make my own mistakes".

"I'll miss you", she said in an almost matter of fact way. To that I could not respond. In any other house there might have been a hug or something. It seemed that I was not the only one who had difficulty expressing emotions.

I started work at Granada Theatres Tooting on 17 September 1977. I found a bed sit not too far from my new workplace. It was going to cost me about a 3rd of my wages but it would be mine. I could move in at the weekend.

Due to my age I was allowed to sell bingo books but I was not allowed in any licensed areas. I wore a blue jacket, black trousers, white shirt and black bow tie. It was one of the busiest bingo clubs in the country. In fact it was Granada Theatres flagship club. It held 2611 people and on some nights it was packed to the rafters. It was a very busy workplace with everyone working like crazy. It was entertainment and I loved it.

The first week flew by and before I knew it I was moving out of the home I had known for 17 years. When it was time to say goodbye my mother dashed towards me and threw her arms around me. I could tell in her eyes that she didn't want me to leave but I knew I had to go to find myself. It wasn't difficult to leave but it did feel like something had just ended.

Vant Road Tooting - my new address. I opened the door to my one room. It was quite big and plain but there was a bed and some hanging space. Out in the hall there was a shared kitchen, bathroom and toilet. My girlfriend helped me to unpack and then she cooked my first meal.

Later that evening I was by myself. It was a single room and nothing spectacular. Never the less it contained a number of things I had not had before. There was privacy for start. There was breathing and thinking space. I was my own boss and I could do what I liked and when I liked. I switched off the light, laid back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. I felt instinctively that this had been the right choice to make. In less than a week I had acquired my job, my home and my life. If I made mistakes then I only had myself to blame but at least I was in control of my destiny for real. Perhaps I had found a symbolic way of creating for myself a new beginning.

Chapter XVI

Relatives and Revelations
At times it was a mad way to earn a living. Selling bingo tickets to three thousand people in less than an hour and a half took just five people at the counter. That was 600 people each, which was just under 7 customers per minute or, if you like, one customer every 11 seconds!

It didn't work like that, of course. At the beginning of the selling time the customers would trickle through in ones and twos. By 7:00pm the foyer would be heaving with customers. During that time we were lucky if we had 5 seconds per customer. Six books at 35p each is… come on, come on… OK, how about two sixes and a three? You had to know your prices and still be quick at mental arithmetic.

At 7:40pm the first session began. The madding crowd in the foyer poured into the main hall like sand through an hourglass. In less than a minute the foyer was deserted as if the last hour of insanity had been just a dream.

All the tickets were serial numbered and unused tickets had to be counted to find out exactly how many bingo books were sold. From there the prize money was calculated. In all approximately 2700 tickets would have been sold on average. If the first page were priced at just one penny the total prize money would have been £24.98 after tax. My weekly wage was £42.00.

In 1978 the prize money for the last big full house at bingo could have been up to £3000. It was serious money and there was no mucking about with numbers, like 'two little ducks 22'. In between sessions there was more money to be made from mini cash bingo, bingo for prizes, fruit machines, snack bars and licensed bars. The breaks were no more than 30 minutes so one can imagine how 3000 people would converge on each of these facilities to be served before the next session started. It was a fast and furious job and I loved it.

I was already earning almost twice what I had earned in the optical factory. The staff were friendly and although we worked hard we also had a laugh. At the end of the evening there would be a crowd of staff at the licensed bar having a drink and swapping stories. There were some nights we didn’t leave until midnight and I would walk the short distance to my bed-sit. Occasionally I would treat myself to a takeaway but money was tight. By the time I paid my rent, food and all the other bits and pieces one would need to live alone there was little left. So most nights I had to cook before bedtime, which was sometimes as late as 3:00am. I would start work the next day by 10:30am.

The strange and unsociable hours left no room for social activities outside of bingo. There was a long lunch break of up to two hours, which made the working day even longer. Weekend work of at least one day was mandatory. In short, working in a bingo hall became a way of life.

If I were off on a weekend day I would usually spend it with my girlfriend. Occasionally she would come around during the week and cook a meal. When possible she would stay the night. It was the first steady relationship that I had ever known.

It was easy to see the differences in my life compared to how it was at home. I had total independence. I was able to do what I wanted, which was not much different to before except that I had no one on my back all the time. I had a radio but no TV. Most of my waking hours were spent either working or doing household stuff like shopping, laundry or cleaning. On a weekend day I would cook a proper roast dinner. I would iron enough shirts for the week ahead and then maybe listen to the radio or do a little research into the origins of religion. The biggest differences of all was that I had time to think, there were no parents screaming at each other at 2:00am and there were no relatives telling me how to live my life.

I came across a place, while shopping for food, that sold all sorts of esoteric and occult stuff. My 18th birthday was only a few days away and I wanted to learn what the Tarot was all about. On the occasions that I bought 'Prediction Magazine' the articles on Tarot intrigued me. Not only that it seemed that trying to understand that occult world was part of my search into religion. My girlfriend said that she would buy a deck and a book for me as a present. They were quite expensive, as far as I was concerned, and I was reluctant for her to buy me something that cost so much. She insisted, however, and once I had a Tarot deck and a book in my possession I waited eagerly for some time alone to dive into it.

As I read through the book and flicked through the cards I realised that it was going to take some time for me to understand what it was all about. Consequently I used to take the book and the cards to work with me to read during the long lunch break. One of the staff noticed what I was reading and said to me that the Tarot was the work of the Devil. "Really?" I said. "How is that then?"

The woman said, "It's in the bible".

OK, I thought, let's see if I can find them. There was no such thing as the Internet in those days. There was only one way to find anything in the bible - and that was to read it. This took quite a long time.

The first entry I discovered quite quickly in the second book of the Bible, Exodus 22:18

"Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live".

I found out later that in other bibles that the word 'witch' and 'sorceress' were interchangeable. This particular mention was found in the Book of the Covenant - a set of rules if you like for God to accept the Hebrews as his chosen people. What the bible did not say was what it thought a witch or a sorceress actually did that was so wrong and why they should be killed. Furthermore there was no reference to the possibility that a man could do whatever it was a witch or a sorceress did. What intrigued me most was that the Bible was effectively saying that not only were there witches but whatever they did actually worked. It was really annoying that there were no examples of what the sorcerers/witches did to make them so hated. Perhaps there was more information elsewhere, so I carried on looking.

The next entry was in Deuteronomy 18:10 and 11:

"There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering, any one who practices divination, a soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or a necromancer. For whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord."

This was a much bigger list of things that I knew little about but still it didn't say exactly why such things were an abomination. However, the text went on to say that a prophet would be created to speak for God. '….er', I thought, 'so in other words a soothsayer was all right as long as he was called a prophet. Perhaps someone who foretold the future was different to a person chosen by God to …well… foretell the future!'

It didn't make sense. Then again there was so much information in this one passage that it would take some time to think through. I was pretty sure that people didn't burn their children as sacrifices anymore. The rest of the list was a puzzle though. Witches I had heard of but they were not on this particular list. What was the difference between, say, a charmer and a sorcerer? No satisfactory information was given here.

It was not good to study for too long so I tended to wander into the foyer of the bingo hall about half an hour before I started work to have a light hearted chat with 'Old Fred', the doorman.

Fred was 70. He only worked part time but he was a sprightly gent with a hint of mischief in his eyes. Occasionally we bantered one-line jokes at each other but my particular interest with Fred was his fascination with Egypt.

Fred had visited Egypt a few times and one day he brought in what was supposedly a piece of one of the pyramids. He told me that the guide warned them not to take souvenirs from the pyramid but he stole a small chunk when no one was looking. Egypt was on my list of things to see and subjects to study. It seemed that the Egyptian culture was involved in the esoteric somewhere but all I knew at the time was what little history I had studied at school.

Fred was also inclined to tell stories of the past. Stories of how his wife was very much the mechanic and he was hopeless at that sort of thing. His mind was much more artistic and into philosophy than stripping an electric fire and putting it back together again. I often listened to his easy conversation and the way in which he brought stories to life.

We became good friends for the two years that I worked in Tooting bingo club. Even now I remember with fondness the way he would slip in the odd philosophical debate and a few pearls of wisdom. Not that I agreed with everything he said. Of sex he considered it, "A barbaric act, full of grunting and an unhealthy exchange of bodily fluids". He was 70 and I was 18. I felt that I would have to experience a little more of this particular aspect of life before I could come to an informed opinion.

Christmas 1978 was my first ever Christmas away from home. I had not contacted my family since moving and had no intentions of doing so at this time. Not only had I experienced my first taste of independence but also I wanted to spend more time finding out who I really was. Had I returned home at this point I believed that it would only complicate the thoughts in my head. The isolation from my past was better for me to explore the path of my future.

My girlfriend invited me to have Christmas dinner with her family. I turned up at the designated time to be greeted by her Uncle. She lived with her younger uncle, his partner and her daughter. Another older uncle was also there. The usual pleasantries were observed and I enjoyed a preprandial drink before dinner was served.

It was strange to sit at the dinner table as a guest, particularly at Christmas. Everything seemed to be going very well until the older uncle got up and announced that he had to get home. The mother and daughter got very upset at his sudden departure and within the space of a minute or two the entire atmosphere became very uncomfortable.

What I thought was the younger uncle's partner was actually the older uncle's partner. The problem was that the older uncle was still married and was returning to his wife. (My girlfriend's father apparently still lived in Mauritius and had not visited England).

Once the older uncle had departed things started to settle down again but I stayed only as long as was respectable before making my excuses to leave.

The world made little sense. Even at Christmas the old adage of peace and good will was forgotten. In this family there was a mixture of both Christian and Moslem people. It seemed to matter little what the religion was. It didn't work. The more I observed how people behaved, according to their beliefs, the more I believed that religion had failed in some way.

I was promoted just after Christmas. Now that I was a 'senior operative' I had a little more responsibility and earned a little more money. I was also transferred to one of the mini bingo departments and, within a few days, started to 'call the numbers'. This is the thing that everyone thinks of as soon as you mention bingo. Well on this occasion I was doing precisely that.

As soon as my voice and microphone skills became apparent I was also elevated to the heady position of relief main stage caller. Now this was an entirely different ball game. Here I was, standing in front of 3000 people, not only calling out numbers but having to entertain as well. I soon learned that a main stage caller called with his eyes and not with his ears. The machine with the numbered balls had a loud blower that pushed the balls up the tube one at a time. The chances of hearing someone call quietly was remote.

During the course of play, as each Ping-Pong ball came out of the machine it showed on TV screens all over the hall. Thousands of heads bobbed up and down the same way that a nodding dog does in the back of a car. If a group of people relaxed you knew that someone had called to stop the game. Sometimes the call was so quiet that other people in the hall hadn't realised. Occasionally all you would see is a hand in the air. I remember the first time I missed someone call up. Not even the people around the customer seemed to hear. The prize was for £300. At the time I think that if the winning ticket were mine I would have hollered as loud as I could. As it was I had to continue the game until someone else called house. It was a really uncomfortable moment but I proved I could keep my nerve.

Winter passed by almost as unnoticed as my 18th birthday. My girlfriend had gone on holiday to Mauritius and left me to my own devices for at least 6 weeks. Our relationship had cooled somewhat since Christmas and I began to wonder if we were compatible. She had shown me many sides of the Moslem and Asian culture, some of which I enjoyed tremendously. I went to see Indian films, I listened to Indian music and I was certainly a great fan of Indian food. Other aspects of the culture, however, were not so easy to identify.

My girlfriend was quite concerned about being a good Moslem. Apparently the odd bacon sandwich here and there did not matter. And it struck me that many people who expressed an allegiance to a religion (doesn't matter which) took only the bits they wanted from it and ignored the rest. Religion offered a doctrine - a whole raft of dos and don’ts - and ordinary people were unable to adhere to them. I couldn't quite work out what the difference was between being a 'good' Moslem and just being a Moslem. Perhaps people aspired to becoming everything that their holy book said they should be but few seemed to manage it. And that thought annoyed me. If there were no 'good' religious people (or at least very few) who were they - any of them - to say that another believe is wrong or evil? It was an opinion borne out of ignorance.

Everything that I had read in just one book on the Tarot made perfect sense. One of the first principles it taught was to 'know thy self'. That was exactly what I had been trying to achieve. There was nothing evil about that, which I could see. The second principle was equally valid. It said, "You are responsible first and foremost for yourself". In other words an individual was responsible for his or her actions. Once again it made perfect sense and there was not the slightest hint of evil in it. The more I thought about it the more it seemed to me that religion was full of lies, deceit and half-truths. Here, for example is an excerpt from the Gospel according to Matthew:

"…and lo, the star which they [three wise men] had seen in the East went before them, till it came to rest over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy; and going into the house…"

Wait a minute. House? What, no stable? No shepherds? This was not the nativity I grew up with. In Luke's Gospel there were stables and mangers and shepherds but no wise men. 

It took months to scan through the Bible but eventually I found only two other entries. They were both in the New Testament. In the first of these, Galatians 5: 19-20, it said:

"Now the works of the flesh are plain: immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and the like"

Part of the answer to this I found a little bit before. According to St Paul (it was his letter) there was no point in circumcision as far as Jesus Christ was concerned. It mattered little if you were not a good person. All you had to do was learn to love your neighbour as yourself. In the meantime one also had to 'walk by the Spirit' and spurn the desires of the flesh.

So according to the bible, I gathered, sorcery had something to do with satisfying the desires of the flesh. I could see no link between sorcery and divination.

It was interesting to read this in the surroundings of a gambling establishment. Bingo was considered to be a soft form of gambling but within those walls I had already witnessed immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and the like in just a few short months. The only thing I had not seen was any form of sorcery. How funny, it seemed, that a staff member was scorning the only thing on St Paul's list that she did not work in.

The last reference in the Bible that I could find was in Revelations 21:8

"But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the polluted, as for the murderers, fornicators, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their lot shall be taken in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death" 

No witches here again, or divination it appeared, but sorcerers got a pretty bad deal. By all accounts it seemed that the some occult practices at least were considered to do harm.

How strange it seemed to me that the book I was reading on Tarot represented absolutely none of the harmful things that the Bible said of it. Conversely, I worked in an industry where the customers - most of whom would admit to being Christian and God fearing people - practised everything that the Bible said they should not.

Divination was mentioned only once - and there it seemed that the only reason that God did not want others to practice it was because he wanted the monopoly in fortune telling. Politically it was a pretty good move. If there were only one fortune-teller there would be no other possibilities.

As I read, and re-read, sections of the Bible I began to realise how ambiguous it was. The whole book was open to so much interpretation that it was so easy to manipulate. It was also a very old book. How old I did not know but I decided to find out.

According to religious experts, Matthews Gospel may have been written around AD60. Luke's Gospel was possibly later. Considering the lack of scribes and learned people of the time, one could be led to believe that Matthew was far more accurate than Luke. If that was the case then it seems that Jesus was born in a house and received a visit only by three Astrologers. But hang on a second. I thought that people who foretold the future were bad "...For whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord." So it was all right for Jesus to be visited by three abominations who, according to Matthew, praised the child, gave expensive gifts and then simply left. How terrible was that?

I had spent a long time in the company of the Church of England. I was not about to dismiss what little belief I had left so lightly. I had received what some people might consider to be a solid Christian upbringing. Eight years of church had to have left a mark somewhere. But the more I looked for reasons to accept the Bible as an honest book, the more contradictions I discovered. I started out my search to discover why Tarot was bad only to end up more disillusioned with the Christian religion than I already had been.

My relationship with my girlfriend started to go downhill. It was my fault entirely. Somewhere inside I had become angry and discontent with the lies and the falseness that the world had given me and I suppose I extended it to the little chinks in my relationship. Other than the music, the church had caused me great pain in many ways. Yet here I was in a gambling establishment and I couldn't be happier. It was like tipping the entire teachings of the Bible upside down. When I started reading the Tarot book I was hoping to find some answers. Right now I had more questions than I had when I first started!

With my girlfriend gone I was a free agent. There was a girl at my workplace that I had liked for quite a while and we ended up having a brief fling. I don't think that my landlady was particularly impressed as one day, when I went to the bed-sit she told me that she needed the room and that I was to leave within the next two weeks.

I was a bit stunned at first but then I wondered if she was allowed to do that to me. Over the next couple of days I looked for some legal advice on what my rights were as a tenant. I discovered that I was at least entitled to receive written notice of two weeks.

I didn't see my landlady for almost a week. She was a Turkish lady who looked to be in her late 40s but she may well have been younger. During the day she worked at a seamstress at home, often working into the evening. On my days off during the week I found the thrum of her machine could be quite irritating, especially if I was trying to read. I bumped into her late one evening and I told her what I had discovered. She appeared to accept what I had said and went back to her rooms. I assumed that she would give me a written notice by the morning.

I went back to the bed-sit at lunchtime the next day. When I opened the front door the landlady was there. I expected that she was going to return with a letter of notice but instead she returned with a kitchen knife!

As she waved the knife in my face she spat vehemently at me that I had one hour to get my stuff out. If I didn't go she would call the police and say that I had tried to rape her!

This was so totally out of the blue that I was struck dumb. Not only had my circumstances changed so quickly that I had to rearrange my thoughts to the new situation, I had never been accused of rape before. What also struck me was why this woman would say such a thing. It wouldn't have been so bad if she was mildly attractive but the thoughts that she sent through my head were worse than her accusation! Rape? I wouldn't have desired the merest possibility of a grope!

The situation was immediate and so I put all the silly thoughts away. I had one hour to get my things together and nowhere to go. When someone comes at you with a knife all rational arguments go out the window. Thinking very quickly now, I went back to the bingo hall and asked a friend if they would give me a place to stay for a couple of nights. It was short notice and there was hardly time to make arrangements but they agreed on the basis of the urgency. Returning to the bed-sit I got my things together as fast as I could and arranged for a taxi to take me to the club.

How was I to know that my landlady was illiterate? That is what one of her sons told me as I moved my gear out. Our relationship had always been professional but reasonably pleasant. Why did she not tell me that she could neither read nor write? Why did she not get one of her son's to write the damn letter? Why did she feel that she had to evict me at knifepoint?

Over the last few months I had been painting a picture of Mecca on a piece of hardboard set in the fireplace. It would remain forever unfinished. I had no furniture to speak of so the move wasn't difficult. Never the less I found myself suddenly homeless. But this time I was not alone. Many of my work colleagues were friends. At least one of them was happy to put up with me for a couple of days. Independence had its downside I suppose but it never entered my head to think about going home. I had struck out for independence and I would not fail. There was no way that I would go cap in hand to my parents to ask for my room back; it was not an option. I was going to take responsibility for my own actions and that meant that I had to find another place to stay.
Chapter XVII

Illness and Insecurity
Finding a new place to stay was not so easy. Working in bingo left little time to go hunting. Having been kicked out at knifepoint from my previous abode still left me feeling rattled. I spent the following three days with a friend in Battersea. His wife was a very tolerant person but not backward at telling me that I needed to find a new place quickly. I was in no position to disagree.

The local paper had some vacancies worth checking out. I found a new bed sit in Mitcham. It was a box room with about enough room to swing a kitten but it was cheap and fairly close to work. I really only wanted a place to sleep so it was good enough. I took it.

As a relief caller I was earning more, which allowed me the luxury of eating out more. I had the use of a kitchen at this place but I didn't feel too comfortable using it so late at night. On the way home I discovered a Persian restaurant. They made the most delicious chicken dhansak. For a while I was totally hooked on the stuff.

The bingo hall hosted many forms of entertainment. The occasional live performance made working quite a pleasure and after the show there was often a disco. It was at one of these that I started going out with another member of the staff.

Her name was Sandra. She was a bubbly, fun loving girl with an infectious laugh and a very cheeky grin. Having seen a lot of my perceived structure of the world crumble recently she was just what I needed to lift my spirits. I needed some fun in my life for a change and suddenly there she was.

Our first date took place at a local ice rink. I had never skated before but I soon got the hang of falling over every other step and developing the obligatory blisters from boots that were too loose. In addition I remember splitting my trousers and being laughed at a lot. On the whole it was quite a successful evening.

One date led to another and in a short time we became a couple. Sandra lived with one of the bingo customers as a lodger so there was no opportunity to take the relationship much further than kissing. But that was fine in my opinion. I had time to continue my studies and time to go out and have fun.

In September 1980 there was a new bingo hall opening at Clapham Junction. I was looking for promotion at the time and a new club meant there would be an opening for a main stage caller. I applied and got the job. Sandra decided to transfer with me so that our relationship could continue. Bingo was such a socially consuming lifestyle that if we had worked in separate clubs there would have been no chance of seeing each other, possibly for weeks on end.

I applied for the position and was accepted. The opening night was on my 20th birthday. All the staff that were taken on had to be there one week before. It is an interesting side note to mention that among the staff was a big young lad by the name of Frank Bruno. Frank, of course, went on to become a very well known international heavyweight boxer. At the bingo club he was a cellar man and I saw him often in the afternoons walking across the hall with a barrel of beer under each arm. Us mere mortals might have managed one barrel if that.

I had never worked on my birthday. For some reason I considered that day to be as important, if not more so, than any other festival day. I always took that day off but I could hardly beg for a day off on the opening night and the start of a new job. As it turned out there was a guest caller for the evening and I did not go on stage until the late session (The late session was a half hour bingo session for those who had not had enough of the game by the end of the main session. The prize money was a bit of a comedown from the big flyer at the end of the main session but some people just didn't know when to quit).

A change of job also meant a change of residence. I was no longer near my bed-sit and Sandra was having some problems with her landlady. One of the staff suggested that we stay with her for a while. It was a council flat in Roehampton where there were kids and it would be cramped. It also meant that Sandra and I could be together, so naturally it was ideal.

Somewhere in the buried depths of my head I found a little spark of fun. Contained in that spark was the necessary conversation that made relationships work. I spent many nights encouraging Sandra to develop our relationship further than it had. I was gentle but persistent and not without a little humour. It was a game that I was unfamiliar with and yet the chase was more fun than I thought it would be.

I proposed marriage in a pub. The place was fairly crowded when I got down on one knee and asked Sandra to marry me. As usual she was giggling at the spectacle but I was quite used to making a fool of myself in public by then. She accepted and we became engaged shortly after.

I telephoned my mother at Christmas. Since I had left home at age 17 I had rarely been in contact with my family. This was probably only the 3rd time I spoke to her. I had certainly spoken to no other member of the family. Through the time I had been away I was seldom close to a telephone. If I wanted to call anyone I would have to use the phone box. Mobile phones were unheard of. My relationship with my mother had not been terribly good before but as time passed I think she realised that I was independent and seemed to be doing OK.

And everything did seem to be going reasonably well until I caught glandular fever. One minute I was fine and then the next, my throat became sore and my glands swelled most painfully. The inside of my mouth was riddled with sores. It became hard swallow water let alone solid stuff. The worst thing I had ever suffered from before was migraine - the first one I ever had lasted three days - but this condition was challenging for supremacy.

After a week of swollen glands I discovered that all I had done - and still wanted to do - was sleep. I would wake up at 8:00am and feel reasonably awake but by 3:00pm I was so tired I had to go back to sleep. I woke again at 8:00pm and was back asleep by midnight. This carried on for four weeks. I was away from work for at least six weeks.

My boss was not impressed. He had obviously never heard of glandular fever and in the entertainment industry one never has such a long amount of time off. I had known very little about the condition and it was only later that I discovered that one of the side effects of glandular fever was depression. Worse still, the depression could last for up to 18 months. It didn't help that even when I returned to work I felt very low and unsociable. It also didn't help that my boss and I failed to see eye to eye on a number of issues. He demoted me twice for incredibly silly reasons.

Living with the couple in Roehampton also started to go a bit sour. It was time to look elsewhere and it so happened that another work colleague handed us a solution. We secured a squat on an estate in Southfields, just a stones throw from the world famous Wimbledon Tennis Club. It was a three-bedroom place that the council had presumably owned. We were told to turn up one evening and to bring a new lock for the front door. We had to be quiet for two days to be able to claim squatter's rights.

Everything went according to plan. The council did turn up about a week later but by then it was too late. We had not broken in. The door was open when we got there. We had a second hand cooker, a table and two chairs and a double mattress. It was no palace and the communal heating was on full as the weather got warmer. Never the less it was our first property together.

Life became almost normal for a while. Sandra and I had our ups and downs but it was as close to normal life as one could get. Work was not particularly easy as my boss and I continued to compete for control. Naturally I was in a terrible position with no authority whatsoever but I was not going to let this idiot get away with putting me down.

It was in the summer of 1981 that things changed completely. Somehow my family had tracked me down and I received news that my father had been taken to hospital with a suspected heart attack.

Despite all the things that had happened to make me want to leave home, it was the sort of news that made me realise I could not stay away. My time in bingo seemed to be going stale, someone had broken into our squat and stole my electric piano and we received a council eviction notice. My mother agreed to Sandra and I living in a room at home. It was not my first preference but for now it was the only choice if I were to be with my family during this crisis. Sandra and I resigned from bingo and moved, jobless, back to East London.

Dad had had a severe angina attack. He was in hospital for a few weeks until they got his blood flow corrected and his heart rhythm normal. The attack had been quite a shock for my father who had always been a stern and authoritative person. All of a sudden he was now aware of his own mortality and his apparent flirtation with death had mellowed his nature.

There were times just before I went to sleep that I recalled a dim memory of being with my family in a park. I could have been only two or three years old. My father was running after me and I could hardly run for laughing. I knew that as soon as he caught me he would tickle me. I had no particular cares or worries on that day. My father loved me and we were playing. It was the only time I ever remember that we played.

When my father came out of hospital he seemed to be less stern. His previous stature and self confidence was less pronounced. Instead there was this new look that I had never seen before. There was tiredness but the weary lines on his face were somehow gentler. The drive behind his eyes was replaced with a placid, reflective gaze. It was as though whatever the concerns were that drove him on to work himself into an early grave had vanished. For now he was happy to be alive.

Sandra and I started to set up home in the front room of my parent's house. There was a rent to pay but it was fairly nominal. Never the less we needed to earn money to pay it so it was time to look for work. At that time any job would do and it just so happened that a new petrol station was opening a few miles away. We both applied for the job and got it. This meant that we were earning money at least. It wasn't a lot of money but that didn't matter for the moment. What was difficult was that we had to work different shifts.

For three months we saw very little of each other apart from some meal times and at night. During this time it also became apparent that Sandra and my mother were not getting along.

The job at the petrol station was a stopgap. We both hated it and Sandra soon found herself a new job at the Leytonstone bingo hall. It was familiar work and that meant she spent less time at home with my mother. I also found a new job in a betting office. It was a new business (opened by the horse Red Rum - three-time winner of the Grand National at Aintree) where I learned all about racing odds and different types of bets.

The owner was also the manager. He had aspirations about opening more than just one betting office. And sure enough, after only two months he was looking to open a shop in Plumstead, South East London. By this time I was already settling bets and had a fairly good knowledge of how a betting office was run. Perhaps it was for this reason that the boss asked me if I wanted to be the manager.

It was an astounding acceleration and one that I could not turn down. I would not have suggested that I was at all experienced in the business but if I didn't do it then someone else would. I cannot say that I didn't have my doubts but I decided to take the risk and accepted the post.

In all it was a pretty easy job. Most of the time I worked out the mathematics in my head but now I could double check it with a calculator. Calculators had been around for a few years but the first ones were gigantic affairs with till rolls at the back. These ones were liquid crystal diodes LCD and were much more compact.

At home I tried to make the front room more comfortable for Sandra and myself. We stripped the room and I redecorated it. We also bought a couple of budgerigars for company. Now that was a big mistake. Living in one room with two twittering budgies did not make for a peaceful life. The company was fun but the noise was too much.

Sandra and my mother really did not get on well. Two women in a kitchen was bad enough but when one of them was my mother and the other one my girlfriend it was a recipe for disaster. My mother was of the opinion that Sandra was not pulling her weight. Sandra, on the other hand, thought that my mother was just picking on her. This was not good.

While I was away from home my sister had got married. She and her husband were living in a flat in Leyton. It was quite a nice flat compared to what we had been used to and the flat on the landing opposite seemed just as nice. I was not so sure that I wanted to live so close to my sister or her husband. Then again we had both grown up a bit and the thought of continuing to live at home I feared was the worst of two evils. And then fate decreed that the flat became vacant. The landlady was very happy to have new tenants moving in so quickly after the old ones moved out.

My mother was not surprised when I told her that we were getting a place of our own. This time it was different to when I had first left home. I was only going to be a couple of miles away and in some ways I think she felt relieved to get her kitchen back.

Boscombe Avenue was a corner house in a relatively leafy area of Leyton. It was quiet and spacious. We had a living room, bedroom and kitchen. The bedroom even had a built in shower. The only thing we shared with our neighbour was the toilet.

Life was normal for a while until my boss decided that his business was not taking enough money and decided to sack me in favour of someone with more experience. I had no warning that this was going to happen. One minute I was employed and the next I was jobless. What was I going to do?

Sulking seemed a pretty good option for about a week. I spent some time playing with my Tarot cards to see what they had to say. What ever they did say I can't remember but eventually I got over my humiliation and thought about finding some more work.

I spotted a job for an optical technician. It was a job I knew so it would do for now. The journey to the factory, however, was not easy. I needed to get my own transport and decided that I had to buy a cheap second hand motor bike.

The red Suzuki 100cc cost me £50.00. The previous owner had seen fit to run it on 4-star petrol and had put a car spark plug in it. With the help of my brother in law (who at least knew something about bikes) I managed to change the petrol to 2-star and put the right spark plug in. It turned out to be a fairly high maintenance vehicle for six months but eventually it was restored and working normally.

The job at the optical factory was everything I remembered it to be. Noisy, dusty and 8 hours a day immersed up to my elbows in carbon and rouge. It was an unfriendly place where few people seemed to have the time of day to say even hello. I worked alongside a guy who was black, gay and predominantly effeminate. He was the only friend I had in the place that made the day go a little faster. Whenever I hear the song "Walking on in Sunshine" (Eddy Grant 1978), it brings back fond memories of this guy with his portable cassette recorder (There were no such things as personal stereos) dancing through the day to the same Eddy Grant album.

But this was not the job for me. Sandra had found work at the Leytonstone bingo club. I used to pick her up of an evening and I got to know the manager. Now it appeared that the Leytonstone club was closing. The manager was moving to a new club in Greenwich. Before this happened Sandra came home one evening to tell me that her old manager was looking for a relief caller. It was a possible opportunity to get back in to job that I enjoyed so I applied. I became a relief caller at Leytonstone because I could and because it was extra money.

I had considered other jobs. The problem I had was how little people actually knew about the skills used in a bingo club. As soon as I mentioned 'bingo' I got the stock reply 'Oh. You called the numbers did you?' Yes I had but it was not the only thing that I had done. Over the years I done all sorts of 'other things' in bingo besides calling numbers. There were mathematical calculations, administration, bar management, stock control, staff supervision and so much more. But to every other employer it seemed that the only thing they could perceive was a person standing on a stage calling out 'two fat ladies, 88'. Bingo was a vocational trap. It was terribly difficult to break into a new field of work.

Steve Carter was a short stocky man with a blunt approach to life, a bad smoking habit and asthma. I liked him. He asked me straight forward questions and I replied with straight forward answers. I didn't like the job I was in, I had called the biggest club in the company and I wanted more than just a part time job. Steve considered the needs of the business and offered me a job as relief caller and treasurer at Greenwich. The treasurer was the person who looked after the cash in the building. Each department had a money float for the day. My job was to count money out and in and to make sure that there was enough change to supply both the departments and the needs of the spending customer. It was a much smaller club than I was used to but it was a damned sight better than polishing glass all day.

I shall never forget my 21st birthday. It was awful. My party was a few drinks with my sister and her husband in their flat just over the hall to ours. Of all the momentous birthday occasions this was an event never to be remembered. Christmas was likewise as dull. Whatever magic there had been was somehow lost that year.

It was often during these reflective periods that I continued to study Tarot and contemplate the origins of religion. As far as I could tell, religion started when humans began to gather into communities. These little villages grew crops and farmed animals. In some communities the leader of the village was made responsible for ensuring a good harvest. If the crops failed, however, it seemed that the people believed their leader was responsible. The 'Harvest King' invariably got himself killed as a result.

One bright spark somewhere - someone who I presume valued his head and wanted it to remain attached to his shoulders - must have come up with the idea that there were entities of a greater power than a mere Harvest King. So one day, when the crops failed, he got up in front of his people and said, "Don't blame me. It was God". He didn't say God, of course, but it was not unreasonable to look at the Sun and the Moon as the natural cause of agricultural fortunes. Many civilisations worship the Sun and Moon for centuries - long before any deity had an actual name.

I found myself looking at the Tarot cards of the Sun and the Moon. The book said that the Sun denoted success and that the Moon denoted illusion. It made sense that the Moon meant illusion as it had no light of its own but was merely a reflection of the Sun. And if the Moon reflected an image of the true light of the Sun then the Sun must represent that which was truth.

But what was truth? Every time I thought I had found something true it turned out to be otherwise. When I sang with my parent's band it was my mothers wishes and not mine. When I went to church it was my mothers belief system. These things were reflections. I was a reflection of my mother's aspirations. But then had I not also deluded myself? Was I not living in a dream world when I became obsessed over one girl to the exclusion of all else? Was that not my self imposed illusion?

The Sun and the Moon, truth and lies. But what was really true? At this moment in time I had a job, a place to live and a girlfriend. They were true - or were they? I believed that other people would have been happy with what I had. So why was I not content? What was the cause of my restless thoughts? It was so annoying that I simply could not place my finger on what it was running around my head. There was a question that I could not formulate. It was the question where answers would suddenly gush forth like a bursting dam. It was there somewhere but I couldn't find a way to word it. It was a question that was tied to the one I had been asking myself for years - who am I? And if I could only find the right question I would finally be able to get some answers.

Whatever the question was did not appear like a bolt of lightning but a few weeks later something else did. I got home from work at the usual late hour and Sandra was still up waiting for me. I could tell by the look in her eyes that something was up and by the looks of it I wasn't going to like it.

"I've got something to tell you", she said in an unusually flat tone.

For an instance I did a mental scan of all the things that could possibly be wrong but I was not prepared for what she told me next.

There were no fanfares, no crashing organ chords or dramatic pauses. There were just two simple words that would change my life again. Sandra looked straight at me and said, "I'm pregnant".

Chapter XVIII

Bells and Babies
I was pleased. I was shocked. I was uncertain. I was dumbstruck. I was in a state of terror. I was any and all of the above when Sandra told me that we were going to have a baby. It was so totally unplanned that it took a while for the full impact of the news to sink in. Sandra was looking to me for some kind of response. I could see in her eyes that she didn't know how I would react. A little voice inside me said that I had to reassure her that this momentous event was all right. It was more than all right it was great. It was also scary.

We were going to have a baby! I was 22 and Sandra was 19. Were we ready to have children? We weren't even married. Nowadays that thought might not seem to matter much but I was brought up within clear guidelines and strong principles. One had to do the right thing and it had to be done properly. People dated, got engaged, got married, bought a house and then had children - in that order! That was what I understood and that was what should have happened.

I spent the next few days getting used to the idea of being a parent. It meant, of course, that we would have to get married sooner than we intended. My mother was particularly adamant about that. Giving birth to a bastard was not an acceptable outcome. No. By early summer there would have to be a wedding, and that was that.

Sandra was consulted but I daresay bamboozled into agreeing many of the arrangements that my mother hastily made. The wedding dress could not be white and there was nowhere near enough money to afford the real McCoy. The dress would have to be something that was both attractive and comfortable; after all she would be almost four months pregnant by the time she walked up the aisle.

My part in the arrangements was almost as insignificant. Probably the only thing that Sandra and I agreed between us was the date. We would become Mr and Mrs Ward on 19th June 1983.

I sat in my parent's living room while the arrangements were finalised. As if the idea of wedding bells were inevitable I found myself gazing at my mother's collection of hand bells. She started collecting bells in 1974. To begin with it was just one bell from a small seaside town. In less than ten years she now had a collection that numbered over 200. This figure would eventually treble to 600. Dad made some shelves to put them on and now they virtually covered two walls in the room. Most were brass bells but Mum had also started to collect glass and ceramic ones. There were a few large bells hanging on the wall with chains attached to the clappers. Mum was bell crazy. Even when she played on a fruit machine in the local club she always played the 'bell fruit' machine.

With only a month to go until the big day, there were still other important things to do. The windows on the front of my mother's house had always been pink. Each year they needed painting and each year I had to paint it. Dad was no longer capable of climbing a ladder and my brother didn't like heights. With a wedding around the corner the house had to look nice. I painted the front of that house so often I learned to hate the colour pink! One year I refused to do it unless I could paint it green. It lasted a year before it went back to pink again.

My brother, Chris, had left school by now. He was working and had taken up with the girl next door. He always liked her way back into childhood. My parents were not particularly approving of the relationship because she was black. However, despite their objection, the relationship blossomed. In a short time Sandra and my brother's girlfriend became good friends.

