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PROLOGUE

And so, I am mad after all. If all the beaks and screws who have had the misfortune to incarcerate me were given a bible, they could all attest to my insanity without fear of eternal repercussions.

The asylum superintendent believes that divine intervention will end our assorted plights: every morning we must endure his turgid preaching and, even if he forgoes the excesses of the Old Testament, he continues to bludgeon us with the Apostles. I fear I can quote Luke chapter and verse, and if ‘lunatic, heal thyself’ can become the mantra for my salvation, it is not altogether unattributable to that saintly being.

Yet, I cannot heal, it is too late. I knew my course of action was madness and still I took it, never veered from it, even though death was the inexorable outcome. In heat and in anger and, yes, in love, I trod that dreadful course, each painful and wonderful step of it.

The shackles gouge my wrists, disturbing the scars of Strangeways Prison’s fetters. But no matter: if I bleed, I will not die. I am already dead.




CHAPTER ONE

I wake bone-cold: a thief has stolen my bedclothes. It is as black as hell in here save for the paltry white glow from the attendants’ station. I feel my way down my bed and find the covers wedged between my bed frame and mattress. I drag them up to my chin and swaddle myself as best as I can. The sheets are stiff and offer little comfort, but at least they are clean. Matron is very particular about the cleanliness of her linen, but the blankets, being woollen, invariably smell of second-hand death. On the wall of the laundry, a framed sampler proclaims that ‘what cannot be boiled must remain soiled’. Both Matron and the superintendent favour the embroidered adage; Matron leans towards the practical, the superintendent the spiritual. When I have inherited the earth and am in my shroud, it will undoubtedly be starched and laundered.

I stretch my legs and touch another’s skin: it is Elise. She has pushed her bed next to mine, but the attendants have chosen to ignore this transgression. Elise is a hopeless case: the best sanatoriums in Europe have failed, force-feeding has failed, and so here she is, at the foot of a lunatic’s bed, curled up like an emaciated foetus. Since her committal she has sought only my company, whereas I, in all my years here, have sought none. I think she derives some kinship from my accent, and I cannot deny her that comfort. I put my arm around her and stroke her flame hair, as if she were a child.

Soon daylight will no longer be denied; it creeps from behind the blackout curtains with its false promise of a glittering day. From the infirmary come the renewed sounds of coughing and moaning. In the bowels of the building, screams and rantings are supplanted by a sudden silence. Soon the first bell will sound. Here, we live and die by the bells: bells to get up; bells to pray; bells to eat; bells to work; bells to sleep; and bells to shit.

At the sound of the bell the curtains are drawn back and the ward’s gas lights are lit; I shield my eyes from their intrusive glare. The yawning night attendants emerge from the attendants’ station and unlock the ward doors, eager to escape to their beds, and two of the day attendants, Rowse and Clarke, enter the ward with their early morning smiles and their soapy bowls and towels ready to give a daily wash and brush-up to those who cannot walk to the washroom. Clarke is only in her twenties but is already a veteran of four asylums, but Rowse is a recent recruit and is too soft for this place and in a few months she will scamper back to the West Country. I can see her, back where she belongs, with her face pressed against the udder of her favourite cow, her nimble fingers teasing out the creamy liquid and squirting it rhythmically into a wooden bucket. She has the red hair and porcelain skin of her Celtic ancestors; age has not yet painted her face with broken veins, and only her hands are marked with the pox scars of her trade.

Two of the old biddies, Queenie and Maggie, pull their sheets over their heads and feign sleep. They should both be in the geriatrics’ ward, but Matron, although usually a stickler for rules, is loath to move them from the neurotics’ ward, as they have both been here for years, before even the superintendent, and he has been here for ever. They have always had beds opposite each other but are not friends. ‘Foul-mouthed harridan,’ says Queenie. ‘Stuck-up bitch,’ Maggie flings back, every day, for years and years, but their mutual animosity and riling up the attendants with their truculence is the only pleasure that they have these days.

‘Now, Queenie,’ says Rowse, ‘I know you are not asleep. Just a quick wash and a look at your nails and skin.’

‘It was done yesterday,’ says Queenie from beneath the covers.

‘Rules say you must have a wash every morning, Queenie. It’s for your own good. Cleanliness is next to Godliness. Do you want me to get Miss Clarke to see to you instead?’

Queenie flings away the covers and sits bolt upright, holding out her arms and lifting her face for inspection like a client in one of those new beauty salons I have seen advertised in the Leeds Mercury.

