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  THE HEALER




  There was nothing at all remarkable about Agnes Ward, unless being a divorcee at an early age could be classed as remarkable. For the past few years she had lived with her mother and her twelve-year old son, Mathew, in a modest semi-detached house in Chorlton-cum-Hardy, on the outskirts of Manchester, and not too far from Wythenshawe Hospital where she worked as a Theatre Sister.




  It was a fairly normal, balanced existence, albeit somewhat monotonous with its ever-present lack of excitement in her life. Most of her pleasures derived from involving herself in a whole range of Mathew’s activities, including what was now the fortnightly ritual to Old Trafford to see his favourite football team. Occasionally, she and her son would take her mother to dine out at the local Pizzeria, although, to be fair, this was really for Mathew’s benefit. And sometimes, perhaps once a month, she would join the hospital staff binge at one of the local pubs. All in all, a nondescript style of life, that Agnes enjoyed on the whole even without the excitement. All that was to change, however, the morning she woke up to discover a lump in her right breast. It was a discovery that was to alter her life forever.




  CHAPTER TWO




  She was experienced enough as a nurse to realise this wasn’t something she could afford to take lightly. So later that day she made an appointment to see Edward Donaldson, the Hospital Oncologist, the following week.




  It was a tense and worrying time for Agnes, made worse by her decision not to inform her family of her problem. On more than one occasion her mother asked what was bothering her; she explained it away as tiredness after working the late shifts at the hospital, which seemed to satisfy her.




  Finally her appointment arrived and Mister Donaldson immediately arranged for her to undergo a whole battery of diagnostic tests, including screening, blood tests, and a biopsy of the sample he removed from her breast under a local anaesthetic. It was to be a further three days before he could form an opinion, and as she had both expected and dreaded, the news wasn’t good.




  “I’m sorry, Agnes,” he said, clutching the results of her tests in his hand. “As you suspected, it is malignant, and I’m afraid the cancer might already be spreading.” He looked at her with concern. “I recommend immediate surgery – a mastectomy. If you’re agreeable we can make the arrangements now, whilst you’re in the office, and I can probably fit you in within a couple of days.




  “I am truly sorry, my dear. This must be the last thing you wanted to hear. But if we move quickly I’m pretty confident we can arrest it.”




  “But if you can’t cure it? Is that what you’re saying, Edward.” Agnes asked in a troubled voice.




  He reached across the desk and took her hand in his, shaking his head at the same time. “You wouldn’t want me to lie to you, Agnes, would you?”




  When she nodded, he continued, “I’m going to do everything possible to clear you of this disease, but what I can’t promise is that we’ll be able to remove all of the cancer. That will depend on its spread, and I won’t know the full extent of that until I operate. But you mustn’t lose hope, my dear. Even if a residue of the disease remains I’m still pretty confident we can beat it with some intensive chemotherapy.”




  Agnes rubbed her eyes, in an effort to prevent the tears. She said nothing for a few minutes, trying to compose herself, and then she said, “Thank you, Edward. I have the utmost faith in you – I know you’ll do everything in your power to help me.”




  CHAPTER THREE




  Two days later Agnes paid off the taxi at the door of the hospital, collected her overnight bag, and then, breathing a heavy sigh, walked through the automatic doors to check herself in - for the first time in her life - as a patient. Agnes had worked at the hospital for the last eleven years, five of those as theatre sister. She had returned to work not long after the birth of Mathew, her twelve-year old son and only shortly before her divorce from her alcoholic and brutal husband. Today, she was feeling every one of her thirty-seven years. Her fair hair had a dishevelled, almost decayed appearance this morning, as if she had abandoned any attempt to control it; unfortunately, it didn’t help that she also had the kind of skin that made her look older. She was not particularly attractive either, at least not as far as the opposite sex was concerned, being a little on the heavy side, but she more than made up for that imperfection with a cheerful disposition and a sense of humour that endeared her to both friends and colleagues alike.




  Aside from the divorce, which was probably the most traumatic experience of her life, Agnes had always regarded her existence as ordinary if not uneventful. She had also felt herself to be pretty healthy, and discovering the lump on her breast had come about after what was more of a routine examination than experiencing any symptoms.




