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PART ONE
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DE PROFUNDIS


I came to consciousness, or so I thought, in an abyss of nothingness, a world of black silence, bottomless, eternal. I had no corporeal existence, only a blank consciousness, with no memory of who I was or how I got here. It occurred to me that I was in a singularly vivid nightmare. I was locked into it and struggled in vain to pull myself awake.


Then the truth hit me: This was no nightmare. I was dead, in some kind of a temporary state, a fade-out from life to oblivion. The belief took root and blossomed, pricking and swirling in my consciousness. I knew that some medical experts believe that death wasn’t always the complete end of things and even when body and brain shut down, some form of consciousness may remain for a time. Is this what it was, the final dying of cells in my body and synapses in my brain? How long before utter oblivion?


I remained in a state of terror and desolation, as timeless time passed until, in the farthest distance of the void, I thought I detected an infinitesimal glint of light, a pinprick in the fabric of my non-universe. Gently, unhurriedly, the light came nearer, expanding, now brighter, brilliant and intense. Its penetrating luminosity banished the void, a blazing, dancing radiance, of a whiteness beyond imagining. Abruptly the light was gone, and all was black void again. Then –


I jolted awake into a twilight existence, neither asleep nor fully awake, devoid of thought and emotion, hollowed out. I lay, gagged and trussed, in what appeared to be a four-poster bed, under a canopy of night sky, with stars flickering through slow-passing clouds. I tried to find an element of my identity and found a blank canvas, like one newly born, awaiting the imprint of experience.


I remained like this for what might have been minutes or hours, undergoing a form of catharsis, transmuting the horror of my death into a gauzy memory, a necessary preparation, perhaps, for returning to worldly existence. Because, somewhere in that time, I began to make the transition from death to life.


My surroundings became clearer. I was alone in a room, a hospital ward, and on a raised hospital bed. It was a corner position, beside a high window that looked onto the night sky. In the ward, pale-hued plastic curtains on ceiling rails were pulled back. The ward held two other beds. One beside me was stripped to its shiny latex mattress and the second, catty-corner to me, by the door, held a stack of sheets, pillows and blankets.


Blades of pain were slicing through me and this awareness of my body told me I was, once more, in the world. I had been truly dead. Now, I was truly alive. The realisation came slowly but then with shock and astonishment and bafflement. How had I resurrected, like Lazarus and the daughter of Jairus, from that emptiness of death? My mind refused to compute the idea, shushed it, thrust it into a deep-down crevice of my mind to simmer awhile.


I was not gagged and bound, as I had imagined, but swathed in bandages around my forehead and my face. My left arm and leg were encased in heavy dressings and covered by a wire cage. I could not imagine what had caused this catastrophe. A plastic bag on an IV pole slowly dripped colourless liquid into needles in my arm and neck. A nose mask hissed oxygen. I had a pounding headache as if a garrotte was twisting into the back of my neck and my mouth tasted parched and tacky. I tried to call out but managed only a dry wheeze. I wanted desperately to remain conscious and not return to the blackness of that eternal amen, where, this time, I might be lost forever.


Time dragged its heels. The sky slipped from darkness to dull daylight as morning replaced night. Dim nicotine-yellow light illuminated the ward. Outside, the sodium glare of orange neons on the out-of-sight streets below threw a like tint on the slanted roofs and upper windows of buildings. The world was still, except for a distant church bell.


I moved my head and a further slash of sharp pain lacerated me. I was no longer alone in the ward. A doctor, I guessed, white coat, stethoscope, blue scrubs, was standing in the centre of the ward, staring at me, unmoving, hands in pockets. He was nondescript and scrawny, age indeterminate, lank hair, watery eyes, sallow face and a drooping bandit-style moustache. His words, when he spoke, seemed to come from an echo chamber.


‘Think you got away with murder, eh?’ His dull eyes blazed, and his mouth twisted into a lupine grin. ‘Not that easy, you scummy vomitsucker. You made corpses of your betters. Now join them.’


I was stunned by the force of his fury. Who was he? What had I done?


With a visceral growl, the stranger, no doctor he, advanced on me. His hands, claw-like, emerged from his pockets and snatched a pillow from the near bed. As he came closer, I caught a pungent whiff of excrement from him. His yellow teeth bared in a fearsome grimace, he held the pillow in front of him with both hands, his intention frighteningly clear. My nerves twitched uncontrollably in terror. I tried to yell for help but choked. Pinioned and trapped, I pushed myself down into the bed, ignoring the pains shooting through me.


As the pillow touched my face, some survival instinct kicked in and, without thinking, I reached out with one hand, grabbed his crotch and squeezed, wincing as I pulled on a trocar needle in my arm. My grip had no strength and he easily shook me off. But I’d made him jump back a few steps with a grunt.


He came again, more slowly, and raised the pillow, then froze as he heard, we both heard, approaching footsteps and voices in the corridor outside. He glared at me, gave a snarl of frustration, pointed a menacing finger almost into one of my eyes, swung around and, in an instant, was out the door and gone.


A minute later, the same door opened to admit a female nurse followed by a male doctor, a genuine one this time, by the look of him. When the nurse saw I was awake, she favoured me with a mammy’s beam of approval, apparently not noticing my mental disarray.


‘Ah, you’re back with us. That’s a nice long rest you’ve been having and I’m sure you’re the better for it.’


Cork accent, posh Cork. The affluent Montenotte district, most likely. She was in her early forties, big-boned, with a prow of a nose and a prognathic jaw. The name badge on her button-front uniform read Celia Purcell.