‘That’s my girl,’ says Rowse, as if she is addressing one of her cows, and Queenie submits to the ritual without further complaint. She’s not a bad old stick really, not like her nemesis, who will snarl and occasionally spit at you and whose mind, they say, has been addled by syphilis. Nobody knows why she is called Queenie, but I suspect it is because of the way she crooks her little finger when she drinks her tea or how she holds her shoulders back and looks down her nose at you, which is remarkable considering she is five foot nothing. Rowse, who should know better and will be reprimanded if Matron finds out, has confided that Queenie was diagnosed with melancholia way back in the sixties. They say she lost her love or her child or both and now she has wailed and bled and dried up without offspring.

At half-past seven the second bell rings and I walk with the rest of the able-bodied patients to the refectory for a quick sermon and a blessing for the food on our plates for which we must be truly thankful. Breakfast is as regulated as our lives – five ounces of bread, half an ounce of butter and a pint of coffee, not a drop more or an ounce less – but it is much more than I sometimes had in the lean times. At half-past eight, a bell summons us back to the ward until another at nine o’clock sends us to the airing courts for our morning constitutional. When we return, the attendants are leaving the ward with their dusters and dirty mops and, as it is a Tuesday, the dirty bed linen from fifty beds has been deposited in a large basket in the corner of the ward ready to be wheeled to the laundry; the combined odours of sweat and vomit reach my nose before I see it. Elise and the other bedridden patients, excused the airing courts, are sitting up in their clean bed linen eating a cold breakfast, oblivious to the smell that is emanating from the corner of the room. They say that smell is the first sense that you lose in your dotage. Perhaps it is the same for those who have no sense at all.

‘Say goodbye to your friends,’ says Rowse to them; they wave to us, although I am by no means certain that they know who we are.

It is my fifth year of toil in the laundry and ironing rooms; but one day soon I shall be free of it all. I tell myself that every day, for I am as sane as the next woman, although in here, unfortunately, the next woman is probably mad. But, for now, I am one of the seven in ten female patients who labour with swollen hands and red, dripping faces in the steam and the filth, boiling napery, sheets and, worst of all, nightshirts and drawers soiled with every shade of God knows what. It is like being back in the prison laundry and I sometimes feel like an inmate rather than a patient. Work, sleep, work, but this time with added prayers and the shit of the incontinent, although without the everyday threat of violence, both from inmates and jailers. Every day I scoop everything into the coppers, where it boils merrily for hours, and then I haul it all back out and feed it through the mangle, where it has the life squeezed out of it. Then everything is rinsed and then back through a mangle before it is out on the line to dry and then back in, stiff as boards from the starch, for ironing. Week after week, month after month, I feed my copper the same filthy laundry. In winter, the laundry will not dry outside and must be brought inside to be draped over lines until we are all nearly blinded by the steam, but nonetheless grateful for the warmth of the room. But in summer, the sheets flap on the line like clipper sails and by the time I peg them all out the first sheets are nearly dry. On those days I take my time pegging out the washing, as back inside the laundry I will once again sweat like an old sow; on those days I imagine being in my own home, pegging out only two embroidered sheets instead of hundreds with Property of Sunnyside Asylum stamped upon them, until I am summoned inside by an attendant who has been sent in search of me. But it is Superintendent Sharp’s edict that working in this inferno will double a female patient’s penance and hasten a cure, and, as he is an esteemed medical man and oversees the whole asylum, who am I to doubt that?

It has been rumoured that we laundresses have become so efficient in our work that the asylum, to boost its coffers, is to take in washing from local hotels. I am unsure how their patrons will feel about their tablecloths having been washed in the same coppers as some lunatic’s undergarments. After all, patronage of the afflicted is all well and good as long as it is kept at arm’s length.

The male patients are spared laundry work and get to work in the fresh air or in the asylum bakery. But, except for a twice-daily airing, the female patients are kept inside; it is almost as if we cannot be shown to the world and should be doubly ashamed of our madness and our deviance from the female ideal. From the laundry window I can see the men in the gardens, mowing and digging and soaking in the rays of the spring sunshine; and even in the winter, when the ground is as hard as bell-iron and their spades bounce off the unforgiving earth, their bodies muffled against the cold – even then I envy them their outdoor freedom. But look is all any of us can do, since male and female patients inhabit separate wings of the asylum. We never get within touching distance of each other lest we are overcome with passion, apart from in church, where we are separated by the aisle, or at the Christmas and New Year shindigs, where we must behave or be threatened with being banned from future entertainments.

There are some new patients in the laundry today, sent to the asylum for a few months by their doctors or more likely their families, who either cannot or will not pay for a private sanatorium. They huddle together, some of them holding hands, until the attendants tell them to step away from each other. They have a variety of afflictions to which women seem to be particularly susceptible: they may be frigid or too lascivious, or too timid or too outspoken, or be grieving to excess for the loss of a child or a husband. There is a long, long list, but if the latter were a barometer for a diagnosis of melancholia then our dear old Queen should have been committed years ago. Instead she gets to live in luxury and rule an empire. That’s life for you.

