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1

Falling Apart

I kept on telling my friends that I was well, but they wouldn’t listen. I kept on telling my social worker that I was fine now, but she wouldn’t listen either. I told my family that I was feeling great, but they ignored me too. I felt the world had turned against me and I wished I was dead. Even dying had to be better than being sent to a nuthouse. And that’s where they were sending me.

My mother took me there. It was a huge building on the top of a hill, set back from the road in enormous grounds. I had often passed it as a child and wondered what was inside. Now I knew it was full of people like me. They called it a psychiatric hospital but I knew that was just a posh name for a place where nutcases were locked up.

The thing was, I wasn’t a nut. Just a scared, lonely sixteen-year-old. But no one would listen to me, and on that sunny morning in early June I found myself following Mum in through the main entrance to the darkness of a large foyer.

Mum spoke to a woman sitting at a desk and then walked briskly along a corridor leading off the foyer. I almost had to run to keep up with her. There was a smell of disinfectant and a faint sound of people bustling around behind closed doors. Several wheelchairs lined the corridor and porters rushed past us pushing trolleys carrying patients wrapped in bandages.

As we walked on, towards the furthest part of the building, gradually the smell of disinfectant faded and the corridors became quieter and darker. I concentrated on the sound of my mother’s heels clicking on the floor until we reached a heavy metal door with a sign that said Department of Psychiatry.

By this time tears were streaming down my face. ‘Please don’t leave me, Mum,’ I pleaded. ‘I’m better now. I don’t need this, I really don’t.’

She stared at the door in front of us, her face expressionless. ‘You know this is the only answer, Sophie. There’s no one who can help you now, except the doctors here.’

I wanted to scream and tell her she was wrong and that this was a huge mistake. I just wanted to go home. But I stayed silent. Mum never listened to me anyway.

My face felt swollen with tears. I felt so alone and scared. I longed for someone – anyone – to hold me and tell me that everything would be OK. Mum pushed open the metal door, which slammed shut behind us. Ahead was a set of grey, concrete steps. My social worker had told me that the ward where I would be was on the second floor.

I looked at Mum again and thought I saw tears in her eyes as she squeezed my shoulder and pushed me ahead of her. There was no natural light and a fluorescent bulb flickered as we made our way up two flights of steep, narrow stairs. The walls on either side of us had flaking cream paintwork.

At the head of the stairs another metal door stood before us with a glass panel set in the top and a row of locks along the edge. Mum rang the bell and we waited in silence. This is it, I thought. I am about to be locked away and there is nothing I can do. They might as well throw me in prison.

A woman looked through the glass panel and then the locks clicked one by one and the door was opened. We stepped into a long corridor, empty apart from a row of plastic chairs.

‘You must be Sophie,’ the woman said. I nodded. ‘We’ve been expecting you this morning,’ she went on. ‘My name is Dawn and I’m a staff nurse on the ward.’

I guessed she was in her thirties; she was attractive and wore lots of make-up over a deep golden tan. She had no uniform on, which I thought was strange.

I stood in silence, staring at the floor, transfixed by the patterns on the threadbare carpet, as Dawn said, ‘Come and meet some of the staff who will be taking care of you while you’re here.’ She put her hand on my shoulder and led me towards a door on the right-hand side of the corridor. I tried to turn my head away to hide my tears and began counting in my head. That usually worked when I wanted to block things out.

‘Don’t worry,’ Dawn smiled. ‘We don’t bite, you know.’

Dawn opened the door and ushered me into a large room full of people, all chattering and clinking cups and saucers. Mum followed us inside.

‘This is Sophie,’ Dawn announced.

I looked at the sea of faces staring at me. I felt nervous and scared and started to count in my head again.

‘Sophie is new on the ward today,’ Dawn continued. ‘She will be our youngest patient, so she might be feeling extra vulnerable. She is going to be under the care of Dr Harvey and his team.’

I looked down at the floor again. It felt strange to hear the words ‘extra vulnerable’. I had always thought of myself as strong.

A stocky man with a kind face and a mop of black shiny hair stood up and shook my hand firmly. ‘Hi Sophie,’ he said. ‘My name is Raj and I’m one of the charge nurses. A charge nurse is the equivalent of a sister; I expect you’re more familiar with that expression aren’t you?’ I nodded.

