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Just as a candle cannot burn without fire, we cannot live without a spiritual life.

BUDDHA

For death is no more than a turning of us over from time to eternity.
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INTRODUCTION

OUT OF THIS WORLD



If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing else can satisfy, the most obvious explanation is that we were made for another world.

C.S. LEWIS





I believe in heaven. I know in my heart that we don’t die, and that our loved ones watch over us from the other side and speak to us on Earth in countless miraculous ways. Yes, near-death experiences offer the closest thing we have to ‘proof’ of heaven, but I believe heaven can also call out to us through a vivid dream, gentle touch, heartfelt smile, lovely song, mysterious scent, flash of insight, glorious rainbow, white feather, passing cloud, singing bird, puff of air, shaft of sunlight, kind word or deed, stunning coincidence, or anyone or anything in this life that for a fleeting moment of bliss takes our spirits out of this world. If you have ever experienced unexpected feelings of love, wonder, healing and joy, I believe this is heaven calling your name.

Things certainly haven’t always had this clarity for me. Even though I was born into a family of psychics and spiritualists – and can’t recall a time when I haven’t been drawn to the invisible world – there have been many times in my life when I have longed to hear, see or feel the eternal spirit that exists within and around us, but have only been met with silence. I’m sure I’m not the only one to experience this. Perhaps you don’t think you have ever heard heaven speak to you. Maybe you long to believe in heaven, but doubt often gets the upper hand. You may have experienced something you thought was magical at the time, but then in hindsight you start to second guess yourself until you aren’t really sure of anything any more.

Few people have had near-death experiences, or direct personal confirmation of life after death through a full-blown afterlife encounter that leaves them in no doubt that heaven is real (and I’m not one of them), so where does that leave the rest of us? Where do we draw our certainty and comfort from? How can we know for sure if we are hearing the voice of heaven or not?

This book isn’t only about the moments that have the ‘wow’ factor, or that are so out of this world that there is no doubt heaven is speaking loud and clear. It is also about the less obvious ways heaven can whisper when we feel misunderstood, unloved and alone. My great hope is that reading the pages that follow will open your mind and heart to spirit, and help you to recognise that heaven is calling out to you all the time in unseen ways. It is calling out to you right now as you read these words.

Open your mind

Of course, I can’t offer you absolute proof, but I am going to try to open your mind to the very real possibility that heaven exists and there is life after death. Open your mind in this way and you may just find that your life transforms in miraculous ways.

I’ve had the privilege of writing about the spiritual life for many years now. During this time I have read thousands of stories about the afterlife and near-death experiences (or NDEs) from people of all ages, backgrounds, religions and walks of life. I have also interviewed some of the world’s leading afterlife/spiritual experts, teachers, scientists and parapsychologists. In that time I have become entirely convinced that the afterlife is real, and have also come to understand that anyone, whoever they are and wherever they come from, can find their own unique way to communicate with heaven.

I have also noticed that even though the medium in which heaven chooses to express its soothing presence differs greatly in individual details and circumstances, all the stories remind us that what we actually see is not so very important. It is to the invisible that we need to look for meaning. It is the unseen that has total power, the unseen that is always in charge and the ultimate reality – whether we realise it or not.

Looking back on my life, this ‘invisible in charge’ theme was always present for me. I just wasn’t aware of it at the time.

Head in the clouds

For most of my life I felt like an outsider. I did all I could to try to fit in and look cool. I wanted to be accepted. I worked hard and earnestly, but nothing truly worked. I never felt ‘normal’ or as though I belonged anywhere. I also had no idea why I was on this planet or what my purpose was.

Growing up in a borderline poor family of psychics and spiritualists didn’t help much. I remember the whispers as my mother (who was Dutch Indonesian with a heavy accent so, I guess, rather an outsider in the UK of the 1960s) and my father (who was British but isolated from the mainstream because he was disabled and mildly autistic) dropped me off at the school gates. I remember the taunts and sometimes wishing I could just disappear.

Of course, school was torture. I was educated in the days when teachers still let class members choose sports teams, and guess who was usually picked last. Looking back I don’t blame my classmates as I had absolutely no hand and eye coordination, as well as a tendency to daydream, so I would have been a liability for any team – sporting or otherwise.