Finally the big day arrived. My brother and brother in law accompanied me to the parish church of St Johns where I had spent much of my childhood in the choir. It was a splendid looking building with its Victorian style windows, stained glass tall clock tower. The tower also had eight bells that chimed for weddings and Sunday services. Although I had learned how to ring bells it was my sister who became the campanologist. She rang the church bells for almost two years. There was so much of my life that appeared to be tied up in that church that it seemed fitting that I would be married there.

Or was it fitting? Not everything that happened to me in that church had been good. Indeed it was within that church that my belief in God and the whole of religion had dissolved. The fact that I was here at all was a last desperate cling to some small belief that there was, despite the church, a God of some sort. Perhaps it was just pre wedding nerves that bothered me.

I stood at the aisle with Chris as my best man. I had been to so many weddings as a choirboy that I could have recited the service backwards. Perhaps it was this that made me think of this whole charade as an empty gesture. It wouldn't change the way that I felt about Sandra.

How did I feel about Sandra? It seemed strange to start thinking about it now. How many years had it been since I was obsessed with a girl at school. Had I really got over it or was it just another feeling repressed and buried along with all the others. Did I really know what love was? Why was I getting married? At that point I could swear to loving anything or anyone. I knew the word and I knew what it was meant to convey but I didn't know if I actually knew how love was supposed to feel. Then again I had always suffered with emotional repression. Perhaps the way I felt would be all I would ever feel.

I watched as Sandra walked up the aisle. One of her brothers walked beside her. She was wearing a blue pleated dress and a veil with flowers. She carried a bouquet. All I could think at the time was that I was doing the right thing. Sandra was going to be the mother of my child and I was going to make sure that the child had a mother and a father and a legitimate name. The feeling was a confusion of wanting to feel love but experiencing a sense of duty. Had we been pushed into this moment? By my parents one could say yes. By circumstances one could say maybe. But if I didn't want to do this I could have stopped it there and then.

No. I was there because I wanted to be. This was my choice and my responsibility. Likewise it was Sandra's choice. If she did not want to be there she would not have turned up.

The music stopped. The vicar stood on the steps of the choir and began, "Dearly beloved. We are gathered here today in the sight of God…"

The reception was held at the Royal British Legion only half a minute from my parents' house. As a married couple, Sandra and I hardly saw each other for the entire evening. We did manage to get together for the obligatory first dance and the cutting of the cake but aside from that we were talking to family. By the time we got to bed it all we could think of was sleep.

Life settled down again and Sandra got bigger. With the added expense coming up I worked as much as I could. For a few months it was simply routine.

It was 5:05pm on 25th November 1983 that I got a phone call from Sandra. Her water had just broken and she was waiting to go to the hospital. My boss knew that the birth was imminent and allowed me to go straight away. By motorbike it was only a half hour journey to the hospital. 

Sandra was already there by the time I arrived. She was in quite a lot of pain but it seemed to take forever before the Doctors arrived to fit in an epidural. The pains died away as the anaesthetic kicked in. I felt about as useful as a chocolate fireguard. All I could do was to be there. The minutes became hours ticking slowly by. Midnight came and went and the medical staff popped in an out periodically to check the progress of the baby. By 4:00am there was still very little progress. The baby's head had engaged but the dilation was only 4 centimetres. The Doctors tried to increase the dilation but by 8:00am it was only 6 centimetres and it needed to be at least 10.

By 9:00am the doctors were concerned that the baby was not able to get out of the birth canal and started thinking about a caesarean operation. Sandra was very tired by then and I was concerned for her safety. I had been awake for 24 hours myself and I was feeling tired so Sandra must have felt exhausted.

By 11:30am it was clear that the operation had to take place and Sandra was moved to theatre. All I could do was to sit and wait.

The baby was born at 12:29pm on 26th November 1983. It was a boy. He weighed exactly 8 pounds and had deep liquid blue eyes. The top of his head was cone-shaped where he had tried to come out through the birth canal. He was just 6 minutes old when I held him in my arms.

As I gaze into the face of my son, he looked straight back. His tiny hand gripped my finger. The experience was almost indescribable. It was a feeling of wonder and awe mixed in with a sense of belonging and rightness. This was my son and if I felt love at the time I could not tell. But whatever it was that I felt it was profound and unconditional. All the tiredness and the worry melted away with the rest of the world. For that moment in time it was just myself holding a new born child. It was a perfect moment that was an honest truth. This was the Tarot card of 'the Sun' in all its glory, Father and son in a moment of 'knowing'. Nothing in my life had been as pure and as fundamentally instinctive as this one unified moment of being. There would never be another moment like it, so simple and yet so emotionally complex.

Sandra was recovering. I stayed by her bedside while she slept. When she started to come round she was in a little pain and very tired but she was happy. When she was a little more awake we talked about names. My mother had always like the continuation of family names. Her grandmother's name was Faith, as was hers. When she had her first child, a daughter, she was named Faith also. My sister's first child had Faith as a second name and so the family name continued through four generations. For me she said that if it were a boy she would like some part of his name to be Shane. In my heart I also wanted that name also. Sandra and I talked through the options and made our own decision.

When I left the hospital I had to go straight back to work. I hadn't slept for 36 hours by then but I was on a high and sleep was a million miles away. I made a few quick phone calls before I went on stage, just to let the family know that mother and baby were fine. I finished work at 11:30 and travelled to the British Legion Club to have a drink with my parents.

The 27th of November was my parent's wedding anniversary. They had been married for 30 years so this turned into a double celebration. My mother asked me what we were going to call the baby. She had been so pleased that it was a boy and the look on her face was as if the name was the most important thing in the world to her. She also knew, however, that the decision rested with Sandra and myself so she held her breath, hoping against hope that we would continue the family name.

I said to her, "The baby's name is Shane Michael"

If one could ever have given another person a present that provoked any more happiness and excitement as my mother showed then, they would have exploded! She was never the kind or person to express emotions of love at the best of times but for this piece of news there was no holding back. My mother threw her arms around me and almost wept for joy. The perpetuation of the family name, something so important to her, was secure for another generation.

I had parked the motorbike at home as I knew that this family visit would involve one or two celebratory drinks (what an understatement!). I finally left the club at 3:00am to go home  - surprisingly sober but still on a high and unable to sleep. Eventually, however, I was taken over by sheer exhaustion and went to bed, having been awake by then for two whole days.

I woke up for the first time knowing that I had a son. Sandra had been through quite an ordeal and would probably sleep a lot. I was still in a bit of a daze about the whole event and pottered around aimlessly. In fact I was so 'up in the air' that I needed to gain a bit of self control. Maybe a distraction to focus on would clear my head. So I set up my quarter size snooker table and just potted balls. The repetition started to work and I could feel myself calming down to a point where I could think rationally and reasonably. What I didn't keep an eye on was the time.

I didn't mean to miss the visiting hours. Sandra was going to be very upset. And indeed she was. She had never been much of a forgiving or understanding person. There were no prisoners in her cells. Whatever my excuse there was none that would mollify her. I was in the dog house big time. It took quite some time for her to relent. In a way I believe that she never did forgive me and something changed between us that proved to be a turning point in our relationship.

The next six months revolved around one little man. My sister got the bug and became pregnant with her second child, which meant that she had to look for larger accommodation. Little Shane was a pretty good baby, although he suffered frequently with colic. There were many sleepless nights to deal with while still working at least 14-hour days.

Working in bingo involved long hours but it was a job I knew and I realised that I needed to earn more money. Sandra was a mother now and mine was the only income. The opportunity to apply for management arose and I took it. In February 1984 I'd won promotion to Assistant Manager and was moved to a bingo club at Woolwich. The money was better even if the hours were not. I endeavoured to make my name in the world of bingo and yet, as time was to tell, there would come a point where unsociable hours and family life became incompatible. Already there were cracks starting to show as we endured disruption to the normal regime. I could not help but notice a certain similarity to my parents at this juncture. Sandra was alone at home with a baby and I was working all hours. It was only a matter of time that our marriage would start to unravel.

Chapter XIX

Torture and Temptation
"I don't love you anymore and I want a divorce". She had said this at least a dozen times over the last year or so and each time I ignored her silly comment as just a way to hurt me. Sandra and I had been married for no more than 18 months. Baby Shane was just over a year old and we were living in a rented one bedroom flat.

I was recently promoted to assistant manager in the bingo industry. The company had moved me from Greenwich to Woolwich, which was a few miles further from home but on a motorbike it was an easy journey. Motorbikes, on the other hand, were only convenient if one got from A to B safely and at a time when I needed it least I had an accident that could have cost me my life.

Trying to balance a home life with the long hours at work was not easy. Getting to work on time had never been a strong point of mine in the first place. On the morning in question I was riding to work with the slimmest of time windows. If I hurried I could make it.

As I came off of a roundabout there was a 38-ton articulated lorry in front of me, crawling along and taking up most of the road. My little 100cc motorbike accelerated from zero to 60 miles per hour in the time it would have taken to boil a kettle. In short it didn't accelerate quickly. Never the less I knew I had to overtake this monster to get to work on time. I was in a hurry but I was not taking an unnecessary risk.

As I reached the middle of the trailer, the cab of the lorry driver started to turn right - and only then did he decide to indicate. Suddenly I had nowhere to go except straight into the side of the truck's cab. I pressed the hooter on my motorbike. It was a pitiful sound. Vehicle horns were meant to convey the impression that other road users should 'watch out'. My pathetic hooter sounded more like 'excuse me'. But I held onto the it for as long as I could and the driver heard, thankfully, and applied his brakes.

The side of the cab was now just a wall in my path. I had no time to turn and no distance to stop. I was going to hit it head on. All I could do was drop the handlebars and wait for the impact. The front of the motorbike hit the lorry's front wheel and I catapulted over the top of the handlebars. The top of my crash helmet took most of the impact as the motorbike continued to slide under the lorry. Before the impact I had simply relaxed my body and maybe this is what saved me from serious injury. But the incredible outcome of the accident was the way that after the impact I landed on my feet, picked up my motorbike from under the lorry and walked it to a safe place on the side of the road.

The lorry driver had indicated too late and he knew it. I didn't make too much of a fuss however because there was very little damage and my vehicle insurance had run out nine hours before. To think that I was about to renew my insurance that very day and I could have been killed! But not a scratch did I have. I had a couple of days aching from the sudden impact but I was so lucky to have escaped virtually unharmed.

My marriage was not so lucky. Life seemed to be about babies and work. Sandra became bored and testy. It seemed like she wanted to pick an argument almost daily. I had lived a childhood full of arguments and I was not about to start rowing the same way my parents did. Most of the time I simply listened to Sandra rant and rave until she ran out of things to say. The subject matter was often silly and I would not allow myself to be drawn into a debate about it. Sometimes, when she ran out of things to say I would say to her, "Have you finished?" and that would normally lead to a fresh tirade of shouting and screaming. Occasionally I would just walk out and leave her to stew. If I tried to talk calmly about the problem it led to another tantrum.

My brother, Chris, had moved into the flat that my sister vacated. She had her second daughter in January 1984 and the flat was no longer big enough. My brother moved in with his girlfriend - formerly she was the daughter of my parent's next door neighbour - and for a while there was some reprieve for me as Sandra had company while I worked 14 hour days.

While my brother had a tendency to be as passive as I, it was not difficult to work out that his girlfriend was as impulsive as my wife. I came home one day from work to find my new neighbours had got themselves a puppy. Before this they had bought a cat but the cat had got run over by a car. So now my brother's girlfriend got herself a dog. Within a week the place smelled of dogs and excrement. I was never a fan of babies nappies and if there was one thing I could not stand was to live in a place that smelled of it. My wife, however, seemed incapable of linking the idea of bad smells and emptying bins. Now it seemed that every room in the house stank.

The dogs lasted for a few months before they had wrecked the place. In the meantime my brother's girlfriend appeared to be entertaining other men. I was not certain at first but my suspicions were confirmed when I caught her one day in bed with another guy. What on earth was I going to tell my brother? Should I tell him? I was hardly in a position to talk about strong relationships when my own was coming apart at the seams. Was this a one-off moment of infidelity or was it more? I decided to say nothing for the sake of my brother's happiness. One miserable person in the family was enough for now.

In the end it was like flogging a dead horse. When I got married in a church there were vows that I had taken. 'For better or for worse' and 'Til death do us part'. I took those vows seriously and was not about to give up at the first obstacle. I also had a son to think of. Little Shane was just over a year old. He was my son and I wanted to see him grow up and be with him. I wanted to see him go to school and be with him as he learned about the world. I wanted to teach him things, play football, fly kites and all the other things a father and son should do. I did not want to be an absent parent.

There is only so much one person can take. For 10 months I endured the tantrums and the diatribes. What should have been a happy marriage became a marriage from hell. I left home years ago to escape the constant conflict of dysfunctional family life. Now it seemed that I was back where I started. Sandra had become unreasonable and combative.

I was tired and war weary when Sandra, for the last time, said to me "I don't love you anymore and I want a divorce". That was enough for me. Without hesitation I replied "Fine. When are you moving out?"

It took a week before she eventually moved. I made sure that she was given a council place because I wanted to make sure that my son had a roof over his head. By the next week I started divorce proceeding on the grounds of my wife's unreasonable behaviour.

With two days off work I had little time to myself. It was rare that I would have two days together. On one of those days I did all the household necessities like shopping and laundry. On the other day I put one day a fortnight to see my son and the other as a rest day. If there were any social activities to be had they were at the bingo club. Working unsociable and erratic hours meant that I had no friends outside of the business. My school friends were long gone and it was impossible to attend regular weekly functions of any sort.

Arranging to see my son also became difficult. Because of my work patterns I could only see him once in two weeks and even then it would have to be at two weeks notice. It was rare that I had two days together but if I had my son for both days I would have to take him to the laundry and the shops on one of them. Then there came the times when I took him home only to find that Sandra was not there. This made things difficult at work, as I would be late. When I, as the assistant manager, was responsible for opening the club - I could not be late.

Sandra's attitude to what she believed I could and could not do led to a very acrimonious divorce proceeding. Even though we were now apart it seemed that her expectations of me had now transferred to how often I could take my son. My role at work demanded that a certain flexibility and there would be some days where I would have to work at short notice. Consequently some arrangements had to be cancelled. According to Sandra this was not good enough. It seemed that the only way I could even begin to promise regular visits was to change my job but everyone in bingo knew that other jobs were ignorant of the skills needed to run a bingo club. I was in charge of 50 staff, a club, up to 2000 customers, a licensed bar, a snack bar and more money than one could imagine. According to most employers I would 'call the numbers'. Getting another job was not easy.

Not long after my wife moved out, my brother's relationship came to an abrupt end. His girlfriend was sleeping around and he got to find out. I was happy to discover that the dogs went too.

Chris shared the flat for a while with a mutual friend. His name was Mark. We knew him from our choir days and had remained friends ever since. He was the kind of guy who suddenly appeared for a few days and then disappeared just as quickly. After a while it made sense that we shared my one-bedroom flat instead of paying two rents. I hardly ever used the living room anyway.

Chris's flat was rented by a young girl of 16. She was not my type (whatever that was) but single males are inclined to appraise anyone of the opposite sex as a prospective partner - or even just a conquest. My own experience with one-night stands were few and far between but I was aware enough of my feelings to realise they held little meaning or fulfilment. Mark, on the other hand, was a walking one-night stand. He had no interest whatsoever in long term relationships. Therefore it was not surprising that after only a short time he had made a conquest.

As we got to know her it became apparent that Mark's effortless success had nothing to do with his abilities to 'charm the ladies'. Our neighbour's appetite for a string of men earned her the surname of 'bucket' and the property we lived in was titled 'The House of Ill Repute'.

I returned home from work one evening desperately needing to visit the smallest room in the house. There was a shared toilet between the two flats but at the time of night I got home it should have been empty. I raced up the stairs and quickly divested myself of my motorbike gear. When I got to the toilet my neighbour was there, slumped over the toilet bowl in a drunken state. Her curly brown, shoulder length hair cascaded over her face as she lay there fast asleep. She wore a purple satin robe with a belt around the waist.

I called out her name, hoping to waken her. She mumbled something incoherent but slurred enough that I realised she was drunk. My need became a little more insistent so I tried to be more assertive with her. This had little effect. In the end I felt that the only way I could get to go to the loo was to physically remove her.

I gathered her up in my arms and lifted her out of the room. We were half way down the corridor when her robes fell away to reveal that she was naked beneath. There I was, standing in a communal passage with a young naked girl in my arms. At that moment in time I had the opportunity to do absolutely anything to her. I was a single man and it had been quite a while since I had known a woman. And here it was as the old saying goes, 'on a plate' in my hands.

I carried on walking towards the girl's bedroom. Carefully I nudged the door open and carried her across to her bed. I laid her down carefully and she stayed still with her eyes closed and her naked body exposed in all its glory. The temptation was unbearably real. I was in a position of total power and nothing could stop me from doing anything that I wanted to do. I thought of all the missed opportunities I had had in my life, especially with women. I thought of all the times that my ineptitude and stupidity had cost me a more intimate relationship with other girls. I thought of all the embarrassments that I had suffered at the hands of women and the lack of closeness that I had experienced with my wife before our separation. I had every reason to take this girl as she lay there, open and inviting. She was a loose woman by all accounts and her reputation for being a local bike (everyone could ride her) did little to defend her against my claim to take her.

I pulled back the covers of her bed and gently covered her. When I left the room the only thing I really wanted to do was have a pee!

I had a clear conscience. I had done the right thing and yet there was a small part of me that was disappointed. It was, however, a regret that I could live with. It seemed strange to overcome all the reasons for doing something wrong with little more than the power of thought and the mastery of ones self. And it was perhaps this moment that brought me to consider what had happened in my life so far.

To establish my life in the present was easy. I worked long hours, I was separated from my wife and I did housework. It felt as though my life had been this way forever. So was that all there was to life? Did it matter that we simply went from day to day doing the same old things with nothing to show for it? It seemed to me that I had stumbled from crisis to crisis. Life had no purpose and made no sense.

And within these thoughts I realised how often I had been here before; and it always brought me back to the same question of 'who am I?' But this time there were other questions like, 'Where am I going?' and 'What is my purpose in life?' I had a son. Yes that was the only thing in my life that did make sense. Whatever the outcome of my personal relationship with his mother I still had a son. Yet in logical terms this was an instinctive perpetuation of the species. Shane was the blood of my blood but that alone could not constitute the soul purpose of my life. There had to be more.

Then again maybe there was no more. Just because humans are sentient didn't mean that their purpose in life was any different to other mammals. We were born because our parents made us and we in turn produced our offspring. So what of those people who filled out history books? Mozart was a great composer - so we are told - and he died aged 35 and totally penniless. Haydn used to teach Mozart and came to conclusion that Mozart was better than he. Yet Haydn reached a good age and was wealthy. Both composers gained immortality but lived completely different lifestyles. So was our purpose in life nothing to do with the way we lived it but what we left behind?

So I had resisted the temptation of 'the bucket' but the encounter had spurred me to make more use of my time. I had constantly dabbled with Tarot cards but the more experiences I had in life led me to seek answers to questions about why they had happened. Were they just 'one of those things' or was there more to it. I was alone again, which was a situation that I didn't like but I had time to think through things and try to understand the wider concepts of life.

I was well enough acquainted with the Tarot cards to realise that the card I represented most was The Fool. What I wanted to be was The Magician but the Magician was a person who created the righted circumstances for things to happen as they intended. My world was far from that. The answer to why I couldn't be a Magician was somewhere within The Fool, of that I was sure. Perhaps I didn't understand The Fool at all. Perhaps I needed to understand that card first but it was something I was unable to achieve until I knew who I was. I had gone full circle but the circle was a lot bigger now than when I first started asking the question.

My work life was much happier than my personal life and I suppose I threw myself into my career to compensate the failures in my family world. As a free agent I was actively seeking a new partner. My skills at playing this game were no better than when I was younger but in some ways I was no longer gripped by the fear of failure. I learned to flirt without putting my soul on the line. Just because I expressed an interest in a woman didn't mean that I had to profess undying love to her. When I think back to my first love I was a little like Captain Ahab chasing Moby Dick (Herman Melville). There were millions of fish in the sea but he only wanted to catch one whale. Melville's book received much derision from his literary critics at the time. And yet I considered how similar my thoughts perverted the direction of my life in much the same way that Ahab questioned his very soul in the pursuit of his obsession. In truth I had obsessed over one girl and she didn't even know it. I failed by my inactivity, or by my inability to convert my thoughts and feelings into action. Without physical interaction my quest was futile and the frustration of it very near destroyed me.

This time it was different. I had been hurt emotionally enough that I had no intention of being trapped by my feelings. This time I was a simple fisherman with a rod. Not any old fish would do but a certain type of fish would be nice.

Fishermen know what it is to be patient. Sometimes they may fish for hours on end without even a nibble. Occasionally they might get a nibble and the promise of a catch. Sometimes the fish gets away. I was learning to be not only patient but philosophical as well. The strangest thing I discovered was that showing less interest in a girl seemed to attract them. I knew I was no good at chatting girls up but this particular aspect of the game baffled me.

There was one girl at the bingo club where I worked with whom I would talk to. She was 17 and absolutely stunning. If I had been that awkward 13 year old teenager that I had been eleven years before I would have placed her on a pedestal as a Goddess. At 24 I had started to understand the nature of my emotions. Beautiful girls were no different to ugly girls. No that was wrong. It would be better to say that if I were attracted to a girl it didn't make them any different to girls I was not attracted to. The only difference was my intention. I was friendly with many girls who, in my opinion, were not ugly. I just didn't feel any attraction to them. If I considered a girl to be ugly then it was only my opinion. Other guys could well be attracted to them as much as I was attracted to this girl.

My heart wanted to flatter her. I wanted to tell her that I thought she was beautiful. I wanted to be romantic and to wine and dine her. My head told me that she was a 17 year old girl hooked on the pop star George Michael. I felt on occasions like this that I lived in a totally different social structure to the one in which I belonged. There was no subtlety in the working class society that I had lived all my life. To put it bluntly, I imagined a world where a thousand words were conveyed through a gift of flowers. In the real world the only romance I could observe had to be squeezed out of phrases like 'Get your knickers off darlin'!' The end result was intended as the same but to me a relationship of any kind involved more than just physical interaction.

In January 1985 I got my transfer orders to go to another club. I was more than pleased with the transfer because I was going to a club in my home town of Leyton. I could literally fall out of bed and into work. I had worked in my present club for over a year and at my leaving presentation I discovered that I had been a popular manager. Many people were sorry to see me go.

As I sat with my colleagues having a farewell drink, the girl of my affections passed me a note to say that she wanted to say goodbye to me personally. It was a chance that I could not pass up and yet I also knew that my encounter would be nothing more than a one night affair.

As it turned out the affair lasted an entire weekend. In some ways I was intent on making up for lost time and opportunities. I entertained the object of my desire at the 'House of Ill Repute', which seemed a fitting end to the affair. It cost me a fortune to take her home but there was still a part of me that treated all women with respect and besides that she had given me memories worth more than money. Even more than that, this girl had unintentionally boosted my self confidence and respect. In many ways I was still The Fool in search of self discovery. But on this occasion I had used manipulation to create the right circumstances for things to happen as I intended. Perhaps there was a chance for me to become the Magician after all. And, after years of searching, a small piece of the puzzle subconsciously clicked into place…

Chapter XX

Magic and Mayhem
Working so close to home was a blessing. Just by cutting down the travelling time I was able to organise my household chores and have more time to myself. My son was getting bigger now and I experienced with some trepidation the coming of the 'terrible twos'.

My divorce papers had arrived and I was officially a free man. My ex-wife still thought she could tell me what to do. I tried to see my son as often as my work allowed but this was not enough for her. Thus began years of tired and trite statements like 'but he's your son' and 'you need to make more time for him'. I knew very well that what she really meant was 'I want more time for myself'.

Many times I took little Shane home only to find his mother was not there. Equally there were times when she had arranged to pick him up from me but came so late that I ended up late for work. When I picked him up it was amazing how often he would be without shoes or a jacket and even clean clothes. I suspected that part of this was her way to force me to buy new stuff and that part of it was sheer laziness. I think I would have respected her more if she had just told me that money was tight and the baby needed something new. Instead it built up a growing resentment that this woman still managed to irritate me by exercising her natural talents of ignorance and blatant inconsideration.

I was divorced now and my life belonged to me! How dared she think that she could continue to infiltrate my world by using my son as a weapon? The divorce had been quite a bitter affair. Her demands for maintenance were outrageous and I contested every penny with stubborn determination. If my son needed something I was happy to buy it for him but I was damned if she was going to spend my money on herself. It got so bad at one stage that I threatened to give up my job. That way she could have half of nothing! It was I who divorced her on the grounds of unreasonable behaviour. It seemed bizarre that throughout the divorce proceedings that she never changed. And now, even after the divorce, she was just as unreasonable. In legal terms I could not be free of her for another 15 years. When my son was 17 I would have no need to speak to her. In the meantime it was a life sentence.

How did I ever love this woman? Did I ever love this woman? At this time it seemed that the only thing I ever experienced with her was pain and suffering. It was strange to think that the reason I was attracted to her in the first place was because she seemed to be fun. But it appeared that where real life was concerned - no money, no going out, responsibility etc… - it was no longer fun and she became discontent. I realised now that I had got married simply to ensure that my son was legitimate. Had I not got married I would have had fewer rights to see him. In some ways I felt that I had done right by my child but the price was expensive.

Living within this conflict gave me much to think about. I had to claim some responsibility for my actions. Given that people learn by their mistakes there was clearly some things that I had learned but why I had made certain decisions deserved to be reviewed. As I judged the sense of my past determinations it was inevitable that the ever burning question I asked myself many years before would return, 'Who am I?'

One of the first commandments of the ancient Greeks was for man to 'know thyself'. I had studied that question for almost 11 years without getting any closer to the answer. At a first glance even the Bible was no help. God's answer to the question was:

"And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you". Exodus 3:14

'Well thanks a bunch', I thought at the time I read it. And yet there was a small spark of something significant in this seemingly cryptic response that I could not disregard.

In the Anglican service of the communion there was a phrase during the service that stated:

"We are the body of Christ. By the one spirit we are all baptised into one body"
So that incantation implied that if Christ was God in man, and we are the body of Christ, that we must also be a part of the body of God. Taking it a bit further, if we supposed that God is everything then we were a part of that 'everything'.

It was a simplistic preposition at the time but the implication of it helped me to understand that I was a small part of everything. It was a step in the right direction.

And then I came back to the statement, 'I am that I am'. Descartes said 'I think therefore I exist'. The beauty of the statements stripped away the penchant that everyone seemed to have for pigeon holing people into tangible categories. If I ever watched a game show I used to wonder why a contestant was introduced as - "This is Mr Smith. He is a retired brush salesman". 'No he isn't", I would think. Mr Smith is Mr Smith. He only worked as a brush salesman and he just happens to be old enough to retire. So who was Mr Smith? Most people would start to pigeonhole again, 'Well he is a father of two children, he is a resident of Cheltenham, he is a member of save the natterjack toad society…' and so on. But Mr Smith is none of them either. Mr Smith is Mr Smith! - I am that I am.

That thought was a breakthrough for me. After 11 years it seemed a pitiful piece of progress but I realised that the first part to answering the question of 'who am I?' was to realise that Shane Ward was Shane Ward. But it was more significant than just that. When I took away all the things I had done in the past that were the influence of my parents, the only things I had left was my art and my music. The problem with that was that I had not gone back far enough. I needed to start the question with absolutely nothing. And that is when it hit me. What I did with Shane Ward was who I was!

I realised that Shane Ward was Shane Ward when I was a new born baby. When Mr Smith was a new born baby the doctors didn't pull him out of his mother and say 'Oh look, it's a brush salesman'!

I realised that every person in this world starts with absolutely nothing. But the very fact that they exist means that what they possess in that moment of birth is the potential to change the world. If that is what they wanted to do when they got older then they would need to develop the ability to change the world. It seemed amazing that for the lack of this simple notion, people lived a life without understanding what they could achieve. How much more would children bend their minds to learning if they believed that there was a reason why they should learn. Too often, when I was at school, the only reason I was given for going to school was that it was the law and that I had to go. When I asked why I had to learn a particular subject I was told that it was the school curriculum. Now, I realised, my so-called elders hadn't a clue why I should have gone to school. Not only, it seemed, was I raised by Mr Smith the parent but I had also been taught by Mr Smith the teacher. They didn't know who they were any more than I!

My head reeled with the potential. Suddenly I knew who I was but what were my abilities and why would I develop them? Knowing who I was did not give me a sense of purpose but what it did give me was a sense of choice. I could be whatever I wanted to be. Why on earth had this not been taught at school?

The perspective of my world had changed yet again. A part of the puzzle had been solved but the nagging thought in my head continued. There was a question that I needed to ask but I didn't know what the question was, only now the nagging seemed a little closer. It seemed that the realisation of my existence was something that I had to know before I would understand the hidden question.

I continued to make progress at work. My responsibilities included devising new and innovative ways to attract more customers. The bingo industry had hit its heyday and was going on a downward trend. There were no girls in this club that I found myself attracted to except a girl called Sharon. She was the head of two departments and she seemed quite nice but she was married. My life was complicated enough without inventing any more of it. Besides, I was content to get the rest of my life in order before embarking on new ventures.

My knowledge of the esoteric world was starting to improve. I continued to practice with my Tarot cards and occasionally took them into work with me. Some of the staff were interested and asked me if I would read for them. I didn't feel that I was that proficient but perhaps it was time to give it go.

Theory and application are different animals. It was a lot harder to read Tarot with or without the book. I found myself going back to the book many times but what the book said and what the surrounding cards had said previously didn't gel. In particular I found the court cards really annoying. One minute I would be looking at the confusion of the seven of cups and the next card read 'A blonde haired woman'. What did that have to do with anything? In my opinion the book did not help to correspond one card with another. Some readings seemed to flow but others were like wading through treacle. The card of The World, for example, was difficult to interpret when placed next to others. Obviously I didn't understand the subject well enough and the book did not reveal all.

Life began to settle down. Work was going well, my ex-wife was predictably obnoxious and my son was getting more communicative. Chris and Mark were still living at my flat. We got on pretty well and somehow we started to discuss the notion of buying a property between us.

In the July of 1986 we bought a three-bedroom flat in Walthamstow. It was an upstairs conversion of a terraced house with a small kitchen and a large living room. The bay windows were big and flooded the room with light. It was great! Between us we could just about afford the mortgage and on our first day in we decided that we had to have a big party.

19 July 1986 was marked on the calendar of everyone we knew. I threw the invitation open to everyone at work and got into the spirit of having some fun for a change. The party started at 8:30pm but due to the nature of my work, my colleagues didn't arrive until 11:30pm. By then the party was in full swing. Beer cans festooned the kitchen and food (what little there was of it) had been well and truly dipped into. The music was loud and the windows were open. We had invited the neighbours but they declined. Someone complained, however, and the police arrived at about midnight. When they saw the party and heard the level of the music, they realised that the complaint was just a grouchy neighbour. We were so pleased when one of the officers said, "enjoy the party" and they went away. 'Grouchy neighbours', we thought and waited a few minutes before turning the music up a notch just to spite them.

The party went on into the small hours. It had been fun but now, as some slower records started to play, I began to feel a bit low. I was the kind of person who needed someone to share my life with and right now that person didn't exist. It was generally when the slow records came on that I recalled the times that I was truly alone. It wasn't just a bed partner I craved. My partner would also be my friend.

Just then, Sharon, one of my work colleagues who I quite liked, came up to me and asked me to dance. It was almost like magic! One minute I was consoling myself about having no one to share my life with and the next I was dancing with a beautiful lady. It was too good to be true. Sharon was a married woman and, in all probability, this was just a dance. She had caught me off guard and I was not thinking straight. As we danced she felt good in my arms. I allowed myself to get a bit closer and with each touch it seemed that Sharon responded. Was it just me or was there really more to this than just a dance? I moved a little closer and she reciprocated. My head spun with confusion and opportunity. I dared to move my head see her face. She looked right back in a way that suggested this was to be the first dance of many.

The first kiss was electric! It was as though a million thoughts passed between us. There was a conversation without words that promised unthinkable futures. Was I fooling myself that this was no more than just a dance and a snog? By the time the music ended, however, I believe that we both knew that there was more to it than that.

I suggested cautiously that maybe we should talk. I asked her if she was sure about taking this situation further. She was sure. I also said that I wanted no strings. Neither did she. I said that I knew she was married. She replied that the marriage was over she wanted out. I couldn't believe that this was happening. Just a moment ago I was alone. I had not intended to get involved in a relationship at this time but somehow with Sharon it felt 'right'. It was going to be difficult to keep things professional at work but somehow we would have to agree boundaries.

We arranged to meet the following day at a pub nearby. Although we had worked in the same building we had seldom spoke of anything outside of work. I was a little nervous of the idea that we would run out of conversation. I had no gift for small talk and if Sharon were expecting me to initiate conversation I would have been in trouble. I need not have worried, as this was hardly a blind date. We both worked in bingo, which tends to generate its own gossip. We laughed at the thought of what other people were going to think when they found out we were dating. Bingo had a terrible reputation for scandal but it went with the unsociable hours and the length of time colleagues spent working together. The company did not condone internal relationships but was powerless to stop the inevitable.

There were also many other things to talk about. In my mind Sharon's husband was top of the list. I wanted to be sure in my own mind that their relationship was really over before I went any further. Back in 1979 I had a brief encounter with a married woman. She was 14 years my senior but that seemed not to matter. Almost as soon as I expressed an interest in her she was all over me like a rash. It was exciting stuff and I could imagine nothing better than to spend time with so willing and eager a partner.

Yet in the back of my mind there was a husband and children that she seemed so willing to abandon for the chance of a romp. I suppose that if she were willing to do it with me she would be willing to do it with someone else. My conscience, however, would not allow it to be me to pursue the notion and I ended the affair before it started. Sometimes I cursed myself as an idiot for all the opportunities I turned down. I had the same appetites as any other man but my principles invariably got in the way.

This time around there was no need for concern. It transpired that Sharon's husband was not a nice man. They were married for nine years. She was Jewish and he was Christian but that appeared not to matter. What did matter was that he soon became dominant and abusive. He was an undertaker by trade, so I knew at least if he killed me for this I might get a decent burial. He belittled Sharon on a daily basis - telling her that she was nothing. He kept her short of money and many other things besides. One day there was an excessive telephone bill. Sharon came home to find it impaled on the living room door with a pair of scissors. She had had enough of his abuse after nine years of marriage. Regardless of me she was going to leave him. In fact they had already agreed that they were going to part.

Sharon also warned me that she had three children. If I were to accept her as a partner I would also have to accept her children. I knew that she had children but with her three and my one it going to be quite a family. Never the less I acknowledged that Sharon was part of a package deal and I was not put off by it.

Our meeting was the first of many but it was only a week after the party that we committed ourselves to an affair. Sharon was a warm and generous person. Compared to my ex-wife she was the exact opposite. I felt comfortable with her in a way that I had never felt before. We thought alike and shared similar tastes in music, art and food. We shared a certain sense of adventure and the willingness to try new things. In fact it seemed that we were made for each other.

We got along so well that I knew I had a problem to resolve. When we first got together I told her that I wanted no strings - and she agreed. The problem was that I found myself becoming more attracted to her and the feeling was apparently mutual. The strings had started to fray.

Two months later, Sharon was with me when we heard a knock at the door. It seemed that Sharon's husband (and her brother) had followed her to the house. My brother answered the door and lied that no one was there. It was not a good sign for Sharon but perhaps it was a moment where she found the courage to end her marriage. When she went home later that night she had a blazing row that ended when her husband hit her. Without a moment's hesitation Sharon gathered her children together and walked out.

A friend took her in for as long as was necessary. This was not the first time Sharon's husband behaved violently. Her cheek hurt so much that she went to the hospital to have an examination. It turned out that her cheekbone was fractured. Meanwhile her husband proceeded to change the locks on the house.

What Sharon's husband had done was outrageous. He had systematically abused her and then claimed to be the victim when she acted on what had already been agreed. And even if he had no regard for Sharon it was unbelievable that he was prepared to evict the children. Apart from that I was angered towards any man who would hit a woman.

Only now is it worth remarking that, aside from learning Tarot, I had for a number of years studied other aspects of the occult. In my search to understand the origins of religion I came across all sorts of books about witchcraft, high magic and occultism. I had gained a certain understanding of the basics of magic. For example, there was a law in Wicca, or witchcraft if you prefer, that said 'Do what thou wilt but harm no one'. It was a fundamental law that defied the so-called terrible claims of the bible. Whatever the bible referred to as witchcraft was certainly not the witchcraft that I had read about and seen.

Magic, as it is written in many books, is about encouraging the evolution of the human race and how we can heighten the conscious awareness of people to raise ourselves to the next level of existence. There are many books that delve into a Christian based magic designed to draw the human race closer to the Godhead. Only a few books I found were available that delved into base magic, designed to gratify the individual and they were more often that not tomes of complete rubbish.

As a solitary student I had practised without tutors. Most of my study to date had been theoretically based. The importance of magical working was what result one intended to achieve. If it were solely for self-gratification then there had to be a price to pay. If, on the other hand, the motive was selfless there still had to be a justification. It was so important to be absolutely clear of the intention or the work might become confused.

