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    ‘This life. What a shining thing. It is enough.’
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    Something epic


    ‘There is something bigger than us out there, guys.’


    You are going to hear this time and time again in this book.


    ‘There is something bigger than us out there.’


    ‘There is something bigger than us out there?’


    It is both a statement and a question.


    There must be something bigger, right? I mean, what would be the point of all this otherwise? Would it mean that life is just a flash in the pan? A brief moment of animation? There must be something else. A bigger journey? Life after life? Something longer and more significant than a mere few decades in a human body?


    This is the question we have been exploring as human beings, well, almost forever. It is the great question of this age, and almost every age before it. What happens after I die? But also, what is far greater than me and how can I connect with that higher power? Chances are, if you’ve bought this book, you are making that search, or are at least interested in it. Religion has grappled with it. Philosophers have wrestled with it. Science has investigated it. Researchers have tackled it. Medicine has confronted it. Netflix is grappling with it.


    We are a new generation in an age-old quest to understand life and death. It is a search that moves out of the structures of religions and has transcended culture and time. We may just have better tools than before. Access to these secrets and the great mysteries of the universe and life itself was long the domain of priests, sages, mystics and healers. But ordinary people are increasingly taking it into their own hands and finding new technologies and ways to accelerate access to these secrets – or at least to peer into them.


    Global trends are showing there is an ever-deepening need for meaning and connection to that bigger thing. Over the past few decades, there has been a move in many spiritual seekers towards ancient healing traditions as they search for more understanding of the great mystery of life – so much so that The Economist has named shamanism the UK’s fastest-growing religion. Sure, it is by no means the largest, and it is not actually a religion at all, but the interest in it is noteworthy. We are looking to peer through the curtain and see what is on the other side, and we are not waiting until we die to do it.


    One increasingly popular way to catch a glimpse is by using psychedelic drugs and plants. It is, in fact, an ancient way. Most people are not travelling to the Amazon or Gabon to do this; they are often doing it online or at a retreat or journey. In researching this book I walked into a few suburban living rooms with mattresses lying side by side ready to receive a group for a plant ceremony. What may long ago have taken place in a forest, or under the darkness of an ancient sky, is now happening in clinics and doctors’ rooms to treat a host of psychiatric issues.


    There are ever-increasing droves of people signing up for ancient healing rituals, all under the guidance of a neo-shaman or spiritual healer. Many are virtual, others are in person. Some are led by social media shamans who run ceremonies and workshops, and social media has most certainly contributed to the rapid rise in interest. Mindvalley, for example, is one of the largest online learning schools, with over ten million students enrolled in its courses. It offers modules on how to enter an altered state of consciousness and teaches lucid dreaming, shamanic meditations and ‘how to access superhuman abilities’.


    In some way, these rituals and ceremonies are the rising new churches and doctrines of this generation. We are looking for answers, or healing, or perhaps we are doing it for fun, to experience something we cannot access in our waking lives.


    Africa is one of the few places left in which indigenous belief systems are still widely practised. For centuries, it was common for the larger organised religions to speak of African spirituality as ‘tribal superstition’ or dismiss it as ignorant. So, it is an interesting move that these older ways are being rediscovered and taught as techniques of wisdom and ways to connect to the spiritual world.


    This book looks at whether there is something big out there beyond life and death, and even between them. The enduring question is, what? And can we come to know this before we die? Can we peer over the fence into what lies on the other side? What is the way of some cultures of understanding and working with this unseen world? The book sets out to explore this idea in a particular way – through speaking to people in Southern Africa who have journeyed into death by having a near-death experience (NDE) or who have a unique gift of being able to see across the divide between the seen and unseen worlds. NDEs may be the bridge between mysticism and science. So, this book tells the stories of those who have moved into death, and of those who can communicate with other realms.


    This book is not a single answer to these questions but a discussion about various answers, which are particular to Africa. It is a way of allowing people who have travelled beyond the physical to tell their own story and explain their methodology. You are going to read stories about escaping death, visits to the afterlife, mediums, spirit channels and plant trips. The stories, plants and people are from Africa.


    You will find:


    •Personal accounts of NDEs from people in Southern Africa who have crossed over into a clinical death and come back, or people who have neared a death state and had a vision that goes beyond life as we know it.


    •Stories about out-of-body experiences (OBEs) in which people received a clear message, epiphany, vision or path to follow.


    •Personal accounts of the trance state of sangomas, diviners and herbalists, and how this leads them to cross into spirit worlds or speak to ancestors.