‘That man, he tried to kill me.’ My tongue took a life of its own and all I got out was inarticulate croaking.


She poured some water from a bottle on the bedside table into a paper cone and held it to my lips. It tasted deliciously chilled, with a citrus tang. I sipped greedily. ‘Enough for now,’ she said, taking it away.


Still agitated, I stammered, ‘Who, who that man…’


‘This is Doctor Watson.’ She indicated the doctor, misunderstanding.


‘No, no. The one who attacked me,’ I said thickly. Speaking was an effort, but I was finding the words. ‘A doctor or witchdoctor. In the ward. Made off before you came in. You must have seen him.’


‘When was this?’


‘Seconds ago.’


She shook her head, tolerantly. ‘Tut. No such person. A nightmare, likely.’


How could they not have seen him or passed him in the corridor? Did I dream it? In the presence of normality, my terror was fading, and I hadn’t the energy to say more. Too much was happening, a succession of the increasingly inexplicable. I needed to slow things down, gain some balance.


‘How are you this morning?’ This from Doctor Watson, who had listened to the exchange without comment. He was young, mid-thirties, in green hospital scrubs, rimless glasses, unruly ginger hair behind a high forehead.


‘You tell me,’ I said dully.


He touched a screen on a monitor over the bed and examined it as it beeped several times. He took a chair by my bed and did what doctors do, shone a torch in my eyes – ‘Can I ask you to follow the movement of the light’–held my wrist for a pulse check, lifted the sheets to study me, gave a few probing jabs – ‘Do you feel this? And this?’


He nodded. ‘Pulse racing a bit. That would be your nightmare. Otherwise, so far, so good.’


He sat back, looking tired, removed his glasses, massaged his eyes and cleaned the lenses absently with a corner of his scrub top. He had shaved recently and nicked himself twice.


‘Why am I here? What happened to me?’ I was getting my voice and some of my senses back.


He arched an eyebrow. ‘You were in a car accident. Serious enough, to be frank. You sustained fractures, cuts and bruises, as well as internal damage, and you lost blood. That said, we got you stabilised, and you’ve been in an induced coma to let your body mend. The good news is you’re off the critical list and making excellent progress.’


He gave a chuckle. You’ve been extremely lucky, though it may not feel so.’


His words were mostly floating out of my mind before I properly absorbed them. The nurse was nodding encouragement, as if to a child.


‘Something I need to know…’ I stopped, unable to remember what it was.


He saw my confusion and put a finger to his lips. ‘Enough for the present. We can talk again, okay?’


They both headed for the door.


‘What I wanted to ask,’ I said, remembering. ‘Who am I?’


Watson hesitated gave the nurse an enquiring look and they came back.


‘I don’t even know my name,’ I said, ridiculously embarrassed.


‘It’s Kieran –’


‘Sheridan,’ I completed, the name all at once lighting up in my mind. ‘Kieran Sheridan. Guess I do know my name.’


I prodded my memory. ‘That’s my lot. I’ve no idea who…’


‘I wouldn’t get upset about it. You’ll remember when you need. Temporary amnesia is common after concussion and the trauma of an accident. Don’t strain yourself and you’ll find it comes back, in its own time, if not at once, in increments.’


He was right. As soon as they were gone, recall came in a disorganised jumble: my apartment, my office in the agency, relaxing in a darkened cinema, striding along Dun Laoghaire pier, hammering out my blog. People, too. Shay Dempsey and Cronin Brenner, Jacinta in Zagreb, Saul and Simon in the Cusco hostel in the Andes, my late parents, Uncle Jasper. I even remembered my hidden name – I’ll come to that in time.


I owned a car, a silver S-Type Jaguar, ten years old, a treasured possession, costly to run. Had I wrecked it, written it off? Maybe I was in legal trouble, drunk at the wheel, had injured, even killed someone? Later, I’d ask later.


As memories dribbled in, I had the sense of being removed from them, as if they had been dormant in the far reaches of my subconscious and I was coming to them for the first time. As if they were another’s memories. More recent events were losing clarity. The lunatic who’d tried to kill me: was his murderous assault real or something I’d read or seen in a film? What of my death and the black desolation? No, that had been real. If so…


I tried to get things straight in my head. Even allowing for the fact I was evidently recovering from a car crash, my mental processes weren’t meshing. I had died. But now, incredibly, I was alive. And a doctor who wasn’t a doctor had tried to murder me, which could have been a nightmare, except it wasn’t. My memory was back – but not like it was my memory. Call that clarity? Jeezus. What was happening to me?


I wasn’t going to get any answers. On the contrary, my life was already unfolding in a way that would challenge my every perception of reality. Among other things, I would eventually discover I was not at all who I thought I was.
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AN ANGEL NEEDS NO WINGS


Slow forward a week. The bite of my various pains had become dull aches and I existed in a mental haze, perpetually fatigued, sleeping or dozing most of the time.


I had requested no visitors, afraid I might blurt about being dead and alive and the weird things happening to me. There was no phone by the bed and my smartphone had gone missing, which further confined me to the world of doctors, nurses and meal trolley ladies. There was no return visit from my mad assassin, though the memory of him still had me sweeping the ward with a nervous gaze whenever I woke.


The bedside table was crowded with assorted Get Well cards from colleagues and clients. Two former girlfriends had sent almost identical bouquets of red and white roses, as if they had ordered them together. I had been sent a pile of books: the latest John Sandford and Michael Connelly and, weirdly, Gustav Meyrink’s classic, The Golem. No less intriguing was a lavishly illustrated John Lavery: A Painter and his Time, with no note or card to identify my benefactor. I’d never given Lavery, an Irish painter of bygone years, much thought.