  Trying to explain the situation to her mother was difficult enough; explaining it to her son, was just too much to bear. How can you expect a twelve-year to understand that his mother is seriously ill and may die? Particularly when she looks fit and healthy. The answer, Agnes discovered, is that you can’t. Instead you tell him the permitted parental white lie that you are going away for a little while on a training course, and hopefully deal with the problem of convalescence as and when it arises.




  Full of anxiety and trepidation, she walked along the hospital corridors, up in the lift to the third floor surgical ward, feeling like a complete stranger and not someone who had been part of the clinical scene for all these years. The staff was exceptionally kind to her, as Agnes knew they would be, placing her in a private room off the main ward. The ward sister, Carol Shipley, who she knew very well as a friend, stopped short of excessive sympathy, instead trying to keep her mind cheerfully occupied with hospital gossip. Even so, it was fairly obvious, albeit unintentional, that there was something of the ‘ I’m glad it isn’t me’ syndrome about all of the female nurses.




  Edward Donaldson, the surgeon who would carry out the procedure the following morning, visited her that evening. Like most surgeons he was a compassionate man, and although he took Agnes gently through every stage of the operation, it was equally obvious he was having a difficult time. Agnes was one of his theatre staff and although the experience was painful he did his best to reassure her. When he was finished an uncomfortable silence followed before Agnes said: “Please, Edward, you’re not going to say it, are you?”




  He smiled. “If you mean that platitude about being in Good Hands, no, my dear, I wouldn’t dream of patronising you.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I will tell you though, Agnes, that I do have a reputation of being fairly competent. And I will have Peter Davidson assisting me in the morning, - he’s coming over from Christies especially for this. So you are going to have the very best team looking after you.”




  Agnes gripped his arm and smiling, said. “I trust you, Edward.”




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Before she succumbed to the black density of the anaesthetic Agnes said another little prayer, asking her Maker to watch over Mathew for her. It never occurred to her to pray for herself.




  It must have been some time later, she had no way of knowing exactly how long, when she found herself floating above the operating table watching with interest at the frantic proceedings taking place beneath her. Masked figures in pale blue gowns seemed to be scrambling in a state of panic around her body. She was conscious of a great deal of noise; people were shouting whilst someone, the visiting surgeon she presumed, was calmly informing the medical team: “Come on, everyone, we’re losing her,” before she felt the pull of being lifted ever upwards.




  The next thing she was aware of was entering a long dark tunnel and moving slowly towards a dim light at the end, at the same time clearly remembering she had heard stories similar to this experience from patients after recovering from surgery. The doctors had explained that whilst it was a strange phenomenon it was not uncommon and certainly not mystical. Evidently it affected only an isolated number of patients and was caused by a massive surge of adrenaline, coupled to the release of endorphins, as a reaction to the anaesthetic and the invasive procedure. It was the body’s way of protecting itself from the physical violation.




  As she drifted along the tunnel towards the ever-brightening light, Agnes was very clear in her mind that this was nothing more than an enjoyable dreamlike state induced by a scalpel rather than Heavenly Angels. She smiled at the clarity of her thinking and decided she would simply try to relax and savour the experience. It was actually quite an exhilarating sensation, floating weightlessly through space like an astronaut, something she had never encountered before, and assumed it must be similar to the ‘Hit’ drug users felt after an ecstasy trip.’




  She allowed the gravitational pull eventually to draw her through into the light, quite excited at what the remainder of her journey might have in store, when, suddenly, totally unexpectedly, she was consumed with the most wonderful feeling of peace and warmth. It surrounded then enveloped her with a veil of protective love that brought back memories of her childhood and the way her mother used to make her feel whenever she was frightened or in pain.




  The beauty of the place itself virtually defied description; it was a plethora of magnificent colours, with exotic flowers of every variety filling the very air with their fragrance. Velvety green meadows wandered gracefully down to a silvery stream, which meandered gently past water lilies and under the overhanging branches of restful willow trees. It brought to Agnes’ mind the words from that lovely psalm: “He leadeth me beside quiet waters, His rod and his staff shall comfort me,” regretting she was unable to recall all of the words. She found herself drifting towards the stream where she removed her shoes – at the same time puzzling as to why she should be wearing shoes in the operating theatre - and settled by the bank drinking in the atmosphere.