    •Information about plant medicine and how it can help us cross the divide between the seen and unseen worlds.


    •Secrets of psychics and mediums who can communicate with the other worlds using channelling or guides.


    •A journey with a Bwiti shaman who takes seekers on iboga plant medicine to journey with the God of the Dead.


    What is clear is that you are not reading this book to get a scientific or psychiatric unpacking of near death. This is not an attempt to prove or disprove anything about it. Science has done a better job than I can in hundreds of rigorous research studies and papers on it. What you are going to find is a uniquely Southern African view of it.


    I am strangely and uniquely qualified to explore and unpack this particular conversation as I have been there – to the ‘other side’. It wasn’t just a glimpse, either; it was a long and protracted NDE journey that took place while I was in an 18-day coma. This is a story I have spoken about at talks, conferences and events since it happened in 2012. It took me years to talk about it, and a decade to write a book about it.


    So, this gathering of stories is not simply an anthropological research project. I had a keen special interest in these stories, and wanted to learn more about my own experience back when it happened in 2012. I went looking for stories from South Africa that touched on what had happened to me. But turns out I couldn’t find them. Sure, there are many books on NDE from a Western perspective; the body of work is vast and growing. But nothing from Africa aside from YouTube, rumour and anecdote. There was only one story I found at that time; you will read it later in the book.


    A few years later, I again set out to find the stories. Things were easier as by then I was working extensively with writers as my main career is as a book writing coach. This was an obvious channel for me to explore. I started off five years ago gathering stories from people who had been in a coma and I put out a call through my network for people who had been in extended comas to share their stories with me. Over the course of three years, I gathered only three from Southern Africa.


    Things changed again in 2022 after my last book was released. My focus turned back to near death. This wasn’t intentional, and the book was about a lot more than that. But it was the NDE that struck and captivated readers. As the story of the book spread, people found me – and sent me their stories. Many called, emailed or messaged me over social media platforms or told me their stories over coffee. In this book I’ve kept to the exceptional ones, the ones that left a mark on both me and the experiencer.


    It has also required a lot of personal experience to ask the questions and look for answers. Sometimes the answers have to be lived as well as found, not unlike the way Michael Pollan did his own personal experiments with psychedelic drugs like LSD and psilocybin, which led to his book (and subsequent documentary) How to Change your Mind.


    So, the journey we are going to go on in this book is not strictly objective, but it is no less rigorous as I lean into my two-decade-long career as a journalist. The kind of journalism you will find here is not going to be Time magazine journalism; it is more in the immersive journalistic style of Pollan, Truman Capote, Ruby Wax, or BBC reporter Louis Theroux. This kind of story requires someone who is both inside the journey and watching it from the outside and reporting on it. I think my first newspaper editor and mentor would turn in his grave to read this. We were drilled on the rules and ethics of quality journalism, and that was ‘to keep the personal out of it’. The esteemed Padraic Fallon, one of the great pioneers of financial journalism, gave me my break as a financial journalist in his flagship publication Euromoney on Fleet Street in 1997. He was a stickler for verified facts. ‘Verify. Check. Verify,’ was his mantra as he read over my copy.


    But newspaper hard journalism is a long way away from a book. There are no fewer facts in this book – they are just wrapped in strange stories.
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    I’ve done my own deep research into near death. It was just that the research was unexpected, unwanted and supremely badly timed. It happened in 2012 when, at the age of 36, I got flu. It feels ridiculously small a word to contain the devastation it caused, so let’s use its full name. Influenza. But even that does not convey the magnitude of the destruction it wreaked on so many lives.


    Within 48 hours I was in ICU and was put on life support. I was to stay in an induced coma for three weeks while my body was intubated and motionless on a bed as the virus moved from flu into an undiagnosed lung condition. What was happening to my body was one thing as it lay kept alive by a snake-like embrace of tubes and pipes and machines. A totally different thing was happening to my spirit or soul. During the entire process I had an extended NDE in which I gradually travelled further and further away from my body and into other realms and worlds.


    The story gets even more surreal and inexplicable because, at the very same time that I was fighting for my life, my husband was dying too. It was just that his death was expected as he was losing a four-year fight against brain cancer. He was slipping in and out of consciousness just ten kilometres down the road while I was in a coma. A big part of my NDE and soul journey was saying goodbye to him – in a different dimension.


    At one point during the 18 days, I stopped breathing. It was 24 minutes before I was put back on the breathing machines and resuscitated.