A nurse I hadn’t seen before assisted me to the bathroom, pre-breakfast. She had flat, olive-brown features and silk-black hair, with a narrow grey streak visible along the centre parting. Her name tag was extra wide to accommodate a lengthy Asian surname. With a neutral smile, she stripped me of my garments and, with cheerful competence, administered a thorough head to heel, front to back, washing with a handheld showerhead, soap and sponge. It was a mutually asexual exercise. She gave my body the once over, smacked her lips and said, ‘Amazing.’


Alarmed, I thought she was coming on to me. Then she added, ‘I’ve never seen injuries heal so fast. It’s astonishing, a miracle. Even your face was a whole lot worse last week.’


A few minutes earlier, Nurse Purcell had remarked much the same when she removed the cages around my arm and leg, unwound most of my bandages and clipped the stitches. It was true. I felt the steady improvement, apart from constant exhaustion and weariness.


I had a nasty shock when I saw myself in the bathroom mirror. My face looked like it had been rammed to one side and was defaced, so to speak, with ugly bruising in black, puce, yellow and nausea green. A Karl Malden nose. Pitted cheeks. Heavy growth of stubble, with gaps showing scars not fully healed. I was a passable knock-off for one of Doctor Frankenstein’s cast-offs, a badly stitched patchwork of several cadavers.


My nurse of the impossible name, and with an incongruous hint of a Scottish burr, heard me moan and assured me the bruises would be gone in another week or two. The scars would fade. I should count my blessings, she said, no permanent facial damage, eyes unaffected, nose unbroken, no teeth missing.


What really upset me was that, beneath the scars and bruises, I didn’t recognise myself. I mean, at all. It was the face of a stranger. I examined the image examining me, almost expecting it to give me a sardonic wink. I had a momentary recall of inspecting myself similarly in a mirror not too long ago and then, too, not liking what I saw.


My mind had been baiting me with a bizarre possibility: I was still dead, had been for the past week, and I was currently going through a new phase of death, in which my dying consciousness was fabricating an elaborate but illusory dramatisation of an alternative world, a projection of what my life would have been if I hadn’t died. This illusion might prove to be a temporary scenario, which would end at any time, abruptly or in a slow fade, when I finally ceased to be. And, then I thought with a spasm of cold horror, I would return to the darkness again.


I’m a film buff, with a small reputation as an online film and TV blogger. I’ve sat through numerous films and TV shows in which the protagonist dies and is restored to life, usually to fulfil some purpose or other, such as learning how to become a nicer person or bringing a killer to justice. Not relevant in my case.


As an alternative storyline, Adrian Lyne’s film Jacob’s Ladder has a US Vietnam veteran, now a postal clerk, living a routine life, except for flashbacks and weird hallucinations. Spoiler alert: the film’s final minute reveals he had expired in a war zone field hospital and his back-home experiences had been wholly imaginary flashes, his desperate mind trying to come to an acceptance of death. Could I be going through something of the kind? The idea tossed uneasily in my befuddled mind but I hadn’t the mental strength to follow it.


The morning passed, the ward shifting from light to shadow as the sun played hide-and-seek among the clouds. I was listless and heavy, in and out of sleep. From somewhere in the hospital, a tinny transistor had Édith Piaf emoting The Three Bells. Curious and irking that the hospital allowed radios without headphones. Outside, the traffic rumbled by, with an occasional yap from a car horn. Far off, a church bell tolled.


Coming out of a semi-doze, I found a newly-installed patient in the bed by the door. I gave him a quick scan, unreasonably miffed at finally having to share my ward. He was thin and sharp-featured, with a small button nose, a jaundiced pallor and short-cut black hair that fell across his brow. When he saw I was awake, he gave me a wave and a wry grin. I wasn’t in the humour for companionable conversation or an intimate exchange of illnesses and hospital experiences, and with a perfunctory acknowledgement, I closed my eyes.


I blinked open when I heard him push out of bed and pad across the floor to settle in my bedside chair. He wore faded, blue-dotted pyjamas under a heavy dressing gown and a brown silk scarf around his neck that partly covered a dressing at his throat. I put him in his early thirties, my age, but with an older man’s face, creased and drawn, citrine skin stretched over his features. His dark eyes were feverish and watery and he looked as one shambling towards death’s threshold. Several rust-coloured blotches on his pyjamas, which I took to be bloodstains, made me queasy.


‘I can see you’ve surely been through the mill, and that’s a fact,’ he said, looking me over with a quiet intensity that was off-putting. ‘But, good for you, they say you’re doing well.’


He seemed to decide this was enough about me and proceeded to unpack his own troubles. A captive, though not captivated, listener, I hid my vexation and feigned interest. His name was Martin Doherty, his hometown Mullingar, he was an accountant with a modest practice and had a wife and five children. And stage four cancer.


‘Throat. One lunchtime, it felt like I’d swallowed a corkscrew. This was only six weeks ago, can you believe it.’


He’d been through exploratory surgery, had a potato-sized abscess removed and now feared the worst, convinced the doctors were offering him false comfort, would not admit he was a terminal case.


‘They won’t tell me the truth. What can I do? My family, they can’t get by without me. My children, they’re only little babies. You see how it is?’