The story of my isolation continued at Cambridge University. I was from a poor, mixed-race family and simply didn’t have the articulation, financial means or confidence to fit in. Being a girl didn’t help much either as Cambridge was pretty much male orientated at the time and I went to King’s College, the destination of many an Etonian. I was too shy to eat in the splendid dining hall, and took to hiding in my room with a packet of crisps and library books. In seminars and lecture groups I did my best to blend into the background, as the eloquence of my peers terrified me. The only time I felt vaguely confident was in university shows, as I have always had a natural talent for dance.

Looking back I still can’t believe I was offered a place at such a prestigious university, given my unusual family circumstances and home-education background. My entire time there felt surreal. Heaven must have played a hand in sending me there, though, as all the other universities I chose rejected my application. It was only Cambridge that took a leap of faith for me, and I am forever grateful to it for the priceless opportunity it gave me to study there.

Sadly, however, the confidence boost of getting into Cambridge didn’t help me overcome the feelings of not being good enough that filtered through into my early adult life. After university I lost myself in relationships and jobs that were simply not right for me and lowered my self-esteem even further (if that were possible). I think you get the idea. I was like a fragile reed blown in the wind.

In hindsight, I can see now that my continuous feeling of not fitting in was actually a longing for spiritual meaning and true understanding of myself. I was searching for happiness, meaning and a sense of belonging, but looking in all the wrong places. I had no idea who I was on the inside, and what life was calling me to be or do. Of course, at the time I just felt out of this world – as though I didn’t belong.

To make things worse, my thoughts and feelings always seemed so very different from those of my peer group. I was hyper-emotional and cried for very little reason – and I lost count of the number of times people told me I was too sensitive for my own good. Bright lights, crowds and noise overwhelmed me. My dreams were powerful and vivid, and time alone was as necessary to me as food and water. Like one of those Jane Austin heroines, if I didn’t have plenty of space to reflect on the day’s events in solitude each day, I would get stressed and uptight. The world in general felt like a very scary and threatening place. I needed regular time out to escape and regain my emotional strength.

It also seemed as though everybody else was content to focus on the everyday, but my mind was always somewhere in the clouds. I kept thinking, Is this it? We are born, go to school, get a job, get married, have children and/or a career, then get old and die? Is that all that life is? The world I was trying so hard to fit into valued money, romance, appearance and success, but my spiritual upbringing had always taught me that there is something more to this life outside ordinary thinking and the everyday. The trouble was that I couldn’t find that ‘something more’, and the world I longed to be embraced and accepted by didn’t seem to value or even notice the invisible side of things, so a battle raged endlessly in my heart and mind. I wanted to fit in so much, but couldn’t relate to the world I was trying to fit into.

It didn’t help that throughout my life I had only ever experienced fleeting encounters with the invisible world. My first memorable encounter with spirit began at around the age of sixteen, when I suffered from anorexia and was slowly killing myself with fear of my body, food, other people, the world, life, the universe – everything. One morning I struggled out of bed to close the curtains because the light was hurting my eyes, and as I did so a shaft of sunlight played over me and I was rooted to the spot. In that moment a surge of joy, love and unbelievable warmth catapulted through me. I knew then that I wanted to live and there was a better way; a path of light and love to replace fear and self-hate. In the months that followed, my anxiety about food began to disappear. I recovered gradually without hospitalisation or help from therapists, drawing inspiration from a feeling of growing love and light inside me. I still felt somewhat out of place and confused about my life, but this brief glimpse of warmth and security had given me something to hold on to, and the hope that there was indeed another way.

At the time I didn’t share my experience outside my family, because I knew no one would believe me. I kept my encounter with the spiritual side of life hidden within me, buried myself in the business of trying to come to terms with daily life, and took the road well travelled of fear, competition and the everyday. I thought being as normal as possible would cure my feelings of alienation – instead it made them worse and led me to car-crash relationships, exercise addiction and other deeply unhealthy, unhappy, co-dependent, self-harming scenarios. My life took an even darker turn when my mother died. I was in my late twenties at the time and longed for her to send me a sign, but I felt nothing. Without any sense of spiritual connection to my mother, I lost faith in the existence of an afterlife and plunged into full-blown depression.