My thoughts on the matter were simple. Sharon's husband should have given her the house. At the time I rationalised the thoughts he was reported to have been going to all the neighbours in the street giving away Sharon's jewellery and other personal effects. His mind was poisoned with rage and he was looking to destroy her in the eyes of her neighbours. This 'good Christian man'  was wreaking the most terrible havoc on his, now, ex-wife as he could possibly manage.

I had spent almost eight years in a church choir and right now I wanted to be as far away from 'Christian' as I possibly could. The more I saw of the established religions the more I believed that those who allied themselves to it knew nothing about the message of God. I came to realise that it wasn't necessarily the concept of God that I had a problem with so long ago. It was the people who seemed to have a talent for misinterpreting religious doctrines to their own personal ends. It was absolutely no different to what I had read in my esoteric studies. There were those who gave of themselves for the benefit of others and there were those who wanted only for personal satisfaction. This man was clearly placed in the latter category.

In my mind it was clear that Sharon should have her house back. I had my own house and nothing to gain. The question was how to go about it. To begin with I had to set my anger to one side. Personally I would have like to hurt him but that would have been for my own gratification. That was not the intent. I wanted him to leave the house of his own free will but what would motivate him to do such a thing?

In occult law the evolution of the human race is as fast as the slowest person. So the best approach to raising the human consciousness would be to assist those who were not so far advanced. It grated on me that I needed to find some way to encourage this horrible person into becoming a better human (love thine enemy?) but if I were to be truly selfless I could gain no profit from the result.

"The Picture of Dorian Grey" (Oscar Wilde) held the key to my dilemma. In the story, Dorian transferred all of his evils into the picture of himself whilst he remained free of the effects. As the picture got older and more hideous, he remained youthful. 

Sharon's husband, I rationalised, was a man who believed that he had done nothing wrong. His wife - even though they had agreed that their marriage was over - believed that she had cheated on him and made him look silly. He was also a man who believed that he would decide when something was finished or not. By his actions in the past he was a control freak and for his wife to initiate their demise was an unacceptable loss of face. His revenge was to lock her out of the house and belittle her to their neighbours. In other words he was an insecure, pathetic excuse of a man throwing a tantrum. Perhaps, I considered, the one thing he needed to do was to take a good look at himself. In the absence of a sudden change of heart on his part and also in the absence of a painting, what I needed to create was something like an external portrait of his shortcomings.

It took me a few days to work out exactly what I intended to do. It had to be precise in my own mind for it to work. I had to be certain that what I intended could not be misinterpreted or misconstrued. The preparation of intent was crucial.

I worked out the best possible night of execution and went to my house for reasons of privacy and solitude. The working took two hours to accomplish. I do not intend to explain precisely what I did.

Another reason to work on behalf of someone else is that once you state your intent to the universe you must then forget about it. When one has a desire that burns and gnaws at your heart it is virtually impossible to leave it alone. If you cannot leave it alone then you are constantly tinkering with that which you want to achieve. In the world of occult, as in the physical world, there is nothing worse than listening to someone whining constantly. The mastery of self is an important factor in esoteric disciplines.

In as much as I had studied magic I had performed very little practical stuff. For the most part I contented myself with exercises of self mastery and defence. The main reason for learning about magic in the first place was for my own inner development, which in any religion is a perfectly respectable pursuit. As a consequence I was totally unprepared and surprised by what happened next.

It took only three days for Sharon's husband to hand her the keys to the house. Apparently he had spent the last two days taking his bible to bed with him. Not that it made any difference. He was a man of little imagination and there would be no reason for him to make up such a preposterous story. He had everything to lose and nothing to gain by moving out. Both he and his friend had seen it. Whatever it was had scared the life out of him. The apparition appeared not as a painting but as a human figure (sort of). It was a figure that emanated rage and cruelty. He and his friend watched it in horror as it descended the stairs. It's only purpose was to stand before its creator. And it returned the next day and the next. For every day that he stayed in the house, the apparition's persona grew stronger. It seemed that I had reasoned correctly. For all his arrogance and intentions of revenge it appeared that he could not face the reality of himself.

When Sharon received the house keys and heard the story she looked at me. "Did you do this?" she asked. I just shrugged my shoulders and kept quiet. At the time I could not have confirmed that it was my doing at all. The Sherlock Holmes character said "Eliminate the impossible; whatever remains, however improbable, must be true". My rational mind argued that what I had attempted to do was scientifically impossible. And yet what I had created was seen by someone I had never met. It was difficult to dismiss that a person who worked with dead bodies every day - and who did not believe in ghosts - who had no reason to leave the house he had lived in for nine years - would have made the story up. That it was witnessed by two people who both claimed to be God-fearing Christians made it even more unlikely that it did not happen. Nothing like that had happened in the house before or since.

So what was impossible? Before 1969 it was impossible for a man to fly to the moon. Sixty six years earlier it was impossible to fly a motorised aeroplane. In 2004 we have planes capable of mach 11. The bible condemns witches, mediums and sorcerers. It doesn't say why but, however improbable it may seem, those people must have been able to do something that most people today would think impossible.

It was just as well that I came to believe that nothing was impossible. For all that was about to happen might well be considered a coincidence. But how many coincidences does it take before one starts to believe that there is no such thing?

Chapter XXI

Masters and Mediums
Something that we might think of as 'impossible' is often confused with 'improbable', 'unlikely' or 'unproven'. The Titanic was considered to be unsinkable, for example. There are so many examples of unexplained phenomenon in the world that it is 'unlikely' that all are hoaxes or tricks of the mind.

It puzzled me that so many people would scoff at the idea of magic and yet wholeheartedly believed that one person could turn water into wine and by simply telling someone to 'get up' could cure a person of paraplegia. OK, the religious fraternities called the works of Jesus miracles instead of magic but it sounded to me like a semantic attempt to differentiate the Buffalo from the Bison.

It is argued that Jesus spent some time with the Essenes. They were a monastic people with esoteric knowledge, including the method of Qabalah. Their headquarters was believed to be at Qumran by the Dead Sea. The Essenes wore expensive white robes of the Priesthood, as it is often portrayed did Jesus himself. It is suggested that the Dead Sea Scrolls have some references to Jesus's life between amazing elders at a temple to suddenly emerging as a Rabbi. One can only presume with such limited information that they must have taught him something.

The world of the occult contained a number of paths. I realised that I would never be suited to any form of witchcraft. It was a path that needed the support of strong emotions and mine were so repressed that it was difficult to force a particular feeling to the surface without it seeming false in some way. The mystic path was a solitary work in which one learned to connect directly with Universal forces in order to become at one with it. The various strains of magic were much more cerebral and steeped in ritual. I felt drawn to this path above all others. In particular I studied the ways of Qabalah.

In order to bend the mind to obey its owner is not as easy as you might imagine. If you tried to think of absolutely nothing for five minutes, the chances are that somewhere between one and two minutes you would think things like, 'Is it five minutes yet?' or 'Am I thinking of nothing?' Whatever you think automatically destroys the concentration. Now try not to think of a blue elephant. Oops, too late. The mind has to identify what a blue elephant looks like before it can disregard it.

Young children can have the most trouble free minds that many adults would wish for themselves. I was still seeing my son as often as possible. The times that I spent with him, watching him grow and learning to communicate were memories that I cherished as precious moments in time. I always thought how much of a shame it was that these good memories were invariably tainted by my ex-wife's immaculate timing when it came to discussions over maintenance and my 'responsibilities. My son and I would have had a really good day together. We would play and be happy in each other's company. When I took him home to his mother she would leech all the good feelings away within a few sentences. It was such a rotten thing to do and I soon learned to detest her self-centred insensitivity.

On one particular day with my son, the time came to take him home. As I carried him closer to his house he was clinging to my neck, crying pitifully that he did not want to go home. He wanted to stay with Daddy. Each step closer to his mother felt like walking with lead boots. I didn't want him to go home either. I wanted to be a full-time dad. I wanted to be there to teach him, play with him, chastise him when he did wrong and watch him grow a little each day. Once a week was not enough and it broke my heart having to ignore his pleas.

In my heart, however, I knew that I had to be able to work to pay the bills and to make sure that my son was provided for. I knew that it was I who had to be the absent parent so that my son would grow up with at least one parent at home full time. I hated giving him up every week and the long walk home felt desolate and dispirited.

Then, as if nothing had happened, I had to pick myself up and go to work with a happy smile on my face to entertain those people who looked forward to a good game of bingo. No matter how I may have felt inside it was my job to have a laugh and a joke with the punters. It was almost as if I had to split my head into several pieces. To do it almost every day took a great deal of mental discipline.

Some of the basic esoteric exercises for the mind helped me to keep my sanity. Asking someone else to do it for you was pointless. 'Dear God. Make me feel happy'. I had listened to literally thousands of prayers over the years. We prayed for this and we prayed for that, and nothing that we prayed for made the slightest difference. Why was that? Was God too busy to come to the phone right now but if you leave a message he'll get back to you at the end of the world? Or was it simply that we simple humans were not doing it right? Praying in a church  - no that's not quite right - listening to someone else praying in a church and then saying 'me too' at the end of it was pointless. It required no effort and cost nothing. My exercises, on the other hand, demanded discipline and effort. If one were able to use the power of the mind to the benefit of ones self and others was that not the real essence of prayer?

It was almost impossible to maintain an empty mind for more than a few seconds but the objective was to achieve a 'quiet' mind. Imagine that the mind as a hall containing a noisy orchestra. Each instrument tunes up before a performance emitting a cacophony of different sounds and musical phrases. As each instrument is warmed up or tuned correctly so the noise starts to die away until there is one tiny instrument left playing a melody that was lost amidst the chaos of sound. That small voice within the quiet mind has an awful lot to say but we are often unable to hear it. Throughout the course of the day we accumulate a hundred different thoughts from what shopping we might need to how rude a customer had been. The echoes of the day can stay with us to the point of sleep where it is generally sifted through in the guise of dreams. The conscious mind gives up its guardianship to the subconscious while we sleep.

Curiously enough it is the subconscious mind that is awake 24 hours a day. The conscious mind is our scientific, rational mind that tells us what we perceive to be possible and impossible. The subconscious mind has no such restrictions. In our subconscious minds we can achieve anything that is within the realms of our imagination. And this is where the realm of magic is focused.

Mastering the mind takes time and dedication. While I was tearing my soul apart with the memory of my son's tears and trying to keep every day life on an even keel, it was within the rituals of self mastery that I found the strength to keep myself together.

The occult world was full of unlikely rituals and silly ambitions. There were rituals for money, love and luck. It was necessary to try them all for validation purposes and with each failure I resolved myself to analysing the results.

More money would have been useful. My job didn't pay enough for me to have any left over at the end of the week. Simply 'willing' it to happen was a silly idea. Likewise it was a crazy notion to imagine that love would happen all by itself. When I first started to date Sharon one could argue that there were a random set of circumstances that made it possible. I organised a party, Sharon attended, she asked me to dance and I took the opportunity to kiss her. All of these circumstances were physical conditions that had nothing to do with the will of the mind. Or did it?

Luck was an interesting medium to consider. Ever since I had split with my ex-wife I had caught the gambling bug. Most of the money I spent went into fruit machines. At times I was able to limit myself to what I thought I could afford at the time. Other times, however, I pushed my luck. The result over time was inevitable and I lost more often than I won.

I continued to analyse the aspects of these three popular areas for many years but at this time all I was left with were more questions.

I had spent a lot of time with Sharon and the children while she stayed with her friend. Now that her ex-husband had vacated the family home she was able to move back in. 

It was around September 1986 when I helped her to take back some of the clothes and belongings that she had needed while absent from the house. When we got into the living room, there on the table was a bottle of white wine and two glasses. The note from her ex-husband revealed something of the reason to why he had so suddenly decided to move out. 

I went back to Sharon's house after work the next day. She had been cleaning all day and said that she wanted to cook us all a meal. It was an offer that I had no objection to. It was the first time that I had an opportunity to assess the nature of Sharon's children within their home environment. The eldest was perhaps the most wary of the three. Emma was 12 years old and had seen much of the friction between her mum and dad. I was a new addition to the household and an unknown quantity. She was already taller than her mum, her expression was guarded and she came across as surly. Michelle was 8 years old and a chatterbox. To begin with she was a little shy but the overwhelming compulsion to talk soon got the better of her. She was openly inquisitive and asked all sorts of trivial questions. Daniel was 5 years old with a face full of mischief. He was full of scattered energy and enthusiasm. In all they were normal kids.

The evening passed pleasantly and I presumed, as I had not frightened the children by my presence, that it had been a fairly successful visit. The time was getting late so I decided that it was time to go home. Sharon had other ideas, however, and suggested that I stayed the night. I hadn't planned on staying but the idea was tempting. I also stayed on the following night and the next, and the next. In the end I never went home again.

The children had met little Shane while she stayed at her friend's house. Shane and Daniel hit it off almost immediately and Michelle was quite happy to mother two babies as with one. Emma was not unfriendly but noticeably distant and tended to be out as much as possible.

I still chuckle as I recall one day when I was taking Shane home on the bus that he started singing to himself, totally oblivious to anyone who cared to listen. The lyrics were completely his own as he sang, "My 'appy my am, because my said so". For me it was a bittersweet memory. I was living with Sharon and three children but I still had to give up my son at the end of the day every week.

Occasionally I still bought the odd astrology magazine but because they were mostly about astrology, a subject that I didn't warm to at all, I was always on the lookout for something new. By chance I happened to stumble across issue number 2 of a magazine called Destiny. It was running a series on Tarot cards so I bought it immediately. With the article came a picture of the card The Magician. It looked like a pretty nice deck just by the one card and I looked forward to seeing the next issue.

When I bought issue 3 The High Priestess also looked like a nice picture. The descriptions of the cards and the information was very informative. I liked the cards so much I decided that I was going to use some of my artistic talents and copy draw all 78 cards. The magazine pictures were in black and white so I could choose how to colour them in the way that I saw as appropriately symbolic. 

There was a snag to my plan. I had missed the first issue and therefore the picture of The Fool was missing. So I wrote to the magazine to see if I could obtain a back copy. We corresponded three times and the magazine sent me photocopies of the appropriate pages. There was a picture of The Fool but it did not seem to belong to the rest of the deck. It was going to be a problem that, later on, would surprisingly lead me to a whole new world of discovery.

The cold weather of 1986 brought with it all the usual germs. I caught quite a heavy cold and had to take a couple of days off from work. Sharon was working an evening shift so I stayed at home with the kids and tried to kill my snuffles the old fashioned way with half a bottle of whisky. Emma would have had the baby sitting duties had I not been there so she was free to flit between the house and a friend across the road. I had not expected to hear her return until much later so I was surprised when I heard her voice raised in panic and a scuffle at the front door.

Sharon's ex-husband had barged his way into the house. His manner was noticeably several vodkas in credit as he lurched his way into the living room where, by now, I stood waiting for the inevitable confrontation.

We were of a similar height, with him at an advantage by about an inch. When he invaded my personal space we squared off nose to nose. Barely six inches separated us. The air reeked of alcohol and aggression.

The children were in a panic. It was as if their father's entrance brought home all the bad memories of fear and chaos. He was obviously not there to see his children and he was in no fit state to be of any use to them. I assessed the scene in my head and worked through a number of possibilities. Whatever happened I did not want the children to see a brawl. They had seen enough violence already and did not deserve to see more.

My own childhood was replete with these sorts of confrontations. My parents had argued and fought regularly. Sharon had experienced confrontation as a child, and more recently through her ex-husband, to the point that neither of us wanted to continue lives where conflict ruled. We had only been together a short time in the house but there were never arguments or reasons for the children to be frightened. On the other hand I was now in a state of conflict with a man who, for my own personal satisfaction, I would have liked to deck. My head told my heart, however, that personal satisfaction could invent a conflict of interest for the children. More than that was my sense of sympathy for the absent parent. I knew how it felt to have access to my child only once a week. It didn't matter that, in my opinion, he was a complete arse. He would be hurting as I had when my son was no longer part of my every day life. I had to allow him some latitude to establish his claim to his children.

These thoughts took mere moments, a flicker in time as he tried to stare me out. His stance wavered unsteadily, courtesy of a large dose of Dutch courage, and I returned his gaze with an expressionless countenance. The battle commenced.

"If you touch my children…" he began, his index finger counter pointing every word, "…I'll kill you. Do you understand?"

The man was a control freak and I was the new addition to his world. I recognised the part of his speech that any father would reserve for the 'new man' in the mother's life. It was understandable for a father to ensure that his children were in safe hands. I had some difficulty with his threats however. Had he been a kind and protective father before then I would have assured him that I was not a violent person and that I had no intentions of trying to usurp the role of father from him. There are many absent fathers who strike up a civil relationship with their ex-wife's partner for the sake of their children. This man was clearly not one of them. This was a transparent and futile attempt to regain a loss of power.

I listened. I listened politely. I listened to repeats and repeats of repeats. He had very little to say and he said it loudly and continuously. Every statement of intent ended with "Do you understand?" until eventually I said to him, "I hear what you are saying".

"What do you mean, 'I hear what you're saying'?" His eyes blazed and his nostrils flared. Obviously this was not how it was meant to go for him. I didn't bother to respond. I simply stood there, passive but ready just in case he decided to go for something that was a little more than just hot air.

"You're very calm", he sneered at me. Yep that was me, Mr Iceman. On the outside there were no emotions or visible reactions. I was a stone wall absorbing anything and everything that he could throw at me. It was a simple trick. People who want to pick a fight will always look for a chink in your emotional armour that spurs you into confrontation. It is true that I would have dearly liked to hit him but I knew it to be the wrong thing to do. All I would have achieved would have been to stoop to his level and play the game where he had set the rules. By doing nothing of the sort I was hurting him more than a punch in the mouth could ever achieve. On the inside my stomach was churning and the adrenaline rushed but on the outside I was a blank, unemotional rock.

Words had failed him so his next gambit was to offer me a fight. As he started to remove his jacket he reeled all over the place. It was all he could do to stand on his feet. I suppose it might have been fair to argue that I had just downed the best part of half a bottle of whisky but at this juncture my head was clear and  - heavy cold notwithstanding - I was as sober as a cold shower. I was alert. He stood in front of me with his jacket hanging down his arms. I resisted the urge to laugh at how ridiculous he looked. Instead I said to him, "I don't see the point in fighting" and I remained where I was - ready for the next ploy.

"Nah, you're not worth it", he decided. Of course this was the way that he could leave the house having salvaged some sense of pride. It was another attempt to anger me and it still had not worked. There was a small amount of whisky in a glass nearby. He made a line for it and down the drink in one go. It was a clear insult to take another man's drink. I noted the offence in the same way that I had noted everything he had done so far and with practised nonchalance I made no attempt to stop him. He had tried every possible way to entice me into conflict and he had failed. I watched his shoulders slump visibly in defeat. This was no visit to protect his children. This had been a deliberate attempt to gain some sort of domination by beating me; it was a brazen attempt to assert his position as the alpha male. In his eyes I was the usurper that needed to be cowed to his will. And yet for all his bluster and bravado he could not defeat me and he now knew it. Being the master was more than proving that you can beat someone in a fistfight. Fighting demonstrated that one person is stronger than another. It does not make them right or a good master. To be a true master one had to be in control of ones self. Losing one's temper is merely one form of loss in self control. It seemed to me that my studies in occult philosophy had paid off on this occasion. By doing absolutely nothing I had left Sharon's ex with nowhere to go. He put down my whisky glass and walked out of the house.

Emma must have telephoned Sharon at work because it was only about ten minutes later that she came rushing in. I assured her that everything was all right. And indeed it was. No one had got hurt, the children were a little shaken but they had seen nothing too dreadful and no one was seen to lose face. Additionally it seemed that the sudden trauma of the incident had cleared my cold up a bit and I was feeling much better.

If I had not had an enemy before the confrontation it was clear that I made an enemy that night. It was an adversary without teeth, however, and I was aware that if he were to make any more trouble it was likely to be through Sharon or the children. I would have to be wary of him for a little while longer. It also became clear that when Sharon's divorce was complete we would need to consider seriously moving house. Sharon's home was a pleasant enough property but it was not my home and never could be.

Things went back to normal for a while. It was fast approaching my 26th birthday and Sharon asked me what I fancied as a present. Our financial position was not brilliant so I was not going to ask for much. Somewhere in the discussion I started talking about buying a new Tarot deck. I explained about the magazine and the cards that I had been drawing. Sharon said that she knew of a spiritualist medium who also owned a psychic bookshop, which was less than a mile away. Perhaps we should take a trip up there and see what selection he had. It sounded like a good idea to me and we arranged to visit when we both had the same day off work.

In the middle section of Wood Street there was a Georgian style shopping arcade. Along the internal alleyway there were small shops either side that sold everything from books and paintings to watch repairs and crafts. There was a small pet shop and even a repair centre for vacuum cleaners. For browsers the arcade was a delightful distraction. The entire complex was contained within the space of no more than two houses with the corridor shaped like a squared horseshoe.

The very first shop at the front of the arcade was a bookshop called Psychic Sense. It was probably no more than about ten feet square and featured three book shelves from floor to ceiling. The proprietor was a man in his 40s by the name of Keith Hudson. His appearance seemed to be in keeping with the shop. Like many of the second hand books he had a worn look. His balding head, brown plastic glasses and casual jumper reflected a relaxed man who had little time to worry over physical appearances. His passion was clearly with his books and for the shop. A couple of incense sticks wafted leisurely around the room giving the atmosphere a sense of 'differentness' to the world outside. When we walked in through the shop door it was apparent that he remembered Sharon.

About 8 weeks before I knew Sharon her father had died suddenly. Sharon's mother was interested in spiritualism and the belief that there was a life after death. The spiritualist mediums trained to become clairvoyant in order to give people evidence of an afterlife. By tuning into the spirit world, clairvoyants could see pictures and images in their mind that they would try to interpret and give to those people who had lost love ones. Apparently Keith was a good medium.

Sharon sat in on the visit that her mother had arranged with Keith Hudson. She didn't tell me everything that was said but what had impressed her more than anything was when Keith turned to her and said that he was being told to give her a perfect pear. He described how the fruit was absolutely perfect. It was not too hard or too soft. It was the right shape that a pear should be and there were no bad marks or dents in the skin. Sharon remarked afterwards that her father often went to the local market and he would always come back with a piece of fruit for her that was absolutely perfect. It was a personal memory that was shared only between Sharon and her father. No one could have picked a story out of thin air like that. Keith had provided other pieces of evidence that were so specific he could not possibly have known them.

I had no real interest in spiritualism at the time. Sharon introduced me to Keith and I told him about the magazine and the Tarot cards that I was attempting to reproduce, although I had never seen the cards in real life and I did not know what the deck was called.

"Well these are the cards I use", Keith said, producing a deck from a box on the table. As he fanned the cards out for me to see I exclaimed, "That's the deck!" Amazingly, Keith had been using the very deck that I was looking for. At the time there were around 70 Tarot decks available. It seemed too much of a coincidence that the owner of the only bookshop for miles that sold Tarot cards used the very deck that I sought.

Sharon bought them for me there and then. I was now the very pleased owner of a set of Morgan Greer Tarot cards.

Keith was interested in how I had become involved in reading Tarot so I told him a little of what had led me to this point. I explained as best as I could about the annoying question that I could not answer because I didn't actually know the question. "So you're walking the path", he said.

"The path?" said I. It was a term I had not heard of, so Keith explained what it was. There were some people who were destined to walk the path of knowledge. For some people it was right for them to pursue material quests of wealth and power. Others would lean towards family and care. There were many paths in life that one could tread but the path of esoteric knowledge was a path that was seldom trod. The understanding of the universe and how it works in the lives of men came at a price. Once the path was started there was no turning back. It was often a lonely path that held great burdens and responsibilities. The evolution of the soul would be accelerated because the rights of wisdom demanded the necessity of experience.

I had never thought of my life like that before and yet what Keith had explained about walking the path made quite a lot of sense. There were so many aspects of my past that were unpleasant but it was through those experiences that I was compelled to quest for the reasons why. Why was it necessary to experience hardship, conflict and disappointment? Other people seemed to have life so much easier than I and yet if I had their lifestyle would I be happy? "Why me?" I asked ruefully.

Keith smiled and responded immediately. "Why not you?" he challenged.

In the space of a few minutes my solitary studies had merged into a world where esoteric philosophies were discussed openly and with ease. I was not a crackpot with weird ideas about the world - or at least if I were I was not the only one. As unlikely as it seemed at the time it became apparent that I needed a guide. Back in history, the acolytes of the esoteric would need to study under a master. For now it appeared that Keith would fulfil that role.

His knowledge of books were great and I soon acquired an essential collection of esoteric material. Some information merely served to confirm what I already knew but others opened up new avenues of discovery. Each new piece of information had to be assimilated into the collective knowledge and it seemed to me that the question that I needed to know became tantalisingly close. Instinctively I felt that this was truly the path that I needed to follow. Somewhere in the not too distant future I would finally understand what the irritating uncertainty in my head was.

And the second piece of the jigsaw locked firmly into place.

Chapter XXII

Love, Money and Luck
'Be careful what you wish for because you may get it', so the often used quotation goes. I had wished for a number of things in my life and seldom got what I wanted. Then again maybe I did but not in the way that I meant.

When I first started going out with Sharon I told her that I wanted no strings to the relationship and she agreed. The trouble was that the longer I spent in her company the less I could see of being without her. We seemed to get along so well. I looked forward to being with her and we shared more than I had ever shared with anyone else. The attraction was so much more than physical. There was an understanding on a level that went so deep it was almost as if we didn't need to speak at all. I suppose that if this was what love was meant to be like then as far as the astrological favourites of love, money and luck goes I had finally found love. Perhaps it was just as well that I had love in abundance because between us we bugger all of the other two.

One thing I could say for certain was that love, money and luck did not come around in biorhythmic cycles. The astrology magazines would have us flitting in and out of love at least a dozen times a year. Working for a living did little to improve our circumstances. We were tied to mortgages for two houses and that didn't leave a lot of cash to spare. Never the less it seemed that we had come to an important decision in our relationship. Hence we got engaged on St Valentines Day in 1987.

Sharon's ex-husband had done a great job of running her down. He often told her that she was nothing and, after a while, she came to believe it. Coming out of an oppressive regime was bound to leave some battle scars and it was not so surprising that - now she had time and space to express herself freely without fear of reprisals - she had a nervous breakdown.

Meanwhile my employers transferred my place of work to East Ham, where I met a thoroughly obnoxious boss with whom I was destined to clash at every opportunity. The crunch point came after only a few months when I interviewed a guy for a job. When the interviewee turned up he had neglected to put on his application form that he had only one arm. Never the less I interviewed him and discussed his application with the boss.

"What on earth are you thinking of?" he bellowed. "He's only got one arm. What good is he to us?" In the United Kingdom this scenario took place at least 8 years before the Disability Discrimination Act, where people with disabilities had some protection against arrogant and ignorant bosses.

I dared to suggest what amounted to a 'reasonable adjustment'. Perhaps there was a job he could do. There was no protection for me after that, any more than there had been for the guy with one arm. Needless to say I found myself transferred shortly after but this time it was right across London in Crystal Palace.

On a daily basis this was a 34-mile round trip that took the best part of an hour to get there by motorbike. When that broke down it took two and a half hours by London Transport. Many people travel at least an hour to get to work but when the working day is already 14 hours it leaves insufficient time to do other essential things like eat, sleep and wash.

Not only did the long hours create problems in maintaining a relationship but it also created problems with things like seeing my son and paying bills. It was fortunate that Sharon took care of the laundry and the shopping, otherwise I think I would have had to give up eating or sleeping… or maybe I could just sleep every other day or something.

My ex-wife didn't understand this, naturally. According to her I was neglecting my son and I needed to see him more often. Life had started to turn into a bit of a nightmare. My lifestyle was in a mess and I had no time to think things through. And then, one night at work I stayed at the club too late. It was not uncommon for staff to stay on long after the customers had departed. The doors were closed to the public by around 11:30pm and staff finished work no later than midnight. Occasionally we would stay until about 1:00am. On this night I was playing pool with some colleagues and I didn't keep an eye on the time. Suddenly I realised it was 2:30am. By the time I got home it would have been almost time to turn around and come back. So I stayed the night.

The cleaners reported my presence the next day and I was in big trouble. Not only did I have my knuckles rapped but I got transferred again. This time it was in Acton, which was further still. My motorbike had died by now and I had to use London Transport. It was a minimum 64-hour week, which I feel was intended to punish me for my 'faux pas'.

Nothing much could happen to me for the next six months. All I did was work and sleep. I tried to see my son as often as possible. Every month, about two or three days before pay day, my ex-wife hovered like a vulture. 'When was I going to get paid?', 'When could I bring round 'the money''? It grated on my nerves like one of those really stupid pop records that gets plugged on the hour every hour until people buy it just to shut them up. And if it wasn't pay day it was 'When are you going to see your only son?' Ah yes. As soon as I had a new partner and there were other children was when my ex-wife started to make territorial claims on my loyalties. I loved to see my son but it didn't mean that I lacked the capacity to develop relationships with anyone else. I felt that I had the right to choose my own path in life but my ex-wife clearly thought otherwise. She was starting to drive me nuts with her petty demands and constant nagging.

My next transfer came none too soon. In late 1987 I moved to Ilford, which was much nearer to home. By now I was completely screwed up: trying to keep my career going, trying to get Sharon to believe in herself again, seeing my son when I could, working out how I could maintain my mortgage responsibilities, pay child maintenance, contribute to the household that I was living in and pay the other bills. To say that my life was full would have been an understatement. It was positively overflowing with difficulties.

Now that I had some time to think it was obvious that I had to sell my share in the house I owned with my brother and a friend. It was also necessary to sell Sharon's house as part of her divorce settlement. By the New Year of 1988 we started house hunting.

We needed a three-bedroom house and what we could afford was not quite enough. Then we stumbled onto a house that needed a lot of work but was just within our price range. I could see how much work there was to do but it was a big old Edwardian house with large rooms and lots of potential. It would take a while to do it up but it would be worth more than we paid for it in the long run.

On April 10th 1988 we got ready to move. The new house was only half a mile away but we knew that just moving our belongings would take all day. Just as the move commenced my ex-wife turned up with my son. Her mother was seriously ill in hospital and she had to travel to Norfolk to be with her. Therefore I had to have my son in the meantime. I was moving house! It was obviously unimportant to her. OK it was unlikely that she could have given me any notice of this event but of all the days to take for granted that I was in any better condition than she to look after a young child this one took some beating. Never the less it wasn't Shane's fault and I would not stand there and argue in front of him. That's what I liked about my run of good fortune - Nothing!

Despite having to wait in a cold house for the electricity to be turned on, I entertained my son as best I could. By now the house was full of boxes and bags, nothing had been got out, we had no cooking facilities and the whole place needed a good clean. Sharon was understandably disgruntled that she had purposely arranged for the children to be elsewhere and that we now had a young child to take care of. But this was not the only problem that made things worse.

On the day we moved, the council decided to put up council tax by 62%. We had worked out our ability to afford the house before this extortionate increase and now we realised that no matter what we did we could not afford to pay everything. We were trapped legally and financially into a house we could not pay for. Sharon had been forced to give up work to look after the children and my wages were not enough. She would have to find a job to boost our income.

We were grateful for the invention of the microwave oven. We had no cooker for the first six months. Fortunately I was a bit of a dab hand with microwave cooking; a skill I had mastered living in my house where we also had no cooker. Not that the kitchen had a floor to put a cooker on. Prior to us living there the house had been a let house. The landlord had built some sort of lean-to on the back of the house and blocked up all the air bricks. As a result the floorboards and the joists started to rot. What little floorboards were left in the kitchen was not worth speaking about. The whole floor needed replacing. There was a rickety sink, an old antiquated boiler, the windows were rotten and the bath leaked. Sharon and I had talked about building a new life together but we didn't mean it so literally.

The first mortgage took nigh on three quarters of my monthly wage. My house had not been sold yet and every month it went unsold the more we would lose in lost mortgage payments. Right on cue my ex-wife appeared just before pay day. Sharon answered the telephone as I was at work. "Tell Shane that I must have the money by tomorrow as I am going out". (             !!?) The author requests that the readers use this space to fill in their own expletives.

It doesn't take a rocket scientist to work out that when you are struggling to make ends meet that you use money wisely. I paid maintenance to my ex-wife specifically for the purpose of looking after the needs of my son. I did not give her money for a good night out. Heaven knows that Sharon and I were finding it difficult to have a good night in, let alone spending money on nights out.

I was furious when I heard what she had demanded, so much so that words failed me. How could I have associated with, let alone marry, a woman so self absorbed and ignorant. Was I not entitled to make a life of my own and be happy with another person? I was hardly rolling in money and at this juncture my family lived, by necessity, in squalor. Paying a mortgage was, in fact, cheaper than paying rent - unless that is I abandoned my new family and lived in a bed sit simply so that I could afford to pay my ex-wife her damned maintenance money that she was going to use to have a bloody good night on the town!

It was too much to ask. She had really done it this time. I had thought, foolishly, that divorce meant she would be out of my life forever. Instead it seemed she was still trying to run my life to suit her needs. I ignored her demands but there were dark clouds forming in my head that implied the onset of an impending storm.

A few days later I was at the bus stop on my way to work when my ex-wife paced towards me with a purpose in her step and fury in her eyes. Money. She needed money now and wasn't it about time I saw my only son?

I needed eight days in the week to fit everything into. As much as I tried to juggle my responsibilities it was impossible. I would have loved to see my son more regularly but apart from the lack of time I found myself increasingly reluctant to go anywhere near his mother. There were always demands for more and more of my time or my money. It was as if she were trying to bleed me dry and ruin anything that was good in my life. In other words she was no different then than she was before we got divorced. If anything she was worse. The storm clouds in my head thundered.

It had taken over a year of impossible conditions to take its toll before I finally snapped. I was tired of trying to keep everyone happy, while at the same time taking relentless abuse. I had read once in one of Dion Fortune's books that 'You can't please everybody all of the time. So at the end of the day you might as well please yourself'. I couldn't remember the last time I had pleased myself. My life had to change in some way and my ex-wife was not included.

My father was a very straight-laced man with Victorian attitudes. He never swore and did not allow swearing in the house. It was a rule that I kept to and as a consequence I rarely swore myself. There were occasions, however, when expletives were the only way to convey what one truly felt and there it was, at a bus stop, that I told my ex-wife to fuck off. I did not want to see her, I did not want to hear from her and I did not want to associate with her. She would get no more money from me and I didn't give a flying farthing what she chose to do. I would rather give up work than give her another drop of sweat. For once in her life, my ex-wife shut up. She just turned around and walked away.

I had chosen the lesser of two evils but the price was incredibly high. My ex-wife's constant interference was wrecking the life I had with Sharon. She was a ubiquitous thorn wedged between us. If I had chosen to grin and bear to have her around for another 12 years it would have driven Sharon and I apart. As far as my 'ex' was concerned I only had one priority in my life and she was going to make sure of it.

The lesser path was to deny myself the right to see my son. He was only 4 years old and I was going to miss so much that it hurt me to have to make such a decision. It was an injustice to make me choose between the woman I loved and the son that I loved but that was exactly what she forced me to do - whether she knew it or not. As Shane got older I was sure that one day I would be able to explain why I could not see him for a while. I hoped that he would understand that it wasn't he that I had a problem with. In the meantime I was going to miss him growing up. It was an awful sacrifice to make. Nobody won that day.

Even though I refused to pay maintenance there was still not enough income to cover expenditures. I needed a certain amount of money to live on each week otherwise it seemed hardly worth going to work at all.

I left it to my brother to organise the sale of the house so I guess I was as much to blame when the solicitor discovered at the 11th hour that there were two mortgages on the house. Whatever money we could have made out of it was lost. One minute I had a cheque for £1000:00 and the next I didn't. Sharon always suspected that she had inherited arthritis and she had more frequent flare ups at this time. In order to travel to work it was going to be necessary for her to drive. The money we gave to complete the sale of my house should have gone towards a car.

If there were any possibility of conjuring money out of thin air, now would have been a good time. It seemed that every month we were getting further and further into debt. There just wasn't enough money coming in. It helped a little bit when I was transferred from Ilford to Stratford. It was nearer to home and cost less in travelling.

I started to notice how Sharon cooked but hardly ever ate. One night I challenged her over it and discovered the awful truth. To keep costs down she had made sure that I and the children were fed but she herself was living off of tea and toast! It had been going on for weeks and it was no wonder that she looked so unwell.

I was appalled and ashamed at the same time. I was appalled because Sharon had said nothing of her sacrifice and I had not noticed until now. I was ashamed because I had drawn a line in the sand over what I believed was money that I needed to live. Perhaps I had still not grasped the whole concept of living together as a family. It was certainly true that I was not particularly good with money. Times were hard but it was not I who suffered the most from my decisions.

Love, money and luck. Love was a powerful motivator but one still had to eat. Jesus said that 'Man cannot live by bread alone' but on the other hand man cannot live with no bread at all. The family had to eat - and that meant all of us.