    The coma and the longer journey are detailed in my book Love and Above: A Journey Through Shamanism, Coma and Joy. But I will expand on my coma in the next chapter and take you through the stages – or ‘worlds’, as I called them – of my travels during the NDE. I am also going to explain why ‘shamanism’ was used in the title, and why it is so useful a word in the broader discussion of death.
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    When I woke up from the coma in late 2012, the topic of near death was on everybody’s lips. This was due to an American neuroscientist who had published a book called Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife. Nobody had heard his name before, but that year the name Dr Eben Alexander was everywhere. The book raced to the top of The New York Times bestseller list and the scientist was being interviewed across mainstream media.


    The story was truly extraordinary, mainly because he was a top neuroscientist. Alexander had been in an induced coma for seven days after getting a rare viral meningoencephalitis and collapsing at home. The event had happened four years before the book came out. In the book he carefully details the entire medical event, but most importantly his experience of what he calls ‘a rich spiritual odyssey that completely defies any conventional scientific understanding’.


    Before Alexander, a lot of people had written about NDEs – but he was a scientist. I repeat – a neurosurgeon! This wasn’t some random nutter with faith and a stroke of luck writing about a crazy trip.


    This was a BIG DEAL. Imagine being a neuroscientist and knowing what was happening to you clinically, but also having a mystical experience. His account of his own medical condition, his journey to heaven and the book itself were all groundbreaking in the already vast but contested field of study.


    Western NDEs are the ones most studied and recorded and most tell of the sensation of floating up; spending time in a beautiful, otherworldly realm; meeting spiritual beings and a loving presence; encountering long-lost relatives or friends; and finally coming back.


    Alexander’s experience ticked all those boxes. I could tell just from the title, Proof of Heaven. I was intrigued, but scared. Why? Simple. I hadn’t seen heaven. I hadn’t seen angels. Nor God. It had been empty and infinite. What I had seen had been very different. It had been ritualistic. I had been comforted by tribal African women who sang to me and helped me. I had drifted into a great and expansive nothingness. I had been helped back home by a strange and intriguing otherworldly being I called the ‘Forest Man’.


    I know that now you are itching to know more. That is the nature of these strange and mystical experiences. ‘More,’ we say, hungry for all the little details. ‘Tell me more.’ And yes, they are so unusual. The details and the whole experience of an NDE are so fascinating.


    So, the title alone, Proof of Heaven, was a red flag to me and my stranger, more African and dare I say shamanic experience of near death. I was unable to read the book at that time. I was unable to read anything at all really, as a much bigger thing had happened. My husband died just three days after I woke from the coma and got out of hospital. I had been taken to see him when he was in his last stages of life. I was in a wheelchair, having just fought my way out of death, and he was entering into it. He was already in a coma, as the tumour had created a suppression of his central nervous system by the time I saw him, and he was unresponsive. I didn’t even wonder at that stage whether he too was elsewhere in the spirit realm, looking for me.


    I was unable to cope with that strange duality. I was so fragile that the enormity of the experience had to be put aside. I also needed time. I was still fighting my way back to health – I had been in a coma for close to a month and the physical recovery from that was painstaking and tough. I was battling with grief, and learning to walk again, eat again and talk again. My focus was on physical recovery and weaning myself off the mass of drugs that were keeping me ‘stable’.


    Being a journalist and author, I wanted to record the events and feelings in writing.


    Once I had recovered enough fine motor function I started by texting, then eventually I sat down with my laptop and noted down everything I remembered. It was long and detailed. I wrote down the entire journey, and even grouped the experience into the various clear phases.


    Slowly the experience of being ‘so close to death’ faded. And the ordinariness of life took over. I was back in the non-magical world, and it felt solid and secure and comfortable. I was so relieved to be there.


    Make money. Shop for groceries. Do the children’s homework. Pay the bills. I was reeling from the sheer experience of being alive. It was a strange and gifted time that also required putting others first. My husband had died. My two children, aged seven and nine, were horrendously traumatised, having almost lost both their parents. I had normality to attend to. I had to get up and make school lunches. The crazy journey I had been on was parked for another time.


    But you are going to hear this time and time again in the stories that follow:


    Some things you just know. 


    It was impossible to forget. 


    It was not like a dream; it was hyperreal.


    I too could not forget. The experience was so vivid and real. I knew I was carrying some mystical secrets with me. Sometimes at night I would just close my eyes and feel myself shooting through the universe and into the ‘great nothingness’ where I’d ended up in my travels. I would remember the Forest Man by my bed. I would feel the warm arms of the tribe of women who had taken me into one of the sprit worlds. I could still hear their songs.