The newcomers hang around the boiling coppers awaiting instructions and vowing, if they ever escape, to behave in the way that society expects and never again be sent to this hellish place. I suspect it is a ploy by the superintendent to shock these new delinquents into conformity before commencing any other treatment; I would say it works very well.

One of the long-term patients holds up a sheet to her nose and breathes in the impregnated sweat. ‘Smells just like my first husband Fred,’ she says. ‘Takes me back to when we were first wed, when we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Had loads of washing to do then, didn’t need any starch afterwards on his nightshirts. Or was it the butcher when we couldn’t pay the meat bill? I forget. It must have been nearly every fortnight I didn’t have enough money for the butcher.’ Her cronies laugh and follow her as she walks over and elbows me in the ribs and says, ‘How about you, Lily? What about your lovers? Or did you kill them all off?’

I ignore her and start to put another load into the copper. It did not take long for word of my conviction to spread around; at least it means my reputation has gone before me and most of the patients who work in here avoid me. The woman’s statement is truer than she can know, of course, but as far as anyone knows I am here to serve out my sentence for grievous bodily harm against one man, and that is more than I ever intended anyone to find out. But the other thing, the mention of lovers, has set me thinking about feelings that I thought long buried. Titus has always been there of course, in a small box in the corner of my mind, threatening to sneak out. They say you never forget your first love and I will never forget Titus, but I am never going to share him with these women, to pull apart and sully with their lewd thoughts.

‘I hear you slit his throat from ear to ear,’ she says, making a motion around her throat with the laundry tongs.

She seems determined to have her two penn’orth, so I say, ‘I was convicted of wounding but I am entirely innocent.’

She laughs and says, ‘That’s what they all say in here. Just as they say they are not mad.’

‘Well, then, perhaps you had better watch your back – the conviction was with intent. What are you in for, anyway? I expect you are not just a regular lunatic. I would say perhaps you masterminded a robbery, but you are too slow to catch a cold. The only thing that is not idle is your tongue.’

‘You want to watch I don’t shove you into that copper with all the other shitty stuff,’ she says.

I put down my load of dirty linen and, arms folded, take a step towards her so that we are barely two feet apart and I can hear her quick breaths. Her cronies, one by one, step back from her until she is left standing on her own, like a shepherd without a flock.

‘And just how do you plan to shove me in there?’ I say. ‘Your entourage seem to have deserted you.’

The newcomers hide behind the ironing boards in the ironing room and start to whimper. Two attendants who have been gossiping by the laundry door rush over and set their bodies between us. ‘Get back to work,’ says one of them. ’It’s too hot in here for you lot to be starting something.’

The woman shuffles back to her copper and makes a hand gesture towards me behind the retreating attendants. One of the regulars from the ironing room walks over and says, ‘Are you all right? That Polly is a right piece of work, rough as a bear’s arse. Just ignore her. Let me help you with those filthy sheets. You’ll do yourself a mischief lifting all that into that copper on your own. You need to let somebody else help you sometimes.’

I thank her but confirm that I will be perfectly fine on my own. And I am on my own. I have no family and no friends. I have acquaintances – Elise, Queenie, and even Maggie – but they are not friends, even if they may wish to be. She shrugs her shoulders and walks back to the ironing room, and I shove another load of the filthy stuff into the boiling copper.




CHAPTER TWO

It is Sunday, our day of rest, although it is a day as regimented as the rest of the week, otherwise the devil will no doubt take particular interest in the idle hands of the weak-minded. But there is at least no physical labour for the patients: the superintendent is a keen observer of the Sabbath. Except for those who work in the kitchens, for even on a Sunday we must be fed. I have yet to be deployed to the kitchen, although I have requested the move from Matron on several occasions, reasoning that I have been diligent in the laundry. Matron says that the next step up for me would be a move to the sewing room and that there is a long waiting list for kitchen work, what with the prestige of being trusted with food preparation and the titbits that she knows we lunatics steal. But I expect her reticence has something to do with the proximity of kitchen knives.

We and the geriatrics’ ward are the first sitting in church, two wards squeezed into the five rows of pews built for sixty people. Queenie, Maggie and Elise have been excused attendance, and will take the sacrament from the vicar, for, as it is a Sunday, Superintendent Sharp has been replaced by a real vicar, in their beds. It smells like the church of my childhood: polish, musty hymn books and long-dead flowers. If I close my eyes, I am back there, its cool limestone walls permeated by generations of marriages, christenings and funerals, and, outside, the small graveyard with rows of the same surnames on the gravestones: generations of farmers and their offspring given back to the soil. But this church has known only one wealthy family until we, the family of lunatics, a loose gathering of even looser minds, claimed it as our own. The only perk for church attendance is the communion wine, the only drop of alcohol we get, and the vicar often has to prise the chalice from our grasp; there is always a bit of a rush to get to the front of the queue in case the wine should run out. But the patients need not worry: a quarter of the attendees are Catholic and there is no way they will be imbibing the wine of the heretic.

