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Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for An Angel at My Table (‘one of the great autobiographies written in the twentieth century’, Michael Holroyd, Sunday Times), which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film. She was also the author of twelve novels, five collections of short stories, two volumes of poetry and a children’s book.


Throughout her long career Janet Frame received a wide range of awards. They included every literary prize for which she was eligible in New Zealand, honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Commonwealth prize for literature. She also won civil honours – a CBE in 1983 for services to literature, the Order of New Zealand in 1990 – and honorary doctorates and medals from three New Zealand universities.
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To R. H. C.




Although this book is written in documentary form it is a work of fiction. None of the characters, including Istina Mavet, portrays a living person.


Janet Frame, 1961




Introduction


Even more than Virginia Woolf, Janet Frame is the prisoner of her biography; or, to be specific, of the eight years in her life when she was stigmatised as mad, and held in psychiatric hospitals. Frame returned to this painful period in her life when she wrote Faces in the Water, but insisted that Istina Mavet, the novel’s central character, was not herself; she was more than herself. Istina is a human alembic, an alchemist’s vessel into which the waters of life are poured and stirred; the substance that flows through the novel is beautiful and grievous and as complex as human blood or tears. Istina is the product of many encounters, of many long and fearful days of observation, and her name is an amalgamation: Istina, Janet Frame said, ‘is Serbo-Croatian for truth, Mavet is Hebrew for Death’.


Frame was born in 1924 and brought up on New Zealand’s South Island. She was the third of five children. Her father was a railway worker, and the family were poor. They were shaken by repeated misfortune; her brother suffered from epilepsy, and two of her sisters drowned. When Janet left home to train as a teacher, she suffered an emotional breakdown. She was hospitalised, diagnosed as schizophrenic, and would have been subject to a disabling brain operation if the news had not come to the hospital that this seemingly hopeless patient had published a book of short stories which had won a national prize. After her release, she travelled in Europe, and in London wrote five books, including this one. In London, also, she was examined by a psychiatrist and told that she was not, nor ever had been, schizophrenic – she did not lie within the circumference of that extraordinarily elastic, perhaps nonsensical term. She returned to New Zealand in 1963, and by the time of her death in 2004 she had published eleven novels, a book of poems, collections of short stories, a book for children, and a celebrated autobiography in three parts. More poems and a twelfth novel, Towards Another Summer, have appeared posthumously. A life so creative, diligent and self-directed suggests not damage or dereliction, but grip and focus beyond the powers of many of those who have spent a lifetime without their sanity being examined or questioned.


It is a source of exasperation to authors that their work is too often taken autobiographically, and that readers and literary journalists are obsessed with tracking down the ‘real-life’ places or people behind fiction. From the writer’s point of view, autobiography and fiction are not as different as sometimes imagined. Fiction is not necessarily concealing, nor autobiography revealing, and the decisions that have to be taken about shaping, selection and viewpoint are common to both; the unvarnished truth makes coarse reading. Many readers throughout the world came to Janet Frame through Jane Campion’s 1990 film, An Angel at My Table, which condensed and dramatised the author’s autobiography. It is perhaps the most moving film ever made about a writer. But it introduced an element of confusion between what happened to Janet Frame personally and what happened to her characters. The actress Kerry Fox, who played the grown-up Janet, quite properly drew a distinction in interviews between ‘Janet Frame the person’ and ‘Janet Frame the character’, but the distinction was obscured when ‘Janet’, in London, is advised to write about her experiences in hospital, and in the next scene produces Faces in the Water. Indeed, scenes from that book have been incorporated into the film, so inevitably the divide between lived experience and its imaginative rendering has been blurred, and a certain metaphoric dimension stripped away in favour of reportage. Frame said that in Faces in the Water she had softened the truth; she feared that otherwise she would not have been believed.


Istina Mavet is a figure who arrives in the reader’s life without context or background. Her story has purity and universality. We are not told the source of her emotional distress, must only understand that she feels it, that she is subject to spasms of intense, intolerable anxiety. The hospital where she spends longest is an institution that accommodates children and old people and everyone in between – the senile, the criminal and the genetically damaged alongside those disabled by emotional suffering and life crises. The hospital exists to remove its patients from society and induce compliance in them, and the staff are oriented to control rather than to give therapy. The doctors are almost never seen, and when they come on to the wards they are accompanied by nurses who interpret the patients to them and spell out what ‘lesson’ the patient needs.


