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This book is dedicated to Ella


Lethe: a river in Hades whose water, when drunk, made the souls of the dead forget their life on earth.


GENESIS

*

Lethem Park Mental Infirmary

January 2010


Beginning

The new doctor has taken an interest in my case. It has been gravely neglected, he says, much misunderstood. He has a plan. If I follow it he anticipates good results. But let me describe him.

He roared into a parking space beneath the startled horse-chestnut trees two weeks ago in a low-slung sports car. A door like a wing rose up. Two lucent brogues appeared on the gravel. The door swung down, the brogues advanced. I watched it all from my window.

His name is Dr S. Lucas, he is over six feet tall, speaks with a booming voice and has a laugh that rings down corridors. He has blue-black hair that is swept straight back from his brow and piercing black eyes. Staff and patients part before this person like the waters of the Red Sea, from which he emerges without a drop adhering to his sheeny suit. I have seen more than one of the younger nurses blush in his presence.

I met him on Friday. He was sorting papers at the desk when I knocked at the Platnauer Room and he came towards me, extending his hand. ‘Madeline,’ he said. ‘Come and take a seat.’ It was as if he had been waiting to meet me for ever.

The room smelt of emulsion and aftershave. I saw it had been renovated. A table lamp cast a note of sophisticated intimacy over the new carpet, leather upholstery and gilt-framed photographs of young children and wife, smiling Colgate smiles. On the desk was an iPad, notebook and bouquet of freshly sharpened pencils. A vase of white irises stood on the sideboard. The sight of them made me uneasy.

‘You like the flowers?’ He was looking at me enquiringly.

‘Yes,’ I said, but in truth the smell (or was I imagining that?) was making me giddy.

‘I believe in bringing nature indoors,’ he said. ‘We are only just beginning to realize the therapeutic benefits of being in nature.’ He launched himself back into the leather rotating chair and flipped open a brown folder. ‘So, how are you?’ He flicked through the papers in the folder, which presumably concerned myself.

I considered this, then replied: ‘I don’t know. I’ve been here too long to know things like that.’

He smiled slightly as if I had made a joke, though that was not my intention. He said: ‘Yes, twenty years is a fair stretch by anyone’s standards.’

‘Twenty-one,’ I said.

‘Sorry, twenty-one. You’ve been round the mulberry bush, haven’t you?’

He was referring no doubt to the plethora of therapies I have undergone since my admission at the age of fourteen, suffering from a depression (so they deemed it) that made normal functioning impossible, as well as periodic episodes of violent psychosis – ‘psychotic breaks’, the doctors call them – in which I lose consciousness and, apparently, my identity, and when I re-enter my body have no recollection of anything I have said or done. Thanks to medication, they occur now only once or twice a year.

‘And yet,’ he said, ‘in spite of the attention your case has received, I believe the doctors who treated you have been misguided. We are not dealing with a breakdown here, bipolarity, hysteria or even catatonia; it was an event that brought you here; something happened the night you ran away. When the police found you, you were dishevelled, incoherent. Over the next few weeks you stopped speaking, eating and sleeping.’

He leant back in the seat, the black leather creaking appreciatively. ‘I’m writing a seminal paper on amnesia’s long-term effects, Madeline. I think you’re suffering from dissociative amnesia. Something happened that was too traumatic for your mind to process. So it effectively erased it. Your current illness is symptomatic of such repression. Do you remember anything at all about that night?’

‘No.’

‘Do you feel the same person as that teenage girl?’

‘No …’

‘You feel different?’

‘I don’t feel anything at all.’

‘You don’t feel connected to the person you were then.’

‘Yes.’

‘So who are you now?’

I considered this for a moment. ‘Nobody,’ I said.

He nodded, then said: ‘Madeline, with your consent I’d like to hypnotize you. Despite the delay of adequate treatment, I think rehabilitation is a real possibility.’

A moment passed. I said: ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Rehabilitation. I know the idea must seem unusual to you after all this time.’

I felt a surge, as if I had taken a leap off the edge of something and been borne up. The sensation was painful in its intensity.

I said: ‘You won’t find anything.’

‘We’ll see. The only problem is that since so much time has passed we don’t have much to go on. There are no eyewitness statements, just the police reports, which I’ve looked over. Your father and mother have passed away?’