  For an instance she felt tempted to question the doctors theory of adrenaline, or endorphins, whichever of the two was the cause, thinking that if this were some kind of hallucinatory trip it certainly was very realistic. Then, on the other hand, if it wasn’t that what else could it possibly be? Perhaps I’m dead, she speculated with amusement, and this place is a sort of deserted Paradise. Without question, she told herself, I seem to be completely alone here. Despite that she had no desire whatsoever to leave this garden of Utopia.




  “Hello, Agnes,” she heard someone whisper. She turned towards the sound and saw the outline of a figure bathed in light, almost as if she were seeing a light within a light it was so dazzling. She shaded her eyes in an attempt to see more clearly.




  “Hello, yourself,” she replied, not the least afraid of this new phenomenon. “Do you come with the adrenaline, or are you an extra bonus?”




  “I’m here to meet you, Agnes, and I don’t know much about adrenaline! My name is Joseph, I’m one of the Guardians,”- he gestured with a hand –“Of this special place.”




  “Does that mean I’m dead?” Agnes asked.




  This time there was a definite smile from the entity, which cascaded over Agnes filling her with a sense of total reassurance.




  “At present you’re temporarily suspended,” he informed her, somewhat matter of fact, Agnes thought. “You’re neither one thing nor the other, if you understand my meaning.”




  Agnes looked at the figure in puzzlement. “I’m not at all sure I do understand your meaning,” she confessed. “Actually I find this all very confusing. I mean, if you were not a figment of my imagination, then would you mind telling me just who the hell you are? And what am I doing here? Don’t misunderstand me,” she added hastily, “this is a lovely place, and I’m really grateful for the excursion, but I would appreciate it more if I knew what was going on. Can you understand that?”




  “Well, Agnes, the first thing I will tell you is that I am not a figment of your imagination. I am what you might refer to in your life as an Angel – of course I’m not really, I merely use this expression to help you to understand. But if you prefer to think of me as that, that’s perfectly all right. And I was instructed to meet you here for a specific purpose.”




  “I still don’t understand,” she said her mouth automatically opening at the oblique reference to some kind of unspecified purpose. “What possible reason could anyone have for bringing me here – against my will, I might add, - and sending an Angel to meet me? It’s … well; it’s just too crazy for words. And I have to tell you I really am not into religion, if that’s what you’re trying to sell me.”




  “Agnes, please, we don’t have long. If we don’t move quickly you’ll miss your schedule. You will simply have to trust me. Can you do that?”




  “I suppose. But I would like you to take note of my objection.”




  Joseph smiled again with genuine humour. “Of course. Now, please take my hands, we must hurry. That’s it,” he said as Agnes placed her hands in his. “Now, close your eyes and just let it happen.”




  She felt a sudden surge of energy flowing through her body, as if the light from Joseph was penetrating her. “What exactly is this special purpose?” she managed to enquire, as the current grew ever stronger.




  “There’s no point in explaining that to you, Agnes, not here anyway. By the time you arrive back to your reality you will recall little or nothing of what has happened. But as I said, please, trust me. It will all become clear to you when the time is right.”




  Agnes then felt herself fading until she found herself once again in the tunnel, but this time retreating from the light. Then blackness once more.




  She learned later that she had inadvertently created something of a drama in the operating theatre. Evidently, due to the spread of the disease, Mister Donaldson was forced to remove a section of her left lung, which in turn had reacted adversely on her heart, causing it to arrest. It was only after an injection of adrenaline directly into the muscle of the heart, along with cardiac massage and defibrillation, they were able to bring her back.




  She remained in the hospital for almost two weeks before being cleared for discharge; even Mathew could not be persuaded his mother was away on some junket, so he had to be told. His immediate reaction was one of dismay at her plight, but no mention was made of her reluctance to put him in the picture.




  CHAPTER FIVE




  But it was six long months before Agnes was passed fit to return to work. Between then and the operation she endured the punishing side effects of chemotherapy, including the loss of most of her hair, and the accompanying discomfort of loss of appetite, regular vomiting and insomnia. She had also had to bear constant nagging from her mother; whatever Agnes seemed to do it was always wrong in her mother’s eyes and was bound to delay her recovery if not prevent it!