Luckily, throughout it all my hunger for spiritual meaning never vanished completely, and it always somehow managed to pull me from the edge of disaster in the nick of time. Gentle nudges from above through dreams, coincidences and flashes of intuition continued to guide or protect me. I simply didn’t recognise them at the time for the divine inspiration they were. Everything changed, however, when I hit my early thirties and heaven sent me a sign that was impossible for me to fully explain away or dismiss. Even though my doubts didn’t completely subside, that sign gave me a spiritual foundation and a sense of purpose I had been lacking before. I’ll share the story of that life-changing afterlife encounter in Chapter 1, so you can understand why I now feel called to spread the word that the afterlife is real. For now, though, let’s focus firmly on what is important here – you.

Let’s talk about you

It doesn’t matter whether you’ve had a near-death experience, afterlife encounter or dramatic wake-up call from heaven or not. The fact that you feel drawn to matters spiritual and are reading this book says everything I need to know about you.

Think of this book as spirit calling out to you and connecting you with the piece of heaven inside your heart and the presence of the divine all around you. I know you must be longing for that sense of connection. Perhaps, like me, you have always felt a little out of this world. Perhaps you are deeply grieving the loss of a loved one, or going through a traumatic relationship break-up or job loss. Maybe you are trying to deal with stress, addiction, depression, low self-esteem or body issues. There may not even be any issues or conflicts – you could merely be at a point when you long to find a deeper meaning to things.

Where you are right now is totally normal, as most of us get separated from love many times in our lives. We have fleeting glimpses of meaning when we sense a more beautiful way, perhaps through relationships, the beauty of nature, kindness or moments of unexplained euphoria, but we don’t actually trust such feelings and they slip away. For some reason we tend to have more trust in fear than in love, but there is always a voice inside us reminding us that there is something better – that love is more powerful – and it is this voice that drew you to this book. It is the voice that longs to reconnect you to heaven.

So many times in my life I have chosen fear over love, and lost faith in heaven and myself in the process. However, the older I get – and especially now I have entered my fifth decade – the more deeply I feel the presence of heaven and departed loved ones, and this gives me heart and courage, especially during darker days. I have had personal experiences, and read countless stories that should give me all the so-called ‘proof’ I need, but my afterlife experiences and decades of afterlife research are not the true incentive for me to believe in heaven. I believe because I have finally learned to trust the supreme power of my heart to connect me to the afterlife. It is through my heart and the love that lives there that heaven calls to me now.

Let’s talk about heaven

The traditional image of heaven features white clouds, harps, spirits of departed loved ones, and angels with wings and halos, but glimpsing heaven in this obvious way is extremely rare. From my experience and research, the form heaven takes on Earth can vary widely, and each person experiences it in their own unique way. It can be visible and invisible. The possibilities for eternal love and goodness to manifest in this world are endless, and you can read about some of them in this book. As you read you may feel that some stories have logical or psychological explanations, but to those who experienced them no amount of rational or sceptical explanation will ever match the power of their personal belief that heaven spoke to them, or that they heard the voices of departed loved ones. The definition of faith is, after all, belief – or better still, trust – without the need for absolute proof.

For me, the only convincing conclusion given the large amount of trustworthy witness statements on offer is that heaven is real, and that it exists all around us and within us. There is spirit (consciousness) within us, and an invisible spiritual realm all around us that intermingles with the physical world. In this way heaven is more a state of mind or eternal consciousness than a place. People do not experience heaven because they are religious or because they believe in it, or even because they long or need to see it, but because the time is right for them to awaken spiritually.

I’m living proof that religion, belief in the afterlife, or the desire to see and talk to spirit are not essential requirements for afterlife encounters. I was taught from an early age to believe in heaven, longed fiercely to talk to the other side and on many occasions could really have done with a divine boost. I didn’t get one – all I got was silence. I tried so very hard and experimented with a variety of religions and belief systems, but made little progress. You can imagine how disillusioned with myself I felt growing up in a family of psychics whose gifts I hadn’t inherited.

Today, I have made significant progress spiritually, but it took me a good four decades to achieve a breakthrough and I still would not say I am psychic. I simply say that I am an ordinary person who has had glimpses of something extraordinary – but not having a full-blown afterlife encounter, or seeing and hearing heaven in the clear way a medium or psychic can, matters less and less to me now. Age and life experience have taught me that heaven speaks to me in ways that are unique and highly personal to me, and the subtlety of these ways does not make them any less profound.

It seems that I am not alone in my gradual and individual awakening to spirit. The thousands of afterlife-encounter stories sent to me over the years show that increasing numbers of people are conquering their fears and reservations, and looking heavenwards. It seems that spirit is revealing itself today as never before. There are countless books, websites, magazines, blogs and an escalating number of films and documentaries – not to mention cutting-edge research by scientists and doctors – tentatively confirming the survival of consciousness after death.