I nodded.

He took a pencil from a pot and began to sharpen it in a machine at the side of his desk. Presently he inspected the point and, apparently satisfied, opened the notebook. Then he asked me to tell him how it began, ‘the trouble’, he called it, the year I was thirteen; the autumn, the winter, the summer and spring. He said he wanted to know how it was before things went wrong, and how they went wrong, and how it felt.

He said: ‘Nothing is too bad to be talked about, Madeline.’ I don’t know why he said that.

‘It’s a long time ago,’ I said.

I was surprised to find that Dr Lucas, in spite of the flowers, in spite of the aftershave, has a fine, steady gaze. ‘I think you can remember,’ he said.

I said: ‘I need a drink.’

He allowed me to pour myself one from the water-cooler. When I sat down again he was still waiting. I made him wait while I drank, then I crushed the plastic cup and sat there a moment looking at it.

‘I’ve been through all this a dozen times with a dozen doctors!’ I said.

‘And none of them looking in the right place,’ he said. He raised his eyebrows. ‘Madeline,’ he said softly. ‘I can help you.’

Yes, I thought – and write that paper on amnesia.

He got up. ‘Have you heard of fugue, Madeline?’ I could no longer see him without turning my head, which I was disinclined to do, unwilling to give anything he did more attention than was absolutely necessary. ‘Fugue is a loss of identity, usually coupled with flight from one’s normal environment,’ he was saying. ‘In your case you’re still running.’

I fixed my eyes on the irises. The longer I watched them, the more sure I became that they were moving slightly, though I suppose they could not have, for there was no draught.

He came back to the desk and he said: ‘Look at me.’ With some difficulty I did so. ‘Do you want to stay here the rest of your life?’

Seeing as most of my remembered life had been spent here, it was not easy to say.

‘Let’s start somewhere,’ he said. ‘Anywhere. We can layer on the rest as the mind gives way.’

I put my head in my hands and leant forwards. I was trying to think how to explain what I knew. I felt my way back, but the threads were knotted. If I pulled here, a mass bunched there; I separated one strand, only for the others to tangle. I thought it must surely have begun the day I went down to the river. But then I thought it began the day Father came home without work. Then I thought perhaps it really began the day we arrived at the farm, rumbled up the track, opened the gate and stood looking around as if we had found ourselves in some enchanted land and didn’t care to find the way out again.

All these years, there have been things I cannot remember, blanks where the colours had faded or the lines had been wiped out, and there have been others that darkened even as I watched, like photographic paper left too long in developing fluid.

But I could draw you a map, accurate to the metre, of the track and the house and the sheds and the courtyard, the sheep-dip and the garden, the pine tree and stream, the brambles, the dairy, the barn. I could tell you that the house stood facing east, that the sun rose over the dairy and set over the barn, and that from my bedroom you could see the country around for more than sixty miles, as far as the blue mountains on clear days. But you could not see the garden, though it encircled the house on three sides like a snake.

I could tell you about the moon as it rose through the branches of the pine tree, describe the feel of the stair banisters, the sound when my bedroom window opened, the precise shape of the crack in the kitchen ceiling that appeared the day my father hit his head on the beam. I could tell you that the cobbles in the courtyard were a sundial if you looked down from above, with the front door standing at number twelve. That there was a rust-coloured line running from the hole in a granite millstone that stood beside the front door, and that maybe this was where everything began, because the stone reminded me of an altar and the rust of blood.

The sky beyond the windows was heavy with rain. I could see the storm coming over the horse-chestnut trees, rolling faster than a person could run. I wanted to smell that air, be beneath those clouds, feel the dark spirit forms of the trees cover me.

I said: ‘It began with a book.’

‘A book?’ He picked up his pencil.

‘Yes.’

‘What sort of a book?’

‘A bible.’

‘Whose?’

‘My father’s.’

‘Go on.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘What was the bible like?’

‘Big.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Old.’

‘Yes …’

‘Inside the front cover there was a picture.’

‘What of?’

‘A garden.’