My perception of the world changed. Truth appeared to be determined by circumstances. The meaning of the Tarot card of The World became clear. This was my world and everything that affected me and I it. My decisions determined what was included in my world and what was not. The boundaries and limitations of my world were determined by what I chose to act on and what I chose to ignore. I had chosen to ignore the overall financial implications in favour of self gratification. Not that it was a great deal of money but that wasn't the point. Why should I have been the only one to get by without struggling when my family were so poorly off that my wife chose not to eat?

I really wished at that point that I could have won some money. I didn't gamble any more and I wasn't about to start. Occasionally I played the football pools for a small stake. Not that I had any interest in football but it seemed the only way that I was going to win enough money to get us out of debt. I did not love money at all. It was a necessary evil in my opinion that determined who would live comfortably and who would struggle. And yet I learned something for the lack of money that only those who were poor would understand. Money did not matter as much as security.

It was important to me that my family had a roof over its head and that we had food to eat. Anything else that money could buy was unimportant. The security of knowing that we had a place to call home and that we were healthy were basic necessities. And it was basic.

Sharon was very good with money. In the eyes of many people she seemed to be able to turn a penny into a pound. Where her ex-husband had given her hardly any money at all she had learned to make something out of nothing. If ever there was such a thing as magic or miracles she could do it on a shoestring budget. I sat down with her one night and said that I would give her every last penny that I earned and she could give me back what we could afford. In the short term this meant that my personal budget would be immediately cut by more than half. I knew that the decision would be easier than the effect but it was my turn to make a sacrifice for the good of the family.

It was a miserable existence. We were barely scraping through the month and still we could not make ends meet. And yet I had the love of a good woman, a roof over my head and food in my stomach. Compared to other people I was very lucky.

My boss at Stratford found a way to increase his income. He stole it. As his assistant I was place in the invidious position of having to report it. The investigation that followed made for an uncomfortable atmosphere but for a short while I had to hold the fort and run the club.

When I made plans to run a promotion at Christmas it involved purchasing a few items from the petty cash. It was such a silly thing at the time. I paid some money in and took some more out but because it involved the same amount of money I changed the date on a voucher instead of writing out a new one. Suddenly I found myself being accused of theft.

It felt like a witch hunt. Here I was struggling to make ends meet and yet I was being accused of stealing from the company. It was an outrageous accusation but the uncertainty of how the investigation would find me made me feel ill.

In February 1989 I was called to a disciplinary hearing where I was grilled for over an hour. At the end of it the most they could pin on me was that I changed a date on a petty cash voucher. For that I was sacked! I sat there completely stunned. For all the work that I had done to boost the popularity of the company and to further my career it had all gone in an instant. I was unemployed and had a mortgage to pay.

It took a while to get my head around my new circumstances and when I was finally able to accept what had happened I was summarily escorted from the building. I should have been angry or upset. Financially I had just been dropped deep into the soft and smelly. It was an unbelievably heavy penalty for such a tiny error of judgement that I should have been seething with rage.

Instead I stood outside the building, breathing in the cold air on a bright sunny morning in February and smiled. I was walking the path and life had found a way to push me forward. My job had caused all sorts of problems over the years. It was an incompatible job to have with a family and perhaps now I would go out and get a new job with sensible hours and weekends off. I would still take my company to an Industrial Tribunal because what they had done to me was wrong and unforgivable but I would not go back.

I was free. By a spin of the Wheel of Fortune I had just lost my only source of income and I was incredibly happy. It was like the weight of a hundred years had simply disappeared in a flash. The relief of the burden was better than any artificial drug could have produced. I found it amazing that such a terrible thing to happen had not destroyed me - quite the opposite. Instead of despairing at my bad luck, loss of money and seeing my life coming to an end, I saw my sacking as the doorway to a raft of new possibilities. I had lost virtually everything: my son, my job and quite possibly my home would be next. With nothing left, the only way to go was up.

Chapter XXIII

School of Thought
It is easy to be philosophical when you have nothing to lose or you have already lost it. The more you lose, the more you get used to going without. I looked once again at the repossession order for the house and wondered by what miracle we could be saved from destitution.

Having recently lost contact with my son and then losing my job, the likelihood of losing the house seemed a racing certainty. The bills kept racking up and before long I would be able to wallpaper the living room with County Court Judgements. Sharon was naturally beside herself with worry. What were we to do? It was Monday and we needed two thousand pounds by Friday.

What had we done to deserve losing everything? Was this the universe's idea of walking the path? If it were then I would have gladly accepted the consequences but this was not just my life. I had a family and they did not deserve whatever hardships the universe cared to throw in my direction. Was this a lesson in hopelessness and despair? If it was then all I could say was all right I got the message. It wasn't funny and it wasn't particularly clever. What I needed now was a miracle.

When Sharon needed a place to stay with her children after walking out on her ex-husband, it was a friend who opened the door and saved her from being homeless. That same friend came round to us on Thursday afternoon with a cheque to pay the mortgage arrears. It was a debt that we could repay with money in time but never in terms of gratitude.

Luck. Was it good luck to come so close to losing our material possessions? Certainly not but it was extremely lucky that we had a friend who cared enough to help us in a moment of severe crisis. I had tested my luck on many occasions. When I worked in a betting office I would always pick the horse that came second. There were times when I got the feeling that if I entered a raffle on my own that I would still lose! My sister commented often that she believed I had a talent for falling in the brown stuff and coming up smelling of roses. Perhaps my luck had nothing to do with winning money or prizes. Perhaps my luck was connected with escapology.

Getting a new job was every bit as difficult as I imagined it would be. Working in bingo had done me no favours whatsoever. No one outside of the industry seemed to be able to grasp that bingo had any other job than 'calling the numbers'. This was something that I explained to Keith one day as I visited his bookshop.

"Have you ever heard of numerology?" he asked me.

I had but it was a vague reference from years ago. One of the astrology magazines had an article about it. I could have been only about 15 at the time and paid little attention to it.

Keith explained the principles of numerology to me and showed me a quick method of how to work it out. It was an interesting study that seemed so much easier than astrology or Tarot. With nothing better to do I borrowed one of his books on the subject and immersed myself into it. At the same time, Keith had been running an evening class on the Tarot. I was intrigued to hear another point of view so I decided to attend the class. Afterwards Keith and I would visit a local club for a pint and a debate about the subject.

"I was warned to stay away from you", Keith told me at one of our earlier meetings. This surprised me, as I had no knowledge of anyone else who knew both Keith and myself apart from Sharon. The link came from one of Sharon's cousins who I had never met. Rumour had it, according to him, that I was a 'black magician'. I laughed out loud. I, who had virtually nothing, having only just kept a roof over my head that was none of my doing, had no job, money or prospects. And that was the work of a black magician? It was preposterous! The only thing I had done that could remotely be connected with anything unpleasant was to help Sharon get her house back - and that was not for self gain. Keith obviously realised by now that this was also untrue.

Numerology had a number called a Life Path. Basically the claim was that everyone had a lesson in life. If they chose to learn it then their life became a little easier. If they chose not to then life would throw all sorts of things at them to help them change their mind. Recently I had the feeling that life had thrown quite a lot of things at me but none of them seemed to say, 'don't do it this way - do it that way instead'.

There were several basic lessons in numerology. The most common were the principles of the numbers 1 through to 9. In addition there were karmic debts of 13, 14, 16 and 19. Finally there were what was known as 'master numbers' and they were 11 and 22.

"But if these were the lessons", I asked Keith, "what about all those people who know nothing about the esoteric?"

"People are born with the lesson built in", he explained. "Some people have easier lessons than others. If life gets too hard they may choose not to learn but the path they are on is a very wide path. On the path they can go not only forwards but also sideways and backward. Going backward is like swimming upstream. Going sideways is difficult and people may choose to learn no more than they have to that point - until they are ready to move forward again".

"So what is the difference to knowing the lesson" I asked.

"Imagine this", Keith explained. "You work your whole life in an office block. In the morning you go into the building and you walk up twenty flights of stairs to your office. You do it again at lunchtime and when you go home for the evening. On the day you retire you suddenly discover that, in that building, there is - and has always been - an elevator. Would your life have been so much easier if you had known that all those years ago?"

It was an amusing story and Keith sat back with a smug expression on his face as he watched me mentally place lots of unanswered questions into the 'answered tray'. Having a sense of purpose, even if it was the wrong one, did seem to make life easier to understand and more meaningful. Once again I had an evening with lots of things to mull over before I was ready to move on.

With no job in sight I bent my head over numerology. I was surprised (and then again perhaps not) to find that my Life Path was hardest. My birthday added up to the master number 22. I had invariably suffered stomach problems and migraines (which is stomach related) since puberty. To now I had no reference or reason as to why they happened. This master number suggested an energy that sensitised the nervous system, whilst the number 4 (which I had as the day of my birth) related to the stomach. I tried to relate other numbers to myself as a way to destroy the theory. If numerology really worked then I would not be able to find another principle that fit. The fact that I could find no other number that worked on me personally increased my interest further. Perhaps this method really did work.

I started to gather dates of birth for people that I knew well. Each number combination worked really well on the friends that I knew but perhaps the biggest shock of all was the number combinations for my parents. My mother and father had argued through my entire childhood. To my knowledge at this time they were no different, although my father's heart attack had muted their arguments a bit. At least they no longer threw punches at each other.

My mother frequently wished for the 'perfect day'. Her exacting standards meant that it took only the slightest thing to go wrong for the whole day to be ruined. The perfect day also relied on everything that was outside of her control right down to what people said and the way they said it. One wrong word could spoil it. I remembered many of those 'ruined' days when everything went swimmingly until a chance remark at the end of it - usually by my father. In seconds the whole day went sour and, as far as my mother was concerned, we may as well have not bothered.

She was also a character of high principles but not always in an orthodox manner. When I bought my house with my brother and a friend, my brother had bought a bed for himself. I had asked my mother to lend him the money. When the house was sold, the solicitor had missed that there were two mortgages on the property. This meant that not only did I not gain a profit from the sale but also that it had ended up costing me. Naturally I was a little bitter about it, especially as I had trusted my brother to take care of the sale and it had gone spectacularly wrong. So I was outraged that because my brother had not paid the money back my mother presumed that I was responsible. She declared that because it was I who had asked, in principle it was my responsibility to pay it. I saw a different principle. I acted in good faith on behalf of my brother and it was he who was entitled to make good the debt. I had already paid more than I was entitled to.

My mother's numerology chart spoke beautifully of her character and the lesson she had to learn was clearly marbled through everything she did. As I studied and learned how each number reacted with another the combination made perfect sense. No other combination could have explained it better.

My father was a different matter. My father's Victorian attitude to life was a legend among us children. He seldom spoke at length about anything. If he had strong opinions he generally kept them to himself unless we crossed one of his invisible lines. There were times when I believed that he must have had his sense of humour surgically removed and yet he would laugh himself silly at a Tom and Jerry cartoon.

He appeared to want to do anything for a quiet life, which beggared the notion that he would choose my mother for a partner. If his quiet world were invaded he would swallow a large amount of abuse before striking without warning. He could be mean and vicious but only if he were not left alone.

I think I was disappointed to realise that there was less to my father than met the eye. My understanding of him had been totally wrong for all those years. And yet I could now see the simplicity of his life lesson and how the truth of it made more sense than I had perceived. I played back in my mind many incidents that, for me, had defined his character. If I applied what the numbers were telling me I could see a rationale behind each action. For me this was an astounding discovery.

Within the next few weeks I devoured the subject of numerology with an obsessive fervour. My logical mind implied that numerology should not make sense. The date on a calendar was a man made device. In other countries there were different dates and calendars. The birth of an individual was a random event. In short, the subject of numerology should not work but as much as I tried to find flaws in the theory I was proved wrong time and again.

It did work! Don't ask me why because I had no idea but no matter who I spoke to it worked. I started drawing up charts for people and discovered that, if I applied my understanding to a person's character, I could tell them negative things that they would accept without being offended. I could describe feelings and thoughts that they could relate to. As an experiment I gave two people the chart of the other one. They denied everything but when I swapped them they agreed with everything.

I was so caught up in numerology that I became a bore. Nothing in my life existed outside of this one subject. It got so bad that I could talk of nothing else but I was so excited by the discovery of the subject that it consumed my every moment.

My sister brought me down to earth with a bang. I had spent two months out of work and the bills had to be paid. She dragged me to the nearest employment agency to register. I was angry with her that she had the temerity to tell me what to do. It annoyed me even more that she was right.

I needed to take any job. About two weeks after registering there was a permanent job for a goods inward clerk at a paper warehouse. The hours were awful. Shift work that started from as early as 6:00am and as late as 8:00pm. The warehouse was three miles from home and there was no transport at that time of the morning. I used to have a motorbike but it died and now we had no money to replace it. Consequently I had to walk to work in the mornings come rain or snow. On the other hand it was good to be earning a living again.

Overtime was available and the demands of covering household expenses dictated that I took it. For the first three months I worked fourteen-hour days without rest. When time permitted on a Saturday I would go to Keith's bookshop. It was a busy time for work and study. I crammed as much as I could into each day without thought of the energy I was expending. As my esoteric learning grew, the knowledge led to further research but also kept my mind occupied during periods at work when the tasks were particularly mundane. I argued esoteric theory and philosophy with Keith and some of his regular customers. As my overtime gave us extra money, Sharon was happy that we had started to pay off some of the long string of debts that we had accumulated. It was a busy year that left little time for anything else.

I was not prepared for the new responsibility in my life and yet I felt obliged to accept it. A young lad had visited Keith's shop with all sorts of internal conflicts. His energies were scattered and he hadn't a clue as to who he was or where he was going. In many ways it reminded me of how I once felt. He was 17 and in search of a focus.

I knew very little about astrology at the time. I was familiar with sun signs and the character traits but astrology is a vast subject with many other revealing aspects. According to Keith I had no air in may chart. In other words there were no planets represented in the signs of Gemini, Libra or Aquarius. Keith had no water: Cancer, Scorpio or Pisces. This young lad also had no water in his chart. Consequently Keith decided that - me being a water sun sign with a missing element - that this lad, who was an air sign with missing water, would be a complimentary character for me to take on as a student.

With what knowledge I had I still considered myself to be a student. How was I now to take a student of my own? Never the less it made sense that by training a student I would be teaching that which I needed to learn. If my understanding was correct then this would be a way to learn how to explain the esoteric philosophies and also to validate my understanding of them.

There were a few rules that a student needed to know before acceptance. I sat in Keith's shop with Michael and explained them.

The first rule was that you never believe what anyone tells you unless you can prove it for yourself.

The second rule was to keep an open mind.

The third rule was to take anything you knew, or thought you knew, and disregard it. Everything had to be reviewed from scratch.

The importance of the first rule was paramount. There are always 'cults' that go in for total brainwashing that subjugate young and impressionable people into complete submission. It was important that the esoteric student understood that the first rule of training was tied to the first universal principle, which is that you are responsible first and foremost to yourself.

The student was informed that he could accept or decline at any time. There was no obligation other than his commitment to himself. There were also no charges or fees. This was a personal undertaking. I promised to teach and he promised to learn.

We chose a Monday evening for the teaching sessions. On Michael's first night I took him through all 22 Major Arcana Tarot cards within an hour. His head was spinning by the time I had finished but on the next teaching session I said that we would go back to the beginning and look at one card only. I had given Michael the opportunity to look at the Tarot to see if he really wanted to learn it. He turned up again on the next Monday and did so for the next two years. In time the teacher/student relationship dissolved and we became friends.

As I taught I realised how much I had learned myself. I also noticed that I had gone beyond the general theory of books and had learned to apply much of my learning into every day life. I studied the claims of some numerology books with regards to 'personal day numbers' and so-called 'lucky numbers'. After months of experiment and analysis I came to the conclusion that they did not work.

When I worked at bingo I experienced the fanaticism that people had with luck and superstition. I remember walking into an empty 350-seater hall to find two old ladies arguing over one chair! At another hall there seemed to be a legend connected with table 109. Whoever sat at that table was bound to win something. It was true that people on table 109 did win occasionally but no more than table 46. The difference was that people only remembered table 109.

There was a school of thought that implied some people were born lucky. I did not consider myself to be among the lucky people but my sister certainly did. It made me laugh that she thought I was such a lucky person compared to her. If I was the lucky one then why was I in so much debt?

I sometimes went out for a drink with one of the bingo customers who others thought was a lucky man. He always seemed to have money but I suspected from his lifestyle that he was getting an income from illegal sources. I have no doubt that he was a crook but he was a friendly enough person. He drank far too much and ate very little. He looked old before his time. He had no friends and his rented flat was a mess. He won quite a lot at bingo but he went there every day. Was he a lucky man?

When I used to sing at the local working men's club where my parents played in the band, there was always a raffle. One or two people in that club always seemed to win. They were also the ones who bought the most tickets. It wasn't so much luck as it was the law of probability.

The one thing that I found different between the so-called lucky people and the rest was their state of mind. 'Lucky people' tended to be amiable and care free. They didn't 'sweat the small stuff' and portrayed an 'easy come easy go' attitude. Those who griped seemed to resent the irresponsible way that the lucky people got it so easy - missing the point that they gave it so easy as well.

I tried to apply numerology to the UK Football Pools. It took me weeks to set up the numerological names of each team and then to record religiously the results. After a month I tried to predict the score draws (with the prospect of £1 million if I got it right). I got close many times but won very little. The method did not work and the results yielded no clue as to any other method.

I came to the conclusion that no one was born lucky. One had only to look at the disasters of earthquake, flood and famine that occurred. Thousands of people, in fact whole communities, would die and it made no sense to expect that the lucky ones who escaped were of a particular number or sun sign. No. Luck was a random entity that favoured no one. Bad people got lucky as much as good people. Those who deserved a bit of luck would win as much as those who deserved nothing. There was no esoteric medium that could help to win a fortune.

Another school of thought was the compatibility of partners. Typical sun sign astrology favoured certain signs according to their elements of fire, air, water and earth. I had started to link numerology with astrology so that certain numbers related to sun signs. According to numerology the number 6 and 9 were compatible. In astrological terms this related to Cancer, a water sign, with Virgo, an earth sign. Anyone knows that if you mix water and earth together you will get mud. I suppose one could say that such a couple would wallow in their love for each other. They could also get bogged down in a relationship that was boring and would go nowhere.

But what if one added a person's natal rising sign? This was the sign that was on the horizon when a person is born. Let us say that someone was born as a sun sign Cancer but had Aries as a rising sign. If you looked into any book for love it would tell you that Cancer and Aries do not like each other. So what happens to the person who has both? When I looked at my track record for love it seemed that many of the girls I dated were air signs. Did this have something to do with the fact that there was no air in my astrology chart? The one fire sign, Aries, that I went out with I married and then quickly divorced. After much thought I came to the conclusion that one had to reconcile the differences in ones self before they could look at compatibility with someone else.

The last popular school of thought was money. It was a subject that I had very little to worry about because I didn't have any. It didn't matter how many times my daily horoscope mentioned 'windfalls' because the only windfall I had ever experienced was flatulence! Nothing in esoteric law was geared towards money. Money was a physical medium and esoteric philosophy was geared towards the development of the individual. There were plenty of unhappy people with money and plenty of unhappy people without money. Of course I thought it would be nice to have some but I realised that the lack money was only an issue to those who could not meet the expenses of daily living.

Sharon and I were poor without a doubt. But in terms of love we had each other and for that we considered ourselves lucky. If we could afford to do so we hired out a video film on a Friday night and sat down with the children and bought in a few sweets and ice cream. At the time it was an indulgence to do so but the children loved it and we were happy within the family circle. We were thousands of pounds in debt but we could only pay what we could afford. In time we would be able to clear those debts.

But I was not content. I didn't want gross amounts of money but I did want to be able to do things that only money could buy. I had hardly touched anything musical for a number of years and would have dearly like a piano. I also knew that computers could generate music and I would have like one of those. For what we could afford at the time I would have been lucky if I could afford a plastic whistle from a Christmas cracker.

So if love, money and luck had nothing to do with astrology or any other esoteric subjects then what were they about?

A clue to the answer I found in the Qabalah. For years I had tried to fathom the dual concept of good versus evil. If the Ten Commandments said that it was wrong to kill then how was it right to kill in a war? What difference would it make to kill in the name of God as opposed to killing in the name of one's country?

The Qabalah had a different concept. The universe was held together by a combination of 'force' and 'form'. The male seed was the force and the female egg was the form. Sperm without the egg was useless. Eggs without fertilisation was barren. The idea was to get a balance between force and form. In other word 'good' was the centre ground of two opposing evils. What this said to me was that killing in the name of God was just as bad as killing for no reason. Religious zealots whether they killed or not were as dangerous as anarchists hell bent on chaos.

This was where the Christian church had failed. Fewer people went to church because it had failed to maintain a relevant and meaningful active presence in the world. As schools became more multicultural so religious assemblies had to be abandoned. The moral and ethical teaching went with it, giving way to the religion of instant gratification. Those who bothered to attend a church would be told of the passive teaching of Christ's love and that we should live by his example. What they needed was to actively demonstrate how it worked in the 20th Century.

More and more pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together. That nagging question that I could not find was becoming clearer. The reason that I did not have a way to formulate the question was because I didn't have the right concepts to work from. Good and evil were not opposing poles. They were extremes of the same energy. Doing nothing was just as bad as doing too much.

I was doing too much. I had become a workaholic, which started to impact on my family life. Sharon wanted more of my time and she deserved it. I also needed to spend more time dealing with the mundane factors of every day life. These were simple logical matters that I could deal with by accepting the responsibility of it and using a little self discipline. Achieving a balance in all parts of life made much more sense than being either good or bad. Succeeding in doing so, however, was another matter.

Chapter XXIV

Phantoms and Ghosts
I always enjoyed playing Toccata in D minor, otherwise known to some people as the theme tune from Phantom of the Opera, on the parish church organ. The organ had thirty two-foot long tuba pipes that blasted out the tune with fearsome gusto.

I relayed the story to my brother about one occasion where I practised alone at night. The church was dark save for the organ. Just to my right there were eight rows of connected chairs facing the Lady Chapel. Without any warning I witnessed every row of chairs fly up into the air to come crashing down in front of the altar. It was enough for me to get off the organ and make my way hastily out of the church.

Was this a true story? Absolutely not. It was complete rubbish but it had my brother going for years!

People will invariably come across stories like mine and wonder if they are all made up. What I encountered along with my mentor Keith from 1990 to 1991, however, were events that I witnessed first hand. You may, of course, believe what you wish.

My first encounter was with a couple who believed that they were not alone in their house. There was never a clear sight of any physical presence but hints of movement on the periphery of one's vision or odd noises at night. The couple were in their late twenties and childless.

I had very little part to play on this occasion. I had the impression that the man of the house was 'sensitive'. This was a term used for people who, it was believed, had some psychic ability. Sometimes one came across a person who had psychic ability but knew nothing of the esoteric or spiritual worlds. As a consequence they were susceptible to 'picking up' non-physical visions or simply picking up of atmospheres. You can imagine what it must feel like to notice things that your conscious mind tells you is not there.

This particular gentleman was a down to earth, no nonsense, sort of guy. He had no knowledge of the spiritual world and had never shown an interest in it. As far as he was concerned he was seeing things that he could not explain and it was worrying him half to death.

Keith and I agreed that the gentleman was an 'open psychic'. In layman's terms he was acting as a light source that attracted every moth for miles around. His open channel was the light and those within the etheric and spiritual worlds were the moths. Spiritualist mediums or 'channellers' open a channel on purpose in order to contact people in spirit. The messages they receive are passed on to the living as a way to give evidence that there is an afterlife. Many people train to control their ability. Some people, like this guy, had no interest in the subject and simply wanted it all to go away.

We offered the gentleman some exercises in control and psychic self defence. They were very simple exercises that anyone with a little imagination can achieve. We also advised that he should abstain from artificial stimulus such as alcohol and cannabis (which we discovered he indulged in from time to time). If he followed out advice his life should return to its normal mundane state and if he had further problems he should give us a call.

This was a fairly routine example of the types of call we received. We provided the service because there was no help to be obtained elsewhere. The medical profession would most likely have sent this man to see a psychiatrist when he was clearly not mentally disturbed or deranged. The church would have offered to pray for him.

This is not to say that we did not encounter others where we felt that mental health issues were suspect. We did not discourage people to seek medical advice and would not pretend that we were in any way medically qualified. On the other hand we were also mindful that the medical profession expressed disdain for anything that it was unable to explain.

Likewise we found a certain mental block in the church's thinking. People who may have had the ability to see beyond the normal physical world were seemingly confined to the biblical era. The church did not study psychic phenomena that was in any way practical to a person with unwelcome visions.

Another important aspect of the service that we provided was that we charged only for our travel expenses. The service itself, and our time, was free.

We met another open psychic who told of similar visions to the previous example. She had some interest in the esoteric world and demonstrated a little knowledge. The old saying that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing had proved true for this person. In the same way that it would be silly to ride a motorbike without a crash helmet it is equally as silly to waltz into the unknown without some degree of protection. This lady had little knowledge of psychic self defence and had blundered into the unknown in a careless fashion.

The consequence for her was a catalogue of uninvited encounters that she could not handle. At the same time it became apparent that her mental stability was in question. It is difficult to describe why we felt that way. Sometimes it may be just a person's mannerism that portrays something wrong. The cold logic of someone who was troubled by an event and just wanted rid of it was absent in this case. Our advice was simply to refrain from delving further into the esoteric world and warned her to seek medical advice if she experienced panic attacks or irrational fears. Even if we thought she was mentally unstable we were still not medically qualified to offer that as an opinion. Further more we offered at least two reasons to seek medical help in the hope that if she were mentally unstable it would be discovered by those in a position to offer the appropriate treatment.

Sharon, my wife, kept my feet firmly on the ground. The film 'Ghostbusters' had a pretty catchy tune that my wife sang to me on the grounds that I was going out ghost busting. It is not what I would have termed it but never the less it was an amusing swipe at a pass time that could so easily carry a person away from the realms of reality. It was one of Keith's sayings that also made me aware of the dangers of getting carried away. He would say. "Keep your feet on the ground. Aim as high as possible but keep your feet on the ground!"

Not all ghost busting was a simple case of identifying open psychics. An elderly couple lived in a one-bedroom warden-controlled flat where a strange smell appeared in the bedroom. The lady of the house was a regular at the local Spiritualist church. The husband went occasionally but ill health tied him to a nebuliser for much of the day.

The smell was so strong that they though at first there was a fault in an electrical plug. They called in an electrician to inspect the wiring. There was nothing wrong. Then they called in the plumbers. There was nothing wrong. Then they asked to see the plans for the building to find out if there was a sewer pipe or something that ran under the building. There were no pipes near that area. Various council inspectors came and went. They too could smell something but were at a loss to identify what it was or where it came from.

Every possible physical reason was considered. The floor was made of concrete so there were no dead rats under floorboards. The wife cleaned the house from top to bottom, disinfecting everything. Still the smell returned. Every trades person and official that went into the house confirmed that they could smell something but could not identify the source. What was strange about the smell was that it was not constantly there. It also disappeared as quickly as it came.

In desperation to find an answer they turned to Keith and myself. They had tried all reasonable and obvious avenues to account for the smell. Having eliminated the obvious it was time to consider the unlikely.

Keith and I turned up on a cold evening. The low rise block of flats were typical of buildings of the 1970s. The outside porch light tried to shine through its dirty shade and I noticed in passing a spider that was busily spinning a web in one corner. A shiver caught my spine and my head went fuzzy, just for a couple of seconds. This combination I had discovered was a warning sign that something I had seen was significant. I mentioned the spider to Keith as a possible link to what we might discover.

The smell was strong and unmistakable. It was the sort of smell that men with prostate problems had. The gentleman of the house had respiratory problems but his prostate was fine.

Keith was able to contact a gentleman in spirit who was known to the couple. They confirmed him to be an uncle who had died a few years ago and he had indeed had prostate problems. The issue, it seemed, surrounded the husband's mother who was still alive and in her nineties. The mother was, by all accounts, spinning a manipulative web around the family. The husband described his mother as a 'black widow' laced with poison and vindictiveness.

Keith continued to communicate with the uncle whilst I set about cleansing the flat. It seemed that the husband had been eaten up over an issue regarding his sister. The source of the conflict we discovered had started with his mother. While we were there he made a decision that would put right the issue with his sister and he would try not to fall into the guilt traps that his mother invariably set for him.

The smell never returned.

Ghost busting was not always as clear cut or exciting as one would think. Not once did I ever see a spectral figure or watch poltergeist activity. Most of the encounters we came across involved people seeing spirit or spirit trying to contact the living. There was one occasion, however, that did not involve spirit at all.

Keith and I entered the house of a family consisting of a husband, wife and their four year old daughter. The daughter was the source of concern. A month ago she told her mum that a man had visited her bedroom. She did not know who the man was but he offered her a ball. She was naturally frightened and did not want to take anything offered to her by a stranger. Since that first visit she had seen the man again on the stairs. Consequently she did not want to go to bed. She then started wetting the bed and developed what the doctors described as a nerve rash. She started having panic attacks and became a frightened child, no longer the happy carefree child that she had been before the first visitation.

The little girl was not known for making up such wild stories. Her health had deteriorated so badly that her parents were extremely worried. There was no history of mental illness in the family and, other than the visions of a man in the house, the girl's behaviour was that of a normal four year old. She expressed no visions of anything else.

Keith could pick up nothing in spirit and it was unlikely that anyone in the spirit world would have wished to harm a child. The episode was nothing short of what we would call a psychic attack. There were two possible sources.

The idea of vampirism was commonly associated with Bram Stoker's Dracula and vampire bats. In the esoteric world, however, there was a form of vampirism associated with a world between the physical and the spiritual. To understand this it is necessary to explain some occult teaching.

It is believed that the human body is made up of four distinct levels of being: the physical, the personality, the etheric and the spiritual. The etheric part of us is the energy field that links us between the physical and the spiritual. Some people perceive an energy field around us. Psychics call it an aura and physicists acknowledge that each person has an electro-magnetic field around them. It is this field that makes us aware when someone is behind us. It is this field that picks up atmospheres when we walk into a room or senses the strong emotions of someone nearby.

When a person dies the etheric body starts to weaken and disappear. Once the link between body and spirit is severed it allows the spirit to go to the next stage in their journey. Not everyone, however, is ready to die. There can be some unfinished business that a person would like to resolve or it may simply be that they want more life. To sustain the etheric energy it becomes necessary to take it from the living. Usually this theft of energy is without a person's knowledge or permission.

We explored the possibility that the child in question might have been the victim of psychic vampirism. No one in the family had died recently, however, and it would have been unusual - though not impossible - that a disembodied spirit had sought a random victim. Most cases like this were usually associated with adults who had a strong life force. Children were easy sources but it is never in the interests of a vampire to kill its food source. Consequently adults were preferred to children.

This left the second possibility more likely, that the source of the psychic attack had come from someone who was still alive. The reason as to why the child was under attack remained unclear. Never the less it was essential that the child was protected.

Keith and I discussed the best way to protect the child. It seemed clear that there was a motive behind the attacks. The parents did not feel that any personal issues had been resolved on a physical level so the chances are that the attacks would continue.

The child's bedroom was the most likely point of attack, as it had been on previous occasions. So we set a trap for the assailant, who was clearly using some kind of astral force or thought projection to get at the child. The trap was designed to bounce the thought projection back to the originator with a force that, at least, would make them quite ill for a few days. This would give the parents an opportunity to have a look around the family to see if anyone was feeling ' a bit under the weather'.

It was about a week later that we heard the results and the reason behind the attack. The mother's grandmother was the source. The grandmother was a spiritualist medium and her boyfriend was an occultist. This was not an uncommon combination to find. John Dee, court astrologer to Queen Elizabeth I, worked as an occultist to Edward Kelly who was a spiritualist medium. This was back in 1582 when such things were unheard of and being able to calculate figures through mathematics was considered to be 'magical powers'.

It appeared that the grandmother did not agree to the marriage of the child's parents. This resentment had built up for a few years and her attempt to put a strain on the marriage through the ill health of the child was her intention. As a medium, however, she did not have the power or the training for astral projection. So she used herself as a channel for her boyfriend to project himself into the child's room. What we did not know at the time was that the child had never seen the grandmother's boyfriend before so she would not have recognised him. It seemed to be an elaborate plan to split up a marriage but the way in which it was being done - for the child to suffer - was a horrible thing to do. Apparently the grandmother was so bitter and twisted that she did not consider the harm her actions did to the child. The mother confirmed how the family had fallen out over the wedding and that an enmity did exist between the grandmother and the father of the child.

We had heard the outcome of this story after a week but the resolution of the event apparently occurred after only two days. The parents were looking through some family photos and came across a picture of the grandmother with her boyfriend. The child, without any prompting from anyone else pointed to the boyfriend and said, "That's the man who comes to my bedroom".

It was then that the parents realised what had been going on. Without the child confirming the identity of the visitor as the boyfriend of the grandmother it might have remained a mystery. That only after two days from our visit the child's health had improved so dramatically one might even had considered the link to be merely a coincidence. But the reason that the parents were looking through the photographs in the first place was that  - only two days after us laying a trap in the child's bedroom - the grandmother had died! The doctor recorded the death as natural cause. But Keith and I knew otherwise.

Whatever the grandmother's intentions had been they were clearly not good. The trap had been laid with a little thought behind it. The force of the repellent was only as strong as the force of the intention. Was it therefore in the grandmother's mind to harm the child so much?

If this story were to be accepted as genuine - and I can only say that this is a true account in my opinion of what happened - then one may consider that Keith and I were responsible for a person's death. We saw it differently. If the intention of the grandmother was that malevolent then maybe what we had succeeded in doing was to save a child's life.

Sharon's view of my 'ghost busting' was often a source of mockery. She did not disbelieve the things that I did but she was much more down to earth about these matters and tended to concentrate on the more day to day things in life. That was until quite a few years later she encountered an event of her own.

Sharon's work at the time took her on visits to people's houses. Most of the people she visited were elderly and that was the case on this occasion. Sharon knocked at the door and waited for about five minutes. There was no response so she knocked again. When there was no reply for the second time she looked through the letterbox. Sharon could see the lady of the house sitting on the loo. The toilet door was open just enough that Sharon could see her. Consequently she waited another five minutes before knocking again.

There was still no answer. Sharon looked through the letterbox again and this time the toilet door was open but the lady was not longer there. Oh well, she had tried to visit but the old dear was obviously not entertaining visitors today.

When Sharon got back to the office she telephoned the son of the lady to explain that she had tried to visit but his mother didn't open the door. When the son answered the telephone he said, "Oh hello. I'm glad you called because I was going to ring you to ask you not visit my mother today. She died three days ago!"

Sharon went weak at the legs and dropped the phone. For all the fun she had poked at ghost busting it was different when one experienced it first hand.

It wasn't really 'ghost busting' because the work that we did had very little to do with ghosts. The events described occurred over at least two years and not once did I see anything white or spectral. I felt cold patches and smelled all sorts of unaccountable smells but as far as actually seeing anything - well that's the way it goes.

It was certainly an experience. I had worked for people who were totally rational and down to earth. People who had no knowledge of the esoteric and did not want to know. And yet they were faced with something that they could not explain. I had worked for people who had eliminated the very obvious first because they did not know to look for anything else. I had worked for people who had gone to the local police station to report the supernatural event. When the desk sergeant heard where the person lived they said "Oh that place. Yeah it happens quite a lot there". They then turned to the local priest - only to witness the priest lift up his skirts and run. Then they turned to us and we got rid of it.

The value of practical work on this level was not just about experience. It was also about understanding some parts of the world that few people ever got to see. In ordinary life there are things that people may choose to ignore simply because they could not deal with it if they did. Perversely, I found myself helping people who encountered something that they could not deal with but had no choice.

In ghost busting I encountered life at its most bizarre. When compared to normal everyday life it seemed to be worlds apart. And yet the time I spent in this crazy world gave me the opportunity to look at normal life in different ways. I was still looking for answers to my life. In particular I was looking for that one answer to which I did not have the question. What I found useful in my encounters with the unusual was that I found myself questioning the structure of the questions that I had asked myself previously. Had I been asking the right questions in the first place?

And this is where the third piece of the puzzle locked into place.

Chapter XXV

Work and Play
It had never happened to me before and I have to admit I was totally unprepared. I would not have suspected that Sharon would have done this to me. That she was grinning from ear to ear just made it seem all the more embarrassing. My friends and family enclosed the circle that contained myself and a young lady with surprisingly few clothes on.

It was my 30th birthday and the young lady in front of me was supposed to be a booby-gram. My partner had paid good money for me to look at someone else's boobs! Was she sure about this?

As it turned out this young slip of a girl was virtually flat chested. I had seen bigger lumps on a snooker table. This was no booby-gram. It was just a gram!

The finale of this entertainment at my expense was me placing my head in between her breasts so that she could shake them over me. As my nose connected solidly with her sternum I felt she had more chance of slapping my cheeks with her shoulders before she made any contact with her breasts. If I had been served a couple of fried eggs at a café the size of her breasts I would have been eating quail!