    But the thing is, the recollection was not entirely pleasant. A lot of it was hugely confusing and frankly scary. It may sound blissful as you sit in your comfortable house reading with the warm sunlight on your skin – these stories of travelling across a vast universe. It may sound wonderfully freeing to be a ‘light being’, able to soar and travel, but the truth is, it was not. I was empty, alone and aimless. I was lost and I had no idea how to get home. You are going to read other stories in this book that are similarly distressing, even downright terrifying. You are going to read about a good person who was shown hell itself in her NDE.


    And so, as I moved away from the coma, weeks turned into months. I didn’t want to think about how very close death had come and how far away I had been. I put pictures of my beloved children everywhere to remind myself that I was back on Earth. I had a family and a house, and I was real again.


    A year later I wrote an article for Women’s Health magazine, aptly titled ‘A year on’. It detailed my physical recovery from the coma. I wrote about the months of physiotherapy, learning to breathe again and then walk again, to drive and even relearning to remember where I had parked my car. Nowhere in that Women’s Health article did I talk about the deeper journey.


    Was that the case of the magazine being the wrong publication to tackle this? It was a heartfelt piece, but it didn’t detail the ‘woo-woo’ about travelling into other realms and worlds. But I did send it off to an NDE journal as a documented experience. That felt like I had ticked a box – the journalist’s need to record the facts.
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    A long journey into death


    The start of my journey into death and back began in the week in which I was signing off a magazine for print. I was the group editor for a stable of magazines and we were on yet another deadline. I was also a published author, with two books on the shelves, and a novel editor. But that wasn’t paying the bills, so I needed a magazine job to keep my family afloat.


    That Monday I was feeling slightly under the weather, with a light cold that was lingering and a raspy throat. It had been a gruelling four years. My filmmaker husband Llewelyn had been diagnosed with stage four brain cancer four years earlier at age 38, and we had been on an exhaustive pursuit for a cure. The search had gone from surgery, chemo and radiation to every alternative protocol offered up by the non-scientific community of anecdotal well-wishers. Chinese herbs, an alkaline diet, fasting, praying, cleansing. He had done rituals, Family Constellations, energy healing, acupuncture, reiki – and tried close to every alternative modality offered. The one consistent path that drew him was that of African Traditional Medicine, and he was on course to become a koma doctor – a traditional doctor of rites. He had started on this path some years before the cancer was diagnosed.


    The fight had gone on for four years, but in the fourth year his tumour had returned. According to the doctor, this had been a medical eventuality given the tumour grade and stage. It was a total devastation to face his impending death.


    I had been an efficient and effective mother over those four years, raising our two young children, earning the money, running the house and generally being a powerhouse, multitasking, ninja woman. That was on the outside. On the inside I didn’t realise how deeply tired I was – or how scared I was.


    His health was declining fast and there was nothing to do but wait. Every morning I would creep into the spare room where he was sleeping with a feeling of dread. Would he be dead? When I’d see his chest rise I would shake with relief. Then I would rouse the children for school and start a workday at the magazine.


    So that Monday, I ignored my stuffy head and sore throat, and pushed on. Worse, I decided to go for a run during my lunch hour. I was waiting to sign off the magazine proofs at the printer, but it was an hour-long wait. Instead of relaxing, like a normal person may have, I decided to try to run off my sluggish head.


    ‘I am going to grab my shoes from the car and do a jog around the office park,’ I told the startled technician as I took off through the warehouse roads and between industrial buildings.


    That jog was like running through glue. I never hit my stride, and it got harder and harder. Finally, after 30 minutes, I stopped.


    That night I had a cough and an unbearably painful throat.


    ‘It’s like razor blades,’ I told my friend on the other end of the phone line.


    The next morning it was worse. I called the office.


    ‘Please send my work laptop with the driver,’ I rasped. ‘I am sick but I need to sign off the last few articles.’


    That is the last real thing I remember for a very long time. Later that day, I apparently called my mother to fetch me so I could sleep at her house. The next morning, I flat-out insisted she take me to hospital. I apparently even called my medical aid and got a pre-authorisation so they would admit me.


    All of this is reconstructed through what they told me. Because by that time I was already in brain hypoxia, which is essentially oxygen deprivation to the brain and major organs.


    I was admitted with a cough and a ‘spot’ of possible pneumonia on one lung. However, I was insistent and apparently behaving strangely. The next morning when my mother visited, a patient in my ward called my mother over, concerned.