The Garden in the Book

My father was a minister of God. He believed this world was a template of another, a stained-glass window in which we could see things to come, and we lived accordingly, looking for signs, living by shadows, moment by revelatory moment. In the evenings my father read from a large bible. My mother and I listened, hearing the pattern and keeping the time, sitting either side of him, for the bible was too old to handle and too heavy to hold. A red bookmark forked like a tongue hung from the centre of the bible and the edges shone dimly with greening gold-leaf. Mildew had peppered the pages, and time had yellowed and warped each one so that they resembled the waters of a lake, perpetually rippling away from itself towards the shore. The smell of the bible I remember most keenly. It was, after the cantankerous creak of the spine, its most evocative aspect: fusty, acrid, furtive; suggestive of things ravaged yet fecund with time.

I mention this book because its fate seemed to presage our own; I mention it also because in the front of it there was a picture. There were many others throughout in black and white but there was only one coloured plate and this was at the beginning. It was the best-preserved part of the book because of two greaseproof pages between which it curtained itself off as exclusively as the Most Holy. When lifted, the veils revealed a page thicker than the rest and shiny. The illustration was of a garden, and its hues were jewelled, as if in their newly created state the trees, fruits and animals were at the apogee of saturation.

It was curious in the garden. It wasn’t quite heaven and it wasn’t quite earth. Vivid fruits and exotic flowers grew there; fountains of water showered the foliage and shape-shifters lurked within it: chameleons, frogs, birds, butterflies. Globes that resembled small planets hung from the boughs of trees, and fruits and flowers glowed alike with an unnatural luminescence as if illuminated from within. The vegetation itself gave off a greenish phosphorescence that to my young mind resembled the light emanating from Heavenly Jerusalem. But in the darker colours lay something irredeemably earthy. There was a harmony in the way the scene arranged itself that suggested a theatre, each view giving on to a fainter one, and that on to a fainter one still, till the whole regressed into a ghostly vista of infinite depth like theatrical flats on a stage – yet the creepers and canopies cavorted in lusty confusion, the trees reaching sinuous fingers (frantically, ecstatically: I never could decide) towards the viewer.

Where the light did not reach, it was shady. It was shadiest of all in the bowers. In the darkest one of them all, you could make out a man and a woman. This was indeed what they were, but to begin with all you could make out was the paleness of their skin, an absence of colour in a scene that was saturated, so that at first glance they resembled phantoms, a place where the printer had forgotten to lay ink, holes in the fabric of creation – two human-shaped holes, and beyond them nothing but light. The woman’s head was bowed, the man’s lifted. Both faces were curiously devoid of emotion, yet they held animal-skin mantles around themselves and huddled together as if they were shivering, or as if they too were aware of the shocking impression their nakedness made. Their faces were blank, yet they were turning away from the viewer, writhing, as if willing him or her to replace the greaseproof page – or perhaps turning away from something else, for behind them, in the centre of the garden, was a clearing and a tall tree with a snake in its branches, and in front, hanging upon nothing at all, a sword with a gleaming blade.

The most disturbing thing of all, whether owing to sympathetic or malevolent intent I could not decide, but made more disturbing by the void of the humans’ own faces, was that the trees and flowers, animals and birds, all seemed imbued with an anthropomorphic life force – or, as I thought then, were conscious, as trees and flowers and creatures could not be. The trees (an unlikely assortment of deciduous and evergreen, together with various vines) craned their boughs over the humans as if whispering, their leaves skimmed their hair, tendrils fingered flesh. One creeper had coiled itself around the woman’s left arm in a bracelet, another ensnared her partner’s right foot. Birds cocked their heads sideways and watched avidly. One flew up, calling. A small horse-like creature pawed the air; a peacock spread his feathers in a full hand of petrol-green fright; a lion laughed, or appeared to; a dog lifted its head and howled; and a chimpanzee, whose forehead was creased as if by all-too-human anxiety, covered its mouth as if at some horror too great to be spoken.

When I was a child I thought it odd that the first thing the humans did after they sinned was to clothe themselves; after all, God knew what they looked like – and who else could they be hiding from?

‘Why did they put clothes on?’ I asked.

‘So they would remember,’ was the answer.

‘That they had sinned?’

‘Yes.’

‘And then they left the garden and wandered the earth?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why did they do that?’

I was told: ‘So they wouldn’t forget.’


Undead

How to describe Lethem Park? This is not easy.