I’m honest and I won’t ever claim to know the answers to the big ‘why’ questions, but I do know that we need this chorus of belief in heaven and life after death right now more than ever before. In an increasingly conflicted world of religious difference and unfair wealth distribution, never has it been more crucial for us to believe in the power of love and goodness that exists within and around us. Never has it been more important for us to trust that compassion, light and eternal life will always be stronger than the forces of hate, darkness and death. Never has the time been more right than for the publication of a book like this, dedicated to the reality of heaven.

Heavenly voices

In these pages you’ll find many amazing afterlife stories sent to me by my readers, punctuated with my own spiritual experiences and insights. I want you to understand where I’m coming from, so Chapter 1 tells the story of my quest to hear the voice of heaven, about how my life was saved by the voice of spirit, and how this became the catalyst for my career as a spiritual writer, researching and gathering afterlife stories from all over the world. Chapters 2–5 explore the four most common ways I have identified that heaven can reach out to us – through our hearing and sight, and our intuition and our emotions. Chapter 6 describes the mind-blowing world of near-death experiences. Chapter 7 gives advice on how to establish your own direct line of communication with the world of spirit, and Chapter 8 is devoted to the subject of afterlife signs or calling cards. Chapter 9 ends with a heartfelt message from above. There is also an appendix section that compliments certain passages in the book.

For the most part the stories I have been sent by various people have been left unchanged, but I have changed people’s names – and, in some instances other details – to protect their identities. All the people who got in touch with me impressed me greatly with their honesty, and I have no reason to doubt them. Some told me that this was the first time they had shared their story with anyone. Others said that until heaven reached out to them they had not been particularly spiritual, or would have laughed at the idea of an afterlife. Some were religious but most were not. Like a lot of people today, they believed in something but were not sure what until heaven called and filled their life with meaning.

Just as I don’t consider myself a psychic or medium, those whose accounts you will read here are ordinary people with ordinary lives, and they come from all walks of life, backgrounds and cultures. I hope their stories will give you a vibrant and vivid depiction of the many ways departed loved ones and the voice of heaven can call you, and inspire you to find your own spiritual path, or to continue on the path you are already on with renewed passion.

I hope, too, that you will be as inspired and moved by the stories as I never fail to be, and that if you have a spiritual experience, story or insight of your own to share you will write to me (for details, see page 287). The more of us who talk about heaven and share our experiences of it, the closer it becomes.

Tears and smiles

Today, heaven continues to call my name, and it is an honour and privilege to share with you my story and the remarkable stories of other people.

Many tears and smiles surged through me as I wrote this book and opened myself to my spiritual calling, and as answers to questions I have had all my life began to form. However, as you read please bear in mind that with any book, as in life, the greater message relates to your heart and spirit, and is therefore invisible. You can take this invisible message as a metaphor or a profound truth – it doesn’t really matter. However, if you read carefully and listen keenly to your heart, you will find that there is so much for you to learn about yourself, especially when you know how to read what is hidden between the lines.

Finally, I’d like to express my gratitude to you for reading this book and strengthening the numbers of people around the world who long to hear the voice of spirit in their lives, and to connect with departed loved ones. I hope that as you read you will rediscover yourself and what matters to you in this life and the next. I hope you will learn a great deal about the world of spirit so that the next time it calls from above, or gently knocks from within your heart, you will instantly recognise that heaven is calling – that it is urging you to be more loving, deeper and so much more powerful than you ever thought you could be.

I hope you will wake up one day, breathe deeply, be still and hear heaven calling your name.



Heaven is calling this morning.

Shhh, Listen. Can you hear it? Will you answer the call?

ANON






CHAPTER ONE

HEAVEN CALLED MY NAME



The spiritual journey is individual, highly personal. It can’t be organised or regulated. It isn’t true that everyone should follow one path. Listen to your own truth.

RAM DASS





Growing up, as already mentioned, in a family of spiritualists and psychics, I longed to hear the voice of heaven. I wanted to be like the boy in the Sixth Sense film and ‘see dead people’. I wasn’t like him. I was a sensitive deep thinker who absolutely believed in heaven, but had no direct personal experience of communication with the other side. I simply couldn’t see, hear or feel heaven.