How did I come to be in a ward with a cancer patient? Strange bedfellows. I didn’t want his company nor had I any wish to be a confidant to his problems. But his nerves were raw and he needed to talk. Besides, I was getting better, while he was heading the other way. So I suffered him and threw out the occasional monosyllable, but after a short time, I couldn’t hold back my tiredness, his voice became a monotonous blur of sound and I drifted off.


I woke on my side, looking through the window at a cloud-filled sky and the fading light of evening. Reflected in the glass was a curious luminous glow behind me. When I shifted about, the ward appeared unnaturally bright and centred at Doherty’s bed. A young woman was with him, her back to me, speaking softly, one hand holding his. His wife, probably. Then I heard his woe-is-me about wife and children. A doctor, so. She called him Martin and I thought he called her Eva. Doctor and friend? Her voice was low and soothing, and, it seemed, effective because he was soon quiet.


She turned and came over to my bed with an expression of pure happiness when she saw me that permeated the whole ward with sparkling, golden sunshine. I caught my breath and the world gave a shiver of delightful anticipation. She was the most bewitchingly beautiful girl I had ever seen. Late-twenties, I guessed, tall and slender, with raven black hair that fell to her shoulders. She wore a cream blouse open at the neck, an emerald green scarf and lilac skirt, colours vivid and bright. I breathed in a fragrance that conjured up an arbour of summer flowers and fruit trees, intoxicating. The French, who else, have the words for it: coup de foudre, like a thunderclap, love at first sight.


No physical description could fully describe her astonishing delicate beauty that overpowered me and instantly held me in thrall. A face almost devoid of make-up since her naturally flawless skin required none; a slender nose and high cheekbones set off her most striking feature: large, lustrous, almond-shaped hazel eyes, fringed with long lashes.


Those eyes held an impish gleam of amusement when I evidently failed to recognise her. Indeed, a strange familiarity teased me, as if I’d once come upon her, in person or in a photograph, that we had crossed paths at one time. Surely I’d never seen her before. I would not have forgotten her.


In days to come, I would retrieve that moment when I first saw her and instantly knew with total clarity that my entire life to then had been a pointless charade. Each mental reviewing of her entrancing entrance brought a delightful frisson of incredulity. I would recall it in a loop: play, rewind, play, rewind, play. Always fresh discoveries: the slow-motion of her electrifying smile, the way her glance fell upon me, how she had seemed to float across the ward with grace and supreme assurance, the glow that enfolded her.


I said the first thing that came into my head. ‘Where are your wings?’


‘Wings?’ she asked.


‘Don’t angels have wings?’


She laughed. ‘Don’t you know? An angel needs no wings.’


‘Of course not,’ I agreed, struck by the truth of it and reflected that millennia of artists and sculptors may have been gifted with more imagination than accuracy.


‘Are you real?’ I asked. ‘The truth is –’ here I tried to pass it off insouciantly ‘– I’ve been having this crazy idea I’m dead. Do you think you might be part of it?’


It was not the most felicitous conversational opener and I immediately wished I could take it back.


She didn’t reply but sat at the edge of my bed, sending an erotic shiver through me as her body touched my blanketed legs. I struggled to get myself under control. I’d brushed my teeth earlier but wished I had mouthwash or breath freshener – and a clearer head.


‘You have the most wonderful autumn-brown eyes,’ I said.


‘And you have two whopping black eyes,’ she replied, a smile playing on her face.


‘I think I know you, but my memory cells are in the wind this week. May I ask your name?’


She regarded me with surprise, as though I should have known.


‘Aoife.’


‘An evocative name, Aoife. Princess Aoife of old, as in that marvellous panorama by Maclise in the National Gallery, you know it? Aoife. An altogether Irish name… yet I hear a distinctive English accent.’


‘I am English. My great-grandmother came from Athlone.’


‘And her name was Aoife?’


‘It was Maud. She said the name Aoife was in the family line and it passed to me.’


I remembered I hadn’t given my name.


‘I’m Kieran Sheridan.’ On an impulse I added, ‘Le Fanu. My birth certificate names me as Kieran René Sheridan Le Fanu. Way back, my folks were Huguenot refugees. Arrived in the seventeenth century. We don’t use Le Fanu in public. Something of a secret, don’t know why. Could be a religious thing. Or to escape the inevitable: “Are you related to the Sheridan Le Fanu, the ghost writer?”’


‘Are you?’


‘I believe I am, indirectly. When I was abroad, I called myself Sheridan Le Fanu but reverted to plain Sheridan when I came home.’


This was dreadful, I thought. I’m babbling. I wasn’t normally shaky with girls. But this was different.


‘Just call me Rumpelstiltskin,’ I finished with an apologetic grin.


She leaned forward and seemed to look inward in wistful remembrance, an elbow resting on the overtable at the end of the bed, the long, slender fingers of one hand touching her chin: La Penserosa.


‘I met Sheridan Le Fanu once,’ she murmured. ‘We were introduced in the foyer of the Shelbourne Hotel. He was perfectly civil, talked of Swedenborg, mostly. But he was clearly unhappy to be in social company. I knew nothing then of his repute as a writer of the supernatural.’


I was lost for a response. Sheridan Le Fanu had died in 1873. Were we talking at cross-purposes? I wanted to keep the conversation going but, baffled, I couldn’t think how to get it onto a normal plane.


Distracted, I asked, ‘Do you know you are surrounded by a fabulous sunshine? It seems to come from inside you.’


She nodded. ‘You have an aura, too, the faintest glow at present. It is your life spark. It will become brighter, more intense, as you understand it more.’