Like Dawn, he wore no uniform. In a timid voice I asked why. Raj smiled. ‘None of the nursing staff on this unit wear a uniform. It’s much more relaxing for everyone like this and we hope it will make us more approachable.’

What sort of place had they sent me to, with nurses without uniforms? I felt even more scared than before. It didn’t seem like a hospital anymore and I had no idea what would happen to me.

Raj introduced me to the rest of the staff, but it was impossible for me to take in their names, or remember who did what. There were nurses, doctors, psychiatrists, occupational therapists, social workers, probation officers and even a teacher from the Local Education Department.

‘OK, Sophie,’ Dawn said. ‘I think it would be best if you said goodbye to your mum now. Then I’ll show you around the unit. The rest of the patients are in a community meeting and they’ll be out in a few minutes, so you can meet them.’

I wasn’t close to Mum but at least she was familiar, and I didn’t feel ready for her to go. She hugged me and I began to sob loudly. As she tried to pull away from me I clung to her.

‘Please take me away from here, Mum,’ I pleaded. ‘Please don’t leave me.’

But she fastened her jacket, pecked me on the cheek and began to walk towards the door. ‘I’m so sorry, Sophie,’ she said, as she left.

No doubt she thought it was for the best, but I didn’t see it that way. When things got tough, she always left me. That’s what she had done when she left me with Dad and now, when she had a chance to be there for me, she was leaving me again.

‘Come on, my love,’ Dawn said. ‘Let me show you where you’ll be sleeping tonight.’

There was a calmness about Dawn that I found strangely reassuring. I wiped away my tears with my sleeve and followed her out of the staffroom and down the corridor. There were glass cubicles on either side, each with enough room for a bed, a locker and a couple of chairs. I could see that there was someone in each cubicle. Was I going to be put in one of these, like a goldfish in a bowl? We had reached a large room at the end of the corridor.

‘This ward is where you will be sleeping for the time being,’ Dawn said. ‘Unfortunately the female ward is full at the moment, so you’re in the male one, but you and two other girls from the unit will be sharing a separate cubicle.’

We turned into a room off the main one, with glass walls on all sides, and three beds in it. I stared in horror. Not only was I being put in a goldfish bowl, but it was in a male ward, which scared me even more.

In the first bed there was a girl lying on her side reading a magazine. Dawn led me over to her and the girl put the magazine down and looked up. She looked like a skeleton with just a thin covering of skin, almost transparent in appearance. I had never seen anyone as thin as her before and her gaunt features made her look elderly and frail. Her bones protruded through her skin.

‘Sophie, I’d like you to meet Anna,’ Dawn said.

I stepped forward and shook her outstretched hand, very softly so as not to hurt her. I felt sure I was in the wrong place now. Anna was obviously ill and there was no way I was as bad as she was.

‘Hello,’ Anna said. ‘How long will you be here for?’

If only I knew, I thought. I smiled back at her and shrugged my shoulders.

‘OK girls, you’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other later. First I want to get you settled in, Sophie.’ Dawn moved on, past an empty bed with a large teddy sitting on the pillow, to the third bed. Like the others it had a locker next to it and blue plastic curtains that could be drawn around it.

‘This is where you’ll be sleeping,’ Dawn said. ‘But before you put any of your stuff away I’d like to have a look through it.’ I looked horrified. ‘It’s a formality that we have to go through with every patient when they’re admitted,’ Dawn explained. ‘We have to make sure that you haven’t brought anything in with you that might harm yourself or others.’

She took my holdall and tipped my clothes and belongings all over the bed, then began to sift through them. I felt exposed and embarrassed.

A moment later she found the razor blades that I had hidden in the lid of my deodorant can and put them in her pocket. I felt devastated. I needed the blades more than anything else in the world. Without them I knew I would be lost. In the past few years they had given me a way of coping with everything that was happening to me. With the blades I had some kind of control in my life, when I couldn’t control anything else. They gave me a sense of security.

I wanted to beg Dawn to let me keep them, but I knew she wouldn’t, so I said nothing.

Dawn told me to follow her to the medical room. Inside there was a large window looking on to the grounds. It was slightly open and the breeze felt nice on my face, especially as there was a strong smell of disinfectant in the room. There was a single bed with a curtain around it, and a large locked cupboard.

