Sunday

All afternoon the storm had been threatening and now it finally broke. Darkness  swept in from the horizon and was upon us, a black fury falling on the small  boat. The wind roared, and the waves crashed down, towering and toppling as if to smash the little vessel. Great laces of spray flew onto the deck, and were caught up and hurled into the wind. Rain lashed down, biblical and angry, as if the world had turned to water and was drowning everything in cold, bitter, torrents. The boat climbed up  the huge waves, and crashed back down, like a toy.

   I sat on the bridge, white with fear. All around me the horrible noise of the storm. It sounded like the end of the world. I didn’t think we had a chance. If the boat sank, what would we do ? 

   The noise was getting louder. The howling wind and driving rain, the tumult, reached a crescendo, and I heard a loud crack. A voice from the deck called out, 

   -We’re going to have to abandon ship ! The mast is broken ! Everybody into the life-raft !

   I rushed out into the storm, the little boat climbing and riding the huge waves.

  But it was too late.

  There was another loud crack and the boat lurched onto her side. I was flung against the rail of the deck and held on to it as hard as I could.

   -She’s going ! shouted the same voice.

  The boat was sinking, lurching and dead now, surrendered to the  elements.

  The storm raged. Lightning bolts lit the sky, and the world ripped in two. Great slices of light and huge booming thunder, like war in the sky, split the heavens.

   I was soaked to the skin, the rain whipping my face and hair. Another wave would bury us. Where was the life-raft ? But it was too late for life-rafts now. The boat was cracking and splintering, breaking to bits in the storm. It was every man for himself. Nothing else for it: I was going to have to jump into those deep, deadly, Irish waters. 

The cold was intense. It chilled me to the bone. But worse was the storm. The waves picked me up and tossed me about. And the wind howled and raged at me, the rain warring with the sea, and I was caught in it all, swimming for my life.

   I could taste salt in my mouth and knew I couldn’t survive for long. I swam away from the wreck of boat, just flotsam and jetsam now, fragments floating on the waves, and heard moans and cries from the crew. Panic – icier than the water and just as deadly – surged through me. Nearby people were drowning, dying, far from home, in a watery hell. How much time did I have ? How much time did they ?

   I swam and swam, through darkness and downpour, my legs kicking and my arms flailing, swimming as I’d never swam before. I knew that if I stopped, I’d die. And I didn’t want to die. Not after all I’d come through. No, I didn’t want to die… Swim and live - stop and perish… it was as simple and as stark as that.

   The wind started to die down. The howling bacame more of a low, whining moan, and the rain too was letting up, the cascading torrents easing into steady, consistent rainfall. The sea seemed to be growing calmer as well, the waves less turbulent, less restless and angry. The fit was passing.

   I looked up. Darkness had fallen on us with the coming of the storm. Now a grey light was returning to world, and I could see in the distance what looked like land. Inishraam – it had to be! I dared to hope.

   The cold was brutal. I knew that it would start to slow me down, that I’d start to succumb to it. I had to focus on Inishraam. If I could get as far as that deserted island, I might have a chance. Out here, in the cold, stormtossed sea, I would die. Inishraam was my only hope.

   Pale shafts of sunlight started to pierce the grey world. The sea grew calm and still, and overhead I could hear seagulls crying into the wind, as if to let the world know that life had triumphed, that they had survived the storm, that nothing now could ever kill them.

  And then it was as if the storm had never been. The sea was as flat as glass and the wind had become a gentle breeze. I could see Inishraam now when I looked up, I could smell it. I kicked and flailed, for the cold was making me drowsy, and I knew that that though the worst was behind me, I couldn’t hold out much longer.

   Mist started to form ahead, great swirls of it, as if the wind had thickened into fog.  Inishraam was disappearing! Sight of the island had kept me going – now I panicked again, thinking I’d never find it. I kicked as hard as I could, knowing that this would be my final effort. I had no reserves of energy left – the cold was slowly taking me. 

  I knew I must be close. For as well as the cry of the seagulls overhead mocking me, I could hear the slap of waves hitting the beach.

   In the dim light the mist cleared and I could see the shoreline on the right between the movement of the waves and the fog, though as I swam towards the island it seemed to fade before my eyes again, as if under a spell, and I could see nothing but the mist curling in above the sea once more, and a small circle of foam.

   I swam on.  The water was really cold now and I was chilled to the marrow.  I knew I couldn’t last much longer. Slowly, dreamily, a large rock emerged up from the fog, and beyond it the makings of a hill. I swam on and could feel rocks start under me in the water, and hear the slap of waves and the jingle of stones as the sea ebbed and flowed onto the beach. There was shingle under me now and I stood up to wade ashore. I was on dry land ! At last ! I collapsed onto the cold flinty stones, and passed out.

I’m in  a cool white room. There’s nothing in the room except a bare matress with a plastic cover. I’m a few feet away from the matress, which has been placed in the middle of the room, on the floor. A thick rubber floor covering cushions me. I’m wearing a thin cotton night shirt and I’m sweating. But I’m not hot. I’m shivering and my sweat is icy cold. My teeth start chattering and I shake in great starts and spasms.

   A slot in the door slides back with a sharp bang. Someone is looking at me. I can see a magnified blue eye gazing coolly through the hole. It does not blink but stares at me shivering, chattering, shuddering.

  Plumes of smoke start to float out of the white wall, the wall where the door is, the door which is watching me. Each plume is scented and carries with it the odour of violets, a sweet, sickly smell. The scent is choking, and the plumes of smoke fill up the room, hanging heavy and cloying and dense.

   Something is moving out of the corner of my eye. It’s at the periphery of my vision. It fills me with fear. For it is scuttling now and there are more of them, running round in the white room, scurrying and scuttling just out of my line of sight. I am shaking uncontrollably on the floor now, helpless and sacred. What is happening to me ?

   Now I can see what they are. There are hundreds of them, shiny black beetles scurrying all around the room. They will soon be on me. There are so many of them. They swarm over each other, scuttling and scurrying, their glistening black backs whirring as their wings expand. They are flying now, flying through the room, a great black shiny racket of beetles swarming through the air.

   Now they are on me. They are in my hair and on my face, on my body, my belly, my genitals, in my anus, crawling all over me. 

   I scream, I scream until that is all that I am, a long, loud, terrified, agonising scream. But it is no use – the beetles are eating me now, eating me piece by piece. I scream with all the warped intensity of the mad. And still the eye gazes down at me. And screams back.