In my late teens the longing to enter into an intimate dialogue with heaven was so strong that I was drawn to the contemplative life. I decided to spend a few weeks in a convent retreat to consider my options. I needed to make that spiritual journey to see if this was how the voice of heaven would actually speak to me.

Secrets of the sisterhood

During my retreat the gentle rhythm of the prayers, and the quiet and joyful companionship of the sisters, felt like a purification. According to Aristotle, ‘Happiness in the highest sense is the contemplative life’ and, at the time, I was profoundly influenced by his sound arguments that to achieve spiritual fulfilment contemplation is essential. The writings of my namesake Sister Teresa, in particular Interior Castle, which is a book about a life of prayer or continuous intimate dialogue with the divine, also appeared to be calling me to a life of contemplation. Another huge influence on my thinking was the work of Thomas Merton (d. 1966), who left a frantically busy life in New York to lead a monastic life. Merton’s spiritual quest was to find awakening – insight into the nature of things – and he felt that he needed simplicity and silence to hear the voice of heaven speak to him. I thought that I needed that, too.

There is a lot of mystery surrounding life in a nunnery or monastery, but from my admittedly brief personal experience I can tell you that simplicity and openness are the key words, rather than mystery. Having said that, although the life of a nun is ordered and serene on the outside, inside there is often a tremendous complexity and even struggle. This was certainly the case for me, especially when it soon became abundantly clear that such a life wasn’t my calling, and that heaven wasn’t going to speak to me in this way. I did, however, learn some profound spiritual truths, and take the liberty of digressing a little here by sharing them with you, because in some ways heaven was speaking to me through what I learned from my time with the nuns. In hindsight, I can see I was being given the recipe for a spiritually fulfilled life.

I learned that only interior beauty should ever be used to judge someone’s character and appearance. This is a particularly important message for our image-obsessed age. We all want to look our best, of course, but the way to truly glow or look radiant isn’t by using make-up and having a designer wardrobe, but by achieving inner happiness. If someone is happy from the inside they radiate something extraordinarily lovely that can’t be achieved with styling. That’s why now that I have finally overcome my allergy to social media, and have surprised myself by somehow finding the courage to do video blogs, I do them without wearing make-up or having makeovers. This way, with my readers being able to see the real me, I feel free and able to speak from the heart.

Another thing I learned – and I feel this is of increasing importance today when we are all constantly plugged into our computers and phones – was the importance of silence. Back in the early 1980s all these technological innovations weren’t in place yet, so there wasn’t quite the same level of stress and distraction, but I do remember the absolute bliss of not speaking for days on end. I knew then that only by unplugging myself and having moments of quiet could I focus on who I was and what heaven was saying to me. This need for regular quiet reflection has remained with me ever since.

Perhaps the most powerful lesson I learned was something I probably instinctively already knew but needed reminding of (and will always need to be reminded of), and this was that true happiness does not come from material things or stuff. I spent time with sisters who had given up everything they owned to lead a contemplative life and tend to the needs of the homeless. The joy on their faces as they lived and worked, and heard heaven call their names, was abundant.

How I wished I had felt that joy and heard that voice talking to me, too, but I didn’t. I have nothing but admiration for people who give up everything to devote themselves to a life of contemplation, but I realised it was something I just couldn’t do. I needed to find other ways to hear heaven without retiring from the world or joining an order. So I headed off to Cambridge University to read theology with a heart full of hope that I would soon find my way to hear heaven speak to me.

Eternal student

One day, while studying world religions in the old university library at Cambridge, it dawned on me (in a divine moment of illumination) that there is a difference between being religious and being spiritual. I could clearly see that all religions are a path to the divine, and that one religion does not have exclusive access. In other words, you don’t necessarily need to be religious to hear the voice of heaven.

Freed from adherence to one specific religion, my instinct was to learn. I was going to become a spiritual expert. I was going to study all the esoteric arts, learn psychic or mediumistic techniques, and train myself to see and talk to heaven. There had to be a way to do it. I was going to find it.

The results of my energetic and determined quest for a direct experience of the afterlife were unspectacular, often misguided and sometimes ridiculous – as when I found myself attending psychic classes and pretending to see and hear spirits when I really couldn’t, so keen was I to impress. Or when I attended a summer solstice celebration and watched the meditation leader fall asleep during a guided visualisation so monotonous that my eyelids were fighting sleep, too. I didn’t realise it at the time, but in place of my adherence to Christianity I was simply replacing it with a ‘New Age’ identity, and copying gurus and psychics instead of finding what was right for me. Finding my vocation had become an act of will, not heart. Heaven wasn’t going to speak to me until I tuned into and listened to the voice of my heart.