‘Aura? What wild and magical things you talk about, rare and radiant maiden.’


‘“Rare and radiant”? If you like Poe, I’m sure you will find this, too, has things to say to you.’


She held out a book she’d been carrying, a slim volume bound in rich brown leather, with gilded pages and a cover of intricate foliage sprays in gold leaf. On the spine I read, Selected Poems of Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Not my usual fare but I was ready to devour whatever she might recommend.


She took a silver pencil from her skirt pocket and wrote a brief note on an inside page. She marked the page with its book ribbon and slipped the book into the drawer of the bedside locker.


I thanked her and, for something to say, blurted, ‘Your friend Martin Doherty’s convinced he’s dying, and he may be right.’


‘Angor animi. Martin is past that. He was lost and needed guidance. He’ll be at rest soon.’


I heard her without comprehending. Either she was perpetually enigmatic, or my mind was more sluggish than I thought.


Her tone became urgent, intense. ‘I must tell you. Your defences are weak and vulnerable. You are in danger from a wicked being who will try to overrun your mind and prey on your weaknesses. Bad things may happen, nightmares that are more than nightmares. They cannot last, remember that. Don’t yield to them. And I promise: I shall come to you when you need me.’


‘Are you a doctor?’ I asked, now completely bewildered, trying to catch up. Strangely, it never occurred to me she was other than perfectly sane. She reached out and held my hand and I quivered with pleasure at her touch.


‘No. I am a guide, you might say.’


I had completely lost the sense of our conversation. I was hot all over, my face wet with perspiration. ‘Enough,’ she murmured. She removed a white cloth from her pocket and wiped my brow. It was delectable, cool and refreshing and I relaxed. Once more, drowsiness overtook me. I fought it and tried to hold back the fall of my leaden eyelids. ‘Don’t go yet,’ I pleaded. ‘We have much more to talk about. I want you to know –’


She leaned over and kissed my cheek and a surge of out-and-out sensuality coursed through me.


She sighed. ‘The time is up and I must leave you now. It may be a while before we can be together again. I don’t know when. But I’ll be with you when you need me, Michael.’


Kieran, it’s Kieran, I tried to tell her, but she had gone. Distantly, I heard that improbable radio again, now playing a song over and over, a one-time favourite of my grandma’s:


I remember you


You’re the one who made my dreams come true


A few kisses ago.
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SPOOKED


In dreamless slumber, I stood on an unknown shore watching the sea rippling towards me in sinuous waves that spent themselves at my feet in rushes of frothing foam. Endlessly, the heaving, swelling tide rolled in, never changing, unremitting. My mind was devoid of all thought, emotionless except for a quiet tranquillity. This was rest in peace.


The trance-like sleep carried me through an afternoon and evening and into the night. In the early hours, I was awakened by the sound of murmuring voices in the ward. They were coming from Martin Doherty’s bed, hidden now by a surround of plastic curtain. A faint mist hung in the air in that corner of the ward. I had an impression of many persons crowded there, but while the bedside area was lit, there were no shadows on the curtain and I heard only soft voices. I couldn’t make out what they were saying but they were relaxed and kindly.


‘Oh, you are getting close. It’s lovely, splendid.’ Doherty sounded upbeat, no longer oozing self-pity. ‘Wait for me, I’m coming, please wait.’


I was blinded by a flash of phosphorescent light from behind the curtain that lit up the ward. When I regained my sight, a blue-white light hovered above Doherty’s bed. It slowly faded, and the ward returned to semi-darkness and silence. I could make no sense of it all and expected to be awake for the rest of the night. But inexplicably, I slid back to sleep again in minutes.


The sun had taken the morning off, leaving a dull gunmetal grey sky. How bland and flat my world seemed without Aoife. I was utterly, crazily smitten, beyond anything I could ever have imagined. I pondered her abrupt departure. What did she mean by ‘Time is up and I must leave you’? Like Cinderella dashing barefoot from the ball. When was ‘a while’ before I would see her again? Why not a day or a time or even a phone number jotted tenderly on my palm? And why get my name wrong? So many questions, a profusion of confusion.


I recalled the queer happenings in the early hours. Another bad dream? Perhaps not. Across the ward, the curtain had partly opened, and the bed held a human shape completely swathed in a white winding sheet, on the chest a black crucifix with an ivory Christ. So, Martin Doherty had died when strength wanes and spirit gives way. I had a prick of irrational guilt at having slept through his last hour and not kept empathetic vigil – though what difference would it have made? – and because I’d offered him no solace when he’d tried to engage with me earlier. But his end had sounded mellow.


I had a more immediate concern. I was sharing an otherwise empty ward with a corpse and it utterly unnerved me. Beads of perspiration were trickling down my back and I was having difficulty breathing. A panic attack. It was my first time even to be near a dead body, a situation I had contrived to avoid all my life.


Because phobias are irrational, it is difficult for people to understand how deeply they can disorder the mind of those afflicted. An accountant who worked with one of my clients had a phobia about feathers – I believe it’s called pteronophobia. Once, when he heard an exotic bird had escaped New York Zoo, he boarded up the windows of his house in Terenure, for fear the bird would fly across the Atlantic and invade his home. Amusing, but not to him.


My dread, my phobia, was of anything to do with death and dead bodies. If I inadvertently caught sight of a funeral cortege on the street, it took considerable willpower not to head in the opposite direction. The sight of a hearse carrying a coffin could send my stomach into a spasm of fear, often leaving me ill. Whenever anyone known to me, intimately or remotely, died, I’d shun mirrors for twenty-four hours, fearful of seeing their bloodless face looking back at me. I learned that this was an age-old superstition and not unique to me.