There is some overt sadism, a pervasive stupidity. Patients who are noisy, who do not obey orders promptly, or who are in the wrong place at the wrong time, are put down on the list for electroconvulsive therapy. There is a hierarchy of wards, through which Istina falls, the conditions in each more demeaning than the last. Finally the patients are infantilised – swaddled in restraint belts and jackets, without control of their bladders or bowels. But these infants will never grow, never attain status in society or a place in the world. Istina finds herself removed from the category of those who will get well to the category of those who are hospitalised for life. Her only chance of being released, she is told, is to undergo a lobotomy. Her fate is now in the hands of doctors who barely seem to know her or understand her fate; her future will be determined by their whim.


The book is a record of humiliation and fear, shot through with chilling insights. The experience of its central characters is realised on the page with such lightness that it is never a punitive experience for the reader. It is an account of suffering that is exhilarating as well as harrowing, because its very existence – the fact that Istina survives to tell the tale – shows that suffering has not destroyed her. Its darkest pages are lit up by the perception of human life as precious, and each life as unique. It is also a shrewd and clever book, revealing without fuss (or sociologists’ jargon) how oppressive institutions work. If you can’t live in a mental hospital, the more resistant patients are asked, how do you expect to live in the world? Istina compares the hospital to a factory, a prison, a slaughterhouse; the images are developed, extended, pressed home. The novel allows us to understand, intimately as well as intellectually, the abusive practices of the psychiatry of the time, and the self-reinforcing beliefs that drove them. From the 1930s onwards, the emphasis in psychiatry was on devising physical, hands-on responses to invisible mental distress: strenuous procedures, demanding of time and trained resources. These treatments made the doctors feel they were doing something. They placated relatives. Where medicine was practised privately they were often highly lucrative.


Janet Frame underwent, she estimated, two hundred sessions of electroconvulsive therapy, ‘each one equivalent in fear to an execution’. In Faces in the Water, Istina tells us what this was like. Fear seeps from the page, as the prisoners wait like death-row inmates to know their fate each morning. It’s a no-win situation – if you are not listed for shock, and you show your ecstatic relief, you are likely to be put down for emergency treatment; the ideal patient is unmoved, a stone, and strong emotion may be seen as evidence of disease. Istina has no illusions about what the treatment is for. It is ‘the new and fashionable means of quieting people and of making them realise that orders are to be obeyed and floors are to be polished without anyone protesting and faces are made to be fixed into smiles and weeping is a crime’.


In shock treatment, electricity is passed through the patient’s brain to induce a grand mal seizure, a violent epileptic fit. In the days when Janet Frame was a patient it was given without anaesthetic or muscle relaxants. ECT is still used – in much more limited circumstances, but on the most vulnerable patients. It is still highly controversial. Its opponents say it is a licensed way of producing brain damage. Its proponents claim it saves deeply depressed patients from suicide. Doctor-led follow-up studies report on it much more favourably than patient-led studies. There is now general acceptance that it leads to memory loss, that this may be permanent and may be severe. Istina is also subject to insulin coma therapy, another perilous mid-twentieth-century enthusiasm now largely abandoned in favour of powerful neuroleptic drugs. In his book Wisdom, Madness and Folly: The Making of a Psychiatrist, the dissident R. D. Laing gave a corrosive account of administering these treatments, written from a psychiatrist’s point of view. Trapped in the system in the 1950s, he began to believe that the treatments available and the inbuilt violence of the hospital environment were a systematic way of making people mad, not making them sane. Faces in the Water spells out the personal, individual consequences of a self-perpetuating social delusion. What is worst is that the people who are part of the system think of themselves as enlightened. Nothing in the book is more excruciating than the description of the patients’ pleasures, the dances and socials which are laid on because of the ‘new attitude’ among staff. Patients are ‘reduced by cold threats to a reasonable calm’ and herded from the wards to enjoy themselves, tricked out in party dresses and looking ‘like stage whores’.