  The one shining light throughout her suffering had been Mathew, her son. If he had any criticism of her decision not to put him in the picture at the time, it remained unspoken; on the contrary, he was a tower of strength who supported and helped his mother in every way possible. Whenever Agnes needed anything he was there for her; her constant complaint after the surgery was of feeling the cold, and it was Mathew who brought her blankets and wrapped them around her. And it was her son who tried to get her to eat something, insisting, quite rightly, that without nourishment she would never get better. He cajoled her, even bullied her at times, to ensure she rested, and she really didn’t know what she would have done without him.




  Agnes vowed that never again would she treat him as a child: her son had become quite the young man following her illness and she was terribly proud of him.




  So, here she was, six months on, minus her left breast and part of a lung, still without appetite and feeling like nothing on earth, starting a convalescing flexi-system designed by the Hospital Administrator to ease her slowly and gently back into full-time employment as a nurse. It would still be some time before she would be able to take up her duties again in the Operating Theatre, and as a short-term measure the Administrator had suggested an assignment in the children’s ward.




  The experience Agnes had been through during her operation, including the out of body phenomenon and her meeting with Joseph, had all but faded into distant memory. There was a kind of residual haunting at the back of her mind, but no matter how hard she tried she was unable grasp any sense of clarity. Even today, six months after the actual event, it continued to niggle her, almost as if she were being challenged to recall the incident, but to no avail. The resonance was ever elusive, tantalisingly beyond her reach.




  She shrugged philosophically, changed into her uniform in the locker room, and presented herself to Sister Kathy Murphy in the children’s ward, who welcomed Agnes with the warmest of Irish smiles followed by an affectionate hug. Sister Murphy, fair-haired, blue eyed, and thickening around the waist through middle age, was genuinely delighted at her return.




  “Agnes,” she exclaimed, “it is so good to see you again, you have no idea how we’ve worried about you.” Then she frowned. “Are you sure you’re up to coming back to work? You still look awfully pale.” She rubbed Agnes’s hands briskly. “And you’re cold – terribly cold. Your mother kept us in the picture, as did Mr. Donaldson; he’s a dear, isn’t he? But sure, though, it isn’t the same as seeing you in the….”




  “Kath,” Agnes interrupted, laughing. “It really is wonderful to be back. And I’m so grateful for all the cards and good wishes; you have no idea of just how much it all meant and just how much support it gave me.”




  But,” she took hold Sister Murphy’s hands, “hopefully it’s all over and I can get back to some kind of normality. That’s been the hardest part, you know, not knowing whether or not I could ever lead a normal life again; actually, not even knowing whether I would have any kind of life. Edward Donaldson never missed an opportunity to tell me how lucky I’ve been. Now,” she went on, quickly changing the subject, “Where do you want me start?”




  “Dear Agnes, will you listen to yourself now? Please, you have to learn first how to slow down. This is a fairly relaxed ward - these are the most darling little patients and I just know you’re going to love it here – unlike some of those we hear about upstairs.” She pointed towards the ceiling with an upturned finger. “But before you do anything, first we have Murphy’s Law!”




  “I know,” Agnes laughed again, “coffee, right?”




  “Coffee, and say hello to the rest of the team. And you can give those hands of yours a good warming.”




  A little later, after meeting the two other staff nurses on the ward, Carol and Tina, Sister Murphy introduced Agnes to her young charges on the ward. There were ten patients in all ranging from a five -year boy with his right leg in a plaster cast who was busily playing with a sports game, to a very sick nine-year old girl with encephalitis. Donna, the little girl in a coma, was screened off from the other patients with a pull- round curtain; her parents rotated a round-the-clock vigil over their unconscious daughter. Kath quietly explained to Agnes it was almost certain the diagnosis would be meningitis. Donna had been brought into hospital two days earlier suffering from nausea and fever, and had very quickly slipped into a coma: the prognosis didn’t look too hopeful.




  “Will they be able to do anything for her?” Agnes asked anxiously. “She looks so poorly.”




  “I don’t think so. It’s all but positive that it’s viral. All we can do is wait and pray she comes through it.” Kath shrugged in resignation: “And as you well know, Agnes, even if the poor girl does pull through, it’s likely she’ll have severe brain damage. God and His mysterious ways!” she said angrily. “Why doesn’t He pick on someone his own size?”