Another nurse joined us. Dawn explained that Amy was the staff nurse assigned to look after me.

Dawn asked me to strip to my underwear and Amy wrote on a chart as Dawn weighed and measured me and asked lots of questions about my health. Amy did a blood test and told me they would be doing a urine test in the morning.

Then Dawn asked me about all the scars on my stomach, arms and legs. She took the dressing off my left arm, revealing the parallel lines of fresh, deep cuts.

‘So this is what you had the razor blades for is it?’ she asked. I nodded. ‘I’ll leave you with Amy now,’ she said. ‘You’ll need a few stitches in your arm. Afterwards you can come into the day room and meet some other patients.’

I sat in silence as Amy repaired my damaged arm. She was talking to me all the time but I didn’t hear what she was saying. My head felt as though it was spinning around. I wanted to scream at the top of my voice. I wanted to cry. I wanted to be held tightly. I wanted to get out of his awful place.

I tried to concentrate on what Amy was saying to me. ‘I know everything seems a bit daunting at first,’ she said. ‘But I’m sure you’ll get on with all the other patients. Have you met the girls in your cubicle yet?’

‘I’ve met Anna but I haven’t met the other girl yet,’ I said quietly.

‘The other person you’ll be with is Simone. I’ll introduce you to her. Right, that’s your arm dressed for now; I’ll check it again tomorrow. Get dressed now and I’ll take you to the day room.’

I pulled my jeans and jumper back on and followed Amy. As we walked I noticed that there were lots of paintings and poems attached to pinboards along the length of the corridor. We stopped outside a closed door which had holes in the top panel, as if someone had been punching it. There was a large tea trolley outside the room with a huge metal urn, several milk jugs and a pile of blue crockery. From inside came noisy chatter and laughter.

As Amy led me in a strong smell hit me – a mixture of perfume and urine. The walls were painted in bright colours and there was a big window at the end of the room with a steel bar across the centre of it, making it impossible to open. There were brightly coloured armchairs around the outside of the room and a large wooden table in the middle, badly stained with cup marks and words written with a marker pen. A large television sat against the wall in the corner. Like the table, it was bolted to the floor.

The room was full of people, some drinking from the blue cups, some talking, others staring at the TV. One man rocked backwards and forwards in his chair, shouting at the television from time to time. I felt totally overwhelmed.

An elderly lady slept in a chair in the far corner and Amy told me to sit next to her while she went to get me a drink. The smell of urine became stronger as I moved towards her and the only empty seat in the room. The seat looked stained – I took a deep breath and sat down.

I hoped Amy wasn’t going to force me to make conversation with anyone. A few of them looked at me and smiled while others didn’t seem to notice me.

I sat in silence with my head down. I felt utterly alone, abandoned by my family and friends, dumped in this awful place without any idea how long it would be before I was allowed out. How could they think being shoved into a madhouse could possibly help me? No one cared; I was certain they would all just forget about me.

More than anything I wished I could be back home with my dad. He was the only one who really loved me. He never meant to hurt me, I knew that. All I wanted was to be with him, but they would never allow that now. They wouldn’t even let him bring me to the hospital, or say goodbye.

They had taken away everything and everyone that mattered to me.


2

The Nuthouse

Somehow I survived my first night.

I’d hardly slept at all, but then I hadn’t slept properly for years, so that wasn’t unusual. What amazed me was that no one else here seemed to sleep either. It had been quite reassuring to be surrounded by other people who were the same as me.

The hospital seemed to come alive at night. Patients who slept all day got out of bed in the evening and spent the night sitting in the corridor chatting to each other and the night staff. In the day room, some people had slept on the floor and others curled up and slept on the chairs. Only the elderly patients had appeared to go to bed. Most of the beds in the ward were empty, and the place seemed eerily quiet.

I had talked to a few people. The anorexic patients, who weren’t allowed to leave their cubicles, had come to their doorways and sat looking out on to the corridors. This was their social time and the other patients sat in the corridor to talk to them.

The only scary part had been when a couple of girls managed to get some glue from the office, sniffed the lot and then went on the rampage. They tore down posters and smeared mustard all over the walls – although they carefully avoided damaging the patients’ poems and artwork pinned up along the corridors.