    ‘She is not right,’ she told my mother. ‘She got fully dressed last night, put on her boots, and then went and sat in the shower for hours.’


    ‘She looks fine to me,’ my mother said.


    But that morning, a second chest X-ray showed a startling change. I had a ‘bilateral lung blackout’, with pneumonia having spread to 98 per cent of my lungs on both sides. I was wheeled straight from radiology into high care, and rushed just an hour later into ICU in acute respiratory distress. I was intubated and within hours I was put into an induced coma. The doctors started a battle to get a raging fever under control and to tackle an unspecified virus.


    Strangely, at the same time my husband was starting his own final three-week journey into death. I had left him sleeping the day my mother had fetched me. I may have said goodbye. I don’t think I did. With me away and unable to care for him, he was moved to his mother’s house. So just ten kilometres down the road from me, he too was slipping in and out of a coma and was rapidly and quietly declining. That is the progression of the final stages of brain cancer.


    But what was wrong with me? The doctors were baffled.


    I was 36, healthy and young. It was impossible.


    So many diagnoses were floated over the next few weeks. Acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS), pneumonia? A virus? A bacterium? A superbug? As the doctors fought for my life, and my mother sat by my ICU bed, I was somewhere else. I was not aware of my body at all. I had no memory of, or association with, the sick woman lying on the bed. I was already on a soul journey.


    As I write this over a decade later, I wonder if I should look back on the notes I made shortly after going home, or check it up in my book Love and Above to remind myself about the accuracy of the details I am going to share. But I don’t need to. Here’s the thing about most of these ‘otherworldly experiences’ – they are not vague and they do not fade. They are so vivid and clear that I need no notes to remember every tiny, terrible and wonderful detail. Unlike a dream, which fades and blurs, these remain hyperreal.


    The coma and soul travels had a few clear and distinct phases.


    Stage 1: The world of endless nightmares


    In the induced coma, I was caught in a world of endless nightmares. They were vivid and unending and in most of the nightmares I was dying, suffocating, and nobody was coming to save me. There were various locations, for sure, but with the same theme. I was in a ward. Then in an abandoned building. Then in the middle of a party. But in all these scenarios I was always dying.


    This world of nightmares was relentless and a terrifying place. There was no awareness of who I really was, no connection with my body or my life. I was just a person who was dying, again and again.


    I was to find out years later that coma survivors routinely report what they call ‘coma hell’. It can be a hell of vivid dreams, paranoia, fear of being murdered, time dilation, slipping into other dimensions (known as ‘dimensional slippage’), imagined sexual assaults or ideas of being kidnapped or raped. During my interviews with coma survivors, they almost always report hellish nightmares. One believed the nurses were plotting to kill them. Another person who wrote to me reported thinking he was trapped in a cycle in a washing machine, and another thought she was in a game show and she had to win it to live. Another wrote that he was ‘convinced that I was being held in an experimental institute and that they were doing experiments on me’. This is a common one among people who have been in ICU for a length of time. It is more common in coma survivors who are physiologically aware of the sounds and invasive procedures in the ICU. Many have tubes, catheters and drips everywhere.


    A lot of commentators dismiss these dreams and say that they occur because of the drugs used to induce coma – powerful psychedelics like ketamine, fentanyl, propofol and diamorphine. My coma was induced using a cocktail including Dormicum, which has the active ingredient midazolam. This belongs to a group of medicines called benzodiazepines. But here’s the interesting thing. Medical research does not show that these visions and nightmares have anything to do with the drugs administered. In fact, in an article in the journal Critical Care Medicine, the authors state this in medical terms: ‘coma and delirium are not mechanistically linked’.


    This is not a point to debate right now, because this world of vivid hospital nightmares was about to end and I was to move into another realm entirely.


    Stage 2: Out of the body


    There was no sense of time as to how long I was caught in the world of nightmares, but at some point I noticed I was no longer so tortured and I found myself floating upwards towards the ceiling. I could look down, but I didn’t want to see myself on the bed, so I floated to other wards and empty rooms. I didn’t want to look at any of the people in the beds either.


    I was very aware, and able to move and direct myself. But I was only able to move horizontally, from left to right, and not up and down between floors. Finally, I started to move up and down the hospital vertically, but very quickly left the hospital.


    I am often asked if I had any sense of self at this stage. The answer is no. Already I had no name, or connection to the body on the bed. I was a soul, a being that was floating. I had no idea I had children, parents, a house, or a husband dying just down the road.