  The rest of the day passed quickly for Agnes, changing dressings, dealing with bedpans and all the other tasks that make up nursing, including spending time with the young patients trying to impart a sense of cheerfulness she didn’t always feel. Finally, totally drained and exhausted, she said goodbye to the staff, looking forward to a long hot bath and then putting her feet up for the evening.




  Surprisingly her mother was very considerate when Agnes arrived home that day. A hot meal was waiting for her and she was fussed over more than when she was truly convalescing. She found herself picking at the food –for some reason her appetite hadn’t returned since the operation; sometimes she felt that if she never ate again it would be perfectly okay. But she did enjoy the hot bath -it felt so luxurious she all but fell asleep. And on this occasion she gave in willingly to her mother’s nagging and turned in for an early night.




  CHAPTER SIX




  It was a warm, muggy night and Agnes felt herself tossing and turning uncomfortably. Also, she wearily told herself the next morning, she must have been worrying about the young girl with meningitis because she dreamed she had returned to the hospital during the night and visited Donna on the children’s ward. It was one of those realistic dreams that happen from time to time, so much so she could clearly remember speaking to the child’s mother and telling her not to worry about her daughter as she laid her hands on Donna’s forehead and whispered softly to her that she was going to be alright.




  Agnes awoke the next morning feeling totally debilitated, almost as if she had never been to sleep. She had to force herself out of bed and into the shower before any feeling of normality returned. She had a quick breakfast, ignoring her mother’s pleas that she should go back to bed, and arrived at the hospital still in a dreamlike state.




  Sister Murphy, and the other nurses, gave her some peculiar looks as she checked into the nurses’ station on the children’s ward.




  “What?” Agnes asked. “Have I done something wrong? You’re all looking at me as if I’ve just escaped from the psychiatric ward!”




  “You tell us, Agnes,” Kath said. “You’re the ghostly visitor in the night. We’re all hoping you’ll explain these mystical powers you seem to have acquired.”




  “You’d better tell me what, exactly, is going on, because I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. What mystical powers? And what is this ghost in the night business?”




  The Sister gave a sceptical grunt. “Surely, you’re not going to deny it, are you? Or perhaps it’s Donna’s mother who’s been having the hallucinations.”




  “Kath, please,” Agnes pleaded, “why don’t we assume I’m telling the truth, and I really don’t know what on earth you’re all talking about?”




  This time Kath let out a sigh of frustration. “All right, me dear, if you insist. Well, when we arrived this morning Doctor Phillips was with Donna’s mother – evidently she had had him called during the night, so naturally he presumed the child had taken a turn for the worse. You can imagine his surprise, can’t you, when he saw Donna sitting up in bed, smiling, and the picture of positive health.”




  “Well that’s wonderful,” Agnes explained. “So what’s the problem? And where do I fit in?”




  “Now why did I have a feeling this wasn’t going to be easy,” Kath said, a half-smile on her face “The rest of the story, Agnes, is that Mrs. Sumner, Donna’s mother, told Doctor Phillips that you had visited them in the middle of the night. Somehow, and don’t be asking me how, you did something to her daughter with your hands, then told her the child she would be fine. And, whatever it was you did, it obviously worked because a couple of hours later Donna sat up and asked for something to eat.




  “Doctor Phillips naturally checked her out but could find nothing wrong with her- no headache, no fever, nothing. She was perfectly normal in fact. Mrs. Sumner is convinced you, Agnes, are the mystical entity who accomplished this. Are you saying she made all this up? I mean, it’s one thing to hallucinate, but you can’t escape the fact her daughter is cured, suddenly and mysteriously, can you?”




  Agnes felt the colour draining from her face as the story unfolded. Good God, she thought, just what the hell is going on? It was a dream. That’s all it was, a dream. And yet the way Kathy Murphy was describing it was exactly the way it had happened. There must be some other sort of explanation, she told herself. These kinds of things do not happen in real life!




  After what seemed to be an interminable silence Agnes managed at last to say, persuasively she hoped, “This is absolutely ridiculous. In fact it’s probably the most ridiculous story I’ve ever heard. And what makes it even more laughable, my dear Kath, is you actually believe it! Do you really think I somehow acquired metaphysical powers – that only work in the dead of night mind you, - then was able to manifest myself in front of Donna’s mother like an apparition and miraculously heal her daughter? This is too bizarre for words!”