My birthday fell one day short of Guy Fawkes night. Consequently my birthday celebrations doubled up with a bonfire night that has celebrated the complete failure of one man to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605. Sharon and I held this event annually for many years with the view of entertaining the children for a few hours and then having a party for the adults.

1990 was a slightly different event to previous ones because this time around we actually set light to next door's shed. One of our friends called the fire brigade by saying, "We're on fire. Come quickly" before putting the phone down. She didn't say who or where we were. As it turned out it was only a small fire and I organised a bucket chain to put it out. The whole event took five minutes.

About half and hour later we could see blue flashing lights from a fire engine that circled the block looking for something to do. The kids thought it was great. We acknowledged the call and the officers inspected where the fire had been before declaring it safe and going back to the station.

This was not the first time we had encountered 'events' with our friend on the phone. I don't believe it had anything to do with her or her partner. It just seemed that certain events occurred when we were together. At a previous visit they had stayed overnight. A party further down the road had been in full swing right into the early hours of the morning. At around 4:00am there were screams and all sorts breaking through the quiet of the night. The next thing we knew there was a young man sitting on our front garden wall holding his side.

We went out to investigate and discovered that he had been stabbed. His breathing was laboured but he was still conscious. Sharon got him a blanket and I called for an ambulance. Unfortunately we found out later that he had a collapsed lung and died from his injuries.

It was also this couple that got us interested in a form of multi-level-marketing (MLM). The product was a range of perfumes that smelled very similar to other designer labels. We were very much in need of making more money so we looked very carefully at the set up.

MLM was a simple enough concept if the product was good. The perfumes were not bad replicas so it was possible that money could be made from it. Aside from booking house parties to sell the product, one could also make money by recruiting others. In principle the idea worked really well if you were in on it at the ground level. Once the market was saturated it would become more difficult. We decided to give it a bash.

Selling perfume was hardly my idea of an ideal job but for the next six months we worked at it on top of our normal jobs. For a little while we were earning as much money as our monthly salaries. We managed to pay off some of our debts and buy some new windows for the back of the house.

The next couple of years were all about making money. We were in debt as soon as we had bought our new house. Not that the house was perfect when we bought it. We knew there was an awful lot to do but we thought we might have had a little money to do it a bit at a time. When the council put the rates up by 62% the week before we moved in, our plans were destroyed. It was two years down the line since then it was only now that our debts stopped going up.

I didn't like my job very much. The work was a bit dull but there was plenty of it. As long as I did the overtime we could live within reason and pay off some debts. My place if work was three miles away and when I had to be there at 6:00am the only way to get there on time was to walk. This was not too bad during the summer but in winter it was bitterly cold walking across the Hackney marshes. That time of the morning was when the fog lingered over the grassland like a chilling spectre that spilled malevolently over to the street as I made my way to work. As the temperatures plummeted it became more and more difficult to get out of bed. There were times I found myself almost in tears at the prospect of making that awful journey. But I needed the job. We needed the money. It was tough but so was life.

With a little extra money we were able to buy some things that we had considered luxury. When we first moved into the house in 1988 there was no gas connections. It was by luck that I still had a microwave oven from my other house. It took six months to get enough money together to have the gas fitted, buy a gas cooker and have a washing machine plumbed in. The absolute luxury we enjoyed that day was to sit in an undecorated kitchen with a glass of wine and a fried egg sandwich while watching the washing machine go round.

Our friends did more than just introduce us to perfume. They contacted a national women's magazine and persuaded them to do a makeover in the living room. This meant more work for me but when people were buying stuff that we could not afford it was not a good idea to be fussy. The whole family was featured in the magazine later that year. It seemed that things were starting to go well at last.

The perfume business fizzled out quite quickly. We were not too disappointed as we had hit and past a purple patch of income and it was getting harder to sell the product. It was only a part time venture and we were starting to get a bit tired. In all the time we had spent together we had not enjoyed a holiday together. The closest thing I had to holiday was in the autumn of 1990, when I spent three days with my brother in Amsterdam.

My brother, Chris, had some friends in Holland. Having never experienced the red light district before I jumped at the opportunity. We visited other places, of course, but what the Dutch referred to as 'The Pink Community' was always at the top of the agenda.

The bus stopped at the 'Winkelcentrum' at the heart of Amsterdam. I understood that the 'Pink Community' could be found not far away. As we walked along the main road I was surprised how many men came up to us to say two things. The first was "Hey English".

How did they know we were English? Apparently it may simply have been that I had started to develop a bit of a belly and the locals equated belly with beer. Typically a beer belly was English. In a way I resented the remark, not because I hadn't put on weight recently - I had - but it wasn't through drinking beer.

The second thing they said was "You want smoke? Hash? Crack? Speed?" The list of recreational drugs was endless. Out of curiosity I had sampled a 'space cake' from a local café - It was horrible - but I was certainly not glamorised by the prospect of getting off my face with artificial stimulus.

It appeared that this had absolutely nothing to do with the Pink Community. We were still a long way away from there. This was just normal life on the streets of Amsterdam.

More than just a furtive glance in the Pink Community district can get you into a situation that you don't want to be in. On the one hand there are rows upon rows of shop windows bedecked with red lights. Each window contains at least one girl, barely clad in frilly lingerie attempting to lure the gaze of punters into their parlour. On the other hand there are sinister gentlemen on the street, scouring the 'viewers' for prospective sales. If you were to look at a girl for more than two seconds it was an open invitation to be approached.

What struck me as most curious was that not a single girl in a window was anything less than stunning. They were all beautiful girls who, for reasons that I could not imagine, were selling their bodies for money. It made me wonder if the 'window girl' was merely a moving mannequin to get punters into the building. Once inside perhaps the 'working girls' were not so pretty!

I felt the attraction of the sleazy side of life mixing almost seductively with the sinister backdrop. The smell and the excitement were as much to do with the danger as it was with the allure. Anything that one did in those streets was wrong and just being there was a tacit agreement to invite temptation. A part of me wanted to stay and sample more of what the Pink Community had to offer. The rest of me wanted to get the hell out of there!

Back in the world of normal folk there was the usual cycle of work, work and more work. Sharon and I spent most of our time working in some way or another. There were tons of things to do in the house and not much time to do it after a long day at work.

Nothing that we achieved seemed to come easily. Our central heating system had been assembled backwards apparently, which meant that all the radiator thermostats went wrong. The hot water came from an old electric ground based heater that looked like an antique and cost an absolute fortune to run. For the sake of another five percent of our combined salaries we could have bought a house in good condition. The bank would not allow it of course so it was going to cost fifty percent of the same amount to get the house that we could afford to run properly. Sometimes we wondered if mortgage lenders had any common sense at all.

In the spring of 1991, Sharon and I had our first major argument. The financial pressure had been relentless and there was too much work and not enough play. The progress of life seemed to consist of two steps forward and on step back. The list of things to do was endless and in trying to achieve them we had lost sight of each other.

 It was good to let off some steam. We had spent so long working all hours just trying to stand still that we had little time to acknowledge or appreciate what little ground we had gained. If life did not revolved around work it seemed to revolve around the children. All our efforts held no visibly apparent benefit for us. At least that was how it seemed.

In reality we had achieved quite a lot. We were not financially stable by any means but we were getting there. We had survived the annual birthdays and Christmas horrors without sinking further into debt. The children were clothed and fed and had not gone without, even when it came to some of the luxury items like the latest trainers. What we needed was a break, preferably together, but that was not going to happen just yet. We needed to keep the pressure on financially to get out of the money trap that we were in.

My brother, Chris, popped round one day with a cassette tape. He was living with a flatmate nearby and had recently bought a 4-track tape machine. Chris enjoyed composing music as much as I but it was only now that he, at least, had the means to turn his thoughts into real music.

I listened to what he had written with a view to creating some lyrics. The tune was soca, which was the type of music generally written by black people for black people. My brother, on the other hand, was a reggae fanatic, therefore soca was no more than the width of a vinyl record away from his first love.

It took about an hour to come up with a complete set of lyrics. "Tek de Bus", when the demo was recorded a week later, sounded like it could actually go further in the world than just Chris's studio/bedroom.

We were both surprised and excited to get an invitation to speak to one of the managing directors of Jet Star Records so quickly. Getting to see any A&R rep in the music industry was more difficult than applying for a tax rebate, especially if you were unknown.

When we arrived at the offices we were taken through the main warehouse. Thousands of records were boxed and stacked ready for distribution. I stole a glance at some of the records to see if I had heard of any of them. Sure enough there were lots of well known artists within the black community being sold under the Jet Star label.

No expense had been spared in the offices. The carpet alone had a pile almost six inches thick and the office furniture was modern and numerous gold and platinum discs bedecked the walls. My brother and I sat rather nervously in a waiting area. We were there to try and impress the Managing Director but the sheer opulence of the offices was so incredibly intimidating that we began to feel like intruders.

Mr Taylor greeted us after a few minutes and invited us into his office. If it were possible this room was even more intimidating than the last. I wanted to take my shoes off at the door.

We discussed what kind of deal we were looking for. A single and an album was a fairly standard opening gambit. The success of the deal depended entirely on if the MD liked the music we brought with us.

The cassette tape was placed into the music system, which was - naturally - a top of the range system that picked up every bit of white noise one would expect from a piece of music that had been knocked up in bedroom-come-studio. Chris and I sat nervously scanning the MD's face for some sort of clue as to what he thought.

"Were you aware", he said when the final chorus line echoed into infinity, "that in the West Indies the buses have music playing in the background?" We were not aware of this fact. One of the reasons for choosing the lyrics 'Tek de Bus' was with a possible deal in mind with London transport. The Governments and councils were always banging on about trying to get people to use buses more frequently. We believed that advertising through music was a pretty good idea.

Mr Taylor looked in my direction. "You sang this?" he enquired. "Yes" I said without elaboration.

"And you would be singing this on the actual record?" he ventured.

It was not what I'd had in mind at all. Chris and I were music writers. We were not performers. Mr Taylor felt, on the other hand that a couple of white guys singing soca could be something of a novelty. Apparently it had happened before and he was quite taken with the idea that we should perform this song ourselves. I could see that if I wanted a record contract at all I would have to agree to perform it - so naturally I agreed. Within the space of about half an hour we won the promise of a recording contract.

I cannot describe fully how excited we both were at the fact that we were now a few days away from breaking into the music industry. Even when Chris pranged the front of his car on the way home it didn't dampen the enthusiasm to leap full blooded into a music career. Obviously we were not so silly that we were thinking of mega riches and villas in Los Angeles. Just to get a foot in the door was often the most difficult thing to do. With this contract we had the potential to open many new doors into the world of music. It was a dream come true.

It also turned out to be too good to be true. It seemed that a shortfall in the company's budget meant that we would not be receiving a record contract after all. It was pointless trying to negotiate a deal beyond the original gambit because it seems that wasn't the done thing. We could no more go back to Jet Star and grovel for scraps anymore than they could come up with a new deal and save pride. For two short weeks my brother and I teetered on the edge of cracking the music industry. It was all the more disappointing to realise how close we had got.

We did not give up on the dream however. Shortly after this disappointment we approached a few other record companies with different songs. It would have been nice to get a record company to consider us purely as songwriters but the industry at the time was looking for singer/songwriter packages. It didn't take much longer for us to realise how little the music industry had anything in common with actual music.

Life continued in its normal busy way through to 1992. The early months of January and February brought with it the usual dreaded cold weather and the 5:00am journeys to work.

My health was getting a little bit concerning as I started to have more frequent bouts of migraine headaches. If I had a migraine the only way to get rid of it was to lie still in a completely darkened room. Headache tablets didn't work because my stomach stopped working when I had migraine. Consequently the tablet would work their way into my system only after the migraine had gone away. In other words it was pointless. My employers were not happy at the amount of time I had taken off sick but there seemed to be absolutely nothing I could do to stop the headaches.

The crunch point between myself and my employers was not to happen for quite a few months yet. In the meantime I still worked long hours and even worked the occasional Saturday. The warehouse was trying out a new computerised picking system and that meant an awful lot of testing, which in some cases was a very boring task.

It was in the late spring of 1992 that I found myself working one Saturday morning at a particularly dull task. It was not a challenging role and it required very little of my time. I found myself with long periods with nothing to do. As I waited for the next instruction to come my way I sat by the computer doodling on a piece of paper.

One of my recent esoteric studies had led me towards astrology. I had never warmed to the subject but I also had to admit to myself that it was a discipline that I needed to know more about to complete the set required for Qabalistic studies (the other two were Tarot and Numerology). I was aware that the twelve signs were each associated with one of the four different elements of fire, air, water and earth and for some reason I tried to give each sign a name that indicated which element they belonged to.

Fire signs, for example, were Aries, Leo and Sagittarius. As everyone knows that fire burns, I changed the astrological names to Ariburn, Leoburn and Sagburn. I did the same with the remaining signs and elements until I had a list of new names for each of the sun signs. Why I was doing this, other than out of sheer boredom, I had no idea.

But the idea remained with me as I travelled home. It was a Saturday afternoon and I had no particular plans for the rest of the day. When I got home I jumped straight into the bath. It was only as the years went by that I noticed how many ideas I had under the influence of water. As I lay there soaking away the tedium of the day, I started to formulate a story around the characters that I had created earlier on. And the story of Zod's Law was conceived.

Twelve tribes ruled by twelve Gods. Each God had his/her own idea about how their world should look. After much arguing they agreed to apportion the world equally. No tribe was allowed on the land of other tribes and the only time they were allowed to meet was in a neutral territory at the northern sector of the planet. The tribes met twice a year to trade and settle differences. Occasionally there were illicit couplings that resulted in a child. The child was neither of one tribe or another so they could live in the homeland of neither parent. Instead there grew an entirely new subculture on the ley lines between the tribal countries. The hero of the story was a wimp of a character by the name of Sekha.

It took several days to work out the plot of the story but as I wrote more and more I realised that the story that had promise. It had the capacity to contain not only humour but also some valuable lessons in life, whilst examining the character traits of astrological sun signs in a pure tribal setting. Whenever I had a spare moment I found myself writing more of the story. At the time I would have dearly liked a typewriter. A computer would have been even better but we did not have money for that sort of thing and it cost very little to purchase a book and a ballpoint pen.

There were no explanations as to why my migraine headaches became more frequent. My employers were not happy about the number of days I was unable to get into work. Eventually my position became untenable and I decided that the most honourable thing to do was to resign. If I had not I imagine that I would have been fired. Perhaps if I had more time to spend on writing music I might be able to make that one important break into the music industry. At the time it seemed that writing music was one the few things I was any good at and I was bored rigid working in a place that existed primarily to deliver goods in and sell it on.

Within a week I was out of work again. I earned a little money by reading Tarot. It was difficult to make money out of numerology until I at least had a typewriter. I was around that time that a friend wanted to get rid of an old word processor. It was an Amstrad computer with a one-megabyte memory. Anything that I wrote on it had to be stored onto a floppy disc. It was brilliant! I now had the opportunity to compile numerology charts as well as reading Tarot. The level of income would never replace the job that I had just lost but at least it kept us going until a new job turned up.

I went back to the job agency I visited a few years before. I couldn't do another job like the last one without wanting to commit suicide out of boredom. That much I knew but I was back to the question of what kind of work was I suitable for? During the course of our conversation they discovered that, in bingo, I was quite used to interviewing people for work. That skill was perhaps no different to interviewing people for work in an employment agency. Suddenly there was a job for me after all. It was only temporary but they were actually short of staff at the agency I had applied to. So on and of for the next 18 months I worked as an interviewer. It was not ideal but at least the hours and the travelling were reasonable.

There had been little time, or money for that matter, for play while I worked long hours and shift patterns. It was almost as though it was an appropriate punishment to have to work more and more to pay the debts we had accumulated. With me being out of work again it was not going to make our financial situation any easier to manage but the constant worry about money squashed any enthusiasm for fun. We did have some fun times, it was true, but Sharon and I had gone through thin and thinner over the last few years. We laughed that we were supposed to stick together through thick and thin but we had yet to come across the thick. And yet despite the lack of easy times our relationship had strengthened through working together in hardship and crisis.

As a partnership we worked well. What we owned we had worked for and we took nothing for granted. We had a house and a family. There was no money in the bank but our debts were getting smaller. The chance of having the odd few thousand pounds to throw around in the near future was quite small. So we agreed that we would work with what we could afford and get married in 1993. You would be amazed at how well it went… and how little it cost.

Chapter XXVI

Mixing and Matching

In February 1993 a bomb ripped through the car park of the World Trade Centre. It was one of a number of bombs that had gone off all over the world from time to time. The UK had experienced so many bombs courtesy of the IRA that it had almost become anaesthetised to the events. It was a Moslem fundamentalist who was arrested for the WTC explosion. Not that I had any knowledge of this at the time. I was on my honeymoon.

Sharon and I planned the day of our wedding. It was February 20th 1993 at 11:00am. In numerological terms, the number 2 has strong connections with the principles of relationships and co-operation. It therefore made sense to me that the date of our wedding should be on a 2 day (20th) a 2 month (February) in a 22 year (1993) at 11:00am (11 breaks down to 11/2). The whole day added up to 26, which breaks down to 8. Number 8 is a number of direction and material success, but this was through the numbers 2 and 6 - through co-operation (2) and balance (6). In ordinary language it was a good day to get married.

There were several barriers to overcome for this event to take place. First there was the lack of money. We looked carefully at what we could afford and what we actually wanted. A church wedding was out of the question because Sharon was Jewish. A synagogue was out of the question because I was not Jewish. If I had decided to become Jewish there was a certain issue regarding a small snip. I felt that we should perhaps look at the cuts we had to make rather than entertaining new ones.

Another barrier was my mother. She did not like the idea of us getting married in a registry office. I was not sure exactly what her objections were but I fancied that it might have had something to do with religious affectations. It was something that we could not help so I had to find some way to persuade her to be there.

We had a friend who organised the catering, another who organised the cars, one to make the wedding cake and another who would take care of the bride and bridesmaid's outfits. The reception venue was donated by my parents and everyone could buy their own drinks.

The costs that we had to meet were the dresses, the rings, legal fees. Most weddings were quoted as costing around £15,000 in those days. If we took out the cost of our honeymoon, ours came to less than £500. What mattered was not the grand scale of the event. What mattered was that we were getting married.

The one thing that I could not arrange was to have my son there. I had not seen little Shane for over 4 years. He would not be so little now. In fact I would probably have found him to be a stranger. This enforced absence was a direct result of the continued unreasonable behaviour of my first wife long after we had got divorced. I felt sad that I was unable to change the way things were at the time but just as I had lived with it for so long, I would have to live with it now. Perhaps one day soon there would be a possibility to change it.

The morning was a crisp and cold sunny day. My best man was Michael, the pupil I had taken to teach the esoteric arts. He had developed greatly over the years we had worked together. His manner had calmed down into a more confident style and his sense of direction had changed from being totally scattered to focused on the more important things in life. To the uninitiated it might seem strange that the understanding of occult principles can develop a person's understanding of how to live in the material world. When I first met Michael he was at a crossroads. The material world had knocked him back so many times it hardly seemed worth giving it another bash. Once he started to understand why it had happened - and more importantly how to do something about it - life opened up all sorts of opportunities for him. My best man was a totally different Michael, and I was proud of what he had become.

Michael and I waited at the registry office. My brother Chris and my son Daniel were with me. Despite saying that she would think about it, my mother turned up with my father. My sister attended. Sharon's mother, brother and sister were also there. I don't recall ever seeing so many members of one family together at the same time. A sense of family was something that I had discovered only with Sharon. She was the nucleus of her family and the principle of it had started to spread into mine.

First to turn up in the cars were the children. Emma and Michelle wore lilac satin dresses, complete with hoops, floral tiaras and bouquets. Sharon arrived a few minutes later. She looked beautiful. Her satin dress was a pale peach. She also had a floral tiara and a bouquet to match. There were so many people there that it was going to be standing room only in the registry office.

With all these well dressed people around it was just as well that I had invested in a new suit. I was also a lot slimmer then so I didn't look too bad on the video. I had also prepared some music to be played during the signing of the register. One of them was a copy version of John Lennon's 'Woman' and the other was an original song that Sharon liked called 'Pretty Girl'.

When we were struggling to make ends meet it was always a nightmare to get enough money together at Christmas. Sharon's birthday was at the end of January, which meant that there was no money to buy birthday presents for her. As always she said it didn't matter. She was always good at playing the martyr. But it mattered to me. It mattered that the one person who meant so much in my life was the one person that I could not spoil even a little.

It was during these difficult times that I arranged and sang songs specifically as a birthday present for Sharon. Among them were, 'Song for Guy' (Elton John), 'Woman' and (later) 'Unchained Melody' (Robson and Jerome). This was no Karaoke job. All of the songs were built from scratch, complete with full orchestral backing. What they cost me was time and effort. That I could do at least. The song 'Pretty Girl' started off as one lyric line on a Dictaphone. Inspiration came to me at the most inappropriate times. It happened so often that eventually I asked for a Dictaphone as a Christmas present. The lyric lay redundant on the machine for three months before I had the time to do something about it. When I eventually found a spare day to do something other than work I went round to see my brother, Chris. I had no musical instruments or recording equipment so the only way to create music was to use my brother's keyboard, 4-track and drum machine. It was a very basic set up but it was a lot better than nothing. Between us we got a nice slow Latin rhythm going. The lyrics I completed over a cup of coffee and we had finished recording the entire song within 10 hours. Time was precious so we learned to work quickly. It was years later that the melody to this song became the foundation for my first orchestral symphony. I had heard of classical works becoming pop songs but I believe that the 'Magic Symphony' is unique in being the first classical symphony to come from a pop song.

The registry office ceremony was over quickly. We spent longer in the garden with the photographer. The rest of the day was taken up with the reception and all the other traditional events like the first dance and the cutting of the cake.

When it finally came to an end we realised that it had been a flawless day. It was what my mother would have called a perfect day. Everyone enjoyed the day and no one misbehaved; well that is if you don't include Daniel at the age of 11 getting drunk on sparkling wine under one of the tables!

Sharon's mother paid for our honeymoon and some other relatives contributed some spending money. Within a week we were jetting off to Cyprus for two weeks. With only days to go Sharon's passport had arrived but mine had not. After a few enquiries we discovered the reason. Talk about bureaucracy! From the time we had sent of both application forms together, the cost of a passport had gone up. That meant that the cheque we had sent only covered the cost of one passport. So for the sake of £1:00 it cost me £5:00 to travel to London to get my passport. Why had they not contacted us before now? I didn't realise it then but I was to find out an awful lot more about Government departments and bureaucracy later that year.

Other than a day trip to France and a short hop to Amsterdam I had never been on holiday abroad. From the moment we took off I knew that I was one of those people who loved flying. When we landed at Paphos airport, the first thing that hit us as the doors opened was the warm waft of olive trees. It was a smell that took us back to Cyprus in the future.

Our hotel was on a hill overlooking the town. The only way up or down was by a courtesy bus. We found out later that the locals called it Colditz because once you were in the hotel there was no escape. We did escape, however on many occasions. We wandered through the tomb of the Kings and took an excursion into the Trudos mountains and Mount Olympus.

High up in the Trudos Mountains there was a church that remained connected to a monastery. February seemed to be an ideal month to go on such a trek as the weather was in the high 70s at ground level but up in the mountains there was still about four feet of snow. It was a beautiful place to visit.

As with all places of interest, next to the church was the obligatory gift shop. Another facility that I was grateful for at the time was a public convenience. At this particular juncture I wanted to do more than just pee. So you can imagine my concern when I joined a queue, only to find a local standing outside with a roll of loo paper, handing out no more than three sheets per person and repeating, "Good toilets, very clean, no catch aids". I accepted my three sheets of loo paper carefully - if that was my quota then I wanted to make sure I looked after it - and I went into the gent's section.

Behind the door of the cubicle there was what I can only describe as a ceramic hole in the floor. The floor was wet. There were no hangers for jackets and no hand holds for crouching. In all my potty training days I had never been prepared for this one!

If anyone visits the Trudos Mountains in the future I would highly recommend that you do not wear denim jeans. I pushed my jeans down as far as they would go without getting them wet. I crouched backwards, trying of course to aim for the hole, and pressed both palms against either side of the cubicle. Mothers know, of course that all potty training includes the understanding of what happens with number twos. The child is never finished until there is a little water after the main performance. As all boys know, if you're not holding it in a particular direction at the time you do this then it could go anywhere.

So you can see my predicament: Two hands holding the walls, trousers round my ankles, paper tissue in a pocket that I could not reach and no way to stop myself from peeing into the crotch of my jeans! This particular event has been a party anecdote for years.

Another amusing thing about the hotel Colditz was the fact that the swimming pool was empty for repairs. Three days before we were due to leave they started filling it up. After 24 hours the pool had hardly reached 4 feet at the deep end and was as dry as bone at the shallow end. Never the less we were determined to have a couple of dips before we flew back home. It was a great pool and the water was warm enough as long as you didn't mind the hundreds of floating dead bugs on the surface.

Some people may have thought this was not a good holiday. I admit that there were some good and some bad parts but sometimes life is like that. You simply have to learn to mix and match.

When we got home from honeymoon there was certainly nothing that had changed there. I still had to find a job and none of the work to be done had miraculously disappeared. One of Sharon's former neighbours did turn up though. She was a sculptor and he was a poet. They had heard that I composed music and they had an idea that would combine a number of talents together.

The poet had composed some words to go along with his partner's sculptures. He wanted to have his poetry turned into song. The songs would then be played at sculpture exhibitions along with live dancers. This interactive art event would promote all those involved.

It sounded like a great idea. OK some of the poetry was a bit angry but then it was my job to encapsulate that anger into music. If people didn't like the words it was none of my doing.

For the next two months I worked with my brother to put together six songs with different musical styles, including rock, jazz, reggae and new age. The poet had a powerful voice that sounded great when he sang in tune. Sadly that was not often. With limited time to put this together I elected to fill in the gaps that the poet could not manage. It was only a demo after all. For this sound good we would have to take the music to a proper studio. With the music finished all we needed to do was to get the poet to agree to sign copy write agreements with a record company. But to our amazement he would not agree to sign anything - not even to protect his own copy write. Perhaps it was a good indication of how odd this man was. He was prepared to stand in the middle of a public park in London with a 7-foot sculpture of the grim reaper (whose face was a mirror - hence man is the death of the earth?). He was prepared to talk animatedly about the failings of humans and their wanton destruction of the land and of themselves but he would not sign a piece of paper!

The music was good but, signature or not, it was all a waste of time and none of the work could be used without the permission of the other party. If only we had known.

Sharon was not happy of course. I had spent too long out of work and this latest project had gone pear shaped. I had to get another job fast so I went back to the agency. Apparently it was good timing. Their office was fully staffed now but another office was looking for an interviewer. It seemed that I had turned up at the right moment.

The job was only temporary but it was work. After three months it came to an end and I found myself back at the Jobcentre making a new claim for benefit. The interviewer discovered what I had done recently and said that they were looking for casual staff in the Jobcentre. I had just finished a job so I had nothing to lose. I applied and got the job. I also got another job offer from the agency but the Jobcentre was a Government department of the civil service, with the chance of more permanent work. Besides it meant that I would spend at least three months in a building that advertised all the latest jobs.

While I was there I bumped into a friend I had met through Keith's bookshop. His name was John Davenport, a mundane astrologer who studied world events. We got talking about past acquaintances and realised that we had lots more to discuss. I had put off astrology for ages but had started to get involved reluctantly. He had interests in numerology and wanted to find out where the links tied them together. In short we had some work to do together. My pupil Michael had since moved on to pastures new. We still kept in contact but our Monday night meetings had stopped. Now it seemed that Monday nights were occupied again.

I started my first day at the Jobcentre in October 1993. It seemed bizarre that on my first day there I bumped into my ex-wife who I had not seen since I told her to 'fornicate elsewhere'. My first instinct was that I did not want to speak to her but I had an overwhelming need to see my son again. He would be older now and perhaps our relationship would not involve his mother so much. Sandra was as surprised to see me as I was to find her in the Jobcentre. I stated what I wanted and without too many objections she agreed. The first meeting would have to be on neutral territory because little Shane had spent so long without having seen me. That was true and inwardly I mourned the loss of all the years I would never know. I agreed to the supervised meeting.

My first Monday meeting with John had to be cancelled because it was my first day at work in the Jobcentre. My meeting with little Shane was arranged for the Wednesday of the following week and John on the Monday after that. Life had a habit of throwing me a handful of balls to juggle with rather than just one at a time. My book, 'Zods Law', had started to gather dust for all the attention it was getting.

At 6:00pm on Wednesday evening I arrived at the appointed time outside 'Busby's Burger Bar' It seemed a good idea to arrange this meeting with a meal in mind. Sandra arrived with little Shane about five minutes later. Shane was not so little now. In less than a month he would be 10 years old. The last time I had seen him he was less than 5. In that one moment I hated his mother for what she had stolen from me. At the same time I knew that Shane would ask me the most obvious of questions and I had to be vague or lie to protect the person who caused it.

I tried to make it as easy for Shane as possible by making it obvious that I knew he had some questions that he wanted answers to. Like all children his first question was not only obvious but also the most difficult to answer.

"Why did you go away?"

I had tried to prepare for this question all day. The simple answer was "Your mother was an evil bitch who thought she could run my life. She made life hell for me and used you as a weapon against me at every available opportunity". Somehow the old chestnut of an adage 'honesty is the best policy' didn't seem to fit the bill. Instead I said to him, "First you have to understand that it was nothing to do with you. Sometimes it is the grown ups that don't get on and I think if I had continued to see you it would have made us all very unhappy".

It sounded good to me but kids know when they are being given half a story. "I don't understand", he said.

From there it started to get a bit difficult but I suggested to him that there were some things that he might understand when he was a bit older. I told him that I regretted not seeing him sooner but now that he was old enough to ask me these sorts of questions I would not be leaving again.

There was no guarantee that, at the end of this meeting, Shane would want to see me even if I wanted to see him. Naturally his mother pointed out that now we had made contact again I would start to pay maintenance once more. The meeting lasted for an hour and at the end of it I left Shane with my home telephone number. Hopefully he would ring me.

My first meeting with John was a different kind of pressure. It was one evening a week and we had hundreds of questions to fire at each other. It seemed only natural that the best way to focus the meetings would be to work jointly on something that was current. Sharon was soon to get totally bored by the sun, the moon and the stars that she often left us to get on with it. It was Monday night after all and in my house that had been 'weird night' for years.

There were a few more reasons to celebrate my birthday in 1993. I had a job that could lead to something permanent, my son had returned to me after so long and although it all seemed to come along in one go we were at least heading in a forward direction. If we were careful we would be able to get rid of most of the debts that we had accumulated to the point where we would be where we actually wanted to be about five years before.

Not everything went smoothly this year as Michael decided to give me a hand and took a box of fireworks with him to the lighting area and they all went up in the box. It was a waste for most of the cascades and fountains but it was positively dangerous when the small rockets caught and shot off all over the place. Fortunately no one was hurt.

Even my relationship with my parents seemed to improve that year. This might seem a strange thing to say but they had never seen my house - not even for a cup of tea - until Sharon and I got married.

As the year drew to a close I got the feeling that I was left with more questions than answers. Perhaps I should have been familiar with that feeling by now but life had got so busy that there appeared to be little time to contemplate if I were even asking the right questions. How much of what was happening in my life was an attempt to answer some of the questions that I hadn't even the time to construct? My life had certainly changed and it was set to get busier still. The question I really wanted to know would have to wait.

Chapter XXVII

Conditions of Entitlement

In the world of Bingo, an industry that I worked in for many years, you had to understand the difference between a feature and a benefit to develop programmes. Conversely in the world of benefits, you had to know the difference between the conditions of entitlement and a sanction to award payment correctly.

Over the years I have had people accuse me of playing with words. Their opinion of using one particular word instead of another very similar word was surely just semantics. I didn't think so and I made no apologies for being particular. Some words become almost interchangeable in the ignorance of common language but in certain circumstances it was important to know the correct definition. Take, for example, the words 'assume' and 'presume'. You could presume that I know there are differences and yet if I do not state them here you can only assume that I know what they are.

In the world of Unemployment Benefit there were certain conditions that one had to meet to be entitled to receive it. Perhaps the most obvious of those conditions was that they had to be unemployed. Then again they might be unemployed because of ill health so the second condition of entitlement was that they had to available and capable of work. Therefore if someone became sick after making a claim for unemployment benefit their benefit would be stopped. They would be entitled to claim sickness benefit instead. Sometimes people met the conditions of entitlement but did not meet their responsibilities. Not looking for work or refusing to take a job was a misdemeanour that could be sanctioned with a financial penalty. Words in law are chosen carefully to avoid ambiguity but however careful the laws are constructed there was always someone who tried to bend it to suit their circumstances. That is why law is written so literally and is commonly so long winded.

The first twelve weeks of my permanent job was taken up with training. It was a lot to take in and this was in addition to everything else that happened outside of work. My son had recently come back into my life, I was trying to write a book, I was studying astrology with a friend and there might have been some normal life to be had with my wife and children. Taking on about 450 hours of training, most of it benefit law, was quite intense.

I had no idea if this particular job was one that I really wanted. On my first day as a casual I had been dumped on the reception desk. With no knowledge of what to do I was soon in trouble. A customer came up to me and said, "I've come for a restart".

There were advisers in the Jobcentre called 'Restart advisers', so naturally I thought that this gentleman had an appointment to see one of them. Then the customer realised that I had misunderstood and said, "No. I want to re-start my claim for Unemployment Benefit".

It was a clear case of bad communication. I had no reason to know that this customer had made a claim for benefit before, so how would I - or anyone - know that he was now claiming for a second time? The term 'restart' is not used in common English. The majority of people would say 'start again'. To use the word 'restart' in this way was clearly a misunderstanding on the customer's part and merely added to the confusion. It was a good lesson in how one had to be careful when using unfamiliar words.

Later on the same day I was confronted by a very angry man who was demanding that something be done about a procedure that I knew nothing about. Leaving a new recruit alone at a front line information desk was clearly not a brilliant idea. On the other hand I did get to understand what the most common enquiries at a jobcentre were.

After a week in the casual post, I came to the conclusion that the job seemed to contain 90 per cent monotony and the occasional one- percent of terror! Conflict was something that I had always tried to avoid and now I had applied for a job that almost guaranteed me a daily dose of it. Why had I considered a job that included dealing with aggressive people? It was a point I had to consider.

Never the less it was my first permanent job for quite a while. Perhaps I was fortunate in getting some temporary jobs to fill the gap in between but I did experience some months without work - and that did not pay the bills. Then again, this job was considered to be quite prestigious. I was working for the Government of the day as a Civil Servant. When I applied for the job there were a few staff members who told me that it was quite a high pressure job. At the level I was working, however, I could not see it. Compared to working in bingo - a job that every other industry thought was just 'calling numbers' - this job felt like a walk in the park! The biggest difference that I could see was the increased inclination towards moments of conflict.

I had studied esoteric disciplines for years. Part of the self development regime was to achieve an holistic balance within the self. One of the most notable imbalances that I had was the emotional reaction to aggressive situations. It was a learned behaviour from my childhood where my parents argued constantly. Sometimes their conflict became physical. My reaction to it was to bury my personal feelings and try to ignore reality. There was nothing that I could have done anyway - and it was this feeling of helplessness that arose with all subsequent conflicts.

Was the reason for my accepting this job a part of some subconscious desire to conquer my fear of conflict? Or was it an improbably clever ploy that the Universe had created as part of my journey on 'the path'? I did not know either way. Perhaps it was neither and I was reading into the opportunity more than was actually there. Perhaps it was simply an opportunity to get back into full time employment and earn a living. Learning how to deal with conflict situations might simply have been a bonus.

I did not have to wait long for the first test of my metal. My office was close to a road development programme that included the demolition of over 200 houses to make way for a new link road. It was an unpopular development among young conservationists and militant political activists who became known as 'Eco Warriors'.  These people populated the houses marked for demolition and also built houses in trees and tunnels under the route that the new road would take. It was impossible to deliver benefit by post so we had to issue it at the office. This customer group was known as 'Personal Issue' (PI) customers and there were 600 of them.

There were other reasons that a customer might have been a 'PI'. One particular customer had recently left prison and had no fixed address. He was a very aggressive customer who, only the week before, had had a physical fight with another customer because they 'dissed' him. This was a word, I discovered, derived from 'disrespect'. It was one of many slang terms that I had to keep up with. Having teenage children at the time was handy because they kept me informed of any 'new words'.

The PI customer sat in front of me looking very discontent. His benefit had been stopped for some reason. He was a well built individual and looked every part a villain. His clean shaven head sported an ugly looking semicircular scar that looked like a beer glass trophy from a pub fight. He was upset with the system that I was now part of. By association this meant that he was upset with me.

The Unemployment Benefit system had procedures in place that made it no different to operating any other bureaucratic system. It didn't matter how complicated the system was, the system itself behaved in a certain way. If you followed the system it worked. If you did not follow the system it did not work. The system has no emotions and does not care that the person sat in front of you, who has not eaten for three days, is about to smash a computer monitor over your head. The system was the system, and we were paid to administer it.