There is nothing wrong with imitation as a starting point, but there will always come a time when the individual (spirit) within you needs recognition, when you need to know who you are and not how you are defined by other people’s expectations or belief systems. There will come a time when you need to trust yourself and move from the stage of belonging, or copying what works for others, to becoming. Of course, trying to copy what works for others is actually much less demanding than being your true self, because when you copy others all the thinking and planning has been done for you. Many of us find being ourselves so hard that we try to run away from it, but taking that easier path will never lead to true spiritual fulfilment. I think this wonderful quote by Rabbi Zusya sums things up so very well: ‘In the coming world, they will not ask me, Why were you not Moses? They will ask me, Why were you not Zusya?’

During all those years spent trying so hard to find rituals, methods and techniques that would help me talk to heaven, I simply wasn’t trusting myself or finding my own way to speak to heaven. It is hardly surprising that – having such a weak spiritual foundation to sustain me – when I reached my late twenties and my mother suddenly died my heart and life crumbled.

Lights in the darkness

I lost two years of my life to the black hole that is depression following the loss of my mother. Depression is terrifying for those who haven’t experienced it. I can only compare the emotional pain to that of a hammer hitting a bruise over and over again. I longed to hear my mother speak to me in spirit, but her silence catapulted me even deeper into despair, if that were possible. I begged and pleaded for her to send me a sign from the other side, but there was nothing. I felt alone and directionless. The disillusionment I felt was deep and profound, especially as my mother had inspired my insatiable appetite for spiritual understanding. She had always taught me that heaven was real, so surely she should send me a sign. Why didn’t she reach out to me? I lost my faith in heaven.

Mercifully, I somehow stumbled through my period of depression, and the passing of time eventually pulled me out of the black hole. As days passed into weeks and months passed into years, I gradually began to see life in colour again, rather than in black and white. I started to dream about my mother. The dreams were vivid and realistic, and in them my mother would do ordinary and everyday things, like tidying my bedroom or making a cup of tea. She never spoke to me in the dreams. I just watched her. The dreams felt so real that I would wake up from them with the feeling that she was still alive, but then within seconds the reality of her passing away would hit me like a brick. The disappointment on waking was harrowing. However, looking back I can see that each time I had a dream about my mother, in the days that followed there would be gentle progress. I would get the urge to do something positive for myself – something simple like having a haircut or going for a walk. Putting together all these simple steps started to make a real difference.

At the time I didn’t think of the dreams as afterlife signs because they were so ordinary and my mother did nothing spectacular in them, and didn’t directly communicate anything of significance, but looking back I can now see they were signs. I simply didn’t recognise them as such because I expected something much more dramatic and spectacular.

The gift of becoming a mother when I was in my early thirties finally shifted my perspective and priorities from darkness to joy, and gradually my days became more about smiles than tears. As depression faded slowly into the background, I also began to lose my burning desire for a direct experience of afterlife communication. Although the search for spiritual meaning in life was still crucial to me, I finally accepted that talking to dead people wasn’t my gift, and that I probably wasn’t going to experience it. I put my passion into researching the phenomenon and, as is so often the case when you let go of something you want so much, it was then that I had the most dramatic and life-changing afterlife experience of my life to date.

Listen to me

My memory of the moment is crystal clear. Driving along in my car, I was heading to a busy junction and intending to turn left. I was getting a bit frustrated that I couldn’t see the road ahead because I was stuck behind a large van for so long that I memorised its number plate. Then, just as I reached the junction, I heard the voice of my departed mother tell me to ‘take the right path’.

My mother’s disembodied voice came from outside my head rather than inside it, and it was so familiar and persuasive that I obeyed without question. It didn’t make sense at all at the time, because heading in the wrong direction made me take a longer route to my destination than was necessary and I missed an appointment. I was frustrated with myself and didn’t understand why I had taken the wrong turn, and wasted a morning driving to an appointment that I then missed. Later, when I switched on the news, I recognised the junction and the van I had been trailing behind for so long, and everything fell into place. The van had been involved in a fatal collision involving a pile-up of several vehicles a few moments after it turned left at the junction. Three people died that day, and one of them could very well have been me if the voice of my mother in spirit had not warned me.