Eventually they had been contained by the staff, given strong sedatives and put in solitary confinement. The tablets must have been real knockout drops judging by the state of them at the breakfast table the next morning. They were in virtual comas, unable even to keep their eyes open.

Breakfast was in the dining room – a long dark room – around a large metal table that was bolted to the floor. The window was boarded up, so the only natural light came from a skylight above us. There was an overwhelming smell of frying and the carpet was mottled with trodden-in food. I soon realised why: quite a few of my fellow patients were throwing food and plates on the floor. It was like feeding time at the zoo. The nurses stood behind us in a line, and pushed plates back on to the table as they were pushed off. Patients were told not to pass food to each other, but it was clear from the piles of bacon on some plates that this rule was almost impossible to enforce. The table was covered in food. One woman was trying to make herself sick and had to be whisked away by a member of staff.

Simone, my room-mate, sat next to me. ‘What’s with all the blue plastic crockery?’ I asked her, making an effort to sound far more cheerful than I actually felt.

Simone laughed. ‘It’s meant to be unbreakable, so that we can’t use it to hurt ourselves or others with. Haven’t you noticed the cutlery as well? You couldn’t cut a jelly in two with one of these knives.’

I laughed and looked down at the bacon that I had been sawing at for quite some time. The knife had barely scored the surface.

I wasn’t hungry anyway; I was still too upset about being in this place and my stomach was churning. The food I left on my plate was quickly disposed of by a nurse, in case someone grabbed it to binge on later. I wanted to leave the table but I had been told I must not – the staff couldn’t cope with us all wandering around unsupervised, and mealtimes took up a lot of their resources.

I looked around at my companions.

I had learned that the two doped-up girls who’d caused such a commotion during the night were called Mary and Gina.

Mary was nineteen, slim and attractive with blonde hair spiked up into points. She wore dramatic make-up, lots of silver chains and rings and luminous, brightly coloured trousers. Her arms were totally wrecked where she had cut herself over and over again. She had told me in the night that she filled the cuts she inflicted upon herself with anything poisonous that she could find at the time – even the carbon out of a sharpened pencil. That was why the scarring on her arms was so severe. I made a mental note to try it when I next got the opportunity.

Gina was a larger version of Mary. She was twenty and wore identical clothes, jewellery, hair and make-up to Mary. She also had matching scarred arms. They could have been sisters, but in fact they had only met when they were admitted to the hospital six months earlier. I wondered whether they had been similar before they met, or whether one of them had modelled herself on the other. Whichever it was it was clear now that they had formed an emotional and physical bond which was so strong they were almost one person.

I was fascinated. For the first time in my life I was seeing people who abused and mutilated themselves the way I did. I had always felt such a freak for doing it. I’d kept it hidden as much as I could, afraid of others’ disgust and condemnation. But these girls understood why I couldn’t stop myself doing it.

I wanted to ask them all kinds of questions, but the aura around them was aggressive. I felt that nobody else would be let into their private world and decided to back off until it felt safer.

One thing really did worry me: they had been here a long time already and were clearly still intent on destroying themselves. From what I heard, most of the time they were either totally out of control and smashing up whatever they could get their hands on or they were sedated. If this place didn’t work for them, then why should it work for me?

While I was cautious around Mary and Gina, I had found Simone more welcoming. She had come to the hospital suffering from bulimia, alcoholism and self-abuse and had attempted suicide several times. What surprised me was that she was in her thirties, very well educated and well spoken, with a highly paid job in central London and a flat she shared with her boyfriend in Brighton. If there were prizes for the best-dressed patient she would have won every time. Simone had so much going for her, yet emotionally, it seemed, she was as screwed up as everyone else. That’s the one thing we all have in common, I thought. Irrespective of age, race, gender, sexuality and class – at the end of the day we are all crazy.

When we were allowed to leave the table, I returned to my cubicle. I had been told the day before that I would be attending compulsory group therapy sessions and I had half an hour until the first one. Even thinking about having to talk about myself with a group of complete strangers terrified me. I had never been able to talk about what had happened to me. In the past I hadn’t been able to tell my teachers, my mother, Social Services or my doctor. So how was I going to tell complete strangers? The idea made my stomach churn around again. Maybe if I pretended to be sick I wouldn’t have to go.

Anna was on her bed reading again when I returned to the cubicle.