The church is at least two hundred years old, and dates from before the old house was demolished to build the house that became the asylum. The original owner, who owned hundreds of acres of land, had had the church built towards the end of his life. The story goes that it was built as an indulgence, even though he was not of the Catholic faith, but I suppose he reasoned any port in a storm to obtain forgiveness for the youthful sin of having the village that once stood here obliterated to provide hunting grounds for his estate. The grounds are much smaller now of course, only about twenty acres, but enough to keep all us lunatics of every type fenced in and hidden for fear that our madness might offend the sensibilities of decent, normal folk.

I am a hysteric, a term derived from the Greek for uterus: I am an emotional slave to my biology. Hysteria, the prison doctor wrote in bold red letters on my transfer papers. Mad as a hatter, they said behind my back. Or that is what they told me afterwards when I was sent to the neurotics’ ward, having been in the padded cells at the back of the psychotics’ ward for two weeks following my initial confinement in the seclusion cells. It was all a blur at the time: one moment I was in Strangeways at Her Majesty’s pleasure with seven years to go until freedom, and next I was in here for God knows how long. I did not know that at first, having assumed I would be released from the asylum at the end of my sentence, just as I would have been from prison. I was all set to be let out the Christmas of ’98, counting down the days – six years, ten months and three days, it was – imagining a Christmas tree with presents beneath and mince pies cooking in the oven and maybe even someone for whom I could knit or sew a Christmas present. It was day attendant Clarke who told me; her mouth was and still is as dribbly as those in the geriatrics’ ward, despite Matron’s insistence on discretion. She said she thought I knew that I had to prove my sanity to be released, thought Matron or Strangeways’ governor would have told me, and that she was sorry I had to find out from her, with a smile that told me she was not sorry at all. It is now the January of 1897 and I should have less than two years to serve, but God knows when they will deem me sane enough to be released. I have not been in the seclusion cells for at least three years, and I am doing sterling work in the laundry; just ask Mrs Brown, the overseer. Yes sir, no sir, three laundry bags full, sir. Every month, I have asked Matron about my release date, but she says that I will have to wait and see, and I wonder if any of my good work has been recorded or whether it is only my previous bad behaviour that has found its way to the pages of my asylum notes. I raise my head and look towards the altar and offer God a little prayer for my release, although I doubt that He will pay any attention to the ramblings of a lunatic.




CHAPTER THREE

It has been three useless months since I started pestering Matron daily about my release. Thirteen weeks is sufficient time for a response to my request and I take this as a sign that she will never show any interest in that direction and so I have finally given up and taken to my bed. Not even the prospect of a bed bath or the indignity of having to be turned every day for fear of bed sores will coax me to get out of it. At night, Elise no longer crawls to the bottom of my bed for fear of being kicked on to the floor, and the nurses now sedate her so that she does not disturb the other patients with her wails. The doctors have poked and prodded my body, and the nurses have taken my temperature every day for a week. Dr Roberts has declared me physically well and diagnoses that I must have relapsed into hysteria. I have been prescribed three trips per day to the airing courts, but I refuse to budge, even though I crave fresh air. So, he lets me stay in bed, hoping that the rest will cure whatever ails me.

Nothing ails me that release would not cure. But if despite my efforts I am not to be released, I have decided that I might as well feign a malaise and loll around in bed for years like Elise; I will have my lily-white skin and my memories, at least for the moment, until, with age and medication, even they will disappear. I cannot say I have always been a model patient, I have never tolerated any nonsense from other patients or the attendants, but I could have played up much more than I did. Surely a sane person would rage against their treatment and only one numbed by opiates would yield to it? But placation has never been in my nature, not since I was a child and resented that I, more than any of my sisters, had no other choice than to attempt to diffuse my mother’s pendulum moods. And my Titus could be a bit of a mardy bugger but at least he loved me, or I hope he did. And music hall customers always needed handling like children, especially when they were in their cups. I had thought when I was sent here that I was past all that subterfuge.

But I am sane enough to know I cannot carry on with this maudlin stuff for much longer or the doctors will decide to try another so-called cure on me or, worse, write ‘incurable’ on my medical records and damn me to a life in the institution, until I am as dribbly as the old biddies and life is as dull as the tea they give us. I can see those monochrome years stretching out in front of me, a procession of bells and meals and work and lights out at nine o’clock, until I am pushing up the daisies. I cannot let that happen. When Dr Roberts next does his rounds, I will say that I have considered his advice and am now much rested and wish to start his exercise regime. I will be walking every day with a view to returning to work greatly refreshed in a few weeks. He will scribble some words in my notes and be smug in the knowledge that his diagnosis has been vindicated.