  Sister Murphy blushed somewhat embarrassingly at Agnes’s commonsensical response. “Well,” she spluttered, “I suppose if you put it like that, me dear, it does seem a trifle incredulous. But Mrs. Sumner is absolutely convinced it was you who appeared at her daughter’s bedside last night, Agnes. How do you explain that?”




  Agnes adopted an air of indignation. “I don’t have to explain anything,” she insisted. “It’s obvious the poor woman is distraught at the child’s illness; she’s had little or no sleep for the past three nights, and, out of her desire for a miraculous recovery, her mind invented my manifestation.”




  “And do you think it was her mind also that cured Donna? Look at the child, Agnes, it’s as if there was never anything wrong with her. Don’t you find that, well, just a little esoteric?”




  “Kath,” Agnes said forcing a smile, “I really don’t wish to appear cruel, but don’t you think your catholic upbringing might be surfacing here? I mean, how many children have you treated over the years that have made sudden and apparently miraculous cures? Most of which there has been no explanation. No,” she held out a hand to stop the reply, “don’t answer that. Just tell me what Dr. Phillips has to say about it. Does he believe Mrs. Sumner?”




  Kathy looked towards the two other nurses for support; when she saw there was none forthcoming she decided on a hasty retreat. “I suppose you’re right,” she sighed. “Of course Dr. Phillips doesn’t accept the story. Even so, it’s all very odd, and you’ll have to be having a word with the woman, you know, she genuinely believes you’re some kind of an Angel.” She shrugged, a kind of final gesture of defeat, then said, businesslike, “Right, come on gang, we have patients to look after. Let’s get back to reality.”




  Inwardly Agnes breathed a long sigh of relief, grateful she had somehow managed to talk her way out of it. It didn’t change the truth, though, did it? She asked herself. No matter how she tried to rationalise it she couldn’t explain away the relationship between her dream last night- a vivid and realistic dream too, she recalled - and the events described by the child’s mother. It had been a tremendous shock for Agnes, and she felt she needed time to think about it and see if she could come up with a more sensible interpretation. The amazing thing to her at this precise moment was just how well she had managed to cope with it in front of the nurses. She hoped she could achieve the same with Mrs. Sumner.




  In fact the meeting with Donna’s mother turned out much better than she expected. The poor woman was so overcome with relief at her daughter’s recovery it was all she could do to string two sentences together. She tried to thank Agnes, as she and Donna were checking-out from the hospital, but failed miserably, and in the end threw her arms around her in a silent hug. Agnes thought it wiser to say nothing, which served only to reduce Mrs. Sumner to tears. The nurses, on the other hand, regarded the whole incident with some amusement, adding credibility to her explanation.




  The matter didn’t end there, however. Either Mrs. Sumner, or possibly someone from the hospital, had contacted the local press about her daughter’s ‘miracle cure’. Fortunately for Agnes, no mention was made about the nocturnal visit and the story concentrated almost entirely around the wonders of modern medicine.




  That night Agnes was nowhere as keen to retire as the previous evening. The truth was she frightened to death the experience with young Donna would be repeated; it wasn’t so much the phenomenon itself that scared her as the realisation she would never get away with it a second time as far as Sister Murphy was concerned. So, insofar as she was able, she resisted sleep, until the next thing she knew it was morning and she had spent a completely dreamless night. She awoke with a sense of overwhelming relief; the very last thing she needed after all she had been through with her illness was to have to exist in some mystical world over which she had absolutely no control.




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  The following weeks passed uneventfully as she settled back into the daily routine of work. No further mention was made by the staff of the incident with Donna, and gradually it faded into the background. At night she slept soundly with no esoteric dreams.




  However, her tranquil life was suddenly interrupted one night, some weeks after the experience with young Donna. Agnes found herself - in her dream - returning once again to the hospital. Try as she did she was quite unable to resist the pull. It was as if she was being drawn along by a gentle but insistent wind, not at all unpleasant but scary nevertheless, until she was deposited in the intensive care ward at the bedside of what was obviously a dying patient. Agnes didn’t even hesitate; she placed her hands either side of the man’s head and allowed the energy to flow from her like a natural current of electricity. The man moaned softly once or twice, gave her a grateful smile, and then drifted off again. This time she was fortunate, no one in the unit saw her, whilst the patient himself was hardly conscious enough to recall the incident.