‘How was your first hospital breakfast then?’ she asked.

Once again I put on my polite, cheerful mask. I was a master at it. I’d been brought up to be polite no matter what, and I’d also spent the past few years trying to persuade social workers and teachers that everything in my life was OK, despite the fact that it clearly wasn’t. So I knew how to put on a brave face.

‘I couldn’t face it I’m afraid – I just feel so nervous. Mind you, hospital food isn’t that good anyway is it?’ I smiled.

‘I understand it gets more palatable as the months go on. You might get to like it in the end,’ Anna joked. ‘Anyway don’t ask me about food, it’s not exactly my strong point.’

Self-deprecating humour, as I was to discover, was what kept everyone going. It got them through the day, when all else failed. It seemed to be a way of coping, and surviving the awfulness of their daily lives.

The night before, Anna told me of her battle with anorexia, which she had nearly lost on several occasions. When she came to the hospital she had weighed only three and a half stone and had had to lie on a special waterbed, as a normal bed bruised her every time she moved. She had put on some weight in the year since then, but was still on permanent bed rest, as were all the anorexic patients.

Their meals were brought to them, and they were supervised to make sure they ate. They stayed in bed all the time, unless there was a meeting, and they would be escorted to that. Anna was accompanied when she washed and all the anorexic patients had to use commodes beside their beds as they couldn’t be trusted in the toilets alone in case they vomited their food. The idea of living like that horrified me, and as I looked down at my own rather overweight body I thought, I may have all sorts of problems, but at least I’ll never have anorexia.

Anna had explained, with the black humour that I was soon to discover was typical of most of the patients, that the only benefit of being anorexic was that they each had a portable television in their cubicles. They weren’t allowed to watch the main one in the day room until they had reached their first target weight. This was a big thing, because in the day room there were fights over which TV channel should be on and quite often the TV was smashed. Apparently the hospital relied on local charities for regular donations of televisions.

While the anorexics were watched at all times, Anna explained that the rest of us could use the shower and go to the loo without being accompanied but it was forbidden to lock the doors. Staff had to monitor all bathroom visits, in case anyone tried to commit suicide, self-harm or have sex. I was horrified by the idea of someone walking in on me in the toilet. As we spoke I felt my swollen stomach, wondering just how long a human being could last without going to the toilet. I intended to put the record to the test.

This morning Anna asked me why I had been admitted, but it was still far too painful to think about, let alone talk about.

‘I have to go to this meeting, Anna.’ I got up to leave.

‘Before you go, Sophie,’ Anna said, ‘do you think I could be a pain again and ask you to get me a cup of tea? Sorry to be a nuisance, I’m just so thirsty.’

‘No problem,’ I said, and set off down the corridor towards the kitchen.

Although I had been on the ward for less than twenty-four hours I had already made Anna countless cups of tea. I was surprised she wasn’t on her commode all day. I took the tea back to her and then hurried off to the meeting.

By this time I had learned that there were four Consultant Psychiatrists on the unit, each specialising in different areas: Professor Hill specialised in anorexia patients, Professor Grant took care of the bulimics and alcoholics, Professor Roberts was responsible for those inmates suffering from schizophrenia, senile dementia and depression and Professor Harvey was the psychiatrist who specialised in young people, victims of abuse, complete psychopaths and anyone who didn’t fit into any other category.

I was in his group.

We were ushered into a room where plastic chairs had been arranged in a semicircle. There was a big mirror on one wall which I was told was a one-way window. Behind it was a small room, from which various experts observed and monitored the patients. A microphone dangled in the middle so they could hear us as well, and a phone sat on a desk in the centre of the room. The two nurses, Dawn and Amy, were running the group, along with a social worker called Helen.

I had spent two years having weekly counselling sessions with a social worker, but this was very different. It all seemed a bit Big Brother to me; I found the idea of being watched by unseen people scary and sat on the seat nearest to the door, so that I could bolt if it got too much.

I looked around. There were several other patients, most of whom I didn’t know. Then Mary and Gina burst into the room and threw themselves down on the seats opposite me.

‘Why don’t you two sit apart from each other today, just as a trial?’ suggested Helen.

Mary and Gina gave her a look that could have cut her in half and Mary threatened to leave the meeting if they couldn’t sit together. The idea was rapidly dropped.