I tried to find the reason why my customer's money had stopped. As far as the computer system was concerned there was an undisclosed reason. The official procedure meant that he had to go to another building to find out why. I explained this to him and that made him even more aggressive. "No", he said to me. "You phone them up and find out what why they stopped my money". What he was actually saying to me was that he was not prepared to take his turn. He wanted to queue-jump in front of other enquiries and, worse still, he wanted me to do it for him.

My stomach churned uncomfortably. We were at the stage where the wrong move could have led to a physical confrontation. I wondered if my supervisor would come to give me some back up but although I did not look around me I could sense that everyone was concentrating furiously on anything else that they could find. In other words I was on my own.

I could have done what he demanded. I could have picked up the telephone and spoken to one of the benefit processors. I could have explained that my customer wanted to know the reasons why his benefit had been stopped. I knew, however, that the system demanded that my customer had to go to another building to find out. In short there was no point in him, or I, trying to buck the system.

My eyes did not leave the customer. If he was going to make any aggressive moves I wanted to be the first to know it. He wanted me to do something that was pointless. I explained that it was part of the process that he had to go to another building. It still wasn't good enough for him and he demanded again that I pick up the phone. This time I said, "No", and stated clearly what his options were.

There was a pregnant pause of at least seven seconds. It felt like seven minutes. The customer sat in front of me, unwilling to move and looking at me with smouldering anger. I sat there and looked straight back, my face a blank unemotional stone wall. It was a stalemate.

I had said 'no' and I meant it. I was not going to play some silly game with a person who did not want to follow the rules. I had made my stand and now I waited for the consequences.

The customer stood up, abruptly, and launched into a tirade of verbal abuse. If he didn't get his money he was going to do all sorts of violent and unspeakable things. He shouted loud enough to disrupt the entire office. All the while I remained seated and impassive. Eventually the customer ran out of things to say and he left. I waited for him to leave and then called the next customer.

I soon got to know who the shouters were. Most shouters were unlikely to get physical. Some of the quiet ones were far more dangerous. One of my customers, for example, was a very quiet person who had no fixed address. His view of life was ever so philosophical. In some ways he came across with such a calm sense of knowing that it was almost scary. The chances of him finding work was small but it was not because he was work shy. It was simply that there were not many employers who would entertain taking on a member of staff who had just served a life sentence for murder!

I also saw bank robbers, car thieves and many other petty criminals. Occasionally I came across someone prepared to admit a sex offence. In my job I only needed to know if a person had a criminal record. Sometimes the customer would tell me why.

Things got easier as I started to understand more about how the system worked. Most customers became aggressive because something had gone wrong and they did not understand why. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, it occurred to me that this pattern of aggressive behaviour was not just specific to my line of work. It happened in all walks of life. People became angry when something did or did not happen according to their expectations. They were not particularly interested in why. They did not appear to want to understand. They wanted their immediate need satisfied first. Until that happened, trying to explain what had stopped a person's only source of income was like trying to teach a starving man to catch a fish.

Most customers who behaved in this way were people living at the bottom end of life's social scale, where they had little or no security buffers. Any difficulty was a crisis. Where some people had little or no education it was as though life swept them along from one uncertainty to another. When such people became aggressive it was because they found that, in many cases, they could get their own way by getting angry. Shouting appeared to be effective. It supported the notion that the squeakiest cogs get the most oil. This would most likely produce results in some scenarios where it is easier to give someone what they wanted rather than suffer physical injury. If a person was that desperate to be the next person served in a shop, for example, it didn't matter enough to a more secure person to get into a fight over it.

It did matter, however, that some people truly believed that this was how life worked. Shouting or inappropriate behaviour In a Government system is not acceptable and solves nothing. That simple fact, however, didn't stop people from trying.

It was around this time that it started to become clear to me how many people were unable to work out that life could be so much easier - and more productive - if only they understood a fraction of how it worked; not just Government systems but the whole of life. There were many people who didn't understand even the basic stuff, like the effective use of communication or how their behaviour affected those around them. They were complicating their lives and making themselves vulnerable by failing to learn how to use some of its most essential development tools.

When Keith had taught Tarot at a local London College evening class, we used to go to a local club and sit down with a pint or two to discuss more technical elements of Tarot delineation. On one of those occasions he produced a two page essay on Tarot as the book of life. It followed a certain list of key words but it seemed that each keyword led the reader to the following card.

 The Fool, for example, has everything to learn and to become the Magician they have to be aware. Awareness is not enough. It takes education to understand how to create the right conditions to make changes. Only with knowledge can we start to know what there is to know. The barrier to knowing more than we have earned is guarded by the next card of the High Priestess. …And so it went on all the way through the major Arcana.

It was an interesting way to look at how the Tarot worked. As an experiment I applied it to my new job. On my first day at work I was the Fool. I knew nothing and had everything to learn. Then I started to become the Magician by learning about the job. Twelve weeks training did not make me a Magician, as I discovered when I was confronted with a very aggressive customer. There were lots of things I still didn't know, however, the fact that I was aware that I had a lot to learn meant that I was still a Magician; not a powerful one but a Magician none the less. As I consolidated my basic skills I was able to take on more complicated issues. It was then that I became aware of the different levels of understanding about the work I was doing. This was the High Priestess in action. As I progressed to higher levels of understanding it was easy to see how the next card, The Empress, pertained to my personal development and growth.

What Keith had jotted down was a template to something much greater than a walk through the Tarot cards. I suddenly realised that, contained within Tarot, there was a practical method to life on a level that would make sense to anyone who had no interest at all in the esoteric. I had read so many books where the subject matter wandered off into a highly spiritual interpretation or concentrated too literally on how mind and emotion could be linked to spiritual needs. This same Tarot deck also had the capacity to relate all the way down to the physical here and now.

 The combination of Keith's short treatise and my exposition to the behaviour of people at the edge of life's existence gave rise to the notion of a book. It was a book that no one had ever written on before and on a subject I had studied for years. It was the birth of the idea that would emerge as my first published work - 'The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century'.
My one-megabyte Amstrad wasn't taking the strain of my writing demands. Pages and pages were flowing from me as the random aspects of my life's experience started to click one-by-one through the practical application of Tarot philosophy. Hidden and obscure knowledge of other esoteric subjects weaved their way in and out of each card as I viewed its principle on different levels of existence, just as an individual becomes enmeshed in the various levels of personal existence. Work and play, education, relationships (both business and personal), material and spiritual balances, law and order, community and global issues; everything one could possibly conceive had a place in the way the Tarot method unfurled. The question that had been hidden from me for so long still remained hidden. But as I typed furiously against my computer's ability to cope, the hidden question nagged ever closer to my conscious awareness.

The most exciting thing about this discovery was how much of the method could be applied with basic mundane principles and common sense. This wasn't some highfalutin head-in-the-clouds fad to a better way of life. This was life, raw and uncut, pure and simple - where it could go right and where it so often went wrong. And perhaps one of the most important factors of this find was where the responsibilities of the individual inter-played with the circumstances. Just as I believed that every new born child had the potential to change the world if that was their wish - the method within the Tarot described how that potential could be applied at any stage throughout life.

I laughed at myself for finally realising something that had been under my very nose for years. What was the point of learning how to apply esoteric principles in life if one could not apply the same principles to it?

What a magician's trick. Most of the esoteric books have people looking everywhere but under their very noses. People's lives could change for the better with only a few minor, practical changes. Some changes would be easy, whereas others would be much harder to apply, but most of them took nothing more than a bit of understanding and a firm grasp of personal capability. The Tarot clearly demonstrated the conditions of entitlement to life's experiences. If we went about living life the wrong way - we incurred sanctions. More and more pieces of the puzzle fell into place at this time than at any other. I was beginning to understand how the structure of my question so many years ago would have been wrong.

I realised something else as I waited for my little Amstrad to tax its minuscule memory over the last ten pages that I had written. It was time to get a proper computer.

I was now working for the Government. Coincidentally, Sharon had spent the last few years working for local Government. In 1994 she was an Occupational Therapy Assistant, however, an opportunity arose for her to study one day a week to become a fully qualified Occupational Therapist. It was a four-year course to earn a BSc (Hons) degree. Her self worth had taken a battering in her previous marriage but now she was contemplating if she was clever enough to take on a degree course as a mature student. I thought it was a great idea and said I would support her if she wanted to go for it. She would probably have many essays to prepare and wouldn't it be so much easier if we had a decent computer? Well you couldn't blame me for trying!

Sharon applied for a place and got it. Part of the assessment took place within a group interview setting. Sharon sat with about 20 other candidates who were asked to discuss what two items they would take with them to a desert island and why. No one spoke for a while until Sharon looked around and said "Well, I don't know about anyone else but I'm going nowhere without my tweezers!"

With that the room erupted with laughter and Sharon found out later that one of the tutors leaned across to a colleague and said, "We've got to have that one".

There was now clear evidence that both Sharon and I would benefit by having a proper computer in the house but the reality was that there were still debts to clear. It had taken over 7 years to break the downward cycle but, little by little, Sharon had worked her magic and we were starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel. As long as we kept working and held to a firm budget, we would be free from debt very soon. Perhaps by Christmas we could afford a computer. It made sense, I suppose, but if ever I had wanted something so badly for a purpose it was then. I had ideas coming out of my head like water spilling out of a colander. So many things I wanted to do but not the means to contain them. I had ideas for an educational board game. I invented a road marking system that drivers could see even if the road was wet. I had several ideas surrounding magnets and power sources. I had solutions for political problems and ideas to reduce humanitarian crisis. I also had ideas for many other books and new music. What I did not have was the time or the means to follow them through.

The year continued as busily as it started. I developed rapidly in my new job and Sharon started her degree course. We ploughed as much as we could into getting our finances straight for the first time since 1988. By Christmas we had all but succeeded in putting ourselves back into the black. I got a computer for Christmas.

Sharon had long suspected that she had arthritis. Her mother had developed Stills disease - an arthritis condition that destroys the joints - when she gave birth to her first child. Sharon was conceived partly in an attempt to halt the condition. It didn't work and her mother's wrists rapidly collapsed. Sharon did not have that particular condition but despite suffering with multiple joint pains, all the blood tests failed to show up any rheumatoid factor. Consequently the doctors were unable to pigeon-hole what condition - if any - she had. 

Sharon had worked just as much as I to get us back on our feet. The difference was that she did so in spite of her health problems. With that in mind, however, it was a factor in the reason why she chose to become qualified as an Occupational Therapist. With the qualification her salary would increase significantly, which meant that she could work only part time for the same money that she had to work full time for now.

For the moment it was with a sense of achievement that we had battled against awful debts and got ourselves solvent. We decided that rather than change our lifestyle we would plough the money into a family holiday; something we had not previously been able to consider. So we booked two weeks in August to go to Corfu.

It was four days before we flew out that a car ran into the back of Sharon's car. She was fortunate to have taken down the number plate of the car because all the other information she was given by the driver turned out to be false. The hospital confirmed that she had suffered whiplash as a result.

Going on holiday was physically painful for her but after everything we had been through she did not want to cancel it. The kids had been looking forward to the holiday for months. Despite the difficulties we did have a good time and we decided it was not unreasonable for Sharon and I to have a holiday abroad every year. It didn't have to be extravagant. We just had to make sure that we factored the expense of a holiday into our budget.

The subsequent hospital investigations that Sharon undertook for insurance purposes revealed some things that had nothing whatsoever to do with the accident. The first was a condition called polycystic liver disease; this was commonly a genetic condition that went frequently under diagnosed. Having no knowledge of the condition, Sharon was frightened half to death when one doctor said "Oh yeah, one of my uncles died of that".

I looked up as much as I could via the Internet and found surprisingly little about the condition. What I did find, however, implied that most people with this condition lived a normal life span. It was possible that a complication could arise that was indeed fatal but it was extremely rare.

Another condition that Sharon had was cervical disc disease. The car crash did not cause the condition but the whiplash injury exacerbated it to the point that it would take up to ten years for the effects of the whiplash to go - instead of up to two years.

The tests also revealed what was termed then as polyarthritis - simply meaning many joint disorder. It was no wonder that Sharon was in so much pain.

A number of these medical facts became known over the next couple of years but it is worth noting it now as what happens next gets very complicated. For now, however, it is worth pointing out that, as far as legal cases were concerned, there was only one insurance claim for damages at this point in time.

Over the Christmas period of 1995 the local jobcentre went on a three-month strike over pay. I did some picket duty but for the most part I took the opportunity to develop my studies and write my book. I suppose I enjoyed working at the jobcentre but I had felt for a long time that I was destined to become far more than just an employee, working in a large corporation until I retired. If it were enough for me then why would I pursue music and writing with such a passion? There had to be some way that my talents would lead me to success.

The conditions of entitlement for success, it seemed, involved some things that I did not have. Money to invest was the main one. I admired the way that Richard Branson started his empire with a mail order service - only that was not true. The reality of it was that Richard Branson started his empire with a financial investment from his rich parents.

Another condition of entitlement for success was being able to afford the right exposure (money again). The late great Bob Marley became famous due to some quality exposure at a radio station. Apparently the story goes that Bob broke into the studio and threatened to shoot the DJ if he did not play his record there and then. The DJ valued his life above the current record list and duly obliged.

A further condition of entitlement to success is being able to prostitute your principles, your art and your integrity to get your foot in the door. One of Bonnie Tyler's first hit records 'Lost in France', was a song she hated but then the music industry saw her as an attractive female rather than a talented singer/song writer. Some of the later stuff that she performed, like 'Total Eclipse of the Heart', was so much better.

I wasn't quite ready to give up on the world just then. I knew it would be difficult to become a 'noted person' but I also knew that success for me wasn't impossible. History was littered with stories of famous people who enjoyed fame if they were wealthy (or if they had connections with famous people. I had neither). Those who became famous only after they died were poor. I wanted to be among the few who started off poor but managed to stay alive long enough to enjoy at least some of the fame.

All I needed to do was to find a rule within the conditions of entitlement that I satisfied. I held on enthusiastically to the ideal that quitters never win and winners never quit. With this quotation in mind, my commitment to the ideal of never quitting was about to be put to the test. If I thought that my life was busy now, it was about to get a whole lot busier.

Chapter XXVIII

Judgement and Justice
A curse attached to the windscreen of able bodied people who park their cars in disabled parking bays.

"Dear Sir/Madam,

I would like to think that you will suffer the pain and inconvenience that you have caused me by parking in my space.

An empty disabled space seems dreadful when there appears nowhere else to park but that is why it is there – not for you but for me.

So you take my pain with my parking space. I hope it hurts you as much as it has hurt me.

If this letter winds you up, then you will know how I felt when I found you parked in my space!

Obviously you have no conscience – so perhaps a little of my pain will help you develop one."
As Sharon's arthritis got worse so her mobility suffered. She eventually warranted a disabled parking bay outside the front of the house. Occasionally other drivers would use the space when they were not meant to. For most people we left a polite notice. If there was a persistent offender they got the one mentioned here.

Life is not fair. That might sound silly coming from an adult but the number of adults who think that life should be fair are spotted easily as the casualties of flawed thinking. I mean who, or what, should life be fair to? What seems fair to me might be outrageous to someone else. Fairness in life is often a subjective opinion.

The law is not about what is fair. The law is a set of rules that allows people to live together in a certain sense of order. Like all systems it has no emotions. It doesn't care about anything but the preservation of law and order. Sometimes the law does the job it was meant to  - as in it protects the innocent. At other times the law is an ass.

The laws of nature are not dissimilar. That nice little Flopsy the bunny rabbit you just missed running over last week will probably be lunch next week for sly old Mr Fox. On a slightly bigger scale, the next volcanic eruption may cause hundreds of deaths. Mother Earth can be a selfish bitch when it comes to the preservation of self.

Life is hard, it can be downright dangerous but it is seldom fair.

In 1996 Daniel was excluded from school because an intruder entered the school looking for him. The Head Teacher pulled Daniel out of his class to speak to the intruder. Then he was excluded for putting the school in danger.

It seemed that the school's policy on loco parentus had gone mad. The way I saw it was that the Head Teacher of the school had taken Daniel out of the safety of his class - where he was meant to be - to deal with a school intruder. Would it not have been the right thing to do to leave Daniel where he was and for the Head Teacher to evict the intruder?

Of course, neither the school or myself knew that this intruder was in the process of blackmailing my son. That little gem did not come to light until the following year. Never the less I was incensed that the school had deliberately put my son in danger and then blamed him for it!

A friend of Sharon's, Jeff, was a plumber by trade. He had his own business despite being severely dyslexic. His wife had become mentally unstable which left him to look after the welfare of his two sons - both of whom were also dyslexic. As a consequence of his son's difficulties he became a Governor for his local school and presided on a number of exclusion cases, where he made sure that the interest of the child came out above the indignity of the teachers.

I had no knowledge of the education authorities system or policy on exclusions. It was only right that teachers had some way to protect themselves from unruly children. But I believed that what had happened to my son was not fair. Bearing in mind what I said earlier, the question was whether I could argue the case effectively in law? So Sharon asked Jeff to speak to me and give some information that I could work with to get my son, who also had dyslexia, reinstated.

Jeff advised me to attend the Governor's meeting that would ultimately have the power to endorse the school's decision to exclude Daniel. Jeff told me that I would most likely lose but I had to attend in order to put forward an appeal to the London Educational Authority. Then at the appeal I would be able to question the school's decisions in the presence of a more open panel.

The Governor's meeting went exactly as Jeff predicted. I lodged an appeal immediately, which resulted in an appeal tribunal two month later.

In the meantime Michelle, one of my daughters, was training to be a hairdresser. Her boss started becoming too familiar with her in a way that was blatantly sexual harassment. Naturally she left his employment but it ruined her college studies and left her only part qualified. I advised her to go to an Industrial Tribunal immediately. That case would not come to a tribunal hearing until the beginning of the year (1997).

As I prepared to represent Daniel at the school appeals tribunal, our friend - who had been our saviour when it looked as though we would lose our house - was fighting the local education authority to get her daughter into a residential school about 100 miles away. The daughter had cerebral palsy and was in need of specialist care and educational training. The local education authority wanted to send her to a non residential school some 30 miles away. The daughter suffered with severe and involuntary muscle spasms when travelling. It was therefore easy to see that the residential school involved two episodes of travelling at a total mileage of 200 miles. The non residential school involved ten episodes of travelling at a total mileage of 300 miles. Of course the real reason why the education authority wanted to send the daughter to a non residential school was all about money. The education authority stated that sending the daughter to a residential school would cost £25,000 more. By my calculations the difference in overall cost was only £5,000.

It was May 1996 when Daniel's tribunal came up. I was armed with several pieces of information about education laws and responsibilities, plus I had at least 35 prepared questions to put to the Head Teacher.

We met in one of the conference rooms at the local Town Hall. There was a chairperson, to lay people, two representatives from the education authority, the Head Teacher of Daniel's school and a supporting teacher and finally me.

The case was outlined at the beginning and everyone was brought up to speed on what had happened so far. I listened to what was being said and made notes to counter anything that I believed would be useful. Finally it came to the defence of the case. I had done an awful lot of preparation before the tribunal and I knew that I had a strong case. The question was whether I could now convey that evidence to the tribunal hearing. All eyes fell to me as I prepared to question the evidence for the prosecution.

It was established that the intruder had wandered in through one of the main entrances to the school while classes were in session.

(Shane) [S] "And where was Daniel at this time?" I asked the Head Teacher.

(Head Teacher) [HT] "In class", came the reply.

[S] "So", I asked for confirmation, "Daniel was in class, where he was supposed to be at the time the intruder entered the building?"

[HT] "Yes"

[S] "What did you do then?"

[HT] "The intruder was asking to speak to Daniel, so I went to his class and asked him to speak to this lad".

[S] "So you took him from his class, where he was supposed to be, and you deliberately put him in danger by asking him to speak to the intruder".

I could tell from the interested looks in the faces of the panel that I had just cornered the Head Teacher into admitting that he was at fault. He tried to wriggle out of it by insisting that Daniel had agreed to see the intruder and that it was all right. The fact of the matter was that the Head Teacher had no idea who the school intruder was and under the protection of 'loco parentis' had compromised the schools duty of care to Daniel.

After that the rest of the questions that I had prepared only served to tighten the knot around the Head Teacher's neck. His assistant tried on several occasions to suppress a smile, knowing that I had got them by the throat.

The decision to have the exclusion squashed and Daniel reinstated occurred within two days. I had no doubt in my own mind that Daniel was no angel. He had certainly not been a model pupil but his growing disinterest in the education system started when the school withdrew the special needs class he had been attending for his reading. As soon as that stopped, Daniel felt he could no longer compete with his peers and gave up trying. We tried persistently to get the special needs teacher back but the school maintained that it no longer had the funding.

Next up, in June, was the special needs tribunal. Our friend had a strong sense of injustice but absolutely no legal framework to base it on. Having coaxed as much information out of her as possible I had a 40 page document to take with me to the tribunal. This one was a bit bigger than the one I had with Daniel. The panel was pretty much the same but I with one case under my belt I was not so confident that I could win this one.

The main contention for this case was money. My friend had all manner of other reasons, which were relevant to the case. But just like the way in which we could not get the special needs teacher for Daniel there was no guarantee that I could convince the tribunal that it was more important than financial budgets.

The representative for the education authority opened its case. This time I was representing my friend who was also there. I had studied the case that they presented and when it came to my turn to cross examine I picked at the costs they had presented to the tribunal.

Their cost plan was outrageously inaccurate. Clearly they were looking at things from just one budget. There was no budget for the five days travel to and from the school, no budget for additional needs such as physiotherapy and speech training and no budget for additional nursing care. Quite literally all they had put on was the cost of the school.

So I started rack up the additional costs that they had neglected to put on their presentation. As the education authority tried to defend their position they even mentioned other things that would also cost. By the time we had come to the end of the cross examination I had managed to reduce the difference between their school and the more expensive residential option quite dramatically.

Having negated much of their cost objections I then set about challenging the schools ability to provide an effective education for the child. There was a clear need for specialist examinations into providing a switch that the child could operate. The child had frequent involuntary muscle spasms that made many of the conventional switches inoperable. Strangely enough the country's best recognised specialist centre for switches was the residential school. The education authorities preferred option had none.

I had won another case but still to go was a motor insurance claim for my wife, Sharon, and an Industrial Tribunal case for my daughter.

Meanwhile I applied for a promotion at work and got it. The Jobcentre paid my wages and I had to give my career some attention. There was a new pilot project that was a lot tougher on customers than before. As a consequence there were more angry customers as we applied a stricter regime. Many customers were not doing enough to look for work. Those customers ended up losing benefit as a result. I suppose you could sat that they deserved it if they were not doing all they could to find work. Then again, I had been working in the job long enough to realise that giving people less money to look for work only made matters worse. But that was my opinion and the department were only interested in results.

I continued to build up a case for my daughter's Industrial Tribunal. By now she had started w new job. The employer was aware of what had happened and was happy to give her a chance at a new career. In the meantime Sharon was in her first year at College studying for a degree in Occupational Therapy. It had been quite a while since she had to write essays and was concerned that she was not able to express herself properly in writing. As a practical hands-on person she had all the knowledge and the answers. Academic waffle was another matter.

To help her through I proof read her essays. It was important that it was clearly demonstrable that she answered the actual question. I was a bully. I picked holes in many things that she had written until she started to argue why what she had written was right. In actual fact, the argued explanation of what she had written was what should have been written. We had a number of these sessions and her essays just got better and better.

There was only one notable event at my birthday. I had acquired a real computer the previous Christmas and somewhere in the middle of court cases and college essays I was transcribing much of my hand written stuff onto computer. The extent of my writings on numerology had been considerable. Having grasped the concept pretty quickly I realised that I had already gone beyond what books could teach. I wondered how many other people in the world had done the same. And it was then that I conceived the start of the website "Interactive Numerology Forum" (INF).
My friend and former pupil, Mike, had a much better grasp of web sites than I. Given all the other activities that I was involved in I simply did not have the time to learn about HTML and creating web sites. Mike set up the design and I provided the material. It was hoped that we could bring together numerologists from all over the world to discuss what did and what did not work. Numerology was an esoteric art but there was very little scientific study to verify its results. INF was created to provide a platform for those scientific studies to take place.

In January 1997 it was time for my Daughter's Industrial Tribunal. Once again I prepared for it as much as I could, armed with quotations from the "Sex Discrimination Act" and a chronology of events that it was alleged to have occurred. This was a different scenario for me as I was now representing the prosecution. I presented the case as effectively as I could, however, the difficulty here was always going to be the word on my daughter against the employer. The case went on for one and a half days.

It was clear to me as the chairperson delivered the verdict of the panel that the evidence I had was not enough. I had no doubt in my mind that the employer was guilty of everything that my daughter had alleged. Never the less the panel found in favour of the defendant.

Sharon was outraged. I could see that she wanted to argue the case as the decision was read out. I could feel the injustice of it all as the chairperson completed his ruling. My daughter sat there in disbelief. I raised a cautionary hand to my wife. She was right to feel that justice had not been served but I knew that the evidence we had was not enough. The law demanded that this particular case was proved on 'the balance of probability'. The outcome was wrong but I had to accept defeat.

Our next legal task was to obtain letters of satisfaction for all the County Court Judgements we had incurred since 1988. In all there were nineteen and they were all now paid in full. It had taken a full nine years since the local council had destroyed our financial stability by raising the council tax by over 62%. Nine years of teetering on the edge of destitution. It had taken us nine years to get ourselves on the financial footing that we should have been on nine years ago.

Sharon had another two car accidents in 1997.  One was with a car by a local man and the second was with a French coach that carelessly backed onto the bonnet of her car. The first insurance claim was nowhere near settled and now I had another two to deal with.

Around about the same time we finally discovered the reason behind the intruder coming into Daniel's school. The loss of his special needs teacher was a blow to his confidence. Without the additional training he no longer felt able to compete. Consequently he started to hang around with other kids who were likewise disaffected. It was only a short hop from there for him to become associated with a whole host of undesirable characters.

The intruder was a youth that had already left school but made his living from bullying and blackmailing younger kids. He had threatened Daniel with all sorts of unpleasant consequences unless he did as he was told. At the time we found this out, the youth had demanded that Daniel burgled certain 'saleable' items from a friend.

Daniel felt that he could sort most things out for himself. He was a typically proud youngster living in a world where any sign of weakness was ruthlessly exploited. This world included the street culture of London where being hard was a way to earn respect and stay alive. It was a world of petty crime and drugs. Therefore it was only a matter of time before Daniel found himself completely out of his depth.

Neither Sharon or myself had ever dreamed of associating with criminals and low-lifes. Both of us worked for the Government and we took our positions seriously. For one of our children to be 'involved' in that sort of scene was horrific. I had absolutely no hesitation in calling the police.

Daniel was a reluctant participant. He was scared but I needed him to see that the law was there to protect him from nasty individuals such as the one who was blackmailing him. Daniel was due to meet the youth within the week. A time and a place was set. With the co-operation of the police it was arranged that they would also be present at that meeting.

It was a difficult time for all of us. Daniel, above all others, had to be brave and play his part. Without him the whole operation would have collapsed. I was proud that he held his nerve and the villain was caught red handed.

The youth had picked on lots of youngsters it transpired. He had picked one young lad off the street and driven him to the forest. There he threatened the boy's life unless he robbed the next old lady of her handbag. He had made kids steal from shops and had demeaned some by standing over them and urinating on them. This was life in London for some of the kids in the 1990s. I wonder how different it would have been for Daniel if his school had provided him with the education he needed.

After the youths arrest we sent Daniel to a relative in another part of the country. This was to ensure that he felt safe and that none of the youth's associates could try intimidation tactics. Despite efforts from the police intimidation was a common practice. One of my neighbours discovered a sawn off shotgun under the floorboards. It transpired that one of the children had been threatened to secrecy over it. That child was scared witless for months. Once discovered, of course, the gang responsible for an armed robbery was apprehended.

There were a few other legal ventures that I was drawn into including corporate tenders, business plans and wills. By the time Daniel was due to be a witness at the Old Bailey I would have been involved in no less than thirteen legal cases within 18 months. The longest running battle turned out to be the first car accident, which the insurance company settled finally in the year 2000. Before that, however, the looming statue of Justice on the roof of the Old Bailey awaited.

Sharon, Daniel and I waited in a witness room reserved for people where the prospect of witness intimidation was high. It was a long and nervous wait that made us feel like we were the ones going on trial. It was Daniel that had to stand in the witness box as the youth who had been arrested was pleading not guilty. Just waiting for something to happen was one of the hardest things that Daniel ever had to do. It was a severe test of his mettle.

After what seemed like more than just a couple of hours, we met with one of the court prosecutors. The courts, we were told, did not do deals. However, the defendant had suggested that he would plead guilty to the lesser charge of assault if we dropped the charge of blackmail. I was fuming! This was such an unfair thing to do to Daniel who had summoned every last ounce of his courage to come and do the right thing. The reason for the deal was simple. If we dropped the charge of blackmail then Daniel would not have to stand in the witness box. Not only that but because of time spent in remand the defendant would be free to go home.

Daniel's resolve started to unravel. The ploy on the part of the defence was working. I took Daniel to one side and told him what the consequences were if he did not hold on to the courage of his convictions. I told him that he had done a brave thing and how I was proud that he had made the right choice to testify. I was ready to stand by him every step of the way but if he backed out now it would all have been for nothing.

Daniel was a young teenager. He had already been exposed to some of the less desirable parts of life that most parents would not wish their children to see. In my opinion he needed to win this case to regain some esteem and self respect, but the decision ultimately had to come from him.

It took a few minutes. For me it was a very long few minutes. No one could make this decision for him. This was Daniel's choice.

He agreed to pursue the whole charge.

Another three hours past before we heard anything else. As the court official approached I felt that the time to stand up and be counted must be soon. Our nerves were frayed but as a family our wills were resolved to do whatever it took to make justice prevail on this day. The law had let us down with one of our children. It was not about to do it again.

The court official explained how the prosecution's wriggling had come to nothing. Once they had heard that Daniel was prepared to stand in the witness box, the defendant instantly changed his plea from not guilty to guilty. Because of this there was no need for the case to go to trial and Daniel would not have to take the witness stand after all.

You may think that we would have celebrated that day. The truth was that we were too exhausted to think about anything but going home. Daniel had been through such a traumatic event that he no longer wanted to stay in London. He left a few days later to go back into the country.

The defendant got 18 months.

Having never been involved in the legal profession to dealing with 13 assorted cases in a short time was like a crash course in dealing with law and justice. Although I won 11 and lost 2, I felt that there was very little justice for the victims. The law punished people for committing crimes but had no regard for the damage caused to those who tried to uphold it. I was left with the feeling that natural justice was poorly served and that fighting for justice had robbed me of more than a year of my life. I believed that I was right to pursue each and every case. Not only did I learn so much about the workings of law in its various guises but also I learned how to think in legal terms. The lessons were not wasted but if one thing jumped out at me from all of it was that life, for many people, was not fair. I helped to make it fair for some people, and I do not regret the effort, but if life were fair I would not have had to intervene in the first place.

So I learned in this short space of time how to work within the confines of the law. Next I was to learn what went on outside of the law and where the law had no hold.
Chapter XXIX

Out of the Frying Pan

After the traumas of dealing with wall to wall legal cases, the next part of 1998 settled down to something that appeared relatively normal. My computer had served me well, not just in the amount of legal paperwork that I prepared (and the Internet as a research base) but also for Sharon's University essays.

Originally I wanted the computer to pursue my ambitions in writing. The Tarot book had taken a back seat simply because there had not been enough time. My novel "Zods Law" languished way down on the priority list. Meanwhile the numerology website "Interactive Numerology Forum" was going really well. It now attracted up to 50 visitors a day but the level of interactivity between numerologists was negligible. I began to get the feeling that those who studied esoteric disciplines were so used to studying alone that they were not prepared to share their knowledge. It was a shame but the web site was a luxury that I could not afford to devote my time to if there was nothing to profit by it.

Another thing I did not have time for but made it was to work with a friend who had a small manufacturing business. Primarily he had one main product but it was a fairly unique product that had the potential to go places. I had got more and more involved since 1996.

The owner had a good product but his administration and marketing left a lot to be desired. When I looked over the company I realised that his expenses were outstripping his sales. His mind was also more on women than on his business. The business demanded some careful restructuring and I worked with him almost every Wednesday to turn the business around. In return for my services I got a takeaway meal. I knew more than anyone else - apart from the owner - that the business could not sustain another salary for a few years.

This arrangement carried on for another two years but even then I could not justify giving it my full attention or any further commitment than I had. Never the less I built up a new business plan and devised a more cost effective buying strategy. I had negotiated with the packagers for better supply and delivery arrangements. I had set up and implemented a more robust credit control and cash flow system along with monthly budget requirements and sales projection targets. Anyone who walked into the business could see clearly how it was run and where it was going. I also acted as marketing manager for the company's overseas customers including the USA, Canada, New Zealand and even Fiji. And this was a sideline.  …As if I had nothing better to do!

There was a music writing package on my computer, which was great for some elements of composing. The sound card was terrible however. It was quite amazing how quickly computers had advanced since I'd bought mine. As a shop bought model I discovered how expensive it would have been to upgrade to the specifications I now needed. Apparently I could not buy generic ram, for example, because the manufacturer had cunningly ensured that any upgrade had to be compatible with that model. As such it would cost twice as much. By the time I added up the additional expenses it was cheaper to scrap it and buy a completely new machine.

My new computer had the top range home soundcard. The professional ones were at least as expensive as the rest of the computer and way beyond my means. For now, however, this one would suffice. It would enable me to work on something that I had wanted to do for years.

My taste in music was very wide. I enjoyed coral music from my childhood choir days. Equally I was at home with Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple. I was a fan of Queen, Jean Michele Jarre and Enigma. Mike Oldfield's 'Tubular Bells' was a part of my meagre music collection. Above all of these I enjoyed a great deal of classical music. My favourite classics were just as eclectic. I would happily listen to Purcell's 'Dido and Aneus', Mendelssohn's 'Hebrides' or Beethoven's '5th Symphony'.

Year ago I sat down to listen to Holst's 'Planet Suite'. It was a great suite of music and one that tried to interpret the attributes of the Roman Gods and Godesses. At the time it was written, astronomers had not discovered Pluto. Thus Holst's planet suite was incomplete. I'd thought about trying to write the missing planet but as time went on I felt it was a much better idea to start all over again. As I learned more about astrology I realised that Holst had followed the Gods of the planet even though his original idea actually started with astrology. If I were to look at the mundane interpretations of the planets, also if I were to include more than just the traditional classical instruments, my new planet suite would be totally original works. What had always stopped me before was the idea of endless hours scoring sheet music but having no orchestra to play it. Now I had a computer and a sound card with realistic sounds on it. I had my own electronic orchestra. OK it wasn't the most ideal of solutions but it was the only one I had and it meant that I now had the means to write it.

Not that I had much time to do anything new. I had won another promotion at work, which was yet another change in policy and more learning. Sharon was knee deep in study and needed my support and the house needed decorating (it always needed decorating) and that responsibility was mine. When I was in my teenage years my mother had taught me how to hang wallpaper. When money was in short supply it was always handy to have decorating skills. At this time of my life I could not justify paying someone to do what I could do myself. Therefore I did all the decorating.

Daniel came back to London for a little while and took up some building work with Michelle's employer. Sharon and I got to know the employer through this association and before we knew it the guy had worked his way into our social life.

He saw the kind of work we were doing in the house and he knew of the legal things that I had done to help others recently. In a way what he offered was a payment in kind in the same way that I had helped others for no charge. He had been working on an enormous house where they were throwing out the kind of fitted furniture that, even second hand, was better quality than most DIY economy furniture units. He brought round enough units to kit out two bedrooms and the kitchen. His firm replaced a couple of ceilings and even found some good second hand carpet that would have cost a weekly wage per square yard.

Sharon and I were grateful for the assistance but we were not at all used to being on the receiving end of someone else's generosity - especially that of a stranger. Perhaps if he had disappeared as quickly as he had arrived we could have looked back on it as something good that had happened amidst a sea of unpleasant circumstances.

We had absolutely no idea at the time that this guy would turn out to be a bi-polar psychotic, a control freak and our worst nightmare. But that was yet to come.

What followed for the next two years can only be described in part. There are many events that to date are not in the public domain. When I started writing my memoirs I realised that there was at least one area in my life that to write about would also impact on the lives of those around me. As a consequence I am only at liberty to write on what is already known. What else happened was worse than you could imagine but I am bound by duty, conscience and time factor to keep many of these events (and names) private. Perhaps it is of little consequence because what is already public knowledge is bad enough.

It was a normal night in the middle of the week that we heard a knock at the door. Thinking that it was probably someone trying to sell double-glazing, or a late night Jehovah's Witness, Sharon went out to answer it. When I heard the voices and Sharon's reaction I went out to join her.