After the shock of seeing the accident on the local news, I thought about the voice I had heard. I still didn’t trust that I had heard heaven. My mother had told me countless times when I was growing up to always take the right path – in the sense that she wanted me to always do the right thing – and I dismissed what I had experienced as a latent memory resurfacing. The coincidence of that memory surfacing moments before the car crash was remarkable – as was the fact that I had blindly obeyed the warning voice – but I still couldn’t bring myself to believe that this was an actual afterlife sign.

Instead, I felt confused, guilty and drained by the thought of all those people dying when it could so easily have been me. I hadn’t actually seriously contemplated my own mortality until that point. Like many young people I had thought I was immortal, but narrowly escaping that accident shook me to the core. I realised for the first time that my life could have been over in seconds and I would never have seen my son again. The thought was terrifying. It all felt so random and meaningless. Why was I still alive while other people had died? Why were three lives snuffed out so senselessly? Why did horrible things happen to good people?

Feeling a headache coming on – as I often did and still do when I ponder the big ‘why’ questions in life – I went to bed, but my sleep was restless and fitful. I woke in the early hours of the morning to find my bedclothes and sheets pulled onto the floor. This was very unusual, as I like to be warm and tucked in at night and it was a cold night. Feeling a chill, I reached for my bedclothes. As I did so a range of emotions clashed inside my heart, ranging from gratitude and guilt to anxiety, about where the people who had died were now and whether they had found peace.

It was then that I heard a voice of a woman. It wasn’t my own voice, or that of my mother or of anyone I knew. I wasn’t afraid, merely curious to discover the source, so I sat up and looked around, but there was nobody there. I was just about to get up to look outside my window to see if there were people outside when I heard the voice again, and it was much louder and clearer. I can’t remember all the words exactly, but it told me that I should not be afraid and that my mother was all right. The last thing the voice said, and I remember it word for word, was, ‘Everything is all right for us three and everything will be all right for you, too.’

Then the voice was gone. It was just a few moments of heaven but it changed my life forever. A feeling of deep knowing and peace filled me. It was a feeling I have never had before or since, and I can only compare it to being wrapped in a warm, soft blanket on a cold winter’s day. Heaven had spoken to me.

I jumped out of bed and pinched myself. I was most definitely awake, and had heard the voice. I had not been dreaming. Turning on the light, I sat at the end of the bed luxuriating in the feeling of peace – the comfort of knowing that everything made sense and was going to be all right. I still don’t know why my life had been spared that day, but I have dedicated my life ever since to making my mother, in spirit, and those three people who died that day, proud.

The way ahead

In the years after the above event, many doubts and fears about whether the voice I had heard was actually from spirit have returned to haunt me, especially when life has dealt me personal blows, but nothing has ever been completely the same again for me from that moment onwards. It was as if heaven had poured a little of itself into me. I was given an understanding beyond words. I knew in my heart that there is an afterlife and that there was a reason why everything happens, even pain and loss. We just can’t understand the ‘whys’ in this life.

Believe me, even though I have had my personal ‘proof’ of heaven, I continue to find injustice and suffering intolerable. I often find myself questioning heaven when I see unexplained cruelty, loss and pain. However, I have come to understand that it is important that we don’t know the reasons why bad things happen to good people in this life, or why loved ones die before we are ready to say goodbye to them. Think about it. We know why a woman screams in pain during childbirth, and are not too concerned because we know her pain will soon give way to the miracle of new life. Just imagine if we knew the reason for all the suffering in the world. We would simply accept it as natural and normal, and would be less likely to offer kindness and empathy, or to go out of our way to find a way to alleviate the suffering of others. That is a world I certainly would not want to live in, so perhaps it is best that we don’t fully understand. Perhaps it is best that the ‘why do bad things happen to good people?’ question remains unanswered.

The way I tend to think about and deal with the problem of suffering now is with the metaphor of a tapestry. This life is the underside, and nothing but messy ends and confusion, but then in heaven you turn it over and see the bigger picture where everything makes sense. Narnia author C.S. Lewis compared suffering to the blows of a hammer when creating a sculpture. The blows hurt but are necessary to create something perfect. These metaphors aren’t perfect or completely satisfactory answers to the problem of suffering and the pain of grief, but they may provide some peace of mind.

As well as helping me to see the light about pain
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