Now, I was keeping involuntary vigil with a corpse, one freshly deceased. In the rational part of my mind, I knew the late Martin Doherty’s remains were an emptiness, an absence. At the same time, I sensed a presence across the ward, indefinably menacing. He had known me for a few hours, had spoken with me, maybe even now was aware of me, his spirit not yet fully departed but lingering close by, resenting, perhaps, that I had treated him with polite indifference. Worse still, might he not be sniffing out in me a fellow departed being masquerading as one alive?


I forced myself to stop my involuntary shaking, lie still and switch my focus from the bed opposite to the pattern of the white matt tiles in the ceiling and at a crooked imperfection between two of them that might be a dead spider.


From the edge of my vision, I saw that the black and ivory crucifix had somehow become inverted on the sheet. To my horror, the sheet stirred and the crucifix slid across the swaddled body and fell to the floor with a soft thump. Ice whipped through me, crown to toes, and I heard myself groan. But when I looked directly across, I realised I had imagined it: the crucifix was in position. It wasn’t inverted, nor had it moved.


I stared for a time at the motionless symbol on the dead man’s covering and at the shape beneath and turned away once more, having no wish to contemplate that white-enveloped thing. It happened again. From the corner of my eye, the sheet quivered and jerked, as though the late Martin Doherty was attempting to free himself of his wrapping. The crucifix dropped to the floor again and a bloodless hand slipped from the sheet. An arm followed, swinging inertly. With a scream, I looked across full on. Again, the crucifix had not moved. No arm dangled.


Terror grasped at my thumping heart. My chest tightened painfully, and I was breathing hard. I was shaking again uncontrollably. An emergency call bell was on the wall behind me, out of reach. But if I got to it, what? ‘Help. Martin Doherty’s corpse is alive and kicking.’


I closed my eyes tight to shut out any further illusions. I didn’t open them, even when I detected a low sinister growl and the sound of bare feet scuttling across the floor towards me. Petrified, I expected at the next instant a chill hand to seize my arm. Nothing, another illusion.


The spell finally broke when two orderlies in brown hospital coats came into the ward. They took no notice of me and I was incapable of speech then. ‘Running late, let’s get on with it,’ said the older one in a nasal voice. He handed the crucifix to the second orderly, and laid blankets over Doherty’s body, in a reverent manner, as though in religious ritual. I half expected him to produce a vial of holy water and sprinkle it around. The other, late teens, played dutiful apprentice corpse mover in silence. Together, they manoeuvred the bed out of the ward. Its wheels rattled as it moved along a corridor, and into another. I stretched my hearing to follow it as it faded and merged with the noises of a busy hospital.


A few minutes later, Nurse Purcell bustled in, together with the nurse who had earlier hosed me down. As Purcell commenced the usual pulse and temperature routine, I said nothing about my recent phobic peril. I didn’t want them questioning my sanity. I was distracted when I realised I hadn’t seen the nurses nor anyone else since early the previous day and I’d not been fed or watered in that time. Highly irregular, surely.


‘You’re the first nurse I’ve seen in twenty-four hours,’ I said. ‘I thought you’d forgotten me.’


I tried to make it jocular, not wanting to sound a whiner.


Purcell raised an eyebrow. ‘What are you talking about, twenty-four hours?’


I looked at her, puzzled. She looked at me, puzzled.


‘Are you having me on?’ she said. ‘I was with you less than an hour ago, remember? Right after Decay gave you your shower.’


The other nurse, whose moniker, I reprocessed, was DK, her initials, assented with the tiniest nod.


Her words flummoxed me. ‘I’ve been awake and asleep for considerably more than an hour, nurse. I was awake yesterday when Martin Doherty arrived and we talked. I woke last night during his final, eh, crisis. And I was awake when they took his body away.’


‘Martin Doherty?’


‘Yes, the same Martin Doherty who died last night and whose body –’


I stopped. I couldn’t say: the same Martin Doherty who moved about under his shroud.


Purcell gave a hesitant smile as if she expected me to break into a guffaw and declare a joke and was ready to tell me it was in poor taste. DK’s eyes darted to the corner where Doherty had lain as if she might see his body.


‘Listen to me, you’re not making sense.’ Purcell was no-nonsense, tight-lipped. ‘You’ve had this ward to yourself. You can thank a typical admin snafu for that, beds being in such demand. No one died here last night. More to the point, it’s still Monday morning, Kieran, and what’s after happening is you’ve woken with a vivid dream still spinning around in your head. Not at all unusual and not the first for you.’


She spoke as though a hitherto passive patient was unexpectedly giving signs of unpredictable behaviour. There was more to it. Both she and DK were tense, spooked. And I was spooked because they were spooked. The suggestion that the past twenty-four hours never existed was beyond absurdity.


‘The bed, Doherty’s bed. It’s gone, taken away, don’t you see?’ I protested, as though this was evidence enough.


‘What bed is that?’ Purcell’s tone had become briskly professional. ‘Let’s forget it for the while, shall we? We need you out of bed for a few minutes so we can make it up.’


Clearly, the matter was closed. They assisted me out of bed and I plopped myself onto the bedside chair. They stripped the bed and remade it with fresh linen as I sat silently, clutching a dressing gown around my shoulders, an idiot king on his plastic throne, while they talked of the merits of professional development courses, not ignoring me, not inviting me to open my mouth. Their conversation sounded forced and, after they had resettled me in bed, they left.