The gentlemen looked the part of hired thugs. To be fair they were extremely polite and very wise to the situation. We had no idea how deep Daniel had dabbled in the drug world but at least one dealer was owed a large sum of money. Had Daniel been at home it would have been most likely that they would have left him with a few broken bones at least. This was not a social visit. Sharon explained some of the recent history that we had gone through. Obviously we had been completely unaware of Daniel's activity. We didn't keep that sort of money in the house but if they were prepared to wait a couple of days we would make sure that the payment was settled in full. The gentlemen may have been hired thugs but they were not stupid hired thugs. The payment would be settled and they would have to do nothing other than turn up to collect it.

I had no doubt that Daniel had somehow got himself involved in the drug scene. To what extent we had no idea but what we did know was that he always disappeared before something unpleasant turned up in his wake. He had left London only a week before to live permanently elsewhere. Something within his character had turned. He believed himself unaccountable for his actions and running away was an easy solution to avoid facing his responsibilities. The episode described above was by all accounts the tip of the ice-burg. We were to be appalled and disappointed many more times for the next two years.

As Michelle's employer, we shall simply refer to him as 'Z', became more familiar in our company he started to confide in us some of his past. We had offered to pay him for the work he had done but he would accept nothing. He was a millionaire in his own right through his businesses. It transpired, however, that to fund the setting up of those businesses involved robbing warehouses and post office vans. But this was all right in his eyes because it was all in the past and he was an OK guy. He worked hard to make his money and he despised those who were lazy, especially the blacks.

There was nothing that we felt comfortable with here. To admit to earning a fortune from crime destroyed the myth that it did not pay. For him to admit it so brazenly was unnerving, as though he honestly believed that we would accept his explanation without prejudice. And speaking of prejudice, his overt racism was unacceptable. In my past I had a long-term relationship with a Mauritius girl from Indian descent. My brother's girlfriend was black Afro Caribbean. Both of my daughters had black boyfriends. We lived in London, where the racial mix was quite prolific. We were Government officers with a duty at work to promote and uphold an anti-racism policy. By choice we would not associate with anyone who held such clear racist and bigoted views.

On the other hand our daughter seemed to be enjoying her job. It seemed that the only way to treat this particular outburst was to let it go. Z was not a friend and, according to his views, was unlikely to be. We were not happy that his past was clearly that of a villain and we now suspected that his past was maybe not so over. We started to be wary of our association with him.

In June 1998 I was assaulted at work. I had been involved in a number of tense situations before but for the most part it was dealing with people who were simply happy to have an audience to act up in front of. In general it was the quiet ones that you had to watch out for. There were those who threatened to do things and there were those who just did it.

I was interviewing a customer at the time. At the edge of my view I just caught a customer reach across the counter to a colleague of mine and smack him. It was a powerful enough swipe to knock my colleague clean off of his chair. When he landed on the floor he remained motionless.

No one else had moved. I had heard so many people talk about situations they had never been in. 'If that had happened to me I would have…' You know the type of conversation. The fact is that no one really knows how they are going to react to something until it happens. There were at least twenty other staff on the same floor when the incident happened. None of them moved. They were caught in the 'frightened rabbit' syndrome, trapped in the bright lights of an oncoming car and unable to move.

My immediate reaction was to go and see if my colleague was all right. Then I was going to find out what caused the assault. As I made my way to where my colleague had fallen it seemed to break the frozen statures of at least some of my colleagues. At least one other went to the fallen colleague's aid.

I had to get from one side of the office to the other to reach him. By the time I got close I noticed that the customer who had committed the assault was now walking around the desks until I was between my colleague and him. My immediate thought was that he was not satisfied with hitting him once and was coming around to hurt him some more. I had two choices: either I ignored the attacker and saw to my colleague, which would mean having my back to him, or I could let the other member of staff who had come to help look after the colleague while I stood between him and the attacker. All of these thoughts and my subsequent decision took no more than about two seconds to reach. I stood my ground and faced the attacker.

The attacker (the term customer was no longer an appropriate term) stopped as I held my ground. If I were able to calm him down I might have at least found out what had caused his outburst. Unfortunately the attacker had a thick African accent that made it impossible for me to understand what he was saying. The attacker shouted unintelligibly for about five seconds before he landed me an open handed slap across the right side of my face.

It was a strong slap. According to reports afterwards the sound of it was very loud. As the recipient I did not hear it. My head was sent forcibly to one side.

'If I were in that situation I would have…'

This was the first time I had been in 'that situation'. I knew that as soon as I stood between my colleague and the attacker that it was possible that I would be attacked also. The attacker and I were of a similar build and height. My colleague was of a slighter build and was unlikely to have benefited from further violence. I had no more than two seconds perhaps to consider what I was actually going to do in this situation.

The rules of my job meant that I was not supposed to retaliate with violence. In other words I was not meant to hit back. What I was meant to do was to evacuate the floor and leave the attacker alone until the police arrived. At this point, however, my colleague was still on the floor. I could not remove myself until my colleague was safely off the office floor. Other staff had now come out of their 'frightened rabbit' state and were either getting themselves out or herding other customers off the floor.

I did not hit my attacker. Nor did I move an inch. My head had been forcefully smacked to the left. Slowly I pulled my head back straight and looked my attacker in the eye. 'That's one' I thought.

It was almost imperceptible but I could see that my attacker was not expecting me to stay put. His eyes widened ever so slightly and he seemed a little less certain. He started gabbling again. Still I could not make out what he was saying. Perhaps it was made worse now by the fact that I had a little ringing in my ear and the adrenaline was flowing.

The second slap was much harder than the first. It was so hard it almost hurt. I felt the impact as my head swung to the left again but the sheer adrenaline rush denied any feelings of pain.

Once again I pulled my head back slowly to face my attacker. He looked surprised as he had given me his best shot and still I stood in front of him. 'That's two' I thought. My hands stayed at my side. It may well have been different if I had got to three.

The attacker apparently did not want to find out. Instead he took himself back round to the customer side and started to destroy one of the computer monitors. My fallen colleague had, by now, been helped to his feet and was being escorted out of the building. Now I had no reason to be there and I realised that my continued presence may well have led to further violence. The security guards had finally made it to the scene of the incident, which permitted me to leave the office floor myself.

The entire incident took four minutes.

My first concern was to make sure that my colleague was all right. I was a little nonplussed about other colleague's concern for me. I felt fine. To me it was just a part of the job. I knew that incidents like this had happened before in Jobcentres and maybe it was just a matter of time before I was involved in one. I had done nothing to create the situation and I don't believe it was avoidable. Sometimes we have to roll with the punches.

A third member of staff was also struck for a minor error of judgement. When the police arrived the attacker was arrested.

He was sent to prison for 18 months on the charge of causing an affray.

A long while before this incident, the staff at the jobcentre knew me as 'The Iceman'. I could see why they would believe I deserved such a title. To others it would appear that nothing ever phased me. I never lost my temper or my self-control, no matter how difficult the situation became. I had a controlled unemotional visage that allowed no one to see what I might be feeling at the time. Even after this incident I was neither shocked nor traumatised. My reactions merely served to reinforce their opinion.

Inside it was a different matter. What I had done at least answered the question of 'If I were in that situation I would have…' I had disciplined my mind to do what my head told it to do. I had disconnected my thoughts from my emotions. As my emotions were already deeply suppressed it was as though I had trained my mind at the expense of my emotions.

Should I have been angry? If my attacker had hit me again, would I have hit him back? We never got there so I suppose I would never know unless something similar happened to me again. I analysed my reactions to the incident until I had scrutinised every detail. Weeks later I experienced flash backs to the event but I could not accept that I had been traumatised in any way. The way that I dealt with the incident was remarkably different to what most people would have considered. The other two victims suffered trauma and distress. The most I suffered was a slightly swollen cheek.

To some people this might sound as though I was a bit of a hard man. I didn't see it that way. The amount of physical fights I had ever been involved in could be counted on one hand and were years ago in my school days. If anything I disliked conflict and did everything reasonable to avoid it. OK I didn't have a glass jaw and I could take a slap or two without falling over or running away. In another situation, however, who knows how I would react?

I believed that it was the right thing to do under the circumstances at the time. My esoteric training told me that to lose one's temper is to lose control of one's self. So I did not lose my temper. What I saw and what I experienced was with a clear head devoid of mad macho syndrome. Whatever the attackers reasons were for committing the assaults it was certain that he had lost control. Had I retaliated and hit back then the winner of the contest would have been the strongest person - not the one who was in the right. Trial by combat had disappeared after medieval times. Whatever way I looked at it I had done nothing wrong. Standing up to defend another person made me no more or less of a man than I had been before the incident. But perhaps my choice to stand made me feel that I had, in some small way, learned how to deal with conflict a little better.

Repressing my emotions outwardly did not make me the Iceman that everyone thought I was. One can hold back emotions for a little while but eventually it has to come out somewhere. For me it had come out in a physical manifestation. From about the age of sixteen I had suffered with bouts of irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). For the last two years the condition had become more pronounced.

It seemed at this point that my life was getting tougher by the day. I had thought after the year of legal matters that things might have calmed down a bit. When I first started to walk the path I had been warned that the karma of my life would be accelerated. In layman's terms it meant that the level of my life experiences would be thrown at me as quickly as I could take it. For the moment there was certainly no let up and looking back at what I had experienced already I was beginning to dread what life could find to throw at me next. In hindsight I know now that my fears were not without foundation.
Chapter XXX

The End of the World

John Davenport and I met every Monday since November 1994 to work together on astrological mundane predictions. We had some successes that were posted on the website Interactive Numerology Forum. The most notable was the prediction that President Clinton was almost certain to be impeached. This prediction was made almost one year before it happened and also before the full scandal of Monika Lewinsky became known. The site boasted a guest book comment from someone at the White House, who debunked all esoteric forms. On a down side we missed Kosovo in 1999, however we could plead mitigating circumstances.

John's mother had become terminally ill and had died in 1998. Shortly after John moved to 200 miles to Devon but we continued to keep in touch by phone and carried on studying together.

Two of the planetary aspects we looked at in particular was the rare conjunction of the ancient seven (Mercury to Saturn) in May 1999 and the solar eclipse of August 1999. As the year indicated not only the end of the century but also the end of the millennium there were the usual clamour of people predicting the end of the world.

Well it wasn't was it? The end of the world is unlikely to arrive just because the calendar changes from 99 to 00. It was going to be an exciting year of discovery for me, I thought, as the opportunities to examine and live through major planetary alignments did not always happen in a person's lifetime. The last Neptune Pluto conjunction, for example, was 1892. The next time the conjunction occurs is in the year 2384. The chances are that some humans will be around to see it.

Sharon and I were living in a bit of a nightmare. It seemed for the first half of 1999 that we lived a fractured existence. Whatever semblance we had managed to create of a life together was suddenly usurped by a growing sequence of seemingly unstoppable events. Individually the incidents were serious enough but collectively they became a many-headed monster rising out of a sea of chaos. If the whore of Babylon had turned up as well, I would have sat down and waited expectantly for the appearance of four legendary horsemen. 

Things were happening with Daniel that cannot be mentioned here. In as much as I had a story to tell I was also mindful of protecting the living. I am also conscious that he is a very private person and he would not be happy have his life paraded in detail for public consumption. Never the less there are some things that, like it or not, are within the public domain. Not that his anger towards us as parents is strange. At this time his manner towards us was generally nothing short of hostile. His favourite response to any probing question was "It's my life and I'll do what I like". If that philosophy had involved him living on his own and making mistakes without involving Sharon or myself I could have accepted the point. If he had given us the same rights to do what we liked, it would have seemed reasonable. That he was living in a world of fantasy and unaccountability was not helpful. What he could not seem to grasp was that when we were paying the price for 'his life' - or indeed his way of life - we had a perfect right to interfere.

Things were also happening with Michelle that cannot be mentioned here although I can say that we suspected Michelle was having some sort of affair with her boss. The undercurrents they left behind on an almost daily basis were decidedly uncomfortable. And even if they were not having a personal relationship, their working relationship had suddenly taken over the privacy of our lives. Whatever was happening with Michelle meant that she came home later and later. She was often drunk. Her boss, Z, was phoning her almost hourly, 24 hours a day, and turning up in the middle of the night. We challenged her as to what the hell was going on but we got no adequate explanation, or a show of feigned ignorance that fooled no one.

Little Shane was not without fault in this scenario. It seemed that whenever there was an incident with Daniel a second completely separate incident occurred with little Shane no later than a week. He was not getting along with his mother. Consequently I started receiving phone calls from her to the effect that she seemed to be saying constantly "Can you come over and sort out your son". That little Shane was being belligerent or difficult towards his mother was hardly something that I could do much about. I could ask him what was wrong and why he was behaving that way but I could hardly get his mother to change her tactics. She had been unreasonable for years. In many ways I was surprised that Shane had put up with for so long. But with everything else that was going on at this time, having Shane's mother giving me grief on the phone was the last thing I needed. 

There seemed to be a problem with all of the children at the same time. Emma was the eldest and generally the exception to the rule. Perhaps the only thing she was guilty of at this time was intolerance and maybe a tendency to propose the 'If I were you…' opinion once too often.

Life got a little worse when, almost a year to the day that I was assaulted, Sharon got mugged outside her office. She was walking up to the office door when a youngster jumped up from behind her and snatched away her handbag. Sharon was very shaken but unhurt physically. The theft meant the cancellation of credit cards and a little money but for Sharon the psychological knock was just another bad event in a year that seemed to be full of them. The stress was too much and she went on long term sick leave. Not that being off work made life any easier.

In July 1999 we were only about two weeks away from the solar eclipse. Whatever effect it may have had on the world I was aware that a number of members of my family, including me, were likely to be affected by it. What I did not know was how. What actually did happen was something that I do not think anyone could have been prepared for.

Drug dealers turned up on our doorstep for a second time. We were aware that Daniel had taken a liking to cannabis but these drug dealers were not collecting for a cannabis purchase. For this to happen not once but twice was unforgivable. Daniel, of course, was nowhere to be seen. He had amazingly left London only days before. 

Only one day later, as if on cue, little my ex-wife phoned to tell me that Shane had not been going to school and she was being threatened with a £1000 fine. She was at her wit's end with him and she couldn't take it any more. Ideally she wanted to throw him out and have come to live with me.

Meanwhile at work, the local union rep was writing libellous material about how the management had paid little respect or attention to the health and safety of staff. They used the assault that I was a victim to as their evidence. As a union member myself I was surprised and outraged, as I knew that they had not spoken to me about what they planned to do and what they were saying was a lie. I had enough on my plate to deal with at home but this particular niggling problem was one that was due to blow up.

I then learned the next day that my father had been diagnosed with lung cancer. He also had a lung condition called 'fibrosing alviolitis', which he had contracted from breathing in fine metal dust during his years as a mechanical engineer. It was merely a question of which condition would kill him first.

Emma was on holiday on a Greek island during this fateful week. Sharon and I got a phone call to say that she had contracted gastro entoritis and was quite ill. We were on standby to get on a plane if things got worse.

Shane hit his mother and she sent him packing to me. She 'couldn't take any more'.

Finally the week from hell climaxed with the final admittance that Michelle and her boss (a man older than myself) had indeed been having an affair.

Any one of these events I think would give stress to a family. Any two would be considered bad luck. But what do you think you would do if you were hit with eight major events in a row? How about dealing with seven of those within a week?

As far as I was concerned it was the end of the world. It was certainly the end of walking the bloody path. How much did the Universe think I could take? I could only help those people who wanted to be helped. Right now all I wanted to do was strangle them. There was no easy answer to any of the issues that were dumped in my lap all at once.

All the years of emotional repression suddenly imploded. I had got to the limit of the Iceman's cool. I was no longer in control of anything. Everything, in fact, had gone pear shaped. The Magician was gone and I stood alone and branded as the Fool.

A little bit of stress is a healthy thing. This was not a little bit of stress. My head was going round in circles and at any juncture all I could see was a problem. What made it worse was that none of them were my doing. I didn't make Daniel take drugs. I didn't make Shane dislike his mother, I didn't encourage Michelle to have a relationship with her boss, I couldn't stop Sharon from getting mugged, or Emma from getting ill, or my father from dying. The stupid union reps were the least of my worries but their timing could not have been worse.

I walked around dazed. I was wide awake in a living nightmare. There were too many problems all at once. The Universe had finally found my limit and I could not cope with it.

Both Sharon and I were now off sick for stress and depression. Given the above scenarios it was perhaps not surprising. But dealing with the depression did not deal with the problems.

A total solar eclipse is quite a common event but it is not often that one would see it in their own country. The UK saw it in 1999. In 2001 it was Angola. In 2003 it was Antarctica.

I watched the event in the garden at the rear of my house. It was eerie to note that just as the eclipse became total, the birds stopped singing and the temperature dropped perceptibly. Where the clouds threatened to cover the event they thinned out as the temperature dropped allowing a fairly clear view of the event.

The total eclipse started off the East Coast of New York and finished in India. This was a six and a half-hour eclipse, which was long by eclipse standard. Some may only last for two hours.

By astrological rules if an eclipse, to which one is attached, lasts for six and a half hours, then it is possible that a course of events may take six and a half years to complete. I sincerely hoped that this particular guide was erroneous.

Sharon and I talked about what had happened. We talked for days trying to analyse where we had gone wrong? Was any of it our fault? Had we done something to deserve all this rubbish? Sharon had spent the last for year doing a degree on top of her full time job. Was it wrong to better herself and the family income at the same time? We picked each situation apart to find one single thread of evidence that suggested we could have prevented any of it from happening. I feel sure that if we tried hard enough we could have found something silly to justify a reason for taking the blame. But the bottom line was that we couldn't do it.

The first rule of esoteric law was that you are responsible first and foremost to yourself. It meant that you accept responsibility for your actions - and your inertia. We looked at it both ways. We were active in the lives of all the children. We could not have done more - and if anything we had probably done too much to teach them the right way of doing things and the difference between right and wrong. We had given them the freedom to express themselves as individuals. Perhaps more importantly we were always approachable. It didn't matter how bad something was as long as they were honest about it.

The news about my father was something I would have to deal with. But perhaps there was at least one thing we could do at that time. It was clear that both Sharon and I needed a holiday away from all the problems. So we decided to take my parents with us to Greece.

It was only a week away but one that allowed us to remove ourselves from the whole gamut of problems at home. My mother had got the flying bug, courtesy of my brother who had taken her to Holland the year before. Since then my mother had a passport that was there to be used.

It was during this holiday that Sharon and my mother started to build more of a friendship. As both of them had a streak of devilment within them they were as thick as thieves when it came to getting up to mischief. We didn't travel too far from the resort, as Dad was not able to travel well. The trip from the airport to the resort had been a trial for him as it took 5 hours. Had we known this in advance we would have gone somewhere else.

My mother had some peculiar likes and dislikes. One of her foibles was that she could only travel in the front seat of a car. She hated the back seats to such a degree that she would refuse passage. On one of the nights that we went into town it was time to go back to the resort. It was less than a quarter of a mile in distance but it was uphill and Dad could not make that sort of trip.

We found a taxi near a corner shop. The driver was chatting to the owner but beckoned to us to get in. Sensing a chance to play a trick I opened the front door of the car for my mother to get in. It was a bit of a struggle she said afterwards. My mother was not a small woman and it was difficult to negotiate getting in between the beaded chair and the steering wheel… and still she hadn't noticed. So I shut the door and said to her, "So you're driving us home then are you?"

Only then did my mother realise the obvious. In England, of course, the cars have right-hand drives. This was Greece, however, and the passenger side was on the opposite side to what she was accustomed to. The taxi driver was laughing his head off. It was a bit of fun but the story epitomised the nature of the week we shared.

When we arrived back home we knew that the problems had not gone away but a little time to consider how they could be dealt with had at least put them into some sort of perspective. There were many things we could do nothing about but there were aspects of those problems that we needed to reject. The children were hardly small anymore and they needed to accept more responsibility.

While I had time off of work I used some of my esoteric studies as a way to put my head back together. Even though I had worked on astrological predictions I still spent some time working on numerology predictions also.

The following article was published on my website in 1999. Partly it was in acknowledgement that we missed the conflict in Kosovo but also it was a way to put to rest the end of the world mongers for 1999. It also gave me the opportunity to use numerology alone to talk about the new millennium. In the light of what occurred since then it is worth publishing again. I have added some notes for guidance in brackets [ ].

"Forget 1999. The dye is cast and we will encounter the martial struggles of Mars all over the place. It is a year when places, circumstances, centres of power and tired old traditions will be laid waste to make way for the new Millennium. It will not be pretty and it is not worth dwelling over.

The year 2000 is a milestone that will have exerted its numerological pressure from 1991 [in 1991 was Desert Storm. The first conflict with Iraq]. The collective unconscious would have considered this event as being a reference point in the history of the human race as one of celebration. From a numerology perspective, however, this is an opportunity to study the effects of three zero’s.

The potential of the zero is an unmanifested potential. The Martian effect of all the 9’s we have had recently is to act, to change, to destroy, which makes way for a clearing to build on. War in the 90’s was a high probability that could now easily continue for 10 years into the new millennium unless we stop to consider the seeds we presently sow.

Many newspaper Astrologers will have spoken of the great opportunities that the August Solar Eclipse will bring. Believe me, they were being kind! The solar eclipse of Feb 16th 1999 escalated the conflict in the Balkans. The eclipse lasted for about two hours, which means that the bombing campaign against Serbia is unlikely to stop until mid April at the earliest. The settling of the issue, on the other hand, may take two years.

The August eclipse, in contrast, will last for 6 hours! What will we do in six years that will impact so dreadfully on our world until 2005? I suspect that the answer will lie with money and power. [This was quite prophetic when you consider the Afghanistan 2001, Iraq 2003 and the war on Terror. The next paragraph is even more compelling.]

The three zero’s in the year 2000 have an infinite potential for chaos. Layer upon layer of political drama and military operations could easily throw the entire World into an unnecessary series of conflicts. This may all sound doom and gloom but I am not suggesting World War III here; there needs to be some sort of organisation for that and there is not enough information here to indicate any sense of reasoning behind what is yet to come." (Shane Ward 1999)
It seems a shame that I appeared to be able to predict global events far better than what was going on in my own house. Michelle's association with Z, her boss got infinitely worse. Z started to demonstrate how much of a psychotic control freak he was and that he could stoop low enough to hit a woman.

In my opinion, no man should ever hit a woman. I am not a violent person but when Michelle was assaulted I wanted to knock her boss into next week. I would have prosecuted but Michelle was not prepared to press charges. I told Michelle to pack her job in and, for once, she did as she was told. But by the following week she went back!

Michelle's story continued until 2003, where many things that I cannot comment on make the beginnings of Michelle's troubles look like child's play. That, however, is her story and not mine. Naturally I was involved as a father. There came a point when I seriously considered taking a gun and committing murder. It became clear that there was no way to reason with a psychotic maniac. The trouble with that idea was that I would then be in prison and have no way of protecting my family.

I also considered 'alternative' means. It was a dangerous thing to consider but my biggest concern was that Michelle could have been placed in mortal danger herself. While the ties remained it was not a safe option.

After four attempts I eventually managed to break the tie between Michelle and Z. For the sake of sanity I endured the tantrums and death threats. Once I had Michelle back in my control there was no reason to seek further retribution. The safety of my daughter was the only important consideration.

The last few months of 1999 were not quiet by normal standards. Not working during the day, however, allowed me to put some serious work into putting together my book "The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century". Although I had started the idea quite a while back, it almost seemed that the last few experiences were being crammed into my life so that I would understand certain messages within the cards that I might not have fully understood before.

My usual birthday party was a bit more special, made by the fact that my parents also attended. It was a rather strange affair with the young crowd out in the garden playing modern music while the my father, my brother and I took it in turns to bash out some of the older songs on the piano. As the evening wore on my daughters paid my father more attention than he deserved. He loved every minute of it, especially as they were topping up his glass continuously. When the time came for my parents to go home my father was completely sloshed! My brother and I virtually carried him to the waiting taxi. He was a little embarrassed at being so drunk but I watched him wear a permanent smile all evening.

It was my father's birthday two weeks later. He was 74. He told me that his father was 74 when he died and his grandfather too. Therefore he believed that he would die before his 75th birthday. I wanted to prove him wrong and in an attempt to stop him from giving up I gave him a diary with a date to go out for a drink written into the day of his 75th birthday. Perhaps it was a futile attempt but just because two generations of people had died at that age did not mean that he should. Besides, even if he did die at 74 I was not going to make it four in a row when I reached that age. Perhaps he didn't consider what he was telling me!

Not that they had made a habit of it ever but I was surprised to see my parent visit on Christmas Day. They were with us for at least a few hours and it occurred to me how much their attitude had changed since it was known that my father's condition was terminal. I didn't know how much longer my father would be around for but I suspected that this would be the last Christmas.

The end of 1999 was certainly not a peaceful one but it wasn't quite the end of the world either. I hoped that in the new millennium there would be some reprieve in the stresses of my life. What actually happened was not only worse but was a terrible kick in the guts.

Chapter XXXI

Death and Despair
Technically speaking, the beginning of the new millennium was not until January 1st 2001. Like most people - and maybe especially for numerologists - a sudden change in numbers means more than the completion of a mathematical equation.

Most of the problems from the previous year continued as before except Emma had returned home and would remain with us for two years. I was beginning to think that instead of children we had boomerangs. It didn't matter how many times you threw them away they always came back!

Back in July 1999, my works union rep had done me a great harm by claiming things against the management that undermined my integrity. When I, along with two other people, had been assaulted in 1998 we were offered everything that the management could legitimately offer. More than that, I was aware that they actively pursued the conviction of the attacker. They kept us informed at all times of any new development.

Almost a year had past before the union rep sent out a letter to the management and all staff. Many of the staff were new and were not present when the attack took place. Consequently they would be inclined to believe whatever they read from the union rep. After all the rep was there to look after the interest of the members. Why should he lie?

But lie he had. When I spoke to the other two victims, neither of them had been approached by the union to ask if they had been neglected by management. I knew that the rep had not approached me. So how could he now claim, in writing, that management had neglected the victims of the assault? Not only was the letter a complete fabrication but it was damaging to the integrity of those who had been assaulted.

My response at the time had been to write an open letter to the same people as the rep, refuting the allegation that he had made. My action prompted a phone call to me from the branch secretary who was 'concerned' that I should have made my complaint to the branch, as it was not good for management to see any fragmentation among the members. I politely informed the branch secretary that it was not good policy for union reps to be telling lies for the sake of stirring up trouble.

This little dispute took place in 1999 but the branch for my district appeared to have been taken over by a loony left element. I soon found out that I was not the only one who was disappointed with the antagonistic behaviour of a small group of people who desired not to represent members but to gain more political power by stirring up trouble.

There was one person on the branch committee who we knew was the ringleader of this extreme socialist faction. We knew that any complaint we passed through our own branch would get lost or fudged over. Instead we spoke to some of the National representatives who informed us that the only effective way to get rid of them was to have them voted out. On that note a meeting was arranged to recruit a few more activists to the cause.

My brother and I had picked up a habit of taking my parents out for a drink at least once a week if we could. It was only for a couple of hours but as I had been off work for quite a long time - which meant I was not popping in at lunch time - it was a way of keeping in touch. Since the news of my father's health condition we had started to become closer as a family. I knew my father feared that he did not have long to live when he was set one day in March to have a minor procedure performed. As he lay on the trolley waiting to be wheeled in he said to me, "You will look after your mother when I'm gone?"

I said simply, "I'm surprised you felt you had to ask but yes, I'll make sure she's all right".

We never spoke of it after than and now there we were, mother and father with their two sons having a quiet drink as a family. It was a pity that we could not have got our sister to come as well. There had been a long standing feud between my mother and my sister that led to my father disowning her from the will. My sister had blamed my mother for a number of things but mostly there was an issue over the notion that my mother had wanted only boys and was disappointed when her first child was a girl. This was not the only issue but the importance of it led to feelings of being a second class person within the family order. My sister felt that she was not treated the same as the boys and she wanted to know why?

The trouble was that my parents refused to dig up old ground and as my sister would not get any of the answers she wanted they just didn't talk. It was a shame that my sister could not have found a way to reconcile things with my mother. She loved her father and blamed her mother for not being able to see him. Conversely her father stood by his wife no matter what. It was a situation that ended in stalemate.

It would have been quite an achievement to have the whole family together. For now it was a member short and time was about to run out.

Sharon woke me the next morning crying. Early that morning my father had died suddenly.

I wasn't sure what I was walking into when I reached the front door of my parent's house. The news of my father's sudden death had still not sunk in. I felt no shock or disbelief. I had accepted that he was ill and that the illness was terminal. I suppose I had expected a little more time. If there was anything that I wanted to say to him that I had not said already it was too late. As it goes I couldn't think of anything that I would have wanted to say.

It was my mother that I was concerned for. She had lived with this man for over 46 years and now he was gone. My mother had demonstrated a thousand times her capacity for drama. She would argue her case with a passion and a voice that rose up and down like an operatic diva. As I stood outside I could hear no wailing.

I opened the door and looked down the hall. The kitchen door was open. My mother was sat on the floor in the kitchen talking gently to my father who lay there. She had not moved him from the spot where he had fallen. Whatever medicines he took were in a drawer of the kitchen unit closest to him. From the cut on his forehead he never made it to the drawer. He fell forward and caught his head but the lack of blood loss suggested that he was probably dead before he hit the floor. I had no idea if it was painless but it was certainly quick.

My mother lovingly moved my father's hair away from his now lifeless eyes. It was no more than two hours since he had died and the grey pallor of the cadaver was beginning to show. I looked down at my mother who had paid little attention to my arrival. There was a calm acceptance in her face and a love that spanned all the years of struggle and making ends meet. Yet also there was a sadness that sank to the very depth of her soul that spoke simply of a partner who had lost her mate.

I looked more closely at the body of my father. There was a heavy, emptiness that I felt somewhere within my stomach but the body lying on the kitchen floor, although it resembled my father, was not really my father. My father was the man who I shared a drink with only the night before. My father had been alive and animated with all his opinions and bigotry. My father was a man of strong Victorian principles. He was the provider for our family and he lived mostly for the love of music. That man was not lying on the kitchen floor. My father had gone. Only his body remained.

I don't remember is my brother arrived before or after me. Chris was inclined to show his emotions much easier than I but at this meeting he kept his own council and maintained a sombre countenance.

The police arrived to view the body. I answered their questions and they seemed happy that there was nothing suspicious. After that it was the turn of the doctor and then the undertakers.

It was difficult to accept the conditions of my father's funeral. We were duty bound to accept his wishes but it didn't make it any easier. My father was an atheist. He had no desire for a ceremony. It was his wish that he be taken from the funeral directors directly to the crematorium. No service and no flowers. The cremation was arranged for a week later. My mother arranged that we join her at a local pub to have a drink at the time the cremation took place. My sister turned up with her partner, My brother and his partner, Sharon and our two daughters. There were possibly others that I have not recalled but the reason for the gathering was to have one last farewell drink for my father.

The scattering of his ashes should have been a straight forward affair. My father loved the seaside town of Southend. There was a particular car park spot where they always seemed to end up. My mother wanted to scatter his ashes in one of the flower beds. Technically this was illegal but she was willing to break the law for the sake of my fathers wishes.

Sharon and my mother had become very close friends. In fact she was my mother's only friend. After years of looking after my father and her mother, my mother had little chance to form any friendships. Not that she had friends before that even. There were years that my mother felt trapped. As much as she loved my father she felt stifled by his rules. Then when he became ill she was trapped by that. She always loved my father and she made do with the life she had. Given the preference, however, she wanted more.

Scattering my father's ashes was the last thing to do. My mother felt it was important that Chris and myself were there. She also wanted Sharon to be with her as she had supported her through some difficult times. Chris's partner, Lisa, who by this time was very pregnant, also wanted to go along and that meant taking their daughter too. This was not what my mother had in mind at all. She had always sought what she described as a perfect day. Such days were hard to come by and to create them meant that everyone had to do what she expected of them - no more and no less. This was a solemn occasion where she was going to say goodbye to her partner of 46 years. She wanted to feel comfortable with the people around her so that she could concentrate on the manner in which she ended her final moments with the remains of my father. The idea of a child joining the group filled her with fear. This was her day! She wanted to make sure that this was going to be her day. No one else was invited.

Not surprisingly this caused a some friction for Chris and his partner, Lisa. Lisa was not known for subtlety. She was a strong character who spoke her mind without thought or fear. Such characters invariably attract conflict, which my mother found difficult to cope with. Most of my mother's friends had been male. As my father was a jealous person there were seldom male friends outside of casual acquaintances. She tended to fear most other females. She was frightened by strong characters and feared the sharp tongues of gossiping and bitchiness. She tried to get on with Lisa because she was Chris's partner but there was always her underlying fear of strong women.

Lisa's success with other members of the family had been mixed. At times it was a total disaster. On this occasion she felt as if she were being excluded by the family. It wasn't fair.

My total concern was for the wishes of my mother. We sat in the local pub one lunchtime and I listened to here fears for this day. It was so important to her that it had to be a special day. I suggested that she kept it simple. Just her, Chris and myself would go.

Sharon understood the reasons why I had made this decision but she was put out by the circumstances. My mother was her friend and she wanted her to be there. Now for the sake of family politics she was being denied the invitation.

In my mind it would have been the simplest of things for Lisa to step back for one day. There would be other days for her. This day was not about Lisa. It was about my parents. Few people irritated me. My ex-wife was good at it. Lisa had started to get under my skin.

After all this pointless feuding my mother got her wish. She went to Southend with her two boys and her best friend. My father's ashes were scattered along with a tomato plant from his garden. We went to the pub that they always went to. We did lots of other things that my mother and father would traditionally do. Ultimately we ended up in the amusement arcades, which my mother was addicted to. We stayed there until the arcades closed.

By all accounts it turned out to be a perfect day.

I went back to work in June 2000. My Irritable Bowel Syndrome was still with me. It attacked particularly in the mornings. Rather than give me front line work with fixed appointment slots, it was suggested that I managed the team that looked after some of the backroom services for a while. I was grateful for the opportunity to stay away from the public for a time. Obviously my stomach was in bad shape but I had already been away from work for too long. And besides it gave me a chance to consider what should be done about our militant union reps.

A faction within the branch was the group causing all sorts of trouble. The head of the faction was the branch secretary. What we found was happening was that he was making unilateral decisions that favoured his faction rather than giving information or, for that matter, following the national union agenda.

There were quite a few members from different offices who were fed up with the hard left-of-left militant activity going on. We were told by the national union that the only way to get rid of these people would be to vote them out. We needed to cover five candidate positions. We had five people willing to stand, which was good but no one was prepared to stand against the formidable branch secretary. There was only one person arrogant and bloody minded enough to challenge him it seemed -  and that was me.

My new work role was quite difficult. First I had received no training in it. Second the managerial role covered at least five specialist areas and third, the outgoing manager had no way of describing what the role consisted of. Fortunately I did not have to learn it all at once. I surmised that after about three months I would be able to see what kind of rotation of tasks were common to the role.

Lisa gave birth to a baby boy in July 2000. My mother was overjoyed to have another Ward male to continue the family name. While I had been studying astrology I only realised after the event that I had actually predicted my fathers death. Using a similar method a saw no harm in predicting the birth of my brother's child. As the weeks went by it became a bit of fun. It didn't matter when the baby was born so long as it was healthy. Never the less I was intrigued to see just how close I could get to the actual event. I had predicted the 3rd of July at about 11:00 ish.

On 2nd of July my brother phoned me to ask if I wanted to change my mind. I laughed and declined the offer. I'd made a prediction and I was going to stick by it. Just before midnight I received a text message. 'Just started contractions'. The baby was born on 3rd July 2000 around 9:00 or just after. I was approximately 2 hours out. That wasn't bad for an amateur.

It seemed that I could not grieve for my father. Whilst my wife shed enough tears to sink a battleship I had been unable to cry. I was beginning to think that I was peculiar in my emotional expression. Somewhere inside I felt the loss but there was now way that I seemed able to express it.

I spent quite a lot of time analysing the issue. I was aware that everyone grieved in their own way. I recall the deaths of my grandfather and grandmother well enough but they were so incidental to my life that I didn't have a problem with not being able to grieve for them.

Maybe I was grieving for my father but I didn't realise it. Maybe it felt like the end of a long hard road and I didn't want to look too closely at anything that smacked of more work. Life had dealt me some pretty hefty blows recently to the point that I hoped it was going to leave me alone for the time being.

But apparently it was not. There was one final sickening twist of the knife.

It was less than six weeks after my father died that my mother was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer.

My mother was just getting used to living without my father. She had been a carer for the last fifteen years and she was looking forward to having a bit of life for a change. She wanted to spend some time with her new best friend. She wanted to go flying, shopping and doing all the girlie chats and things that were denied her for so long. My mother was so angry. She wanted to live… LIVE! It wasn't fair!

Damned right it wasn't fair! It was hardly a few weeks after my father's ashes were cold that we were starting all over again with my mother. The only different this time was that we had a little bit longer to say goodbye.

The confusion in my head was profound. It was now impossible to sort out any grieving thoughts for may father without starting to grieve for the impending loss of my mother. I felt as though I had been slapped to the ground with a flatfish the size of a table. I found myself wondering who was next? Life was obviously happy in its torture of me. Perhaps I was next? Nah! Too easy. My brother? Sister? My wife? Children? Well come on then, who was next?