  The next morning Agnes experienced the same feeling of exhaustion as she had with Donna, the difference being she was now aware of the cause. Also, for reasons she couldn’t explain, she had no sense of fear. She shook off the sensation of tiredness over breakfast then hastily made her way to the hospital to furtively check on her patient. Her enquiries revealed he was an elderly man, who evidently had been due for a routine heart by-pass operation, until it was discovered during surgery that the damage suffered by two previous heart attacks was far greater than at first thought. His only hope now was for a transplant, but it was not expected he would survive long enough to qualify. Now, miraculously, he had recovered, not only that but a further angiogram this morning showed his heart to be perfectly normal. Already he had been moved from intensive care and on to the main surgical ward, where, it was expected he would be discharged in a few days.




  It was the talk of the hospital, and whilst Agnes was treated to the odd peculiar look from Sister Murphy, nothing was actually said to her. She decided she would keep her counsel.




  That didn’t prevent the whole episode from having an unsettling effect on her. She found herself repeatedly looking over her shoulder, both at work and in the street, fearful that someone, or something, was either watching her or even following her. The whole thing was beginning to spook her. She found herself nervous about going to bed at night in case the experience repeated itself, - albeit against her will – and when she did eventually settle down it was into a fitful sleep where her body was tense and unable to relax. As a result Agnes became more and more exhausted. Getting up in a morning was a chore that required an ever- increasing amount of effort. She thought about visiting her local doctor, but hesitated at the thought of trying to medically explain her symptoms to him. In fact, the more she thought about that particular avenue the more likely it was that her doctor would refer her to a psychiatrist.




  There was no one she could talk to about her experiences and her fears. Her mother wasn’t very helpful – she had decided that Agnes was overdoing things at the hospital and needed a holiday. Mathew was the only one to show his concern by repeatedly offering to do things for her and generally fussing over her. On more than one occasion he asked his mother if she was feeling all right, and Agnes found herself reacting irritably at what she felt was an intrusion.




  “I’m worried about you, mum,” her son responded. “You look tired all the time as if you’re not well.”




  Agnes blinked her eyes a couple of times before saying anything. “I’m sorry, Mathew, I shouldn’t have snapped at you. But you’re right, I am tired, I’m just not sleeping well at the moment.”




  “Why don’t you try gran’s sleeping pills? They seem to work for her.”




  Agnes smiled at the suggestion. The trouble with taking sleeping pills is that it was so easy to either become dependent, or even addicted, to them. “I don’t think that’s the answer, young man. Anyway, you should never take medicines prescribed for other people. It can be very dangerous.”




  “So why don’t you see the doctor?” he challenged her.




  “Because … because, well, I’m not ill, Mathew. I’m just not sleeping very well. I’ll get over it, though, don’t worry, it’s only a matter of time.” She squeezed his arm in reassurance. “You’ll have to be patient with your old mum, won’t you?”




  Mathew’s anxieties seemed to have a beneficial effect on Agnes, because of their talk she began to relax more and her sleeping pattern returned more or less to normal.




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  But it wasn’t to last. Just when she’d convinced herself that her life was back to its old boring routine, she found herself, one restless night, in a strange nursing home at the bedside of a very old lady. She must be in her late-eighties, she thought, and questioned why she was here and what it was she was supposed to accomplish? It was obvious the old lady was dying and it just didn’t seem fair to Agnes that she should be revived: she was simply too old.




  Her eyes opened and she caught a glimpse of Agnes standing beside her. She attempted a smile but all that happened was she produced a moan of intense pain. Agnes could see it clearly in her eyes; the poor woman was suffering terribly. She knew then what she had to do. She leaned over the bed and placed her hands at the sides of her face until she felt the heat flowing from her. After a little while the old lady breathed a sigh and said: “God bless you, my dear. I’m all right now; the pain has disappeared completely. He told me you would come.”




  Agnes felt a shiver run through her but said nothing. The truth was she could think of nothing appropriate to say. Before leaving she was able to check the name of the nursing home, and for a few days afterwards she enquired after Mrs. Simpson, the name of the lady concerned, to be told she was sleeping peacefully and without pain. On the third day they informed her that Mrs. Simpson had died in her sleep.
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