When I have finished my treatment, I will work harder in the laundry and get myself noticed by making myself indispensable, and, since Matron has been of no assistance in pursuit of my release, in a few months I will appeal to a higher authority. Not God, who has, as I suspected, not answered any of my prayers, but Superintendent Sharp, who in this asylum has more powers than any God. In the daylight hours I will carry on with a false smile and a bitten tongue, and at night will try to stop the potential hopelessness of all my endeavours from seeping into my dreams.




CHAPTER FOUR

It has been four weeks since I took to my bed, and as I have adhered diligently to Dr Roberts’ exercise schedule, I am now considered cured. I wake ready to embrace the day and the inevitable monotony it will bring.

The first bell has already sounded when Matron strides into the ward and walks over to my bed. Elise, buried under her bedclothes, continues her staccato sleep.

‘Patient Day,’ she says, turning her head from Elise, ‘report to my office after your breakfast and airing.’

‘I am due in the laundry,’ I say.

‘I have told Mrs Brown that you are excused duties for an hour or so. Half-past nine,’ she says, with a jerk of her neck. Matron looks like a chick that has fledged too early. She is less than five feet tall and all bone and wire and jet-black hair.

‘Of course,’ I say to the top of her head.

Matron’s office is in the oldest part of the building. It was the morning room in the old days and is situated at the end of a long wood-panelled corridor lined with portraits of the great and good of the asylum; the attendant hurries me along under their manly gaze. But despite the profusion of male portraits this is Matron’s domain: on her door is a polished brass plaque with the word ‘Matron’ engraved on it, as if it is both her profession and her name; perhaps she likes it that way. I feel as if I have been summoned to the office of a stern headmistress without the faintest idea how I have erred, and half-expect there to be a well-worn slipper or cane situated somewhere behind her desk. I can imagine her, slipper in hand, telling the superintendent that the male patients can do as they please under the rule of the head male attendant but that her attendants, and the female charges in all six of her wards, will behave themselves.

We are ten minutes late, because I pretended that I needed to use the privy. We stand outside the door and listen to the hushed female voices within. ‘Come in,’ says Matron, before the attendant has an opportunity to knock on the door. We enter two abreast and loiter in the doorway until Matron says, ‘That will be all, Davies. Come back in fifteen minutes. And next time, be on time.’ Davies opens her mouth to protest but instead scowls at me and leaves the room muttering under her breath.

Turning to me, Matron says, ‘Now, Miss Day – Lily – please sit,’ indicating a chair by the door with her outstretched arm. The room smells of sunshine and beeswax, not the miasma of carbolic that we must endure. She remains seated behind an oak desk that threatens to swallow her; there is no cane or slipper to be seen. The interloper, a girl, stands silhouetted against the window. ‘This is Dr Fairchild,’ says Matron. ‘The superintendent has taken a specific interest in your case, especially as the course of treatment prescribed for you by Dr Roberts has seen you much recovered from your recent episode. The superintendent has requested that you spend time with Dr Fairchild; she is a psychiatrist.’ She enunciates every consonant, rolling the letters on her tongue to convince me of its import.

The doctor bounds over to my chair and extends her hand. She is a new breed, recently qualified from Durham University, she tells me. She is my age but is unlined and unsullied whereas I, with my death’s head skull, have lived a thousand of her lifetimes. I take her hand until she is forced to pull it from my grasp.

‘Lily,’ says Matron, ‘it has been agreed that you will regularly visit Dr Fairchild in a room here at Sunnyside, away from the wards. This is a special privilege. She will ask you to tell her about your life before you came here. It will be your chance to prove your sanity to Miss Fairchild, who will report her findings to the superintendent and the board.’ She smiles at the girl, who blushes. ‘You will of course be supervised by two attendants at every session.’

‘Will that be satisfactory, Lily?’ says the good doctor.

‘Of course it will, won’t it, Lily?’ says Matron.

There is no free choice, we all know it: you would have to be mad to refuse such an opportunity. But is that not exactly what they have already declared me to be?

‘I will think about it,’ I say.

‘Excellent,’ says Dr Fairchild, clasping her hands together.

Davies knocks on the door and Matron barks at her to enter, declaring our meeting over and telling the attendant to escort me to the laundry. I want to skip down the corridor but there is nothing that looks madder than a grown woman skipping: there are a pair of old biddies from the geriatrics’ ward who skip hand in hand around the airing courts, and I fear their regression to childhood is nearly complete. So, instead, I walk to the laundry with my chin on my chest to hide my smile, silently thanking whichever God has given me this opportunity for release, leaving Matron and my bluestocking doctor to concoct their plans for my rehabilitation.