All I needed now was for some idiot to tell me how God moved in mysterious ways. Right now I would have been quite happy for God to spin round backwards in ever decreasing circles and disappear up his own creation.

There were no words to sort out how I felt. Somehow they seemed inadequate, hollow and superfluous. It was impossible to separate the depth of despair from the torrent of rage that churned in my stomach. So decided not to use words but music instead. Music had been my expressional outlet for as long as I could remember. If I could play how I felt then why should I not be able to compose how I felt?

"The Magic Symphony" took a few months to write. It was 28 minutes long after all. I channelled the aggressive rage as much as I could into passages of music. For contrast I sprinkled some hope and joy on the top. In my opinion it was a pretty good attempt for a first symphony. If anyone enjoyed a good rousing Beethoven or Elgar then I think they would also enjoy this one. Only I knew where the rage had come from but that is what gave the symphony its power.

Once the shock of finding out had settled in, my mother considered how to make the best use of the time she had left. Sharon and I resolved ourselves to take whatever time was needed, at whatever cost to give her as much quality of life as we could manage.

It was in the early summer of 2000 that I completed my book, 'The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century' In less than 40 years I had more experiences than some people would have in a lifetime. It seemed to me that my personal loss, of despair and, at times, helplessness were the last few events to complete the set. There was hardly any emotion of any real meaning that I had not experienced with sincerity and depth.

Perhaps that was why this particular book took so long to finish. It would have been difficult to talk about great personal loss unless I had experienced it. There were a great many other experiences that are not contained within these pages because they are private and it would serve no purpose to put them out into the public domain.

Getting a book published, on the other hand was a difficult matter. I identified some publisher who printed books of the esoteric genre. The book was my baby so, naturally, I saw no reason why any publisher would not at least give it chance. When the rejection slips started to arrive I was determined not to give in. If no publisher would take it then I would print the damn thing myself.

Looking back years ago my mother had chastised me in public for swearing. "There are more words in the English dictionary than having to resort to that kind of language" she said. I took her at her word and it was from there that my language skills improved. My first book was a testament to her intervention and I wanted it published before she died.

As I looked through the Internet for vanity publishers it was then that I discovered electronic books. I picked Zander publications from a list and placed my submission. It wasn't quite the print version that was my personal ambition but it was none the less published. The paperback version would not be published until November 2003 by Synergebooks.

When I told my mother what I had done she looked as if all her Christmas's had come at the same time. It was a good news story, a sweet moment to savour between a belly full of bitter pills. If my mother were more proud than at that moment she would have burst. Her son was a published author.

Sharon organised a party at the British Legion club for my 40th birthday. Some of the gifts I got from the world this year were hardly the best I ever had. Still it was a moment of respite from the mundane world of disappointment and despair. I was finding it hard to be optimistic when we were constantly besieged with other people's troubles and the ever looming spectre of death waiting like a vulture only just on the line of respectable distance.

Christmas came with an unexpected surprise. Daniel came home with a new girlfriend. They stayed with us for the festive season and then we expected them to go home. It was only after the New Year that Daniel told us his girlfriend was pregnant and they had nowhere to live. I felt conned but Sharon saw it as a sign of new hope. Perhaps they would look for a place in London and she would be near enough to help with the new baby. It was not to be. They stayed with us for six months before moving back to Norfolk. Having supported both of them for so long just to have them disappear again left us feeling somewhat used. I had started to get used to the feeling.

However I looked at the immediate future, there was the inevitability of my mother's death. People with lung cancer are traditionally given about a year to live from the point of diagnosis. There are no crystal balls in this matter (so they say). It could be six months, eighteen or longer. My mother's consultant said that two years was optimistic.

There was a need to try to get what would be left of my family together again. This meant trying to get my sister on board. I had predicted a birth for fun. Now I had to predict a death for a purpose.

Chapter XXXII

All or Nothing

Sharon and I continued to look after my mother throughout 2001. We were not alone in this as my brother and his partner and also my sister and her partner contributed the caring responsibilities. I have to say, however, that Sharon was my mother's main advocate in the medical world as I was in the rest of it. Not that there was very much to do in terms of care at this point. Mother had various hospital appointments but otherwise she was eager to go places and do things while she still could.

Sharon had her own problems to deal with. In March 2001 She was diagnosed with polycystic liver disease. It is not a commonly diagnosed condition and little is written about it. Sharon’s consultant told her that his uncle died of it. After all that had gone before it was only natural that Sharon now felt she was the next one to die. It was a terribly misjudged comment on the doctor's part. We discovered soon after that fatality from the condition was rare. Most people with this condition lived a normal life span.

In April 2001 Michelle was seriously assaulted by her boss. She would not, however, report the assault to the police and three weeks later she went back to work. I was, it seemed, powerless to protect her from him – or indeed her from herself.

The experience of being powerless appeared to be a theme in my life. I was the kind of person who, when faced with a problem or an issue, would want to do something about it. Yet none of the problems around me were either of my making or within my power to solve. Where solutions could be found it was dependent on the person who had ownership of it. If they were not prepared to co-operate then my hands were tied. The obvious answer to ridding myself of the problems would be to rid myself of the people causing them. When those people are family, however, it is not so easy to turn your back on them. I hated the feeling of impotence.

My mother hated hospitals. Ever since she had given birth to my sister she had a morbid fear of them. The matron was apparently so nasty to her that she avoided hospitals unless absolutely necessary. With her current condition it was going to be impossible to avoid them but if there was a procedure that could be carried out that precluded a residential stay she would take it.

We managed to get one more trip abroad while my mother was able to get around. It was only a few days in Ireland but we toured some of the beauty spots, including Blarney Castle, where I insisted to my mother that after I had kissed the fabled Blarney Stone it had not stopped talking. We drove from Cork to Dublin via Tipperary. We had to go there because it was 'a long way to go'. At Dublin we indulged in a few real pints of Guinness before jetting back to London. It was the last true moment of escapism.

The next few months involved hospital visits with my mother to drain fluid from her lungs, blood tests for deep vein thrombosis and chemotherapy. Her condition deteriorated almost imperceptibly. Day by day you would hardly notice the difference. Even week by week it was difficult to tell but as each month passed it was clear that her breathing was becoming more laboured.

I spent some time learning about the disease, what the symptoms were and how the stages affected the individual. There were many things about the condition that my mother did not know - and did not wish to know. She was happy to remain ignorant of many things including how long she had to live - until she was ready to ask.

Chris and Lisa brought their new baby, Joe, round about once a week. We tried to make sure that she had company on a regular basis. Sharon introduced her to the delights of retail therapy as she started to lose a lot of weight and needed new clothes. And, of course, with the new clothes there had to be some evenings out. Mother was particularly taken with a little Italian restaurant in Walthamstow Village. Her appetite was not as good as it used to be but there was always room at the end of the meal for a few drinks. I introduced her to a whisky cocktail called a 'rusty nail', which was basically equal measures of whisky and Drambuie over ice.

Sometimes after work we would have a meal at the local pub. From my mother's perspective it was time out of the house. It was a simple social event but one that essentially kept her spirits up (and as far as she was concerned the more spirits the better!)

Daniel’s baby was born on 20 September 2001 (as predicted). At the beginning of October the baby was found to have pyloric stenosis, which is a muscle in the stomach that wasn't working properly. We stayed in Norwich through the operation that, thankfully, was successful.

Sharon and I lived life in a bit of a daze. Our life was essentially on hold apart from the necessary functions of work and paying bills.

I continued to visit my mother at lunchtime. I worked only 5 minutes away, which meant that I could check up on her every day. Most of the time we simply chatted about current affairs and anything that happened to be going on at the time. There were some issues, however, that had to be tackled.

My mother considered me, as the eldest son, to be the head of the family. Therefore it was down to me to make sure that all of her wishes were carried out. I had to discuss with her what she wanted by way of a funeral and also to make sure that her will was sorted out.

The funeral was easy as far as my mother was concerned. "Same as Dad", she said. In other words there would be no service and she wanted her ashes scattered at the same place as my father. I felt a bit uncomfortable with the idea of no service but that was what she wanted. As a family we would have to make sure that we marked her passing another way.

The will was a bit more difficult. My father had a will that passed everything over to my mother. My mother had no will. I took down a list of what she wanted to do and prepared a legal document. There were some difficult issues to tackle. One of them was the circumstance surrounding my sister. Ever since their disagreement my father had written her out of the will. The estate was therefore divided between my brother and myself. I asked my mother if this was what she really wanted. She did not want to go against my father in this respect but at the same time this was her daughter we were talking about.

One thing that my mother wanted was to make sure that the family stayed together after she died. I wanted this to happen to but I also realised that somehow I had to get my mother and sister talking about all the things that stood between them. I asked my mother to tell me the story of when my sister was born. I knew that once she had told me the story would be fresh in her mind and maybe that would prompt her to do something about the current rift between them.

On the day that little Faith was born, my father went to the hospital with a bunch of white anemones. Since then they were my mother's favourite flowers. They were not easy to find in London but, as children, whenever we found them we got them for her. My mother's wish for children had always been for a girl and two boys. In this she got her wish but somehow in the joy of giving birth to a boy, my sister took a back seat. My mother noticed how I had the potential and the enthusiasm to learn and develop. She pushed me to fulfil it, which made it look as though I had all the attention. It was a situation that fostered enmity between my sister and I. Of course in those days I was an air head and didn't take much notice. My sister, on the other hand, often felt left out in the cold.

There was so much more to this story but the bottom line was that it ended up with an argument and my sister being left out of the will. I persuaded my mother to reconsider. If she wanted us to be a family then we should be treated equally.

There is no such thing as a 'right time', in my opinion, to discuss matters that focus someone's attention on their mortality. It was an unpleasant task that I, as the head of the family, had to broach. It couldn't be ignored because anything left open to interpretation would end up causing arguments. So even as little things arose I asked my mother what she wanted to do about it. Her bell collection, for example was one that she wanted to keep together. There were over 600 bells that we needed to find a home for. Her opinions on matters of her estate were, if someone could use it then give it to them. If you could not give it away then sell it. If you can do neither of those then chuck it. Her bell collection was a different matter, as were the rings on her fingers that she cherished, and it was this kind of thing that I had to be clear on.

It was right that Sharon took over from me as the executor of the will. There were issues regarding the disposal of my mother's personal effects, especially her clothes, that she felt comfortable Sharon would understand. My mother was a very private person. She cringed at the idea that anyone would rifle through her belongings without Sharon being there to maintain my mother's dignity. It was such an intensely personal issue that she instructed me to change the locks on the house as soon as it was appropriate to do so.

Looking at the astrology of my mother's death was important for me to know how much time I had to pull the family together and make sure that my mother would leave this world knowing that the family was all right. I was planning a death in all other aspects of my mother's life so it did not seem so unreal to give myself a time scale. The consultant said that two years was optimistic. This gave me a time window up to June 2002.

There were three possible dates. It was impossible to be sure but two of them were very strong. The earliest of those dates occurred in October 2001. It was only three months away.

At the beginning of October my mother started to become morphine toxic. As we sat talking to her one evening she noted that she could see helicopters flying around the legs of the little stools in the living room. As the days wore on her communication became less coherent. By mid October she was almost non-communicative and we had to take her into hospital.

Fluid had developed around the heart. A quarter of the heart's blood supply goes straight to the kidneys. As the heart was restricted by fluid it wasn't pumping strongly enough and this prevented the kidneys from dealing with the morphine. The doctor told us that they had to aspirate the fluid from around the heart. It was a dangerous procedure. If the fluid was drained too quickly the heart could become 'elated' and cause heart failure. If they did not do the procedure my mother would be dead in 24 hours due to renal failure.

My mother was presented with the options. She asked me if she should have the operation or call it a day. It was an awful moment. I asked her what she wanted to do. She didn't want to die, I knew she didn't, and maybe she didn't have much longer to live but it didn't have to be at this point. She agreed to have the procedure done as long as she could go home afterwards.

Then came the much harder part for me. I told the doctors that she wanted to go ahead with the procedure, however, if she went into heart failure and they could not resuscitate without her ending up in hospital - then they should let her go. The responsibility of this act weighed heavily on me but I knew that what I had done was what my mother wanted.

She survived the procedure remarkably well. She was fighting this disease every step of the way. She did not want to die - she wanted to live! When my father died and she found out she had lung cancer she felt robbed. She had been cheated of some time for her to do all the things she had wanted to do but sacrificed for the care of her partner. And yet despite her battles, her rage and the injustice of it all, she knew she was going to die. When she next visited the consultant she wanted to know 'how long?' The doctor was honest enough to say that, in his medical opinion she had surpassed his expectations already. There were no crystal balls but, if pressed into a corner, she could have another three months.

What I had seen in the astrology chart for October was correct. It was a life and death moment but it was not the right time to go. My mother survived the procedure but her health had deteriorated noticeably after that.

She was no longer able to manage the stairs at home to her bedroom. Chris and I decorated a room downstairs according to my mother's taste. My mother wanted to die at home and I was aware that what I was decorating was the last room she would see. I took special care to make sure that the room was decorated properly. For wallpapering it was the worst room in the house to do. When my mother saw the end result she had to admit, grudgingly, that I had done a better job that she could. It was probably the biggest compliment she ever gave me.

The second date on my astrology chart was New Years Eve. This was a date close to the doctor's medical opinion but, in my opinion, the chart event wasn't the strongest of indicators. By now I had at least established some involvement between my mother and my sister. I knew that time was running out but I had to do what I could to get them to reconcile their differences.

For years my mother had taken great pride in her hair. When she was younger she had a plait that travelled past her lower back. Even when age made the hair weaker, and she had to have shorter hair, she was particular about it. The chemotherapy had robbed her of this feminine definition. By December 2001 she was also unable to walk far without running out of breath.

She spent her last Christmas at my house. It was a wonderful atmosphere with lots of presents and wrapping paper pile up the centre of the living room. We played music and talked about fun things and laughed over the silly things we had done recently. Other members of the family popped in and out. My sister's partner, Les, taking great delight in playing up to my mother's usual banter.

I feel sure that Sharon felt as I did. On the outside we had spent months laughing and joking while we grieved inwardly. It was easy to tell the change when we took Mum out for a meal and settled her in before going home ourselves. As soon as the door was closed our smiles gave way to the ravages of grief. We wanted my mother to have nothing but happy times and we were doing our very best to make it happen. Even when there were silly arguments from other areas we did our best to make sure that she didn't have to be involved. But after all our efforts we were left drained and empty. It was a life where we had either all or nothing. For my mother we were never tired. Nothing was too difficult. Nothing was a problem. What we had left for ourselves was also nothing. We were too tired to be emotional and too drained to care. 

We took my mother into hospital on the New Years Eve of 2001. As much as she hated hospitals, if she wanted to breathe she would have to have the fluid taken from around her lungs. Over three days the doctors withdrew 10 pints of fluid.

The final date on my astrology calendar was 8th February 2002. To be specific I was looking at around 4:00pm. There was nothing like it up to the July time window. On two occasions that charts had given me events that proved to be true. Therefore the chart worked and I believed that the last date would be the death of my mother.

The likelihood was emphasised by the fact that only about a week after my mother got back from hospital that she took to her bed. By then we were looking after her for most of the day. At lunchtime I went home from work to cook her a meal rather than, as it had been for nearly eight years, the other way around.

There were all sorts of family frictions going on in the background. Lisa and my sister were at loggerheads. My brother had developed the communication skills of a lettuce and all hell was breaking loose in the background. I had little time for petty squabbles but I needed my sister to do her bit. She could be so outrageously awkward at times that I just wanted to strangle her! Lisa I wanted to strangle daily but I had neither the time nor the energy to waste. My sister was part of this family and I needed her to work with me. It was a stressful time for everyone. Sharon and I felt as though we were living in a never-ending nightmare. We didn't want my mother to die but at the same time we wanted it to be over.

I told my sister of my predictions. She had less than two weeks to sort a few things out with my mother. And then one day it finally happened. We had taken it in turns to be at the house. One of us was there almost all of the time now. Sharon had arranged for a specialist bed and other equipment to be delivered when it was needed.

My sister and my mother had a very long talk. At the end of it they were both cuddling and crying at the same time. It was the one final skeleton in my mother's closet that just had to be reconciled. Now, I believed, she could die in peace.

On the morning of the 8th February 2002 I went to work as normal. My own prediction was very much on my mind. It was difficult to concentrate on anything and I achieved very little. At lunchtime I arrived to do lunch. My mother was now quite poorly. She ate very little and could hardly communicate. At 12:30 the Macmillan nurse arrived with one of the district nurses. There had been some talk about reviewing her medication. After about ten minutes the Macmillan nurse came to tell me that there was no point in changing her medication. In fact there was no point in her taking any medication at all. She was dying.

My mother's aunt had travelled over 200 miles from Portland Bill to be with her. She was my mother's closest relative but my mother found her to be overbearing and bombastic. She dreaded being alone with her. When I said I was popping back into work my mother's eyes widened in horror, as if to say, 'Don't leave me alone with this woman!' I had to reassure her that I was going to be half an hour at the most and then I would be back.

There was a lot to do in that half hour. I went back to work and handed over my duties to others. I told my manager that it was important that I stayed with my mother and that I probably would not be back today. I phoned Sharon, my sister and my brother to tell them to come home straight away. They were both aware that I had predicted today and were more than a little surprised that it could actually be true.

Back at my mother's house all was quiet. My Grand Aunt Lil was in the kitchen making tea. My mother wanted the curtains open so I did and I also turned off the bedside lamp to stop passers by from looking in. As I opened the curtains I said to her, "It's not that light outside but you've got at least a couple of hours". It was 2:00pm and even I was not aware how prophetic my innocent statement could have been construed.

For the next hour the rest of the family arrived. They all came in to say hello but I made sure that they didn't end up standing around the bed gawking. Sharon hardly left my mother's side. They had become such good friends that it was going to be distressing that having found such a kinship it was going to be over so quickly. My mother felt comfortable with Sharon being there so I left them in peace for much of the time.

My mother seemed thirsty so Sharon asked her if she wanted a cup of tea. A small nod. It was 4:00pm. No longer able to hold a cup, we had purchased a baby mug that didn't look too babyish. When the tea cooled, Sharon tried to give it to my mother but she choked more than swallowed. At least she had wet her palate. My mother looked up at her aunt, who wanted to try giving her more tea, and then at Sharon. A private message passed between them that no one else would have noticed - such was the rapport that they shared. Sharon said to her "You've had enough haven't you?" and my mother nodded almost imperceptibly. What Sharon had been referring to as far as my aunt was concerned was the tea. What Sharon had been referring to according to Sharon was my aunt. What Sharon had been referring to according to my mother may have been something far deeper. A second prophetic statement. It was as though Sharon had just given my mother permission to die.

It was 4:10pm

My mother's breathing started to become laboured. Sharon and her aunt were there on either side of the bed. There was nothing anyone could do but to be there.

At 4:20pm I walked back into the bedroom. I heard my mother let out another laboured breath. Her breathing had come less and less for the last 5 minutes. I waited for her to breathe in again. Nothing happened. I waited for another 10 seconds and still there was no breath. My mother did not move. There were no signs of breathing at all. After thirty seconds I looked for any sign of life. Sharon was still holding my mother's hand. I looked at her and said, "She's gone".

Sharon looked up at me and hissed, "Not so loud. She'll hear you". She was still holding my mother's hand, her mind denying that my mother had died. I realised how difficult it was for her to let go but Sharon had to accept that she had done everything she could and more. I kept my voice soft and calm. "Sharon", I said, "She's gone".

It was all too real. My mother had not taken a breath for more than two minutes. Sharon's eyes swelled bright with tears as she came to acknowledge that it was all over. My mother, and her dearest friend, was now at rest.

There were tears all around me but none that I could shed. I think that none of us would be ashamed to admit that my mother's passing was a relief. There was nothing more that we could have done to make her last days happy and full of good things. I had not expected to lose both of my parents so quickly but I could at least feel comfortable that I had looked after my mother well and carried out the wishes of my father. Now it was time to carry out the wishes of my mother.

It took a few hours to arrange for the doctor and the funeral director. Sharon helped the district nurse to make my mother presentable. We watch the funeral directors carry my mother to the van. The engine started up and it got no more than two feet before breaking down. Sharon laughed out loud. "What's funny?" I asked. Sharon said, "Mum only travels on the front seat". It was true and I laughed with her. My mother was already with us in many ways. Had she been with us at this point she would have seen the funny side too.

There was no funeral ('same as Dad') but I wanted there to be some way to remember her. By the same token we had not really had the chance to grieve for my father either. So I booked the British Legion Hall, where both my parents spent a lot of their drinking time, and arranged a memorial evening. It was an evening to remember the good things and to celebrate their life. Standing proudly on a table where we had placed photographs of them was an enormous bunch of pure white anemones. We played some recorded music of their band and there were a few speeches. Nothing was mentioned about my prediction. That was a private matter that had served its purpose. The evening was not meant to be a solemn occasion. We laughed and joked about events of their lives and what they had achieved. It was a cordial evening and it felt right to honour their memory among family and with people that they knew who wished to do the same.

This time the whole family went to Southend, including the children. I scattered my mother's ashes where we had scattered my father's ashes only 18 months before. We spent the day doing everything that my parents would have done. My parents never went to many places in their lives. They had spent most of it entertaining other people. Suddenly I realised that Southend had become their playground. Just as children played in a park or in a field, my parents played at a seaside resort in the Thames estuary. My mother loved the amusement arcades. It was a time of pure escapism for them that temporarily shut away all the harsh realities of the outside world. My father always loved the place. In a strange way it was one of the few things that my parents agreed on. We spent a good part of the day wandering through the arcades, playing on the penny slot machines and novelty games. There were no arguments between us and everyone had time for some amusement and maybe a little reflection.

It started to get dark and it was time to go home. Sharon and I got into the car and drove past the Kerzel amusement park. In a few minutes we had left Southend and my parents. A quiet smile played across my lips as I imagined that they were together once again, trying to get just one more cuddly toy out of the grab machine. They might have been down to their last few coins and their last moments on earth. Life was a gamble. It was all or nothing.

This chapter is dedicated to my parents, Mr John Thomas Ward (1925 - 2000) and Mrs Faith Ruth Ward (1936 - 2002).
Chapter XXXIII

Publish and be Damned

When I first heard the term 'walking the path', I imagined the path to be a long straight road with nothing on it. Later on I stuck a horizon in the distance to give it a bit of perspective. But in reality it was nothing like that.

I did not imagine that the path would be so full of rocks and snag roots with most of it being more of an uphill climb. I also did not imagine that there would be weather conditions like high winds, torrential rainstorms and endless fog. With these conditions it was easy to imagine how one could be turned around or disoriented.

It was all too easy to give up on things when life got tough. But if there is any value placed in the things we achieve it is the effort that we put into it to get there. I would say that my life had been pretty tough but then that is just my perspective. Other people may have had it worse and I accept that. I have no desire to compete. Being bigger or better or having something worse than others is not the issue. Whatever life throws at us is what we have to deal with. The point about it is whether we learn something worthwhile from that experience. Some people have a tougher time simply because they didn’t learn the first time.

 It is common to wonder what would have happened had things turned out differently. What if I had been accepted at Temple Bar choir when I was 10? What if my parents could have afforded for me to go to University? What if I had never left home at 17?

Things could have been so much different but then who knows where those paths may have led. Would I have become a famous composer of classical music? Would I have become a famous author? No one can really tell but there is absolutely nothing that stops me from pursuing those dreams from this path as any other.

But what of the disadvantages, I hear someone cry. Oh yes there are plenty of those for one who has not had the opportunity to mix with the right people and make the right contacts. Every path has its own unique route but the route can change with every single decision one makes. I decided in the year 2000 to publish my book 'The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century' as an electronic book. The likelihood that electronic books will become popular is very high. All it needs is for some clever and ambitious person to invent a reader that costs no more than a hardback book. Before you know it there would be as many electronic readers in the world as there are mobile phones.

Being published electronically was not enough. When I went to school the calculator was a new invention. Home computers were still to arrive and we had just got used to the audio cassette tape. Therefore my love of books started with real paper. I wanted a copy of my book in my hand - something tangible that I could hold.

When my parent's estate was finally settled I had a modest legacy. Sharon and I had worked hard to achieve financial stability and by the time I received my inheritance it was money that we didn't need. It was also money that I was not prepared to waste. My parent's had worked hard themselves to acquire this wealth and even shared three ways it was a sum to be respected.

My mother always pushed me to do better. Sometimes she pushed a bit too hard but I know that she was proud of what I had accomplished. She never told me personally of course because she didn't want me to get a big head. But when my wife and my mother were best friends I did get to hear little snippets of things that suggested that I was doing right in her eyes somewhere along the line. When I got my first book published she was so happy she was fit to burst.

She never got to hold a real paperback copy. That I would like to have seen. I felt a twinge of sadness that she was no longer around to share my future successes. Then again I thought she would have approved if I invested some of my inheritance into furthering my career as a writer.

Synergebooks was my new publisher. The company bought out Zanders and took on board its authors. This was just after I had submitted my second electronic book 'Numerology: Making it Work for You'. This book came out of my attempt to engage other numerologists on my website 'Interactive Numerology Forum'. I had written a great deal of unpublished information that I was loathed to put into public domain if everyone else wasn't prepared to make the effort. So I kept it and shut down the web site instead.

I had worked hard on devising a short character analysis on 279 different character types according to numerology. It was unique because any other book on numerology failed to get past the basic 9. It was also unique in its discussion about number synthesis. Most books would get bogged down on the meanings of individual numbers but none of them spoke at length about how they worked 'in the mix' so to speak.

But it was the Tarot book that I had worked on for years that I wanted to see as a paperback. Sure I would get the numerology book into paperback also but my first book - my first child - was the fulfilment of a dream that I was not prepared to beggar to an uncaring conventional publishing world. Zanders gave me my first break but Synergebooks now carried the torch. If I were to publish a paperback at all it would be with Deb Staples at Synergebooks.

A professional Tarot reader had kindly accepted my offer to write a review. He was generous in some areas but there was also a fairness to his commentary. At one point he noted that I had strong opinions and an annoying habit of stating something as fact rather than opinion. It was a fair comment and, quite frankly if it were true for him it would be something that I make no apologies for. On the whole, however, the review was a thumbs up.

The world is full of critics (until you want a review done that is) and I realised that there would be some people who did not share my views of the world. Then again it was I who had studied Tarot and these were my findings. I tried where possible to soften the edges out of some of the more contentious issues in life but the more I tried the further away from the raw truth it got.

An example of this is a statement like 'people get killed'. It is a simple truth that few people in the real world would dispute. How does one soften the blow? OK, let's try 'people get hurt, sometimes fatally'. The truth is already gone isn't it? How can you get hurt fatally? There is no such thing as 'slightly dead' or 'mostly not alive'.

I had played with semantics for so long I could see where diplomacy and lies were jockeying for position. This was no different to the union fiasco that I became embroiled in at work where the way in which a sentence was phrased leaned towards the favour of the author's politics. I fought two acrimonious election campaigns in an attempt to expose those who were using union membership to bolster their political power. Amid the fight for truth I, and others who agreed with me, were accused of racism because we defended what they deemed as the 'mostly white management'. Not only was the allegation without foundation it was irrelevant to the truth. But that was the way they operated. It was easier to cast an accusation than to defend it. In other words if you threw enough mud some of it would stick.

I published a number of newsletters for the consumption of about 300 union members. It was a careful mix of positive and negative campaigning. We tried to be too careful on the first election and got a mixed result. It could have been better. On the second campaign we decided to publish and be damned. We had nothing to lose. The second election result was better than the first. My group ousted the others except the one who had started it in the first place. He was a tough nut to crack but he knew that if I had pursued him again he would lose his power. After that he started to behave and I thankfully left the world of union politics behind. I didn't really want the job in the first place, but in reality I was only 9 votes away from getting it!

It was then that I realised I was never going to please everyone with my book or my style of writing. Then again I was an unknown author so what did it matter? So I decided to stick to the courage of my conviction to publish and be damned!

The official release date for the paperback "The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century" was 8th November 2002. Barbara Quanbeck did amazing things with the cover that I can only say turned out exactly as I envisaged it. I didn't get to see the book myself until a few weeks later. It was a beautiful moment where all the years of hard work and study had come together. I felt within myself a sense of completion. Here at last was an end product. And then, of course, the hard work of marketing began.

In 2001 I completed the last song to "Planet Suite 3rd Millennium" The planet Pluto was not discovered until 1930. Consequently Holst could not have included it in his 'Planet Suite'. My version of the suite was totally different to Holst. Aside from the traditional classical instruments I had other instruments that I could use such as synthesisers, bass guitars and a good old rock drum kit. Pluto had some classical features but with a bass guitar and heavy rock beat it was about as unclassical as you could get. Mars was full of synthesisers, Taiko drums and anvils. Saturn had electronic violins and saxophones. Neptune had rifles and classical guitars. "Planet Suite 3rd Millennium" was mainly classical music but with the addition modern instruments it broke away from the idea that classical music could not be played outside of a standard symphony orchestra.

I put my music on MP3.com (which is now defunct) and got some good airplay. Three of my Planet Suite tracks hit the number 1 spot for the genre. In the main classical genre one of those tracks hit the top 40.

In 2002, my brother was working in a music school where the brass teacher played in a local London Symphony Orchestra. When she heard about my music she mentioned it to her conductor, Marion. She listened to a few tracks and contacted me to see if it were possible to play some of my songs live. Naturally I jumped at the chance. Since then I have scored about half of the songs and I am still waiting for the first live performance. The first one was supposed to be in 2003. Maybe I will be let down by the conductor but I am encouraged by her willingness to entertain it in the first place.

In 2003 I finally got the time to set up a couple of web sites. The first site http://www.worldpredictions.co.uk was a mundane astrology site set up to explore world and political events. At the beginning of 2004 John and I discovered something very unpleasant going on in Sudan. The United Nations later declared it 'The worst humanitarian disaster in the world'. We were but a couple of astrologers against the world but we tried to warn people about it through web sites and through the national press. If the world Governments had acted at the time we mentioned it the disaster that unfolded could have been significantly reduced. Sadly no one listened until it was too late.

This was mundane astrology in action. Some critics may tell you that mundane astrology is all about predicting disasters. On the contrary I would say. Our actions demonstrated clearly that mundane astrology can be used to prevent disasters. It is just that people have to listen first and then do something about it.

My personal website http://www.shaneward.co.uk was set up to share some of my work with you. Some of it is obviously marketing oriented but there are also humorous poems and other bits and pieces that fans of Shane Ward might be interested in.

That more or less brings us to the date of writing this chapter. In November 2004 I shall be 44. It will be interesting to see how different my life will look in ten years time. To date I am not a famous person. Consequently I cannot tell you if I shall be famous for writing or music (or both). I had no idea when I first started writing my memoirs that I would reach over 400 pages in the telling of it. And who is to say that the next ten years might not produce much more? Some people have the money to advertise themselves and become household names. Others have large publishing or marketing companies to do the work for them. All I have to make myself known is the story of my life, which I have shared with you - the reader.

This story has been told exclusively on 'Authors Den'. As each chapter was published I asked people to share the story with others. If one person had told two people, who then told two more people, etc, after 33 chapters there would have been 8,589,934,591 readers. The fact is that there are not that many people on the planet. Still the result I got was still respectable.

I had been a member of Authors Den for just under a year before I started to write this book. In one year I had received 10,000 hits. This book took under three months to write but it will have taken just over that to be presented. Within that time, 10,000 hits will have been recorded, meaning that the readership had quadrupled.

For those who have enjoyed my story and shared my experiences I would ask you, as a payment if you like, to pass the story on. If everyone who reads this story gives it to two other people then it only has to happen 32 times. It is said that you can find anyone within six telephone calls. I bet you could find two people - whether you know them or not - within six minutes. This book, 'Walking the Path', is my marketing tool so it only works if you share it. I hope that some of you may have been encourage to read more of my work. Hell you might even buy a book!

But we're not finished with the story yet. I'm sure you will agree that there are a few loose ends to tie up.

Keith Hudson (my mentor) sold his shop and opened a new one. Unfortunately it didn't work out but he persisted in book selling and has another premises. He still practices as a medium and is church secretary for a local spiritualist church.

Mike (my pupil) found the path he was looking for. When I met him he had an almost non existent work record and he wondered whether life was worth living. He now works as an IT supervisor for a very respectable company and lives with his partner on the isle of Guernsey.

John Davenport (my very good friend and astrology partner) lives on a hill in Devon. Well not quite. He does actually live in a house but the house is on a hill in Devon. We keep in contact almost weekly. In fact we had a chat only the other day.

Sandra (my ex-wife) went on to have several relationship and two more children. The last I heard from someone she was working in a café as a waitress. Apparently she believed that my son, Shane, moved out of her house because I was too intimidating. Some things never change.

Daniel (my son) is back at home… again. His partnership with the mother of his child (Kian) went sour. He stopped messing about with the drug scene but has yet to find his path to walk. I am hoping that his path includes a place of his own and a job. I have tried to encourage him to think of the world differently but so far he has not reached the understanding that it is not unreasonable to start at the bottom and work your way up. Kian is a beautiful child who lights up the room every time he walks into it.

Michelle (my daughter) finally saw the light and left her job. She has a new job and is engaged to a young man named Michael. Sharon and I found this quite funny because their names were so similar - not much different to the similarities of Sharon and Shane. If my relationship with Sharon is anything to go by it is possible that they will be very well suited to each other.

Shane (junior) is not so little anymore. He finally had enough of trying to live with his mother and moved to his uncle's house in Surrey. As soon as he got there he gave me a ring to let me know where he was (Too intimidating?) I see him occasionally but not often enough. Not that I can complain that much. When I left home I didn't see my parents from one year to the next. Shane also needs to find his path in life.

Emma (my eldest daughter) bought a new house and lives with her partner, Mat. The names don't quite fit like Michelle and Michael but we actually refer to them as 'Em and M' - so it still works. Emma recently gave us our second grandson. His name is Callum. It was a very difficult labour and we nearly lost Emma but she pulled through. Mat stayed with her day after day until she was better so I think that relationship is a long term one.

Chris (my brother) and Lisa are happily living in Leytonstone with children Charlotte and Joe. Chris and I try to meet at least once a week for a drink. Chris continues to work in the music department at a school in London. He also joined a tribute band and for the New Year 2004/5 will be playing at a corporate function in Cairo, Egypt.

Faith (my sister) will be getting married to Les in 2005. Les is in the Territorial Army and, at the time of writing this, is on active duty in Basra, Iraq. Faith always wanted to do something better then me. Well she learned to drive and passed her test. I haven't done that yet so well done.

Sharon (my wife) has battled with a number of health conditions for years. She is an amazing woman and no one else comes close. In 2004 she was promoted to Senior Practitioner Occupational Therapist, which her colleagues laughing point out makes her a 'spot'. It made a change from being called an Occupational Terrorist. Sharon insists that I love my computer more than I do her. Well it's close… but she wins… sometimes.

As for me, I am a workaholic so there is always something happening.

I believe that my musical ventures are destined to follow classical (ish) lines. The "Magic Symphony" is more conventional but still awaits its first live performance. The Tarot card 'The Emperor' however teaches us to be small first. That is why I am looking to have a quartet play some of my quartet music before knocking on the door of the London Symphony Orchestra.

'Zods Law' remains a novel unfinished.  I also have several other writing projects in the pipeline.

'Numerology: Making it Work for You' is out in paperback at the end of 2004.

I continue to work as a Civil Servant at the Jobcentre. Until something else threatens to pay the bills I have no reason to leave. My battle against Irritable Bowel Syndrome continues. I shall get to write my novels somehow but I would rather hope that I will have the time to do it sooner rather than later.

I have also continued my interest in the esoteric. I still practice Tarot, numerology and astrology but I have little time nowadays to get involved in other fields. There are ways, however, that applied magic can be used in daily life. They may only be little things but they are sensible, practical things that make the world a better place - and contrary to what other people may tell you, that is what occultism is all about.

Finally there is one other thing to tidy up. What was the question that I was searching for?

Throughout the whole of this book there was this one nagging question. I was looking for an answer to but I didn't know what it was because I did not know the question. Every so often a piece of the puzzle slotted into place as I got closer and closer to the question. But did I work out what it was?

In short the answer is yes. I found the question.

Will I tell you what it was? No.

Are you serious! Do you think I would write a whole book, put it up for sale and then tell you the answer for free? Not a chance! I could give you the answer but if that's all you had to work on you'd still get the question wrong, which means that you didn't understand the answer. That was why I couldn't get the answer in the first place!

The question is in the "The Philosophy of the Tarot for the 21st Century". Yep. It's still there - I just looked. It took me 25 years to find it out and if you want to know it too, I think it is worth the price of a book - don't you?

Walking the Path

End
Walking the Path is a free book and the author encourages you to share it with absolutely anyone. It would be nice if you directed them to Authors Den. That way I will know you did it

If, however, you feel that the author has entertained you so much that you would like to offer a coin or two, he has a grubby looking hat in the shape of a Paypal account. If you would like to make a small gratuity payment please go to paypal and pay it to shane.ward1@ntlworld.com 
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