    There was a feeling of freedom and that I could fly and move, but also a feeling of fear. I was relived to be out of that nightmare world of confusion, but I was also aimless.


    I started by soaring all over the world. I left the city and moved into more open spaces. I would swoop down to look into houses and then move back out. But there was a strange sense of discontent. I was unsettled and looking for something, but I didn’t try to visit anyone I knew, or go anywhere I knew. I was nowhere near home, or even South Africa. I didn’t personally recognise any of the areas I was covering. But I was still on Earth.


    At times I would move up into the clouds for a long time, then swoop down towards the land. I had some fun in this freedom, despite looking for something – I had no idea what.


    At one point I saw a house with a family – three boys and their parents – in a rural setting like Tuscany. I went into the house and tried to be a part of the family. I sat on the bed. It took a while to notice that nobody was interacting with me or seeing me.


    I tried and tried to be a part of them, but they were not aware of me as I floated between the rooms and floors of the house. Eventually I gave up because it was unrewarding. There was a deep sense of unease growing in me. I was not blissful. I was worried and searching. I felt alone and left out. I was confused, but also had no idea what I was supposed to do.


    I had no real control. I was nothing and nobody. Nobody wanted me. I didn’t belong.


    I want to stress that, at this point, I had no concept of the former me as a person or as Sarah. I was clearly a something, a soul. I was not ‘one with the universe’, and I was still on Earth. But there were absolutely no attachments to Sarah or the human body on the bed. I had no memory of that.


    But I was looking for something, and not finding it. And so this restless feeling got deeper.


    Stage 3: The ceremony to say goodbye


    I needed to move on from this aimless soaring around the skies. Then, without any effort, I did and I was in a different spirit realm.


    There was also no concept of time. I can’t tell you how long anything took, but I suspect that the first two stages were at least ten days. In my previous book I detail the hospital records very carefully to give a clearer sense of time. But they truly felt like an eternity.


    In this new place, the indefinable features of the Earth were gone. Visually, there were things I recognised, like a flat surface and a horizon. There was an up and a down. It was not totally different – like a gas ball, but it wasn’t Earth. The light was radiant and sounds overwhelming.


    This place had a different quality. The first feeling was peace and love. I heard songs and it was women singing.


    Aaaaaah, finally I felt accepted and I wanted to sob with relief. They knew me here and that aimless, anonymous floating was over.


    I was more focused on who else I could sense was there.


    He was there. My husband.


    But I couldn’t see him.


    Then a group of women surrounded me. They were African women, all dressed in white robes with red beads. I realised they were singing, and it had been their voices I had heard. The songs were so powerful that I was moved to deep tears of joy.


    We didn’t speak but I knew what was happening. If there were words that could be used the communication would have gone like this.


    ‘Where is he?’


    ‘He is here.’


    ‘Can I see him?’


    ‘You cannot.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘He is being prepared for the journey. The men have him.’


    This is intellectually an interesting point, because I was not aware of any other aspect of a human life, or who I was at this point. Despite not knowing anything about myself, my children or my life, I knew him. He was my mate and my love, and I was there to say goodbye.


    I was also aware of a sense of ritual, that he was being prepared for a journey and that I was there to witness it.


    The music was a rich and beautiful sound and the women were holding me and I knew ‘the men’ were holding him.


    This whole experience (I knew) was about letting him go.


    But I didn’t want to! There was something clear inside me that wanted to fight.


    It was primal and powerful. I was fighting to get to him.


    I am not sure if you have ever had one of those endless dreams where you are running a race and you can never just get to the finish line. It was like that. I was fighting and screaming, but I was powerless, motionless.


    ‘Shhhhh,’ the women sang as they circled me and caressed me. ‘Thula.’


    I also sensed a feeling of delight in him, and proud acceptance.


    In the real world I learnt later that my mother had not left my bed for three weeks except for a few hours at night. That my sisters had sat with me, cried, touched me. That I had undergone surgeries and interventions. I knew none of this.


    This beautiful, ceremonial world with the music was real. I should have found it blissful. But I was still fighting.


    Stage 4: Floating in the nothingness


    Time had no meaning, but at some point I left that place. This was probably my fastest transition. I left the warm women and the sweet songs and I shot into a vast, empty space. It was visually like the outer reaches of the universe. I could see stars peppering a great empty blackness. I was moving and the direction I was moving in was further and further away.


    Away from what? Earth. My life.


    I can put it like that now, but then there was just a sense of moving further and further ‘away’. It was easy. There were no thoughts or worries. I was not a mother, a person, a daughter, a wife. I was not a sister or friend. I was not even a being. I had no name or agenda.