Finally Istina is told that her chance of release from hospital depends on a lobotomy. ‘My personality had been condemned, like a slum dwelling …’ There are different techniques of lobotomy, which is also known as leucotomy, but in essence it involves an irreversible surgical procedure to sever the frontal lobes from the underlying structures of the brain. In the days when the treatment was popular, issues of patient consent were not taken seriously. At Istina’s hospital, they have special protocols and routines for lobotomy patients, and ‘lobotomy scarves’ to keep their injured skulls from plain sight. The effect of lobotomy, at best, was to induce passivity and diminish individuality. At worst, it turned a mentally distressed person into a brain-damaged one. Some patients, excruciatingly aware that something was lost, described it as being de-souled. But the staff of Istina’s hospital continue to insist, as they attend the zombified survivors, that the operation is worthwhile – indeed, they hold it out as a hope of salvation. One former patient, Istina is told, is now selling hats for a living:






‘And she used to be in seclusion, like you.’


‘I don’t think I could sell hats,’ I said doubtfully.








Despite the other things she could do, distinctive and remarkable things, Janet Frame remains subject to categorisation. She was put into the mad category, saved at the last moment for the artist category, and is sometimes put back into the mad category by people keen on classifications and unable to explain her genius except by defining it as an abnormality. An arid reductionism still haunts her. In 2007 a paper in the New Zealand Medical Journal suggested that she had an autistic spectrum disorder. It is time to subdue the urge to pathologise, and see Frame as the highly conscious artist that she was. At first her prose may seem a luxuriant unpruned Eden. But soon the reader sees the careful gardening, the astute nurture of what nature provides. Frame’s inner geography is complex, her psyche contains elaborate structures. She had the artist’s ability to make strange associations and imaginative leaps; along with this ability goes, not infrequently, a certain social awkwardness, a deep reserve and a tendency to withdraw from small talk. Social situations are difficult because an artist like Frame sees and hears much more than the average person; the subtext of every human negotiation is written in large type and cast in a brilliant light.


When such a writer is at the height of her powers, everything seems significant; the merest everyday object becomes freighted with symbolic value and drenched in a strange kind of beauty. This is how writers and visual artists glimpse the latent value in everyday things. Objects transform before their eyes and reveal their true nature; the world unpeels itself. Meaning proliferates, so that to write a sentence is to touch on, allude to, all the possibilities of other sentences allied to it. The world takes on a heightened poignancy, which then destabilises emotion. This is the essence of the artist’s work. It is not a disease progress, an evidence of disintegration. But when the artist tries to explain herself – and there is always the demand – she may be able to do it only by evoking symbols. The dart and movement of her communication, in speech or in writing, can sound like ‘schizophrenese’, and her awareness of significance and connection can sound like the insistent formulations of paranoia. To the listener of a crude sensibility, inspiration sounds like madness – all the material is there, for a medic with a check-list.


Artists in the present day don’t talk much about inspiration. They are afraid it makes them sound different from the general population. They would rather talk about craft and diligence and strokes of luck – it seems more modest – or locate their talent in their life situation – they are in some way exiled, marginal to their community, a poor fit with the majority; art is what they have instead of social ease. The notion of an artist as a member of an elite, special group has been replaced by a notion of the artist as a victim, a refugee, a sullen excluded observer placed by circumstances at a tangent to society. To an extent both these analyses are valid, and can be applied to Janet Frame’s life. If she had been born richer, and in a less conformist society (though where are they to be found?) maybe she would have suffered less, been understood more easily, granted full rights in her own talent; but only a Utopia could have put her at ease. Her background produced her, but she illuminated and transfigured it. A life almost blighted flowered into beauty. Janet Frame is one of those writers who make you think, whether you like it or not, of the workings of grace.