I was stunned by Purcell’s calm insistence that everything that had happened since the previous morning had been fabrications of my overwrought imagination. Could she be right? Had Aoife and Martin Doherty and the moving corpse all been no more than a drawn-out trick of the mind, a hallucinatory fantasy? What was happening to me? Was it further confirmation I was dead and playing a part in a non-existent existence? I considered with dismay the alternative possibility that my mind was perceptibly deteriorating, and I was less than wholly sane.


An hour later, an answer presented itself. The door opened, and a well-upholstered gent in a wheelchair propelled himself into the ward, who was about to smoothly, and even insistently, impart to me his expert and emollient explanation of these very matters.
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DEATH CENTRE STAGE


‘Good day, Kieran, I’m so pleased to meet with you. I am Augustinus van Vliet. Do call me Gus.’


He gave out his greeting, equal parts chipper and solicitous, as he glided his wheelchair across the ward to my bedside and, beaming, enveloped my hand in a light clasp. His oiled black hair was combed back Dracula-style, more Bela Lugosi than Gary Oldman. Rimless spectacles were mounted on a Roman nose. Salt and pepper stubble formed a beard of sorts. His navy-blue velvet suit draped a barrel chest and spindly legs.


At first, I assumed he was another patient from a nearby ward. Then, with a flourish, he produced a card from his waistcoat pocket and placed it on the overtable for my inspection. It identified him as Dr Augustinus N. van Vliet MB, MRCPsych M.Med.Sc., Consultant, Blackrock Clinic, Dublin 4, followed by suite number, phone numbers and email address. We both examined it and I had the whimsical thought that, as with Japanese business etiquette, I should comment on the letters after his name or express admiration for the typography. I thought of mentioning we were not in the Blackrock Clinic. But he knew that.


An image jumped at me: Dr. Strangelove, wheelchair and all. How had they got hold of a shrink so fast?


‘You’re a head man,’ I said.


He didn’t get it.


‘Psychiatrist?’


‘Ah yes. Indeed, I am.’ He gave an approving bob of the head, as if to acknowledge both his status and my insight.


My friend Shay Dempsey once said you can devastate anyone’s self-confidence by fixing them with a steely glare and pronouncing: ‘I know your secret.’ I had no great desire to be shrink-wrapped. On the other hand, I was intrigued to learn how a psychiatrist might explain, or explain away, my recent experiences.


I’d naively imagined the nurses had dismissed my apparent hallucination once they’d left the ward or, at most, had dropped it into canteen chatter as an amusing but harmless instance of patient eccentricity. I was wrong. My account of what I had supposedly witnessed had triggered a response.


Should I comment on his obvious disability? Would it be maladroit to draw attention to his condition or graceless not to? I compromised with, ‘Nice ride.’


It was, in fact, an impressive, soft purring, red leather top-of-the-line luxury powerchair in burgundy leather with walnut armrests. A sort of mobile La-Z-Boy recliner, with a swing control panel to one side that featured a Star Trek display of buttons and lights.


He accepted my compliment with civil dismissal and said, ‘How are you today, in yourself?’


What did that mean? I hoped he wasn’t going to spout a load of psychobabble at me.


‘In general, confused and muddled by everything,’ I said.


He gave an understanding nod. ‘It usually follows trauma such as you have been through.’


‘Haven’t I heard somewhere that trauma heightens the senses and brings clarity?’


‘Haven’t I heard somewhere?’ was a habitual preface of mine, the outcome of spending too much time watching The Discovery Channel, National Geographic and YouTube and hoarding a veneer of knowledge of many things.


‘In a way,’ he said agreeably and got down to business. ‘I’m told you’ve been witness to unusual occurrences over the past… since you came out of your short coma. I would be most obliged, Kieran, if you have the time and inclination to share with me your first-hand account. If you are up to it.’


‘It began when I was dead,’ I said. ‘At least, that’s how I think of it.’


I told him of my death, of the black void. ‘I’m not sure I can find the words to describe the terrifying nothingness, the absence of everything.’


He surprised me. ‘Final scene in The Sopranos? Tony in the restaurant, the screen abruptly going blank?’


‘Fade to Black,’ I agreed.


I’d been thinking of something else and had hesitated to mention it, lest I came over as a bit chichi. In my art student days, I learned that when the avant-garde artist Kazimir Malevich died in 1935, his corpse was displayed in an open coffin alongside his best-known work, Black Square, an oil painting of a dense, unrelieved, monotonic black square. I’d seen reproductions. Malevich had termed his painting the end of representational art. To me, now, it resembled the black pit where I’d been at the end of representational existence.


I told van Vliet of how a crazy man in doctor’s garb tried to kill me, then vanished. I spoke of my first encounter with Martin Doherty, his lamentations of despair, his death in the night and the removal of his body. How I was freaked out when I saw the moving corpse.


I held back little, except all that mattered to me. About Aoife, I said not a word. I didn’t know how to communicate my emotions – or that I’d want to. It was a breach of intimacy to speak of her to this mind-prober.


He heard me in silence, leaning forward in his wheelchair, creases of attention between his eyes.


‘There you have it, Doctor. Don’t know why the nurses are telling me there was no Martin Doherty, no death. Maybe they saw it as their duty to shield me from knowing what goes on in a hospital, that a patient died in the bed across from me. A fatuous attempt, surely? Patients die in hospital every day.’


‘True.’ His interest was fixed on something else. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t tell the nurses that someone, possibly a member of staff, had made a shocking attempt on your life. I would have expected you to look for an explanation, demand protection, have the police called. But you said nothing?’