I suppose I could start by saying that Lethem Park is a maze of endless, slightly sloping corridors surrounded by acres of mature parkland. It was built to house wounded soldiers in the Second World War and an air of sickness still hangs about its grey passageways, whose sorry pot plants, automated pumps of air-freshener and Impressionist artwork cannot quite counterbalance their humming sterility. There is a pharmacy, a church, a shop, a large grassy area where we may graze if supervised, encircled by a twelve-foot electric fence; animals jump fences but humans seem to like them. I suppose without them there would be nothing to tell them who they are, what food to eat, what clothes to wear or what they should look like – and humans like to be told; they are obedient creatures. Of course none of us here cares much about those things so perhaps it is just as well we are fenced off. If we weren’t, what would there be to tell where us crazy people end and the rest of the world begins?

Naturally enough, the word ‘crazy’ sounds exciting, but generally life at Lethem Park is a peaceful affair. So peaceful, in fact, that observing the progress along these corridors of various residents, the quiet mutterings and shamblings, the faces bleached of colour, eyes glazed, you would be forgiven for thinking that many of us had shuffled off this mortal coil for good. If death is a sleep, then this is a place of the deathlike, of sleepwalkers and ghosts; there is the odd wail, the occasional rattling of a chain, but it is soon forgotten; we have lost the knack of remembering, you see; we have very few markers of time past and present.

Sometimes, when passing time in the lounge, standing at the end of the landing, looking down at the horse-chestnut trees, I wonder whether I have slipped out of time altogether. Each day there is just enough change to show I am alive yet not enough to differentiate that day from the next. Life descends to a level of such minutiae – the challenges of casting off; of determining whether it will be fine tomorrow, whether Alice has been cheating at Guess Who?, of determining whether it will be curried lamb or cottage pie, the Daily Mirror or Miriam’s scrapbook – that the monotony of each choice is matched only by the irrelevance of the decision.

Now, I of all people appreciate the principles behind peaceful activities – which I suppose was what the Occupational Therapy team at Lethem Park had in mind when they decreed that patients’ days be interspersed with Coffee’n’Chill, Choc’n’Chill, mid-afternoon ‘Chill’ and bedtime ‘Chill’, at which time, along with the compulsory tea, coffee or chocolate, a nurse arrives with a tray of coloured pills in plastic beakers that we take as we would a sweet or a biscuit, pretending to choose, pretending our names are not written on the side of the cups in permanent black marker – but it seems to me we are slightly missing the point of relaxation; that many of us, far from being ‘chilled’, are on the verge of apoplexy.

Once, in the Occupational Therapy room, in my first couple of years here, I was attempting to busy myself by drawing with chalk a bowl of artificial flowers, when I suddenly became convinced that I was dreaming. I got up, weeping, and ran down the corridor, looking for an exit, some thinner place where the fabric would burst if pressed hard enough, some chink through which I could tumble out of this amniotic sac and be birthed again somewhere else. That presupposes an outside, I suppose, an end; something different to this – a ‘that’; something else, something other.

This morning I am sitting in one of the high-backed chairs in the lounge, gripping Wuthering Heights, unable to raise it from my lap because of nausea, unable to read because my eyes will not convert the markings on the page into thoughts, unable to speak because of an exhaustion too profound for words. This is a bad day. In a while, having done my hour here, I will ask if I can go and lie down. Someone will bring the wheelchair and take me to my room where I will get into bed (though I will not sleep) till dinnertime. Whereupon I will sit up, try to eat something, lie down again and wait for bedtime (a term itself meaningless, so much of my time being spent in bed). Upon which, too sick to sleep, I will toss until morning. Whereupon, too sick to rise, I will begin another day. On very bad days I cannot wake up at all; sleep is a pit I fall into and clamber out of, again and again.

It is sunny this afternoon but cold. All day Lethem Park has been slumbering beneath a thick layer of frost. Birds peck frantically at the ground; trees creak; what leaves remain shiver, I imagine. For we are unaware of these struggles here, cocooned as we are in our gauze of central heating, drugs, fitted carpet. With the humming of the boiler, we cannot hear the stillness that has wrapped the world beyond the window-pane. The seasons pass by like pictures in a book thumbed too quickly.