Hilary Mantel, 2008




PART I


Cliffhaven




1


They have said that we owe allegiance to Safety, that he is our Red Cross who will provide us with ointment and bandages for our wounds and remove the foreign ideas the glass beads of fantasy the bent hairpins of unreason embedded in our minds. On all the doors which lead to and from the world they have posted warning notices and lists of safety measures to be taken in extreme emergency. Lightning, isolation in the snows of the Antarctic, snake bite, riots, earthquakes. Never sleep in the snow. Hide the scissors. Beware of strangers. Lost in a foreign land take your time from the sun and your position from the creeks flowing towards the sea. Don’t struggle if you would be rescued from drowning. Suck the snake bite from the wound. When the earth opens and the chimneys topple, run out underneath the sky. But for the final day of destruction when ‘those that look from the windows shall be darkened’ they have provided no slogan. The streets throng with people who panic, looking to the left and the right, covering the scissors, sucking poison from a wound they cannot find, judging their time from the sun’s position in the sky when the sun itself has melted and trickles down the ridges of darkness into the hollows of evaporated seas.


Until that day how can we find our path in sleep and dreams and preserve ourselves from their dangerous reality of lightning snakes traffic germs riot earthquakes blizzard and dirt when lice creep like riddles through our minds? Quick, where is the Red Cross God with the ointment and plaster the needle and thread and the clean linen bandages to mummify our festering dreams? Safety First.


I will write about the season of peril. I was put in hospital because a great gap opened in the ice floe between myself and the other people whom I watched, with their world, drifting away through a violet-coloured sea where hammerhead sharks in tropical ease swam side by side with the seals and the polar bears. I was alone on the ice. A blizzard came and I grew numb and wanted to lie down and sleep and I would have done so had not the strangers arrived with scissors and cloth bags filled with lice and red-labelled bottles of poison, and other dangers which I had not realised before – mirrors, cloaks, corridors, furniture, square inches, bolted lengths of silence – plain and patterned, free samples of voices. And the strangers, without speaking, put up circular calico tents and camped with me, surrounding me with their merchandise of peril.


But I liked to eat Caramello chocolate because I was lonely. I bought twelve cushions for sixpence. I sat in the cemetery among the chrysanthemums bunched in their brownish water inside slime-coated jam jars. I walked up and down in the dark city, following the gleaming tram lines that held and arrowed the street lights and the trams flashed sudden sparks above my head and made it seem, with rainbow splashes of light, that I looked through tears. But the shop windows were speaking to me, and the rain too, running down inside the window of the fish shop, and the clean moss and fern inside the florists, and the dowdy droopy two-piece sets and old-fashioned coats hung on the aged plaster models in the cheaper shops that could not afford to light their windows, and crowded their goods together, displayed with large warning tickets painted in red. They all spoke. They said, Beware of the Sale, Beware of Bargain Prices. Beware of traffic and germs; if you find a handkerchief hold it up by the tip of the finger and thumb until it is claimed. For a cold in the chest be steamed with Friars’ Balsam. Do not sit on the seat of a public lavatory. Danger. Power lines overhead.


I was not yet civilised; I traded my safety for the glass beads of fantasy.


I was a teacher. The headmaster followed me home, he divided his face and body into three in order to threaten me with triple peril, so that three headmasters followed me, one on each side and one at my heels. Once or twice I turned timidly and said, Would you like a star for good conduct? I sat all night in my room, cutting out stars from sheets of gold paper, pasting the stars on the wall and across the door of the landlady’s best wardrobe and over the head and face and eyes of her innersprung divan, till the room was papered with stars, furnished as a private night, as a charm against the three headmasters who made me drink tea in sociability every morning in the staff room, and who tiptoed in sand shoes along the marigold border, sprouting pungent advice possibilities and platitudes. With my briberies for good conduct I fancied I held them fast with flour and water in a paper galaxy of approval, when I was really giving to myself alone the hundred rewards, guarantees, safety measures, insurance policies, because I alone was evil, I alone had been seen and heard, had spoken before I was spoken to, had bought fancy biscuits without being told to, and put them down on the bill.


My room stank with sanitary towels. I did not know where to put them therefore I hid them in the drawer of the landlady’s walnut dressing table, in the top drawer, the middle drawer and the bottom drawer; everywhere was the stench of dried blood, of stale food thrown from the shelves of an internal house that was without tenants or furniture or hope of future lease.


The headmaster flapped his wings; he was called a name that sounded like buzzard which gave him power over the dead, to pick the bones of those who lie in the desert.


I swallowed a stream of stars; it was easy; I slept a sleep of good work and conduct excellent.