    Any connection to Earth had gone and I was aware of myself as a light. I was nothing, and also a part of everything.


    I knew it was the universe as I could see stars and lights. I moved through them. I knew the lights were other souls, like me. Formless and free, just bright, blazing, clear lights.


    Beautiful music filled it, like a hum and a song.


    Before, I had been a star. A being made only of light and energy. Formless and free. It was so peaceful and easy. There were no strings or attachments. It was just eternity.


    The sense of rage and desperation had left me completely. It was quite empty there; there were not a lot of other beings or lights. There was a sense of a massive container of peace. The feeling of being nothing got bigger and bigger.


    There was no concept of loved ones being there and I didn’t recognise anybody.


    I didn’t feel an overwhelming presence of divinity.


    I did acknowledge other ‘light beings’ and this is literal as they looked like lights. I felt (and this is a stretch, as there wasn’t really any sense of an individuality or ‘I’) like light itself.


    It was, quite simply, a vast and empty space of beauty and comfort, and I was a part of it.


    In the real physical world, I was lying in a coma in ICU in Constantia and, according to the medical records, they were losing the fight for me. I had been in a coma for over two weeks and all my vitals were dropping and my organs failing. My husband was now in his final few days. It was also becoming apparent that I had a very small chance of survival. My family had called in lawyers to draft a will in the very likely event that we both died. And still … no diagnosis.


    They ran every medical test under the sun, theorised a ‘superbug’ and put my case to the hospital board. Yes, the medical records show my lungs were filling with liquid. But no diagnostic tests came back with a positive result. This meant there was no clear solution either, and all medical science could really do was buy me time for my own immune system to kick in and fight back. It seemed this was not happening.


    It was during one of these nights that I pulled out my tracheostomy tube – the tube pumping the air into my lungs, allowing me to breathe. This is common in a coma and the records show that the nurses tried to reinsert it but could not. It was 2 a.m.; a surgeon was on call and he drove to the hospital as they prepped me for surgery. It was only 24 minutes later that they resuscitated me and got me back on life support.


    This alone would qualify as a NDE, but I was already in an extended one.


    I knew none of this at all because I was in a different reality.


    Stage 5: The call home


    I was drifting further and further away in the quiet, endless universe.


    It was at this point that my family and friends organised a global prayer circle for me. At one time they gathered from all corners of the world, my friends and community. It didn’t matter if they were Jewish, Christian, New Age, Buddhist, Muslim, religious or not religious. Prayer is simply prayer, and it had power.


    I say this because I heard it.


    I heard something in the darkness.


    It wasn’t as literal as that. It was an awareness that came to me.


    Though the dark space I had a clear, distinct and real thought like a beacon calling me.


    It felt as if there were two threads pulling at me.


    One thread wanted to float away and be free. The other wanted to be somewhere else.


    In fact, using the word ‘I’ sounds all wrong as there was not a sense of self. Just a light and an awareness.


    I knew I had to be somewhere, and it wasn’t here. So, one clear thought entered my being. It was the thought that drove me for the next week until I finally woke up back in my body.


    Stage 6: The world of nightmares and the house at the end of the world


    The medical records show that the morning after the prayer circle, there was a remarkable turnaround in my vitals, which was to continue over the next few days.


    I wish I could tell you that I just opened my eyes and was back in my body, that I was just sucked back in a vortex like so many of the people in the stories that follow. It wasn’t like that. I was going to have to fight my way back to that body lying on that bed on life support, it seemed.


    It is hard to put into words what happened, but I was fighting to get home. I was a light being and directed only by thought. So, even in the remote regions of the universe, my thinking brain was coming back online and trying to solve the question … how do I get back?


    Of course, I had no idea where ‘back’ was, or what it was, but it was not ‘here’.


    I didn’t pray. I didn’t ask for help. I remember trying to solve this myself, as if with will and thought I would find my way.


    Eventually I dropped down out of that vast and endless universal space, and I was back in more recognisable landscapes. I was back close to Earth. I arrived in the American South, but it was such progress to move from so much emptiness to Earth and to see forms I knew – rivers, boats, trees and people – and to hear voices.


    I was more aware and awake at that point, but still travelling the realms. Where was home? It felt like a huge physical and mythic battle. I imagined ancient warriors who left home to travel the world. They had to fight epic battles, wrestle gigantic beasts and cross impossible rivers. At some point in the battle, I was back in the world of nightmares. This was the place I had started in, which is a more aware place. I was aware of Earth and its forms, and other humans entered my consciousness.