I pressed my fingers through the bars of the long window by the exercise bike on the landing today, trying to feel the cold, and could not; like the souls it encases, the window is double-glazed. Yet I live for the moments when the natural world interacts with my own, for the sound of rain on glass, wind in the guttering, the smell of pine needles in the lounge at Christmas, the feel of a butterfly’s wings against my palm; for those moments when I can touch something beyond the boundaries of this world.

Once, during a storm, I got as far as the fence. We were walking back from the post office, Robyn and Brendan and Margaret and I, with our weekly ration of sweets. The clouds that day reminded me of those at the farm when the apples turned bad and the lightning struck the chimney. They made my skin crackle and my hair stand on end. We were turning into the courtyard when I broke rank and began running towards the fence. As I began to run the heavens opened. Air seared my lungs, the gale pummelled me. I could taste iron and sulphur and soil; I was elbows and knees, a child in dungarees, my heart in my cheeks and my lips and my eyes. And for the rest of that day, after Margaret’s remonstrations, after the visit to the Platnauer Room – (‘How did you manage it?’ they asked. ‘Some days you can’t even walk to the lounge’; I wanted to, I said. I do not want to walk to the lounge) – after the removal of privileges, the talk about trust and responsibility, I felt it still, a gentle throbbing, not unlike, I imagine, a virgin must feel after her deflowering; a call to further forays. They did not let me go out again after that. Margaret seemed to take it even harder than I did. Why did I do it, she asked: I, who enjoyed walks more than anyone? Didn’t I think there would be consequences? I told her that at that moment I was not thinking of anything at all.

I sometimes imagine taking these brothers and sisters of mine back to the farm. We would cram our mouths with wild strawberries, run naked through the long grass, bathe in the river and play in the wood. We would sleep beneath the sky, dew drenching our bodies, aching in cold and roasting in heat. I would ask the land to refine us, separate us from ourselves, sift the good from the dross and the wheat from the chaff, as it does for each of its children, the stones and the creatures and trees. First pleasure, then pain, which are one and the same, until we became impermeable as stones, as light as air, no more than process, an event, infinitely transferable. Undead. Like the soil under our feet.

I would ask the land for release.

At this moment the park as seen from the garden doors resembles a painting by Turner. A haze of golden moisture blurs the horse-chestnut trees and the spaces between until there is nothing left but a sea of light interspersed by gigantic shadows. It is, I suppose, quite beautiful.

It is now the time of our mid-afternoon ‘Chill’. We have just been medicated. Pam, mousy hair short as a marine’s, huge-shouldered in her pink mohair jumper, is completing a jigsaw on the carpet in a pool of sunlight, laying the pieces in patterns of her own. Robyn – blue-veined, white-skinned, fragile as a bird, hair


















EPILOGUE

*

The Long Corridor

July 2010


The New Doctor

I said that Block ‘H’ was the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns; I hope to be the exception to that, but cannot be sure. Time will tell. In any case, I can now tell you for certain that the end of the long corridor, instead of a singularity, instead of an end-point, is another corridor just like it and rooms just like others; I should have known it. There is one difference, though: the rooms here are padded, have barred windows and electronic locks. They are called Quiet Rooms. They are all right, I suppose, for a while.

I had another meeting with the new doctor today. Dr Hudson has taken over my care in the light of Dr Lucas’s absence. She has a plan. If I follow it to the letter she says she anticipates results. Hudson’s plan is called ECT – Electroconvulsive Therapy to be precise. It will help me, she says. Initially I had doubts. I remembered silly things I had read about ECT causing permanent brain damage, articles that said the overenthusiastic use of ECT had the same effect as a full-blown head injury. But these accounts are obviously unfounded; Dr Hudson says Electroconvulsive Therapy is an unfairly maligned, poorly understood and remarkably effective treatment for many intractable mental conditions.

‘Intractable meaning “incurable”?’ I said.

‘Not “incurable”; “challenging”,’ she said. ‘It’s all about effort in here, Madeline, just like anywhere else. If you want things to change you’ve got to try new things out.’

I was not that convinced, but I respect Hudson; she is the only one who dares to talk to me in person any more; the others do so by intercom, CCTV or through the grated window.

I did say, however: ‘I tried to work with Dr Lucas.’