Perhaps I could have dived into the violet sea and swum across to catch up with the drifting people of the world; yet I thought, Safety First, Look to the Left and Look to the Right. The disappearing crowds of people waved their dirty handkerchiefs held, fastidiously, between thumb and forefinger. Such caution! They covered their mouth and nose when they sneezed, but their feet were bare and frozen, and I thought that perhaps they could not afford shoes or stockings, therefore I stayed on my ice floe, not willing to risk the danger of poverty, looking carefully to the left and the right, minding the terrible traffic across the lonely polar desert: until a man with golden hair said, ‘You need a rest from chrysanthemums and cemeteries and parallel tram lines running down to the sea. You need to escape from sand and lupins and wardrobes and fences. Mrs Hogg will help you, Mrs Hogg the Berkshire sow who has had her goitre out, and you should see the stream of cream that flows from the hole in her throat and hear the satisfactory whistling of her breath.’


‘You have made a mistake,’ Mrs Hogg said, standing on tiptoe, her head thrust in the air. ‘I may have ginger whiskers but there has never been a stream of cream that flows from the hole in my throat. And tell me, what is the difference between geography, electricity, cold feet, a child born without wits and sitting drooling inside a red wooden engine in a concrete yard, and the lament of Guiderius and Aviragus,






Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,


Nor the furious winter’s rages …


No exorciser harm thee


Nor no witchcraft charm thee.


Ghost unlaid forbeare thee.


Nothing ill come near thee.








I was afraid of Mrs Hogg. I could not tell her the difference. I shouted at her,






Loony loony down the line,


Mind your business and I’ll mind mine.








What is a loony’s business? A loony at Cliffhaven ‘down the line’ where the train stops for twenty minutes to put down and collect the mailbags and to give the travellers a free look at the loonies gathered about, gaping and absorbed?


Tell me, what is the time now? The light-headed school bell is giddily knocking its head against its tongue; am I at school in time? The cherry blossom is budding on its burnished leaves, the velvet-tonsilled snapdragons are in flower, the wind is brushing sunlight into the row of green supple poplars growing outside on the bank, just up the path. I can see them from the window. Then why is it dead of winter? And why do the windows open only six inches at the bottom and the top, and why are the doors locked by people who wear pink uniforms and carry keys fastened by a knotted cord to their belts and kept inside deep marsupial pockets? Is it after teatime? Violet light, yellow japonica, the children in the street playing hopscotch baseball and marbles until the blotting darkness absorbs even the colour from the yellow japonica?


I will put warm woollen socks on the feet of the people in the other world; but I dream and cannot wake, and I am cast over the cliff and hang there by two fingers that are danced and trampled on by the Giant Unreality.


So there was nothing to do but weep. I cried for the snow to melt and the powerful councillors to come and tear down the warning notices, and I never answered Mrs Hogg to tell her the difference for I knew only the similarity that grew with it; the difference dispersed in the air and withered, leaving the fruit of similarity, like a catkin that reveals the hazelnut.




2


I was cold. I tried to find a pair of long woollen ward socks to keep my feet warm in order that I should not die under the new treatment, electric shock therapy, and have my body sneaked out the back way to the mortuary. Every morning I woke in dread, waiting for the day nurse to go on her rounds and announce from the list of names in her hand whether or not I was for shock treatment, the new and fashionable means of quieting people and of making them realise that orders are to be obeyed and floors are to be polished without anyone protesting and faces are made to be fixed into smiles and weeping is a crime. Waiting in the early morning, in the black-capped frosted hours, was like waiting for the pronouncement of a death sentence.


I tried to remember the incidents of the day before. Had I wept? Had I refused to obey an order from one of the nurses? Or, becoming upset at the sight of a very ill patient, had I panicked, and tried to escape? Had a nurse threatened, ‘If you don’t take care you’ll be for treatment tomorrow?’ Day after day I spent the time scanning the faces of the staff as carefully as if they were radar screens which might reveal the approach of the fate that had been prepared for me. I was cunning. ‘Let me mop the office,’ I pleaded. ‘Let me mop the office in the evenings, for by evening the film of germs has settled on your office furniture and report books, and if the danger is not removed you might fall prey to disease which means disquietude and fingerprints and a sewn shroud of cheap cotton.’