    This time, I was caught in a strange and nightmarish existence in a place I called ‘the house at the end of the world’. I was in a literal house, strapped to a bed. Llewelyn was there. He was in the house, but I couldn’t find him. Remember that dream I mentioned earlier about running but never being able to get to the finish line? This was that same feeling of powerless desperation.


    ‘Where are you?’ I would mentally scream out. ‘Hellooooooo!’


    A moment of awareness – I am strapped to a metal bed in the middle of a cold room.


    My brain was more active at this point, and it was fighting to get out of this foggy in-between world.


    Then suddenly my husband was with me. For the first time in all of these travels, he was before me.


    ‘Don’t fight. It’s just the end of the world. We are both here now. And it is all going to be okay.’


    ‘Stay with me,’ I begged.


    ‘I just came to say goodbye.’


    And then he was gone.


    I know from the quality of these feelings that I was already starting to re-enter my body. These visions and sounds are typical of being in a coma. Your mind has shut down and yet it is still a computer, and it can hear the noises.


    In the real world I was actually strapped to a hospital bed, my arms tied to the cold metal sides to stop me from pulling out all the drips and the tubes. So, these nightmarish scenarios were directly linked to the experience my body was going through. I still had no awareness of who I was, where I was, or that I was sick at all. My only reality was this house and the battle I was in.


    Stage 7: The Forest Man


    In the hospital my body lay, breathing through tubes and machines. I had lost close to twenty kilograms. I was hooked up to a life support machine, feeding tubes and drips all over my body. Tubes were draining fluid out of my lungs. I was on a bed that moved me every 45 minutes to prevent bedsores. I had a nappy and a catheter. One of the side effects of inactivity is oedema, a swelling of all your extremities – so I had compression machines moving the fluids out of my legs and arms, but they were still thick and swollen.


    Waking up from a coma is not a singular event where you go from unconscious to awake. You don’t just open your eyes. Oh no! It is a long and terrifying process of fighting your way out of the deep unconscious and into consciousness as the sedation is slowly being lifted, and then slipping back into unconsciousness. As sedation is lifted you start to move through different brain states. It is a bit like the different stages of sleep we can go through, from slow-wave sleep to REM sleep.


    I was fighting my way into consciousness, then slipping back under again. It was an endless cycle; I would slip into the world of nightmares, then I would wake up for a while and become aware I was in a hospital. I later made such extensive notes on every detail of these nightmares and hallucinations that it would take the rest of this book to write about them all.


    So, let me highlight one critical element.


    In the midst of my struggle, a ‘being’ came to me. It was human and it had no real gender but looked more like a man, just a very small and strange one. He was barefoot, with berry-brown skin and shoulder-length brown hair. He looked as if he lived in a forest and ate off the earth. I thought he was a doctor at the time. When he arrived, he introduced himself to me and he stayed with me for the next few days.


    All he did was calm me down, settle my terror and help me slowly find my way back as I slipped seamlessly between nightmare and reality for days.


    In a broken-down hospital wing in a hell scene.


    Awake in a hospital bed with photos of two blonde children on the wall next to me.


    In a police station, locked in a cell.


    Awake, my sisters sitting next to me crying and stroking my hair.


    At a sex club. People are having sex all over.


    In my interviews over the years with coma survivors, the imagery of sexual abuse is common. As nurses and doctors put pipes and tubes into every orifice, your computer brain registers it somewhere and it often plays out in nightmares as rape or sexual abuse.


    Slowly I was coming back. Hour by hour.


    The Forest Man stayed with me.


    If I track time back, I know how long he was at my bedside for. It was about four days. He didn’t do a huge amount. He sat with me during my darkest hours. He put his unearthly hand on mine.


    ‘Just wait,’ he said. ‘You will get out of here. When the time is right. It’s not quite time yet.’


    ‘Let me die,’ I told him once.


    But as I said that, I knew I was lying. There was no way I was going to die.


    Not one chance. Not now.


    I had no idea why I needed to live. I was still not aware of my family in a constant vigil at my bed. Nor that I had two children, left at home. I was just a sick person in a bed who wanted desperately to live.


    Then he left me. I was still fighting to wake up and moving in and out of consciousness.


    But before he did, he bent down, he kissed my forehead.


    He stroked my hair.


    ‘What do I need to do?’ I asked.


    He smiled and looked me in the eye. ‘Have more fun.’
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