CHAPTER FIVE

Two weeks later, on an afternoon in late March, I am seated, unfettered, in a small sitting room, and spring sunlight is streaming in through the bars of the small, high windows. The gardeners must be working on the lawn by the woods as the scents of pungent ramsons and newly mown grass are wafting in on a warm breeze. The room is painted forest-green, but at the door’s edge the paint has cracked and flaked to reveal utilitarian grey, destroying the charade. Two leather upright chairs, old and slightly grubby, are placed in the centre of the room, separated by a small oak coffee table. A meagre fire burns in the cast-iron grate and a grandmother clock ticks away in the corner, announcing her presence every half of an hour.

There is a knock, and an arm pulls aside the damask curtains that have been masking the unlocked French windows and Dr Fairchild stoops under the doorframe and enters the room, her face the colour of beetroot. She takes off her mackintosh and hangs it on the hook by the door, then stands in front of the fire, warming her hands through her calfskin gloves.

‘I walked from the station,’ she says, by way of unnecessary explanation. She sits in the chair opposite mine, regaining her breath. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Day. In these sessions, please call me Pomona. I am named after the Roman goddess of fruitfulness, not the immigrant ship bound for America that went down with over four hundred souls lost before it had barely left the shores of Liverpool. May I call you Lily?’

‘Of course,’ I say, for once glad I have a name that does not have to be painfully explained to every new acquaintance. She enquires whether I would like tea or coffee, as if we were a tableau of genteel ladies taking afternoon refreshments. I tell her my preference and she remarks that it is hers also. She removes her gloves; she has pale wrists, slim but strong, unmarked by life. Two attendants, neither of whom I have previously encountered but who by the look of them must be required to keep order in the psychotics’ ward, sit behind me until Pomona calls for coffee with the flick of her wrist, and one of the attendants leaves the room in search of our refreshments, muttering as she brushes past my chair. A small bird, a wren or a finch, has squeezed though the bars of the far window and sits on the sill, walking from one side of it to the other every few minutes. When the attendant returns with the tray, the other attempts to shoo the bird away, but the window is too high and it remains on the sill, content to watch the proceedings unfold.

‘Cream and sugar?’ Pomona says, confident that a patient will not decline a rare treat.

‘Black,’ I reply.

She pours the steaming liquid into two china teacups decorated with red roses. She places the coffee pot on the tray, out of my reach. As she hands me the coffee, there is a slight rattle of the teacup in its saucer. ‘I am afraid there are no biscuits. Cook informs me that we are all out,’ she says.

‘How remiss of her,’ I say. She does not rise to the sarcasm.

‘Now, Lily,’ she says, taking out a gold fountain pen and unscrewing the lid; the nib is swollen with Indian ink, anxious to make its mark on the reams of crisp white paper that she has extracted from her briefcase, ‘do you know why you are here?’

‘I was transferred here from prison.’

‘I mean why you are here in this room?’

‘You asked for me to be brought here.’

‘Yes, but why did I request that you be brought here?’ She pushes two stray strands of blonde hair behind her right ear and begins to write on the naked sheets with long, looping strokes.

‘It seems you believe that I can be cured of my insanity.’

‘And is that what you believe?’

’I believe that you believe I can be,’ I say.

She writes what looks like a huge question mark on her paper; it is ugly and spoils the lines of her neat handwriting. ‘I understand that my predecessor, Dr Ledbetter, saw you on two occasions in the infirmary. Did he never encourage you to work through your feelings, to purge yourself of bad memories?’

I am less confident than my doctor that talking through my feelings will act as an emotional emetic, despite what Herr Breuer theorises. And yet, for a lunatic, one treatment is just as good as any other. I wonder if she is prepared for the deluge that may ensue.

She waits for my answer, screwing and unscrewing the top of her gold pen. She takes a sip of her coffee. I attempt to drink mine, but, unadulterated by cream, it is still piping hot, and scalds my throat. The clock strikes the half-hour and one of the attendants shifts her weight from one foot to the other and glances at her pocket watch. High on the windowsill, the bird is asleep on its wing.

‘I’m afraid Dr Ledbetter and I really didn’t see eye to eye,’ I say.

‘And why was that?’

‘Things fell apart when I tried to poke out one of his.’

‘Now, Lily, I know that is not true,’ she says, scolding me like an errant child. ‘I have read all your notes.’ But she edges her body to the back of her chair nonetheless. ‘If these sessions are to be of any benefit to you, you must start to tell me the truth.’

The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, Your Honour.