So I mopped the office, as a precaution, and sneaked across to the sister’s desk and glanced quickly at the open report book and the list of names for treatment the next morning. One time I read my name there, Istina Mavet. What had I done? I hadn’t cried or spoken out of turn or refused to work the bumper with the polishing rag under it or to help set the tables for tea, or to carry out the overflowing pig-tin to the side door. There was obviously a crime which was unknown to me, which I had not included in my list because I could not track it with the swinging spotlight of my mind to the dark hinterland of unconsciousness. I knew then that I would have to be careful. I would have to wear gloves, to leave no trace when I burgled the crammed house of feeling and took for my own use exuberance depression suspicion terror.


As we watched the day nurse moving from one patient to another with the list in her hand our sick dread became more intense.


‘You’re for treatment. No breakfast for you. Keep on your nightgown and dressing gown and take your teeth out.’


We had to be careful, calm, controlled. If our forebodings were unwarranted we experienced a dizzy lightness and relief which, if carried too far, made us liable to be given emergency treatment. If our name appeared on the fateful list we had to try with all our might, at times unsuccessfully, to subdue the rising panic. For there was no escape. Once the names were known all doors were scrupulously locked; we had to stay in the observation dormitory where the treatment was being held.


It was a time of listening – to the other patients walking along the corridor for breakfast; the silence as Sister Honey, her head bowed, her eyes watchfully open, said grace.


‘For what you are about to receive the Lord make you truly thankful.’


And then we heard the sudden cheerful clatter of spoons on porridge plates, the scraping of chairs, the disconcerted murmur at the end of the meal when the inevitably missing knife was being searched for while the sister warned sternly, ‘Let no one leave the table until the knife is found.’ Then further scraping and rustling following the sister’s order, ‘Rise, Ladies.’ Side doors being unlocked as the patients were ordered to their separate places of work. Laundry, Ladies. Sewing room, Ladies. Nurses’ Home, Ladies. Then the pegging footsteps as the massive Matron Glass on her tiny blackshod feet approached down the corridor, unlocked the observation dormitory and stood surveying us, with a query to the nurse, like a stockman appraising head of cattle waiting in the saleyards to go by truck to the slaughterhouse. ‘They’re all here? Make sure they have nothing to eat.’ We stood in small groups, waiting; or crouched in a semi-circle around the great locked fireplace where a heap of dull coal smouldered sulkily; our hands on the blackened bars of the fireguard, to warm our nipped fingers.


For in spite of the snapdragons and the dusty millers and the cherry blossoms, it was always winter. And it was always our season of peril: Electricity, the peril the wind sings to in the wires on a grey day. Time after time I thought, What safety measures must I apply to protect myself against electricity? And I listed the emergencies – lightning, riots, earthquakes, and the measures provided for the world by man’s Red Cross God Safety to whom we owe allegiance or die on the separated ice floe, in double loneliness. But it would not come to my mind what to do when I was threatened by electricity, except that I thought of my father’s rubber waders that he used for fishing and that stood in the wash house where the moth-eaten coats hung behind the door, beside the pile of old Humour Magazines, the Finest Selection of the World’s Wit, for reading in the lavatory. Where was the wash house and the old clothes with spiders’ nests and wood lice in their folds? Lost in a foreign land, take your position from the creeks flowing towards the sea, and your time from the sun.


Yes, I was cunning. I remembered once a relationship between electricity and wetness, and on the excuse of going to the lavatory I filled the admission bath and climbed in, wearing my nightgown and dressing gown, and thinking, Now they will not give me treatment, and perhaps I may have a secret influence over the sleek cream-painted machine with its knobs and meters and lights.


Do you believe in a secret influence?


There had been occasions of delirious relief when the machine broke down and the doctor emerged, frustrated, from the treatment room, and Sister Honey made the welcome proclamation, ‘You can all get dressed. No treatment today.’