I shook my head. ‘I hadn’t fully woken and my mind was cotton wool. Plus, if I’d claimed a doctor had tried to kill me, I expect they would have regarded me as crazy and’ – a quick laugh – ‘sent for a psychiatrist, maybe?’


Something Aoife had said popped irrelevantly into my mind.


‘What does angor animi mean?’ I asked.


He gave me a searching look.


‘Angor animi? Hm. It means a perception, a certainty if you will, that a person knows he or she is dying. Where did you happen on the expression?’


‘Not sure.’


I thought he might take it up. Instead, he said, ‘Let me suggest we review recent events together and see where it takes us, look for a satisfactory explanation. To give me a context, may I ask a couple of things. You’re thirty-three?’


‘Like Jesus.’


The crucifix on Doherty’s corpse popped into mind.


‘Just so. Unmarried?


‘Ditto.’


When I didn’t offer a defence of my bachelor status, he gave a nod, as if he found my silence held its own significance.


‘Your father and mother are both deceased. I’m sorry for your loss. When did that occur?’


‘I was five. Hot day in June and they were sunbathing on Howth beach. I’m told Mum swam out to rescue a little girl who had drifted too far. She got into difficulties herself. Dad, who’d been buying ice cream, rushed in after her, and found himself in trouble, too. By the time a lifeguard had brought the child to safety, Mum and Dad had drowned. Pointless heroics, you might think.’


If he did, he wasn’t about to say it.


‘Undoubtedly a deeply distressing experience for you at that age,’


‘I don’t remember it like that. They didn’t tell me, straight out. I was told Mum and Dad had gone away for a while, later that they’d been called to God and were looking out for me from above. In time, I understood what they were getting at. Any shock and distress, such as I remember it, had spread itself thinly by then.’


‘Ah,’ murmured van Vliet, as though I’d confirmed a surmise. ‘What happened after your parents died?’


We had strayed from what I’d assumed was the purpose of his visit, reconciling what I’d seen over the past twenty-four hours with what the nurses said I couldn’t have seen. I supposed that’s how it was with psychiatrists: go straight to childhood, explains everything.


It occurred to me that this inquisition, benign though it was, might be confirmation I was really dead. I was going through a quick-step parade of my life’s highlights, such as they were, held up for review and possible meaning, like it’s supposed to happen at the end to give a kind of closure. I had the unpleasant thought that when this questioning stopped I might begin to fade away. I pushed the idea aside and scrambled to stay in the conversation.


‘I had an uncle Jasper, Dad’s older brother, rich businessman. He paid my school and college fees and got me a job with his agency and that kicked off my career.’


I was editing a great deal.


‘You resided with him?’


‘No. I lived with my grandparents, Mum’s folks, Cathal and Emer Kerrigan. Later, when I was eighteen, they got an offer to make their home in the States, a ranch in Arizona. Luxury spread. Friends of the late Senator McCain. They sold up and moved there and I shared an apartment near the uni. Two years in, they both had strokes and died within weeks of each other. I don’t think either would have wished to go on without the other.’


‘That’s often how it is with older couples who have lived together for a long time. Did you get to their funeral?’


‘No.’ I tried not to be defensive. ‘I was on holiday in Italy when they died and didn’t know until after the funeral. By the time I’d get to Phoenix… I had even less money in those days than I have now and couldn’t afford the trip. Uncle Jasper went.’


‘And is Uncle Jasper still with you?’


‘Dead, too. Drowned.’ Maybe true and as much as I was going to say.


‘Drowned? Like your parents?’


‘Different. Freshwater this time.’


He pursed his lips, opting not to delve into this.


‘You’ve made your career in advertising, I believe.’


‘Eventually.’


This was an opening for me to mention my pre-advertising days. A decade of laidback drift, bumming around Europe studying art for the book I planned to write and never began. Art classes in Ravenna. Teaching Irish literature to English language students in Ljubljana. Going native in South America, flitting between time-limited visas in Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador.


But he’d listened to sufficient biography and his tone indicated he’d heard all he needed about my life and was ready to render a verdict. He sat back into his wheelchair and idly brushed a hand over the controls.


‘My first concern, Kieran, was to review your drugs regime. Post-operative medications are a common source of occasional hallucinogenic episodes. It has not, repeat not, been a factor here. Temporary post-operative depression might have come into play. Not significant. That being so, what can we say with assurance? Remember your Sherlock Holmes?’


First Dr Watson, now Sherlock Holmes.


He said, ‘Holmes’s famous dictum was: “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth”.’


‘I don’t think –’ I began.


‘Today is Monday, one-thirty in the afternoon. You are in no doubt? Should we switch on the television and get the day and time on Sky News?’


He motioned to the remote from the bedside table. What I’d assumed to be a medical monitor screen was, in fact, a TV set. I shook my head.


‘Let us proceed,’ he continued. ‘Fact incontrovertible: you first woke in the morning, were given a shower and spoke with a Nurse Purcell. It was today, Monday, 8.30 a.m. And unquestionably you spoke with Nurse Purcell at 10.25 a.m., two hours later. In fact, this is still Monday, a few more hours on. Fact inexorable: it is impossible you witnessed what you thought you did in the intervening time. Twenty-four hours cannot be compressed into two. That which remains, however improbable, is you’ve had an hallucination – usually of a vivid, lifelike character.’


‘Occam’s Razor?’ I ventured. Given two explanations, ignore the complex one and put your money on the simpler.
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