It seemed to take an age for people to drift into the room and Dawn, who kept looking at her watch, began to get agitated.

Finally, all Dr Harvey’s patients arrived.

‘Right,’ began Dawn, ‘who would like to start the meeting by telling us how they feel today?’

Silence.

‘Any volunteers?’

Silence.

‘Sophie, why don’t you start by introducing yourself to the group and telling us how you are feeling on your second day here.’

I felt my stomach lurch as she spoke to me. All my thoughts became jumbled and my mind went totally blank.

‘It’s OK, take your time. Just say the first thing that comes into your mind,’ Dawn said.

‘Shit,’ I said, without even thinking. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ There was no stopping me now. ‘My name is Sophie, I’m sixteen years old, I don’t know what I’m doing in a place like this and I feel like shit . . . that’s it.’

‘Join the club then, so do I,’ agreed Mary.

‘I feel terrible as well,’ added Gina.

A ripple of laughter swept around the room.

‘I think we all feel like shit most of the time in this place,’ said a man to the left of me.

‘Yeah, but you look like shit, Harry,’ Gina piped up.

‘Taken a look at yourself today, Gina?’ Harry replied. Gina looked around and laughed. There was an air of tension around her, and a sense that she might erupt at any minute. She stood up. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I really don’t need all this crap today, I’m knackered, so I’m going back to bed. Have a lovely meeting all of you.’ She moved towards the door.

‘I expect you’re both tired after all the damage you caused last night,’ Harry said. ‘Have you two got shares in Bostick? You should, with all the glue you get through.’

Gina was now leaning against the door. ‘Can somebody let me out of here please?’ she asked. It was only then that I realised there were no handles on the inside of the door, making it impossible to leave the room. I felt scared and trapped. I wanted to leave too, but I felt rooted to my seat. Gina had become agitated. She stomped back into the room and pressed her face against the one-way mirror.

‘Can somebody let me out of here please.’ The room shook as she screeched at the top of her voice. Amy jumped up and put her arm around Gina’s shoulders, and at the same time the door was opened from the outside.

‘Calm down,’ Amy said. ‘The door is open now. Please try to stay though. We all want you to stay.’

Gina pushed past Amy, towards the door. Mary had also stood up and was one step behind her. They stormed out of the room together and Mary swung the door shut with all the force she could. There was silence as the rest of the group sat, expressionless.

The phone on the desk rang. Amy picked it up and said ‘yes’ a few times before replacing the receiver.

‘How does everyone feel about what just happened?’ Helen, the social worker, asked.

‘I’m sick of those two, they spoil the meetings all the time,’ said a middle-aged woman called Jane. ‘After all, none of us wants to be in this place. They’re not the only ones who are fed up and they don’t seem to want to be helped. What’s the point in them being here with us?’

‘I know it’s frustrating, Jane, but everyone here is at a different stage in their treatment and not everybody finds group work easy,’ said Helen. ‘As a group though, I hope we can support them, so that eventually they’ll feel they can trust us, and use the group as they should.’

‘When is this meeting going to finish?’ I asked quietly. I was finding it hard to take.

‘Are you finding this session difficult too, Sophie?’ asked Dawn.

‘It scares me to sit here and talk. I don’t trust anyone,’ I said.

‘Not even yourself?’ asked Dawn.

‘Especially not myself,’ I answered.

‘That’s really sad, love,’ said Jane. ‘I’d hate to think that any of my kids felt that bad about themselves. You’re too young to have to feel like that.’

‘I feel like Sophie does,’ said a girl named Katie, much to my surprise. ‘I scare myself sometimes when I see what I do to myself, but I just can’t stop it. I hate myself. I really do.’ Katie carried on speaking about her feelings and her past and how hard it was to live with herself and as she talked I sat and stared at her, transfixed.

Other people joined in, but I barely heard what they said. Katie’s words had affected me so deeply. I just couldn’t believe that there was someone who felt the same as me, and who seemed to have gone through many of the same things. It was as though she could see inside my head. I was suddenly conscious of Dawn’s voice.