But this day when I climbed in the bath the secret influence was absence, and I was given treatment, hurried into the room as the first patient, even before the noisy people from Ward Two, the disturbed ward, were brought in for ‘multiples’, which means they were given two treatments and sometimes three, consecutively. These excited people in their red ward dressing gowns and long grey ward stockings and bunchy striped bloomers which some took care to display to us, were called by their Christian names or nicknames, Dizzy, Goldie, Dora. Sometimes they approached us and began to confide in us or touch our sleeves, reverently, as if we were indeed what we felt ourselves to be, a race apart from them. Were we not the ‘sensibly’ ill who did not yet substitute animal noises for speech or fling our limbs in uncontrolled motion or dissolve into secret silent hilarity? And yet when the time of treatment came and they and we were ushered or dragged into the room at the end of the dormitory all of us whether from the disturbed ward or the ‘good’ ward uttered the same kind of stifled choking scream when the electricity was turned on and we dropped into immediate lonely unconsciousness.


It was early in my dream. The tracks of time crossed and merged and with the head-on collision of hours a fire broke out blackening the vegetation that sprouts a green memory along the side of the track. I took a thimbleful of water distilled from the sea and tried to extinguish the fire. I waved a small green flag in the face of the oncoming hours and they passed through the scarred countryside to their destination and as the faces peered from the window at me I saw they were the faces of the people awaiting shock treatment. There was Miss Caddick, Caddie, they called her, bickering and suspicious, not knowing that she would soon die and her body be sneaked out the back way to the mortuary. And there was my own face staring from the carriageful of the nicknamed people in their ward clothes, striped smocks and grey woollen jerseys. What did it mean?


I was so afraid. When I first came to Cliffhaven and walked into the dayroom and saw the people sitting and staring, I thought, as a passerby in the street thinks when he sees someone staring into the sky, If I look up too, I will see it. And I looked but I did not see it. And the staring was not, as it is in the streets, an occasion for crowds who share the spectacle; it was an occasion of loneliness, of vision on a closed, private circuit.


And it is still winter. Why is it winter when the cherry blossom is in flower? I have been here in Cliffhaven for years now. How can I get to school by nine o’clock if I am trapped in the observation dormitory waiting for ECT? It is such a long way to go to school, down Eden Street past Ribble Street and Dee Street past the doctor’s house and their little girl’s doll’s house standing on the lawn. I wish I had a doll’s house; I wish I could make myself small and live inside it, curled up in a matchbox with satin bed curtains and gold stars painted on the striking side, for good conduct.


There is no escape. Soon it will be time for ECT. Through the veranda windows I can see the nurses returning from second breakfast, and the sight of them walking in twos and threes past the border of snapdragons granny’s bonnets and the cherry blossom tree brings a sick feeling of despair and finality. I feel like a child who has been forced to eat a strange food in a strange house and who must spend the night there in a strange room with a different smell in the bedclothes and different borders on the blankets, and waken in the morning to the sight of a different and terrifying landscape from the window.


The nurses enter the dormitory. They collect false teeth from the treatment patients, plunging them in water in old cracked cups and writing the names on the outside in pale blue ink from a ballpoint pen; the ink slips on the impenetrable china surface, and spreads, blurring from itself, with the edges of the letters appearing like the microfilm of flies’ feet. A nurse brings two small chipped enamel bowls of methylated spirits and ethereal soap, to ‘rub up’ our temples in order that the shock will ‘take’.


I try to find a pair of grey woollen socks for if my feet are cold I know that I shall die. One patient is careful to put on her pants ‘in case I kick up my legs in front of the doctor’. At the last minute, as the feel of nine o’clock surrounds us and we sit in the hard chairs, our heads tipped back, the soaked cotton wool being rubbed on our temples until the skin tears and stings and the dregs of the spirits run down into our ears making sudden blockages of sound, there is a final outbreak of screaming and panicking, attempts by some to grab leftover food from the bed patients, and as a nurse calls ‘Lavatory,

Ladies’, and the dormitory door is opened for a brief supervised visit to the doorless lavatories, with guards set in the corridor to prevent escape, there are bursts of fighting and kicking as some attempt to get past, yet realising almost at once that there is nowhere to run to. The doors to the outside world are locked. You can only be followed and dragged back and if Matron Glass catches you she will speak angrily, ‘It’s for your own good. Pull yourself together. You’ve been difficult long enough.’
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