‘You do wish to continue with your treatment?’

Her cheeks, which have paled since her exertions, have a hint of blush high on the cheekbone, and perspiration, as thin as gossamer, sits above her top lip. She has the demeanour of a schoolboy who, having sneaked a look at his report card, has given the resealed envelope to his father with a look of pride and anticipation.

‘I was unaware that we had started the treatment,’ I say.

‘What I propose,’ she says, ignoring the caustic nature of my response, ‘is that, starting today, every month or so you come to this room. Later, as you become more accustomed to the sessions, we may have them on a more regular basis. We shall take afternoon tea. I will make sure that Cook has our order in advance, and we can talk – as much or as little as you like; we can even drink our tea in silence if you wish. Would you like to do that?’

The bird wakes as if she is aware of the sudden change of dynamic in the room. Her tiny brown body erupts with a strong, sweet song. It is a jenny wren; she remains perched in the window, with all the stubbornness of her breed, until on a whim she flies around the room, makes a reconnaissance of her adopted territory, and then flies out through the open window. My mother always said that the arrival of a bird has a meaning, messages from the beyond and all that rubbish. And for once I hope that she is correct in her superstitions and that this jenny wren will signify change – though whether for good or ill, I cannot foretell.

I have received many proposals, of varying degrees of propriety; this is one of the more acceptable. The promise of afternoon tea and the chance of escape for an hour or so, even to this makeshift sitting room, is more promising than an afternoon in the asylum. Not that a promising proposal will necessarily have a favourable outcome; it is my unfortunate experience that outcome is inversely related to promise. But this girl with her flicking wrists and naked hands has piqued my curiosity. Maybe she will hold the key to my release from this hellhole.

I take a sip of my coffee, but it has grown tepid and unpalatable. I replace the half-empty cup in its saucer with a clatter. I look at my doctor and she returns my gaze, unperturbed by the noisy cup.

‘I would very much like to do that,’ I say with as much nonchalance as I can muster – she has enough exuberance for both of us. ‘Where do I begin?’

‘At the start,’ she says, with a thin smile, her pen poised, and head cocked. It is an action she must have been trained to do – she is a picture of encouragement. And so, begin I do.

Wenlock Edge, Shropshire, 1871

I was born near the market town of Much Wenlock, into a brood that was already nine strong. ‘Strong’ may perhaps be an inaccurate adjective to describe my siblings, as my birth only raised our actual number to eight, my twin brothers, born fifteen months before my arrival, having died of diphtheria or some such, while my mother was confined to bed for my imminent arrival. If I seem callous in my description of their demise that is not my intention; it is only that my parents never spoke of them or wept over their passing. Children lived and children died; that is how it was, and most of our neighbours had at some time suffered the same loss. My mother laid flowers on their grave on the anniversary of their death; she did not visit on any other day, even though my father would weed the grass and clean their tiny gravestone every Sunday, after morning service. She placed no wreath at Christmas, no daffodils at Eastertime; not even their birthday was commemorated – it was as if their loss, not their birth, had become a celebration. Sometimes I imagine their poor venerated souls desperately trying to detach themselves from earthly apron strings as they claw their way into the arms of St Peter. And whether because of fate or choice, or out of sadness for the loss of her twins, I was to be her last child. I was christened Lily, that funereal flower, as, according to my father, all the virtuous names had been used up on my elder sisters. But Lily is a good a name as any, and, in the end, perhaps more apt than Patience or Constance or Prudence.

Now I run a little ahead of myself, but going back to my childhood home – even if only in my mind, the actual path being long barred to me – is at least of some comfort. My father owned a farm, or probably still owns a farm, at Wenlock Edge. The Edge overshadowed the farm, its ancient limestone jutting out like a huge pallid hand, shielding those living beneath its benevolent palm from the extremes of weather. Despite the farm’s enviable position, the summers were still hot and the winters were still cold, although occasionally the reverse happened. But a country winter is unlike the biting grey cold of a winter’s night in the city slums that freezes the piss in the pots and the bones of the ragged children. For even the chilliest winters, which made us children snuggle three-a-bed under an eiderdown and layers of blankets to garner some degree of warmth, had a purpose: we knew that spring sunshine would soon warm the frozen fields, and frost, nature’s own harrow, would split open the earth as it thawed, and the annual cycle of tilling, sowing, growing and reaping could begin again. And in the scorching hot nights of summer, when we could not sleep even with the windows flung wide open, our legs scratched and our muscles aching from the gathering of the grain harvest – even these were happy nights for us. We knew the grain stores were full for winter and soon cooler nights would herald the arrival of autumn and the picking of the apples, damsons and greengages that were busy ripening in the substantial orchard at the rear of the farmhouse.