‘Right everybody,’ she was saying, ‘I think we should wrap this meeting up now. We’ve achieved a lot today and I’m pleased that some of you were able to open up to the rest of us and talk about how you feel. Remember, there is a community meeting today at 2 p.m. for everyone and I’ve also been asked to remind everyone that the writing therapy class is at 4 p.m. in the occupational health unit. Is there anything else that anyone wants to add before we finish?’

‘Just one thing,’ said Helen. ‘Please remember that today is weighing-in day for the anorexic patients. Feelings will be running high, as they always are at this time. Bear this in mind. Thanks.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand. Why will feelings be running high?’

‘Every Tuesday the anorexic patients are weighed. There is tremendous pressure on them to achieve target weights and any weight loss is dealt with quite severely. So it can be quite an emotional time and patients can become very distressed.’

‘It seems very harsh to deal with people severely if they lose any weight,’ I said.

‘I know, Sophie, but the doctors have great success with treating anorexia here, all food and drink intake is carefully monitored and . . .’

‘Sorry to interrupt you, Helen, but did you say drink intake was monitored too?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘why?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, I just wondered.’

I smiled. So that was the reason for Anna’s endless requests for cups of tea. No wonder she kept apologising to me. I couldn’t help but admire her nerve.


3

The Truth Hurts

That afternoon in the writing therapy group I plucked up the courage to read out a poem I’d written about how lonely I felt. As always, all my feelings had come pouring out when I started to put pen to paper. I had always found writing much easier than talking.

‘Thank you, Sophie, you’ve taken a big step in sharing that with us,’ said Claire, the occupational therapist who was running the group. ‘I hope you’ll find the support you need here.’

I nodded, and forced a smile.

‘We’re all here to help and support each other,’ said a middle-aged man called Frank. ‘I’ve made some very strong friendships since I was admitted, and I’m sure you will too.’

I looked around the room and wondered if the others all felt as lonely and isolated as I did. I wished that I had never read my poem; no one was saying anything and I felt the walls were closing in on me.

‘Would anybody else like to share what they’ve written today?’ asked Claire.

Silence. I bet I’m the only mug daft enough to do that, I thought. Never again.

Then I heard someone speaking and looked round to see Mary fumbling with a piece of paper.

‘I’d like to read my poem,’ she said nervously. ‘It’s quite a long one so tell me to stop when you get fed up.’ Claire smiled and Gina held Mary’s hand tightly as she read out, in a shaky voice, a deeply moving poem about the frightened little girl she saw looking back at her from the mirror.

I thought back to the earlier meeting in the morning when she and Gina had stormed out, and to the night before when they had gone on their glue-sniffing spree. Could this really be the same person?

As she came to the end of her poem Mary started to cry. Gina held her tightly, rocking her gently like a baby. She sobbed quietly on Gina’s shoulder.

The group ended soon afterwards and we made our way back from the occupational health unit to the wards. I felt numb and longed to be alone. When I got back to my cubicle, Simone wasn’t in her bed and Anna was asleep. Gratefully I pulled the curtains around my bed, then lay down and buried my head deep into the pillow.

I must have fallen asleep, as I awoke with a start when Dawn tapped me gently on the arm and told me it was time for dinner.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but I’m just not hungry tonight. Would you mind if I just stayed in bed?’

‘You’re not fed up with hospital food already are you?’ Dawn joked. ‘I’ll come back and check on you later.’

I reached into my locker and pulled out my diary.

My diary had always been my most trusted friend. I had told my diary everything since I was twelve and my life had started to go wrong. I turned to the fifth of June and began to write.

I’ve settled down now. Yesterday it was all a bit of a shock to the system. I felt scared of the other patients, but I’m getting to know some of them a bit better now. I’ve talked to somebody here called Katie. She’s been through the same as me. Last night I wanted to cut myself. I want to have my blades back that were taken off me. It’s such a release when I can see the blood running away from me, I’m not sure that I can cope in any other way. I’m feeling so confused. I know that I can’t sort all this out on my own and that I am not strong enough to do it. I’m scared that I’m too screwed up for the professionals to sort out. Oh God, I just wish that I could be punished for what has happened. I’m scared of living and scared of dying, it’s all such a mess. I’ve got to see Dr Harvey in a ward round tomorrow and I’m dreading it.

My mind was racing faster than I could write. Panic swept through me, as my feelings tumbled out. I felt so scared and so alone. I couldn’t write anymore. I felt like screaming at
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