For a moment she looked at me with alarm. Then she blinked twice and said: ‘I don’t think it’s appropriate to talk about Dr Lucas any more, Madeline.’

So now I do not.

The weather broke earlier this evening. I got up and stood by the window and watched the rain stand still in the forked lightning, and as I watched I could not help thinking about my new therapy. I do not know what ECT will entail, but at the moment I cannot be apprehensive. I cannot explain the peace I feel; I wonder whether Brendan also found that.

Here in the Quiet Room the events of my day are the changing hues of sunlight, the appearance of birds, the sensations on my skin. My sleep has become lighter, like waking; my waking deeper, like sleep; and, for some inexplicable reason, my body has been returned to me; its plethora of symptoms have miraculously subsided, and we are one. As with all good things, of course, my new health has come too late; now that I could easily walk to the lounge, now that I could be around my fellow patients without feeling in the slightest bit nauseous, I am not permitted to; now that I could fulfil Lucas’s exercise regime to the letter, he is dead. Not that I miss any of these things very much.

The only thing that does sadden me is that I no longer see Margaret. She doesn’t work here but came to visit a few days ago. I asked her to come in and sit with me but she just stood at the grate.

She said: ‘I’m sorry, Madeline, not without someone here, I can’t.’ She looked frightened.

I said: ‘I’m still the same person, Margaret.’

She smiled quickly and said: ‘Of course you are.’

Then she told me she was looking after my things for me and that she thought it wouldn’t be long before I could come back to the ward. She also said that she had heard good things about ECT and I should try to go along with Dr Hudson.

I said: ‘I am sorry, Margaret,’ and I meant it.

Her eyes filled then and it was a while before she spoke. Finally she said: ‘You haven’t hurt me, Madeline, you hurt yourself.’

‘It was so good to see you, Margaret,’ I said. ‘Will you come back?’

She said that she would and she told me to take care of myself and not to give them any problems, and I promised I would not.


Going Out

Abraham went out without knowing where he was going. Many souls within these walls go out too, every day, without knowing their destination. May God, if He exists, guide them.

At four o’clock today I will have my first ECT treatment. I must admit that I started the day with a degree of trepidation but as it wore on the anxiety modulated into a gentle sense of grief. All in all it has been a strange afternoon; I feel I am packing and setting out again for a new country, like my father and my mother and I did all those years ago. A couple of hours ago I thought again of the day my mother and I first found the farm, how happy we were, and since then, all afternoon, things have been bursting into my head, little snippets I may never remember again – the night we chased the horses through the courtyard, preaching in the lanes on the long balmy mornings, the afternoons when Elijah and I lay in the grass. What happens to these moments if no one remembers them? Do they cease to exist?

The end of my journey is a room at the end of a corridor. At fourteen minutes to four I set out, escorted by a male nurse. We pass through double doors and beyond these find ourselves in a high room with an enormous white light in the ceiling. I have never seen anything as big or as bright as this light. I lie on a table beneath the white light and straps are attached to my arms and my legs. A woman with soft hands dabs my temples with what feels like water and gives me something to bite on. The water trickles into my hair like oil. I am an offering to the great white light. I trust the god will find me acceptable.

My heart is beating extremely quickly. I hope it will soon quieten. As they move around me, talking softly, I find I am standing on the banks of the river again. The fields of forgetfulness lie behind me and the evening sun is setting. It is at this moment that I wish Margaret were here.

But I am not alone: I look and see the girl standing beside me. I see her slim shins, the gold of her hair, the freckles on her nose.

‘Don’t leave me again,’ I say to her, and she promises she won’t. The girl takes my hand and looks back at the water. She is asking me something; I understand now, and nod.

We wait beneath the light, two human-shaped holes, with nothing beyond us but clear, shining space, and it strikes me now for the first time that there is something beautiful about these lacunae, about absence in general, an erasure so extreme. We are no more than openings – yet look what shines through us! We are ‘not’ – and yet we are infinite.

The girl closes her eyes. I follow her example. There will be words and there will be light. The words will blur and we will wander. We will go down a road, we will turn up a lane, we will round a corner. We will go further than we have ever gone before. We will see a line of trees, a track that looks familiar, a road sloping upwards. The trees will turn out to be those that we know. We will walk towards them. And sooner or later, one way or another, we will be home.
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