The farm was much like any other in the Welsh Marches and much like any other anywhere else in the country: some years the yields were good and some years the yields were bad. My father had inherited the farm from his uncle, his father’s only brother, who, at the age of forty and imbued with a hitherto unknown religious fervour, had gone off and got himself killed in the Anglo-Persian war. This was rather unfortunate for poor Uncle Herbert, but very fortunate for my father, who inherited Little Meadows Farm and would otherwise have been left penniless by my grandfather who had been steadily gambling away the family home and business.

My father’s passion was for growing rather than rearing, and in this pursuit he was most earnest. As I had no surviving brothers, he tried to pass some of his knowledge on to his youngest girls: Mercy, Honesty, Prudence and me. My eldest sisters had only been taught the skills that a farmer’s wife would need, as I expect in the early years he was still holding out for a son. I do not think he ever had the heart for livestock, and would secretly hope that the cows would birth heifer calves rather than bull calves who would have to go to market. We did keep chickens, geese and a few pigs, but it was always my mother who would wring the chickens’ necks when they were too old to lay. She was always good with her hands—

My doctor holds up her own hand now, its elegance betrayed by the nails which are bitten like a schoolboy’s. ‘That’s a wonderful start,’ she says.

She has not noticed that I have rehearsed this speech since our first meeting in Matron’s office and have trotted it out by rote, like the timetables I learnt at school. Or perhaps she thinks I speak so eloquently all the time.

‘Can you tell me of an event that you remember from childhood? Something that happened to you rather than giving me your background. Not that that is not important.’

This I had not expected but, reaching in the deep recesses of my memory, I launch into an event that I well remember.

Little Meadows Farm, 28 December 1880

It is five o’clock and outside it is already as black as pitch. Honesty and I are in the back kitchen, washing our hands in a bowl of icy water that she has just poured from the jug. We are panting and red-faced, having made a dash from the warmth of the milking shed into the cold of the late afternoon; in the foldyard, the water trough is already an inch thick with ice. My mother is still outside securing the ducks and chickens against Mr Reynard, although I do not think that even he will be venturing out on such a night. Prudence is in the kitchen making a pot of tea. Her tea is habitually awful and has not improved with practice, but at least it is warm, and we walk into the kitchen and wrap our hands around the cup she offers, gulping down its stewed contents.

‘Take one up to Father, he’s in his study,’ says Prudence.

It is my father’s habit to go to his study in the late afternoon in winter when all the farm work is done; milking and caring for poultry, which may last well into the evening, is women’s work. With a candlestick in one hand and a cup and saucer in the other, I climb the stairs, the cup rattling in its saucer but not a drop spilt, yet knowing that, for all my efforts, it will grow tepid on his desk. He has left the door ajar and as I enter the room he is leaning over Uncle Herbert’s walnut desk, the latest books on crop rotation spewed across it. A heel of bread and some cheese and pickled onions, which he often takes with him for his dinner if he does not want to be disturbed, lie uneaten at the table’s edge. On the mantelshelf, three candles he had lit earlier are nearly burnt down to their wicks. I put the cup and saucer on his desk, slice off a sliver of cheese and eat it nestled into the armchair by the fireplace. This is my habit: to sit wordlessly, warming myself on the dying embers and breathing in the familiar smells of whisky and Dark Bird’s Eye pipe tobacco. After a quarter of an hour, he looks up from his desk, startled anew at my presence, as if my sitting there is not a regular occurrence.

He throws a few more coals on the fire, wipes his hands on his trousers, and takes the opposite fireside seat, a large glass of whisky in his hand.

‘Lily, I have great plans for the evolution of this farm. I aim to increase crop rotation, diversify into other food crops, and eventually, if I can twist your mother’s arm, I’m going to buy myself one of those new-fangled steam tractors to do the ploughing. It will pay for itself in the end – and don’t worry, Samson will be put out to pasture, not sent to the knackers’ yard,’ he says.

I clap my hands together, caught up in his enthusiasm and grateful for our old shire horse’s reprieve, but understanding only a smattering of what he is proposing.

He refills his glass with whisky, the tea long forgotten. ‘I have been so blessed to have been given this farm. I wasn’t cut out for life as a solicitor, even though I come from a long line of them. I hated the long hours, the clients, and the drab offices in a drab city.’

‘But don’t you have long hours and demanding clients here on





























































OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-one



		Chapter Twenty-two



		Chapter Twenty-three



		Chapter Twenty-four



		Chapter Twenty-five



		Chapter Twenty-six



		Chapter Twenty-seven



		Chapter Twenty-eight



		Chapter Twenty-nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements

















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BUT THE GENTLEMEN HAD
BETTER WATCH THEIR BACKS . . .





OEBPS/images/pub.png
SPHERE





